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"Ah, by no wind those clouds are driven
That rustle through the unquiet Heaven
Uneasily, from mom till even,
Over the violets there that lie
In myriad types of the human eye-
Over the lilies there that vave
And weep above a nameless grave!
They wave:- from out their fragrant tops
Eternal dews come down in drops.
They weep:- from off their delicate stems
Perennial tears descend in gems."

Valley of Unrest--Edgar Alan Poe









PREFACE

Loss is the catalyst to the weakening of faith.
How many times have | lost, how much can one lose
before faith becomes a dream; far off and out of
reach? How much can | witness before my eyes
finally stop believing and my heart finally ceases to
hope?

| see him; Death is ready to take from me
once again. How much more am | willing to sacrifice
to keep my own wings above ground? Heaven
holds no promise for me if even the rewards exact a
cost.






FENCES MAKE FOR GOOD NEIGHBORS

The icy bite of the December air was a rude
awakening for my barely conscious mind. If the
sound of fluttering hadn't clued me in, the warm lips
against my ear did as they encouraged my slumber
to flee. | smiled at the soft words. "You keep
kidnapping me and I'm going to have to start
locking my window at night just to get some sleep."

"You know that won't keep me away from

you

"Mmm, promise?" | said sleepily, nuzzling the
silky skin of his neck. "Where are we going?"

His thoughts told me were heading to the
spot we always visited at this time of night--to his
family's retreat. Robert Bellegarde, my kidnapper,
was taking me, his willing victim, to view the sky
before another winter storm rolled in and covered
the ground with white and the sky with grey. The
stars were always the clearest at this time of night,
and he knew how much | loved to just stare at them
while lying together, content to let the rest of the
world spin around us.



"Why are your wings open?" | asked, picking
up the sound of whistling as the wind sifted through
his ebony plumes.

Robert smiled at me and answered quite
bluntly, "Because you like them." And he was right. |
did like them...very much. I'd told him many times
just how much | envied them how he had something
that made him different and yet so admired
amongst his kind.

His kind...angels. The mythical creatures that
have haunted our faiths and our fantasies since the
beginning of time were real. And now they haunted
my reality. | could never dream of going back to the
semi-normal existence that | barely survived before
meeting Robert.

His secret, his life had altered mine in ways
that spanned the endless chapters that made up the
story of me. And now it was the story of us; of how
with the simple telling of one painful, black lie, he
had lost his life. And with the forgiveness of truth,
had regained it all back with the key to Heaven in
his hands, and his heartin mine.



But, as with all great things, there was a
price to pay for escaping death. And for Robert, his
price was one that would have been the reason that
life itself should have no meaning. Robert had lost
the beating of his immortal heart.

Born without wings, as all angels are, and in
a human body, Robert had needed a catalyst, a
wing-bringer who would trigger within him what the
angels called the change. He had searched and
waited for fifteen hundred years, his ambition to
ascend and receive his call his only driving force.

And then he met me. Simple, plain,
unadulterated Grace Shelley, who would have given
anything to simply vanish into thin air, rather than
draw the attention of anyone or anything other than
that of my best friend. But Robert saw--no, he felt
something within me that acted like a magnet,
drawing the two of us together.

Polar opposites on the playing field of
everything that mattered in my world, he was
beautiful, while | wasn't. He was popular while | was
committing crimes with my lack of a social life. And
yet, his perfection was merely a facade, while my



perceived shortcomings were the veneer that
covered who | truly was underneath. | was his soul
mate.

| know that sounds ridiculously
melodramatic, but when you're talking about angels,
and dying, and growing wings, what else can you
be? It's not like I'm talking about your typical high
school romance here. In another life, that was all |
ever wanted. But as soon as Robert's eyes caught
hold of mine, the world and everything that | knew
about it had changed. Girls who date high school
kids don't get mowed down by cars, or nearly
strangled to death by rogue angels hell bent on
hurting your boyfriend.

And...girls who date high school kids don't
end up sailing across the night sky in the arms of
Death.

Along with Robert's wings came the one
thing that all angels strive for, their destiny. It's a
song, a never ending song of duty and devotion that
they've named the call. It demands their absolute
loyalty and they give it without question. For most,
it's simply a duty of walking amongst us and



ensuring that we remain faithful, mundane duties
when compared to the darkness that consumes
Robert's call.

He had hoped that his ability to heal the
human body would have given him the call of a
healer, someone who performed miracles for the
sick and injured. Instead, the wickedness that is
cruel irony sentenced him to the role of Death. He'd
be taking life instead of saving it.

He won't tell me how many lives he's taken,
how many souls he's had to help make the journey
across time and physical boundaries to their final
destinations, whether it be Heaven, Hell, or some
place in between. But each time he returns to me, it
seems like a small piece of who he is has been
chipped away. The hope and optimism in him has
dulled a bit and | often fear that he will come home
to me one day unrecognizable, so consumed by the
darkness of his call that he won't be Robert--my
Robert. Instead, he'd become...Sam.

"Are you woolgathering?"

"What?" | looked at him, confused, his
auestion catchina me off quard. "Woolaatherina--



What does that méan?"

Even in the smooth flow of flight, his body
shook with his amusement. "It means thinking,
collecting your thoughts. You're quiet, and your mind
is closed off which usually means you're thinking
about something important. What is it?"

"Are you saying that my thoughts are like
itchy sheep's hair?" | tried to sound insulted, but he
could see right through me. There was no
pretending when it came to him. "Okay, alright. |
was just thinking about the past few months, about
how so much has happened since September. |
can't believe everything that's happened since | first
saw you. lt's overwhelming, and I'm not sure what
else life has in store for me now."

Robert looked at me with inquisitive eyes.
"You're not telling me the whole truth."

Of course | wasn't. | wasn't about to tell him
that | was worried about his soul. He certainly knew
much more about that than | ever would or could. My
ignorance about much of the angel world was slowly
diminishing, but | doubted that it would be



completely eradicated in my lifetime. And of all the
things that | was sure of, the very last thing I'd learn
was the condition of the angelic soul.

"Robert, you worry too much," | chided and
then changed the subject."Do you think that the
ground is going to be too wet to lie down?"

The warm air from my mouth forced wisps of
vapor to float around me, and | continued to blow
out streams of warm haze in a poor attempt to
occupy my wandering thoughts. Robert was taking
an awfully long time to answer my question, which
was unusual, especially when a question can be
merely answered with a thought...

Oh. Iwas blocking his thoughts again. Sorry.

| looked up to see him shake his head,
sighing in amused frustration. You're doing this
much more frequently now If's getting harder and
harder to fight the shifting and stay where your
thoughts are focused.

"This" was a complication that neither of us
had expected. While we both knew that | could
intentionally keep his kind from reading my



thoughts, it seemed that since | had turned eighteen
nearly a week ago, my mind was shutting Robert
out on its own more frequently. When given notice,
he was able to follow the thoughts in my head so
that he wasn't shut out. But it was becoming more
and more difficult to differentiate when my thoughts
were separating and when they weren't.

Sorry. There wasn't much else | could say. It
wasn't as though | had wanted it to happen that way.
| enjoyed the ability to keep some thoughts private; |
am human, after all. But, there is also something
incredibly intimate about being able to share one's
innermost thoughts with another person.

As Robert slowed down, and the ground
drew closer, | saw that the blanket of snow that
covered the large field was not going to be bearing
its stargazers tonight. "What do we do now?"

Robert's feet touched the ground and sank
into the cold covering, and | shivered just thinking
about how it must feel to him. "It doesn't feel all that
different than standing on a beach, actually," he said
aloud, answering the question that | had not voiced.



| felt the line of dissatisfaction stretch across
my face while | thought about that for a bit. "You
know, you're not going to be winning many points
with me if you keep on bragging about going to the
beach when I'm stuck in Ohio during one of the
worst winters in history."

He laughed out loud, his voice echoing
around me, the sound a beautiful symphony of bells
and brass and strings all blending into the only
sound that could erase the very chill from my body.
"You just say the word and you'll have your toes
dipping in warm, Pacific waters in no time."

| shook my head. This was the hardest part
when it came to what Robert was--at least it was for
me. He wanted me to take advantage of what he
was, use his abilities to help me, help my family out
in ways that we both knew would be beneficial. It
wasn't breaking any code, he had explained. | just
didn't like the idea that by relenting, and allowing
him the pleasure of doing this for me, I'd be using
him.

| had argued that we had been getting along
fine without him, his money, or his gifts, and we'd do



well without it. | needed to be able to stand on my
own two feet, | told him, because there was no other
way for me to exist. It was why | had worked at the
library. It was why | rode a bike instead of driving
some used clunker. It was why | wore second hand
clothes from thrift stores and garage sales.
Everything that I did, | wanted it to be done my way.

"Il be able to support myself" | had
explained to him one night after he had argued
against the possibility of me taking a job at the mall.
"I don't plan on living at home once | go to college,
Robert. After the baby comes, what kind of study
time do you think Il get?"

"You don't have to get a job, Grace. I'd be
more than willing to support you while you go to
school," Robert had argued. "Besides, you don't
even like the mall. How will you be able to be in
some store you can't stand and sell items to people
you don't like?"

| smiled sweetly at him and replied, "The
same way you angels can help people you
despise."

It had been the wrona thina to do--Robert



had been very sensitive as of late because of his
call--but | couldn't take it back, and | wasn't going to
either. Humans and angels weren't so different that
they couldn't be just as deceptive as the other in
order to achieve set goals.

There had been no winner in that argument.
He couldn't forbid me from working, and | couldn't
force him to like it. We were at an impasse in that
regard, and | didn't mind it at all because the wall
was on his side of the fence this time. He had set
up so many boundaries and rules since the very
beginning of our strange relationship that it was
nice being the one with the gate key for a change.

| can hear that.

Of course he could hear it. | had allowed him
back in. And? It's true. You're the one who's set up
all of these rdiculous rules, and I'm stuck
following them whether | like them or not.

He had walked over to our bench--where we
had had our first real conversation, where
everything began for the two of us--and used his
wings like some kind of built-in broom to sweep the



snow off of the seat. "Why are you doing that? You
won't get cold if you sit on the snow," | commented,
watching him.

"Because | don't want to get my pants wet.
They're new."

I rolled my eyes. Robert had discovered that
being Death eased the restrictions on him that
would have otherwise caused him significant harm.
Lying, for example, would normally cause him
extreme pain and eventually result in death if he
didn't confess the truth. As Death however, some of
the darkness that comes with the power to extend
or take away life allowed for him to lie...a little, and
Robert chose to use this leniency to joke around.
He was like a kid with a new toy, but | knew that it
wouldn't be long before it got on my nerves.

"You're not seriously trying to make me
believe that you care about your pants?"

As he sat down, his wings retreated into the
mysterious lines that crisscrossed his back,
mirroring in some way the branches of a large tree
with Robert as its trunk. | immediately felt saddened
bv their disappearance. | had definitelv arown used



to seeing tHém, and thought they were the most
beautiful things to have ever been created. It didn't
hurt that | was the reason for their existence.

"Grace, | don't care about my pants. | was
just trying to get your mind off some of the trivial
things. Like this gate or wall notion you have in your
head. You know that the rules | have set up are to
keep you and your family safe."

| shrugged my shoulders, knowing what he
had said, but not appreciating the reason why he
had said it. "Robert, you told me that | can never tell
Dad about what you are. | said fine. You told me that
Graham can never know. | said fine again.. I've told
no one about you; even Lark and | have never
discussed it because you said it was uncomfortable
for the two of you.

"But then you decide that | can't even say
your real name, like | ever had anyway, and that |
cannot discuss your absences with anyone, that |
should just play dumb. | don't get that. It's not like I'm
teling Madame Hidani that you're off in Swaziland
ferrying souls to Heaven, Hell, and to Kosher
Knishes for some lox and bagels. I'm supposed to



be your girlfriend, and when | have to play dumb and
say | don't know when people ask where you are, |
feel like everyone is starting to feel sorry for me
again."

| avoided mentioning the main arguing point,
that neither of us had made any headway with...or
concessions. Intimacy on a mental level was one
thing. Intimacy on a physical level was something
entirely different, and he had cut me off.

Robert's angelic lack of awareness when it
came to feeling the physical touch that so many
humans took for granted had made him ignorant to
the simple pleasures of experiencing things, like a
holding a hand, or kissing. As Robert's mother had
explained, juveniles--angels without wings or a call--
were more prone to experience physical pleasure
through those of the humans they were with
because that's the only way they could feel them.

And now that Robert had his call, his wings,
now that he could feel, could enjoy the wonders of
soft lips and smooth skin himself, he had chosen to
abstain. And in doing so, had forced me to abstain
as well.



"It's too much for me to deal with, Grace," he
had explained when | had been particularly angry
and hurt at being rejected yet again. He refused to
go into it any further, and | was feeling too dejected
to push it. Rejection was my forte, so | knew | could
handle it quite well. He, on the other hand, couldn't.
He just wasn't used fo it.

Fifteen hundred years of living with the gift to
charm people into doing what you want, to will them
to bend to your whims had made him arrogant and
cocky in some ways, and it took a simple seventeen
year old girl like me to bring him down a peg. |
admit that among all of my achievements in life--and
there really aren't many--this was one of my finest.
Even Lark, Robert's sister appreciated my doing
SO.

"What are you thinking about now?"

"Ugh," | groaned, realizing that once again,
my train of thought had unknowingly left him behind.
"I was thinking about your ridiculous inability to
control yourself and how 'm being made to suffer for
it."



Seeing his confused expression was almost
enough to make me forget that his sudden vow of
kissing chastity had also become mine by proxy.
Almost. "Ugh," | groaned again, and shook my head
at the impossibility of it all. How could | stare at such
beautiful, mercury eyes and an impossibly perfect
face and not want to attack it in a primal, feminine
way?

"Ahh."

Well hooray. He'd finally gotten into my mind.

"You're thinking about that again? Why? I've
made some concessions about this, Grace-"

I cut him off. "Yes. You agreed that while you
wouldn't kiss me like a boyfriend would, you'd kiss
me like my dad does. How utterly romantic of you,
and how selfish of me to want otherwise." | felt my
bottom lip slip out of its grimace, forming the pout
that seemed to be ever-present now.

"Grace," he began, "You're being ridiculous,
you know that? I'm trying to protect you. It's difficult
for me to deny myself the same things that you want,
but you have to be patient and understanding."



| threw my hands up, exasperated with his
patience and understanding mantra. "It is ex-haus-
ting, being so patient and understanding," |
snapped, but immediately felt contrite when | saw
the hurt spread across his face. "Robert, I'm not
asking for you to make love to me in the snow, or
anything even remotely similar. Although if you want
to, I'm not going to object. I'm only asking that you
not take away the only real form of physical intimacy
we share."

| hadn't meant for it to sound like | was
pleading with him, but that's exactly how it came out,
and | hated it. | didn't think | was truly that desperate
until the words were out of my mouth.

Robert sighed; the sound was sad and
troubled, the same way he sounded after returning
from answering his call. "Grace, please. Let's talk
about this later, okay? | wanted to discuss
something with you."

So he was changing the subject. Fine. |
made a mental note that when we finally did discuss
this, he'd be unable to discuss anything but.



"What s it?"

Holding onto my chin, he forced me to look
towards the Gazebo that was nestled between two
large trees. The last time we were here, a newlywed
bride dipped her husband in an unconventional
sealing of her wedding vows. That was the night |
met the bride's grandmother, a kind woman named
Ellie who had not only been an Electus Patronus,
but also one of the few women who knew Robert in
a more intimate way, a way that | never had. And
with the way things were going, never would either.

"So what am | looking at?" | asked, taking
note that the gazebo was shrouded in the white
cloak of snow.

Robert grinned. "I'm going to set up a spot
over there for us to celebrate the New Year. I've
already spoken to your father and Lark is going to
bring you here to meet me. | want you to wear the
green dress again, if you don't mind."

"Why do I have to wear a dress?" | grumbled,
not exactly enjoying the idea of being in the cold
winter air in a dress that had only been barely
tolerable when the around still had some areen to it.



It wasn't that | didn't like the dress--the dress had
been beautiful--it was more that it was...a dress. It
had taken Robert actually purchasing it himself in
order for me to put it on. It was the same night that |
had told Robert that | loved him.

It was the same night that  had met Sam...

"Don't think about him, Grace. That's not how
I want you to remember our first date.”

"l don't think | can think about that night
without thinking about him, Robert," | argued. "I'm
not going to pretend that he didn't exist, that what
happened...didn't. It did, and | can't forget it. The
only thing | can do is hope things are better for us in
the future."

Robert sighed before finally releasing my
chin and wrapping his arms around me. He
whispered into my ear, "So do you want to hear
what | have planned?"

I shook my head. "Surprise me."






ARRANGEMENTS

The gross argument that friendship and
dating go hand in hand is one that | had mistakenly
adopted just a few months ago with my best friend,
Graham Hasselbeck. He had abandoned our
friendship after | had foolishly declared my love for
him on the hood of his old Buick, and | fell headfirst
into a deep depression that stained my life with the
dark and lonely thoughts of being dejected for the
crime of loving someone.

Fast forward four months and you've got an
anxious me waiting on that very same hood for him
to return from Christmas break with his mom. Lark,
Robert's sister, had insisted on waiting with me, and
so the two of us perched ourselves on the hood of
his little green clunker, watching for the cab that
would bring Graham and his mother back from their
vacation in Florida.

"Have you ever been to Florida?" | asked
Lark, remembering Robert's comment about
beaches.

She nodded her head, her long hair that



running like liquid onyx down her back and swaying
ever so gently with the soft motion. "Sure. We've
been to every state in this country, and almost all of
the major continents. Robert thinks that North
America holds the most promise though." She
looked slyly at me at that last bit, the silver in her
eyes so light, it was almost colorless. | blushed, the
heat of embarrassment at the innuendo burning the
red into my cheeks. It didn't help that she could read
her brother's mind and know what was hidden there.
It bothered me though, knowing that she could also
see that he was trying to remain physically distant.

"Grace, he's being a complete idiot. But he's
doing it for the right reasons."

| looked at her and took note of her
conspiratorial smile. "What are you plotting, Lark?"

She shook her head."'m not plotting
anything. But | know someone who is."

| knew | could have asked her who it was,
and she would have been nothing less than
compelled to answer, but | couldn't abuse her trust in
me like that. If something or someone was planning
somethina. I'd simplv have to wait to find out.



"Thank you," Lark sighed, having heard my
reasoning. "Your difference never ceases to amaze
me, you know."

Her comment annoyed me. Different was my
least favorite word--especially when used to
describe me.

"Oh let it go, Grace. You're going to have to
face the fact that you are different. You're living in a
small town which makes differences that much
more noticeable. Everyone here is different. Stacy
is different because she's the only girl who could
kick every guy's butt on the football team. Graham is
different because he's the most popular guy in the
school whose best friend happens to be the least
popular girl in school. Robert's different because
he's dating you. I'm different because I'm blind.

"But, different doesn't have to be a bad
thing."

She turned away then, a blush spreading
across her face as she looked down the street. A
yellow cab was heading towards us, and | could see
that the conversation was over. "He's coming," she



breathed, and | smiled at the tiny secret that she
revealed with that subtle gesture.

The yellow sedan pulled up into the driveway
fronting Graham's house, and Lark and | both sat up
straight as we waited for its occupants to emerge.

Or...occupant.

"Hey guys," Graham called out as he
stepped out alone. His hair had been cut since the
last time | had seen him, and it had grown lighter;
Florida sun would do that, | suppose. | felt a quick
catch in the rhythm of my heart as he smiled, his
evergreen eyes sparkling with satisfaction.

Where's his mother?

| looked at Lark and shrugged, the question
hanging at the back of my throat was begging to be
asked. | waited until the cab had left and Graham
was standing in front of me before |1 did.

"She's staying in Florida," he answered me
matter-of-factly, his face unaffected, his smile still
sweet and genuine. "She and Dad aren't dealing so
well together--well, you know that--so she's staying
with my aunt down in Tallahassee."



"Oh," Lark and | said at the same time. Me
by what I had heard him say, Lark by what he didn't.

Lark seemed quite uncomfortable at that
moment, and started fidgeting with the buttons on
her designer coat. Feeling oddly inadequate with
my one size fits most jacket, | started preparing the
list of questions Id wanted to ask about his
vacation, getting them mentally on deck so that
perhaps the awkward silence that we'd given birth
to would go away.

"lI've got to go...powder my nose. Il be right
back," Lark suddenly blurted. She leapt off the hood
and ran to my house in a slightly non-human burst of
speed. It was only made more startling because
Lark's supposed to be blind, and she did it without
once opening up her walking stick.

"Wow. She must've really had to go,"
Graham mumbled, and then sighed. It wasn't a sigh
of disappointment, like | had partially expected. |
might not have an angel's ability to read minds, but |
certainly could tell when my best friend wasn't
himself, and whenever he was around Lark, he was



definitely not himself.

Sighing once again, Graham ran his fingers
through his hair, now too short to be affected by the
rough raking. "Look Grace, | didn't want to say this
in front of Lark, but the real reason my mom's not
here is because she's filed for divorce. She told me
while we were in Florida."

Stunned, | sat there with my mouth glued
shut. The entire list of questions | had disintegrated
into a pile of dust as | understood what the
ramifications of this sudden change would bring to
Graham's life.

"When is she coming back?" | asked,
thinking about vy Hasselbeck's cold, icy stare the
last time | had seen her just a few days after the last
day of school, when Graham had come over to drop
off his Christmas present to me, and pick his up in
return.

"She's not. She wants me to move down
there with her, but | told her | didn't want to. | mean,
we're halfway through the year, and it doesn't make
sense for me to end up graduating from some
school Il have only attended for a few months."



Graham rationalized, his hands shoved in his jacket
pockets, pushing down on them like he needed to
drive home the point more to himself than to me. |
agreed with him; it made no sense. But it was
different for me.

| couldn't picture--no, | didn't want to picture
Graham out of my life once again so soon after he
had wanted back in. That ache was still fresh in my
mind, and | could feel the memories clawing their
way to my heart, wanting to come out and rage at
this new threat to our friendship.

"So, what does your dad think?" | asked,
trying to distract myself from the burning need to
hear him promise that he wasn't going to leave me
again.

Graham's foot kicked the tire of his car as he
stared up at the darkening sky. "He thinks that |
should stay with him. But he's not taking the whole
divorce thing so great. Sales at the store are down
and he's had to let some people go. Add mom
moving away on top of that, and then her wanting
me to go with her and he's just become one big
mess, Grace. | mean, he's been drinking like it



comes out of the tap, and I'm just not sure | want to
stay with him either. Not like that."

My heart hurt, literally ached at the thought of
him being stuck in the middle of this little tug of war
between his parents. | knew that neither vy nor
Richard would have forced him to make a decision,
but the fact that Graham felt guilty on both accounts
must feel like he's being torn in two pieces.

"Hey, | didn't mean to upset you. Cheer up.
At least [l be staying at Heath, huh?" Graham said,
punching me lightly in my shoulder and giving me a
half-hearted smile.

"Yeah. At least..."

He straightened up as Lark reappeared, her
face stony and her eyes lighter than usual. "So, you
seem to have memorized your way around Grace's
house pretty fast. How'd you do it? Braille for your
feet?"

The look on her face gave me the
impression that if she tried to smile, her face would
crack into several pieces, the sound probably
deafening the two of us while she stood there



staring with her sightless eyes.

Taking my cue, | sighed and repeated the lie
that Stacy and | had already said several times in
the past few weeks regarding Lark's seemingly
unnatural ability to find her way around while blind.
"She's memorized the distance between each
place, Graham. She counts the steps."

"Oh. Hey, that's pretty cool. You're going to
have to teach me that sometime so | can find my
way here in the dark."

Lark should have rolled her eyes. Lark
normally would have. But this Lark wasn't doing
anything but staring at me. Her face was void of
emotion, of color, of anything that would suggest
she was even alive. "Yeah. Sure," she responded
finally when she realized that an answer was
necessary before | had to start lying again.

Graham brushed his hands through his hair
again, obviously not pleased with such a stoic
reaction. "Um, so how was your Christmas?"

| raised my eyebrows. He hadn't asked that
question of me. He had forgotten | was even there,



because something he hadn't said, something that
Lark had picked up on in his mind, made her smile.
And how | felt when | looked at Robert, | was almost
positive was the exact same feeling that was
causing the ridiculously goofy grin to cross
Graham's face.

"We spent it here, with Grace," she
answered lightly, turning to smile at me. Gone was
the stony expression, and her eyes were once
again light gray, a slightly watered down version of
her brother's. | saw a flicker of annoyance, and
knew that my description hadn't pleased her. Oh
vell.

"That sounds like fun. Did her dad play that
Christmas cat record again?"

| groaned as Lark smiled and nodded her
head, knowing what was coming: my
comeuppance. "Yes, he did. And Grace sang along.
Quite loudly, as a matter of fact. And off-key, too, but
that's okay. She didn't have the benefit of a drunken
audience, so she was pretty brave, all things
considering."



Graham's guffaw began deep within his
chest, and barreled out until it was booming all
around me. He laughed so hard, he was running out
of breath, and the wheezing caused him to bend
over. "lcan't believe you-you actually-you sang
along?"

| felt my arms fold across my chest, and my
lips purse in frustration. "You're not encouraging me
to pursue my singing career, Graham."

He laughed even harder, and | could hear the
duet of bells in my head as Lark began laughing as
well. Great. Now the two of them were laughing at
me. | felt my mouth twitch, my pursed lips traveling
to the side in mock offense. In truth, | had been
worried about the cold look on Lark's face. What
had caused her to change moods so suddenly?

| stared at her, waiting for her to respond to
my unasked question, but she continued to laugh,
fiing my head with a harmony of sounds that
echoed in my mind. It was definitely a lot nicer than
the icy sting that she could inflict with that very same
mental voice.

"I'm sorrv. Grace. Oh goodness. look at vour



face. You're so émbarrassed,vand I'm jdst acting'Iike
a complete jerk. Youwanna tell me how your
Christmas went? Besides the meowing?"

| frowned at the snickering--he tried to hide it
behind his hand, but was failing...miserably--and
sighed in defeat. "I think that this Christmas was
probably the first and last time [l ever play back-up
singer to thirty-three cats, my dad, and Lark."

"Wait, Lark sang, too?" he asked--well,
shouted really--and gaped at Lark, her face turning
red from embarrassment. "l would've loved to have
seen that."

Ah. It wasn't from embarrassment. It was
something else entirely. | grinned at the cold stare
she shot my way at my thoughts. This was going to
be quite interesting, indeed.

"Grace, dinner."

I looked at the doorway of my little house and
saw Janice standing there with her hand on her
belly, my litle brother nestled comfortably within.
How odd, to call him my little brother. | had been an
only child for so long; this entire experience should



feel far more foreign than it did.

"'l be there in a minute, Janice!" | called out
to her, and looked at Graham, knowing | didn't even
need to ask the question he had been waiting to
hear. Instead, | turned to Lark, knowing that though
she had been quite lax when it came to keeping
some things about her a secret from Graham, there
was still the need to keep up with the pretense of
her being absolutely normal, in the incredibly
beautiful, Greek goddess sort of way.

"Do you want to stay for dinner, Lark?"

She shook her head, and winked at me. "I've
got to get going. | have some things | need to do,
and | needed to speak to mom about a few things."

The general lack of specificity in her answer
was meant to keep her from having to tell the truth,
but | detected something different. The void of
details seemed like more of an...invitation?

"Hey, do you need a ride home, Lark?"

"Yes, actually, | do need one. Would you
mind dropping me off?"



| watched the two of them, once again
forgotten; | was the hood ornament on the green rust
bucket while the two of them existed in their own
world. It almost felt like | was standing outside of my
own life and watching myself, only | was in Graham's
body. His face held as much awe and interest as
mine probably did when | had first looked at Robert.

"Um, Grace, could you, you know, get off my
car?"

| stared into two green eyes and turned to
see two pale gray ones. "Oh, sorry." | scooted off
the hood and stood on the sidewalk as Graham
opened the passenger side door for Lark. She
stepped in gracefully, her lithe body sliding into the
car like silk wraps around skin. | had never
managed to do something like that; | always ended
up looking more like wet burlap falling into a bucket.

"Il see you tomorrow night, Grace," Lark
called out after Graham had taken his spot in the
driver's seat and started the car. | was about to ask
what she meant by tomorrow night when they pulled
off. She didn't even answer my thoughts.

"Well, isn't that interestina." | muttered to



myself and headed into the house for dinner.

Dad and Janice were seated at the little
table in the kitchen. | took my seat and picked up
the fork, ready to dig into the mound of spaghetti
and meat-like-balls that had already been plated for
me.

"So, how was Graham's vacation?"

| looked at the food in front of me and
sighed. | placed my fork down and raised my gaze
up to dad's. "His parents are getting a divorce."

Janice made a small moan of
disappointment, while Dad's expression was
uncharacteristically morose. "Did lvy come home
with Graham?" he asked as he looked at Janice's
distressed face. | didn't understand what the reason
for the look they exchanged, but | was fairly certain
that I would in a minute or two.

"No. She's staying in Florida. She wanted
Graham to move down there with her, but he told her
no. School is almost over, and he doesn't want to
switch schools for just one more semester," |
explained, thankful that | got to keep my best friend



with me for just a little while longer.

"Well, that makes things difficult for him,"
Dad muttered. Difficult would be an understatement.
Graham had mentioned his father's drinking, and it
was something that we all knew he'd had an issue
with, but with the sound of glass bottles being
tossed out more frequently coming from next door,
half the street knew how difficult things were getting.

"James, do you think Graham should be
staying with his father, knowing how he's been

lately?"

| turned to look at Janice with my mouth
hanging open in surprise. What was she getting at
with her question? My head turned when Dad
started talking.

"No, I don't. It wouldn't be healthy for that boy
to be staying with Richard when he's not even
taking care of himself. What do you suggest we do?

As though | were witnessing a verbal tennis
match, my head snapped back to Janice, and
waited for her response. "l think he should stay



here. | mean, he's over here most of the time
anyway, we know he can be trusted around Grace,
and it'll only be for a little while."

My eyes grew wide at the suggestion, and
my head whipped back to Dad, curious to know
what his reaction was. He was actually
contemplating it!

"l think you're probably right, but Richard's
gonna be upset. He's just lost his wife. | don't think
he'll be so eager to give up his son, too."

"James, Graham's eighteen. He can make
his own decisions, especially about this."

Dad sighed. He did not relish the idea of
hurting his friend...but not as much as he hated the
idea of his friend hurting his son with his behavior.
"l talk to Richard. Grace, would you talk to
Graham? It'd come off more helpful than custodial if
youdo it."

Pleased at finally being included in the
conversation, | nodded, and finally dug into my
dinner.



| waited out on the steps fronting my house
until | heard the car grumbling up the street. When
Graham had finally put the car in park and climbed
out, a strange smile on his face, | called out to him.

"Oh, hey Grace," he answered, and smiled
sheepishly. "What are you doing out here so late?"

I didn't know what time it was, but | knew why
| was here. | reached my hand out, and he took it,
knowing that there was something | needed to talk
to him about, and it required him coming inside out
of the cold and away from the prying ears of any
neighbors who might have been awakened by the
sound of Graham's return.

"What's up?" he asked as | pulled him
inside. He followed me up to my room and said
nothing as he sat down on my bed, watching me
close the door as | did so.

When | was sure that we'd be left alone, | sat
down on the bed facing him and told him of the
conversation between Dad and Janice. | knew he'd
be slightly upset that | had revealed his personal
problems with my dad, but what | hadn't expected



was the overall relief he expressed at not having to
choose between either parent.

"You don't know how good that sounds,
Grace. | didn't know how | was going to deal with it
tonight. When | talked to my dad on the phone at the
airport, he sounded so out of it. It's why | called the
cab."

| frowned; if Richard was that bad, perhaps
he needed to get some help. | silently prayed that
he'd get it, that Dad would help him find it. Graham
didn't need his father completely breaking down on
in the middle of senior year. The fighting had been
difficult enough for Graham to deal with, and now
that his parents were living in completely different
states, | couldn'timagine how he was feeling.

I could only relate to him on the level of losing
a parent. He would still be able to see them, of
course, and talk to them...but no matter what he did
from now on, one was always going to be missing
from his life. And if his father's drinking became
worse, well...one might be missing permanently.

| frowned again, because that option would
involve Robert, and the thouaht didn't sit well with



me. Graham and Robert were finally getting along,
things were going well. If Richard didn't get help...

"Grace?"

| blinked at the wvoice calling my name.
"Yeah?"

He chuckled, "I lost you for a second. You
totally spaced out. What's up?"

| shook my head, dismissing the thoughts
that had taken me away from our conversation. "
was just wondering where you were going to sleep.
Janice and Dad have already turned that teeny
room next to mine into the nursery, and Dad actually
parks his car in the Garage..."

Where was he going to sleep? Janice had
said that they could trust Graham with me...she
didn't actually mean that... "Oh please tell me no," |
gasped before jumping off my bed. | raced to the
door and flew downstairs to the kitchen, where
Janice was cleaning.

"Grace? What's wrong?" she asked
nervously, taking in my flushed face and my hectic



breathing.

"Where's Graham supposed to sleep?" |
panted, the anxiety in my voice apparent even to
me.

As the seriousness of the situation finally
dawned on her she smiled. "Oh Grace, he'll sleep
on the couch! You didn't think we'd meant for him to
sleep in your room, did you?"

| giggled nervously, sheepishly; foolishly. "Of
course not!" Of course | did. She knew that. But she
didn't know that the reason | did was because of
something she wasn't aware of; | didn't want Robert
to come into my room to see Graham sleeping in
there. Even though they were friends now, | didn't
trust what my boyfriend would do if he found another
guy in my room in the middle of the night.

"Well, 'm done in here. You know where the
sheets and blankets are, Grace. Il let you take care
of things. I'm going to bed. Goodnight." | watched as
she left the kitchen, her head shaking at my obvious
overreaction, her shoulders bobbing up and down
with her quiet laughter.



Sighing with embarrassment, | went back up
the stairs to my room. "Looks like you'll be sleeping
on the couch," | said as | walked through the door.

Graham was sitting down on the corner of
the bed, his hands holding onto something that
appeared very fragile in his hands. It was pink, and
shiny, reflecting the light from the ceiling lamp.

"l thought you might have thrown this away or
broken it or something," he whispered as he rubbed
an odd protrusion at the top of the largest part of the
solid blob in his hands. | smiled, for in truth | had
broken it.

For a while, it had lain in pieces on the floor.
It represented, to me at least, our friendship...and
me. The little, deformed object in his hand was a
ceramic whale that I'd made in the second grade. It
sported a large green dorsal fin, the remnant of his
own whale, which had exploded in the kiln and
melded onto mine.

| had thrown it against my dresser in a fit of
rage a few weeks after he had ended our
friendship; the head and tail broke apart cleanly,
while other parts chipped and broke awav. fallina



around it neatly. It was our life, my life, obliterated in
one swift movement.

After that day, | hadn't thought about it. | didn't
even try to find it after Graham had walked back into
my life. It wasn't necessary, | had told myself. And
that worked for me...until Robert had fixed it.

When he had somehow repaired the whale,
and told me that it was stronger now than it had
been before, | knew that he had been right. But |
also knew that it wasn't meant for me, but for
Graham. He was now the one who needed
reassurances about the strength of the few ties he
had to his friends, especially now that his family had
fallen apart.

"Can | have it back?" Graham asked, never
taking his eyes off the pink whale. "l should have
never gottenrid of it."

"You're right. You never should have gotten
rid of it. But, Il let you have it back under the
condition that when you use the bathroom, you put
the seat back down after you're done."

He grinned at me, and | felt my heart skip--a



faint reminder of just how much he still affected my
flawed, human heart. "Il try, but even Mom couldn't
get me to do that."

"Come on, you gotta get home and talk to
your dad, let him know what's going on. My dad
went over to talk to him, but | don't know what
happened. He didn't tell me anything when he came
home," | explained as | pulled him up off the bed
and out of the house.

We walked side-by-side, our steps silent on
the lawn between our homes that had never been
separated by fence or gates. The snow that had
fallen the night before had melted quickly and left
the ground soggy and dangerously slippery.

"Whoops!" | shouted, as | felt my footing
loosen on a patch of grass that was exceptionally
wet. | grabbed onto his arm as | nearly toppled
headfirst into a planter sitting beneath one of the
first story windows.

"God, Grace, you're such a klutzZ!" Graham
kidded, though his tone was anything but amused.
He was nervous, and | knew he was as
apprehensive about this as | was. The house



smelled like old beer as we walked through the
door. That sweet, stale aroma that kind of reminds
you that you need to wash your hair.

| don't remember the last time | had actually
walked through Graham's house, but it wasn't like |
remembered. Of course, | don't remember picture
frames littering the ground, or beer bottles and
empty liquor bottles covering every flat surface
either. This was a recycler's dream. | tried counting
the number of empty bottles as we walked towards
the kitchen, but I lost track after I hit fifty. There were
just too many and it felt like they were breeding,
spawning as more appeared with each step, each
movement towards the back of the house.

"Dad?" Graham called out. He flipped the
light on and | groaned while he stood silent. The
kitchen was disturbingly void of any space--each
litle scrap of spare air was occupied by a bottle of
some kind or another, all in varying sizes. Bottles of
varying sizes, shapes, and colors were stacked on
the countertops, the kitchen table, the chairs, and
the floor. It would have made for a great art piece if
the reality of it weren't so tragic.



Graham turned away and walked past me
towards the stairs. | started to follow him, unwilling
to let him search upstairs alone, but he put his hand
on my shoulder and shook his head. "l have to do
this by myself, Grace." | opened my mouth to argue
but he shook his head, and | bit my tongue to keep
my words contained. What would he find upstairs
that | couldn't see?

The smell in the house was starting to make
me nauseas; | had to go and open a window before
| lost my dinner. The kitchen window seemed the
best place to start. | tried to raise it, but it was
hopelessly stuck. Richard had neglected the house
for so long, | was amazed that the door had even
opened. How long had this been going on? And
why hadn't Graham told me?

"He's not here," his voice said behind me. |
turned around and saw the look of dismay on his
face, mixed with confusion and fear. | knew that look
so well. | had worn it myself. And | had been wrong--
it didn't look good on anyone.

"Where do you think he is?" | asked as he
once again took in the graveyard of empty bottles



before us. He shook his head, not knowing and
probably not wanting to even begin to think about it
either. "Well, let's get your stuff then and head back
to my house. | don't think | can stay in this funk any
longer."

With what looked like despair and
reservation, Graham headed back upstairs to pack
a bag. | couldn't begin to think about what exactly
was going on with his father, but the drinking, the
enormous evidence of it was astounding and
frighteningly real. This wasn't some after-school
special, or a PSA on television. This was real life,
and Graham had been living it for a very long time.
And he hadn't told anyone.

He hadn't told me.

| shook my head at the selfishness my
thought was laced with. Why did | need to know?
Something this private and painful shouldn't have to
be revealed to anyone...but the guilt from knowing
that | could have helped him sooner and didn't was
slowly starting to creep up in me. There was a lot
that Graham didn't know about me, a lot that he'd be
very upset about learning, so | couldn't hold this



against him. He needed my support, not my
complaints.

"Okay, let's go." | looked up and saw him
standing next to me, his backpack slung over his
shoulder and a baseball cap perched on his head.

We walked out of the house, Graham
carefully closing the door, sealing in the stale air
and the sea of glass behind us, and silently walked
back towards mine. Graham laid his backpack on
the ground next to the couch while | went upstairs to
grab some pillows and a blanket for him to use. His
mood was somber when | returned.

"l left him a note, letting him know where |
was," he mumbled, the exhaustion showing on his
face and in his tone. | wrapped my arms around him
and squeezed him as tightly as | could.

"It's going to be okay, Graham. You're not
alone in this," | said reassuringly, hoping that the
words would find some place inside of him to
burrow and take root.

| reluctantly let him go and watched as he
plopped himself down on the couch and stretched



his length out. He closed his eyes and | smiled. It
had to be okay. Things weren't supposed to not
work out for the people you loved.

I flipped off the living room light and headed
up the stairs towards my room.

"Hey, Grace?"

| stopped on the fourth step and bent my
head down so | could hear him better. "Yeah?"

"l love you."

I grinned. "Ditto."






RETURN

The feeling that | carried with me as | headed
towards my room was completely different than
anything I had felt before. It felt like completion. The
final cracks had been repaired. It kept the smile
plastered on my face as | went through my usual
routine to get ready for bed.

When | walked into my room, Robert was
sitting cross-legged on my bed, a slight frown
distorting the beauty of his lips. He knew that
Graham was downstairs on the couch, and he
wasn't thrilled. "l don't want to hear your complaints
about it, Robert," | whispered as | climbed into bed.
| pulled the covers up over my bare knees and
turned to look at him, ready to hear the arguments |
knew he was going to make anyway.

I don't see why he couldn't stay at home.
He's not being abused, and his father isn't even
there right now His guilt and your compassion
shouldn't be enough reason for him to be here,
Grace.



| felt my mouth push to the side, my
expression doing nothing to fully convey just how
annoyed | was that his mental spelunking hadn't
been enough to help him root out the whole truth. "It
wasn't my idea that he stay here, Robert; it was
Janice's. The thought hadn't even crossed my mind,
but I'm not going to let him stay in that house. You
didn't see it. It's-"

Robert placed his fingers over my lips,
silencing the slowly increasing volume of my rant. /
can see it in your head, Grace. It is disturbing,
truly. | vasn't avare that he'd been going through
so much. His mind is a lot like yours, only he uses
random thoughts to hide how he really feels. |
believe it's so he won't have to think about any of
it. But, | won't tell you that | approve of him
sleeping under the same roof as you are.

| rolled my eyes at his thoughts. "You're
acting quite protective of someone you treat like a
little sister, Robert."

| saw his eyes flash with anger, and | admit
that | enjoyed it. | was tired of him playing the good
anael. Thouah | had been friahtened and distrustina



of F\is dark galling, there weré moments | wish that 5
little bit of that darkness would come out so that
he'd stop being so controlled and contained.

Grace. This isn't just about me, you know

| snorted in disbelief. "Oh really? Then
please, tell me how this isn't just about you. Tell me
how I'm benefiting from this litle arrangement
because from where I'm sitting, it looks like I'm
getting the short end of the stick."

Robert took my hand and placed it against
his face, sighing with contentment. | sighed, too. It
never felt normal, the way my skin tingled whenever
we made contact. It always vibrated with an unseen
energy that wound around and through me, a current
of pure feeling that never felt like enough.

That is exactly how | feel, Grace. But it's
worse for me, because | feel it from you as well.
You don't know how incredibly blissful it is, to feel
your softness, your warmth against my flesh. He
held my hand still as he turned his face inward and
kissed the palm of my hand. | heard the intake of my
breath, but it fought for a spot with the pounding of



my heart as it thrummed inside of my chest; the
current rippled all through me and | had to bite my
tongue to keep from groaning out loud.

"You're going to kill me, Robert. | swear on
everything that's valuable, you're going to kill me
dead."

Robert let out a snort, and | knew that my
exaggeration had done nothing to sway him to my
cause. You can always agree to my changing you,
and we won't have that problem.

| threw myself back against my pillow and
groaned. My head didn't even touch it as he
snatched me mid-fall and pulled me against his
chest. "Why are you bringing that up again, Robert?

| felt him kiss my hair, felt the puff of air as he
sighed. | dream of waking up and finding you're
not there. | fear the day when | hear the call ...and
it's because it's you.

| felt that irritating sting of moisture prick my
eyes; | had felt that fear manifest into something
scary and monstrous in myself when he had been



the one to die. To think of him experiencing that
same pain himself was almost worse. | turned my
head and placed my ear on his chest, the evidence
of his death silent and still beneath the skin and
bones that cradled it. | heard only the echo of breath
in his chest, and | squeezed my eyes shut against
the memories that leapt out of the dark recesses of
my mind, taunting me with their hint at what lay
ahead for me.

"l don't want to think about it," | cried into his
shirt, my voice muffled against his chest. "I don't
want to think about anything. | just want you to hold
me, and tell me that you love me."

The circle of arms around me pulled me as
tightly against his chest as humanly possible and he
whispered the three words, while thinking them at
the same time, my own personal echo. | reached my
arms up to wrap around his neck and pull myself up,
needing to feel something other than the rise and
fall of his chest, or the strength wielded in his
embrace. | needed to feel the unnatural heat from
his lips, his breath tickling my skin, his nose
nudging against mine.



I can't Grace.

"Yes, you can. You just don't want to," |
whispered as linched closer to my goal. | needed to
ease my way there, and | began by kissing his neck.
The column of muscle that flexed there in distress
seemed to beg for attention, and so | gave it. |
kissed it softly, gently. My lips worked their way
towards the curve of his jaw, and kissed along the
ridge until | came to the dip between his lower lip
and his chin.

| inhaled as he breathed out, and sighed at
the sweet fragrance and blissful warmth that wafted
over my face. | leaned in closer to breathe in the
intoxicating aroma, allowing the tip of my nose to
brush his, wanting that slight contact to draw out a
reaction.

When nothing happened, | decided to tempt
fate. | leaned in and lightly pressed my lips against
his, feather light and soft. | took his lack of rejection
as a positive sign, and applied my lips to his with
more pressure, rubbing them against the heavenly
friction that his offered. | knew | was dangerously
close to overstepping the limitations Robert had



set, but at that moment, | didn't care. | only cared
about the heat that traveled from the point of contact
between our lips to the sheets that hid my trembling
knees.

How incredibly simple it all was. You read
about passionate encounters involving enormous
amounts of movement and contact, see the visions
displayed in movies and on television, and yet, the
simple act of pressing my lips against Robert's was
enough to scorch my skin, and light my entire body
on fire. My breathing quickened and my heart
galloped at an unhealthy pace as | realized that
though | had meant to lure Robert into my
dangerous game, | had been the one who had been
caught.

| pulled away, sinking back down his chest,
the dizziness nearly drawing forth a faint from me,
and smiled at my own foolishness. | attempted to
take a breath to calm myself, but the force of
Robert's strong hands at my face pulling me back
up towards his lips sent every nerve ending in my
body shooting out towards him, hungry for whatever
he was about to give to me.



As his lips pressed against mine with force
and clear intent, | whimpered. This was like no kiss
we had shared before. It was as though he were a
starving man, and the only sustenance he could find
came from me in the form of kisses | was only too
wiling to give to him. My fingers thrummed with
feeling as they tangled in the silk of his hair, while he
covered my top and bottom lips with tiny kisses that
each felt like a thousand little bursts of flame on my
skin. He planted soft kisses in the corners of my
mouth, and sighed at the excess of it all.

| could feel the blood start to leave me when
once again, his lips pressed against mine with a
firmness and a conviction like | had never
experienced in him before. | pulled him towards me
even as | leaned down, the urge to never break
contact with his mouth blocking out anything that
might argue to the contrary.

But | couldn't block out the strength of the
divine. With a ragged cry, as though it physically hurt
him to do so, Robert tore his mouth away from
mine, his hands curled into strong knotted fists at
his sides, his breathing erratic, his chest rising and



falling like a stormy sea that mimicked my own.

"Why?" | breathed, gasping for air that didn't
seem like enough, that couldn't fill that need | knew
only he could. "Why did you stop?"

He turned away from me, his mouth pulled
tight with a pained expression. You knowwhy.

| grunted. "I only know what you want to tell
me. There's more to this than you're letting on,
Robert."

His gaze returned to mine and | could see
the physical pain in his eyes now. | felt the sudden
ache in me as | recalled the last time | had seen
such agony in his face, and felt more confused than
ever before. "You're not...going to die if you kiss
me...are you?"

| breathed a sigh of relief when he snorted, a
good sign during awkward moments like this. "Well
then tell me what is wrong with the two of us doing
something as simple as making out?" | grimaced at
the sound of my voice saying those last two words.
How cheesy it sounded. Making out was something
you did with a part-time prom date.



Robert was my soul mate. He was the other
part of me. There was just no getting around it, and |
had cheapened it with that make out comment. |
placed my head in my hands and groaned. "Ugh,
I'm such anidiot."

Don't be embarrassed, Grace. It was
insightful. It tells me that you're thinking about us
in vways that go beyond just dating.

My head snapped back up. "What are we,
Robert? What are we besides just dating? Soul
mates don't just sit and search each other's minds
all day, you know."

Don't you think I'm aware of this, Grace? |
look at you and | see all the things | want for us.
But there are limitations to what we have, what ve
are. You're human. You cannot begin to
understand the complexities that are involved
when humans and angels are together.

| felt my eyes lower into slits as | looked at
him. "While you know it all." It sounded spiteful. It
sounded jealous. [t was how | felt.

| know enouah. Grace. but don't make



assumptions based on what litfle of my past has
been revealed to you. You're the only person |
have ever felt a physical and mental connection
with. You're the only person | have ever felt.

| wanted to believe him. | wanted to trust that
what he was saying was the truth, but knowing that
he could bend the truth just a little bit-

I vill never lie to you again, Grace. | won't
do that to us, not again.

My eyes rose to meet his, and | felt the scars
where my heart had mended itself after the only lie
Robert had ever told me had destroyed it start to
burn. He had lied to me when he couldn't, and was
now promising never to lie again now that he could.
I shook my head at the absurdity of it all.

"Okay, you won't lie to me again. So tell me
now, what are the complexities involved between
human and angels who love each other? Why is it
that we're here together, and you want to treat me
like my name is Hannah and you're Grandpa Bob?

He started to laugh, which grated at what
little self-control | was holding onto. / wouldn't kiss



Hannah, Grace. Period. | would never look at
Hannah the way | look at you, either. You make
me question every experience | have ever felt
through anyone else, because with you, it feels
like | captured a star in the palm of my hand that's
ready to explode, and the intensity of it has filled
up every single part of me so much so, I feel as
though I might burst before it does.

When I touch you, | feel it to the very bones
beneath my skin. He brushed my temple with an
extended finger, the faint contact enough to feel the
charge that flowed between us, confirming what he
had just described.

| reached for his hand, and brought his palm
to my mouth to kiss the longest line that ran down to
the crease in his wrist. "l don't know how we're
going to get through this if we both feel the same
way about each other but one of us isn't willing to be
close," I mumbled against his palm.

His arms encircled me once again, and |
settled into them, feeling too tired to argue
anymore. We were together, and we both knew that



we affected the other profoundly. He hadn't
answered my question, but if | had doubted how he
felt when it came to me, it was long gone. | would
get my answer. | could wait for it, if | needed to.

| closed my eyes and started to drift off to
sleep, content to know that even unconscious,
Robert was still with me, occupying my dreams. | fell
asleep within minutes, but the sleep of the content
never prepares you to be rudely awakened by a
hand that was far less gentle when it was urgent
than when it wasn't.

"Mmm...what?" | mumbled, rubbing my eyes
and my mouth, the slight moisture that had collected
in the corner cause for some embarrassment.

Graham came in here. He vanted to talk to
you about my sister, but when he sawus, he left. |
don't think he will say anything to your father, but
his head is full of questions that he shouldn't be
thinking about you. Robert's body was tense, his
hold on me firm and protective. | tried to digest what
he had just told me, but it didn't seem right. Why
would Graham come to my room in the middle of
the night?



I told you, he wanted fo talk about Lark.

| couldn't stop the small smile that formed on
my face. | tucked my lips between my teeth to fight
them from pulling into a full blown grin, and focused
on what it was that Graham might have thought after
seeing Robert asleep with me in my room.

You knowwhat he wvas thinking.

| stared at him, my lids still heavy with sleep,
and shook my head. | didn't know. | might know
Graham better than anyone else, but if there was
one thing these past few months have proven it's
that | didn't know him as well as | had thought.

He thinks that you and |I...

"What? He thinks that you and | what?" |
managed to croak out.

He thinks that we're having sex.

| looked at Robert and felt the laughter start
to ripple through me. It was soft, nearly silent, but it
was there, and it was irking Robert, which suited
me just fine. | wasn't interested in making him feel
better about what had just happened, and what



Graham had assumed was going on between the
two of us.

What did it matter?

It matters to me. If's insulting to think that
we'd behave in such a manner. You, and
everything about you is paramount to me, Grace,
and that includes your reputation.

| rolled my eyes at that. "What do you think
he's going to do? Run around school and tell
everyone that I'm sleeping with you? It's already
difficult for most people to believe that you're even
interested in me, let alone sleeping with me.

And that's all this is between us, anyway. Just
sleeping, because it takes a feat of superhuman
strength just to get you to kiss me." I rolled over and
turned my back to him, the conversation and the fact
that he felt so insulted by the thought of people
thinking that he wanted to be with me turning the
blood in my veins to ice.

Grace, please stop jumping to conclusions.
This is difficult for me to talk about. I've never had
fo before.



| snorted at that. "You've been around for
over a thousand years, and you've never had to talk
about your sex life? Give me a little credit, please,
Robert."

| felt a swift movement behind me and fell
onto my back, suddenly finding myself pinned
beneath a very angry angel.

I give you all the credit in the world, Grace,
but sometimes you have no idea howfoolish you
can be. I've never had to discuss this before
because there's never been anything to discuss. |
cannot believe that | have to discuss this with you
now like this, but so be it.

| have had many, many women and girls in
my life. But | have never, ever been with them in
the way that | hope to someday be with you. | have
never felt this way about anyone, in fifteen
hundred years of existing among your kind. | have
never wanted anyone as much as | vant you. But |
have waited this long, and | can wait just as long
for it to be right between us, to be safe between us.



There are some things in life you expect to
hear, know that you'll hear, and know exactly how
you'll feel when you do. Then there are moments like
this, where what you hear is exactly the opposite of
what you expected, and exactly the opposite of what
you're prepared for.

"l...don't understand. Ameila said-"

My mother told you something that was
only half true. | have been with many women and
girls. But not in the way that you think. I've
shared...thoughts with them, dreams of desires.
But it has never been..physical, and never
anything near as desperate as what | want with
you.

The soft glow of light that surrounded Robert
had changed from a muted black to a nearly brilliant
blue as he saw the thought process in my mind run
through the logical conclusions that were left to be
made.

"So you're..."
Avirgin? Yes. Just as you are.



| knew my mouth was hanging open in
surprise; | knew that my eyes were wide with the full
impact of this new fact about him. But the way my
heart was pounding in my chest made it quite clear
that there couldn't have been anything he could have
told me at that moment that would have made me
happier.

"Is that why you're treating me like some kind
of nun?"

It is part of the reason. There's more, but |
think I've done enough sharing for one night,
Grace. | want you to think about what | have ftold
you. | want you to truly think about it, and try to see
why it is | am taking this as slowly as possible.
With a swiftness that whipped my hair around my
face and drew forth a quick gasp from my throat, we
had reversed positions, and | was now atop him.

Sleep, Grace. | want you to think about all
of this while you sleep.

"I'm not a child, Robert. | don't need to be
told when to go to bed," | complained, refusing to
lay my head down.



He placed a strong hand at the back of my
head and gently, albeit forcefully, pressed my head
down onto his chest. Please. I'm sorry about what |
said. We can discuss all of this later. Go to sleep,
Grace. I'll be here in the moming when you wake
up.

The lull of sleep felt strangely appealing, and
| closed my eyes in defeat. "Cheater," | mumbled,
knowing that it had nothing to do with genuine
exhaustion, but something else completely.

I love you.
"...love you, back."






SEX, TALK, AND VIDEO TAPE

| woke up on New Year's Eve feeling
strangely relaxed and content. Robert's still form
beneath me had a lot to do with it, but something
else felt different. | looked at the morning light
streaming through the window, at the dust motes
that seemed to sparkle as they emerged from the
shadows to dance in the sunshine, and | felt a
glowing warmth spread through me, while my mouth
curled up, the corners of my mouth tipping towards
the peaks of my cheeks.

What's the smile for?

| looked up into Robert's silver eyes and
allowed the smile full access to a grin. "l don't know,
but | feel...good--like something good is about to
happen.”

| stretched to rid myself of the tenseness in
my body--sleeping against something that felt like a
metal beam could get uncomfortable after a while. |
tilted my head down to check the time on the clock
that was sitting on my dresser, and | groaned at the
hour. "It's already eight," | complained, and rolled



over towards the bedroom door. "Everyone's eating
breakfast already--Graham's probably eating mine,
too."

| suddenly remembered that Graham had
come into the room last night. "Oh no. Graham!
What must he be thinking?"

Robert's face lit up as now, after the sun had
risen and the fog of sleep had cleared from my
mind, | was fully aware of what had happened.

Vindicated. Robert was feeling vindicated.

"Stop gloating," | growled as | climbed out of
the bed and walked to the dresser. | began pulling
out the prerequisite jeans and t-shirt and stopped
as something on my hand caught my attention. On
the fourth finger of my right hand sat the ring that
Robert had given to me for my birthday. it was
meant to remind me of him while he was away, he
had told me. Dark blue with a brilliant white star that
was only visible when you looked at it directly, it was
the most beautiful thing 1 had ever seen.

But today, the star was missing. "Robert...is
the star supposed to disappear?"



Although | had left him lying on the bed, he
was there before the question had even left my lips,
my hand in his, his keen eyes scrutinizing the silver
wrapped stone on my finger. It's not supposed fo...I
don't understand.

Rarely is an angel ever confused. You figure
that out quite quickly after knowing one. They can
read the minds of those around them, and some
even have the ability to see into the future. So to
see confusion on Robert's face wasn't comforting in
the least.

"What?" | asked, making a mental note to
pick up my thesaurus and figure out a different word
to use the next time | needed to ask a question
using only one word.

I don't fully understand the chemical
makeup of gems, Grace, so I'm truly at a loss
when it comes to explaining why the star is no
longer visible. The inclusions don't just disappear,
orfall out.

"The inclusions?"

Yes. If's what makes up the star. Every



stone has inclusions in it, but they're usually cut
away so that you don't see them in the final
product. Star sapphires are unique in that the
inclusions are what makes them so beautiful, while
in other stones, it makes them flaned. They're
what the stars are comprised of. To not see any...

| walked over to the sunlight that now fully
poured through my window and held my hand out in
the warm light. The stone, while beautiful, now
appeared naked--uncomfortably bare without the
six-armed splendor that had represented Robert's
divine nature far better than anything else ever
could. What would | do now that it was gone?

The knock on my door startled me, and
before | could answer, it opened, and Janice walked
in, a plate balanced in one hand, and a bottle of
water in the other. "Graham said you might not be
feeling up to coming down for breakfast, so |
brought it up to you. Are you okay?"

My head whipped to where Robert had been
standing just seconds before, and felt immense
relief that he had managed to disappear before
Janice had walked in. It wouldn't bode well for me if



two people walked in on us together.

"I'm feeling okay. | was planning on coming
down in a few minutes." | pointed to my clothes that |
had left on top of the dresser, and smiled
apologetically.

Janice took everything in without missing a
beat, and placed the plate and bottle on the
nightstand next to the bed. She walked over to me
and took my hand, examining the ring in the same
manner as Robert had just moments earlier.

"This is a beautiful ring, Grace. | don't recall
you wearing it before. When did you get this?" she
asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

"Robert gave it to me for Christmas; it's his
birthstone," | rambled quickly, being very careful not
to let a stammer of nervousness break through.

Janice nodded her head, her lower jaw
sticking out in the same way a disapproving
mother's would. "At least it's on your right hand."

| giggled nervously. "Of course. It's way too
early to be thinking about lifetime commitments."



| felt something tickle my ankle and | quickly
lowered my eyes to the floor and choked back a
gasp. Small wisps of black mist were curling around
my feet. Robert hadn't left...he was hiding under my
bed, and if Janice were to look down, she's swear
there was a fire beneath my mattress...

I quickly raised my eyes to hers and grinned
like a fool. "So, Ill get dressed and we can talk
about this downstairs?"

Janice shook her head and patted the bed.
Oh-no. This didn't look good. "l think you and | need
to talk about a few things, Grace."

Damnit. Damn-damn-damn that Graham and
his big mouth. Damn that blond haired jock and his
inability to keep his mouth shut.

"About what?" | sat down at the very edge of
the bed, teetering on the verge of completely falling
off both the bed and sanity.

"Grace, | know you're legally an adult now. |
know that you're very responsible, but there's
something that...well...gosh, this is difficult. | want to
know what you know about sex."



| felt the blush rise in my cheeks, and |
giggled nervously. It wasn't the giggle of an
experienced eighteen year-old, | could tell that right
away and, thankfully, so could Janice. "l know that |
haven't had any, and | won't be having any for a
while either," | answered truthfully after the nervous
laughter receded.

Janice's face held a look of disbelief. "Well. |
assumed that with how close you and Robert have
become, especially so quickly...'d understand if
you've moved onto that stage-"

"Janice, | know what you're trying to get at,
but please believe me when | say that Robert and |
are taking things slowly. Very slowly. Aimost too
slowly." | felt the tickle around my ankle once more
and wished | had a vacuum at that moment...being
sucked through a HEPA filter would do him a world
of good...

"Well, | think that's good, Grace. You're
young, you've got a bright future ahead of you--you
don't want to move too quickly on something that
might only be a fleeting part of your life," Janice
said, her smile sincere, as she reached for my



hand.

| snatched it out of hers roughly. Her words
hadn't been meant to hurt, but they did, and | didn't
like the way that made me feel. "Janice, Robert isn't
going anywhere, and neither am I. What we have
isn't fleeting. He's going to be a permanent part of
my life, just as permanent as you are in Dad's."

| saw her smile fade a little as she allowed
my words to sink in. "Grace, please tell me you
haven't started to think about a future with him. It's
too soon!"

| swallowed down the bitterness and replied
calmly, "I'm not talking about us getting married,
Janice. But, | don't know...maybe in a few years that
might happen. But even if it doesn't, Robert will still
be a part of my life."

Janice once again reached for my hand, and
this time held it firmly between hers, unwilling to
allow me to pull away again. "Grace, you've got to
understand that I'm only asking you about this
because | care about you. Your father told me that
he hadn't talked about any of this with you, and |
don't want vou to make anv foolish and avoidable



mistakes."

| understood what her reasons were, but |
knew that my life wasn't meant to follow the same
path that every other girl that lived in Heath's would.
Robert entering my life had proved that.

I looked back at the ring on my finger and felt
the need to ask the question... "Janice, what would
you say if Robert said that he wanted things to be
permanent between the two of us?"

Janice's face expressed a look of shock and
alarm. Me and my big mouth. "Why, Grace? Are you
actually considering it? Did he ask you to marry
him?" Her thumb pressed the ring on my finger into
my skin, and | could feel the circulation begin to cut
off.

"No, Janice, he didn't ask me to marry him,
but judging by your reaction, | can see that it
wouldn't exactly be a good thing if he had." | knew
that though my question had more to do with
Robert's desire to make my life more permanent in
the literal sense, she had taken it figuratively, and
the ramifications were now starting to rain down on



my head as she stood up and began to pace the
small space between the wall housing my window
and my bed.

"He's a nice boy, Grace, and 'm very glad
that he's in your life, but I think this is all moving a bit
too fast for you. You only just turned eighteen. You're
still in high school. Who knows what will happen
when the two of you graduate and head off to
college.

"And what'l your dad think? You're his only
daughter. He already thinks you two spend far too
much time together as it is, and now with Graham
here, what's Robert gonna think? What will he feel
he needs to do to keep your eyes on him?"

| coughed as a bubble of laughter tried to
break through. "Janice," | began, but was instantly
cut off by her continued argument.

"Robert's not from here, Grace. He grew up
in Europe. Ameila and | had a long conversation
about his childhood. Europe has different ideas
about relationships and sex. They're much more
open there, much more...free. | don't want you to feel
pressured into doina anvthina vou don't want to. |



know you said that ;/ou'ré talzir{g things slowly, but
what if he doesn't want to? What if-"

Id had enough. She was speaking about
Robert like he was some hormonally driven
teenager. | wish!

"Janice, could you stop? Please?" |
interrupted, upset--not at the fact that she was right,
but because she was so wholly and unequivocally
wrong. "Robert isn't the one wanting to rush things. /
am. When | said that we're taking things slow, |
meant that he's taking things slow." | stared down at
the ground and saw the fading mist pull back
beneath my bed. "He won't even kiss me without
me putting up a fight. Sometimes it feels like he's
allergic to me or something, and he doesn't want to
getarash."

Janice stared at me, stunned by my little
revelation. "You..."

"Yes, me. I'm the one who's pressuring him!
So you see why you have nothing to worry about?"

She nodded her head slowly, as though any
quick and sudden movements would contradict the



act itself. She had seen the disappointment in my
eyes, and heard the rejection in my tone; she knew |
wasn't just telling her this to get her off my back.

"Grace, I..."

"You don't need to worry about it, Janice.
You're concerned for me. | get it. | just want you to
know that there's no need to be."

| stood up to grab my clothes from off the
dresser, a sign that the conversation was, as far as |
was concerned, over. Janice understood and stood
up, too. She walked quietly to the door and turned to
face me before leaving. "Grace, if Robert wants to
wait, | wouldn't doubt it's because he respects you.
It's hard to find boys like that anymore...most boys
are bundles of hormones wrapped up in pretty
packaging. He's a miracle, Grace. | hope you
realize that."

I watched as she left, closing the door behind
her, and wondered whether she knew how right she
was.

She has no clue.

| leaned back as Robert held me,



understanding that | would need him right then.
"She's right about more than just that."

| knew he was smiling. | didn't have to see
his face to know. | could feel it in the way he brought
me closer to his body, the way his breathing slowed
down, the way he rubbed my arms and leaned his
cheek against the top of my head.

"So, what time are we supposed to meet
tonight?" | asked, needing the change of subject
before | had to admit that he was right, too.

I have already asked Lark to drop you off at
eleven.

Eleven. That was more than twelve hours
away. | turned around to face him, knowing that in a
few short minutes, he'd be gone. "I'm going to miss
you," | whispered, and leaned my cheek against his
shoulder, knowing that where he'd be going was a
dark and twisted part of his life that | couldn't follow,
even though a part of it always followed him home.

You are my home. Wherever you are, that's
where I'm meant to be.



| smiled at the words that filled my thoughts.
Feeling silly, | wiped at eyes that had started to dew
up, and pushed away. "You should get going."

He nodded his head and headed towards
the window while | watched his back move lithely
and surely. Suddenly he was in front of me again,
and his hands were on my face, his mouth on mine.
It was a gentle, almost friendly kiss, but there were
things happening between us that | knew would
never happen with anyone else, or to anyone else.
This was what miracles were. A kiss from nowhere,
for no reason, that held every promise known to
man.

I love you, Grace Anne Shelley.

| felt the glossy cover of my eyes finally fall
down my face in ribbons of moisture. "I love you,
Robert N'Uriel Bellegarde."

And then he was gone. Taking with him my
heart, and my love, because what he now had to do
went against everything the lifeless heart in his
chest required. "Come home to me whole," |
whispered as | touched my lips, hoping that this was



a sign of things to come.

*kk

| brought my plate down to the kitchen after
consuming the spinach omelet and tater tots that
Janice had brought up, and cringed as the smell of
burnt coffee and cold grease assailed my nostrils. |
washed my plate, adding to the others that sat in the
rack, and headed to the living room, surprised to
find that no one was there; the blanket and pillows |
had given to Graham had been put away, and
Graham's backpack was nowhere to be seen.

"Graham?" | called out, half expecting him to
jump out from some corner just to hear me yelp, but
nothing came of my call. | walked over to the front
door and turned the handle, pulling the door open to
the crisp, morning air. The last morning of the year.

"Graham?" | called out again, and looked for
the familiar green vehicle parked on the street. It
wasn't there. "Where'd you go so early?" | asked
myself aloud, and looked at the driveway fronting
his house.

There was a white truck sitting there which



meant that Richard was home. Following some
stupid need to see if he was alright, | walked
towards the house. The front door was locked. |
bent down to lift the mat that sat in front of the door
and grabbed the key hidden there, unlocking the
door with it. The smell was even worse now than it
was last night; | lifted the neck hem of my shirt
above my face to block out the odor. "Mr.
Hasselbeck?" | called out, my call muffled by the thin
fabric.

| heard the sound of voices just beyond the
entranceway, and | made my way towards the living
room. The television was on, a home movie playing
on the screen. | recognized it right away as
Graham's tenth birthday. It had the prerequisite
balloons and cake, but there had also been a very
belligerent clown that taught us several new words
that we had yet to learn but had a great deal of fun
putting to use.

| watched the screen as ten year old Graham
blew out his candles amid the cheers of everyone
around him, including his mother who had been
wielding the camera. | smiled as he called out my



name and pulled the mousy creature that |
recognized as nine year old me from the back of the
crowd of kids. "You get first slice, Grace," he said
cheerfully, and handed me one of the pre-sliced
pieces on a character covered paper plate.

"Why did we invite Grace?" | heard
whispered from behind the camera. The voice was
slurred, and the way the camera shifted to the side
a bit, I knew that its owner probably reeked of some
alcoholic beverage or another. "She's a freak, Ivy.
She doesn't belong here with the normal kids."

| recognized the voice as that of the clown,
and wondered how close he was to Graham's
mother to refer to her by first name. "She's
Graham's best friend. He would have been
miserable if she weren't here, and you know it. |
don't care what other people say about her or the
accident, Richard. She's a good friend to our son,
and she deserves the benefit of the doubt, just like
anyone else would want. Now go over there and
start acting like a clown and less like a damn
drunk."

| watched in muted shock as the belligerent



clown suddenly appeared in front of the camera and
started honking on a horn he pulled out of his
pocket. "Hey hey, kids! It's joke time! Wanna hear
about the three guys who walked into the bar..."

The image started to fast forward and it was
only then that I noticed Graham's father sitting on the
sofa, a bottle of beer in one hand, the remote in the
other. He was staring at me, no remorse or
embarrassment on his face at having his opinion of
me exposed like that. "What are you doing in my
house, Grace?" he rasped, his eyes red and
unfocused, his skin ruddy and blotched from
intoxication still visible beneath the days worth of
growth that now made up a thin, salt and pepper
beard.

"I came to see how you were doing, Mr.
Hasselbeck," | answered truthfully.

| stepped back as he attempted to stand up,
not wanting to relinquish either object in his hand
and suffering from lack of coordination as a resullt.
"You're a liar ," he slurred, stumbling as he finally got
to his feet.

| shook mv head in denial. and continued to



back away from 'him, his steps becoming surer, if
not more determined. "l saw you were home. |
wanted to make sure you were okay."

His hand flew out at me, the beer bottle that
was in it whizzing past my face, and | cringed as |
heard it shatter behind me as it hit the wall. "Get out
of my house, you freak!"

| turned around and ran outside, stopping
only when | heard the door slam shut behind me. |
turned around again, shaking slightly from the entire
episode. | had never known just how bad Graham's
dad's drinking had been, or how long it had been
going on. The video took it back at least eight
years, but you don't get that way overnight.

| walked over to the steps in front of my
house and sat down to wait for Graham's return.
There was so much that he had gone through that
he hadn't shared with me, and | was confused as to
why. Was it pride? He couldn't have thought that I'd
judge him based on his father's drinking, could he?
Not Grace the Freak?

The afternoon sun was beginning to remind



me of what spring held in store for us when he finally
showed up. | waited as he parked the car and
exited, taking a long look at the house that held his
drunken father, and then finally walk over to me.
"Hey Grace! The sun's out, pretty nice, huh? What
are you doing outside?"

| motioned towards his house with my head
and frowned. "l went over to see how your dad was
doing. He's watching home movies and drinking. |
don't think he likes me very much right now...or
ever."

A nervous laugh that seemed to startle him
came out of his mouth as he ran his fingers through
his hair--he did that a lot, | noticed. "It's the alcohol
talking, Grace. You know he loves you."

| shook my head at the obvious lie. "What |
heard wasn't love. He called me a freak; he was
right."

Graham's remorseful tone suddenly turned
angry and my mind quickly jumped to his reaction
when | had told him that | was in love with him. It had
been such a quick turnaround, a nearly 180 degree
reversal of emotions. and | had been shocked bv it.



This second time caused me to worry instead.

"Grace, you need to stop selling yourself
short. You're not a freak. You're just a girl who
happens to not be like everyone else in a way that
people can see. | don't think you're a freak, and |
definitely don't think Stacy, or Lark think so either,"
Graham grumbled, his voice rough with the anger
that flashed in his eyes.

"Graham, why didn't you tell me about your
dad? Why didn't you tell me about the drinking?"

| watched the dark ring of his irises thin out
as his pupils widened, nearly swallowing the color
completely in its blackness. "l didn't tell you
because | was ashamed of him. | didn't want you to
know, didn't want you to think of me the same way
that I..."

| nodded my head, understanding. He didn't
want me to think of him in the same way that he had
thought of me...with pity. | rubbed the top of his
spikes with my hand, needing to lighten up the
mood a little. "Well, it doesn't matter anymore.
We're going to get through this together now. You



don't have to go through this alone."

He looked at me with confusion in his eyes,
and pain surrounding his mouth. "Why are you just
letting this go?"

| shrugged my shoulders and let out the
breath that | had been holding in. "Because you're
my best friend. You helped me through some of the
toughest times in my life because you wanted to. |
want to help you now, because | want to. No other
reason."

Graham's eyes traveled towards the ground,
and | could see his face twist up with some kind of
unseen pain. "l also caused them. After what |
did..to know that you'd still want to help me
out...you're the kind of person | should have been
happy to be with, Grace. | should have seen what
you had to offer to an idiot like me and jumped at
the chance. Instead, | acted like a jerk and hurt you
in the process. | don't deserve your friendship..."

My head bounced in agreement as | replied
jokingly, "You're right, you don't. But I'm giving it to
you anyway because I'm stupid and | love you."



| saw him tense up again, and for a second,
felt like 1 had once again tied the noose around my
neck and felt the trap door open beneath my feet.
Only this time, the door didn't open all the way.

"Grace, | gotta tell you something."
"O-kay," | said hesitantly.

He took a deep breath, his lips mouthing the
words as though rehearsing what he'd say before
the sounds actually came out. "l went into your room
last night. | saw...| saw Robert in the bed with you."

So this was it. This was the moment that |
had been waiting for, that Robert had warned me
about, and yet, he seemed far more uncomfortable
than I felt. "Okay..."

"l..I left as soon as | saw the two of you,
but...are you, you know..."

| smiled at him, enjoying his discomfort far
more than | should. "No. We're not."

A sigh of relief blew out of him in a large puff,
and | couldn't help but laugh at the ridiculous
expression on his face. His face grew beet red and



| laughed harder, unable to contain the humor that |
found in the situation.

"Well, 'm glad you can find something funny
in this. | feel like a peeping Tom," he muttered, his
thumbs burrowing into his temples as he fidgeted, a
method of distraction to avoid having to look at me.

| grabbed his left hand and yanked it down,
forcing him to look at me. "Graham, it's okay. You
didn't see anything you weren't supposed to. Next
time, though, could you at least knock?"

Shyly, he nodded his head, and turned away
again. "So, why was he in your room anyway?
How'd he getin?"

Now it was my turn to turn away, which |
should have realized would only intrigue him and
pique his curiosity. "He comes in through my
window because he helps me sleep.”

| had feared that the one sentence answer
wouldn't be enough to quell his need for answers,
but he sensed how uneasy | was with discussing the
topic, despite the innocent nature of Robert's visits
to my room, and he stopped. He reached for my



hand and squeezed it. "l won't tell your dad."

And that was it. | didn't have to ask, and he
didn't have to give it, but with those five words, he
had given me a sense of security that | knew I'd
never find with anyone else.

I nodded my head, and we sat there for the
next few minutes, content with the secret shared
between us, a new one to help cement our
friendship once again, only stronger this time.






FASHIONABLY LATE

After lunch, Graham had gone back to his
house to gather a few more things and speak to his
father. He made me promise to stay home, no
matter what | heard, and so | did. The silence that
filled the house, with myself and Janice staring at
each other, waiting for Graham to return, could have
suffocated a stadium full of people.

Janice kept looking towards the clock on the
stove, while | kept flicking my eyes in the direction of
the clock on the microwave. We took turns counting
down the minutes, each one stretching out longer
and longer until | felt | would scream if | had to listen
to another sixty-second countdown.

Finally the kitchen door opened and Graham
walked in, a duffel bag on his shoulder and another
bag in his hand. His face was blotchy, his eyes red
and puffy. | reached for the bag in his hand, while
Janice helped him lower the duffel onto the kitchen
floor.

"What happened, Graham?" Janice asked
as she pulled out a chair for him to sit down in. His



heavy form landed roughly in the seat, and | felt
every ounce of hurt that weighed him down.

"It looks like 1 didn't need to tell him that | was
going to stay here. He threw me out."

I heard my gasp before | knew | had even let
one out. "But why?"

Graham's shoulders shrugged, his head
heavy with disappointment. "Does it matter? | want
you to know that 'm going to pay for my meals and
for use of the couch, Janice," he said, gazing up at
her with a half-smile looking very out of place with
his stark eyes and ruddy cheeks.

| raised an eyebrow at him, the question
unspoken on my lips. His half-smile grew into a full
blown grin as he continued, "l got a job at the movie
theater today. That's where | went this morning. |
applied and they interviewed and hired me on the
spot. Apparently I'm exactly the kind of guy who
belongs taking tickets at the twelve-plex."

Janice reached out and hugged him, her
voice sounding thriled and hopeful as she
congratulated him. "l think that's wonderful, Graham.



But please don't worry about paying us for anything.
You save that money for school."

The look on my face must have resembled
one my father would have probably given under the
circumstances, because when Janice looked at me,
she burst out into hysterical laughter that grew
infectious as Graham began to laugh as well. "Well,
you know Dad will ask why can't Graham pay for
food. He does eat more than the three of us
combined, you included, Janice," | complained, my
arms folding across my chest at their continued
outburst.

It took nearly ten minutes before the two of
them calmed down. Looking for a change of subject
that wouldn't turn them into hyenas again, | asked
them what their plans were for New Years. Janice
patted her bely and sighed. "Unfortunately,
heartburn and swollen ankles have made it nearly
impossible for me to enjoy going out and dancing,
so Ill be staying at home with your father and
watching the ball drop on television."

| looked over at Graham and he smiled
sheepishly. "What?"



"l saw Lark at the mall and she invited me
over to her house to watch the ball drop with her and
Stacy."

Now this was a surprise! "You're going to
spend New Year's Eve with Stacy?" | asked
incredulously, the image of a strangled Graham
suddenly filling my head.

"And Lark."

| nodded. Of course. Stacy was the buffer.
He was playing it safe, and what better way to do so
than with the female bodyguard?

"Lark told me that Robert had some special
plans for the two of you," he teased, pleased with
the blush that bloomed across my cheeks.

"Yes, although | don't exactly know what it is
that he's got planned. | told him to surprise me, and
so he's going to. He's quite literal in that sense, |
suppose."

"How romantic," Janice cooed, ignoring my
rolling eyes and grunt of disapproval, especially
after the conversation we'd had earlier that morning.



"It's a lovely way to start the New Year off."

A sudden wave of panic filed me then as |
remembered that Robert had told me that Lark
would be picking me up. ff Graham was at her
house, how exactly would this work? And was he
serious about me still wearing the green dress | had
worn to the wedding?

"Grace?"

I looked at Janice's face and she cocked her
head to the side, confusion covering her face as
she saw the panic in mine. "What's wrong, Grace?"

I took a few deep breaths to calm myself and
managed to somehow squeeze a small smile onto
my lips. "Nothing. | just remembered that | had a few
things | needed to get done before | start getting
ready."

I turned to face Graham and said through my
false smile, "If you want to take a shower before you
head to Lark's house, | suggest you do that now. I'm
going to be in there a while."

There are some faces that guys have
reserved just for women's eyes. Graham made one



of them at that moment. Perhaps it was the first time
he tried it out, because it looked new--amateurish. It
spoke clearly of how he did not want to know any
details involving my bathroom activities. | probably
should have been pleased that the idea of my
taking a shower grossed him out to such an extent,
but in truth, | felt offended.

Iwas, after all, still a girl with some pride.

As Graham went to gather his stuff, | went
upstairs to my room to hunt down the items that
Robert had requested | wear. After our first date, |
had thrown the dress and all of the accessories that
he'd purchased for me to wear at him, too upset
with his behavior afterwards to treat them properly.

That was the first night he had spent in my
room, and | had woken up to find that he had put
everything away neatly, organized in ways Janice
could have only dreamed of accomplishing. | didn't
ask him where everything had been placed. | was
content with the knowledge that | wouldn't have to
put them away myself; | was so lazy when it came to
cleaning my room that | was content to leave my
closet looking like a war zone and my bed looking



like a tornado had hit it.

After eliminating the obvious locations for the
dress, shoes, and undergarments, | was left hunting
for the amber earrings and necklace that he'd
bought to compliment the stones that adorned the
front of the dress. | found them in a box hidden in my
underwear drawer, along with the dragonfly clips
that he'd purchased that day as well.

| felt the blush that had spread across my
cheeks earlier start to burn my skin again as |
realized that Robert had gone through my
underwear in order to place the box in there. "So
much for innocent,” | mumbled to myself, a secret
smile causing the corners of my mouth to curl
upward.

"Oh no," | gasped as | opened the zipper to
the garment bag that contained the moss green
dress. | hadn't realized the damage that climbing
the gate to Robert's home had caused to the dress
as |l took in the torn chiffon and stained satin staring
back at me, the sorry casualty of my own
recklessness. The largest gems that were
supposed to sit on the bodice of the dress were



missing. "Oh dear bananas, it's ruined," | moaned.

| glanced at the clock and saw that it was
only five. | had several hours before Lark was
supposed to arrive, but what was | going to do
about the dress? | could fix holes, sew a
rudimentary blanket, but fix a dress that probably
cost more than | made in a month of working at the
library?

Well, there was nothing for it. Robert entered
my life when | was wearing jeans and a t-shirt and
had found that quite acceptable. He'd even kept that
chili-stained t-shirt, for goodness sakes! | quickly
went to my t-shirt drawer and pulled out one of the
shirts he had given to me for Christmas.

"At least [l be comfortable," | told myself,
and laid the shirt on the dresser. A pair of jeans and
my sneakers would complete the outfit. As much as
| wanted to be normal Grace, instead of Grace the
Freak, it didn't seem right that | start out the New
Year dressed as someone else.

*kk

After a simple dinner of soup and cold turkey



sandwiches, | felt the need to take a nap. | woke up
a few minutes before ten, and rushed to take a
shower. | threw my clothes on with very little care
and felt very thankful indeed that | had decided on
dressing normally. It had taken nearly an hour to get
dressed for the wedding, and that had been with
Janice's help..

Grabbing a jacket from my closet, | went to
the window to wait for my "ride"; | leaned out and
saw that Graham's car was gone, which meant he
was already at Lark and Robert's house. What
would he think when Lark stepped away for a while
and left him alone with Stacy?

He'll think I'm being cruel and horribly
unusual.

The hand that held onto my shoulder with a
vise-like grip was the only thing that kept me from
toppling out onto the walkway beneath me. The
thought in my head had been just as startling as it
would have had | heard it through my ears.

"Don't do that!" | hissed, more embarrassed
than frightened, although my heartbeat argued to



the contrary. "l cannot believe you invited Graham
over tonight and then left him alone with Stacy. Do
you think they'll be alive when you get back?"

She shrugged her shoulders and winked.
"One of them will."

| shook my head and then looked at her
more carefully. "How did you get in here?"

She pointed behind her and | saw my open
door. "l came in through the door. What? Was |
supposed to climb through your window, Rapunzel?

My jaw lowered in surprise. "l thought
you'd...you know, mist in or something. Like Robert
does."

She rolled her eyes at me, the movement
oddly graceful. "Please. Tonight is the one night in
the year when everyone will be looking at the sky; |
came on foot. Thank goodness you're wearing
jeans and not a dress like my idiot brother wanted.
He's such a guy."

| giggled at that little jab at her brother. As
angelic as he might be, as dark as he might be, it



was true. "Well, even if | had wanted to, | couldn't
have worn the dress. It's completely ruined."

Lark looked at me quizzically and nodded
her head. Her eyes flicked over to the closet, where
the dress was hanging up, and sighed in
disappointment. It was a beautiful dress. Robert
didn't tell you, but | helped him pick it out. He
wasn't sure about the color, or the cut, but he knew
you'd look good in green. Like | said, he's such a
gquy. He's got impeccable taste in jewelry, but
clothes? Uh-uh. He should stick to dressing
himself. That's his forte.

| smiled at that, relieved that he hadn't
chosen the items himself, especially the corset that
had sent up warning flags of disapproval in Janice.

Yeah, I told him that would be a mistake. He
said | needed to get everything you'd need for a
dress like that, and it didn't matter what, as long as
it made you feel beautiful.

The flush that spread across my face,
accompanied by the wistful smile that grew on my
lips spoke more than mere words could have that |



felt beautiful because of Robert, and not because of
some expensive piece of clothing, or jewelry. He
saw me in a way that no one else ever had. To be
thought of as beautiful--by someone who was far
more beautiful than was humanly possible--was an
incredible and heady feeling. To know that it wasn't
something he was saying because he wanted
something from me made it my own little miracle.

Well, let's go, shall we? | can only leave
Graham and Stacy alone for so long before | fear
they'll destroy my house.

| walked over to the window and waited for
her to follow me. Didn't you hear me? Everyone
and their grandmother will be looking up at the sky
fonight. Even with mist surrounding us, we'd still be
highly conspicuous. We're going on foot tonight.

She grabbed my hand and yanked me onto
her back. Hold on very tightly. | will be moving very
quickly. Keep your eyes closed, and don't make a
sound.

| nodded my head and wrapped my legs
around her waist. She held my arms around her



neck and before | had a chance to blink, we were
outside of my house.

" Holy_u

| said don't make a sound. The thought
came like a hiss in my head, and | cringed at the
slight and unexpected sting that the sound caused
in my mind. It was a familiar pain, but that did little to
comfort me when | couldn't even rub my head to
make the pain go away.

I'm sorry. | just don't like this method of
traveling. It's far too primitive, and I'm not very
good at it. Il try not to get you scratched by
anything, but please, no more talking.

| nodded my head once again, wincing as |
braced myself for the thought-lashing | feared I'd get
just for moving. Instead, | felt her body shake with
laughter. She started moving again, and | did
everything she told me to do, keeping my eyes
closed until she told me it was time to let go.

Only then did | realize how sore my face was,
or how my hair didn't seem to move when | moved
my head. | raised my hand to the top of my head



and gasped. "What happened to my hair?"

The wind had whipped my hair up into a
massive mound of tangles and debris, leaves and
dirt were caked between the strands. Now | know
what the front end of a car felt like while traveling
down the freeway. "Are there bugs in my hair?" |
asked frantically, my hands weaving through the
tangles, pulling and yanking at the knots, hoping that
nothing that fell out had more legs than | did.

Lark's laughter echoed around me, and she
doubled over from the force of it, my obvious
discomfort and disheveled appearance being quite
amusing to her. "You look so ridiculous right now."

Using my fingers, | tried desperately to comb
my hair in hopes that it'd be somewhat presentable
by the time Robert arrived.

"Oh cut it out, Grace. He won't care if you
look like a Princess or a matted sheep dog. He only
cares that you're safe, which you are, thanks to me.
And now, | have to get back to my house before
Graham starts to wonder where I'm at." Lark held
her hand out to my hair and touched it lightly, dirt
and leaves fallina down around me. "There, all fixed.



Now, Robert saia he'd be here as soon as 'he could.
Have a great time, and ['ll see you next year."

| didn't have enough time to get a thank-you
out before she was gone.

I turned around to look at the empty gazebo,
the floor covered in leaves and slush. There was
nowhere to sit in the gazebo, so | leaned against the
railing and waited in the cold.

The jacket I had chosen to wear had no lining
and | instantly regretted grabbing it while | watched
with growing distress as tiny white specks started to
fall from the sky.

"Just great," | muttered, tucking my hands
underneath my armpits, and silently wishing that |
had remembered to grab some gloves. The
weather was turning bitter, the wind whipping up in
angry howls with each passing minute, and | knew
that it wouldn't be long before the sprinkling of snow
turned into an all out downpour of white.

"Where are you, Robert?" | asked out loud,
knowing that no one was going to answer me, but
needing to hear a sound other than the whistling of



the wind through the branches, and the pattering of
falling twigs and leaves as they landed on the roof
of the gazebo.

The chill in the air turned my breath into white
puffs of vapor, and my teeth began to click against
each other as | fought the chattering that threatened
to turn my entire body into a human jackhammer.

| knew midnight had come and gone by the
colorful spangles and bursts of light in the sky that
announced the end of one year, and the beginning
of another. | felt my heart sink into my sneakers as
the colors began to fade, the loud crackling and
popping dwindled, and the smell of gunpowder
finally drifted away while only the clean smell of
snow and green remained.

"Well, there goes that idea," | muttered to
myself, and slowly eased my frigid bones into
motion. The lights that usually kept the gravel
parking lot lit had not had their bulbs replaced since
that last night | had been here alone nearly a month
ago.

As | walked past them, the crunch of my
sneakers aqainst the aravel triaaered the sharp



memories of slamming into them to flash into my
mind. | flinched at each sickening crunch, the
sounds reminding me of the pain that had been
inflicted on me by a jealous and ambitious angel--
everything angels weren't supposed to be. |
quickened my pace, desiring only to plant my feet
on solid pavement for the long walk home.

By the time | reached the road, | could feel
the sweat forming on my brow. "Some New Year," |
snorted. At least last year, | was in the comfort of my
own home, drinking flat soda and eating stale
cheese balls from Christmas.

The wind was picking up and freezing the
moisture that had started to pool on my face. | was
going to catch one hell of a cold after tonight if |
didn't freeze to death before |1 got home. | looked up
into the sky to see how long the weather was going
to hold up. | couldn't see the stars anymore.

"Just keep walking," | told myself, repeating
it every ten paces or so, needing the sound,
needing the reminder as each minute that dragged
on left me feeling more and more exhausted. The
cold was draining me of what little energy | had left.



Finally, | succumbed to the numbness in my
feet and sank to the ground on the side of the road.
My sweat and the cold had plastered my shirt to my
skin, freezing it in place; the fact that | could no
longer feel my toes moving was a very bad omen,
and | silently cursed myself for not being better
prepared...and thankful that | had not worn the dress
after all.

"I'm going to kill you, Robert," | breathed
before the shivering that started to creep up from
my knees finally overtook my mouth, my teeth
chattering like a hyperactive typewriter.

"Don't sleep, don't sleep, don't sleep," |
chanted to myself. Robert was on his way--he had
to be--and he'd find me. But if | froze to death, there
wasn't going to be anything that he could do about
it, and there was no way I'd let him off the hook for
standing me up that easily.

| tucked my stiff legs up to my chest, and
wrapped my arms around them, rocking to keep my
body in motion. | tried to think of a song | could sing
to keep my mind from drifting off, puling my
consciousness with it, but the cold was dimming my



thoughts to everything.

"H-how |-H-ou-ousy t-to d-die f-f-from e-exp-p-
p-posure, a-after s-su-survi-ving b-being h-h-hit b-by
a c-c-car a-an-and s-st-stran-g-g-gled b-b-by a-a-an
a-angel," | stuttered, each syllable wracking my
body with violent shaking.

I knew | was hallucinating when the
numbness turned into fierce pain in my hands and
my feet. The cold was supposed to Iull you to sleep,
the numbness was supposed to be a soft lullaby
that rocks you gently towards a frozen death. The
pain-that's a sick joke on the part of your mind, |
had deduced, and when it finally started to abate, |
relaxed and welcomed whatever came next.

Howcould you give up on me so easily?
Definitely hallucinating.

You're not hallucinating, Grace. Open your
eyes, please.

I shook my head. | didn't want to, didn't think |
could.

I am such a terrible boyfriend. All of the



powvers | have, and you still end up with your life in
danger.

| nodded my head this time, "A-a-and you
always e-e-end up sa-saving me in the end. |-l think
you d-d-do it on p-p-pu-purpose to keep things
exciting--t-t-to m-muh-make yourself out to b-b-be
the he-hero."

| felt his body stiffen, even as the warmth
spread through me and the ebbing pain turned into
intense tingling through my fingers and toes. "Oh
dear bananas," | groaned as the sensation started
to creep up my limbs, causing them to jerk around
like suffocating fish on land.

I'm sorry, Grace. | didn't expect to take this
long, and you almost..this shouldn't have
happened.

| grunted in agreement. It shouldn't have
happened, but it did. "You came, and I'm okay--lam
okay, aren't I?" | waited for his nod before |
continued, "Well, 'm okay, and you can now make
up for being late."

It's a good thing that my legs were no longer



numb, because | felt the ground coming a lot sooner
than | had expected when Robert set me down with
a roughness that | hadn't thought him capable
of...not with me, at least.

"Why aren't you angry? Do you value yourself
so little that you'd simply be okay with nearly
freezing to death just because I'm the one who let it
happen?"

| finally had the courage to look up into his
face, and what | saw there was like staring into a
block of ice; his eyes were flat and cold, colder than
| had ever seen them before, and | felt the shiver run
straight through me. He was angry.

"l was angry, but 'm not anymore. It's not like
you did it on purpose. This is a part of who you are. |
accept that part of you; | accept the risk and the
consequences because loving you is worth it to me.
Why are you so angry?"

He stalked away from me; | saw then that his
wings were out, and | couldn't help but draw in a
breath as | marveled at their delicate and yet
powerful beauty. He was putting out a deep, red



glow as his wings shook with his frustration at
something | could not touch on. | reached my hand
out to him, but he flinched away without even turning
around to see me approach.

"This wouldn't happen if you would agree to
being changed."

My hand dropped to my side, my mouth hung
open in surprise, and my eyes grew wide with
shock. He was angry at me because | had turned
down his offer to change me?

"Are you serious? You left me here waiting—-
nearly freezing to death in the process--and you're
upset because | want to remain human? That's
what's bothering you?" My mind raced through all of
the different reasons why he'd be so angry, but there
was nothing | could come up with. This was all too
ridiculous for it to make sense. Unless...

"Did you leave me here on purpose? To
prove a point?"

He whipped around to face me, his eyes
wide with shock, and the grim line on his face
replaced with a snarl. "How could you think that I'd



intentionally cause you harm?"

| shrugged my shoulders, trying my best not
to show my fear and guilt at his reaction or my
accusation. "What else am | supposed to think? |
mean, you even told me to wear the green dress! If |
had, | would have been frozen to death by the time
you got here, Robert."

Robert shook his head. "l would have felt it
coming."

"Felt what?"

His eyes grew sad as he turned away before
finally answering, his voice soft with sadness. "I
would have felt you dying."

"Oh." | kicked a rock that sat next to my
sneaker and watched it fly out into the road. "Well,
isn't that what you're supposed to feel? You are
Death, after all."

I saw his head shake, and his thoughts came
into my head. He didn't want to talk anymore.

You're a part of me, Grace; | told you. When
you're in pain, | am as well. When others are



dying, I hear the call in my mind; but...when you're
close to death...it feels like something is being tom
out from inside of me. You told me that your heart
was mine. You don't know howright you were when
you said that.

| felt ashamed when he turned to look at me
again and there were crystal tears pooled in his
eyes. Death was always on his mind, but mine was
tugging at his heart, just as he being away from me
tugged at mine. "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said what
| did. You wouldn't knowingly put me in danger, for
any reason, and | should have known better."

He smiled for me, a genuine, brilliant, and
beautiful smile, and | felt the residual chill leave my
body as he reached his hand out to me. | took it--
grabbed for it and clutched it for dear life is more
like it--and allowed him to pull me into the shelter of
his arms as the flutter of snow that had begun falling
all around us when our argument began started to
literally dump down on us.

And then we were up in the air, sailing back
towards the gazebo. It was covered in snow and
debris now, the railings bearing huge icicles that



had not been there when | left. "Why did you bring
me back here?" | asked, the location not holding as
much interest for me as it had a few hours ago.

| had the whole thing planned, an event all
set up and everything was pushed back, but I still
vant to get to the most important part.

| looked at him with a plainly confused
expression on my face. What was so important that
he couldn't have waited until we were someplace
warm...and dry?

| watched, amused as kicked aside snow
and leaves to clear a spot for whatever it was that
he had planned. | folded my arms across my chest,
the loss of his body pulling away my only source of
warmth.

"Okay, | want to do this properly, so please
bear with me," Robert said with a grin on his face,
and | watched in absolute horror as he knelt down in
the small circle that he had cleared in front of me.

"Oh goodness, no, Robert. Please don't do

what | think you're going to do," | spit out quickly,
hoping the words didn't jumble themselves together



with the speed | had uttered them, the sound of
Janice's voice droning away in the back of my
head.

He waved my plea off with his hand, and then
grabbed one of mine. "Grace Anne Shelley, | should
have done this first. | didn't, and that speaks of poor
manners that | assure you my mother has already
chastised me for several times.

"lt's probably redundant, but this has to be
done right so that you know that my feelings for you
are nothing if not genuine. | wanted to ask you if
you'd allow me the privilege of courting you."

"I" | was at a loss for words. This was
unexpected. | had overreacted. And he knew it, too.
He was enjoying my discomfort and
embarrassment, but more than that, he was worried
that I'd say no. | could see it in his eyes. He was
afraid that after tonight, | might not want to continue
our relationship.

| simply nodded my head, words failing me
as | was overcome with emotion. He pulled me
back into his arms and chuckled. "You're silly," he
siaghed as he kissed the top of mv head.



| giggled. "I'm also freakishly abnormal.
Every girl in Heath would give their right eye to have
you get on one knee and propose to them, but not
me. No, instead | freak out."

| felt him shake his head, and he pulled me
away from him so he could look into my face as he
spoke. "Grace, you're not abnormal, but you're not
normal either. What you are is extraordinary."

| couldn't help but grin when he said that.
Who else had ever called me extraordinary? "Can |
ask you why you needed to ask me? | mean, |
thought it was a given that we were dating. Why the
need for such formality?"

He brought the hand that he was still holding
to his lips, and kissed my fingertips, smiling as he
did so. "l did so many things wrong when it came to
you. | thought that if we started the year in the same
vein, things would just become more difficult."

The tingling sensation that slowly crept up my
arm, easing its way towards my heart, and kick-
starting it into overdrive left very little room for
coherent thoughts. | watched as he continued to



kiss the tips of my fingers, the heat coursing in my
veins hot enough to melt the snow around me, | was
certain of it.

"l should get you home," he laughed as he
took notice of my heavy breathing, and scooped me
up into his arms. | locked my fingers behind his
head and brought my face up to his, hoping, praying
that for just this once, he wouldn't reject my kiss.

He didn't.






MISS MARJORIE MAY MULLIGAN

It wasn't until | was safely in my bed, tucked
against Robert's chest, my feet smothered by my
comforter, that Robert explained what had kept him
away for so long. He had never talked about whose
deaths required his personal attention before, and
so | knew that whoever it was that left this world this
evening was someone of great significance.
Significant enough for him to tell me, anyway.

I don't wvant you to hate me, Grace, he had
begun, his face searching mine for any sign of
rejection.

| grabbed a hold of his face and stared into
his eyes as deeply as any human possibly could. "l
cannot hate you, Robert. | love you. You can tell me
anything."

| know | just needed some reassurance, |
suppose. Tonight | helped the librarian you had
worked with to cross over.

| hadn't expected the sob that spilled out of
me, but when it came, | didn't try to hold it back



either. "Miss Maggie? Oh no, what happened?"

Robert took my hand in his and weaved his
fingers between mine. She had cancer. She's been
bedridden for months now Grace. | thought you
knew

I shook my head, because obviously | had no
idea. "l don't understand. She seemed healthy the
last time | saw her."

Robert's eyes narrowed as he thought over
my last statement. Grace, you didn't hear me.
She's been bedridden for months. You couldn't
have seen her.

| sat up, the thought that he was questioning
what it was that | had seen not sitting well with me. "I
worked with her all summer, Robert. | saw her just a
few weeks ago. She was perfectly fine."

Robert lifted his body towards mine and
pressed his forehead against my own. | could feel
him searching in my mind for the memories that |
knew were there, and when he found them, it was
though I could feel his disbelief.



| don't understand it. Your mind is clear of
any deceit, but | also knowwhat | sawin her mind.
She's been unable to leave her bed since the end
of May. There's no logical explanation for this.

The fact that Robert was stumped was
enough to send the fear rippling down my back.
"What do you mean, there's no logical explanation
for this?"

What you saw was a very real person,
Grace. You really saw Miss Maggie. The
imprinted memory doesn't lie, but her memory,
though foggy from pain and medication was just
as clear. Perhaps what you saw was an astral
projection, and she just had no recollection of it.
The pain medication can do that to the human
mind.

| looked at him, confused, skeptical, and still
fearful. "Astral projection? Does that even exist?"

Robert pointed to his face and allowed a
half-smile to breach the hard planes of his face. Did
you think my kind existed before you met me?
When | shook my head, his half-smile returned to a



grim line. Astral projection is real, although very
rare. But that wouldn't explain what your mind saw
Astral projections are not material. They cannot
hold onto physical objects, let alone replace them
onto bookshelves.

"Could it be that / imagined it all?" | asked,
suddenly doubting my own mind.

No. I don't think so. Your memories have
incredible clarity, it's almost like looking at my
own.

"So how could | have seen her without her
being there?" | demanded to know, the idea that
perhaps | was going slightly crazy starting to sound
much more plausible than that little old lady using
astral projection to return books back to their places
as defined by the Dewey Decimal System.

Robert had no answer for me, and that did
nothing to ease my mind. Would you at least like to
know a litfle bit about who she was? If's a
fascinating history.

Knowing that he was trying to change the



subject, and appreciating it, | nodded. He pulled my
head back onto his chest, and laid down, his free
hand rubbing my back as he began to tell me about
the tiny, yet spunky librarian.

You knew her as Miss Maggie. Her full
name was Marjorie May Mulligan. She was the
eighth of ten children, and the only one to survive
past childhood. If's the reason why she never had
any children. Did you knowthat?

I shook my head. There was a lot that | didn't
know about Miss Maggie, apparently.

She didn't want to have any children, and
so she never married. It was very difficult for her
parents to accept, of course, but she didn't care.
She went to school to become a teacher, and
eventually a librarian. She traveled all over the
world, teaching children to read, and she met
some of the most incredible people | have ever
been witness to see. Some people only ever get to
see the dark side of humanity, but she was
blessed with the side of humanity that gives my
kind hope.



But Maggie wasn't content to travel, no
matter how many people she met, how many new
experiences she encountered. Her first love was
working with children. She wrote several children's
books, and she helped spearhead the
construction of that little library with the money
she eamed from them. When her parents died,
she used the money she received in inheritance
fovards the library. She put almost every single
dime she ever had into that library.

"Why?"

Because there was a need. She just didn't
know what kind of need she was filling until you
came along. Do you remember the first time you
vent into that library?

I nodded my head. "It was a few months after
mom died."

His chest raised and then lowered
significantly as he let out a long sigh. Maggie was
very taken with you. You reminded her a lot of
herself. She saw you, all alone in a worid full of
people, and she knew that you were in need of



something.

| smiled as | remembered what that
something was. "She gave me a little book filled
with Irish folk tales."

Robert's body shook as a memory instigated
a round of silent laughter. Yes. It included a tale of
Kelpies, if I'm not mistaken.

| giggled as | realized what it was that had
made him laugh. "Well, | told you that | was well
read."

| realize that. | made sure to thank her for
helping you along in that, just so you know

I lifted my head to kiss his chin, and thanked
him silently. He gently nudged my head back down,
and rested his cheek against my hair as he
continued. She watched you growup, alone except
for Graham, and she worried about you. She
prayed for you, prayed that one day God would
come and help you see just how special you truly
are.

She told me that you coming to the library,



your sweet spirit and love of books, your kind
heart...all of that gave her reason to keep going to
work every day, even after all of the other kids
stopped coming, after the donations stopped
coming in, and the newlibrary opened up.

The mention of the donations stopping
caught me off guard. "Miss Maggie told me that she
had regular donors--she said that the library was
doing well. | don't get it. Why would she tell me that if
there were no donations coming in?"

She told you that so you'd work for her,
Grace. She paid you herself. She viewed you as
her own, personal angel, who saved her from the
cost of her mistake of not having a family.

Shaking my head, | felt the irritation of tears
start to form again, my vision becoming blurry with
the liquid emotion. "So why didn't she tell me about
her cancer? | would have visited her. | would have
gone over every day."

| felt Robert rubbing my hair with the side of
his face, his hand drawing slow, dizzying circles on
my back that offered a sort of distracting comfort,



and then he sighed, the answer difficult for even him
to discern.  don't knowwhy, Grace. | think perhaps
she felt that you had already experienced far more
loss than any child should, and in such a personal
way, too.

"Or...maybe she didn't want me to see her
that way, because she knew I'd be seeing her--or
someone that looked like her--in the library," |
announced, an idea starting to form in my mind.

| thought about how healthy she had seemed
when | last saw her; she looked healthier than | had
ever seen her, and she seemed so lively, so strong.
She had been carrying several piles of books,
which was highly unusual for such a small library--to
have that many books out of place would have
meant a backlog of books...

"It wasn't her, Robert. Miss Maggie would
have never let that many books just sit off their
shelves. She was such a stickler for neatness and
order. Oh, why didn't I notice it then?"

Robert squeezed me and | felt his shrug as
he, too, admitted that he was at a loss for an



explanation. /| didn't delve that deeply into her
thoughts, Grace. | wish now that | did, but that
doesn't change the fact that she cared about you a
great deal, and her last thoughts were of you.
You've had a profound effect on her life, and it
only reaffirms howspecial you are.

There were words that could have expressed
how grateful | was then to have someone like
Robert in my life; someone who was able to share
with me the intimate details of those who valued me
as a person, as something more than just an oddity
to discuss behind my back. But none of those
words were available to me right then. Instead, what
came to mind was the fact that Miss Maggie knew
so much about my life and had felt such a great
affection for me, but | didn't know anything about her
other than her name and that she worked at the
library. And now | questioned even that.

Grace, don't. She was never dishonest with
you. She might not have divulged her life story
with you, but she did give of herself to you. She
gave you what you needed, and in retumn, she
received what she needed. Isn't that enough?



| wanted it to be enough. But Heaven help
me, | was greedy. "I'm tired of people window
shopping when it comes to my life, Robert."

The gradual loosening of Robert's hold on
me told me of his confusion and his disappointment
at my answer. | don't understand what you mean by
that, Grace, but you could try to be more charitable
about someone who was there for you during one
of the most difficult times in your life.

It was now my turn to be confused. "What do
you mean? She wasn't-"

Robert's hand pressed against my lips as he
quieted me. You don't remember-you remember
your first time in the library, but that was not the
first time you met Maggie.

The memory of my childhood was fuzzy and
tainted with so much pain, | couldn't begin to sift
through the different layers in order to find the
specific event that Robert could see so clearly. It
was too difficult.

Grace, you only have difficulties with the



memories of events that had the biggest impact
on your life. It's a defense mechanism for you,
much like how your thoughts separate in your
mind fo protect them. This was after your mother's
accident. Do you remember being in the hospital?

| remembered some things about the
hospital, but mainly about the trip home. Robert had
broken a few rules in order to allow me to witness
what had happened when my mother had died, but
nearly everything that happened afterwards was a
mystery.

Grace, you spent nearly a week in the
hospital after the accident. You were in shock, and
the doctors couldn't get you to speak. You don't
remember that?

With my head shaking no, and my mind
racing to sift through the thoughts to try and find
what it was that Robert was trying to get me to see,
it was almost impossible to miss the fact that I really
had no clue about what it was that Robert was
talking about.

Maggie heard about what had happened to



you and your mother. She came to the hospital
room to visit you. She brought the one thing that
she could relate to you with.

"She brought a book..."

He nodded. | felt the motion, knew what it
was, and it felt like the acknowledgement flipped a
switch inside of my brain. "It was a book, but it
wasn't one that you'd find on a shelf. it was a
journal... She wrote in it. | remember she had
poems in it, some that she had written, and others
that she had copied from other sources."

Robert shifted beneath me and raised me up
above him so that he could see me better as |
spoke. Or so that | could see him better. | nearly lost
my train of thought just staring into the luminescence
of his eyes. Grace, do you remember what she
read to you?

I had to blink a few times, and finally closed
my eyes to block out the silver glimmer that
demanded my attention so that | could think. The
book that Miss Maggie had held in her hands was
old, some of the pages severely dog-eared and



yellowed with age. | could hear the rhythm in her
voice as she had read the lines that were written.
There was a strange familiarity to the words that
were muffled in my mind.

"l can hear the rhythm. | can hear it, but the
words...they're lost on me."

It happened so quickly, | barely noticed the
movement. Robert had sat up and left me to retrieve
something, only to return to the exact same position,
his arms holding me up, my face above his. Only
this time, he was holding me up with one hand. In
the other, he held a book.

"That's the book that Lark gave to me for
Christmas," | noted, and reached for it; the leather
cover was unmistakable, the smell of an old book
just as intoxicating to me as a new one. | thumbed
through the pages until | found the one that | had felt
drawn to, the one that always pulled at me. "Al
Aaraaf," | breathed.

The words that had had no structure, no form
in my mind, suddenly gained an almost impossible
clarity. This poem represented, in so many ways,
the love Ifelt for Robert...



"But | don't get it. It's such an intense piece.
Why did she choose this to read to me?" | asked,
my fingers touching the words as though each letter
connected me to Robert even more so.

Robert's hand covered mine and together
we traced the lines that he had whispered to me on
that first night he had stayed... | looked at him and
waited for him to answer.

She did not know why she chose it It just
seemed to call to her. You needed an angel to
help you, and she had nothing else to give, |
suppose. Even she knewthat | vas your future.

"But why would | block that part out? Why
would | choose to not remember something that
significant?"

You chose to block out many things about
that time in your life, Grace. It was the way your
mind coped. But you see, Maggie wasn't just...how
did you put it?

"Window shopping."
Yes, window shopping. Maggie wasn't just



window shopping when it came to you. She was
fully invested in your recovery, and your future.
She might not have been as significant
a...shopper as you would have liked, but she was
still there.

| avoided looking into his eyes because he
was right. He knew he was right; he had said it, and
| couldn't deny that doing so meant it was the truth.
Miss Maggie had, indeed, been a part of my life.
That didn't mean | wasn't still bothered by it. It didn't
seem right, or fair, that | had missed out on knowing
her in the way that she knew me. I felt...robbed.

"l don't know why she didn't just let me in..." |
finally muttered, more to myself than to anyone in
particular.

Really, Grace. The wvoman has died, with no
children or grandchildren, no family or any real
friends around to mourn her, and all you can think
about is yourself? He sat up with a huff, and |
immediately felt guilty. | had been selfish and
uncharitable, unwiling to empathize with the
loneliness that Miss Maggie must have felt, and that



was everything that an angel was not--l had
offended Robert immensely.

"Robert, I'm sorry" | was able to get out
before he left me alone on the bed to pace my
room.

You wvere just told that someone you cared
for has died, Grace. | told you that she cared for
you a great deal, that she was there to help you
when you vere in need of it the most--she helped
your father by doing that as well..and the only
thing you can think about is how you feel, howyou
vere denied something. Why? You give more care
and concem for Graham's father, who's done
nothing but treat you with contempt. Why?

Whatever charitable feelings | might have
had disintegrated as he unleashed his thoughts on
me. His eyes were cold, his face hard, and | couldn't
find it in me to hold back the iciness that | felt in
return.

"| feel more concerned about Richard
because he's Graham's father. The only one he's
got. He and | don't have the luxury of having parents



who don't die, and we definitely don't have the
ability to read their minds either, so when something
is wrong, and they start hurting themselves or other
people | care about, forgive me for giving a damn."

| didn't bother to stick around to gauge his
reaction. | simply got up off my bed and stormed out
of the room. | headed downstairs towards the
kitchen, hoping that by the time | got there, I'd have
cooled off enough to deal with him. Because | knew
he was going to be there when | turned on the
kitchen light.

That vwas very childish of you.

I scowled at him as | opened the refrigerator.
| needed a distraction, and the leftover pot roast
from dinner would fit that bill just fine. No more
childish than you leaving me on the bed.

| heard the snort in my ears as well as in my
mind and it felt like he'd taken a foam bat to my
head and hit it...twice. / did that to protect you.

| slammed the refrigerator door shut at that
comment and glared at him, my jaw hurting from
jutting out at such an exaggerated angle, but



needing it to do so to help emphasize just how
angry | was. Protect me from what? You? If I'm not
mistaken, the only time | ever seem to be in any
danger is when you're not around, and you're not
around a lot.

| shouldn't have thought it. The instant | did, |
hated myself for it, but it didn't matter. The hurt and
guilt in Robert's face before he disappeared were
enough to knock me to the ground. "Why do you
open your mouth?" | groaned out loud, and hung my
head, too ashamed to do anything but sit on the
cold, tile floor, my knees throbbing, a small cramp
growing in my thighs, and the image of Robert just
before he left staring at me from every visible
object.

"Grace? Why are you on the floor?"

I looked up and saw Graham standing in the
backdoor, a concerned look on his face. "Just
sitting here, thinking about how my mouth always
gets me into trouble," | muttered, taking his hand as
he pulled me up to a standing position.

"Well, you definitely do have to work on what



you say to some people--especially the stupid ones.
We tend to lash out and hurt you," he said, smiling
half-heartedly as he implicated himself. "So what
happened this time?"

I shook my head, unable--no, unwilling really-
-to discuss Robert with him as | sank back down to
the floor. They might have hashed out their
differences, but | was still a sore subject with them.
Well, with Robert at least.

"Did it have something to do with Robert?"
"l don't want to talk about it, Graham."

He shrugged his shoulders, and opened the
refrigerator door, being careful not to bang my
knees in the process, and carefully removed a
package of sandwich meats and a jar of
mayonnaise. | watched in my awkward position on
the floor as he made himself a sandwich, whistling
while he did so.

"Here," he said as he handed me a triangle
of bread and meat. "Eat. You look like you need
something on your bones other than Robert."

There was a time when something like that



would have resulted in my reaching out a closed fist
and punching Graham in the arm...or in this case,
his face. But something inside of me failed to
connect with that part of my reflex, and instead, |
burst into tears--big, fat, embarrassing tears that |
had never been able to shed in front of Graham,
and yet there they were, leaving pools of saline on
the floor and on my thighs.

Graham was squatting in front of me, his
features twisted with concern and confusion. "lit's
just a sandwich, Grace," he muttered as he tried to
wipe the moisture away from my face.

"Oh, | feel so stupid," | sniffled, and quickly
shoved the sandwich into my mouth, hoping that |
didn't choke on it...or maybe that | would. "Migh-
shed-shumfing-bad-foo-shim," | mumbled, bits of
bread tumbling out of my mouth as | spoke.

Graham laughed, his head cocked to the
side in confusion. "Youwanna try that again with
less food in your mouth?"

After gulping down the remainder of the
sandwich, Ireplied, "l said something bad to him."



"Aah." Graham nodded his head and
reached for me, his arms circling wide around me in
a strong, comforting hug, my shoulder pressed
against his chest, the side of my head leaning in
against the soft dip that rested between his
shoulders. This was an embrace that felt...different.
The depth of emotions that | could feel from it was
the same, but they were just taking a different path.
It felt like 1was being hugged by a brother.

"l don't think he's going to forgive me," | told
him, my voice muffled against his shoulder. "What |
said was really bad."

"You want to tell me what it was? Maybe |
can tell you if you're overreacting.”

| allowed my head to move in a silent "no",
and then felt him sigh, not liking that | was keeping a
secret from him and that he was seemingly fine with
it.

"Grace, he'll get over it. Let him cool off. He's
a guy and we all get our egos bruised once in a
while. Don't stress too much about it, okay?" He
squeezed me, the way a brother would, and |
nodded mv head in confirmation even thouah | knew



Graham was probably way off base.

"Could you at least tell me what started the
argument?"

Wanting to be honest, | told him as much of
the truth as | could. All five words of it. "It started with
Miss Maggie."

"The librarian?"

I nodded my head and the grief that | had not
yet felt, the grief that | had subconsciously put on the
backburner because of my stupid selfishness,
suddenly came running to the forefront of my
emotions, and brought with it a whole new set of
tears.

"You want to tell me what happened?"
Graham asked, his voice soft and overflowing with
concern.

But as much as | wanted to, | couldn't. | felt
him exhale at my response, and the influx of tears
only increased as my guilt and my self-hatred dog-
piled onto each other.

| felt Graham's shoulders shake as he



chuckled softly, finding some small amusement in
my uncharacteristic behavior. "You must really like
books to let Miss Maggie come between you and
Robert."

I hid my smile on his shoulder. If he only knew
the truth.






BOMBS AND BOMBS

Graham and | both went to bed right around
the time the sun should have come up. | say should
have because the winter storm that had made its
appearance shortly after midnight continued to pour
snow and the occasional balls of hail onto Heath
well past dawn, completely blocking out any
beneficial light. It was only when the pounding of hail
went from sporadic to incessant that | finally woke
up.

The gray glow that shined through my
window deceived my inner clock when | looked at
the actual one sitting on the dresser and fell back
onto the bed with a loud grunt of dissatisfaction. "lt's
only nine-thirty!"

| rolled over onto my side and reached for
the familiar shape that felt like it had always been
there, as much a part of me as my own skin. But
nothing was there. The spot on the bed where
Robert normally slept beside me was empty, the
void on the bed obvious by the lack of disturbance
on the comforter or the pillow.



I hadn't expected just how bereft | would feel
at the return of the emptiness that, until just a couple
of months ago, had always been there. My fingers
clutched at the empty space, my palm itching to feel
the warmth of another's skin that it had grown
accustomed to.

The tears that had flowed too freely just a few
hours earlier renewed their path down my face as |
felt wholly pitiful, Robert's absence filing me with
more regret than | thought possible. | had to learn to
control my mouth.

Yes, you do.

"Oh!" | exclaimed, and sunk my face into the
covers of my bed. | didn't know where he was, but |
didn't want him to see my face all swollen and puffy
like I'd just been attacked by a nest of yellow-
jackets.

I've seen you look a lot vorse. | felt him seat
himself on the edge of the bed, and with a speed |
knew | shouldn't possess, | was against his chest,
my arms wrapped around his waist, my face
pressed up against the hollow of his neck.



"I'm sorry," | said in a low whisper, the sobs
that | had barely held off finally breaking through and
pouring out onto his shirt. "l shouldn't have said it. |
shouldn't have been so selfish."

When his arms finally came around me,
holding me as | did him, it should have been enough
to calm me down. | should have been relieved,
elated. Instead, the bawling only grew in intensity;
the sobs turned into hiccups while my eyes, which
had merely been puffy before, were now nearly
swollen shut from the demands of so many tears. |
couldn't breathe out of my nose, and | could tell by
the warmth in my cheeks that | probably looked as
red as a strawberry, with mottled seeds to match.

"And you're still beautiful,” Robert sighed, his
chin resting on my head, his arms squeezing me
rhythmically, a calming pattern that slowly worked its
way into my breathing. "And absolutely, ridiculously,
and wholly silly."

| smiled, not caring what he said, as long as
he was here to say it, here to hold me while saying
it...just here.

"I'm sorrv. Grace. | shouldn't have left like



that. It was the wrong thing to do. | promise it won't
happen again. We have to face our problems head
on, otherwise this is what happens: We hurt each
other."

Shaking my head | mumbled into his shirt,
"I'm the one who hurt you. You have the patience
of...well, an angel, and if | can make even you angry,
then something is seriously wrong with me."

| felt his chest shake as he laughed, heard
the deep timber of it beneath his skin. "Nothing is
wrong with you. Everything in the world is right if |
love you so much, you affect the way I think."

"Do |, really?"

His lips brushed the top of my head as he
answered, albeit reluctantly, "Yes. You affect my
entire world, Grace. The obvious changes are one
thing, but it's the changes inside that prove to me
every day how profound an impact you have had on
my life. Fifteen hundred years of merely existing,
feeling the same things, thinking the same things,
dreaming of the same thing--and in less than half a
year, you've changed everything."



For some reason, | apologized...again,
which didn't seem to sit well with Robert. "Don't
apologize, Grace. You didn't ask for me to come
into your life and turn it upside down. Had | never
spoken to you, you would have continued on your
path, and I would have continued on mine."

There were times when | knew | needed to
keep my mouth shut, to prevent myself from saying
things that would only get me into trouble, and hurt
those | cared about.

This wasn't one of those times.

"What do you mean, | would have continued
on my path, and you would have continued on
yours? What path was | on? Oh, that's right, the one
where | had no friends, barely any family, and no
you. And what about you? What would you have
done for the next fifteen hundred years?"

Robert stiffened before shrugging his
shoulders and exhaling. He pulled me away from
him with little effort, despite my using all of my
strength to hold onto him. "l would have continued to
exist, never knowing what | was missing, and
perhaps beina all the wiser for it."



"Wh-what? Why?" | demanded to know. |
looked into his face and, for the first time, saw a
faint trace of disappointment...but for what?

"Don't worry about it, Grace. What's
important is that I'm here, now. You are more than
just a part of my life; you are my life."

| wanted to press the issue, as much as |
knew he didn't, but as it always seemed, just when |
was getting around to the most important of
questions, someone knocked on my door. "Grace,
can | come in?" | heard Graham ask on the other
side of the door. | turned to look at Robert, to see if
he didn't mind, but he was already gone.

"Sure," | replied. "It's not like you'll find me in
here with anyone...brave," | mumbled under my
breath as Graham walked in, dressed in a uniform
of some sort.

"So, what do you think?" he questioned as
he turned around, showing off the burgundy shirt
with what | could only assume was a white, clip-on
tie. His pants were a dark gray color with a
matching burgundy stripe running along the side of



each thigh.

"You look like a nutcracker. All that's missing
is your hat," | commented, moving my hand to restin
the warm spot that Robert had recently occupied. It
disturbed me how quick he was to run away, even
NOW.

Graham took my motion as a cue to sit, and |
snatched my hand out of the way before he crushed
it with his weight. "Have you talked to Robert, yet?"
he asked, his eyes filled with concern as he
reached to push some of my matted hair out of my
face. "You look worse than when | left you, Grace.
You did talkk to him, didn't you? Did he say
something to hurt you?"

| shook my head, trying very hard not to let
Robert's comments burn a hole in my head, itching
to be filled with doubt and suspicion. "Don't worry
about it, Graham. So, did you come in here just to
show off your...uniform?"

He grinned, a hint of a dimple forming in his
cheeks that made me blush. "l actually wanted to
talk to you about something...important."



| turned my body around and pulled my
knees up to my chest, resting my chin on them as |
stared into his excited eyes. "Ok, shoot."

"Well--this is kinda difficult because of who
she is, and who you are--see..l kind of like
someone--God, how do | do this without sounding
like a complete idiot--what | wanted to know is...do
you...do you think Lark would go out with me?"

| felt my eyes widen but my jaw was held
immobile by my knees. Instead, my entire face rose
as | saw that he'd finally developed the courage to
voice his feelings. "l think you'd have to ask her, but
I'm pretty sure she'd say yes."

He breathed a sigh of relief that made his
chest sink in, and his whole body slouch over as the
rush of air left his lungs. "l was planning on asking
her out on a date after my first shift today." Graham
took a look at his watch and jumped up, an
expletive shooting out of his mouth as he did so.
"Oh damn, I'm sorry Grace. | gotta get going. | start
in less than twenty minutes and I'm supposed to be
there ten minutes early so | can get a quick
runaround of the place."



"Go on, then. You don't want to be late on
your first day. We'll talk more about this later," | told
him as | lowered my legs down to the floor and
stood up. "What time is your first shift over?"

"Five. Are you going to come?"

| nodded and grinned. "l have to offer my
best friend some moral support, right?"

He glanced at me sideways as he stood
near my door, halflaughing as he said, "Are you
sure it's not because you want to keep the peace
between me and your boyfriend?"

The grin that had filled my face died away. "I
don't know that | could actually do that, quite
honestly. Things can get so up and down with
Robert, but Lark has a mind of her own so | wouldn't
worry too much about it."

He paused as he took in my response. "Is
this going to cause a problem for the two of you?"

The rise and fall of my shoulders indicated
that | didn't know, but deep inside | did. When it
came to Graham and Robert, there was always a
problem. This was onlv aoina to complicate thinas.



but Graham didn't need to know that. I'd rather deal
with Robert than with another Erica.

"Well, I'l see you at five then," he called out
as he left, closing my door behind him. | sat and
waited on my bed for Robert to return, bracing
myself for the onslaught of questions and
accusations that | knew would come. But he didn't
show. After an hour of waiting, | finally gave up. He
would find me sooner or later. My only hope was
that we'd spend more time talking about what it was
that he had meant when he said that he'd have been
the wiser for not meeting me, but he was just as
good at avoiding answering a question as | was at
bringing it up. And now this...

*kk

At four thirty, Stacy arrived to pick me up. |
had called her to see if she wanted to go to the
movies with me, but didn't tell her the real reason for
going--she would have automatically said no. "So,
what movie are we going to see?" she asked as
she waited for me to pull on my boots.

"I don't know," | answered truthfully. What



movies were playing anyway? | hadn't been
watching the television at all, and couldn't
remember the last time it was that | had actually
gone to the theaters, much less seen a preview for
anything playing there.

Stacy had a look of deep concentration on
her face as she ran through what could only be a
mental list of flicks she had wanted to see, finally
settling on one with a curt nod. "Let's go and see
the new zombie movie starring that hunky British
sounding guy."

There was only one hunky British sounding
guy | wanted to see, but he had avoided my
thoughts and my room since his cowardly departure
this morning, so | wasn't holding my breath. "Okay.
Let's do that."

We climbed into her car and headed
towards the theater, her radio on full blast. While
most people chose to sing along to the melody,
Stacy instead chose to sing harmony, complicating
the song by alternating the highs and lows
depending on what the backup track had chosen to
pick. It was far more entertaining than the actual



song, and | marveled at the incredible talent that she
displayed.

"You can thank twelve years of piano lessons
for my ability to pick out notes and make them
work," she said in-between songs when she saw
my expression. "l told my mom that | wanted to be a
singer a couple of weeks ago, and she said that
she wasn't working as a cook in a cafeteria so that |
could be some American pop-tart.”

The sadness in her eyes was one that | had
seen before. The first time 1 had heard her sing, she
had explained what her parents expected of her,
their goals for her. Culturally, she was left with few
options regarding her parents' approval, and more
than making her own dreams come true, she
wanted to please her parents. "That's what happens
when both of your parents are traditional Koreans,"
she had explained a few weeks later when Lark and
I had pressed the issue.

"But you're an American," | replied, feeling
angry that her parents had come to this country
because of the opportunities available to them and
their children, and then denying them to her.



"I'm American by birth. For the rest of my life,
Il be their daughter, and | cannot just ignore that,"
she had said, the look on her face crestfallen.

"Well, I think you should tell your parents that
you deserve to live your life the way you see fit,"
Lark voiced, her mood dark and spiteful.

Stacy had just laughed at Lark's comment,
but it seemed to stick with her as she became more
open about her singing, doing it far more often than
she had previously. Now, in the car, she was belting
out the notes, not caring about anything other than
the improvements that she knew she was making to
the song.

It was while parking the car that she brought
up New Years at Lark's house. "Did you know that
she disappeared for a while, and Graham did, too?

| didn't have to feign shock. | had known
about Lark, obviously, but not about Graham. |
regretted that | hadn't even asked him about how
things went at Robert and Lark's.

Gauging my reaction, Stacy continued. "Lark



came in and acted surprised that Graham wasn't in
the living room with me, but then he showed up a
few minutes later, with that same surprised look on
his face; | knew something was up. Do you think
they're secretly dating?"

My head shook with the secret knowledge
wedged deep in the back of my mind proving it to
be the truth. "No. | know for a fact that they're not.
Robert would know, and he would have told me--or
complained about it."

Sighing with | could have mistaken for relief,
Stacy turned the car off and turned to look at me. "It
just seemed weird, the two of them disappearing at
the same time. Lark told me later that she went to
drop you off to meet up with Robert, but she can do
that in just a few minutes. You don't think she found
a way to lie, do you?"

"Stacy, you know Lark cannot lie. She told
you the truth. She spent a few minutes talking to me
at the gazebo. She came back as soon as we were
done. | don't know where Graham was, but | do
know that it wasn't with her."

"Oh," she replied. and a slight blush tinted



her cheeks. "Well, 6kay'then. Let'svgo and watch
some zombies!"

As she opened her door and climbed out of
the car, | was left wondering what had caused this
sudden interest in what Lark and Graham were
doing together. As we walked towards the theater,
the thought seemed to reproduce like mice until my
suspicious mind was filled with possibilities that
bordered on the plain silly to the absolute
preposterous. Stacy couldn't have an interest in
Graham, could she?

The line for tickets was empty and we paid
for a six-o'clock showing before heading into the
theater's lobby. | quickly allowed my eyes to flick
around, hoping to see a familiar face before Stacy
did. Iwas far too slow for my own good.

"Graham works here?"

Stifing a groan of disappointment, |
answered in the affirmative. "He actually got hired
yesterday."

The look on Stacy's face was one of surprise
and annoyance. | prayed she wouldn't put two and



two together. My prayer was answered...in the
negative. "Is that why you wanted us to come here?
So you could see Graham?"

The twisting in my gut that always happened
when | was about to lie felt like a vise was crushing
my intestines, and | swallowed at the pain, bit it
down, and answered. "No. | came because Robert
and | had a disagreement and | needed to get out of
the house so that | wouldn't sit and mope."

Strangely enough, the pain suddenly
subsided; | had been partially right. | didn't want to
sit at home alone, allowing my mind to run with
scenarios that weren't healthy for a sane person
dating a normal guy.

"You guys had a fight? Wow--I thought angels
were supposed to be agreeable and pliant," Stacy
said, amazement rather than sympathy filling her
eyes.

"I don't know where you got that idea,
especially knowing Lark, but agreeable and pliant
they are not. They're angels by nature, sure. But
angels by behavior? Not even close," | muttered as
we approached Graham.



| took one look at the grim line that used to
be his mouth and knew something was wrong. |
turned to look at Stacy, but her posture indicated
that she was not in the mood to be mocking or
sarcastic. She looked just as nonplussed as | felt.

"What's up?" | asked him once | was close
enough to do so without raising my voice. "You look
downright sour!"

The harsh line of his mouth barely moved as
he answered me. "The new manager is treating me
like I've got a thing for his sister or something."

The best friend defense mechanism that was
in me kicked on and | immediately demanded to
know where this manager was. Graham motioned
with his head towards someone who was
approaching us, and | turned around to confront him,
fully intent on chewing him out for whatever it was
that he did to put that look on Graham's face.

"Hello, Grace," the manager said to me,
because | couldn't find anything to say to him--not
after seeing who it was. "If | had known you wanted
to come to the movies, | wouldn't have agreed to a



double shift."

Robert stood in front of me, disturbingly
handsome even in his monkey suit of a uniform, and
| couldn't breathe. | couldn't even blink. Surely this
was an apparition of some sort, and Graham's boss
wasn't my boyfriend.

Stacy, seeing that whatever truce that might
have existed between Robert and Graham had
suddenly flown out the window, decided that she
had to choose a side...and quickly, and so she did
the one thing | had never expected. "You look pretty
good in that uniform, Graham. | didn't know you
could clean up so well."

Graham's seething gaze shifted over to
Stacy, and his eyes widened, as though he just
noticed her presence. "Um--thanks, Stacy," he
stammered.

She nodded her head and smiled. "No
problem", she said with an amused tone as she
inched closer towards him, and further away from
Robert.

| looked the two of them over, and then



flicked my eyes back towards Robert. "When did
you start working at the movie theater?"

"Since yesterday," he replied in a curt tone
that drew a swift intake of breath from Graham,
which was a sign that he was trying to control his
temper...and was probably failing.

"But you don't need a job," | pointed out to
him, not wanting anything that was said today to
escalate into something that would once again
demand that |, too, choose a side. | might have
known before which one | would have chosen, but
not now. Not with the way things were at the
moment. "And why did they make you manager?" |
demanded to know. "Graham has been coming to
this theater a lot longer than you've been here. He
knows everyone in Heath. Why didn't he get offered
the positioniif it was open?"

Robert grabbed my arm and pulled me
towards the side, apparently not wanting what he
had to say to be heard, which only infuriated me
more. Wasn't he the one capable of communicating
without making a single sound?

"Grace. vou know how | got this iob." he



hissed. "Don't make me answer that questidn.“'

| raised my head up defiantly. Then tell me
why you got this job in the first place?

Robert glanced over to Stacy and Graham,
whose eyes were focused on the two of us, Stacy
gripping Graham's arm with such ferocity, | could
see the tips of her fingers turning white. Robert's
mouth started moving, but no sound came out. He
was mimicking talking to keep our conversation
private. Because | know what he feels for my
sister, I've seen his thoughts. I've also seen his
thoughts about you, and those tvwo things do not sit
well in my mind together, especially if he's going
fo vant to date Lark.

Exasperated, | threw my hands up, my eyes
feeling as though they were bugging right out of
their sockets. You did this because he likes Lark?
You're treating him like dirt because he happens
fo like your sister? | tumned to glance back at
Graham, whose eyes were round with surprise, and
| looked behind me to see what had caused that
expression. Lark was standing behind Robert and |,



a scowl etched on her lovely face.

The fragile beauty that belied the strength
and the temerity that was Lark would fool anyone
who didn't know who she was, what she was. |
looked at her eyes, the nearly colorless gray eyes
that saw more than they let on, and | could see
through her just how juvenile the entire situation was
becoming.

"Hello, Lark," | managed to get out before
Robert was able to send out another thought. He
turned to look at her, and the silent communication
that went on between them was brisk and full of
outrage. | didn't have to hear it to know. | could see it
in the tenseness of their necks and faces, the steel
iciness in their eyes.

Finally, after what had only been a matter of
seconds, but certainly felt like half a lifetime, Lark
turned to me and gave me a stiff smile. "Hey,
Grace. | wanted to catch the latest Zombie flick, and
had my mother drop me off. Robert told me | could
get in free anytime | wanted, so here | am." Stacy
told me that the two of you were fighting—I didn't
knowit was about me. I'm sorry.



| grabbed her hand, and pulled the walking
stick out of it. She didn't need it, hated it, really, so |
gave her an excuse to not use it as | placed her arm
on mine and turned my back on Robert. "You're just
in time. Graham is getting off from work in a few
minutes, so we can all watch the movie."

The hiss that echoed in my head at that
exact moment caused me to stumble; the pain was
so acute, my mind flooded with memories of a
similar pain that had lasted much longer, and had
done far more damage than merely tripping me up.
Though | had placed Lark's hand on my arm in the
guise of helping her, she was the one who
supported me, and kept me from tumbling down to
the coke stained carpet.

| looked up to thank her, but her gaze was
frozen on something else. Or someone else. |
followed it, traced it back to its source, and saw that
she was glaring at him. The one who had promised
never to hurt me. And yet he just had. "Why?" |
mouthed, but was dragged away towards a worried
Graham and Stacy, lines of concern etched into
their faces, before he could answer--before | could



see him leave.

Graham reached for me and pulled my hand
away from Lark's. He looked into my eyes and saw
the hurt there, recognized it, obviously, but thankful
that he hadn't been the one to cause it this time. He
glowered at Robert, though his reasons were
completely different, and asked me if | was okay.

| nodded my head, wincing as | did so, the
pain that still echoed inside feeling as though it
were bouncing around with each movement. "I'm
fine. Just a bit clumsy," | said with a half-hearted
chuckle.

He didn't meant to do it. Larks face was
stern, her eyes flat and emotionless. He's an
interfering idiot who doesn't know when to leave
vell enough alone, but he didn't mean to hurt you,
Grace.

At the moment, | really didn't care. Too many
things were piling up for me to want to rationalize
anything. His behavior was odd, even for me, and |
simply couldn't appreciate his reasons, however
valid they might be.



Graham left to clock out, and Lark, Stacy,
and | were left standing in the middle of the lobby. |
knew that Lark hadn't shared a single thought with
Stacy about what had transpired in those few short
minutes between brother and sister..and me. |
could only guess that it was out of respect for my
privacy, as well as hers.

"So, you two don't want to share?" Stacy
asked, her eyes hungry with need for information,
gossip, anything that would at least hint to what was
going on between us.

Lark shrugged her shoulders, and said in a
monotone voice, "lt's family business."

| watched for signs that Lark was lying--a
twinge of pain, a grimace--but there were none,
which meant that this was, indeed, family business.
That | was considered family should have sent me
over the moon. Instead, | was feeling even more
confused than before.

"Okay, ladies. Lets go watch some
Zombies," Graham said as he returned, his hands
quickly divesting his shirt of the clip-on tie.



The reaction from Lark was expected. Her
face was lit brightly, her smile radiant, making
anyone who stood next to her appear quite plain.
That meant, of course, that | became even more
insignificant than | normally was.

But there was one exception; one highly
unexpected exception.

"Stacy," Graham began, a sheepish grin on
his face as he nervously shoved his tie into his
pocket, quick to look around, making sure no one
was watching. "I've got tickets to go and see that
blues band that's playing in Newark next week. Do
you want to go with me?"

Lark and | both stopped walking, our
thoughts conjoined in mutual shock. Stacy?

"Uh...sure," she replied, her broad smile and
bright eyes reflecting genuine pleasure. | turned to
look at Lark, whose disappointment was plain, and
tried to comfort her. Neither of us had expected this-
-why hadn't she read his mind beforehand?

I didn't want to know what he was thinking
anymore. | vanted everything to be new... Lark's



eyes suddenly grew very opaque and glossy with
unshed tears. | looked back at Graham and Stacy,
who hadn't seemed to notice that we weren't
following them anymore.

| wanted to cry out to him, "How could you?"
But, as they rounded the corner, | couldn't bring
myself to utter a sound. | wasn't a part of that
equation. Once again, the decision had been made
for me, and the fact that this time, more than one
person was hurt felt like | had stepped on a
landmine of helplessness. If | stepped away, I'd be
leaving Lark in the lurch. If | stayed still, the threat
was always underfoot, just waiting.

"I'm so sorry, Lark. | thought...he told me-" |
tried to explain, but Lark held up her hand and
shook her head.

"No, it's better this way. No complications."
She took a deep breath and pulled me forward
down the end of the walkway towards the room our
movie was playing. The landmine didn't go off...but
it would. | was sure of that.






SETTLEMENT

The movie went as all zombie movies go--
the only survivor was some half-dressed, hysterical,
buxom beauty who was rescued by some big, burly
hero who then showered her with kisses and
professions of love. | gagged. Lark snorted. Stacy
sighed. Graham squirmed.

As we filed out of the theater, my thoughts
were running helter-skelter with uncertainty and
confusion about what had happened in the past
twenty-four hours. The lobby was nearly empty,
everyone either on their way home or watching their
select films, and the popcorn and beverage stations
were closed, their lights turned off; | looked for
Robert, but he was nowhere to be seen. | wasn't
sure what | would have said to him anyway, my
emotions were so twisted.

"Grace, are you riding with me or with
Graham?" Stacy's voice broke through my
confusion, and | shook my head.

"l want to wait for Robert," | answered, my
gaze focused on a door | was certain would open at



any minute, revealing the angel who could both heal
and break my heart with a single thought.

"Il wait here with you, Grace," Graham
announced, seemingly oblivious to the inner turmoil
he had caused that was exacerbating the jumbling
of thoughts in my head. "Il call you later, Stacy. It
was good to see you again, Lark."

Lark looked stricken, but she managed to
pull a smile onto her face, and began walking
towards the exit, Stacy following behind, stopping
only to wave shyly at us before disappearing. Part
of me wanted to be the fly on the wall when the two
of them got into the car, but | knew full well that Lark
wouldn't be anything but kind and graceful to Stacy,
despite how she felt.

"Can you explain to me why you asked Stacy
out, when just this morning you were telling me that
you were interested in Lark?" | barked as soon as
we were alone.

The carefree smile that Graham had been
wearing started to wear away, the person who had
made it necessary no longer around. "I'm still



interested in Lark. | like her, Grace. Really, really
like her-it's scary how much | do. But...when | saw
you and Robert arguing--by the way, you guys need
to start getting loud so that we can hear you; it
makes eavesdropping much easier--I thought about
what would happen if things didn't work out between
Lark and me. What would that do to you and
Robert?

"You've already had a hard time because of
me. | didn't want to cause more problems. This way,
if Stacy and | don't work out, it'll be just like normal,
there'll be-"

"No complications," | finished for him,
comprehension of what Lark had meant finally
dawning on me.

"Yeah. No complications."

That's what comes from the foolishness of
extreme like. You're willing to convince yourself that
life gets less complicated if you stay away from the
things you want, and settle for what you know you
can live with. No one is ever happy that way.

"What time do you think Robert will be



getting off?" | asked him, needing to change the
subject before | started pushing him towards talking
about things that neither of us felt comfortable
discussing. Not yet, anyway.

"Probably in another twenty minutes. It's a
weekday, so the theater closes early, plus he's not
the regular nightshift manager, so he won't have to
close."

Sighing, | looked towards the exit doors that
led into the mall. Though the theater was nearly
dead, the mall wasn't. After holiday sales were
driving people to spend money they didn't have in
droves. "You ever wonder what it must be like?
Never having to do anything, work at anything, and
just having everything fall into your lap so easily?"
Graham asked dejectedly.

| turned to look at him, his face a mixture of
sadness and defeat, and didn't understand what he
meant by that. "Want to run that by me again?"

"l know you're thinking that I've had it easy,
especially when compared to you; you're right about
that. Things have been much easier for me than
most. and definitely a lot smoother than thev have



been for you, but you have to wonder about people
like Robert and Lark. They come here from another
country, don't know anyone, they talk differently,
have different ways of doing things, and yet
everything just happens for them without them even
trying.

"I mean, look at you. You've had problems
making friends since I've known you. But Robert
shows up and all of a sudden you're his friend, and
now his girlfriend and | barely get to see you. He
applies for his first job and he ends up getting a
manager position, while 'm stuck making popcorn
and cleaning booster chairs. And then there's Erica.
| know--I know she was wrong for me, but | tried to
get her to go out with me for over a year before she
finally said yes--don't look at me like that; 'm sorry |
didn't tell you about her--but Robert shows up and
on the first day, she's ready to dump me for him.

"What is it about him, Grace? Can you tell
me so that | can understand? I'm not jealous--really,
I'm not. | just want to know what makes him so damn
special."

| looked at my friend, and | did what any



friend would do in that situation. | lied.

"Graham, there's nothing special about him,
really. He's the new guy--he has that air of mystery
around him because of where he comes from, but
he's just like everyone else."

It hurt to do it. It physically hurt, and | knew it
was because | had never done it before--not when |
knew that the truth was what he was seeking, and
not some generic answer to a rhetorical question.
He wanted answers because he was hurting, he
was angry, and above all else, he was feeling very
alone. And yet, when he needed me to be his friend,
the kind of friend | wanted to be...I chose loyalty to
Robert instead.

| had to look away, and waited for his
response. When none came, | knew that something
had changed between us--he knew | was lying,
knew that | had chosen.

With a large sigh, he finally spoke, his voice
straining against the bitter sting of what | could only
guess was betrayal. "l think that if | had been able to
ask Lark out, we would have ended up just like you
and Robert; defensive and protective of each other.



no matter the cost. I've alrleady made one stupid
mistake. I'm not about to make another one."

That hurt. It hurt and he knew it did--he
wanted it to. He didn't understand why | couldn't tell
him the truth--not that | could have explained it
anyway--and so he was lashing out.

"[think Il head back to the house now. Il see
you there, Grace," he finally said in a rough voice.
He coughed, and | looked up to see Robert
approaching us, his tie in his hand, and a sad, half-
smile on his face.

| whispered a faint goodbye as Graham
stalked off, not knowing whether or not he had
heard me, just knowing that he couldn't stand to be
around me at that moment, and all those emotions
that | had thought | was incapable of feeling again
started to crawl their way back into my heart.

Sensing the emotion-induced paralysis that |
was slowly succumbing to, Robert helped me to
stand and supported me as we walked out of the
theater. | felt him in my head, sifting through the
many thoughts that | had jumbled up in there,



wading through the nonsense and the empty
pockets to find what he was looking for.

"Grace--you shouldn't have lied to him for
me. Whatever | am to you, whatever you are to me,
it doesn't change the fact that Graham is your best
friend, and you should be honest with him."

| stopped walking, and looked up at him. We
were in the parking lot of the theater, his bike only a
few feet away from us. "l shouldn't have lied to him?
What was | supposed to say, Robert? 'Sorry,
Graham, the reason you aren't the most popular boy
in Heath anymore is because Robert isn't human--
he's the grim reaper'?"

Robert looked around us, checking to see if
anyone heard what | had just announced, and he
shook his head. "No. You know that's not what |
meant."

Exasperated, | threw my hands up, my words
coming out in great huffs of impatience and anger.
"Well what do you mean then? That | tell him you're
an angel? That you have wings and can fly? How
about | tell him that you can read minds, and that
vou can also make people do thinas. alter their



{houghts so that they bend to your will-is that what
you meant?"

In the pale phosphorescence of the parking
lot lamps, | could barely make out the slight glow
that radiated out from his skin. | say glow, but the
mood he was in caused his glow to look more like a
shadow that enveloped him--my heart started
racing.

"Grace, you're being ridiculous and you
know it. You should have told him that you couldn't
tell him the truth--it would have hurt a lot less than
lying to him did. He knows you, Grace--you've never
lied to him before. Being with me has turned you
into a liar..."

Few things escape me--of this | am quite
certain--but when | first saw the darkness that was
Robert's glow, | was sure that he was angry at me
for my outburst. Instead, | now realized that he
wasn't angry at me; he was angry at himself.

"Robert," | began, trying to think of a way to
say what | felt without him hearing the thoughts first,
not wanting to be redundant. "You're under the



impression that you're to blame for what | did. You're
not. | lied to protect more than just your secret. | also
lied to protect Lark's, and mine. And | did it for
Graham, too. He deserves the truth, but he can't
handle it right now. | don't know when he might be
able to, but | know that telling him now wouldn't help
anyone out, least of all him."

The frigid silence that separated Robert and
| felt like it was clawing at me to say something, but |
waited.

"Grace, you've been lying for us--because of
us. This isn't a life meant for you-"

"What do you mean by that?" | interrupted.
"What life am I meant for if it's not this one?"

"I don't want to have this conversation here,
Grace. Get on the bike. Il take you home."

Knowing that the conversation wasn't going
to proceed any further, | capitulated and headed
towards the motorcycle, Robert following me sulkily.
It had been a few months since | had ridden on it but
my legs' memory was very good, and the resulting
hesitation was causing them to tremble.



Sensing my fear, Robert lifted me effortlessly
onto the seat, situating himself in front of me with
blinding speed, and then turned the key to start the
monster up. ks rumble beneath us caused me to
squeak. "Where's the helmet?" | asked him, feeling
incredibly vulnerable at the moment.

| felt the tension within him recede as his
body shook with laughter. "Grace, are you kidding
me?"

| shook my head. Of course. | should have
realized that there was no need to worry about
safety whenever | was with Robert. What better
person to save you from severe injury and death
than Death himself?

Thank you.

| nodded and rested my chin against his
shoulder, my arms wrapped around his waist in
preparation of the quick leap into motion that | knew
was coming. We took off through the parking lot and
headed down the road towards my neighborhood. |
counted the houses that still had their Christmas
lights up, not wanting to have any type of



conversation yet. | needed to go over what it was
that | needed to say, what | wanted to know, and my
mind's ability to focus on more than one thing at a
time allowed me to do that, all while ensuring that
Robert wouldn't know.

As we pulled up towards my house, | saw the
light in my room was on. Graham was there,
waiting. The tenseness that had permeated Robert
in the parking lot had now returned. | felt the air
leave my lungs with frustration. So much for getting
down to the bottom of things with Robert.

"I'm going to talk to him," | sighed as Robert
eased me off the bike.

"He shouldn't be in your room."

Knowing where the conversation would head
if | tried to argue with him, | simply leaned into him
and pressed my lips against his cheek. "Il talk to
you later."

| started to walk away, but he held fast to my
hand. | could see his thoughts of remorse and |
couldn't help but smile. "It's not easy for an angel to
be so wrong so often," he mumbled as he pulled me



towards him, wrapping his arms around me. "l love
you, Grace, and | think that messes with my ability to
see what's real and what's not sometimes."

"Do you know how comforting that sounds?
Most people would tell me that you're not real, that
this--us--we're not real. | grew up thinking that
people like you don't exist, so for you to start having
delusions...it completely helps to normalize me."

His hands made their way from my waist up
to my face as he held me immobile. "Grace, | love
you. That is real; don't ever doubt it. | know | have
been behaving like an idiot lately and | apologize if
I've hurt or upset you. That is the last thing | want to
do."

The silver in his eyes were liquid, flowing in
endless circles as he stared at me, waiting for my
response. | raised myself on my toes, and with his
help, | managed to press a quick kiss to his mouth.
"Thank you."

He didn't let go of me, didn't want me to go
at all. He brushed my lips with his and pressed his
forehead against mine, his thoughts mingling with
mine until | knew all of his hopes. and his rearets



about this evening. It was difficult for him to deal
with such human emotions when he wasn't one; a
side-effect of being in love with one, he suspected. |
laughed because it wasn't a side-effect that only
affected angels. Humans experienced them, too.

"And who have you ever felt jealous of?" he
asked as he pulled away, but not before | managed
to steal one last kiss.

"l don't think it's jealousy per se, but | do
often wonder whether or not we'd be more
physically connected if | were as beautiful as some
of the girls in school that follow you around."

| had touched a nerve, | could tell. He let me
go with an exasperated sigh--l was very good at
making him do that.

"Grace, you and | aren't just a pair of
hormonal teens infatuated with each other. Do |
think you're just as beautiful as those girls in school
you're referring to? No. | think you're incomparable
to them," he said smugly. He brushed the strand of
hair that had fallen into my face, and made me look
into his eyes, seeing my reflection in them in a way



that | knew no one else had ever seen, or could ever
see. Inthem, | was beautiful.

"You're just going to have to get used to it,"
he pronounced, his voice tinged with cockiness. |
felt the corner of my mouth twitch at his sureness. |
had been living in my body my whole life, and he
already thought he knew me better than | knew
myself.

He was right.

"Go on, Grace. He's waiting for you. Il be
here when you wake up."

| felt the warmth rise up in me, knowing that
he meant he'd be with me when | woke up, and the
thought filled me with anticipation. He clicked his
tongue in disapproval at my thoughts, and | stuck
mine out as | walked away, not needing to say
goodbye because he already heard it in my
thoughts.

The bike was gone by the time | reached the
door, but whether it was started or pushed, | didn't
know.



After bypassing the twenty-one question
brigade from Janice, and mumbling a quick
response to Dad's "how was the movie" question, |
raced upstairs. Graham was sitting on my bed,
staring out of the window.

"You really should knock," he muttered. He
turned around and | could tell by the lines around his
mouth that whatever it was he wanted to talk about
wasn't going to be pleasant.

"l wasn't aware that | needed to knock when
entering my own room. Besides, you're the one
who's in here uninvited."

He tossed something at me, and with
reflexes | know did not belong to me, | caught it. For
a brief moment, a glimmer of surprise passed
through Graham's eyes, but it was quickly replaced
with the same despondent look. | cast a quick
glance at the object that | had caught, and then
looked back up at him.

"Where did you get this?"

He nodded his head towards the nightstand
next to my bed. "l found it in the drawer when | was



getting your phone out. | wanted to call Lark, to
explain..."

He had found one of the crystal baubles that
had fallen off my lone dress. Its amber color gave off
a sense of warmth, despite its cold exterior. | held it
up to the artificial light above my head to look at its
gold and brown shimmer.

"Grace-"

I lowered my head to look at him, the tone of
his voice sounding so...lost, | felt a pain in my throat
as my breath caught.

"Grace, are we...friends?" he asked, and |
nodded dumbly while moving forward to sit next to
him on the bed.

"So, if we're friends, will you be honest with
me when | ask you if you think | screwed up by
asking out Stacy instead of Lark?"

| took a deep breath, because | felt the truth
ready to pour out of my mouth. | forced it closed,
biting my lips to keep them shut until | could
organize my thoughts enough to make the words
sound less abrasive and accusatory. Of course he



had screwed up by asking Stacy out. But that wasn't
what he needed to hear.

"Graham, | know you like Lark a lot, but
you've only known her for a short while, and it's been
even less time since you and Erica broke up. | think
perhaps dating around really isn't a bad thing."

His snort told me that he knew | was trying to
avoid answering the question, and was doing it
badly to boot. | ignored it and continued, "l don't
know what made you choose Stacy. She's Lark's
friend, too, and I think you might have made things a
bit more difficult by asking her out, but | don't think
you screwed up. Not badly, anyway."

He flung himself backwards on the bed,
causing it to bounce the two of us up and down. |
waited until we stopped moving before | asked him
the one question | knew he probably wasn't going to
answer. "Do you regret asking Stacy out?"

Shaking his head, he sighed. "No, | don't.
Not yet, anyway. She's cool...in a sadistic, painful,
scary way. But it'll be nice to hang out with someone
who doesn't care about all that superficial crap, you
know? Il make thinas work. Grace. | won't hurt her.



I've learned my lesson."

| nodded mutely, relieved that he would at
least not take his mistake out on her, and threw
myself back on the bed, the two of us lying in
opposite directions, our feet dangling off the side of
the bed. "You're going to be one weird couple."

"Oh, and like you and Robert aren't?"

| raised myself up on my elbows and glared
at him. "What's that supposed to mean?"

He covered his eyes with the crook of his
arm, and grit his teeth. "You know what | mean,
Grace. | might be a guy, but | know that all the girls
think he's the best thing since...well, me. And then
there's you: you're a great person, Grace, and
you're beautiful in your own way, but when the two of
you are together, it looks...odd. Like night and day,
black and white."

| couldn't argue with him there. | had made
that exact same argument several times to Robert
myself. "Well, it doesn't matter what anyone else
thinks, Graham. We're not a pair of hormonally
infatuated teenagers. " | had to stop to blink...hard.



Hadn't Robert just said the exact same thing to me?
I shook my head, and continued, "-love him, and he
loves me--unconditionally. He knows my faults, and |
know his, and we accept them." Boy, did we accept
them.

Graham raised his arm and peeked out at
me from beneath it. "You love each other
unconditionally? Where am I? Some soap opera?"

I moved my leg and made contact between
his head and my knee. "If we are, it's one of your
own making. Falling into deep-smit with my
boyfriend's sister, and then asking out her best
friend instead? Really? Is that what you did in
Florida during Christmas, Graham? Watch soap
operas and take notes?"

Quickly, he reached over and grabbed my
elbow and pulled it, knocking me down. "Actually, |
thought of all the ways | would ask Lark out. | wrote it
down, too."

Curious, | asked him if | could see what he'd
written. "Maybe later," he replied.

I made him promise that he'd show me



before he left to go and take a shower. As he shut
my door behind him, worry took over any triumph |
might have felt over being allowed to read what he
had written about Lark. He had asked Stacy out on
a date, which was just as good as dating, despite
the fact that he had feelings for Lark...and none for
her. What was going to become of all of us when the
inevitable happened, and he and Stacy broke up?
Did | even want to know?






QUEST UNLIKE

The first week of February brought with it far
more snow than Ohio had seen in over three
decades, and definitely more than we'd had the
past two months, so when the sun miraculously
appeared on the fifth day, it was no surprise that
everyone in school was wearing tank tops and
shorts. Everyone except me, of course.

Robert and | walked through the hallway
looking as odd as Graham had described: him in a
slinky, gunmetal gray short-sleeved shirt and khaki
shorts, and me in a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt
with a black and white long-sleeved shirt
underneath. He had never complained about what |
wore, and made it a point to compliment me when
he picked me up every morning, but | couldn't help
but feel a slight stab of self-consciousness as we
walked by the countless girls who all insisted on
saying hello to him while ignoring me. They were all
dressed in a manner that would have complimented
him, while | was merely a distraction.

"You're being silly, Grace," he whispered into



my ear as we walked into French class. | stopped
dead in my tracks, causing Robert to slam into me,
which propelled me forward. Ungracefully, | landed
on the floor. Robert was at my side in an instant,
immediately contrite and apologetic.

"lt's okay," | reassured him. "l was the one
who stopped. There was no way you'd have known
what | was going to do."

As he helped me up, making sure that | was
genuinely alright, he asked me why | had stopped in
the first place. Quickly, | pointed to the decorations
on the wall and dangling from the ceiling. His gaze
drifted up to the construction paper hearts and
cupids that were hanging from ribbons and what
looked like fishing line tied to them.

"Cherubim hate these things, too," he
chuckled, and led me to my seat at the back of the
class. "But, their reasons are far more different than
yours, 'm sure."

I wrinkled my nose at the wash of pinks and
reds that surrounded us. "lI've never liked this
holiday. | thought maybe it was because | never had
anvone to celebrate it with, but now | know that has



nothi ng to do with it."

He smiled at my disgusted expression and
brushed my cheek with the backs of his fingers.
"We really don't appreciate it too much ourselves.
The cherubim especially despise it."

| looked around us to see if anyone was
listening to our conversation, but thankfully, we were
the only ones seated. "Why do you keep saying
cherubim? And why wouldn't angels like Valentine 's
Day?"

Sensing my concern of being overheard, he
reached for my hand. Cherubim are angels who
often get confused with those little fetuses with
wings that Madame Hidani has glued fo the
ceiling. Humans call them cupids and cherubs,
but I'm sure if they've ever seen one in person,
they'd be quite surprised...and pleased.

I raised my eyes up to look at a cut out of the
"fetus with wings" and snorted. But what about you?
Why don't you like it?

His eyes flicked towards the seat in front of
me and smiled as the qirl who took her seat flashed



a full set of teeth in his direction, obviously pleased
to have garnered any kind of response from him.
Lacey Greene couldn't hold back any kind of glee
that his attention had been diverted from me, and |
would bet money that if she could have, she would
have clapped.

I'm not a fan of any particular holiday that
depicts my kind as anything but what ve are.
During Christmas and Easter, we're usually
gowned in sheets, wth trumpets in our
hands...trumpets--ugh. But on Valentine's day,
they dress us in diapers, and put little harps in our
arms, a quiver on our backs, a bowin our hands.
We're infantile, with no other purpose other than to
infest your kind with hormone tipped arrovs.

You'd think that humans would be a bit
more creative...or generous with their depictions
of us. Or, at the very least, a bit more accurate,
especially given how much they do know about
my kind.

He tuned to face me, his eyes full of
mischief as he leaned forward and unexpectedly



pressed a quick kiss to the corner of my lips. Then
again, the human being's lack of creativity can
sometimes make it that much easier to shock
them with something as mundane as a little kiss.

| raised my hand to my mouth and touched
the spot that he had brushed with his mouth.
Sometimes | wonder about you angels, to think
that a little kiss, especially one from you, could
ever be considered mundane.

The bell rang and | turned in my seat to see
Lacey scowl. Obviously Robert had not been talking
about me. He had read her thoughts, and needed to
make it clear to her that he wasn't interested without
actually telling her. It was a good tactic; | certainly
approved of his methods.

As we listened to Madame Hidani discuss
the merits of conversational French in the varying
dialects throughout the world, a voice boomed in
over the loud speaker.

"It's that time of the year again, Bulldogs!
The annual Valentine's Day Dance! Tickets go on
sale today during lunch, and they're expected to go



quick, so get yours while they're hot!"

The bubbling of excitement nearly drowned
Madame Hidani out as she began once again to go
over today's lesson plan and | groaned as | realized
that the class of all girls was excited at the prospect
of asking one person in particular to the dance.
Even Madame Hidani stopped speaking as all eyes
turned to Robert; he glowed from the attention, and |
felt terribly inadequate.

"l guess it's too bad that I'm scheduled to
work that night," he said in a voice loud enough for
everyone to hear, and the room nearly burst with the
groans of disappointment that erupted from
everyone there but the two of us and one relieved
French teacher.

"So you really do have to work?" | asked,
feeling incredibly relieved at the prospect of not
being forced to attend any formal event in front of
the school.

He nodded his head as he took out his text
book and pulled my desk towards his. "l requested
to work the closing shifts from now on."



Puzzled, | glanced at the text book. He had
turned to a page regarding the different countries
that utilize French in their daily administration. "Any
particular reason for doing that?"

"Yes. This way, I'm not working during the
same shift as Graham."

| felt my mouth turn up, a silly grin spreading
across my face. "You did that for me?"

He nodded, pleased by my reaction. "Your
happiness means everything to me, Grace. When
the original night shift manager quit, 1 saw the
opportunity to do this, and | took it. It didn't take
much to convince the general manager to let me fill
the slot. | might have cheated a bit, but it was worth
itif you're pleased."

"l've turned you into a con."

He chuckled at that. "Maybe | conned you
into thinking | was an angel or something."

I was about to argue with him when Madame
Hidani called out my name. "Y-oui, Madame
Hidani?" | answered, correcting myself before the
English slipped out. As soon as that bell rang,



Madame Hidani had a French only policy, and | had
nearly broken the number one rule in her classroom.

"Which country has the second largest
French speaking population in the world?" she
asked me in French, a lone eyebrow raised in
anticipation.

"Algeria, Madame Hidani," | replied, a smug
smile sliding across my face as her eyebrow
lowered.

With a determined gleam in her eye, she
asked me another question in French. "And what
type of dialect do they speak in Algeria?"

"Maghreb-French, Madame Hidani."

Satisfied--or defeated--she turned her back
to me and started once again to go over today's
lesson. | turned my head back to Robert and saw
his wink, no matter how quickly he might have done
it. "Thank you," | mouthed.

It was my pleasure. If's quite amusing,
helping you cheat by giving you the answvers. |
might have to do it more often. He winked again,
and then motioned to face the front of the class



before we drew the attention of Madame Hidani
once more.

When the bell rang to head to Calculus, | was
overwhelmed by the crush of girls who surrounded
Robert and I|--well, mainly Robert--and | backed
away towards the exit. He could take care of
himself, so | simply walked out of the door, fully
intent on waiting there until he exited as well. |
should have known he'd be there already.

"Don't you think that the girls will be
suspicious that one minute you're there, and the
next, you're not?" | asked as we walked hand in
hand towards Mrs. Hoppbakker's classroom.

"No. Humans like to believe what they want,
no matter what the facts staring them in the face
might be telling them. Besides, those girls were too
busy sizing each other up to notice my departure.
You, on the other hand, never miss a thing." As we
walked through the doorway of our math class, we
were once again inundated by girls who were
determined to ask Robert to the Valentine's dance.

"Um, Robert..do you think you might be



interested in going with me to the dance on
Valentine's day?" one girl named Jennifer Hall
asked nervously. | almost felt bad for her, knowing
what his answer would be. | say almost because as
soon as she got the rejection she obviously had not
been expecting, she shot me a look of pure venom.

"If you keep turning down girls, | might have
to seriously start considering taking Stacy on as my
personal bodyguard," | kidded as he led us to our
seats.

"Would you rather I tell them yes?"

"Well, what if you didn't have to work that
night. Would you say yes to one of them?"

He reached forward to touch the loose
strands of hair that had slipped free of my ponytail
and smiled. "Only if you asked."

| rolled my eyes. "Formal occasions aren't
my thing."

He chuckled as he pushed my hair back, a
soft sigh coming from his lips as he did so. "You're
wrong. They are so your thing."



| raised my hand to adjust my hair and
groaned as | realized he had fixed it for me. And
probably in a much neater, and tighter ponytail, too.
"Sure. The last time | went to a formal thing, | ended
up hurting my hand, got grounded, and you nearly
broke up with me."

His lips curled over his teeth as he hissed. |
winced--the sound of his disapproval seemed to be
bouncing inside of my head, nicking my mind; it
hurt. His eyes grew wide and round as soon as he
realized what had happened, his hands on my face,
concern saturating his beautiful features. | am so
sorry, Grace. | don't know why this keeps
happening.

| shook my head at his apology. There was
no need for it-he hadn't intended to hurt me. | knew
that better than he probably did.

It doesn't explain why it keeps happening
though. His eyes were filled with worry, and |
nodded in agreement. It didn't explain why it kept
happening, or what it meant. His thoughts weren't
meant to be heard by me, but for whatever reason, |
inexplicably had, and the result was painful. It was a



testament to my humanity, | suppose.

As class started, the confused and self-
deprecating expression that seemed tattooed onto
his face only grew harsher and darker. | turned my
attention to the day's work, intent on asking him
what he was thinking about as soon as the bell
rang.

Instead, as we filed out of the classroom an
hour later, he quickly handed me off to Stacy and
left, mumbling something about not wanting to be
late for third period. | stood there dumbly staring
after him, Stacy looking just as perplexed as I felt.

As Stacy and | walked towards the library for
free period, | could still feel the mild tingling
sensations in my head. Stacy, seeing my frustrated
appearance, asked what was wrong. "l just have a
headache," I lied, and cringed as the slight twinges
increased in significance.

"Oh, well maybe it's math that did that.
Calculus always gives me a headache."

I nodded, not wanting to say any more as we
entered the library and headed towards our usual



table. It was a shock to see Lark sitting there alone,
an obviously phony smile plastered on her face.
"What are you doing here?" | asked as we sat
down.

"My British history class is here doing
research on the King Henry VI, so | decided to wait
for you two to get here so we can discuss what
we're doing on the fourteenth.”

| tuned to look at Stacy whose face was
suffused with a very intense blush--she looked
nearly feverish. "I have no plans, really. Robert's
working that night. What about you, Stacy?"

"Graham asked me to go to the dance with
him. ltold him I'd think about it."

Lark huffed. At least, it sounded like a huff. |
turned to face her, and though she was smiling, |
could see something else hidden behind it. She
began discussing her plans with Stacy, but | didn't
hear any of it. Instead, my head filled with her voice
that spoke about something completely different.

Graham called me up three nights ago to
ask me what he should get for Stacy for



Valentine's day. Can you believe that?

| blinked as her words registered with me.
Why would Graham feel the need to discuss Stacy
with her? What could he possibly have to talk about
that wouldn't be awkward and misleading in some
way?

I asked him why he didn't just ask you,
since you're his best friend. He explained that |
was closer to Stacy, that | vould know better than
you about what her likes and dislikes are. | tried to
tell him that that was absolute rubbish, but |
couldn't. Apparently I'm closer to Stacy.

My face twitched in acknowledgement of that
fact. | highly doubted that had circumstances been
different, Lark would have ever revealed to me that
she was an angel. | only knew about her by default,
which hadn't bothered me. Until now.

Oh please don't start feeling sorry for
yourself, Grace--focus. My entire existence has
been focused on what you humans feel, what you
humans think. Let me have a moment for myself,
will you?



Sheepishly, | nodded my head. It didn't go
unnoticed by Stacy, whose eyes fixed in on my lack
of communication. | quickly started fidgeting with my
hair, tugging at the strands that were now so neatly
confined in an impossibly tight ponytail--courtesy of
Robert.

"What are you thinking about, Grace?" she
asked, not buying my sudden distraction for a
minute.

My eyes flicked around as my mind raced for
an explanation. My hesitation only added to the
obvious lie that soon spilled forth out of my mouth. "I
was just thinking about whether or not Robert would
take off from work to take me to the dance."

To my surprise, Stacy seemed to accept this
explanation, and then began to question Lark about
whether she knew if her brother was going to ask.
As Lark answered, more thoughts that weren't my
own filled my head.

You're a lousy liar, Grace. It's no wonder-
-you've surrounded yourself with people who are
all unfailingly honest. Well...mostly.



| stopped a snort from coming out, knowing
to whom she was referring. Lying isn't something
I'm used to doing. | hate doing it--even when it's to
help you and Robert. | know it's not the same
thing, but lying hurts me, too.

Lark's physical voice continued to discuss
Valentine's day with Stacy, but her mental voice, the
voice that sounded so much clearer and defined in
my mind grew soft. I'm sorry that you feel you have
to lie for us, Grace. You're not an electus patronus-
-you veren't bred for this. You shouldn't have to be
doing this for any of us-Robert included. We've
managed to exist without being discovered for
centuries without your help. We can continue to do
SO.

| pursed my lips in annoyance as her words
settled into my head. For someone who can read
minds, you sure are obtuse, Lark. | don't lie just to
protect you and Robert. | also do it to protect
myself and my interests. I'm finally happy, for the
most part, and | don't want anything threatening
my happiness.



"Grace, what do you think? Do you think |
should go to this dance?"

I turned to look at Stacy, her face earnest, the
topic of discussion obviously having headed in a
direction that had become less about partying and
more about something else. "That's up to you,
Stacy."

She threw her hands up, exasperated at my
half-hearted answer. "You're no help! This is
something major here--everyone in class has been
talking about the "after" parties, and Graham being
who he is will be expected to go. If | say yes to him,
Il be expected to go, too, and you know what
happens at those parties.

Recognition finally dawned on me and | felt
utterly stupid for giving her such an empty response.
Everyone, even anti-social me knew what
happened at those parties. They weren't called
baby-maker bashes for nothing.

"l think..you should say no, Stacy" |
answered, half-attempting to redeem myself, half-
wanting to save both her and Graham from falling
prev to the immense peer pressure that would be



breésing on them should the'y go.

Lark nodded her head as she chimed in, "I
think Grace is right. You should tell him that you've
got other plans."

Stacy pondered our advice, leaving the table
silent as Lark and | picked up where our
conversation had left off. Grace, there are times
when it's okay to be selfish, but never when it costs
you a part of yourself.

My jaw jutted out in defiance. Lying is what
had kept the most important part of me safe; | would
do whatever it took to keep Robert safe--he was far
more important to this world than | was...far more
important to me than anything that | might "lose" as
a result.

Do you really believe that?

| didn't have to say anything for her to know
that 1 did. She had never spent a moment of her life
as a human being, with the human emotions that
separated us in ways her immortality and her
abilities didn't; she would never understand.



Good grief, you're far more naive than |
thought. Grace, do you believe that losing the trust
of people you care about because of your lying is
worth it? The electus, they don't need fo lie to their
family because the electus is their family. They
are bom into that life, it's chosen for them. You've
chosen this for yourself, and the consequences
might not be something you can accept.

There was some truth to her words, | knew
that the moment they began to fill my head. | simply
couldn't accept them, though. The lying | had been
doing was minor, even if it hurt me to do it, and |
knew my dad--knew that even Graham would
forgive me for doing it if it meant protecting
someone far greater than any of us combined.

"Okay, it's settled then. I'm not going."
Stacy's voice jostled me from my thoughts, and |
turned to smile at her nervously.

"lI've decided that 'm going to turn Graham
down. I'd rather hang out with you guys than go to
some silly dance. | mean, we've only been dating a
month; that's too soon," she continued.



My nervous smile turned into a grin as |
replied, "Well, what do you want to do then?
Everyone will be at the dance, which means we'll
pretty much have Heath to ourselves."

Lark snorted. "We always have Heath to
ourselves. It's a small town."

| started to speak up when Stacy interrupted.
"Actually, it's not as small as you'd like to think.
Heath has over eight thousand residents, which
makes it small in comparison to, say, Cleveland, but
definitely not as small as some other town around
here...and I'm babbling."

Lark and I both nodded.

She blushed. "I'm sorry. I've been doing that
lately, haven't I?"

Lark and | nodded in agreement, and then
burst out laughing at the frustrated look that spread
across Stacy's face, further intensifying her
deepening blush. "You're too easy, Stacy," Lark
laughed. Stacy started giggling, knowing that it was
true.

When the bell rang, announcing lunch, the



three of us headed towards the cafeteria,
bemoaning the gastronomical terror that awaited
us. The heavy odor of grease and something rancid
assailed our noses as we walked through the
double doors.

"I've smelled many awful things over the past
few centuries, but this--this stuff absolutely reeks,"
Lark grumbled, her voice muffled by her hand which
she held above her nose and mouth.

Stacy and | mimicked her as we approached
our usual table. Graham was already seated, a
plate piled high with an unidentifiable mass of what
resembled food, his mouth dutifully chewing as he
waved at the three of us. If one paid attention too
closely to his face, they'd spot the subtle differences
when he looked upon each one of us. Seeing me,
his eyes crinkled with mischief--the usual look that
one gave his best friend | suppose. Stacy got an
expectant smile, although the corners of his mouth
didn't turn up nearly as much as | think they should
have.

But Lark...there was something about the
way his green eyes grew intensely bright, the color



deepening to a rich hunter green, then quickly faded
into a nearly dull, lifeless olive that told me far more
than anything else that "like" wasn't what he felt for
her at all. | felt my heart clench at that realization.

My head whipped around to Lark to see if
she had heard my thoughts, but to my relief she had
not. Instead, her face was riveted onto his, probably
seeing the same differences that | had and drawing
her own conclusions. But what would those
conclusions be? Would they be similar to mine?

As the three of us sat down, Stacy taking her
preordained seat beside Graham, | became aware
of one important absence. The seat beside me that
should have been occupied by Robert was
conspicuously empty. | looked at Lark once more
and thought of the question in a clear voice so that
she'd hearit.

She turned to face me and smiled sadly.
"Robert had an errand to run during lunch. He'll be
back soon," she answered me, not realizing that |
hadn't actually asked the question out loud.
Thankfully, neither Stacy nor Graham seemed to
have noticed as they were in the middle of a



heated, though unusually quiet exchange.
They're arguing about Valentine's Day.

Lark hadn't pried into their thoughts. | knew
she hadn't, but her ability to hear what others were
saying, even at a tremendous distance, prevented
any sense of discretion, although Stacy seemed to
have forgotten that as she lowered her voice even
more to a low hum. Lark shook her head and turned
to face me, her expression one of dismay and hurt.
For most normal high school kids, a month was
more than enough time to get over a snub--even
one as shocking and disappointing as the one
Graham had dealt her--but for Lark, time passed by
in blinks. It doesn't matter what you are: human or
angel, hurt like that cannot fade in a blink.

You went from being wholly naive to being
surprisingly astute in the span of just an hour. I'm
proud of you. A wan smile replaced the grimace
that had marred the angelic beauty of her face and |
smiled in return. | didn't know what else to do as we
sat there, trying very hard not to listen to the
argument going on right in front of us while also
trying to pretend that we were completely oblivious



toit.

"Lark, could you come with me to the
bathroom, please?"

Lark and I both turned to look at a red-faced
Stacy with Lark nodding a reluctant yes as she
stood up. She and Stacy headed off towards the
restroom and | immediately turned to glare at
Graham.

"Don't give me that look, Grace. | didn't do
anything but ask Stacy to the dance," he said, the
scowl on his face mirroring my own. "How was |
supposed to know you guys had plans?"

| feigned disgust as | processed what he had
just revealed. Stacy had lied to him! | looked around
us to make sure that no one was within earshot and
then leaned in, my voice barely above a whisper as
I spoke. "Why did you ask her in the first place?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "Isn't that what a
boyfriend is supposed to do? Ask his girlfriend to
some kind of dance?" He sighed and slunk down in
his chair, his eyes flitting back and forth, the same
concern for eavesdroppers apparently filing his



own head. "Truth is, | wanted to ask Lark. | like
Stacy--I really, really do--but she and | are just going
to end up breaking up. You know it, | know it. Even
Stacy knows it."

He didn't have to go any further for me to
know that. | already knew what his mouth couldn't
say. | wanted to encourage him to tell Lark how he
felt, but before | could lean in even further, the hairs
on the back of my neck stood up, warning me that
something bad was about to happen.

| couldn't have been any more right.






FREAKS OF AFEATHER

| spun around in my seat as the screech
reached us from across the cafeteria. It wasn't that
the sound was nail-on-a-chalkboard piercing, or that
it felt like it was bouncing off the walls--a testament
to the sound construction of the school, or the
universal disgust that had led most students to eat
elsewhere--but rather the fact that | recognized it.

From a distance, it looked like some kind of
gold and black striped fan was being waved around
in the air as a pair of dancers circled the cafeteria
floor. A quick flash of a hand, a swift lifting of a leg,
and the blond half of the fan was on the ground
while the shrieking grew ever louder.

"I'm going to kill you for that," the voice cried
out as the golden arc stood up.

"Oh. My. God."

Erica Hamilton struggled to stand as the
black haired individual laughed, the sound
melodious, like a scale of bells ringing in unison. "I
don't think so," Lark's voice chimed, and | turned to



look to Graham, who watched with rapt fascination
as the two girls once again began their dance. My
only question was where had Stacy gone.

A figure stood up, as if to answer me and |
gasped. Stacy's forehead was covered with blood,
the unstoppable flow sliding down her cheek and
onto the floor. | rushed forward and reached her just
as a wave of dizziness hit her, causing her to lurch
forward in a faint. Graham was beside me as |
struggled to lower Stacy to the ground. He removed
his button-down shirt and handed it to me. | balled it
up and placed it beneath her head as he used his
undershirt to dab at the blood that was still flowing
freely from a gash on her forehead.

Behind us, the battle between Lark and
Erica came to a halt. An angry Mr. Branke and an
even angrier Madame Hidani were holding the two
girls apart. Okay, so both teachers were holding a
frantic Erica back while Lark snarled. Not a single
hair on her head was out of place, her clothing lay
smooth and wrinkle free on her body, while Erica's
hair resembled a tumbleweed straight out of some
old western movie, and her clothing showed some



significant tears and staining.

"What's going on here?" Mr. Branke asked,
taking a lazy blow to the side of his head without so
much as a blink when Erica reached through her
cage of arms to try to claw at Lark, another piercing
shriek the only sound she seemed capable of
making at the moment.

Lark tucked an invisible strand of hair behind
her ear and motioned towards Stacy on the ground.
It was then that everyone else noticed the three of
us crouched on the cafeteria floor, a bloodied Stacy
unconscious in my arms, a worried Graham dutifully
pressing down on her wound with his shirt, a cold
gleam in his eyes directed at his ex-girifriend.

"Stacy and | were returning from using the
restroom when Erica came out of nowhere and
shoved Stacy into the doorway. Stacy hit the edge
of the door and fell to the ground, and Erica tried to
kick her while she was down. | wasn't about to let
that happen, so | hit her." Lark's voice was flat, her
demeanor nonchalant, but | knew by the way each
word caused Erica to flinch that "hit" wasn't the only
thing that she had done.



Erica's clawed hands turned into an
accusatory point directed at Lark's head, howling
as she did so. "She did something to me. | could
hear her in my head. | think she drugged me!"

Lark rolled her pale gray eyes at the sudden
outburst and | could have sworn | saw Madame
Hidani do the same. "If you're hearing voices in your
head then that surely explains a lot."

All around us, murmurs of agreement could
be heard. The cafeteria was now full of gawkers
and onlookers, curious to see who had drawn the
wrath of Erica Hamilton this time. No one expected
it to be Lark and the fact that--essentially--she was
blind only fueled the growing disgust.

"You blind freak!" Erica screamed, drawing
a collective gasp from the crowd surrounding us.
"I's no wonder you're friends with Grace. Freaks!
You're all freaks!"

Mr. Branke, finally tired of being pummeled
by Erica's flailing hands, grabbed both of them and
pulled them behind her, forcing her shoulders to
hunch back and a cry of pain to disrupt her rant.



"Come on, Miss Hamilton. I'm taking you to the
Vice-Principal's office."

Madame Hidani, now accompanied by the
school nurse, knelt beside me to see how Stacy
was doing. | could feel the fear bubbling within me
as | stood up and moved aside to give them room;
she hadn't woken up yet, hadn't even moved.
Graham, too, stood up to allow them room, and the
two of us stood silently as they ran through a virtual
checklist of things to see how bad things were.

| felt a strong hand grip my shoulder and |
glanced up, but it wasn't Graham's eyes | was
looking into. "Robert," | sobbed, and felt myself
collapse into his waiting arms. "l don't understand
why--Erica just attacked Stacy out of the blue, for no
reason, and now Stacy won't get up." | fought back
the urge to start sobbing, biting my tongue to
distract me.

"Shh. It's okay, she's going to be fine," he
whispered in my ear. | sighed with relief and eased
myself away from him. Sensing my intent, his grip
on me tightened. Grace, I'm not going to do
anything--I can't, remember?



Foolishly, | had hoped that the little stipulation
about him being unable to use his healing ability for
anyone but me could somehow be put aside for a
friend, but apparently the rules applied no matter the
person. | nodded my head to acknowledge his
thoughts and hid my face against his chest, not
wanting to witness what was going on behind me.

"It's okay, Grace. She's waking up. Look."

Tentatively, | peeked out from the shelter of
Robert's arms. Stacy's eyes were open. Well, only
one eye; the other eye was sealed shut by dried,
crusty blood. She was mumbling something to Lark
who was kneeling beside her, her hands wrapped
around Stacy's upraised one. Graham, still standing
silently beside me, looked pale. | could only imagine
what was running through his mind but whatever it
was, it wasn't doing anything but adding to the
difficulty he already faced with the battles going on
inside of him.

"Okay, Stacy, the ambulance is here to take
you to the hospital. Vice-principal Kenner has called
your dad and told your mom about what happened,
alright? Theyre all going to meet you at the



hospital," Madame Hidani told Stacy as the crowd
made room for two paramedics who were pushing
in a gurney, a large, black bag resting in the middle.

"Hey, sweetie," one of them cooed as she
wrapped a thick brace around Stacy's neck. The
other paramedic wrapped a black cuff around
Stacy's arm and took her blood pressure. Stacy
answered every question, ever conscious of the
audience that watched.

One of the paramedics grabbed a board that
had been seated on top of the gurney and together
with his partner they managed to place the board
beneath Stacy. They lifted her up onto the gurney
and after strapping her in, started their quick-paced
walk out of the cafeteria, the entire student body of
Heath High following in earnest, not wanting to miss
a single thing.

The female paramedic had somehow
managed to secure a bandage on Stacy's head as
she walked beside her, the pad quickly turning red
as Stacy's blood continued to pulse out. As they
pushed the gurney against the rear of the
ambulance, the legs popped and bent inwards,



allowing it to slide into the back with ease. Lark
stepped forward then and mumbled something to
the male paramedic, who nodded his head and
held his arm out, waving a path into the ambulance.
Lark climbed up and sat down beside Stacy,
reaching once more to hold her hand.

Next to me, Graham wondered aloud how
Lark had managed to be allowed inside of the
ambulance. |, too, felt confused. "I thought only
family members were allowed in," | added to his
question while the two of us watched mutely as the
rear doors to the ambulance were shut, the siren
and flashing lights turned on, and the vehicle pulled
away from the school.

| felt the tug on my hand and struggled to
maintain my balance as Robert pulled me towards
his motorcycle parked towards the front of the
parking lot. "Get on," he said quickly as he climbed
on. | obeyed, my arms quickly encircling his waist.
Graham, having witnessed our hasty departure, had
taken the hint and was heading off towards his own
car before the school staff could swarm down on us
and prevent us from leaving.



The violent purr of the motorcycle's engine
told me that it was more than ready to do whatever
it was that Robert had planned to get us behind that
ambulance. Squeezing tightly, | held on we took off,
not daring to look at the gaping faces that watched
us leave.

It took less than a minute for Robert to
maneuver his way through traffic and land directly in
back of the ambulance. We remained there as it
turned into the hospital and emergency-vehicles-
only lane.

Get off here and followthem inside. Robert
held the bike steady as | did as he said. Lark
waited for me and the two of us walked inside the
emergency room's waiting room, our hands
clasped. Stacy's parents were there as were her
brothers, including her twin Sean, who hadn't been
in school today for some unknown reason.

His face was paler than everyone else's and
after taking one look at Mr. and Mrs. Kim, | could
see why. He must have been reamed by them for
not being in school and protecting his baby sister,
like he was probably expected to do. | wanted to



feel bad for him, but there was very little room in me
for concern for anyone other than Stacy at the
moment, and what space did exist was reserved for
Graham, who appeared just as one of the
emergency room doctors walked in to give Stacy's
parents an update.

"So, this is the family for Stacy Kim?" he
asked as he took in the sevenKims, cautiously
looking over the five anxious and worried older
brothers all standing with their arms crossed over
their chests, already skeptical of whatever it was
that he had to say.

Clearing his throat, he began to explain the
severity of her injury, his tone growing more grave
as he mentioned their inability to stop the bleeding.
He turned to look at me and blinked in recognition.
"Your father isn't here, too..is he?" he asked
nervously, his eyes searching even as | answered in
the negative. "Are you sure?"

| nodded my head. "I'm Stacy's friend," |
insisted, and stepped aside so that he could see
that | wasn't lying.

He exhaled in relief as he accepted that mv



father wasn't going to pop out of some closet and
start berating him like he had done after Robert had
removed my casts...and forgot to put them back. |
started to giggle nervously as everyone stared at
me with unspoken questions written plainly on their
faces.

"I guess I'm feared in this hospital," |
explained abashedly, my face warming at my
embarrassment. "My dad kind of went on a little
rampage the last time | was here, and | guess they
remember me."

Sean mumbled something that sounded a lot
like "freak" while Stacy's mother made a soft
clicking noise with her tongue at my admission. |
had apparently committed some kind of Korean
faux pas, though | didn't know what, and rather than
try to apologize--like that would have helped--I
sucked my lips in and bit them...hard; anything to
keep from having the attention brought back on me
again.

Clearing his throat once more, the doctor
told us that as soon as they had the bleeding under
control, only Stacy's parents would be allowed in to



see her. Her brothers breathed a sigh of relief,
obviously not prepared to see their sister in any
situation where she would appear vulnerable. Lark
stepped forward, her intent voiced to only me, and
the doctor turned to face her, a pained look on his
face. "And she wants to see you, t00," he said, his
voice barely recognizable as he stared into Lark's
sightless eyes.

Graham opened his mouth to say something,
but Lark turned around and shook her head. A silent
warning that brooked no argument. Amazingly,
Graham nodded. He walked over to a chair that
was situated as far away from Stacy's brothers as
possible and sat down. Lark walked over to Stacy's
mother and began speaking to her in a soft whisper,
the words foreign to my ears and | shook my head. It
figures she'd be able to speak to her in Korean.
Knowing that I'd be grossly inadequate amongst
Stacy's family, | sat next to Graham, he the outsider
for the first time, and me simply falling into place.

"Doesn't it bother you," he whispered as he
watched Lark and Stacy's mother converse, "that
you can't speak a single word of Korean, and Lark



can?"

I shrugged my shoulders and felt one corner
of my mouth twitch as | answered honestly. "It would
if | thought it mattered, but it doesn't. Lark's unique,
so it's expected of her to be good at just about
everything. I'm about as abnormal as it gets, so if |
find out I'm good at anything, it's time to readjust my
view of the world."

A nurse appeared as | spoke and nodded to
Stacy's parents and Lark; the three of them followed
her as she led them through a set of double doors,
disappearing behind them without a word to Stacy's
brothers or us. | looked down at my hands and saw
Graham had his gripped around his knees. |
covered one with my own and squeezed. "lt's going
to be okay, Graham," | said softly. "A little cut on her
head isn't going to keep her down."

Graham's head bobbed up and down in
silent agreement. "l know she's going to be fine,
Grace. It's what comes afterwards that I'm not too
sure of."

"What do you mean?"



He glanced across the room and my eyes
followed his gaze. Five pairs of eyes were staring
directly at the two of us, scrutinizing our every move,
and | realized that my hand was still covering
Graham's. | slowly removed it, smiling as | did so,
and said in a low voice, "They're not exactly the
most cheerful bunch, are they?"

His grunt, an acknowledgement, his sigh a
concession, and his slight chuckle a break in the
tension as he looked up to see Robert walking in.
"You ever notice that when your boyfriend enters a
room, he looks like the angel of death? | mean, no
offense, but he kind of has that quality about
him...supernatural and...creepy all at the same
time."

| laughed nervously, my eyes growing wide
as | looked at Robert, knowing he had heard what
Graham had said. The grin on his face did little to
ease my fears. Of course he'd find it funny. The
possibility of Graham ever finding out just how right
he is was pretty non-existent, but that didn't stop me
from fearing the consequences should it actually
happen. Stacy had accepted Lark and Robert



being angels quite well, but even she didn't know
what Robert truly was...| dreaded ever telling her.
And if Stacy, one of the most open-minded
individuals | knew made me fearful of her reaction,
what would happen if Graham found out?

As Robert sat down next to me, he nodded a
silent greeting to Graham and removed my hand
from my lap and replaced it back onto Graham's.
He's your friend. He'll understand. And if he
doesn't, Il kill him.

| felt the nervous bubble of laughter start up
again and | clamped my hand over my mouth to
stifle it, glaring at Robert as 1 did so. He looked over
at the brooding Kim brothers and shrugged his
shoulders. "Hospitals make her nervous."

Robert wrapped his arm around my shoulder
and pulled me in towards him, pressing my head
onto his shoulder and sighed. "Sorry," he said
soothingly. The one-word statement was nothing
short of a blanket apology, but it accomplished its
goal, and | mouthed a "thank-you" that | knew he felt
from the movements of my lips and jaw, and had
heard from my thoughts.



The hours seemed to slowly drag on as we
waited for someone to reappear and let us know
what was going on. | finally had had enough of the
waiting and asked Robert to tell me what was
taking so long.

Are you sure? He was hesitant, knowing that
| had never used his ability for my own personal
needs, never wanted to. It kept me normal...as
normal as possible, anyway.

But this was different. | wasn't asking just for
me. This was about Stacy, and Graham, and even
her brothers, who had grown tired of trying to stare
Graham down and had now moved on to simply
trying to stay awake; two had already failed at that.

Robert searched my eyes, peered through
my mind and saw that this was important to me. He
smiled at this small concession | was making, and
then closed his eyes for a split-second. He
reopened them before | even had a chance to thank
him, and his smile grew wider.

She's okay. They're done sewing her up-
-three stitches that she's already bragged about to



her father...twice--and will be out as soon as all the
papemork is completed.

| felt the whoosh of release as the worry and
stress left me. Stacy was going to be alright. Things
were going to be okay. | turned to Graham to tell
him, my mouth open and poised with the beginnings
of the great news, but Robert's grip on my shoulder
turned fierce, almost painful.

How will you explain to him that you found
all this out because | read the minds of the people
in the emergency room?

My mouth closed as | realized what | had
nearly done. Robert had reassured me that Graham
would be accepting, but | didn't possess as much
confidence in that as he did and | knew that | didn't
want to lose Graham over Robert--I had nearly done
that once already and | didn't think | could deal with
the consequences if | lost him completely.

It felt like a stab to my subconscious, the
sudden and wholly unwelcome flashback of what
Lark had said just a few hours earlier in the library. |
wasn't capable of accepting the consequences that



my lies and the subsequent truth would bring.
"Oh damn," | muttered.

"What?" Robert chuckled, his voice filled
with humor, already knowing what my answer was.

"l hate it when she's right. It's just going to
make her feel more superior," | groaned, sinking
into my chair and burying my face into Robert's
side.

He pulled me in closer and | felt his mouth
press against the top of my head. "She may feel
superior, but she's just as lost and naive as you
are," he whispered against my hair, his cool breath
sending shivers down my spine.

"What time is it?" | asked, needing a
distraction from the heat that was starting to build in
me from the contact.

Without moving he answered that it was
nearly five. | lifted my head with a jerk, my eyes
round and large at the announcement. "Dad!
Janice! They don't know! They're going to wonder
why I'm not home yet, or why | haven't called--oh this
isn't going to sit well with them. I've got to call them,"



| cried, and stood up, my body turning around in
circles as | tried to figure out where the payphones
would be located.

As if on cue, seven cell phones of varying
makes, models and sizes appeared in front of me,
all attached to the hands of their owners: Five Kim
brothers, one boyfriend, and one best-friend.
"Well...um," | struggled as | looked at each one like
they were foreign objects, the business of how to
use them fleeing from my mind in just that moment.

"What are you, some kind of cell phone
magnet?" a voice asked behind me. | turned around
to see Stacy being wheeled out of the emergency
room in a rickety wheelchair, Lark standing
alongside, Stacy's father holding the handles and
pushing.

"You're out!" | shouted, reaching my arms out
to hug her.

"Wow," she gasped as | squeezed her, my
arms wrapped awkwardly around her and part of
the wheelchair. "You've gotten pretty good at that.
Now let go so | can breathe again."



"Oops," | squeaked, quickly loosening my
arms and pulling them behind me. "So...what's the
verdict?"

She pointed to the mass of gauze and tape
that covered a third of her forehead as she
answered. "l've got three stitches, three, and | didn't
need any anesthetic. They marveled at my high pain
threshold. I'l probably be a legend here." She took
in the five pairs of rolling eyes and rolled hers in
return.

"Anyway, the bleeding took a while to stop
and I've got a nice concussion to boot, but other
than that I'm fine. They insisted | be pushed out in a
wheelchair--some stupid hospital policy that they
wouldn't ignore--otherwise I'd have walked out on
my own. I'm starving because they wouldn't give me
anything to eat, and I'm so ready to kick Erica
Hamilton's ass."

She turned her head to glare at Graham as
she continued. "l don't know what you ever saw in
her, but whatever it was, if it was in her face it'll be
gone come Monday."



"Stacy," her father chastised, but his gaze
was fixed on Graham. The look wasn't hard to read.
It said quite plainly that Graham wasn't good
enough for his daughter. Especially if his ex-
girlfriend was attacking her and sending her to the
hospital; Graham looked down at his feet and said
nothing.

"What? I'm not going to do much damage,
but Bimbo Barbie is definitely not going to be going
out on many dates when I'm through with her. Who'd
have thought I'd be taken down by that walking
peroxide bottle?" Stacy grunted, ignoring her
mother's hissing and her father's groan of
disapproval.

Sean laughed at his sister's comments.
"Maybe hanging out with the freak and the hottie
threw off your sense of equilibrium."

It didn't take much to figure out who the
"freak" and who the "hottie" was, and | genuinely
wasn't bothered by it, but it took even less for him to
quickly blurt out an apology as both Robert and
Graham released menacing growls at the insult.
What did bother me was that | knew that Graham



had been more insulted by the quip referring to me,
rather than it being an insult to Stacy. It shouldn't
have been that way.

"Oh please,” Stacy laughed. "We're all
freaks. But at least we can get dates, unlike you,
Casa-no-game."

This time, the laughter spread--with the
exception of the parents..and Sean-and the
tension that had been thicker than wool was finally
lifted.

Lark helped Stacy to stand, her face still
filled with concern, though not to the same degree
as it had been at the school. "Are you sure you want
to go home? You could stay here for the night, you
know. The doctor did recommend it."

Stacy jeered at the suggestion. "I'm not an
invalid. It's just a stupid concussion. I'm going to be
fine and I'm definitely going to school tomorrow; |
don't care what that man in the white coat says, I'm
not staying home."

Stacy's mother launched into a rant entirely
in Korean, with words that | was certain weren't



meant for innocent ears, judging by the wincing and
cringing that came from her sons, as well as by the
way Lark's perfect upturned mouth shaped itself into
a perfect line.

The yelling continued as everyone walked
out of the waiting room towards the elevators that
would take us to the parking structure. | stood with
my hand firmly clasped in Robert's, frequently
turning my head to look behind me at Graham,
whose face held a wide mix of emotions, the least
of which was amusement.

"Are you going to follow Stacy home?" |
whispered to him, and frowned when he shook his
head. "Why not?"

Seven heads whipped around, seven pairs
of eyes all glaring at me, as though | had committed
some heinous offense for even bringing the subject
up--another faux pas.

"Grace, just go home, okay? Il be alright. In
fact, Lark, I think you should catch a ride home with
Graham while | deal with...this," Stacy said with
frustration. "Il call you guys later on tonight."



That short, seven word sentence set off
another barrage of foreign words as the Kim family
entered the elevator, completely filling it to capacity.
As the doors shut, | felt an urge to giggle at the
ridiculousness of it all.

"What floor are you parked on?" Graham
asked Robert, breaking the unnecessary silence
that remained long after the elevator doors had
closed.

"Third. You?"
"Second."

The ding of the bell announcing an empty car
quickly ended that short-lived conversation, and the
four of us piled into the elevator. | pushed each
respective floor button and waited in silence as the
elevator lurched up. It remained quiet until we came
to a stumbling halt and the doors dinged open
again.

"Il see you at home, Grace," Graham said
soffly as Lark filed past him, her walking stick
conspicuously absent from her hands. It was the first
time | had noticed it was missing, and | prayed that



it wasn't absent on purpose. My thoughts must have
been heard, because | soon recognized the
clattering sound of her folding stick opening up.

"Okay," | replied, lifing my hand to wave
good-bye but having the doors shut on us before he
could see.

"So what gives?" | asked as the elevator
started rising again.

"What do you mean?"

| tuned to face Robert, my arms folded
across my chest, and cocked my head to the side.
"Why didn't you complain or argue or something
when Stacy suggested that Graham take Lark
home?"

"Ahh. What would be the point in
complaining? I | had, Stacy and her family would
have gotten the impression that | didn't trust Graham
around my sister, and vice versa, and that wouldn't
have helped Stacy out now would it? You saw how
they looked at Graham. He's popular in school, and
pretty much what every parent hopes their daughter
brings home to date. But..."



"Not with Stacy's family," | finished for him.

"Exactly. He's not what they expect for her. If |
had given them any reason to doubt him even more,
it would have just made things harder for Stacy, and
that's not what she needs right now."

| followed him as we walked out of the
elevator, our hands still joined. "Thank you."

He stopped and looked at me, his pewter
eyes turning molten with pleasure. "You're very
welcome, although | don't know what it was that |
did."

| stood up on my toes and pressed a quick
kiss to his lips. "For at least pretending that Graham
is trustworthy with your sister."

He laughed softly, brushing the back of his
fingers against my cheek. "I do trust him, Grace.
Don't think that | don't. But..well, you saw how
Stacy's brothers were with him; | feel the same way,
only | can read his thoughts," he explained as he
leaned down, his intent quite clear.

I laughed as comprehension finally sunk in. |
lifted my head up to accept his kiss and far too



quickly, we were once again walking towards his
motorcycle. "What's going to happen to Erica? And
Lark?"

"Actually, | have a feeling that you're going to
be a part of that equation as well, so I'd start
wondering what's going to happen to you, too."

He helped me climb onto the seat behind
him as | allowed his words to sink in. "What do you
mean, I'm part of the equation?"

Over the roar of the engine, his thoughts
filed my mind, settling into every empty crevice.
You've received part of the blame for Erica's
behavior. Your dad's probably already received a
phone call from Vice-Principal Kenner, so be
prepared to tell them nothing but the truth when |
get you home.

| gulped at that bit of news. After having a
fairly boring and overall quiet high school career, my
senior year was quickly turning into something that |
wouldn't have believed had someone predicted it
just a few months ago. Dad had received not one,
but two phone calls from the school this year about



me. The first one because | had left school on the
first day during lunch and hadn't returned. Who knew
what this one detailed.

As Robert pulled into my driveway, the front
door flew open and Dad came rushing out. "Are you
okay? What happened?" He reached his arms out
and pulled me off the bike, his hug nearly squeezing
all of the breath out of me.

"D-Dad...what's the matter?"

He pulled away and looked me over, his
eyes red from...crying? "The school called...they
said that someone had been knocked unconscious
and that she'd been taken to one of the emergency
rooms. They didn't tell me who, or where. | called
every single one asking if you had been admitted,
and they all said no. Janice is on the phone with one
of her friends who's a supervisor at the hospital in
Licking; they were trying to find out if you had been
admitted under a different name."

| heard Robert walk up behind me, and |
leaned back to put some distance between Dad
and me. "Dad, I'm okay. Stacy was the one who
was hurt."



"Stacy? But...| don't understand. The vice-
principal called-"

| held up my hand to quiet him. "Dad,
apparently Vice-Principal Kenner thinks that if Erica
hates someone enough to hurt her, it must have
been me. Erica pushed Stacy while she and Lark
were coming back from the restroom; Stacy hit her
head against the doorframe of the cafeteria." |
continued with describing the entire ordeal, finishing
just as Graham arrived.

"Is this all true?" Dad asked Graham as he
walked up.

"What happened today? Yeah, pretty much,"
Graham replied.

Dad shook his head in disgust. "l don't know
what you saw in her, Graham. That's some freakish
behavior she displayed today. You should be glad
you're rid of her. You don't need freaks like that in
your life."

| saw Graham's mouth twitch, and | knew
what he was thinking--it was my thought as well.
Robert concurred. We waited until Dad announced



he was going back inside to fill Janice in, and then
we burst out into laughter.

"Can | tell her that your dad called her a
freak?" Graham guffawed, his head thrown back in
a full bodied laugh.

I nodded, too amused to do anything else.






SPEED BUMP

As with all things high school, the incident
between Stacy, Lark and Erica turned into a she
said, she said battle for supremacy. Erica's crony
Becca insisted that she had witnessed Stacy
instigate the entire affair, although several people
had already given statements that Erica had been
completely alone when she pushed Stacy. It wasn't
until | was called into the office during lunch that |
learned the truth of school politics.

"Well, Miss Shelly, | suppose you know why
you're here," Vice-Principal Kenner told me as | sat
down in front of his desk. He was a short man,
slightly balding with a thin, wispy mustache situated
off center, directly below his nose. He wore thin-
framed glasses perched midway on his nose and
though he smiled often, you just knew that it was out
of habit and not from genuine happiness.

"lt's because of what happened yesterday," |
replied, watching as he brought out a folder from
under a large pile on his desk. He opened it and
pointed to a few things with one of his stubby



fingers.

"Yes, it is. I'm afraid that there is some
confusion as to what exactly started the whole
mess, but your name was brought up by Miss
Hamilton, and I'm going to need to hear your side of
the story."

"Okay..."

He started to read from the top sheet, a
basic laundry list of incidents that led up to
yesterday's fight. "Basically I'm being told that Miss
Hamilton's intended target yesterday wasn't Miss
Kim, but rather you. It took much coaxing on my part
for the truth, but Miss Hamilton seems to feel that
you have wronged her in some way. | want to know
what exactly it was that was said or done--from your
own point of view--that could have triggered such an
uncharacteristic outburst."

| felt my jaw drop. "Erica's blaming this on
me?"

"Please, let's not focus on that right now. |
just want to hear your side of the story."

Accepting this, | began. "Erica hates me. |



don't know why. I've only spoken to her twice. She
used to date my best friend, but they broke up
almost four months ago and now he's dating Stacy. |
thought that was why she went off on her."

Vice-Principal Kenner leaned back in his
chair and pressed his fingertips together, forming a
pyramid beneath his chin. "That's the same story
that Miss Bellegarde and Miss Kim told me, as well
as Mr. Hasselbeck. Unfortunately, Miss Hamilton's
version makes mention of your relationship with Mr.
Bellegarde as one of the reasons she feels suchiill
will towards you."

| frowned, the direction his tone had taken
sounding more like an accusation. "Well, | certainly
dont know why. She made Graham end our
friendship because she hates me; this was before
school had even started, before | had even met
Robert. Whatever her reasons, if Robert is one of
them, it's definitely not the main one."

"Miss Shelley, certainly even you can see
why she'd feel so...put off by your relationships."

| shook my head, the reasoning completely
lost on me. He smiled and turned the folder that was



in front of him around, his fat finger pointing to an
image printed in the bottom corner of the top page.
It was of me. "Take a good look at this picture, Miss
Shelley and-" he reached to the side and pulled out
another folder and opened it up, revealing an
identical sheet of paper, the image at the bottom
now replaced with Erica's "-look at this one. Do you
see the difference between the two?"

I nodded. "Yes. One is of me and the other is
of someone completely off her rocker."

He clicked his tongue, shaking his head in a
grandfatherly sort of way. Well...it would have been
grandfatherly if it didn't feel so condescending.
"Grace--do you mind if | call you Grace? All this
formality is wearing on me. Thank you. Grace,
you're an intelligent girl. Your grades are always top-
notch, and your academic future is definitely
promising. But that's to be expected for girls like
you.

"What do you mean, 'girls like me'?" | asked
as | felt my hands clenching against my knees.

"Don't take this as an insult, Grace, because



it's not. You're the kind of girl that has to do well in
school because you're just not cut out for other
things that require the assets that someone like
Miss Hamilton has. She's popular, and attractive,
her family is well-known, and her status in the
community is above par, while you're-"

"A freak," | finished for him.

"l wasn't going to say that," he insisted, but |
shook my head at his denial.

"Yes you were; don't try to insult the
intelligence that you just said | was expected to
have, Mr. Kenner. I'm not conventionally beautiful--I
already know that. The whole school knows that. I'm
different, but you know what? I'm okay with that now.
| wasn't before, | admit it, but | am now, and so are
my friends.

"l don't have to be beautiful to warrant the
same kind of admiration that you seem all too
eager to give to Erica, but if that's what it takes then
| don't want it. Yes, Erica is beautiful and popular,
but she's also mean and spiteful. She's a vindictive
person who cannot accept that she cannot get
evervthina she wants."



"And you know what she wants then, Grace?
" he asked, leaning in this time, anxious to hear my
answer.

"Of course | do. She wants Robert."

He smiled. It was one of satisfaction; |
recognized it right away. "And are you willing to give
her what she wants?"

| snorted at his question, the notion too
ridiculous to even consider. He didn't approve.
"Grace, I'm almost certain that you've spent quite a
deal of time questioning why someone like Mr.
Bellegarde would be with someone like you in the
first place. | know that | certainly have, as has pretty
much everyone else here at Heath. lt's not that you
don't deserve to be happy, it's just he's out of your
league, and-"

I'd had enough. "And what? Where are you
going with this, Mr. Kenner? What does any of this
have to do with Erica attacking Stacy?"

He seemed pleased that | had cut through
the unnecessary conversational filler and got right
down to the point. "Erica has aareed to take a



suggested suspension for her--error in judgment if
you agree to break things off with Robert. If you
don't, she's going to sue the school for
discrimination."

Reflexively | pounded my fist onto the desk.
Mr. Kenner didn't even flinch. "I'm being blackmailed
by proxy? On what grounds does she have to sue?"

"Her father's attorney mentioned the fact that
both you and Stacy are of Asian descent and that
your actions haven't received any form of
punishment, while hers has. That screams
discrimination, don't you think?"

I heard my voice rise, and | knew that anyone
outside of the office would hear everything that | was
saying, but | didn't care. "I have done absolutely
nothing to Erica. From the moment this year has
started, she's had it out for me. She attacked Stacy
because of me, and now you're telling me that she's
blackmailing the school, too? Whatever it is that
she's accused me of, whatever truth you think
you've received from her, it's all a lie and | refuse to
sit here and allow you and Erica try and dictate who
| can and cannot date. I'm through."



I stood up, prepared to storm out of the office
when he mentioned something that left me unable to
move. "Grace, are you aware that two days after the
start of the school year, Mr. Hasselbeck and Miss
Hamilton both filed a complaint against you?"

| couldn't say anything. | simply stared at him
mutely. "They both insisted that you had made
threats against Miss Hamilton, that you were so
distraught over your friendship ending with Mr.
Hasselbeck that you had cornered Miss Hamilton in
the restroom and threatened her with bodily harm.
Miss Rebecca Muniz corroborated their story,
stating that she had been in the bathroom during
this incident.

"It seemed so uncharacteristic of you, and |
was willing to dismiss it. But then | remembered
how you left school on the first day without
authorization," he said as he lifted the top sheet
from the folder containing my school record and
pointed to the date that | could never have forgotten.

"Have you asked Graham about that so-
called incident recently? I'm fairly certain that he'll
tell you he was simply doing it because Erica



wanted him to, and that nothing like that happened
atall," largued.

"And what does that say about him if that
were true, Grace? That he's weak, and susceptible
to the charms of a beautiful woman, that's what.
Either way, it's not going to help you out. You've got
a decision to make. What's it going to be?"

"Tell Erica to sue the school. I'm not breaking
up with Robert because she doesn't want to accept
responsibility for assaulting Stacy. And," | paused
as | walked towards the door to leave, "I'd be more
concerned about Stacy suing the school for
discrimination.

"She was physically attacked to the point of
needing to be hospitalized by a student on campus,
and instead of punishing the person responsible for
it, you're telling me to break up with my boyfriend. |
hope you're camera ready, Mr. Kenner, because |
have a knack for getting other people into the
paper, and that's exactly where you'll see your name
if you go through with this."

| stormed out of his office, out of the office
period. and entered the hallwav where an anxious



group awaited my return. Lark and Robert were
both trying to mask the anger they felt--they had
heard every single word--while Stacy and Graham
held nervous expressions, the verdict still unknown.

| focused my attention on Graham, the fresh
knowledge that he had actually filed a complaint
with the vice-principal against me tattooing my mind
with the latent betrayal. "How could you?" |
whispered, unable to say anything else.

Robert placed a comforting hand at the small
of my back and | felt | could lean fully against it and
never fall. | needed that support right now. "lt's going
to be okay," he said to me softly, his hand moving in
small circles.

Lark spoke up then. "Come on, let's go
somewhere else other than the hallway. People are
staring."

"They're always staring," | muttered but
allowed Robert to push me forward as we walked
towards the front entrance of the school. The crisp
winter air was a welcome change to the stifling
warmth of the school's hallway.



"Now, tell us what happened," Stacy insisted
as she sat on one of the outdoor tables, patting the
space beside her.

"l don't know where to start," | grumbled, my
eyes glued to Graham's. He couldn't have known
what | was about to reveal. Good. Let everyone be
shocked. "Erica's trying to blackmail me into
breaking up with Robert. She told Mr. Kenner that if |
didn't, she'd sue the school for discrimination."

Robert and Lark remained quiet while Stacy
managed to muffle a very nasty expletive. Graham
never took his eyes off me. "l told him that | wasn't
going to be blackmailed, not by Erica, and definitely
not by him. And that's when he told me that Erica
had filed a complaint against me at the beginning of
the school year."

"For what?" Stacy hissed.

"For threatening her. She had a co-
complainant.”

IIWhO?II

| looked at Graham. His face already spoke
volumes. "Your boyfriend."



Stacy turned accusatory eyes towards him,
her mouth open with shock. | felt my own eyes start
to burn at the confirmation | could see written in his
face, the guilt that could not be hidden.

"Grace...you had been acting so strangely
after--well, you know. When you ran off that first day,
it wasn't like you. You don't run. | knew something
was wrong, so when Erica told me that you had
threatened her in the bathroom...Grace | didn't do it
to hurt you, | swear.

"l thought that if | filed that complaint
someone would talk to you. You needed someone
to talk to and | couldn't be that person for you. Not
then, anyway. Please, please say you believe me,"
Graham said imploringly, his eyes full of hurt that
mirrored my own.

Stacy reacted before | could.
IIOW! n

"That's what you get for being such a
simpering, stupid jerk!" she shouted at him while
rubbing her fist, her knuckles sore from the angry
punch she gave to Graham's chest. "She was your



best friend, you idiot."

"l know. God, don't you think | know? | feel
like a complete jerk; | deserve to be punched--but
not by you, Stacy...not again anyway--Grace, say
something. Here-" he lowered his head to mine and
turned his face to the side, his finger pointing to his
cheek "-hit me. Punch me right here, blackout my
eye."

| could feel the fingers of my hand twitch,
itching to do just that. Instead, the cool hand of
someone slid between them. | looked up and saw
Robert holding my hand against his chest, a smile
on his face. "You'll regret it later if you do. You know
you will."

| returned my focus to Graham's cheekbone,
and envisioned my fist making solid contact with it. |
could do it: I had resumed my Tae Kwon Do lessons
with Stacy and could land a fairly decent hit.
"Grace..."

"Fine!" | cried, throwing up my free hand in
exasperated disappointment. "Graham, stand up
straight. 'm not going to hit you. Robert's right. I'd



end up regretting it later. But only because my hand
would hurt."

"Thank you."
"Can | hit him?"

| turned to the voice that asked, and felt a
smirk pull at my mouth. "Sure, Lark," Robert said
from beside me. Even Stacy held her arms up, her
posture like that of a prize presenter on a game
show. | watched as Lark slowly walked up to
Graham, her face absolute deadpan, and swing her
arm behind her.

"No!" | cried out, leaping in front of the flying
fist, knowing what it was that was hurtling towards
Graham, and knowing that he had no clue. The pain
didn't setin at first, and for that | was grateful.

But when it did...

"Why did you do that? You could have been
seriously hurt!" Lark complained as she tried to hold
me up. Robert was at my side just a split second
after the blow landed on my shoulder which forced
me into Graham, the two of us falling onto the
pavement. Graham had managed to crawl out from



under me as Robert gingerly turned me over, his
hands immediately healing what | knew was a
dislocated shoulder.

"You were going to hurt Graham," | wheezed,
the pain constricting my chest and making the
simple task of talking a painful venture. "He doesn't
know..."

"l don't know what?"

"That Lark's been taking lessons with me,"
Stacy stepped in, her voice pitchy and nervous. Did
I sound like that when Il lied, too? If 1 did, | really was
a bad liar.

"Lark's been taking lessons and she's really
good...for being blind. She's very advanced--she
might surpass me, and | can see. And she's really
coordinated, too," Stacy continued, obviously
having inherited the "I'm-so-nervous-l-can't-stop-
talking" gene.

"Oh." That was it. Graham didn't question it.
Had | said it, he would have automatically known |
was lying--1 had inherited that same gene, after all.
Instead, he accepted Stacy's explanation. | didn't



know if that was out of guilt or genuine naivete but it
would bother me for days afterwards.

Graham's attention turned back to me,
amusement and concern blending together to
distort his features. "Are you okay? 'm sorry..."

| shook my head at his apology. "Don't. I'm
fine. It's just a litle bump. See?" | pointed to my
shoulder, now nearly pain free and mobile thanks to
Robert's unseen ability. "It'll be gone by tomorrow."

He snorted, his gaze turning back to Stacy.
"You're a lot stronger than this, Stace--there isn't
even any bruising. You've knocked me flat on my
rear-end; Grace looks like she was bitten by an
ant."

It was as close to a compliment as | had
heard him pay her and | wasn't the only one who
noticed. "Thanks," Stacy murmured, her face
growing red with embarrassment. Or was that
pleasure?

"Okay, now that we've established that I'm a
complete weakling, can we get back to the issue at
hand?" Lark asked, her head tilted upwards, her



eyes blinking rapidly.

| felt my heart skip and threw a quick look at
Robert. He had the same concern and quickly stood
in front of his sister, blocking her from view. It took
less than a minute, but when he stepped aside, |
knew that the danger of Lark's crystal tears falling in
front of Graham had passed.

Unfortunately, he noticed the silent exchange
and stepped forward, his hand reaching out to
comfort her before dropping to his side limply just
before it could have brushed against her face. "Are-
are you alright, Lark?"

She nodded stiffy, something that
resembled pride taking over her demeanor. "l be
fine. Let's get back on topic, okay?"

His head bobbed up and down but the
concern remained even as Stacy began asking
about what else had happened. "Did Mr. Kenner
threaten you, Grace? Did he actually threaten to
blackmail you?"

| shook my head. "I didn't give him the
chance. Il think | ended up blackmailing him..."



The incredulous looks on Stacy and
Graham's faces were almost enough to have made
my threat worth it. "You blackmailed the Vice-
Principal?" Graham gasped, voicing the question
that | knew was poised on Stacy's lips.

"l guess I did," I said, giggling nervously. "Oh
dear bananas...| blackmailed the vice-principal."

Robert grinned. "l think I like this side of you"

"What side of me? The side that's going to
get me suspended?"

"The side that's proving to everyone just how
special and unique you truly are," he said behind his
grin, his eyes crinkling with amusement at my
resulting scowl.

"Fat lot of good being special and unique is
going to do me when I'm not only Grace-the-Freak,
I'm also Grace-the-girl-who-got-the-school-sued.”

Stacy placed her hand on my shoulder, a
comforting gesture that only made me feel worse.
"Oh geez, Stacy, look at me. You're the one with the
concussion, and I'm here complaining.”



"Don't forget three stitches," she said
mockingly before laughing. "Grace, what did you
say to Mr. Kenner exactly?"

I repeated the entire event, the words spilling
out without any effort, the final sentence barely
leaving my mouth before Stacy launched into a
tirade that rivaled the one she displayed in the
emergency room. "I'm going to destroy her--
physically, socially, and then physically again," she
seethed. "Well, my parents are definitely going to
sue the school now. This isn't going to fly; my dad is
going to have a field day with this."

Lark, finally able to express her anger over
the situation had her teeth bared in a silent snarl.
"She's got a death wish. She doesn't know who
she's messing with."

Robert's stoic features belied the low,
rumbling growl that he emitted, while Graham
looked disgusted.

"God, | didn't think | could feel any more
sorry, be any more sorry than | already am, but man,
Grace...I am so--oh God, | cannot believe this--l am
incredibly sorrv for ever qettina involved with



someone like Erica. | had no idea that she'd be this
vindictive," Graham said as he shoved both hands
through his hair, turning the tame hair into a field of
twisted spikes. "l wish | could go back in time and
change everything."

"Ditto," | muttered. "Look, it doesn't matter
anymore whether or not you used to date her. Erica
hates me and has it out for me for some unknown
reason, so whatever it is that | do won't matter." |
turned to look at Robert, wrapping my arms around
his waist and tilting my face upwards so that | could
be sure he saw the truth in my eyes as well as my
mind when | said, "I'm not breaking up with you. Not
for anything."

It would have sounded like typical high
school ignorance to anyone else listening. If | had
heard it uttered by someone else, | probably would
have rolled my eyes and made some kind of off-
hand comment about the stupidity and cluelessness
of the statement, but | wasn't talking about someone
else. "Not for anything," | mouthed.

"So what's the plan?" Robert asked Stacy
just before he pressed his lips against my forehead.



"Are your parents going to confront Mr. Kenner?
The Hamiltons?"

"The plan right now is to get through the rest
of the day without me killing Erica, and then Tl tell
my dad about what happened. Grace, | think you
should tell yours, t0o." Graham stood beside her,
his hand awkwardly pressed against her back as he
attempted to give her the strength that she clearly
did not need, but judging by the look on her face,
greatly appreciated.

"We'll talk to our mom about the Hamiltons.
They're a fairly important family here from what |
know about them, but they'll be quite surprised to
see just how important the Bellegardes are as well,"
Lark said smugly. She had her arms folded across
her chest and | imagined Erica slowly suffocating in
her arms. This thought brought a smile to Lark's
face. "She has no clue what's coming to her, does
she?"

| shook my head. No one did. As the bell
rang, signaling the end of lunch, | wondered if
anyone ever would.






LOOKS AND DAMAGES

| felt incredibly anxious during fifth period as
the clock's second hand ticked slowly around the
dial. Each minute movement seemed to cause my
emotions to flip flop, changing from angry to fearful.
Sixth period loomed ahead, with the one person
who seemed most intent on ruining my life in every
way possible.

She had attacked Stacy thinking it was me.
She had somehow managed to convince Mr.
Kenner that blackmailing me was somehow a good
idea. What was there left?

When at last the bell rang, and the class
gathered their things to leave, | felt all the suspense
leave me. | grabbed my backpack and headed
towards the classroom exit, searching for the pair of
silver eyes that | knew would be there waiting for
me.

"l didn't see you after fourth period," | said as
Robert grabbed my bag from my shoulder and
hefted it onto his own. "Did you have to..."



"Yes. | was hoping that you'd have met up
with Lark afterwards, but she's left campus."

"Why?" | asked, half-knowingly.

"She's upset with herself, and with you," he
answered. He placed his arm over my shoulder and
pulled me against his side. The closeness helped
disguise the next few minutes as he shared with me
what couldn't be said out loud.

She attacked Graham, not to hurt him, but
fo incite you to feel concem for him, remind you
that despite his many flaws, you still care for him.
She didn't expect you to jump in front of him at all-
-hurting you upset her greatly today, and
avwakened some of that compassion that she's
kept tamped down for the past century or two.

| immediately felt quite, well...stupid. That's
why she only dislocated my shoulder, instead of
tearing it off.

He nodded grimly. / suggest you never do
that again, Grace. | don't like seeing you hurt; it
was very difficult for me to not hurt Lark in retumn,



or even Graham for that matter when | felt the pain
in your mind, sawthe injuries to your shoulder.

The thought that Robert had to struggle to
keep from harming his own sister because of my
foolishness compounded the guilt that | felt for
upsetting Lark. Wait, you said injuries. | know she
dislocated my shoulder--she didn't break it, did
she?

No, she didn't break it. Like | said, she had
no real intention of hurting Graham. Not severely
anyvway. The angle at which you were hit is what
caused the dislocation. The other injury was
dermal.

Dermal? You mean skin, right?

He smirked. Do you really hate Mr.
Branke's class that much that you'd need to ask
that?

| pictured myself stomping on his foot and
smiled when his smirk disappeared and was
replaced with an apologetic frown. Sorry. Yes,
dermal as in involving your skin. No one could



see it except me, but it was there, Grace.

The word "it" shouldn't have meant anything
to me. It shouldn't have, but it did. That awful bruise
I got on my hand at the wedding. You mean, that
was on my shoulder?

He shook his head slightly, and pulled me in
even closer to him, steering us towards a small
alcove between some lockers. He pressed me up
against the side of them and placed his hands
beside my head, his arms trapping me between
him and the cold metal behind me. lf's everywhere,
Grace. It's...all over your chest. | stopped it from
spreading down your legs but there's some faint
lacing of it crawling up your neck and down your
amms.

He traced his finger along the column of my
neck, the touch causing me to forget everything he
had said, everything | had been thinking of. All | was
able to do was fight back the need to groan as he
traced the path that led up to my pulse and then
back down to the collar of my shirt.

Grace, focus please.



I shook my head. You started it.

I need you to listen. The bruising is very
unique in appearance, Grace. It doesn't look like a
normal bruise. You remember-

I remembered. Despite the delicious feeling
of having him so close, | remembered everything
about that bruise. | had punched Lark playfully in her
arm, the contact brief and painless for the both of
us. It shouldn't have been for me because according
to Robert, the chemical makeup of an angel's skin
was like that of spider's silk: it was unbelievably
strong, like steel, but felt like the exact opposite. It
was soft, smooth and supple...deceptively supple.
The brief connection between Lark's arm and my
fist had broken every single bone in my hand, and
turned my flesh into a veritable palette of blues and
blacks.

But, while the bruising, the breakage, and
the fact that | didn't feel a thing was all
incomprehensible enough on their own, the pattern
of the bruising is what had left Lark and Robert with
little in the way of explanation. | quickly lifted my arm
and pulled at my sleeve, gasping as | saw the



familiar markings. My arm looked like a purple and
black honeycomb, the hexagonal shapes fading
gently down my forearm and disappearing shortly
before my wrist.

| quickly yanked my sleeve back down and
stared, wide-eyed at Robert's face. What am |
going to do? | can't go home like this--Dad'll freak!

Robert's eyelids lowered as he thought
about what it was that could be done to quickly heal
the bruising that was slowly going to reach my
hands and demand an explanation to the
unexplainable. | grinned. | more than grinned; |
nearly whooped for joy.

Grace, be serious here. This is to help heal
you. It will only be for a litfle while, and we do not
want to gather too much attention because of it.

| tuned my head to look at the mass of
students that walked by, each one stealing a quick
glance in our direction and then looking away,
embarrassed that they had been seen looking in the
first place. If you don't want us to gather too much
attention, | suggest you hurry up and kiss me



before the bell rings.

As he leaned in, his method of healing now
the only thing | ever wanted to think of ever again, |
felt the familiar stumbling of my heart as it sped up
and lost control of its rhythm. | held my breath, held
myself completely still while his painfully slow
approach increased the building anticipation within
me.

When his lips finally, softly pressed against
mine, the first time he'd ever actually done so in
school, the self-control that | was holding onto so
desperately broke free. My hands flew to his face,
wanting to hold him there forever. | felt his mouth turn
up into a smile against mine as he heard my
thoughts.

"Is that a promise?" he whispered, his breath
sending every nerve | possessed into a frenzy as it
hit my skin. | relished the way his breathing sounded
as ragged as my own, the short connection
between us doing just as much damage to him as it
had done to me. "Damage? | thought | was healing
you." He leaned in and brushed my lips with his
again...once, twice...the third time was done with as



much pressure and insistence as | knew he was
capable of before he lost his composure.

When at last he rested his forehead against
mine, | answered his question. "lt's damaging,
being so close to you, needing you so much and not
being able to do anything about it."

"Yes. | suppose we are doing some serious
damage to ourselves then, aren't we?" He pulled
away, his arms dropping down to grab my arm. He
lifted my sleeve and smiled at his handiwork. "No
more bruising."

I didn't look down. | didn't want to. | could only
see the disappointment in his eyes that
contradicted the smile on his face. | wanted to ask
him, needed to know what caused it, but as usual,
my timing was all wrong; the bell rang, sending the
remaining students in the hall into a mad dash
towards their classes.

Robert took a firm hold of me and stepped
out of the alcove. Although | knew that we weren't
anywhere near our class, we still ended up standing
in front of the door in the same amount of time it
would have taken anv normal person to have exited



our little hideaway. He opened the door for me and
gently coaxed me inside, his hand on the small of
my back offering tremendous comfort as | realized
that, with all eyes on the two of us, our exchange of
affection had been witnessed or relayed to just
about everyone possible in nearly no time at all.

And you thought your ability to share
thoughts was fantastic. | thought to Robert, smiling.
Nothing beats the speed and accuracy of high
school gossip.

"Okay Mr.Bellegarde, Miss Shelley. Take
your seats please," Mr. Danielson called out to us
from his office. "We'll be starting in just a few
moments so | think Il excuse your...tardiness."

The giggling and snorts of amusement that
echoed around the large, auditorium-like classroom
was enough for me to understand why we had never
done anything like this until today, and why we
probably wouldn't do this ever again.

I wouldn't say that.

My head turned slightly to acknowledge his
thoughts as we sat down in our seats. Oh? Why?



Just that it was worth all of this discomfort.

| felt my eyes narrow as | looked at him, his
features giving away nothing. Almost nothing--1 saw
it then: the slight twitch in the corner of his mouth
told me everything | needed to know. You didn't
need to do that, did you? You could have healed
the bruising the usual vay.

The twitch grew until his bottom lip looked
like it was trembling from trying to contain the grin |
knew was threatening to break free. You little
sneak! You did that to distract me!

He nodded, the silver in his eyes shimmering
with liquid heat. | had to blink before Ilost my train of
thought.

It worked, didn't it?

This time, it was my turn to nod, and | turned
around in my seat in a huff, miffed that he couldn't
have simply said that he wanted to kiss me. You're
enough of a distraction. | don't need subterfuge to
kiss you, Robert.

He turned in his seat to face me, and leaned



forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands
held out for mine. | pretended | didn't see them.
Grace, you need whatever distractions you can get
right now but you still need to be able to focus. If |
had simply told you that | wanted to kiss you, two
things would have happened. The first one being
that you'd want us to leave, and the second one
being that you'd become very disappointed when |
said no.

| felt my bottom lip push out. He was right.

And, even if | hadn't said no, you would
have still been very disappointed when | wouldn't
let you get carried avay. At least here, there vas a
double reason for maintaining your self-control.

| snorted. Self-control. Hah. You were
having some difficulties yourself, Robert. You
specifically chose the environment to help keep
you in check; not me.

His face paled at my words, his lips pulling
into a surprised smile. Well, | suppose you're right.
| do have a problem with my own self-control
around you, you know that. It's becoming more



and more difficult to reign in, but I've got time.
So...forever, eh?

I glared at him. Don't change the subject!

He chuckled softly as he motioned towards
the front of the class with his head. / don't think |
have a choice. Quickly, very quickly, he reached for
my hand and pressed a warm kiss to my palm,
replacing my hand without anyone having seen a
thing.

The start of class wouldn't be ignored today
as Mr. Danielson began handing out packets of
paper: our next classroom exercise. | took mine
without bothering to open it up, choosing instead to
watch as Robert leafed through his lazily. | knew
he'd have thoroughly finished reading it before |
even completed the first paragraph of instructions,
so | simply waited, my eyes scanning the classroom
carelessly. Instantly my gaze stopped on the only
other pair of eyes that chose to ignore the packet.

Erica's eyes were narrowed into angry slits,
her mouth ironed into a harsh, aging line. She was
glaring at me with an unbelievable amount of anger



and vehemence; | felt the hairs on the back of my
neck stand up again.

She looks like she wants to kill me. | didn't
need to do or say anything. Robert had his hand
protectively at my back, the room suddenly growing
still and cool. Mr. Danielson walked over to the
thermostat to adjust the temperature, just enough of
a distraction to cause Erica to point her gaze
elsewhere.

Her mind is clouded with rage. I've tried
several times to pinpoint the source, but she's so
angry, so full of hate for you, | don't know which
end is up. It's rare to find someone so focused on
something so destructive, it blocks out all other
thought and memory. Robert's thoughts told me
nothing new. Her face said everything. She hated
me. Hated me without any room for rhyme or
reason, and | still had no clue as to why.

I will find out, Grace. I vill get to the bottom
of this before she tries a repeat of her attack on
Stacy.

| smiled sadly and wondered when exactly



had my life as being nobody's friend turned into
being someone's mortal enemy.






ADMIRERS

As the days dragged on, the same scenario
repeated itself: I'd flow through the first five classes
without incident, then enter sixth period with Erica's
dagger-like stare stabbing me at every possible
moment, ending only when Robert caused an
environmental or emotional diversion, or when Mr.
Danielson finally had enough of being ignored.
Robert could only see black rage in her head, and it
was affecting his moods, so he simply stopped
delving into her mind. Lark became extremely
protective over Stacy, even as she and Graham
appeared to grow closer.

By the time Valentine's Day rolled around,
we had entered into a routine that would have
seemed very ordinary if it weren't for the building
tension between what had by then become known
as Team Stacy and Team Erica. No one else in the
school knew that Stacy's attack had been meant for
me, and Stacy and | both agreed it should remain
that way. Erica had yet to be punished, and while
Stacy's parents worked on a litigation strategy,
Stacy, Graham, Lark, Robert and | made it a point



to always keep Erica within our sight to prevent
anything else from happening.

Of course, the arrival of flowers put a kink in
things. | say flowers, but in truth, it seemed like an
entire forest had sprung up around Lark as one by
one, she was inundated with bouquets by boys who
had chosen to spend their hard earned allowance
money on her. We had barely made it to our table,
her arms full of roses and carnations, the heady
aroma thick enough to make even the diehard
flower fanatic nauseas, when yet another round of
boys showed up with flowers for her.

"You should re-sell those flowers," Stacy
suggested as Lark quipped about how not even she
could carry all of the bouquets and singletons that
covered the table and spilled over onto the floor
around us. "It looks like every florist in Heath owes
their day's profit to you."

| smiled at Lark's frustration, thankful for the
single lily that Robert had presented me with this
morning. "You know, | think we're the only two girls
here who actually feel sorry for you."



Lark huffed. "If you felt sorry for me, you'd
help me carry some of these around."

Stacy shook her head while laughing. "l don't
think so. Graham didn't even bother to get me a
card, so suddenly walking around carrying twenty
bouquets of roses and baby's breath is going to feel
even more awkward and inadequate."

Lark turned her head to me, the question on
her mind sounding like a mournful song in my head
and | almost relented. Almost. "I'm sorry Lark, but |
have Biology next, and all of those flowers will only
get in the way of trying to keep Mr. Branke's hands
to himself."

Lark pouted, the face so unbelievably
precious it drew forth another round of flower-laden
boys, each one professing their extreme like, lust,
love, and one even admitted to her being an
obsession. Each time she graciously thanked them
and then turned down their requests for dates. All
around us, | could feel the air of jealousy and envy
growing thicker and thicker. "l can see now why you
hate this holiday," | murmured as | pulled some of
the flowers out of her arms.



"lt's more than just this," she responded as
she sighed and dumped the rest onto the seat
beside her. "I mean, these boys cannot help feeling
the way that they do. It's part and parcel to what |
am, and so a great deal of their behavior is
involuntary, which makes it far less flattering than all
of those girls believe it to be." She nodded her
head towards a particular table several feet away
from us filled with just girls whose eyes were all
glued to the stunning and ethereal Lark.

"Human males aren't capable of telling me
no, and they certainly cannot help themselves when
it comes down to a choice between me or their
girlfriends. If's not something | say out of ego,
because it's not me, Lark, that that they're
interested in. It's the hidden divinity that draws them
in. It's the same thing for Robert. He's got no control
over the way girls react to him; they never tell him no
and it's that power that gives us the ability to pretty
much live and do what we please. Very rarely will a
human ever defy us, which is why you're pretty
special, Grace."

| felt myself flush at the compliment. "You



didn't think so when we first met."

Lark laughed at that as we both recalled the
short confrontation that had occurred. "You're right.
You caught me off guard. | hadn't expected Robert
to have told you so much so soon, and yet you
weren't trying to suck up to me like | had expected. |
think that angered me more than anything else. |
don't like being surprised."

Stacy chuckled, her head bobbing up and
down in agreement. "That's true. | can't even begin
to imagine what that must feel like for you; you know
what everyone is thinking, and then Grace shows up
throws something at you from out of left field...that's
a total mental plot twist!"

"What's a total mental plot twist?"

The three of us looked up at Graham. And
his tray of food. "Are you actually going to eat all of
that?" Stacy asked as he sat down and we took in
the enormous mound of unrecognizable mush that
he had piled on his plate.

"I'm hungry. Besides, your mother made this,
although I'm definitely hoping that your cooking skills



aren'tas bad."

Stacy's lips pursed, the insult taking a
stronger, tighter hold on her than the hint of a
possible future together. "My mother didn't cook this
slop. She makes the desserts, like that piece of pie
that she wrapped up for you." She reached over
and snatched the plastic-wrap covered plate from
his tray and placed it in front of herself. "But, if you
think that she's such a lousy cook, I'm sure you won't
mind if | eat this instead."

She pulled the plastic wrap off and, using her
hands, lifted the pie to her mouth and took a large
bite out of it. Graham was left gaping at her, his fork
poised in mid-air, the "slop" oozing from between
the tines.

"Now that is good pie," she said after
swallowing the last bite. "lt's too bad that the
desserts are usually the first to go, otherwise you'd
be able to go back and get another slice."

Lark and | couldn't help but laugh as Graham
looked dejectedly at his now cold lunch, the spot
where the pie had once sat seeming to shout out its



emptiness, and sighed. "l deserved that, | guess.
Sorry."

Stacy shrugged her shoulders and reached
into her backpack, pulling out a brown paper bag.
"Here," she said as she tossed the bag to him.

He caught it just before it landed in his food.
"What is it?"

"Just openit.”

He pulled the bag open and let out a whoop
of joy as he pulled out another plastic wrapped
piece of pie. "Thanks, Stace!" He jumped up and
placed a quick peck on her cheek before returning
to his seat to quickly devour the dessert, sighs of
satisfaction the only sound out of him for the next
few minutes.

"You're welcome," she said in a soft voice.
His reaction should have made her smile, blush,
something...instead she seemed disappointed, sad
even.

"So, what's with the garden?" Graham asked
when he was done inhaling his pie. "Did somebody
die?" He looked at the flowers that surrounded



Lark, wrinkling his nose as the smell began to
mingle with the odor that emanated from his lunch
tray.

"It's Valentine's Day. Guys do this sort of
thing on days like this when they like a girl," Lark
replied, her voice annoyed.

Graham snorted. "Yeah. Right. It's more like
this is the sort of thing that guys do when they want
to getinto a girl's pants.”

"Oh really?"

Graham's face grew ashen as he turned
around. Robert was standing behind us, his arms
crossed over his chest, his expression stern, though
upon closer inspection a slight twitch of a smile
could be seen at the bow of his mouth.

"Well, it's not like you got Grace anything,"
Graham pointed out, the flowers in my hands all
bearing tags that read Lark's name quite obvious to
anyone who was looking.

Robert slowly lifted the cellophane and tissue
paper wrapped bundles out of my hands and
placed them onto the ground behind me, leaving



one ribbon wrapped stem lying in front of me. He
picked it up gently, turning it around and staring at it,
the sheer, sapphire and silver ribbons dangling well
past the stem. | hadn't noticed how well it
complimented the ring that glinted on my finger, the
deep blue stone still void of the once brilliant star
that had once occupied its center.

"You got her that?"

Robert nodded, his hand gracefully laying the
flower into my own. "lt's not an entire florist shop, or
a piece of pie, but it's something | know that Grace
would appreciate.”

| lowered my head to hide the flush on my
face. Robert sat down beside me, his hand lifting
my chin to look into my eyes as he continued. "And
while some boys do use gifts to try to lure their
paramours into giving up certain liberties, most
don't. | don't. | wouldn't know what to say about you
since I'm fairly certain that you haven't given Stacy a
gift yet, but if you truly believe what you say, |
suppose it's a good thing that Stacy's been left
wanting this year."

Mv eves arew wide at the insult. the



insinuation. | heard Stacy gasp, felt the shock in
Lark's mind as her thoughts stung my mind. What |
didn't hear was the rebuttal from Graham. He should
have been livid. He should have jumped to defend
himself, or at least defend Stacy.

Instead he apologized, grabbed his tray, and
left without saying another word. How could you do
that? | glared at Robert, my eyes having never left
his. Howcould you embarrass him like that?

His eyes turned into cold steel and the
temperature in the air around us changed to match.
He's embarrassed because he knows I'm right,
Grace. He left because he couldn't face that fact.
His comment was asinine and his behavior
unacceptable. But | didn't say what | did to hurt
him, or you. Sometimes people need to have their
mistakes pointed out in order for them to be
rectified.

| opened my mouth to say something.
Anything. But what could | say? He was right. And |
was angry at him for that.

"The fact that you two are so eerily silent



should be enough to clue me in that you're fighting,
but if you don't mind taking it off mute so that | can
defend myself if my name happens to come up, I'd
really appreciate it." Stacy looked at the both of us.
She could have been quite calm, or she could have
been furious; | had no clue as to which because the
look on her face was totally unreadable.

"I'm sorry," | apologized. "Fwe weren't..."

She waved her hand in front of me. "Look, |
know it was one hundred percent about Graham, so
don't get all freaked. Robert, | appreciate what you
said, but | don't need you to defend my honor, or
whatever it is that you were trying to do. | can take
care of myself, okay?"

Robert nodded, his mood lifting somewhat,
the air slowly warming around us. "l guess |
overstepped my bounds. | forget that not all girls are
damsels in distress."

"No one here, anyway," Lark snarled. "If
you're feeling useless, why don't you go out and flick
someone in the head? Create a nice litle head
wound that you can try and heal so that you keep
vour nose out of other people's business?"



She stood up, the movement so quick her
chair went flying out behind her and slammed into
the back of the cafeteria wall. The sound caused
everything else around us to stop. "You might think
you're perfect, Robert, but you're not. Remember
that."

Stacy and | looked at each other as Lark
stalked off. We both could almost see the thoughts
running through each other's mind, and instinct took
over all other form of judgment. | looked at Robert
apologetically, looked at the stack of flowers piled
up all around our now empty table, and turned to
follow his sister.

To my and Stacy's surprise, she hadn't
disappeared with the speed that she was
accustomed to. Instead she stalked towards her
locker at the leisurely pace of someone like...well,
me. She had foregone the walking stick, instead
choosing to vocally count out any steps so that
should anyone ask how she managed to make it to
her locker without it, she'd be able to answer
truthfully.



Of course, the attempt at human actions
ended as soon as she reached her locker. Without
a second thought, she ripped the combination lock
cleanly from the door, the mechanism holding the
lock seemingly melting like butter. Her door opened
with a lazy squeak, and Stacy and | witnessed
something that we both knew no one had ever seen
before.

Lark's hand was shaking. | stepped towards
her and took her hand into mine. It felt unnaturally
cool, as though her icy demeanor had transferred
into her flesh. | followed her gaze into her locker and
felt the catch in my breath even as | recognized the
very same one in hers.

A pink beribboned box of charcoal sticks
was propped upright, a sheet of paper covered with
tiny bumps lay at its side. Lark's free hand reached
inside to retrieve the note while | released her other
hand so that she could skim the surface with the
pads of her fingers. "l wish that these came in
different colors so that you could feel the colors that
you've brought into my life. Until then, at least you
can use these to show others what you feel," she



read, the sheet of paper starting to flutter beneath
her fingertips.

"Who is it from?" Stacy asked as she
peered at the blank sheet. "Does it say?"

Lark shook her head. "That's it. t has no
name onit."

"A secret admirer! Well, this is much better
than flowers, Il give you that," Stacy said, her nose
wrinkling at the residual smell of the numerous
blooms that clung to us as we stood alone in the
hallway. "l wonder who it's from."

I remained silent, as did Lark. How does one
go about telling their friend that their boyfriend, who
hadn't given them anything for Valentine's Day, was
the secret admirer of another? | looked at Lark's
face and tried to gauge what her emotions were.
She looked ethereally beautiful as always, but there
was something | couldn't detect hidden in her eyes.
It was like a fog had rolled in and blocked
everything from sight.

"It doesn't say who it's from," Lark said softly
as she folded the sheet of paper up and tucked it



back into her locker. She closed the door gently,
pressing it in when it wouldn't seal properly, and
then simply walked away. | started to follow her
when the bell rang. Soon she was swallowed up by
the masses of bodies that filled the hallway;
students trying to rush to class in a mad dash at
trying to forget what it was that had been labeled
"lunch".

"You don't think that she's upset about what
Graham said, do you?" Stacy asked as we walked
towards our respective classes. | shrugged my
shoulders, not wanting to look into her face for fear
that she'd be able to see the lie that | couldn't voice.
"l would be if it had been me. Robert was right. It is
a good thing that Graham didn't get me anything. |
mean, we're not really that serious anyway. Not like
you and Robert. You're all in love and crap. | like
Graham, but | don't think | know how to get past that
and into something more.Like isn't really
enough...you know?"

"Yeah," | answered.

"I mean, you and Robert--you two were
meant for each other. It's like when Robert was



born, God had you set up on a shelf for later, the
yang to his yin. Graham's not my yang."

| laughed in spite of myself. "No, he's
definitely not your yang. | don't know if he's anyone's
yang, but then again | was stupid enough to think
that maybe he was mine, so what do | know?"

As we neared Mr. Branke's class, Stacy
turned to face me. "Grace, you made the classic
mistake of falling for your best friend. It's perfectly
normal and doesn't mean you don't know anything
about who is and isn't meant to be with each other."

She waved goodbye as she walked towards
her class, leaving me to ponder what she had just
said. | couldn't help but smile. She had said that |
was perfectly normal. No one had ever said that
before.

*kk

At the end of the school day, when everyone
else's heads were full of dancing and party dresses,
mine was filled with chocolate covered raisins and
a gross-out comedy fest at the theater. Robert had
managed to save my flower from the mountain of



blossoms that Lark had left behind in the cafeteria
and | carried it safely in my bag as we rode home
on the back of his bike.

So have the plans changed?

The plans...No, the plans haven't changed.
We're still going to the movies.

So, when are you going to tell me?

| felt my head jerk back at the question. Tell
you what?

As we approached my house, | saw that the
driveway was empty. Janice's car wasn't in its usual
spot, and | knew that Dad wasn't home either.
Robert pulled the bike into the drive and turned off
the engine. "Why you lied when you told me you
didn't know why you didn't like this holiday."

| started to stutter, the words unable to form
anything but incoherent sounds in my mouth. |
looked at him and saw the pained look in his eyes. |
had hurt him. | quickly turned my head away as |
tried desperately to climb off the motorcycle without
killing myself. | walked towards the front door and



fumbled with my key ring--it looked ridiculous and
plainly obvious that | was stalling since only one key
occupied the ring--my heart was pounding a thick
and heavy beat as | felt his shadow cross over
mine, blocking out what little light there was from
helping me see what | was doing.

"Grace, don't run away from me," he said,
his breath blowing across my ear; he was a lot
closer than | thought.

| turned around to face him, knowing that I'd
never be able to open the door or avoid answering
him. "I'm sorry," | managed to say in a low mumble. |
stared down at my boots, afraid of seeing any more
hurt in his eyes and knowing that | was the cause.

His hands cupped my face and lifted it,
forcing me to look at him. "I don't need you to
apologize. | just want you to be honest with me. |
know this is difficult for you, but I'm not going to hurt
you for being honest. | love you. I've always loved
you, even before you existed.”

The warmth in my cheeks flooded his palms
and he smiled. I sighed at the sight. "Okay, truth?"



He nodded his head. "Truth."

"l think this is ridiculous, since you already
know; | hate today because today is when my mom
died. | hate the decorations, hate that every single
year it looks like someone's throwing a party on a
day that | think should be reserved for mourning."

I shut my eyes, hoping to block out the painful
images of seeing my mother's last moments before
she died--moments that | had altogether forgotten
until Robert helped me to remember on my urging.

"l can usually push it out of my mind and
forget about it, but sometimes the blatant reminders
just make me want to curl up into a ball and hide
until February fifteenth. Today is the day | became
Grace the Freak, the day I'm at my most freak-like,
and | don't know how to be anything else."

Robert sighed softly as he pulled me against
him, his arms wrapping securely around me. "You're
not a freak, Grace, and no matter how many times
you try to attach that label to yourself, it'll never stick.
Not to me, anyway. | guess that's one reason why
we're so perfect for each other; we both loathe this
dav. and vet. we're both tied to it for some



ine'kplicablé réason, although yours has far more
merit."

| sighed into Robert's chest. "I
to you."

m sorry | lied

His arms wrapped around me tighter, his
chin resting atop my head. "You don't have to
apologize for this. | understand your reasons, and
support you. | just wish that you could trust me
enough to tell me anything."

"I'm working on that," | mumbled, inhaling the
intoxicating scent that was starting to overwhelm
me.

He laughed as he felt my mood change and
pulled away slightly. "So where is your dad?
Janice?"

| turned around in his arms and finished
opening the front door, pulling him inside and
quickly shutting the door behind us with my foot.
"Dad is where he always is on this day; he'll be at
work until four, and then head off to the cemetery
until it closes at six. | don't know where Janice is,
but if she's with Dad, they both won't be back until



six-thirty at the earliest."

"So we're alone, then?" he asked, his
mischievous smile turning my stomach over deep
within me.

"Um...I don't know. Graham might be coming
home, soon," | said nervously, silently praying that |
was wrong. Oh so very, very wrong.

"He won't be. His shift started five minutes
ago," came my little miracle answer.

"So we're alone, then" | whispered,
marveling at the idea.

Robert brought my hand against his lips, his
breath against them causing the faint hairs on my
arms to stand at attention. "What do you want to do
now that we have this house all to ourselves?"

"II..." | couldn't say anything. | looked at the
stairs, wondering if saying that we could go to my
room would seem too forward.

With blinding speed, Robert scooped me up
into his arms and raced up the stairs, my door
opening and closing so quickly, | would have sworn



we walked throughit.

"What makes you think we didn't?" he
chuckled as he set me down on the bed, lying down
next to me. "You have so much faith in me; | don't
know why." His fingers pushed aside a fallen lock of
hair from my face, his thumb brushing the outside
corner of my eye, tickling my lashes. "l often wonder
what it was that | did to deserve you, to be so
blessed with you, with knowing and experiencing
you."

"l do the same thing," | whispered. He had
moved his hand to my neck, his fingers grazing the
pulse-point and slowly dipping into the hollow at the
base of my throat.

"Yes, but my kind views blessings far
differently from yours. We have so much in the way
of abilities and power. When you take into
consideration what it is that we're capable of, and
what it is that we do, there really isn't much that
humans possess that can give us cause for
appreciation.

"But with you, whenever I'm with you,
whenever I'm able to touch vou and smell vou. hear



your voice, your thoughts | feel like I've never truly
known what being blessed was. And when | hear
this, feel this-" he laid his head on my chest, directly
above my heart "-I understand what it means to
experience a miracle."

We remained that way for some time, his
head pressed against my heart, his hand against
my throat, feeling the pulse there as the journey of
the life that my heart pumped into each vein
repeated itself over and over again.

"Robert," | said softly as the sunlight that had
been shining through my window started to recede.
"Is...is this all that we're going to be doing until it's
time to leave?"

His head lifted and he smiled at me, a heart-
stopping, breath-catching smile that would have
made me forget what | had just asked had it not
also sent my stomach into a fit of urgent dancing.
"This is all that | trust myself to do, Grace. | feel very
roguish, being all alone with you in this house, laying
here like this knowing that there isn't anyone around
to walk in. It tempts me to do...other things, but |
know | have more control than that."



| felt my heart stop when he said "other
things", but | also knew that no amount of cajoling
was going to get him to do anything more than this.
It was more than | expected, and enough to make
me realize that | was doomed if | ever had to
choose between self-control and letting go when it
came to Robert.

"You're silly," Robert laughed, his fingers
moving towards the bottom of my chin, tickling me
and causing me to giggle. "And | love you."

"l love you, too."

He raised his head and shifted his body so
that he was nearly fully on top of me. "Really?"

I rolled my eyes. "Of course, really. You know
when I'm lying. You proved that today."

"True. | guess | was kind of hoping that you'd
say something utterly human like 'how can | prove it
to you' or something along those lines."

| stared at him, at the incomparable and
undeniable perfection that was Robert, and started
laughing. "You wanted me to do what?"



"What? It's been my experience that when
questioned about what they say, human girls will go
out of their way to prove it to be true. | was just
hoping that perhaps you'd simply follow type,"
Robert said, laughing along with me.

"And what exactly were you hoping I'd do?"

He placed his hand in mine, lacing his finger
with my own and pressed them onto my pillow
above my head. "l was hoping that you'd go more
into detail about wanting to hold me forever."

I let out an exasperated sigh. "It was a figure
of speech, Robert.'m not planning on living
forever."

He leaned his face closer to mine, nudging
my nose with his as his breath caressed my face.
"Are you sure?"

| took a deep breath, inhaling the perfumed
aroma of his skin, his breath, everything that |
imagined made him what he was. "Y-yes," | replied,
ignoring the wavering in my voice.

"Is there anything | can do to convince you to
change your mind?" he whispered as I felt his mouth



graze over my cheeks, the loose wisps of his hair
brushing across my lashes, causing me to blink
rapidly. "I'm open to suggestions." His lips traveled
to my ear, and | knew my eyes crossed when | felt
his mouth find the soft flesh of my ear, felt his teeth
nibble and pull at it gently, each tug loosening any
resolve | might have had...

"No," | managed to say, grasping
desperately to the last shreds of my willpower.

Slowly, almost unbearably, he left a trail of
small, almost feather-soft kisses along my jaw. He
stopped when he reached my mouth; | felt him smile
against my chin as he felt my body tense, saw me
lick my lips in anticipation. "Nothing at all?"

| wanted to say no but | couldn't remember
what it was that | was saying no to. Robert's mouth
was poised directly over mine, his breath blowing
across my lips in a teasing dance that tempted me
to succumb to their owner's wishes. | took a deep
breath and closed my eyes, willing to give him
whatever it was that he wanted if only he'd finish
what he started.

"Ahh..." Robert siahed. victorious. "Ahh,



bloody hell."
My eyes flew open.
"Lark, you have incredibly horrible timing."

| peered over Robert's shoulder and felt the
blood drain from my face. "Um...hi, Lark," |
squeaked, mortified to have been caught in such a
compromising position.

"Am | interrupting?" she asked sweetly. |
detected a hard edge to her tone despite the
softness in her voice and | groaned.

"Yes," Robert growled.

"No," | mumbled as | tried to sit up. Robert
looked at me, disappointment flooding his face and
| felt it wash over me, leaving me equally
disappointed. Perhaps more so.

"Never more than I," Robert said with a sigh
and helped me up. "l guess Il be going now. I'll see
you tonight" He pressed a quick kiss to my
forehead and disappeared, the slight wisp of
midnight smoke slowly fading from my window.

"He's right. You have really horrible timing," |



grumbled as | pulled my hair back into a ponytail.
"I'm finally making headway with him and then you
show up. How did you get in here anyway?"

Lark remained silent as | completed my rant,
her face impassive. "Are you done?"

"lam now," | snapped.
"Good."
“Fine,"

"Are you done acting like a third grader?"
Lark asked, the mocking tone to her wvoice
emphasizing the same hardness that | knew was
still there.

"That depends on whether or not you're
going to tell me what's going on. You walked away
today, didn't tell me anything about Graham's-"

She held up her hand, cutting me off. "l didn't
tell anyone about Graham's gift. And how did you
know it was from him?"

My eyebrows raised in surprise. "Because
only Graham could possibly know what you would
do with something like that."



"Oh. I thought that he told you in advance."

I shook my head. "He hasn't told me anything
lately."

She looked at me skeptically and then
sighed. "He probably thinks that whatever he says
to you will end up getting back to me. If only he knew
that you don't have a choice."

| glared at her. "You know, if you're that
interested in what he thinks, why don't you just
search his thoughts instead of mine? Cut out the
middle man entirely. That way | don't get blamed
when you say or do something that tips him off."

Lark looked away from me, but not before |
caught a flash of anger in her eyes. "You think it's
that simple, do you? Would you have wanted to look
through his mind after he dumped your friendship
for Erica? Would you have been able to?"

"No, of course not."

"Of course not. See, it's simple for you. You
don't have to fight it, it's not a choice for you. I'm
constantly struggling to keep from hearing



Graham's thoughts because | don't want to see him
thinking of being with someone else. And | hate the
fact that that someone else happens to be Stacy.

"But the hardest part, the worst part is
knowing that there might be a part of him that is
thinking, not about Stacy, but about me, and
knowing that there's nothing that either of us can do
about it. If you've ever wanted to hurt me, Grace,
forcing me to sift through Graham's thoughts would
be it" Lark explained as she tried very hard to
mask the crack in her voice. She failed.

"Why don't you just tell Graham about how
you feel? Tell Stacy? What exactly is keeping you
from telling them the truth? Isn't that what you're
supposed to do anyway?" | said sarcastically.

Two soft thumps alerted me to the fact that
something had changed. My eyes traveled down to
the carpeted floor and | felt a wave of guilt wash
over me. Two small, teardrop shaped crystals lay at
Lark's feet.

"I'm sorry, Lark. | didn't mean to make you
cry. Oh dear, oh dear bananas, I'm sorry" |
stumbled. reachina to arab a tissue and hand it to



her.

"And what exactly am |suppose to do with
that?" she wanted to know.

| brought my hand back, staring at the tissue
dumbly before tucking it into my pocket. "l guess it
wouldn't have been much help. I'm sorry, I'm not
used to this. I'm usually the one crying, so giving
tissues is kind of an automatic response."

"Of course it is. Sometimes it's easy to
forget that you're human with human sensibilities,"
Lark acceded. "I'm not used to all of this...emotion.
And the worst part is that | don't even know what it is
that I'm feeling! It's maddening, not being able to
understand what's going on and yet having to
control it so that | don't let it overtake me."

My head cocked to the side. "What do you
mean, you don't know what it is you're feeling?
About Graham?"

She waved her hand in the air, as if to brush
away my question. "No. | know what | feel about
him--it's not that difficult to figure out considering
Robert went through the same things. It's what | feel



about Stacy, about not being honest with her. |
cannot explain it. It's not painful. It's more...confining,
like 'm stuck in neutral; | can't go forward, | can't go
back, and the worst part is | can't make it go away
because it just keeps growing."

The need to be supportive crushed down my
desire to laugh. "What you're feeling is called guilt,
Lark. You're feeling guilty for not being honest with
Stacy about your feelings for Graham."

She scoffed at my simple answer. "Guilt? |
give you insight into the unknown emotions growing
inside of me and you give me guilt as the
explanation? Is this some human trick to make me
feel incompetent?"

"I'm sorry, but when was the last time you
were human again?" | questioned sarcastically.
When she didn't answer me | continued. "You've
never been human, never known what it means to
feel emotions that are a result of disappointing
someone because you've never had to until now.
You're feeling guilty, Lark. There's no science to
figuring that out.”

Lark slouched to the floor. her head pressed



up against the wall beneath my window. "How do |
getrid of it? What do I do to stop feeling like this?"

The frown on her face as | told her the
answer did nothing to mar her beauty, but did a
great deal to leave me with questions of my own.
What would Stacy do when she found out, if she
found out? Would Lark actually find it in her to do
what was right? More importantly, was telling Stacy
really the right thing to do?

"It's nearly six. Stacy will be here in a couple
of minutes so we'd better get going," Lark said with
a sigh.

"Great try on changing the subject. Very
human of you," | joked as | dug around my backpack
for my wallet. Finding it, | shoved it into my back
pocket and headed towards the door. "l suppose
you're going to make some kind of comment about
how you wouldn't stoop to that level, huh?"

| turned around to see her reaction but she
was gone.

"Hurry up, slow poke!" | heard her call from
outside. | rushed to my window and looked outside.



She was standing by the curb, a hand resting
impatiently on her waist. "Well? Are you coming or
not?"

"Show off," | mouthed.
| heard that.






THREE BLIND HUMANS

Stacy showed up ten minutes late, her face
sweaty and pale. "Sorry guys. Practice ran late
today--you're going to make up for missing it
tomorrow, Grace," she called out from her car as
she pulled into my driveway.

| swallowed the fear of what it was that Stacy
would put me through for missing practice. | had
honestly forgotten, but that wasnt an excuse
according to Stacy and my shins usually paid a
price for it. Lark pulled the front seat of the car
forward so that | could climb into the back, a smirk
plainly visible on her face.

"Oh sure, you smile now," | quipped, glad
that at least someone was amused.

As soon as Lark was seated and the door
closed, Stacy was gunning it towards the theater.
"So, are we eating out after the movie's over or are
we heading to someone's house to eat?" she
asked as we rounded a corner. "I've got to call my
mom and let her know so that she's not worried
about me being out with serial killers or something."



"We could eat at my house,” Lark
announced, ignoring the serial killer comment. "I'm
not exactly a fantastic cook, but I'm sure | could get
my mother to make something."

| wrinkled my nose at the prospect of eating
anything that Ameila made. "If she's as adept at
making dinner as she is at making jello molds then
you might as well be out with serial killers.."

"What was wrong with my mom's jello mold?
" Lark snapped.

| rolled my eyes. "Oh come on! That thing
was harder to chew than an old belt. And it was
JELLO!"

Lark turned around in her seat to glare at
me. "l don't know what you're complaining about; |
was able to eat it just fine."

"Oh sure. You were. Humans don't have the
ability to chew through rebar, Lark, and we don't
especially like testing that theory out either."

Stacy's giggling, accompanied by the
random snort broke through our argument, causing



me to realize just how ridiculous it was. "If you two
only knew how hilarious you sound," she gasped,
tears causing her eyelashes to spike. "l mean, it's
probably only funny to me because let's face it, your
mom's supposed to be this perfect angel and she
can't even make Jello! And Grace actually had to
eat some of it!"

Lark groaned as |, too, started to laugh.
"Humans have such low standards when it comes to
humor."

"Oh quit complaining,” | said between
laughter. "You're best friends with a human, your
brother is dating one, and for all intents and
purposes you're pretending to be one so obviously
your standards have lowered, too."

We continued this way for the next ten
minutes while Stacy maneuvered her way through
the holiday traffic. "I don't think I've seen so many
cars on the road here ever," she griped as she
pulled into the darkening parking lot. "l am so ready
to see something unromantic, unfunny, and totally
gory. Oh, and something my mother would definitely
disapprove of."



"Here here!" Lark concurred.

"Are we actually going to find something like
that on Valentine's Day?" | asked as | climbed out of
the backseat. | stretched my legs and shocked
myself by wishing that | had chosen to arrive on the
back of Robert's motorcycle.

So when did your dad start letting Robert
pick you up on his bike? Lark wanted to know.

"There's always at least one horror flick
playing on Valentine's Day, Grace," Stacy
confirmed.

I looked at the two of them, each one staring
back awaiting an answer.

"Okay, Stacy. You're the Zombie expert," |
said quickly. My dad had a change of heart after
talking to your mom about Robert's bike. She told
him that he's very careful, has never had an
accident, and feels more comfortable on it than
driving the car. My dad said that for short trips, like
fo school and back, | could ride the bike.

We entered the lobby of the theater, the



smell of popcorn and hot dogs hitting our noses like
a combination punch. | glanced at the marquee,
browsing the different titles in search of the one that
Stacy would most like to see.

"See, there it is, just like | told you," Stacy
pointed out. The title definitely jumped out at you.
"Black Bouquet. lt's supposed to be the greatest
slasher-flick in over a decade. It's going to spawn
some serious sequels, although I'm pretty sure that
some of them will go straight to DVD."

| simply stared as she pointed to the movie
poster that hung between two obvious romantic
comedies. A bouquet of black roses dripping with
the deep burgundy of blood set against a backdrop
of pure white velvet stood out among the posters full
of beautiful, laughing faces. | shook my head,
wondering when it was that | had graduated from
Rocky Horror to actual horror.

"Hey, do you think you get a family discount?
" Stacy asked Lark as we walked up to the ticket
counter. "l don't get a girlfriend discount so | don't
think Grace would get one either, but maybe you
do."



Lark looked at Stacy with a quirky smile
crossing her lips. "lI've never had to pay for a ticket
in my life and | don't plan on starting."

She smiled at the lady behind the counter, a
brilliant smile that made the woman beam. "I'd like
three tickets to see Black Bouquet, please."

The woman, her eyes still gleaming, her
smile broad and full on her face, waited for the
tickets to print out and then handed them over to
Lark. "Enjoy the show," she said cheerfully.

Lark thanked her and then turned around,
handing Stacy and | each a ticket. "See?"

Stacy's grin was nearly as wide as the
woman's. "Wow! Why didn't you say something the
last time we were here? Is this okay, though? I
mean, you won't get in trouble, will you?"

"Is this even legal?" | asked worriedly.

Lark turned her back to us and pointed at the
star of the most recent hit movie. "See that woman
in that poster? She made more money for a ninety
minute movie than all of the teachers' in school do
combined. Her latest bov tov is starrina in the movie



we're about to see, and he got paid twice as much
as she did. I think it's perfectly okay if we take three
tickets worth of money from their bank account.”

Stacy nodded, obviously agreeing with
Lark's contrived argument. | was interested in
something else entirely.

"Lark, are you allowed to do this? | mean, if
it's not okay to lie, why would it be okay to steal,
because that's what this amounts to: theft."

She laughed at my concern. "Oh please
spare me the moral lectures, Grace. | may be blind,
but 'm not stupid. Just enjoy the perk of having me
for a friend and let's go and get some popcorn.”

"l don't like popcorn," | admitted.

"You don't like popcorn?" the two of them
gasped.

"Yeah, she hates the stuff," came Graham's
voice from behind me. He placed a hand on my
shoulder and smiled reassuringly. "Always has. |
always say more for me, but some people find it
odd."



Stacy looked away while Lark smiled. "Odd?
I'd say you're the perfect person to have come with
you to the movies. You can buy a bag of popcorn for
someone who likes it and then they won't look like a
pig to everyone else. Youre a popcorn junkie
decoy!"

"O-okay."

"So, what movie are you guys watching?"
Graham asked, looking over my shoulder at the
ticket in my hand. "Black Bouquet? A horror movie?
Why not one of the rom-coms we have out?"

"Why not? It's not like any of us feel
exceptionally romantic tonight," Stacy bit out. "A
horror movie is just what we need to keep us in the
mood."

| looked at Stacy quizzically. Mood? What
mood?

"What mood?" Graham asked, as though he
plucked it straight from my thoughts.

"Unromantic."
“Oh_“



Lark crept up beside me as Stacy and
Graham's conversation quickly escalated into an
argument.

"l don't get why you think it's perfectly alright
to complain about my lack of romance when you're
the one who turned me down when | asked if you
wanted to go to the dance tonight! We could be
surrounded by stupid flowers and balloons right
now, swimming in romance."

Stacy dismissed his statement. "l didn't want
to go to some stupid dance where everyone's
competing for who has the best dress, who has the
best dance moves, who has the best corsage.
That's not romantic. That's commercial."

Lark pulled me several steps away from the
growing dispute, and | glared at the crowd that had
gathered to watch. Did Stacy tell you the real
reason she didn't want to go to the dance tonight?
Lark wanted to know, her eyes flitting around,
listening to the thoughts of the people surrounding
us.

| shook my head. She reveals more things



fo you than she does to me.

She told Graham no because she thinks he
wants to have sex with her and she's not ready.

| slowly closed my mouth and looked at
Stacy and Graham closely, ignoring the redness of
anger that disguised their faces from those who
truly knew them. Wow Did you tell her she has
nothing to worry about?

Lark gave me an exasperated look, as she
shook her head. How would | explain that to her
without revealing a thing about Graham? | couldn't
do that to her. It vouldn't be right.

"Do you two mind teling me what's going
on?"

| turned around to see Robert standing
behind us, mild anger crossing his features.
"They're arguing,” | answered, ignoring the
obviousness of my statement.

"l see that. Will either of you explain to me
why?" he asked as he crept closer to me, his gaze
never leaving my face.



"Um...I really don't know. | think it's about the
fact that they're not at the dance tonight. And why
are you asking? Couldn't you just...you know."

His hand rose to gently touch the side of my
face. "l could, but it's much more entertaining to
hear other people's perspectives. Especially yours."

| couldn't see it, but | knew that that slight
contact between our skin had left my face bright
pink with the blush of remembrance. My lips pursed
as | looked at him through the corners of my eyes.
You cheated.

He didn't say anything. He merely winked at
me and walked over towards the arguing couple. |
nearly leapt after him, some strange feeling of
protectiveness washing over me that | had not
expected but | didn't know who it was for. He spoke
in a low voice--so low | couldn't make out what he
was saying--to Graham and Stacy before nodding
his head and turning around, a stiff smile on his
face.

"Everything's okay. Why don't you ladies go
and enjoy your movie," he said to us when he



returned. "I'm sure that it's about ready to start."

| opened my mouth to ask him what he had
said but he brought his finger to his mouth, a sign. |
didn't feel ready to leave him yet but he appeared
ready for me to be. "But...we don't even have any
popcorn," | blurted.

"But you don't like popcorn," three voices
around me announced.

*kk

| sat through the movie, oblivious to what was
on the screen. Beside me, Stacy was laughing at
each scene, the imagery apparently amusing to her.
Lark, on the other hand, was thoroughly annoyed.
So annoyed in fact that she didn't care that she was
supposed to be blind.

"They call that a wound? Look at the skin!
Saw blades tear at the skin. That skin is smooth,
like a scalpel sliced through it. You'd think with such
a big budget, these special effects artists could at
least have done some research on the way actual
skin looks when damaged. And the blood! Who
believes red corn syrup is actually blood?"



As the minutes ticked by, | felt myself sinking
deeper and deeper into my seat. People around
me were trying to forget about being in love,
wanting love, looking for love. They were absorbed
in gore and guts, escaping the mad, flower and
candy heart laden world just beyond the theater
doors.

But for the first time in eleven years, | longed
for it. The sounds of screaming and slashing, of
bodies piling up were causing my mind to recall
images | did not want to see. | looked at Stacy; she
was so into the movie | probably wouldn't have been
able to glean a response from her if | set her clothes
onfire. | turned to look at Lark. She seemed far too
engrossed in the inaccuracies to hear my thoughts.
As a precaution | started to jumble my thoughts,
filing my mind with them, pulling away at just the
right moment and finding a quiet corner to focus on
what today had meant for so long.

The excuses | made for disliking Valentine's
day had all been a way to avoid the real reason. My
mother's death, the car accident had been the
death of one Grace and the birth of another. The



sweet Grace that had been accepted, been
welcome died that night along with my mother and
in her place, the Grace that survived an exploding
car, that couldn't remember a single thing, the
"freak" had been born.

| hated that night because | couldn't
remember what had happened, couldn't recall
anything, not for anyone. Dad had asked me over
and over, the police had questioned me, too.
Therapists had tried to coax the secrets from me,
but nothing worked. Until Robert.

He had shown me, physically taken me there
to see, to remember. My thoughts brought to life in
front of me and | was finally able to understand what
had happened to me. | had accepted it, embraced it
because for just a brief moment, | was reunited with
my mother and | could now look back on those
short, precious minutes and know that | had been
blind to the truth not because what people had been
saying was true. | had blocked out the truth because
| couldn't accept it until Robert was with me.

I shuddered as | thought of what my life would
have become had | succeeded at pushing him away



after finding out what he truly was, what his call was.
Simply imagining it left me feeling cold and empty.

"The main character should have been dead
three scenes ago! How unrealistic are they trying to
make this movie be?" Lark complained.

| braced myself for the protest from another
member of the audience but none came. | slyly
peeked around me and nearly fell out of my seat.
We were the only three people in the theater!

"Can you believe her? Like any normal
person would go and meet some stranger in the
middle of nowhere!"

Seeing my opportunity to leave without being
too distracting, | crept out of my seat and slowly
ambled towards the aisle. | turned to see if Lark and
Stacy had noticed my departure and smiled when |
caught Lark's hand poised to throw some popcorn
she had found on the floor at the screen. She might
think we had low standards but Lark was every bit
as much a human as we were.

| entered the hallway between theaters and
headed towards the lobby, my nose following the



pungent smell of burnt popcorn. It was fairly empty--
most of the movies were currently playing--so |
walked over to the door that read "employees only"
and stared at it, thinking of his name, picturing his
captivating eyes staring down at me.

"You're going to go cross-eyed if you keep
staring at that door, Grace," Graham called out to
me from behind the concession counter.

"Maybe itll help me out in the looks
department,”" | replied. | continued to look at the
door, wondering how long it would take before he
showed up. "Where is he?"

"Probably ordering us some more popcorn,
or something along those lines. He's always in
there. I'd start to wonder about him if | didn't see the
way he looked at you all the time." Graham frowned
as he said that, his forehead wrinkling with the
thought that formed in his head. "D-do | look like
that?"

| stepped away from the door and walked
over to him. "Do you look like what?"

"Do |l ever...have you ever seen me have that



look on my face?" he questioned.

| watched him, saw the nearly pained look he
had in his eyes as he awaited my answer. "Actually,
yes, | have."

It was an honest answer, and it was one that |
freely gave. It didn't matter who he was looking at
when he did so, it only mattered that he was
capable of doing it.

"Grace, do you think I'm unromantic?"

I held my hands up at that question. "Whoa,
just because | told you | was in love with you, that
doesn't mean you get to ask me all these emotional
questions," | kidded, winking at him when it took a
bit longer for him to realize that | wasn't being
serious.

"Graham, | know you're not exactly the
romantic type. You're Mr. Football, not Mr. Flowers
and Candy. But | do know that you've got a
sentimental streak to you, and when you show it,
man...it ends up being one of the most romantic
things I've ever seen."

The slight smirk on his face told me that |



was convincing him, reassuring him that he wasn't
whatever it was that he thought. He stuck his hand in
his pocket and pulled out a litle white heart. He
handed it to me and | examined it in my palm. It had
two little words inscribed on it.

"Best Friends."

"Yes we are," | agreed, and popped the little
heart into my mouth, nearly gagging at the chalky,
peppermint sweetness. "But next time, write it out
on a post-it or something, okay? | think it'd taste
much better than this."

He laughed as he watched me struggle with
the candy and handed me a cup of water. "Sorry. |
guess | still get a kick out of watching you eat
whatever itis | give you."

"That's because you're a sadist," | stated,
gladly accepting the cup of liquid relief.

"Well, that's true," he agreed. "But you're not
exactly an angel yourself, you know."

| coughed, nearly choking on the water. He
whacked my back a few times, slightly amused to
be doing so and slightly concerned as to why he



needed to in the first place. "None of us are angels,
Graham," | managed to choke out before a fit of
coughing took over.

He removed the cup from my hand and
thumped my back a few more times until | settled
down. "Geez, Grace. You're too serious tonight. It's
no wonder Stacy likes hanging around you and
Lark. The three of you make a fairly frightening trio
sometimes."

"We do not!"

He snickered at my response. "You are! Just
think about how intimidating you three are. You
stood up to Erica during the soliloquy, totally
destroyed her in under two minutes. Then there's
Stacy, who got knocked out and came back to
school the next day like some kind of superwoman.
And then there's Lark, who's so beautiful everyone
forgot about Erica today and gave their gifts to her
instead."

"Even you," | said softly. | watched his
reaction, his expression change from surprised to
defiant. |was pleased.



"You know then. She told you."

| shook my head. "She didn't tell anyone. |
was there when she found it, Graham. | knew who it
was from the minute | saw what it was, and | have to
say, that was pretty slick, typing the note in Braille.
When did you learn how to do that?"

He smirked at the praise. "The girl who cuts
my hair has a sister who's blind. | was telling her my
idea, since | know that none of you know who she is,
and she mentioned her sister and suggested that
she write the note. So...what did she say?"

I wanted to say that she liked it, that she was
over the moon, but she hadn't said anything about it.
So that's what | told him. | almost wished | had kept
my mouth shut when | spied the disappointment
flash in his eyes and pull his carefree grin down.
Almost. Whatever the fate of Graham and Lark,
right now Graham was dating Stacy. He shouldn't
have been giving anyone Valentine's Day gifts if he
hadn't given her any, and so I told him that.

"l know, Grace. It was stupid and dumb, and |
suck at being a boyfriend but | didn't really think



about not getting Stacy a present, if that makes any
sense to you."

The conversation paused as Graham helped
a kid who went to our school with his drink and
popcorn order. The kid looked at the two of us and
shook his head. | couldn't help myself. | winked at
him when he looked one last time and laughed
when his face distorted with shock and disgust.

"Am | really that frightening?" | asked as the
kid left. | looked at my reflection in the chromed
frame of the popcorn maker and stuck my tongue
out. "Well..am I?"

Shaking his head, Graham replied, "Of
course not. You're just not what a lot of we guys are
used to, that's all. None of you are."

| raised an eyebrow, my silent cue that he
should elaborate.

"I told you, you, Stacy and Lark are
intimidating. Yeah, guys all follow Lark like she's got
them on leashes or something, but they talk about
you, too. | hear them, Grace. | know what they say
about you, the good as well as the bad. The story



about your mom...that kind of freaks a lot of people
out because they can't picture it in their heads, but
the guys that can get past that see you as someone
who'd rather talk about stuff than trying on clothes at
the mall. They always thought it was cool that you'd
come to the games and knew what was going on.

"That's one of the most awesome things
about you, Grace. You're just like one of the guys;
you're approachable and if they ever stopped to
actually talk to you, they'd understand why you're my
best friend."

| blushed at the compliment, knowing full well
that no guy would ever truly understand. It just wasn't
possible. "Look, Graham, | get that you think I'm
someone that guys would like. | don't necessarily
understand it, but then again | don't understand how
you can eat so much food and not look like the
Goodyear blimp either. 'm never going to be that
girl, the kind that guys flock around and talk about
like they do Lark and Erica. | know my limitations,
Graham."

"l would beg to differ," | heard voiced behind
me. Robert placed a hand on my waist and turned



me to face him. "l talk about you all the time. You're
the only topic of conversation I'm ever interested in."
He lifted my chin with a finger and pressed a quick
kiss to the corners of my mouth.

"Why aren't you inside watching the anti-
Valentine's Day movie with Stacy and Lark?" he
asked when he realized | was alone aside from
Graham. "How long has she been here?"

Graham looked at the large clock on the wall.
"About fifteen minutes," he replied. "She likes
campy horror stuff, not the hardcore guts and glory
kind of film that Stacy's into. Speaking of which, are
we on next week for some RHPS? We haven't done
that in a while, and since I'm staying on your couch,
there's no real excuse for not doing it."

Robert looked at me and raised a curious
eyebrow. "RHPS?"

| laughed at the puzzled look on his face.
"You honestly don't know?" When he shook his
head, | felt something akin to...pride. "l actually know
something that you don't? Oh wow, | need to savor
this moment for a bit. Hold on."



"Holding," he said, laughing as well. "You let
me know when you're ready to let go of the
smugness."

Graham rolled his eyes at the two of us, a
loud groan of discomfort spewing from him. It only
made me laugh harder.

"Okay, okay. RHPS stands for the Rocky
Horror Picture Show. It's a ritual with us. We watch it
on the last Friday of every month. Well, we used to
anyway. We sort of stopped doing that after-"

"After | made one of the biggest and
dumbest mistakes of my life,” Graham interjected
quickly.

| nodded and continued. "We get kind of
goofy, and call each other the names from the
movie all day. Whoever forgets and says our real
name first gets punched."

"You watch a B movie, call each other
names, and then hit each other as a ritual?"

"Yeah. | said it was goofy," | said defensively.
Robert glanced over at Graham who



seemed to be trying very hard to appear as though
he wasn't paying any attention to the conversation.
He was failing miserably. "l think that's actually a
greatidea. I'd like to participate."

"You what?" Graham and | uttered at the
same time, our jaws hanging open in shock.

"I'm interested in everything that you do,
Grace. [f this is something that you like to do, I'd like
to do it with you."

Graham objected first. "Look, Robert, I've
got nothing against you, man, but this has been our
thing since Grace and | were kids. You hear me?
Our thing."

| held up my hand to stop Graham from
continuing. "Robert, | don't know if this is something
that you'd really enjoy. Are you sure you want to?"

His hand lifted to cup my face, a soft and
gentle touch that spoke of comfort and tenderness.
"lwant to."

| looked over and Graham who threw his
hands up in the air, defeated by three little words.
"Sorry," | mouthed to him and cringed as he threw



his hands up once more, exasperated by my
weakness.

You are mine as well.

| turned my head to face Robert and felt the
warmth of unrestrained affection flood my cheeks.
How was it possible for him to not say a single word
out loud and yet still cause my heart to flutter like
some spastic bird's wings? | shook my head at the
inconvenience of the moment and pushed my face
deeper into the palm of Robert's hand as his fingers
cupped my ear and his thumb gently stroked the
edge of my cheek.

"So, are you planning on staying out here
until the movie is done?" he asked when Graham's
angry banging and annoyed grunting became too
loud to hear even the silent thoughts in our heads.

"I'd like to. Graham's right about my not liking
all that gory stuff. I'm perfectly content to stay out
here and inhale the scent of stale popcorn and cola
stained carpets."

He looked over at Graham who had
suddenly quieted, his face turned away but one



lowly ear conveniently pointed in our direction. "Do
you want to come into the office with me? I've got
some paperwork to fill out but we could talk in
there."

| nearly burst out laughing as | watched
Graham's ear turn a bright shade of crimson. "I think
Il stay here and keep Graham company. Maybe |
can convince him that you joining us won't be such a
bad thing."

Robert sighed in defeat and playfully tousled
my hair. "Fine. Il see you later then." / love you.

| beamed at him, all teeth and gums. / love
you, back.

He nodded his head to Graham and headed
back to his office, his movement so swift and
catlike, | knew that he wouldn't be in the office for
long. Whatever it was that he had planned for me
had | said yes was now put on the backburner.

"So, are you going to stay here until closing
again, or are you heading off someplace else with
Stacy and Lark?"

Mv attention returned to Graham. his



question barely registering with me as | worried
over who it was that Robert was having to help
cross over this time. "What was that again?" |
asked, knowing that | probably looked like a
lovesick fool but not caring a whit.

"l asked if you were going to be staying until
closing like the last time, or if you were going
somewhere with Lark and Stacy."

"Oh. We're probably heading back to the
house to eat. | don't have the cash to go and eat out,
and although Stacy might not know it, Lark's mom is
a horrible cook--real cafeteria grade material."

That seemed to cheer him up a bit. | realized
my gaffe too late and couldn't take it back. "Sweet. |
call dibs on your leftover meatloaf, though. Janice
said she was cooking tonight, which means it's all
healthy and junk. | swear, I've started having dreams
that 'm a horse and she keeps trying to shove oats
into my mouth."

The sound of my laughter filled the empty
lobby. | hadn't exactly taken a liking to Janice's
choice in menu as of late either, but | knew that she



was doing it because of the baby. | wanted to tell
her that my mom ate junk food throughout her entire
pregnancy with me, but that wouldn't have been the
truth. | didn't know what my mother ate while
pregnant with me, and | had certainly never asked
Dad about it.

"You know, you've got to start learning how to
cook for yourself, Graham. That way, you won't have
to eat bean sprout omelets and turkey bacon," |
chided as he threw a handful of popcorn at me. "I'm
serious! You could do with learning a few recipes!"

He walked around the counter with a broom
and long handled dustpan in his hand and shook his
head. "Uh-uh. I'm going to marry a woman who can
cook like Julia Child so that Il never starve and
never have to learn how to boil water."

| moved my feet around as he swept the
popcorn from between them. "Have you even tried a
recipe from Julia Child?"

"No. But the way she talked always sounded
like she had some food in her mouth, so | guess the
food has got to be good, right?"



There was little else to do with that comment
than shake my head. "You're hopeless, Graham."

He straightened his posture and looked at
me forlornly. "You're right."

The lighting quick change in his mood acted
like warning flares teling me to back off, but |
ignored them. | stepped in closer and looked at the
hard lines that had formed around his mouth and
across his forehead, their paths burrowing deep as
he tried to maintain a rocky silence.

"What's wrong?" | asked, concerned and
almost fearful.

"It's just...| don't think that it's supposed to
work out for me, you know?" he answered, pain and
discontent written plainly on the lines that pushed
his eyes downward. "It feels like I've inherited the
reasons why my parents' marriage didn't work out,
only I'm twenty years younger."

"That's ridiculous," | objected, "You're only
eighteen. You're too young to even be thinking
about marriage, much less having problems in one
that doesn't even exist."



He laughed mockingly. "'lt's never too early to
start planning for the future.' That's what my dad
said every single day last year as he drank away
most of his paycheck. He and mom were always
fighting, Grace--always. Oh, they didn't do it in the
conventional way. No. Mom was always the one to
start it. She'd give everyone the silent treatment,
even me, and then she'd sit at the table and mumble
under her breath about being unappreciated,
unloved, take for granted...it never ended.

"Dad would come home and the two of them
would just walk around each other, mumbling about
how the other one was worse. They never yelled,
they never argued out loud. They just mumbled. It
got to the point where the only way | could hear
anything either of them was saying was to talk to
them on the phone."

He stopped talking and went behind the
counter again. | opened my mouth to ask him to
continue but soon realized that his internal clock
had rung some silent alarm as the sound of doors
bursting open echoed throughout the lobby and a
rush of people filed out of a theater, empty popcorn



and drink containers in their hands.

| stepped out of the way as several of them
walked up to the counter to purchase additional
drinks and snacks. Soon, the crowd dissipated as
they headed towards their cars. Graham rushed
from behind the counter once more, the broom and
dustpan in his hands, and began to sweep up the
shower of trash that the moviegoers had left in their
wake.

"Do you need any help?"

"Sure. Go and grab that extra broom and
butler under the counter over there and get that side
of the walkway, will ya?" he answered, never looking
up from his task.

| walked behind the counter and looked
beneath it for the broom. | found a short handled
one next to another long handled dustpan. "Isn't it
against labor laws to keep a butler beneath the
counter?" | quipped.

"The dustpan, Grace," Graham said,
annoyed.

"The dustpan, Grace," | repeated mockingly,



annoyed myself. "You know, it's not nice to annoy
the boss' girlfriend. | might make him schedule you
for longer shifts."

Graham stopped sweeping and stomped
towards me. "l think you need to get out from behind
my counter and go back and finish watching the
move before Lark and Stacy notice you're missing."

"I'd rather not," | disagreed.
"I'm not asking."

Realizing that | had worn out my welcome, |
shrugged my shoulders and left him standing in front
of the counter. | stopped before entering the hallway
that would lead me back to my theater of gore and
turned around. | walked back to him and stopped
with just inches left between us.

"You know, | hope that one day you realize
just how fortunate you are to have seen firsthand the
mistakes your parents made in their relationship so
that you can stop yourself from making the same
ones, like not communicating with the person that
you love."

| didn't bother to wait for a response. | simply



headed towards the theater where | knew Lark and
Stacy were still busy tearing apart the movie,
oblivious to my absence. | could only hope that
Graham wasn't oblivious to what | was trying to say
to him.






PUT ASPELL ON YOU

When we left the theater that night, it came
as a surprise to me when Lark insisted on being
dropped off at home first. "l have a need to eat
some of my mother's cooking," she said acerbically
when asked why by both Stacy and I.

"'m sorry if | offended you, Lark," |
apologized but she held up her hand in rejection. |
looked at Stacy's reflection in the mirror and saw
her smirk. Lark's head whipped around to face
Stacy.

"You think this is funny, too?" she snapped,
shocked that her only other ally had turned against
her mother's cooking.

"Well...Grace isn't exactly known for lying,
and | don't see any reason for her to insult your
mom's cooking other than because it was genuinely
awful," Stacy struggled to answer as she fought with
a bubble of laughter that seemed stuck in her throat.

"I don't believe this. Two humans are
insulting an angel's cooking," Lark shook her head



disapprovingly. "You two just wait until | get my
wings and my call. If I'm called to be a guardian
angel, you can forget asking me for help."

Stacy and | locked eyes in the mirror once
more and we both burst into amused hysterics while
Lark unceremoniously crossed her arms across her
chest and huffed, her lips forming a perfect pout.

The laughter had died down a little when we
reached the house with the white walls and ironic
angel guardians standing in front of the large,
wrought iron gate. Lark climbed out of the car
without saying goodbye and disappeared into the
night.

"You think she'll forgive us?" Stacy asked in
between chuckles. As she pulled out, | crawled up to
sitin the front seat.

"Oh, she will. She's probably just as amused
by this as we are," | replied, watching the gate
disappear behind us.

We rode in silence for a little while, the
radio's music substituting for conversation. | looked
at the time and sighed. "It's nearly ten. Are you sure



you want to come over to my house for food?"

She nodded her head emphatically.
"Actually, 'm sort of glad that Lark's not here. |
needed to talk to you about something...private."

The way she said "private" made my ears
burn, as though it had just heard something it
shouldn't have. | nodded hesitantly and remained
silent the rest of the way to my house. The lights
inside were off, but the front door light was blazing a
bright creamy white when Stacy pulled up into the
driveway.

"What time does Graham get off?" she
asked when she noticed that his car wasn't parked
inits usual spot.

"He'll be off soon but | don't think he'll be in
any rush to get home."

"Good," she sighed and unbuckled her
seatbelt. | did the same and exited the car. |
reached into my pocket to pull out my key and
fumbled with it in my gloves as | tried to unlock the
door. After a few moments, | succeeded and we
quickly rushed in from the cold.



"You ever wish you could be able to handle
the frigid cold like Lark and Robert?" Stacy asked
as she removed her gloves to rub her hands
together. "I mean, they never look cold. They dress
the way they do because they need to fit in. They
can be sitting butt naked in Siberia during a blizzard
and it'd feel like a tropical day for them."

| smiled at the image and then shook my
head. It was starting to feel quite tropical in here!

"I've only ever wanted to be considered
normal," | confessed. "Ive never wanted to be
something as unique as an angel."

Stacy shook her head at my response.
"You're crazy then. I'd give anything to be one of
them. To be immortal, never sick, never weak...how
can you not want something like that?"

| didn't answer until we were in the kitchen
and | had placed a bowl of what appeared to be
warmed lentil soup in front of each of us. "lt's not all
it's cracked up to be, Stacy. You see the things that
we cannot do and you think that's great, but they
have their weaknesses, too."



She nodded as she ladled some soup into
her mouth with her spoon. "l know that. The whole
lying thing, and the secrecy issue. | just think that if
there was some way for me to change into one of
them, I'd do it in an instant."

| dropped my spoon in shock. "You don't
know what you're saying," | gasped.

"What? You mean there is a way?"

| sucked in my breath at the revelation that
Lark had kept this from her...and | had now revealed
it. "N-not exactly. Let's just forget | said anything," |
said quickly. | picked up my spoon and focused on
eating my soup, hoping that Stacy would let the
subject die.

| should have known better.
"No. |want to know. Is there a way?"

| shook my head. "No. There isn't a way for
humans to become angels."

She frowned at me, obviously doubtful of my
reply. "So why did you even mention it?"

| didn't want to lie to Stacy. The lies were



piling up one on top of the other, and | couldn't add
this one to it. "lt's the truth, Stacy. There isn't a way
for humans to become angels. Angels are born, not
made."

Her frown deepened. "So you're basically
telling me that there's no hope in me ever becoming
immortal?"

| opened my mouth and then closed it,
unsure of how exactly to proceed with this topic of
conversation. | wasn't exactly clued in on all of the
specifics myself, so what could | say to her that
wouldn't get her hopes up or dash them away
completely?

"You're going to have to talk to Robert or
Lark about that," | finally said. It was the best that |
could do.

Stacy bobbed her head up and down in
silent acceptance and we finished our soup in the
quiet of the kitchen.

After cleaning up, we headed up to my room,
the whole purpose of Stacy coming over having not
yet been addressed. | closed the door quietly



behind us and then sat on the bed with my back
facing the window.

Stacy sat next to me, one leg dangling off the
bed, a shy blush spreading across her face as she
struggled with the question she had wanted to ask
me before we became sidetracked by the
immortality discussion.

"Grace...this is kind of personal, so if you
don't want to answer [l understand. You and Lark
are my best friends, but Lark's not into guys. At
least, not to my knowledge, so | couldn't ask her this
question, but you and Robert are joined at the hip
so | know that you'd be able to."

| watched Stacy's hands as she rambled
through her introduction, her fingers were flying
through the air as she fidgeted with her
nervousness and unease. | knew exactly how she
felt.

"What | wanted to know was if you and
Robert have...you know, done it yet."

| nearly choked on my own tongue as the
shock of the question took control. It prevented me



from recovering in time to reassure her that | wasn't
offended as she started to apologize profusely, her
hands flitting around like nervous birds.

When | had regained my composure, |
grabbed her hands and pulled them down, pinning
them to the bed. "Stacy, it's okay. | wasn't expecting
this, but I'm not offended. Just shocked."

Stacy nearly started apologizing once again,
her stammering voice contradicting the strong and
self-assured person | had always known her to be.

"Calm down, Stacy," | said reassuringly.
"Calm down and Il answer your question."

She stopped talking, her hands quit fighting
against mine, and she waited with an almost
instantaneous patience for me to answer her. "l
guess the only way to go about this is to be honest.
The answer is no, Robert and | haven't...done it."

Her face showed shock, her eyes wide with
surprise. "You haven't? But you two look so...close,
like something intimate has happened between
you. | thought..."

I nodded, understanding what it was that she



had assumed. "We haven't done anything other than
kiss."

"What kind of kiss?"

It was my turn to blush as | realized that | was
about to admit to Stacy just how chaste my
relationship with Robert truly was. "The kind you'd
give your brother...if he were unbearably handsome
and you were in madly love with him."

“WOW'"
"Yeah."

Stacy looked out the window, her gaze
focused on the empty space on the street down
below. "l was going to say--I didn't know what | was
going to say. This is all so weird for me. | mean, I've
never had a girlfriend, someone | could talk to about
this kind of stuff before, and now that | have
two...one can't talk to me about sex and the other
hasn't done anything more than kissing."

| couldn't prevent the sad smile from forming
on my lips as | acknowledged just how woefully
ignorant | was when it came to topics like these. "I'm
sorry that | don't have the, uh...experience that you're



looking for. | guess that's one less thing we have in
common, eh?"

Stacy chuckled. "l don't have any experience
in that department either, Grace. | just wanted to
know what exactly it was that told you, if you had
done it, that it was the right time."

"Oh. Well. That's something different," |
mumbled, embarrassed at my incorrect
assumption.

"Tell me about it. How pathetic are we, huh?
Two inexperienced know-nothings thinking the other
had some knowledge about sex."

| felt my head nod at her overwhelmingly
accurate statement. "What made you ask anyway, if
you don't mind me asking?"

Stacy sighed and leaned back on her
elbows as she wore an invisible pattern into the
carpet with her toe. "l kept thinking about what
would have happened tonight if | had gone to the
dance with Graham. Would | have been able to think
nothing of it and just go along with the crowd? Just
do it because everyone else is? | mean, don't get



me wrong; I've never thought of it as something
special, you know? It's not like my parents ever
stressed remaining pure or anything like that, so |
have to wonder if the reason | simply don't like the
idea of it is because if | did do it, itd be with
Graham. Does that make sense?"

The idea of Graham having sex with anyone
wasn't exactly my idea of appealing conversation,
but | couldn't just ignore Stacy's need to talk or the
fact that although she could have gotten far more
sage advice from Lark, she had chosen me to open
up to.

"I think that the longer you are with Graham,
the more you're going to start questioning
everything about your relationship until you come to
a decision about what you really want." There. |
planted the seed I didn't know | had.

Stacy's head tipped up and she stared at the
ceiling as my words began to sink in. "l guess
you're right. | don't know what it is | want, but | do
know what Idon't want. | don't want to end up a
stupid statistic for some Government Health Agency
because | caved in to peer pressure. | don't want to



say that my first time was with someone | didn't love.
And most importantly, | don't want to do it just
because it feels good at the time, like 'm under
some stupid spell or something. I've got enough
brains to say no."

She was right. | marveled at how right she
was. "It looks like you don't need to worry about
what it is you want, Stacy. Your don'ts are just as
good."

Stacy brought her head down to look at me,
confusion and disbelief layered onto her face. "You
sound as though I made a decision for you, too."

"You sort of did," | replied as this time, it was
her words that sunk in. "I've been so stupid.”

Intrigued by my admission, she sat up. "What
do you mean?"

I sighed, the relief of finally being able to talk
to someone about it almost dripping from the
sound. "The reason Robert and | haven't...you know,
is because he's not ready while I've been more than
ready. Or so | thought. The feeling | get when I'm with
him is incredible. I's euphoric, and all-together



consuming and | can't help but want to feel more of
it and | realize now that it's because of what Robert
is. He insists that I'm not susceptible to his 'charms’,
but now | know that | am. At least, when we're that
close lam. "

Stacy's mouth was poised to speak, her face
surprised at what | had revealed about the intimacy
of my relationship with Robert. Obviously Lark had
been keeping a great deal from her.

"Angels don't get by on just their looks,
Stacy. They radiate a type of divine charm that
makes people automatically like them. You cannot
help but be drawn to them, attracted to them. Most
of itis artificial but it affects us all the same, and we
become so enchanted just by their aura, we'll do
whatever they want, even without the mental
interloping they're capable of.

"Robert and Lark both thought it wasn't
possible for me to fall under their--how did you put
it--spell, since | defied both of them with every
chance | got, but it looks like they were wrong. I'm
just like everyone else."

| looked at mv reflection in the mirror facina



the foot of the bed and sighed at the sullen
expression that now tattooed my features. "l should
be happy that I'm starting to resemble someone
normal."

Stacy rested her hand on my knee, the soft
touch comforting. "So why do you look so down?"

I shrugged my shoulders and sighed, a half-
hearted smile forcing itself onto my face. "l guess
because now I'm going to start second guessing
every single emotion | feel when 'm around Robert,
try and decipher what's genuine and what's a
product of his innate charm."

"You love him, Grace. I've seen the way the
two of you look at each other. It's not the kind of look
that makes you sick from the syrupy sweetness. It's
the kind of look that makes you envious of what the
two of you have, the connection that goes deeper
than anything most people have ever felt with
anyone else, much less with the people they're with
now, myself included."

| looked into Stacy's eyes and saw the
genuine gleam of envy in them. It was almost



laughable that someone like her would be envious
of me.

"l know I love him. | think | was probably born
knowing it and it just laid dormant until he came into
my life, as stupid as that sounds. | just don't know if
what my body feels is what it would were Robert
human and not...well, him. | mean, | know he's not
making me feel that way. Not on purpose anyway.

"And | feel incredibly stupid now because I've
been pressuring him into being more physical with
me even though | know he's not ready. | feel like the
abusive girlfriend and |, too, have enough brains to
know how to say no, and yet | won't take it for an
answer."

Stacy giggled as the words that came out of
my mouth painted me more and more like the
abusive girlfriend | had described. "l wouldn't worry
too much about abusing Robert, Grace. Something
tells me he can handle himself."

| nodded in agreement, giggling despite
myself. | glanced at the clock on the dresser and
sighed once more. "lIt's getting late, Stacy. Graham
will probablv be home soon. and Robert miaht stob



by, foo." ’ ' i

She cocked her head to the side, the part
about Robert obviously not what she was expecting
to hear. "Your dad lets him come over this late?"

| shook my head and raised my finger to my
lips. "No one knows. Well, Graham knows. He
came in while we were asleep and saw us
together."

Stacy's mouth made a slight popping sound
as it hinged open in shock. "He sleeps here with
you?"

"Robert?"

Stacy rolled her eyes at that. "No, Ghandi--of
course Robert! Lark didn't tell me that he was
spending the night here with you! And you two
haven't...wow. That's one patient angel, Grace."

| laughed as | stood and helped her up. "I'm
the one with the patience, remember?"

She nodded, laughing right along with me.
We walked downstairs and headed to her car. "l
see you tomorrow at school then," she said before



she climbed into her little car. "Thank you, Grace, for
everything." She reached up and wrapped her arms
around me, a quick hug that carried with it a great
deal of friendship and affection that | knew | was not
entirely deserving of.

| returned her hug and then waved as she
drove off, waiting in the icy air until the red glow of
her taillights were gone from my view. | walked into
the house and quietly closed the door. | turned
around to walk towards the stairs and nearly
screamed when | saw Robert standing in front of
me, a smirk liting up one side of his face into a
beautiful, yet crooked line.

"You scared me!" | whispered fiercely. "Why
are you down here? What if my dad or Janice
comes down and sees you here?"

His smirk turned into a grin and he swooped
down, my feet leaving the ground in the living room
and then being placed back down in my bedroom
with incredible speed | would have sworn up and
down that | hadn't even been in the living room to
begin with.

"There, now there's no need to worry about



that, is there?" he said smugly as he placed his
hand at the base of my collar, his hand skimming
the slight hollow that appeared between my
shoulder and neck.

| pushed his hand away and turned towards
my dresser, intent on searching out for something to
wear to bed, but more interested in a distraction
from the warm tingling that insisted on turning into a
small crackle of sparks. "That's not the point," |
managed to say, though my voice sounded winded
as | struggled to keep pace with my rapid breathing.

He chuckled, silently moving up behind me
and placing his hands on either side of my hips.
"Why so nervous? Is it because you're afraid that
my charms might make you do something you don't
want to do?"

With remarkable speed, even for me, |
whipped around and started to hit him with a pair of
boxers. "You were listening!" | accused. "That was a
private conversation between Stacy and me! |
cannot believe you did that!"

He held his hands up defensively even



though he knew that he'd cause more damage to
the clothing than it would him, and | stopped hitting
him. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to, but I'm not going to
say that 'm not glad | did. It was very insightful. Your
mind has been shutting its door to me quite often
these past few weeks and I'm beginning to feel like
I'm not welcome in there anymore."

"Well, if you keep pulling stunts like this, you
won't be," | muttered and turned around to finish
grabbing some clothes to sleep in. "I'm going to
change," | announced before | left the room. |
stomped--softly, of course; | didn't want to alert Dad
and Janice to any trouble--to the bathroom and
nearly slammed the door before realizing that doing
so would shake the entire house.

I quickly changed clothes and brushed my
teeth, hoping that counting to a hundred would be
enough to calm my nerves. | hadn't planned on
talking to Robert about this until much later. | had
wanted to plan out what | was going to say, needed
to actually think about what all of this meant to the
both of us, but that was obviously not going to
happen tonight.



"You chose this life," | said to my reflection
before flipping the light off and heading back to my
room. It was empty.

I spun around, half expecting him to appear
from some corner in yet another attempt to change
the subject or distract me from my intended goal,
but when | didn't see even a hint of smoke or silver, |
relaxed. | sat on the edge of my bed and saw the
fluttery movement of a piece of paper that had been
left there.

"Something came up. Il be back before you
wake."

"Oh sure. How convenient that something
came up," | muttered before crumpling up the note
and throwing it on the floor. | crawled beneath the
covers of the bed and turned my back to the
window. After what only amounted to a few minutes,
| crawled out of the bed and fumbled in the dark for
the note. | did my best to iron it smooth with my
fingers and then placed it gently beneath my pillow. |
laid back down, this time with my face pointed
towards the window.






SHOES

The week following Valentine's day was as
up and down as it could possibly get. Graham and
Stacy alternated between fighting, arguing, and
waging an all out war. Lark appeared unmoved by it
all--a front she put up to keep her true feelings from
being exposed again--and chose to remain neutral
when asked for her opinion about certain
arguments by Stacy.

| felt like | was being pulled in three different
directions by Lark and Stacy. who each felt it
imperative that they give me their take on the
situation. And by Graham, who hadn't spoken to me
since our conversation in the movie theater, but to
whom | felt a loyalty that | simply couldn't ignore
because of the silent treatment.

The only one who kept me from pulling all of
my hair out was Robert, who didn't understand how
such trivial issues for him could be so stressful for
me, but remained supportive as | vented and railed,
ranted and cried about what this quadrangle was
costing everyone.



Things came to a head during lunch, when
Stacy and Graham began arguing about the virtues
of French versus Steak cut fries. It was as ridiculous
an argument as you could start, but anything could
turn into one with them and they made it a point to
prove it. | had always felt grateful to have a table
with friends to sit down with during what could have
been a very isolating time for me, but right now, all |
wanted was to become invisible.

Every eye was trained on the two people
sitting directly across from me as their voices
reached a crescendo of substantial proportions.
Their voices bounced around us, echoing off the
walls and filing every table with enough gossip
fodder to last until the end of the quarter. This was
better than television for most of them, and | hated
that | was sitting front row, center.

"Will you two just break up, already?" Lark
finally hissed at the two of them. Her face was a
deconstructed study on anger. She was so beautiful
that it was nearly impossible to detect the rage that
lurked just beneath the surface, but | knew. "You
guys do nothing but fight and yell and scream and



shout. You're making complete asses of yourselves.

"Either make good on your equal hatred of
each other and break up, or get it over with and
sleep together because | refuse to listen to another
ridiculous and inane argument about potatoes, or
clouds, or grass or...whatever it is that you two find
so important you have to disagree about it."

She stood up and stormed out of the
cafeteria, the doors blowing open before she
reached them. | watched the faces of those who had
witnessed this and sighed with relief when they
seemed too preoccupied with what would happen
between Stacy and Graham now.

Stacy's face was a beet red as she noticed
the eyes focused on her. She looked at Graham
and his expression was one of shame. |
immediately felt a need to jump to their defense but
Robert's hand stayed me. Stacy quickly mumbled
an apology and ran off after Lark, too confused and
upset to deal with Graham at present. Graham, in
turn, fell back to his old stand-by. He reached for
Stacy's lunch and began to finish it off.

| turned to look at Robert, needina his



reassurance that things were going to be okay, that
my semi-normal group of friends wasn't going to
begin tumbling down around me. He smiled and
shook his head. | felt a bit of relief at that, but
couldn't quite build up enough of it to make any
headway when it came to easing my fear.

The clangor of the end of lunch broke through
my melancholy, and | glumly stood up and prepared
to head to biology. Robert carried my bag and kept
his free arm wrapped securely around my
midsection, the brace for my wobbly and unsteady
frame to lean against as we walked towards my
dreaded class.

The door was wide open and the smell of
formaldehyde instantly clung to my skin and clothes
as we approached. "Thank you," | whispered to
Robert as |looked inside, dreading the next hour.

"Anytime," he said smiling and pecked my
cheek in that same, chaste manner that | had
described to Stacy. | couldn't help but feel more
depressed as | lumbered into the classroom and
sat down on my stool, my bag tossed haphazardly
onto the exam table.



The chatter around me did nothing to help
lighten my mood as | caught snippets of names that
| recognized, little bits of conversation that were
focused on what had occurred during lunch just a
few minutes ago. It was on everyone's mind, and
their eyes kept flicking back to me, the friend who
had done nothing to stop it, done nothing to prevent
it either.

| shook my head as the guilt that | knew |
shouldn't feel began to grow inside of me, each
layer being placed by each lingering stare from all
around me. The whispered words and snickers
were starting to sound like a trance beat inside of
my head, and | placed it down against the cool
surface of the table, hoping that | might get some
relief from it. At the very least, I'd be able to shut out
half of the noise.

"Grace, could you come here, please?" |
heard being called out. | cringed as the thick voice
of Mr. Branke said my name once more, insuring
that if no one had heard him the first time, they did
the second.

With resignation, | stood up and began the



short journey to the front of the class where Mr.
Branke had a stack of papers to pass out. | was two
tables away from reaching him when my boot made
contact with a substance on the floor that caused
me to lose traction and | fell, quite quickly, to the
cold linoleum beneath me. My head made a loud
cracking sound as it hit the ground and a high-
pitched hum began to fill my ears.

There were spangles of black and white that
appeared in front of my eyes as | tried to focus on
something, anything. | could barely hear the murmur
of activity around me as people began crowding
over me, their voices a dull buzz, their faces blurred
and spotted. | moaned when I tried to raise my head
and felt something push me back down.

"Don't move, Grace," | heard someone say,
but the voice was indistinguishable. "You hit your
head very hard on the ground. Just lay there while
someone gets the nurse."

"I need Robert," | mumbled as | closed my
eyes, knowing that no nurse would be able to help
me the way he could. "Get Robert."

There were aiaales. | heard them as a



female voice said snidely, "Il get him, alright." |
wanted to say something in reply but a sharp pain
slashed through any intent | might have had. | could
feel the throbbing on the side of my head now, a
steady base beat that pounded its rhythm
permanently into my mind.

As the buzz of voices grew more intense, |
felt the need to see what was going on around me.
My eyelids lifted and | was staring at a pair of gray
pant legs. | lowered my gaze to their shoes and felt
my breath catch.

They were brown.
With black laces.

My lungs began to fill with an intense
pressure and | blinked, hoping that what | had seen
would simply be a reaction from hitting my head. |
blinked twice, three times, and the shoes only
became clearer. They were a bit more worn than |
had remembered them, but they were the same
shoes that | had seen that night | had been mowed
down.

Even the color of the pants was the same. |



exhaled and inhaled at a rapid pace, knowing that |
was setting myself up to begin hyperventilating, but
not caring. | just needed to get away from this
person, whoever it was.

"Grace? It's okay, Grace. The nurse is
coming."

| shuddered as | recognized the voice that
was attached to those shoes as belonging to Mr.
Branke. I flinched when | saw his feet tip forward, he
knees bending as he knelt down to touch my hair
and my shoulder. "lt's okay. You're going to be fine,"
he said, his voice wanting to be comforting but
failing miserably.

"Grace?" | heard being called out and my
heart leapt as | recognized it. "Grace, it's Graham.
Oh God, what happened?"

"Graham! | slipped on something and fell; |
hit my head pretty hard and they won't let me sit up,”
| managed to squeak out. | wanted to shout to the
world--or at least to the class--that Mr. Branke was
the man who'd run me down a few months ago, but |
was too afraid, the horror of that night replaying
itself in my mind like a movie stuck on repeat.



Graham grabbed my hand, his grip firm and
reassuring. | felt instantly safer and nearly blurted
out to him what | had discovered when the sound of
more activity shook the two of us apart.

"You're quite the little disaster magnet, aren't
you?" someone said as a cold hand pressed
against my wrist. "You've been hit by a car, your
friend was shoved into a doorframe, and now you
slip on the floor and have probably given yourself a
nice little concussion. I'd be worried if | were your
friends. Keep this up and you might end up
knocking on Death's door."

| couldn't help myself as | started to laugh.
"He climbs through my window," | snickered, the
pain of my body shifting with each chuckle causing
me to take in deep gulps of air.

"You're going to have to stop doing that if you
want us to get you up and out of here, dear," the
voice said again. | nodded and then groaned at the
sharp pain that caused. "l told you."

| laid still for the rest of the examination while
the nurse made sure that | hadn't broken anything on



the way down and could still use my legs and arms
to stand up. When she was sure that | would be able
to, she and Graham placed their arms around mine
and helped me to a standing position. | felt woozy,
the outlines of everything around me blending into
each other and forming their own abstract shapes.

With tentative steps, the three of us walked
out of the classroom and down the hallway towards
the nurse's station. After carefully maneuvering
through the doorway, Graham and the nurse helped
me to one of the two beds that were crammed into
the tiny room. "We don't get many of you in here at
any given time, so they gave us a closet," the nurse
mentioned as she placed a sheet over my legs.
"This will keep you warm until we can figure out
what we're going to do with you."

She whispered some instructions to Graham
and then left the room. Graham sat on the bed
opposite of mine and started chuckling. "You know,
if you wanted to give the school something to talk
about besides Stacy and me, you could have just
ran through the classroom naked. it would have
saved you all of this pain."



| glowered at him from beneath heavy lids. "I
didn't slip because of you. Something was on the
floor when Mr. Branke-"

| stopped speaking and Graham's head
snapped to attention at my sudden silence. "What's
the matter, Grace?"

"Mr. Branke. He's the one who ran me over,"
| breathed, the image of his shoes once again filling
my mind. | could hear the crunching of asphalt as
the shoes began to walk away, leaving me on the
cold, empty road alone and broken. "He...he's the
one who left me there. | saw his shoes today, they're
the same ones."

Graham moved quickly to the floor beside
me, his face rigid with shock. "Are you sure? |
mean, your vision is kind of blurry--you did hit your
head pretty hard--maybe you made a mistake?"

"No. I know those shoes, Graham. They were
right in front of me," | protested, afraid that he'd
crack some joke about my being obsessed with
shoes or something in an attempt to change the
subject.



"Okay, okay Grace. What do you want to do
about it?"

"l don't know," | whimpered. After all this
time, | had no clue what | wanted to do, or what |
should do. | had given up on ever finding out who it
was and now that | was sure, | didn't know what the
next step was.

"Well, | think you should call the cops,"
Graham said as he held my hand in his. "We're not
a very big town. Finding Mr. Branke should have
been a piece of cake for them."

The thought of having to tell the police,
having to face Mr. Branke afterwards brought on a
wave of panic that quickened the pace of my
breathing once again. Graham squeezed my hand
to calm me, his free hand patting my shoulder in a
comforting gesture that did nothing to calm or
comfort me.

"l don't know if | can do this," | said. "The last
time | spoke to those cops, they treated me as
though | had been the one to blame, that | had rode
my bike in front of the car on purpose."



Graham sucked in his breath as he heard
this for the first time. "Why didn't you tell this to me?
Did you tell this to Robert?"

I shook my head and then moaned in pain--it
felt like my brain was bouncing around the spiked
cavern that was my head. "My dad was pissed, but
they said they needed to know that | wasn't partially
to blame, and that my reaction was enough to
convince them that | hadn't been at fault. But they
didn't apologize, and kept looking at me as though
they didn't believe me."

"Why haven't you told Robert about this? |
know his family has a lot of money. That would have
greased the wheels a bit, you know? Made this
more of a priority with the police."

| sighed and closed my eyes at the
suggestion. "l don't want him to use that money on
something like this. The police didn't have a lot to
go on, and | mean, all | could remember was a pair
of brown shoes. There are over eight-thousand
people living in Heath. How many guys own brown
shoes?"

"So what makes vou so sure that Mr.



Branke's brown shoes are the ones you saw?"

| felt myself shudder as | saw the shoes once
more behind closed lids. "l just do."

Graham patted my shoulder once more and
we sat in silence for the next few minutes until the
nurse returned with an ice pack. "Okay, Grace. I've
called your dad and he's on his way to come and
get you. Graham, | think you need to get back to
class. Il write you a pass and you can give it to your
teacher."

| heard her leave and opened my eyes to
look at Graham still kneeling beside the low lying
bed. "How did you know | had fallen anyway?" |
asked.

He shrugged his shoulders, confusion written
plainly on his face. "l honestly didn't. | got a strange
feeling that something was wrong, like a prickly
feeling on the back of my neck, and then | heard this
voice in my head that told me to get up and to check
on you. It was like my conscience or something was
warning me that you had hurt yourself. | didn't think
much about it, but now...well, now it freaks me out."



My eyes bulged at his description. He didn't
notice and continued. "You'd think that the voice of
your conscience would sound like yourself, you
know? But mine didn't. It sounded metallic at first,
like those cartoon aliens we used to watch when we
were kids, but then when it got clearer, it sounded
like..."

"Like what?" |wanted to know.
He grinned guiiltily as he answered, "Lark."

| groaned once again. "Oh dear bananas," |
murmured as | rolled onto my back and stared up at
the popcorn ceiling. "What else did she--um, your
conscience tell you?"

Graham stood up to stretch his legs and
looked up as well, the grin never leaving his face. "I
cannot explain it, Grace. | mean, it felt like Lark was
in my head telling me that you needed my help, and
it kept repeating over and over again until | got to
you." He lowered his head to look directly into my
eyes. "It sounds crazy, doesn'tit? | mean, it does to
me. Why would | hear her voice in my head? And
why would her voice be teling me that you were
hurt?"



"I don't know," | said softly, hating myself,
hating the lie. | turned my head away to stare at the
cement wall beside me--it couldn't make me feel
guilty, too.

"I'm not going to lie to you, Grace. | wish it
hadn't stopped. | hadn't felt that at peace inside of
my head before. Even if the only thing | could think
about was you being hurt, it was like her voice
made things okay...and | hate it," he admitted sadly.
"Look, I'm going to get back to class. Il see you
after school, okay?"

The shuffling of his feet was the only clue to
his leaving. | waited until | heard the soft thump of
the door closing before | turned around and focused
on what Graham had told me. For whatever reason,
Lark felt it was important that Graham come to help
me, and she had gone against her self-imposed
ban of entering his thoughts to do so.

| tried to understand why, but aside from him
being my best friend, there wasn't any reason why
he would have a need to be there. | raised my hand
to the side of my head and felt around gingerly for



the spot that | had hit on the ground. The lump that
met my fingers was larger than | had anticipated,
and felt like a cucumber was protruding from
beneath my skin. "Ugh, now it'll look like I've got a
horn shooting out of the side of my head," |
mumbled to myself.

"No it won't," the nurse said as she walked in
with my dad right behind her. "Although, it doesn't
add to your looks either."

Dad pushed past her and, with ungentle
haste, he picked me up from the bed and cradled
me in his arms like he used to when | was a little
girl. "Grace, | don't know what I'm going to do with
you if you keep giving me scares like this," he said,
his voice muffled by my hair.

"I'm okay, Dad. | just slipped,” | said as
sincerely as | could. His burst of emotion had made
me weepy and | didn't particularly like it. Not when |
had the pressing issue of Mr. Branke and his shoes
on my mind.

"Listen kiddo, you're the sole reason why my
hair is mostly gray and thinning. How am | supposed
to face the new one without a full head of hair?"



Dad pointed to the spot at the top of his
head that had been thinning out since | was thirteen.
| rolled my eyes, wincing at the pain that caused,
and then reassured him once again that | was fine.
"I'm going to have a headache, but I'm not
nauseated or anything. My vision has improved, too.
| can definitely see that you've got more than
enough hair to greet little Matthew with, so | don't
see how you can try and place any more guilt on me
than | already have."

"Nevertheless, I'm taking you to the
emergency room and have you checked out. The
doct-"

An unintelligible sound shot out of my mouth,
cutting him off before he could finish his sentence.
"Dad, you can't! They remember you there. They
might lobotomize me if they see you again!"

He brushed off my concern and patted my
head, my role as helpless daughter going to his
head. "You're going to be fine. They'll just check you
out, and Il stay out of their way. | won't complain or
accuse them of doing or not doing anything. |



promise."

I eyed him skeptically, not believing him for a
second. He laughed at that and patted my head
once more. When | winced his laughter silenced
and a contrite look spread across his face. "Oh,
your head. 'm sorry!"

| squirmed out of his arms and planted my
feet onto the ground, determined to walk out of the
room on my own. "Well, let's get this over with then,"
I sighed.

"Alright. Oh, hey, before | forget, your biology
teacher met me outside to explain everything before
| showed up so that | wouldn't frighten you with my
concern. | think you should thank him for that
because | might have ended up making things
worse...you know me," Dad said as we exited the
nurse's station and headed towards the school's
main entrance.

| stopped moving and turned to face him,
shock and fear overtaking the pain the sudden loss
of motion caused. "l can't, Dad," | gasped. "l can't."

He gripped my arms in his, my change in



mood transferring my fear onto him. "Why? What is
it, baby?"

| looked into his eyes and | could see my
reflection in them, | could see my pupils dilated in
fear. "He's the one." Those three words left my lips
in a breathless whisper, almost silent and
imperceptible, but he heard it, and he knew what it
was that | meant.

This time, it was his mood that changed
rapidly. His face lit up like a red beacon of fury as
his hands loosened their grip on me, his arms
dropping to his sides. | grabbed for him, knowing
what it was he was intent on doing, fearing that
nothing good would come of it. "Come on, Dad.
We've got to call the police," I said in a much firmer
tone. | pulled him away from the direction | knew he
was fixed on heading.

He followed, somewhat unwillingly, saying
nothing until we were in the car and leaving the
parking lot. "How long have you known?" he finally
managed to say after all we could see of the school
was its outline in the rearview mirror.

"Not lona. | realized it after | fell." | answered



softly.

"I'm going to call the police as soon as we
get to the hospital. This is going to be finished
today. | promise you, Grace,” Dad said
determinedly. "He smiled at me, actually smiled at
me when he saw me. That bast-"

"Dad!" | yelled as he raced towards a
stoplight on the red. Dad's foot slammed on the
brakes and we screeched to an undignified halt. |
braced myself against the dashboard, one hand
over my fluttering heart. My head began to throb
again and I moaned as the pain grew worse.

"Damnit, 'm sorry Grace," Dad said as he
fidgeted with one hand to comfort me and steer with
the other. "I'm not good at this emotional driving
thing. I must have been a woman in another life."

"Dad," | grumbled beneath heavy lids.
"That's not nice."

He chuckled at my complaint and patted my
leg. "Well, when you learn how to drive, you can
prove me wrong. Grace?"

| mumbled somethina incoherent as the



black and white spangles returned to my vision. |
tried to rub them out, my hands pressing against my
lids, but they remained steadfast. "I think you'd
better hurry up and get us to the hospital, Dad," |
managed to get out before everything turned black,
the high-pitched hum returning to my ears and
blocking out any other sound.

*kk

It's something quite surreal, waking up in a
strange room, surrounded by strange people who
are all talking and the only sound you can hear is the
pounding of your own heart, out of synch with the
moving lips, yet creating an interesting beat all its
own. The feeling of something cold rushing up my
arm and the painful pinch in my hand told me that
Dad had made it to the hospital, but being unable to
hear anything made me question whether or not my
lobotomy theory had been proven true.

| opened my mouth to say something but the
words held fast to my tongue. No one above me
seemed to notice as they continued to work around
me. There were some familiar faces and some that
| didn't recognize from the many recent trips to the



emergency room | had made over the past few
months. Someone flashed a bright light into my
eyes, moving it from side to side; my own personal
light show.

The doctor that had treated Stacy looked at
me with a blank expression on his face. He said
something to the nurse standing next to him, but his
words contained no sound.

And yet, | knew what it was that he had said. |
could hear the words in my head, like a little song
that flowed in time with the beat from my heart. He
was asking for ammonium carbonate. | recognized
that from chemistry class the year before as
smelling salts. The nurse handed him what looked
like the wrapping for a suppository, which he
opened. He then leaned in towards me, his hand
extended out farther till it was directly beneath my
nose.

The intense odor that felt like my head had
been dunked into a bucket of cleaning solution hit
my nose like a sucker punch. It stung and burned
and | could do nothing to get away from it.

"Atta-airl--wake up. Grace." | heard as his



lips moved once more, ‘his voice actually coming
through this time. "Well, hello. Welcome back."

| blinked as he pulled the vile little package
away and pressed something cold and wet against
my upper lip. "l haven't left," | muttered against the
dripping cloth.

"You suffered a nasty fall | heard. You've got
a concussion, and you'll probably be a bit woozy for
the next couple of days, but now that you're awake |
think you're going to be just fine," he explained.

"Where's my dad?" | asked, knowing he
must be frantic with worry somewhere; hopefully not
restrained and locked in a dark closet.

The doctor nodded to the nurse standing
beside me who left with a wink. | frowned at that little
gesture, it saying more to me than anything she
could have uttered.

"What did you do to my dad?" | demanded,
trying to pull myself up. "Where is he?"

The doctor stepped back and allowed me to
sit up, a look of panic written clearly on his face.
"He'll be here in a minute. He's fine. honest!"



| tried to climb off the bed but the sharp pull
of the IV that was hanging from a rod attached to
the bed prevented me from doing so. "He's fine? If
he's fine, why isn't he in here? What did you do to
him?" | demanded once again as | struggled with
the valve that attached the tube to the needle that
was taped to my hand.

"He was frantic and he wasn't allowing us to
do our job, so we gave him a sedative. It was a mild
one. He's asleep in the children's ward, perfectly
fine. | promise."

| calmed down as the explanation sunk in.
"Oh, | knew this was going to happen,” | moaned. |
sat back down on the bed and shook my head.
“OW_“

The doctor approached me hesitantly, but |
did nothing to wave him away. He placed a cold
hand against my head, his frigid skin offering a
great deal of comfort to my throbbing head. "I
apologize for having to do that to your father, Grace.
If it could have been avoided, | would have gladly
appreciated it but unfortunately there was no other



recourse."

I sighed and gently nodded my head. "l know.
He's never been good with hospitals, and until my
baby brother is born, he's only got me to focus all of
his worries on. | just-l warned him that this was
going to happen. Well, not this exactly, but | knew
he'd end up freaking out or something. Thanks,
Doctor..."

The doctor chuckled at my confession. "I'm
Ambrose. The nurses here call me Dr. Bro because
they think | don't like my name, but to tell you the
truth, 1do."

"l do, too. Ambrose...like the Saint?" | asked,
surprised at my question.

He grinned and nodded. "Yes, actually. Not
many people know that. He's not exactly one of the
more well-known Saints, but my mother, she wanted
me to grow up to be a great doctor and so she
named me after one of the 'doctors of the Church'.
She couldn't read very well so she didn't know that
Saint Ambrose wasn't a medical doctor, but the end
result is still the same. She's got her doctor son



named Ambrose. How do you know about him by
the way? Your dad doesn't strike me as Catholic..."

| smiled. "No, he's not Catholic. We're not
very religious, actually. | do like to read a lot, though.
| suppose | read about him at some point, but don't
ask me when because | probably couldn't
remember. Not now, anyway."

He chuckled but then quickly sobered as a
question formed in his head. "The police are
waiting outside to ask you some questions. Do you
know why?"

| looked at the ground and took in Dr.
Ambrose's shoes. They were dark blue clogs,
comfortable looking and very plain. "They're here to
ask me about the man who ran me over."

He nodded solemnly and walked over to the
doorway to peer out into the hallway. "Do you have
something new to tell them? Is that why they're
here?"

"l know who it was," | answered quietly.

He turned around and looked at me in
surprise. "You do? How do you know?"



"l saw his shoes."

His head quickly dropped to his own feet
before snapping back up to look at me once again.
"Who is it?"

"That's exactly what we want to know," a
stern voice concurred through the doorway. An
officer with a pen and pad pinched between his
fingers stood between me and the only exit. |
glanced from between the officer and the doctor
and knew that whatever came out of my mouth was
going to set into motion a set of actions that |
couldn't take back, for better or for worse.

I took a deep breath and began...






GAMBLE

As all things go, the ordeal of having to
explain to the police what had led me to believe that
Mr. Branke had been the one to run me over was a
long and involved one. As soon as Dr. Ambrose
gave me the all clear, | was whisked away to the
police station to give my statement.

Although Dr. Ambrose--probably out of guilt--
argued that | should be able to give a statement at
the hospital, or at least wait until Dad arrived from
the children's ward to be with me, the police in turn
stated that | was now a legal adult and didn't need
my father to be with me when they questioned me.
And so | was placed into the back seat of a very
dirty, off-smelling police vehicle and made the
relatively long journey to the Newark police station.

Once there, | was seated in front of a desk
litered with stacks of papers and fast food
wrappers. The officer seated behind the desk was
a portly man with dark, greasy stains on his already
dark uniform. His nametag had a dollop of what
looked like dried mustard on it, and he had the



remainders of what had probably been a pizza
clinging to the cleft in his chin.

"Okay young lady, you're going to write down
everything you've said to the officers in the hospital
and then you're going to sign it at the bottom of this-
" he placed a lined sheet of paper in front of me "-
form and date it. When you're done, you'll be free to
go."

I blindly accepted the pen he handed me and
began to write. All around me, the business of law
enforcement seemed to revolve around answering
phones, rushing out, stomping back in, and the
filling of endless amounts of paperwork.

"How much time do you guys actually spend
outside?" | asked as | neared the end of my
statement, checking it twice before signing off on it.
| dated it and then handed it to him before the
officer finally answered.

"It depends on what our assignments are.
Some of us get stuck on desk duty for one reason
or another. | was wounded while on duty, so 'm on
desk duty until | get the all-clear from my doctor," he
agarbled. his lips aqettina in the wav of fuly



articulating his words.

"Wounded, Charlie? Tell that girl the truth!
Listen, litle lady, Charlie over here ‘wounded'
himself by throwing his back out when he bent down
to pick up some Skittles he dropped on the
ground," a female officer laughed from the desk
across from us. "He's been on desk duty since
before you were even born and will probably be
there till he retires. Wounded while on duty. That's a
good one, Charlie!"

| turned to look at Charlie and immediately
felt sorry for him. "l like Skittles, so | don't blame you
for getting hurt. Nothing sucks like a wasted candy."

He smiled at me and took my form, looking it
over to make sure that | hadn't missed out on
anything important. "You're a good kid, Grace. |
hope that we catch this S.0.B. so that you can stop
worrying about him. That wasn't right, running over a
kid and then leaving without helping."

I nodded as he stood up and walked over to
an office that was surrounded by glass and wood
panels. A man inside stood up and peered out of



the glass, his eyes focused on me. He nodded his
head and then picked up the receiver of the phone
on his desk.

Charlie turned around and walked back
towards me, a smile on his face. "They're calling it
in. He'll be brought in within the hour, if you want to
wait so you can identify him, although we won't
necessarily need that."

Was that what | wanted? To be sitting here
while they brought Mr. Branke in handcuffed? |
shook my head. "No, | think Il go and wait outside
for my dad."

The officer nodded and then thanked me.
"You stay safe, now."

"l try," | said and headed towards the exit,
trying my best to remember where it was. When |
stepped outside, | realized that | had left my coat
and gloves at the hospital. The cold, February air
still had a vicious bite to it and | knew I'd freeze to
death if Iremained out dressed the way | was.

With rushed steps, | hurried back inside and
sat on a bench that was bolted to the floor and wall.



It was a full thirty minutes later before my dad finally
showed up. He was so angry, he blew right past me
and was halfway down the hallway before he heard
me calling out to him.

"Grace!" he shouted. He ran back towards
me and wrapped his arms around me, his breathing
heavy and erratic. "I'm going to kill that doctor for
putting us through this. If | ever see him again, that's
exactly what I'm going to do."

I giggled as I really couldn't find any fault with
his reasoning for it. At least, not when it came to
him. | took a look at his face and then burst out
laughing. "Dad. Um...have you taken a look at
yourself in the mirror?"

He growled and nodded. "Yes. That twisted
so-called doctor drugged me and left me in the Art
room in the Children's ward."

He raced to a display case and inspected
his reflection while | snickered behind him. He
turned around and | burst out into loud laughter once
again. It appeared that, while passed out, the
children in the Children's ward had felt a need to
use Dad's face and hair as their own living canvas.



Half of his face was painted a bright purple
with orange spots dotted below his right eye and at
the corner of his mouth. The other half of his face
had been painted with alternating black and white
stripes, followed with what appeared to be hot pink
glittered glue. His hair had streaks of yellow and
green paint, and the slightly bald spot that neared
his hairline had been filled with the same hot pink
glue, although he must have moved while it had
been drying because it clumped over to the side.

Dad tried to grit his teeth but even that failed
when they squeaked from the crayon that had been
rubbed against them, making them a streaky olive-
green. "Is this what | have to look forward to with
Matthew?"

| nodded between laughs, pressing against
the tightness that was building in my side. "Boy am |
glad Il be away at college when that starts."

He sighed, my words a sobering reality that
neither of us had been ready for, despite my
utterance. "Just a few more months, kiddo," he said
resignedly. "A few more months before you're on



your own. You're not my little girl anymore."

"Aw Dad," | groaned. "Do we have to do this
in the middle of a police station?"

He immediately straightened and, as if
suddenly remembering why we were here in the first
place, became intensely serious. "What happened?
Tell me everything, give me the names of the
officers who questioned you, everything."

"Il do it on the way to the car," | promised,
and so | did, leaving out nothing except the part
where the officer named Charlie had said that they
were bringing in Mr. Branke in less than an hour.

*kk

It would be less than twenty-four hours later
when the news we hadn't expected threatened to
tear apart the little bit of security that had been
formed knowing that Mr. Branke would be behind
bars.

"Grace," Dad called out from downstairs. |
stood in front of the bathroom mirror, my mouth full
of toothpaste foam.



"Wha?" | shouted, spraying foam all across
the reflective glass.

"Come downstairs. Now."

| quickly rinsed out my mouth and rushed
downstairs to see Dad and Janice sitting on one
side of the sofa, Graham's pillow and blankets all
piled on the opposite end.

In Dad's favorite chair sat one of the officers
from the hospital, his hat in his lap. The look on all
three of their faces told me that something wasn't
right, something was not right at all.

"What's going on?"

Dad glared at the police officer while Janice
shook her head disapprovingly.

Taking a deep breath, the officer began to
repeat to me what it appeared everyone else
already knew as | suddenly became aware of
Graham stomping around in the kitchen.

"Grace, as | told your parents already, I'm
afraid that after speaking to Mr. Branke and
following up on his statement, it appears that he has



an alibi for the night you were hit. We also
examined his car and there's no damage to it. At
least, nothing that would result from hitting someone
on a bicycle. He's not the person who hit you,
Grace."

The weight of his words seemed to
transplant onto me as he sighed from the release of
them. | shook my head in denial. "l know what | saw.
| saw his shoes. They're the same shoes, the exact
same shoes," | argued.

The officer nodded in understanding and
offered me a hand for comfort but | jerked away. He
sighed once more and tried to explain. "Grace, |
know you want to believe that it was Mr. Branke that
did this, but please understand that we checked
and double checked his alibi. He was teaching a
weekend biology course at the community college.
There are fifty eye-witnesses that place him in
class. He didn't do this, I'm sorry."

| didn't want to believe it. | couldn't believe it.
"When you brought Mr. Branke in...was it while he
was still in school?"

The officer nodded. "Yes. actuallv. He was in



the middle of some kind of afteréchool écience club
meeting. There were quite a few angry students
there, I must say."

| groaned as the repercussions from my
implicating Mr. Branke became clear to me. As
creepy as Mr. Branke might be, he was a respected
teacher by many kids, and | had just accused him of
nearly kiling me and leaving me on the side of the
road to die. | had sealed his reputation to those who
had already disliked him and tarnished it to those
who didn't.

"Oh no, what have | done?" | moaned, the
pounding in my head returning. "Oh, what have |
done?"

Graham came out of the kitchen and
grabbed my arm, yanking me up the stairs and
towards my room. "Don't worry about it, Grace. I'm
not going to let anyone use this against you," he
vowed as he sat me down on my bed. He walked to
the door and shut it so that they couldn't hear us
downstairs. "If you still believe that Mr. Branke did
this, we'll find a way to prove it, Grace. But...do you?
Do you still think it was him? | won't question you if



you don't."

| looked at him through foggy eyes. "I don't
know. | don't know anymore. | saw his shoes and |
could have sworn that he was the guy. | felt the
connection there, Graham. | know | did."

He sat down beside me and placed his arm
around my shoulders, giving them a gentle and
reassuring squeeze. "You did the only thing you
could do. I'm not that bright, but | can see that and
so will everyone else."

| nodded but felt unsure. | didn't know what
Mr. Branke's arrest had left in its wake, and | was
terrified of finding out. But more importantly, | was
afraid of what would happen when | would eventually
see him in class. | would have to apologize to him--|
wanted to apologize to him--but | didn't know if | had
the courage to do so.

"Hey, where's Robert been? Shouldn't he
have stopped over or something yesterday?"
Graham asked.

| stared at the empty wall near the door and
shrugged my shoulders. "l don't know."



"Well, I'l take you to school today then. [l
stick by your side like glue all day, okay?"

The thought of Graham being permanently
attached to my side would have probably made my
day if | were any other girl, but | wasn't just any other
girl. "Il be fine, Graham. But Il accept your ride to
school."

He nodded and stood up. "Well, if I'm going
to be playing bodyguard, | need to fuel up. Janice
made some real bacon today, so I'm going to stuff
my face while you get ready."

He left, quietly shutting the door behind him,
and | waited until | could no longer hear the
thumping of his heavy footsteps before | turned
around on my bed and opened my window. | looked
at the police car parked conspicuously in our
driveway, saw the faces of the neighbors who had
gathered across the street to point and whisper
behind raised hands about why it could possibly be
parked there.

One of them, a Mrs. Gladys Fallacci, saw me
peering from out of the window and she waved,
embarrassed that she had been spied qossipina



yet smug all the same because the car wasn't
parked in front of her house.

I quickly shut the window and yanked the
curtain closed over it. "Every single time | think I'm
getting close to being normal, something comes up
and changes everything."

I rummaged through my drawers for
something to wear to school and settled on a pair of
old, camouflage pants and a plain black t-shirt. |
was heading into battle; I might as well dress like it.
I was pulling on my boots when Graham knocked on
my door to see if |was ready to leave.

"Il be there in a second," | called out in
response and began to tie my laces. | looked over
to my dresser and saw the picture of Robert and |
that Janice had taken last October. "Where are
you?" | asked silently.

With a heavy heart, | grabbed my bag and
hoisted it onto my shoulders. | opened my door and
did my best to put on a brave face as we walked
downstairs together. | grabbed my jacket--Dad had
remembered to grab it from the hospital--and



walked with Graham to his car, ignoring the officer
and the concerned looks on Dad and Janice's
faces.

He was in the middle of unlocking the
passenger door when the sound of an engine
rewing behind us alerted us to the presence of
another person.

"Your boyfriend is here," Graham snapped
as he fumbled with the keys in his heavily gloved
hands.

Robert's black motorcycle stood out against
the white of the snow covered street but it paled in
comparison to the jet of his hair. His gray eyes were
like cold steel as they glared at Graham, but turned
molten the minute he looked at me. "Are you okay?"

I nodded, immediately feeling calm and
relaxed. "I'm okay."

Graham snorted. "Of course she's okay. She
wouldn't be heading off to school if she wasn't." He
looked at me and grunted as he shook his head.
"Whatever it is he has on you, | hope it's good,
Grace. He should have been here today. He should



have been there yesterday, too, instead of me."

With a negligent wave of his hand, Graham
climbed into his rusty green Buick and drove off,
leaving a cloud of brown smoke trailing behind him.

| knew there was no point, but | couldn't help
but yell for him to wait. | looked at Robert and
sighed. "You always have a way of making things
instantly easier and more difficult without even
saying anything. Is that another one of your charms?

Robert's face didn't alter in its concern. He
reached for me instead and pulled me into him, his
chest my buffer. "I'm sorry. 'm so sorry that | wasn't
here for you. There are a lot of reasons, but none of
them are good enough. None of them will ever be
good enough."

| inhaled the scent of him, drugging myself,
numbing myself to anything else. "There isn't a way
you can reverse time, is there?" | asked him.

He held me tighter and shook his head. "If |
could, I'd have come back when you were born."

Strangely, this comforted me. "What am |



going to do, Robert? | might have ruined an
innocent man's life. Ugh--why can't | just be normal
and not such a colossal screw-up?"

Robert looked down at me and he frowned.
"This isn't your mistake, Grace. If | had been there, if
had not been...elsewhere, | would have been able to
tell you what you needed to know and then none of
this would have happened. This is my fault."

"Don't try and take away my guilt, please. As
much as | would like it, it's not what | need. | just wish
that this were easier. | messed up and now | have to
fix it, but it's Mr. Branke. How can | apologize to
him?" | eased myself out of Robert's arms and
sighed. "Whatever the solution, we've got to get
going or else we're going to be late. I'm already in
enough hot water. | don't need to add tardiness on
top of everything else."

Robert flashed a grin in my direction as he
climbed onto the bike. He held out his hand and
helped me to seat myself behind him. "I'm glad you
have your priorities in order."

"Ha-ha."



With a turn of the key, the bike started up and
we were flying down the street. | had forgotten to put
my hair up and it whipped around my face, lashing
at my wind-bitten skin.

| felt Robert's hand grab mine and pull it into
the confines of his jacket. With movement that |
could not see, he had somehow removed my glove
and my bare hand pressed up against his
abdomen. | could feel the warmth through his shirt
and my fingers itched to be closer to the source of
that heat.

Robert's hold on my hand allowed him to
push it inwards and | nearly fainted when | felt it slip
between the edges of his shirt and touch the bare
skin of his waist. The immediate jolt of electricity
between the two of us caused Robert to swerve the
bike and instinctually | held on tighter. This sent my
hand deeper into the pocket he had created in his
shirt and | felt the sinew of his belly clench as he
moved to control the bike's actions.

The contact, like any other flesh-to-flesh
contact between us, sent an influx of thoughts and
visions into my head, but | had learned to stave



them off over time. This contact wasn't meant to
share his visions with me. It was meant to heal me,
reverse the damage that might have been caused
by my fall as well as from the short ride to school.

But | would have gladly gone to school
looking like some royal brat's whipping girl if it
meant | could remain this close to Robert for a little
while longer. I'd gladly endure it and | knew that
despite my earlier revelation, this had nothing to do
with Robert's angelic charm.

As we pulled into the school, Robert took a
detour that brought us into the faculty parking lot. |
didn't need to ask to know what his intent was. We
hadn't shared a single thought about what | would
do once we got to school, and yet he knew what |
had wanted. | have to know what you want, Grace.
Your happiness and vell-being are paramount. If
you're not safe and content, | can't be.

With a defiant sigh, | pulled my hand out of
his shirt and allowed him to put my glove back on,
then climbed off the back of the bike. He's in the
alcove to the left smoking a cigarette. I'll be waiting
right here if you need me; | can hear everything



that's going on so if he tries to harm you in
retaliation, I'll be there in less than a nanosecond.

I nodded and looked towards the alcove that
Robert pointed to. | could see a faint puff of smoke
trailing out from behind the wall and started walking
in that direction. | began to repeat a silent mantra,
imagining myself as the little apologizer that could,
focused on forgetting my own self-consciousness
and instead remembering that | had hurt Mr. Branke
and insulted him with my accusation. Whatever it
was that | was feeling was nothing compared to
what he must be going through.

As soon as | could make out his outline in the
shadows of the alcove, | began to rehearse my
opening lines. "Mr. Branke, | wanted to apologize
for what happened yesterday. | was wrong and | will
do my utmost best to ensure that everyone knows
that you had nothing to do with what happened to
me."

It sounded good.

Too bad though, because it was looking like |
wouldn't get a chance to say anything. As soon as



Mr. Branke saw me approaching, he flicked his
cigarette onto the ground and gave it a quick stomp
before rushing towards the side entrance, his hands
rammed deeply into his pockets.

"Mr. Branke!" | called out, my pace picking
up to try and get to him before he could escape me
into the crowded halls of the school. "Mr. Branke,
wait!"

The doors closed just as | reached them and
| could make out Mr. Branke's silhouette through the
glass as he continued to walk very briskly down the
hallway, finally disappearing around a corner.

"Damn," | exclaimed.

| turned around and headed back towards
Robert. | felt my shoulders hunching down in defeat
and disappointment, and when Robert stood up to
comfort me, | knew | wasn't imagining it. | had lost a
couple of inches in height.

"He doesn't want to have anything to do with
me," | mumbled into Robert's jacket. "He ran away
from me, Robert. You'd think | was infected with the
plague or something, he was moving so fast."



Robert's hand pressed against the back of
my head, he pressed a kiss to my ear and laughed
softly. "I cannot exactly feel too sorry for you. You
always did want him to leave you alone. Now you've
gotten your wish, albeit not exactly in the way you
probably wanted."

| said something that was so muffled by my
close proximity to Robert's chest, | was certain he
didn't hear it, but he did. Of course he did.

"That wasn't very nice, Grace."
“Sorry,"

He chuckled again and then gently pulled me
away from him. | tried to hold on with all of my
strength, but I might as well have not been trying, his
motion so effortless. "You're a brave girl, Grace. |
don't understand how you could possibly think that
you're susceptible to my, how did you put it, 'angelic
charms', when you're far more often trying to be as
rude as possible to me."

| watched as he pushed my hair back with
his hand, his leather gloves so well made, they were
like a second skin. "There. All fixed. Maybe you'll be



less frightening to Mr. Branke now that your hair
looks less like a wild animal and more like
something that belongs there."

“Oh, you_u

This time | shouted the word that | had said
into his jacket and laughed at his wide-eyed
expression. | was definitely being as rude as
possible, that was true. It might have been
something that wasn't entirely a normal, human thing
to do, but my body was still human and | couldn't
outrun an angel no matter how hard | tried and as a
result, Robert caught me around the middle as |
tried to flee, the two of us laughing and appreciating
the break in the residual tension.

"l don't know why you're so obsessed with
being 'normal' when the version of 'normal' that you
seem to be basing this whole artificial goal on
happens to deem you anything but," Robert said as
he liffed me back onto the bike. He climbed on
swiftly and started the bike with a purr. We traveled
the incredibly short distance between parking lots at
a leisurely pace, each passing stare causing me to
grow redder and redder from the guilt that | had yet



to appease.

"Let's take a look at some of these people
whom you would describe as 'normal’, shall we?
Donovan Gleason over there is what you would
deem 'normal’, right?"

He directed my attention to a red-headed
boy in our senior class who was on the basketball
team and the swim team, not to mention one of
Graham's closest male friends. | nodded when |
thought of how normal his life was. He and his
girlfriend Kendra had a fairly solid relationship
spanning our entire high school career, and he did
fairly well in school, though not so well that he'd get
singled out for it. He was always where the crowds
were, always up for anything, and was never looked
at as anything but normal here in Heath.

"Would you believe me if | told you he was
gay?ll
| felt my jaw drop. "What?"

He nodded his head. "How 'normal' do you
think his friends would deem him if they ever found
out about that? How 'normal' would he be if they



learned that he listens to the same bands as they
do because he's attracted to the lead singers?"

| honestly did not know the answer to that. |
had never thought of Donovan as anything but a guy.
"l don't think he's any less of a great guy, though," |
said as | remembered that he had been the one
who helped me bring Graham home one night
during our junior year after Graham had snuck a
bottle of his father's whiskey to a study session at
the library. He had put up with my panicking and
even said that he thought it was 'cool' that Graham
had a 'chick' for a best friend. "Donovan hasn't
changed in my opinion. He's still a normal guy."

"Yes, but would he be normal to someone
like Kendra?"

| looked over to Donovan's girlfiend and
shook my head severely. "She'd call him all sorts of
names do her best to ruin his reputation both at
school and in town."

Robert nodded, glad that | was now seeing
his point. "Normal is a relative thing, Grace. What's
normal to you might not be normal to someone else,
vet that verv person is whom vou're basina vour



definition of normal on. | have to tell you, wﬁo'you
are 'normally' is exactly what | love. Why would you
want to change that?"

I looked at Donovan and Kendra again. They
were reading something that | hadn't noticed until
just then. It was the local paper and Mr. Branke's
face was plastered all over the front page.

"That's why," | said, pointing to the paper. "A
normal person wouldn't have done something like
that."

Robert pushed my hand down and sighed.
"Grace, what you're going to have to learn is that
normal people play it safe in this world because
they're afraid of the risks involved with being
different. It's a gamble. You gambled when you
agreed to get on my bike. You gambled again when
you decided to keep my secrets. You kept on
gambling even after | hurt you, and Graham hurt you,
and life hurt you because you knew that the rewards
outweighed the risks.

"Would you take any of that back?"
| looked at Mr. Branke's school picture



staring blankly back at me and knew that there was
only one thing that | would if possible. However,
angel at my side and all, that was impossible.






BLANK

For the next two days, | failed to get Mr.
Branke to speak to me or acknowledge me at all. |
even doubted that he checked my name for
attendance when | showed up for class. He
refrained from any contact with anyone during class,
the lessons dull and flat, his monotone voice a
complete shadow of his old one.

The negative reaction | had expected from
the small faction of students who had never doubted
Mr. Branke's innocence never appeared. With his
demeanor so withdrawn and sullen, his hands were
kept to himself which pleased everyone. | had
suddenly become a sort of hero to the girls of the
school who had endured, some of us for years, the
constant touching that went hand-in-hand with being
a pupil at a school occupied by him.

Of course, any benefit | might have received
from this was lost in the fact that for better or worse,
| had been wrong about Mr. Branke. My mistake
was now fodder for a new wave of gossip and
bathroom conversation. | was now not only a freak, |



was a liar as well. It didn't matter that | didn't lie, the
end results were just the same.

| tried to speak to Lark about Graham and
what he had told me, but she shut me down with
each attempt. | tried to talk to Graham about
anything but he avoided me with nearly as much
determination as Mr. Branke, which was quite a feat
considering that we lived together.

Sitting in fifth period English reminded me
that today was the last Friday of the month. It didn't
look like there'd be a renewal of our RHPS tradition.
How could there be when he wouldn't even speak to
me? The thought was enough to bring that annoying
burn of tears to the edge of my lids, but | fought with
them to stay inside. | had cried enough over
Graham for one lifetime.

As soon as the bell rang, | was out of the
door. | looked around for Robert but he wasn't there
and | knew the reason for it. At times | would wonder
when it would be that the reality of what he did finally
hit me, but today wasn't one of them. | simply sighed
and walked towards Mr. Danielson's class.

"So now evervone knows vou're a liar. How



well do you think that's going to'go over with Mr.
Kenner and your little threat?"

| felt the burning of bile as it rose in my throat.
I turned around to look at Erica, her face smug with
satisfaction. "I'm sorry, who are you and why are you
relevant again?"

She laughed, a throaty, deceptively beautiful
laugh. " Mymy, you've developed quite the
backbone haven't you, freak?" Her eyes narrowed
as she stepped in closer. "There's something very
off about you, and I'm going to find out what it is.
And when | do, no one is going to want to even
admit to knowing you. Not Graham, Robert, or that
Glamazon he calls a sister."

She shoved past me, her shoulder roughly
pushing against mine as she walked through the
classroom door. | stared at the wall directly across
from me and tried to calm myself, tell myself that
there was nothing that she could learn about me that
would cause the people | loved the most to turn
away from me.

| steeled myself against the growing fear



inside of me and walked into the classroom,
determined not to let her see any type of reaction at
all. She had chosen to sit in the seat | normally
occupied, the one immediately next to her reserved
by her overly large and obnoxious purse. She
smiled sweetly at me and | smiled back. If this was
going to be a battle of wills and wits, | was
determined to prove that she had come unarmed.

"Hey, Grace! Come and sit by us!" a voice
called out from my left. Shawn, one of a group of
three friends who referred to themselves as Chips,
Dip and Salsa waved at me and pointed to a seat
next to him that was vacant. | grinned and headed
towards them.

As soon as | sat the door to the class
opened and Robert entered, looking for all the world
like he'd just stepped out of some black and white
epic. His gaze never veered in the direction of our
normal seats. Instead he made a beeline for me, a
broad smile on his face.

"Hey guys, thanks for taking care of my girl
for me," he said as he greeted the three characters
around me. They all started speaking at once and



their words were lost in the confusion, though
Robert heard every word, every sentence.

"So we're taking a tour of the classroom |
take it?" he said, his eyes flicking quickly to look at
Erica who fumed in the corner next to an
unoccupied seat.

| nodded. Robert reached for my hand and
for reasons | wouldn't understand until much later, |
pulled my hand away. "Not now," | whispered,
hoping that those two words would be enough. His
smile slowly disappeared and | saw his eyes turn to
steel as he turned his head to look at Erica.

| don't know where this desperation is
coming from. | don't see a source for such
vindictive hatred.

The tone of Robert's thoughts felt heavy in
my head, like thick syrup, and it coated each word
with confusion and irritation. | didn't know what it
was that he saw in her mind, and part of me didn't
want to know either, but the way he looked at her--
with such unmitigated disgust--you would think that
she'd stop trying to gain his affections.



Instead, she moved her purse to the floor
and patted the empty chair beside her. | looked at
Robert and waited for his reaction. He looked at me
and reached for my hand once more. This time | let
him hold it. I'm going to find out what it is that she
wants. | need to get to the bottom of this before
she acts out again and I'm not here.

| felt him squeeze my hand gently before he
stood up and walked over to her, much to the
surprise of my companions.

"He isn't really going over to her, is he?"
Shawn asked in a low voice. "That's like throwing a
small child to a lion."

"l was thinking shark. A rabid shark," Chad,
the "Chips" in the trio commented.

"Can sharks even get rabies?" Dwayne
asked.

"Dog sharks, maybe," Chad replied.

The four of us watched as Robert smiled at
Erica and allowed her wandering hand to cover his.
He didn't move, didn't even say anything. He just sat
there. smilina at her while she spoke. her mouth



movihg a mile a minute, pausing bnly to see if his
reaction would change with each one.

As Mr. Danielson went over a script that we
were supposed to perform for our final exam, |
continued to watch the one way exchange between
Robert and Erica. | knew that there was nothing that
she could say or think that could threaten my
relationship with him but the insecure part of me that
always felt intimidated by her couldn't help but start
to panic as time went on and he didn't leave.

"Shouldn't you go and, like, take him away
from her or something?" Chad whispered to me
and motioned towards the two with his head. "She's
probably already planning on what they're going to
name their grandkids. She's psycho." He circled his
ear with his index finger to emphasize his point.

I smiled and shook my head. "l trust Robert.
He's not going to do anything to hurt me. He's just
trying to find out what makes her tick."

Dwayne leaned forward and nudged Chad's
head out of the way so that he could be heard more
clearly. "I know what makes her tick, and he's not



going to find it by listening to her talk about lip
gloss."

| looked at Dwayne and pressed him for
details. "She's got a boyfriend, one that she's been
dating since before Graham. They never broke up,
even when she and Graham were together. He's
one of those uber rich guys that are always traveling
and stuff. She brought her car into my dad's shop
one day and he was with her. She was all over him
but he wasn't having any of it."

"What did he look like?" | asked.

Dwayne smiled at me. "What? You want me
to describe him like a girl would?"

My eyes rolled at his question and he
laughed. "He's okay, | guess, if you like that blonde,
muscular, super handsome type. All the girls I've
gone out with prefer the dark and handsome type."

"So what happened with you? Charity date?"
Chad piped in.

While the two of them started quibbling,
Shawn squeezed in. "You're so very different from
the other girls, Grace. My girlfriend would be



screaming with jealousy if she caught me sitting
next to any girl. It's a good thing she goes to a
private school."

| laughed and sighed, turning my attention
back to the two beautiful people sitting in the corner
of the classroom. "I hear that a lot. The different
part."

Shawn's head bobbed in agreement. "You're
the good kind of different, though, and Robert's very
lucky to have you. Don't tell him | said that. He might
think I'm hitting on you or something. And forget |
said the first part, too; you might get a big head and
totally want my body or something."

My laughter continued, my face turning red
with both amusement and embarrassment. "l give
you my word."

He smiled and leaned back. "Uh-oh. | think
Erica just got a bit of bad news."

| could see what he meant when Erica's face
went from gleeful to devastated with just the few
words that Robert said to her as he stood up to
leave. | could have felt sorry for her, her face was



that pained. But she focused her gaze on me and |
saw the cold venom there and | knew that there
wasn't pain there. It was a hurt pride.

"Well, that was informative," Robert said as
he sat down next to me. "l feel like I've just been
sucked through a vacuum bag that was filled with
her entire life story."

Chad held his nose, as did Shawn and
Dwayne as Robert spoke. | looked at them curiously
and they all winked at me. Robert chuckled as he
filled me in. "They're preparing for the pile of...well,
you-know-what that they're fairly certain she told
me."

Dwayne smiled and said with a nasal voice,
"You got that right. That girl can drop loads like an
elephant at a diuretic party."

| watched Robert's face light up as he saw
Shawn's reaction to Dwayne's comment. "She did
tell a few pretty outrageous stories, [ll say that
much."

The bell began to ring, heralding the day's
end and | jumped up and out of my seat, eager to



hear what it was that Robert had discovered from
what Erica hadn't said out loud. He gripped my
hand and threw my bag onto his shoulder quickly.
He said a polite goodbye to Chad, Shawn, and
Dwayne and then pulled me out of the classroom
with as much speed as he dared without appearing
unnatural.

We were out of the school and on his bike
before anyone else had exited. | didn't see the
faces of any students as he sped out of the parking
lot and down the street, heading in the direction of
his home. He said nothing to me, leaving me alone
in my thoughts as we raced past homes and trees
until we came to the large, white walls that
surrounded his house. The gates that kept the
outside world at bay opened up and allowed us
inside. | had once asked how exactly they did so
without a keypad or some kind of remote control
and he had simply smiled and wiggled his fingers.

He pulled the bike into the garage that was
located on the side of the large house and parked it
next to the black Charger that my dad had insisted |
be driven in should Robert ever want to take me



somewhere. A fine layer of dust covered it, a
testament to the lack of use it had received since
Robert had convinced my dad to allow me back
onto the motorcycle.

| climbed off the seat and looked at the
empty stall next to the car. "Your mom isn't here?"

He shook his head. "She's away."

| said nothing else. Over time | had learned
that that two word phrase was all | would get as an
explanation whenever she was somewhere | wasn't
allowed to know about, answering her call. The
small, white Honda that she drove was as
inconspicuous as it got until it was parked next to
the collection of ebony vehicles that Robert owned,
so its absence was just as noticeable.

Robert's hand lashed out and he caught me
by my waist, pulling me into his embrace. "Hold on,"
he whispered and before | could even process what
it was that he had said, we were whizzing by walls
and furniture, doors and windows until we were in
his room.

He chuckled as he pried my hands from his



jacket, my nails digging so far in, they left little half-
moons in the leather. "That wasn't that bad. I've put
you through much worse."

This was true, but he'd never done so while
taking me to his bedroom when everyone else was
gone. Stacy and Lark would be together
somewhere most likely and | doubted that Graham
would suddenly appear out of nowhere to disturb us.
"So what's with the rush anyway?" | asked as | felt
my heart rate return to normal.

"l wanted to talk to you about what | learned,
but | wanted to do it in private. You can't get any
more private than an angel's bedroom, right?"

| laughed nervously and quickly shifted my
focus to the wall behind the bed. He had been doing
some redecorating, it appeared. "What's with the
photos?" | pointed to a collage of photographs, all
framed in black that were staggered and stacked in
a large, asymmetrical grouping. Each photograph
was of the two of us, shots from various outings and
moments. Some | recognized, others | did not.

"When did this go up?"



He glanced negligently at the photos and
shrugged his shoulders. "Probably right after fifth
period started."

"You cut class to put up some pictures?"

He placed his hands on his hips in mock
offense and scoffed at me. "As if | would ever do
something like that!"

I rolled my eyes and sat on the edge of the
bed near the collage. "This isn't one that |
recognize. Who took this one?"

| was pointing at a shot of the two of us
seated outside of the school, his arm draped over
my knee, the two of us caught in mid-laughter. As
surprising as the shot was, what amazed me more
was the fact that the two of us looked like we
belonged together despite the obvious differences
between us.

"Lark did. She took all of the others, too,"
Robert responded, not even looking in the same
direction. He was standing in front a small white
box, his MP3 player in his hand. He fiddled with it
before nodding, happy with whatever it was that



he'd selected, and placing it into a slot that sat in
the middle of the box. The room was soon filled with
one of my favorite songs, the mellow rock beat
bringing a smile to my face.

"l didn't know she took pictures, t0o," | said
and gently stroked the two dimensional angle of
Robert's cheek in one particular photo where he
was staring down at me while | laid my head in his
lap. | stood away to admire the different shots, each
one capturing a moment of intimacy, regardless of
the activity that was pictured.

"We're glowing in each one," | murmured as |
noticed the bright softness that each photograph
possessed. "lt's like you're so happy, it's bouncing
off me, like I'm the white to your black."

He walked over to me and pulled me to a
standing position as one of my favorite songs
began to play. "You make me happy. How could it
not be seen?"

He placed my hand onto his shoulder and
wrapped the other one around his waist. He rested
his hands against my waist and we slowly rocked in
a circle. "l could spend the rest of eternity with vou,



just like this."

| flashed him a wide grin. "I think we'd
eventually get tired of this song after the first
thousand plays."

"That's true, but I'm sure that by then we'd be
singing our own song."

| stopped moving and tried to pull away. "Is
that what this is about? You're still trying to get me to
turn?"

Robert held fast and forced me to look at
him as he argued his point for what was probably
the millionth time. "We're destined to be with each
other, Grace. Trust my divine knowledge on this
one."

"I don't think that | need to remind you that
even divinity has a flaw," | reminded him.

Sighing, Robert allowed me my need for
distance. "Well, since we're not going to talk about
our distant future, how about we talk about our near
future instead?"

I nodded, liking that idea much better. "l want



to know what you learned from Erica today."

Robert walked over and sat down near the
foot of the bed. He patted the wide expanse next to
him, the invitation obvious. When | hesitated, he
groaned and | ended up sprawled on my back on
the bed while he appeared as though he had never
moved a millimeter.

"O-kay," | said with as much patience as |
could muster. "Now that you have my undivided
attention..."

The bed gently vibrated as he laughed softly.
m sorry. I'm just impatient today, aren't I?" He
waited for me to nod in agreement, which | did
enthusiastically, before he continued. "What |
learned today was something | didn't expect. Her
head was filled with the usual nonsense: movie
stars, clothing trends, etc... What | didn't see there
was what surprised me."

Robert laid down on the bed next to me and
the two of us stared at the ceiling as he began to
explain what made Erica tick. "Grace, she has no
memories of her family. No memories that go past a
few davs anvwav. There are sections in her mind



that strétch Back weeks, months, but they do not
involve anything that would include her parents, any
siblings. They simply don't exist. Not in her head,

anyway.
"The entire area where one contains the
memories of their loved ones is completely blank."

"How could that be? She goes home to them
every single day. Graham's met them, spent time
with them. How can she not have any memories of
them?" The idea that you could not remember those
who mattered the most in your life terrified me. How
could I even exist if | had no recollection of my dad,
or my mom?

"The void isn't a natural one, Grace. The
human mind is capable of erasing itself, to be sure.
Disease, stroke, trauma, even shock can all cause
the brain to shut down and in an effort to protect
itself, it'll dump memories, skills, even basic human
functions. What | saw inside of Erica was something
completely different; something that looked like
someone intentionally erased the part of her that
grounded her, made her, for lack of a better term,
human."



I sat up and rolled over onto my side. "How is
that possible?"

Robert turned over to face me, raising
himself onto his elbow. "There are many ways.
Medication, hypnosis, surgery to name a few."

"So you think that this was done by a doctor?
" lasked, suddenly understanding.

"l don't have a definitive answer but | am
fairly certain that her memory loss is due to
medication. It's the only explanation to the recurring
loss. If she's going home every day then she should
form new memories of the people in her life, even if
they come as a shock to her, but there is nothing,"
Robert explained. He reached his hand out and
brushed a finger down the bridge of my nose. "She
has a directed focus. It's a mentally visual mantra."

"To hurt me," I said quietly.

He nodded his head. "l cannot be assured
that the thoughts that are in her head are genuinely
hers but from what | have discovered, as well as
from what | have observed, she views you as a
threat."



"A threat to what though?" | heard the pitchin
my voice grow higher as my confusion and
frustration started to break through my stubborn
calm. "How am | a threat to her? She's the beautiful
one, the popular one, the rich one. As she keeps on
pointing out, I'm the freak. How am | a threat?"

Robert's fingers trailed down my arm, ending
at my own and intertwined with them as he replied.
"You disprove every single one of her claims,
Grace. You discredit her simply by existing and
when you do so, you become a threat to everything
she has built: her reputation, her popularity, her
brand of beauty."

The idea that by "simply existing" | was
taking down the monster that was Erica Hamilton
sounded about as ludicrous to me as it probably
would have to her had she been listening.

"Grace, open your mind and think about it.
She calls you the freak, puts you down because of
the way you dress, the way you look, ridicules you
about who you are and who you associate with but
ask yourself, if it came down to it, whose friends
would save whom? Would those she calls her



friends even bother to acknowledge her?"

| threw myself back down onto the bed and
laughed. "That's cheating, Robert and you know it;
Erica would be invincible if she had you on her
side."

Robert moved over me and | looked down to
see him hovering, his body just inches above mine. |
lifted my hands to grab onto him but he raised
himself out of my reach, the tips of his hair falling
forward like black rain into his face. "That isn't fair
either," | said, laughing.

"It's not supposed to be, but | think | can
make an exception for you," Robert said in a low
voice as he lowered himself down on top of me. He
should have felt much heavier but | knew he was
doing that on purpose to keep me from having to
bear his weight.

"So do you really think that Erica's the way
she is because someone is drugging her?"

Robert pushed his hands beneath me on the
bed and, holding me, rolled over until | was perched
above him, my hair now framing his face in



mahogany ribbons. "l would be certain if there was
a face that | could see there, or a memory of her
receiving the medication, but | suspect that she
wouldn't remember that either if such were the case.

"l hold out hope that this is from human
interference and not from something else."

"Something else? You mean like another
angel?"

His eyes grew dark, the glimmering silver
turning to a dusky charcoal. "Not another angel. No
angel would deliberately mess with another human's
mind like that."

The hard edge to his tone coupled with the
stony iciness behind his eyes caused my blood to
run cold as | ran through the possibilities in my
mind. "What else could it be then?"

Robert's sat up slowly, allowing me time to
ease myself off him until the two of us found
ourselves in a seated position facing each other,
me--confused and slightly afraid, he--still and
serious.

"l think it's time | told you about what it is that



some humans become when angels try to turn them
without permission.”






MYTH

"How good are you with your mythology,
Grace?"

The question caught me off guard. "What do
you mean?"

"Well," he began, "more specifically, how
well are you versed on mythological creatures?"

"That depends on what you mean by
mythological. Are we talking Grecian myths,
Scottish? Asian?"

The air around us turned very cold as his
mood grew darker. "Have you ever wondered why
so many cultures have different versions of the
same type of myth? Angels, or winged people are
described in various myths all across this Earth. You
know the reason for that is because we exist
everywhere. We're far too numerous to exist in the
same area without drawing suspicions.

"The same can be said for those that we
turn."



Puzzled, | frowned at his incomplete
explanation. "Yes, and you said that you were going
to tell me what exactly they are. Is there some kind
of correlation between mythological creatures and
the humans that have been turned?"

He nodded his head as the beautiful lines of
his face grew harsh and hard, his mouth forming a
grim line. "When the human being is turned by an
angel, the change is usually very beautiful. Your
body ceases to age, your illnesses, weaknesses
become nonexistent. You become immortal, with a
heart that beats with the rising and setting of the sun
and moon, unstoppable, constant. Your skin takes
on a glow, nearly imperceptible by humans, and
your eyes change color, usually to the same color as
the angel that has turned you because that is how
the angel turns you; he passes to you some of his
divinity.

"But, when an angel isn't given permission to
do this and he does so against the wishes of the
Seraphim, his divinity is tainted, cursed by his
disobedience. This affects the human he is trying to
turn in different ways."



| listened intently and watched as he stood
up to pace the room, his explanation demanding he
be anything but still right now.

"l asked you about how well versed you are
on mythology because a great deal of mythological
creatures are the results of those cursed turns."

He turned to face me, needing to see me,
watch my reaction as he spoke. "Nearly four
thousand years ago, a poor, but beautiful farmer
woman named Varmila was turned without the
permission of the Seraphim by an angel who had
fallen deeply in love with her. The turning seemed to
go well. There was nothing outwardly different about
her until she had an affair with a human and,
surprisingly, became pregnant as a result.

"It should have never happened--the turned
are incapable of breeding--but still, it did, and her
pregnancy went on its normal course. Soon she
became sick, and her appetite for normal food
waned; she began to crave the taste of raw meat.

"With each subsequent child she bore, she
grew hungrier and hungrier for the taste of blood
until finallv she beaan killina her own children, even



as she continued having them. By the time she gave
birth to her last child, the bloodlust had taken over
her completely and that baby was born having been
nurtured in her mother's womb solely on the blood of
its siblings.

"The Seraphim had had enough of this and
destroyed Varmila immediately after her last child
was born. They then sentenced the angel who had
turned her to a mortal life. This was the beginning of
the new laws, the laws that required angels who
turned humans without permission to destroy
their...creations."

The way he said creations showed an
extreme distaste for the term, as though it were too
clinical and removed. He smiled grimly at my
thoughts and nodded. He placed his hands behind
him as he finished with his story.

"When Varmila died, the Seraphim didn't
know what it was that she had given birth to. It
looked like a normal child. Beautiful and sweet, very
affectionate and without flaw, the angels could find
no reason not to let her live. She was allowed to live
with a family of Electus Patronus in a busy village



until she reached an age where the Seraphim felt
more able to deal with whatever it was that she
would become.

"While she appeared normal on the outside,
inside she was a different being. The time spent
inside of her mother's womb, feeding on the
innocence that her mother consumed changed her,
altered her physically. Her heart beat slower than it
should have; her skin, though beautiful and flawless
was thick and tough. She couldn't eat what her
human caretakers ate, but she never starved.

"And then it happened. The Seraphim and
their entourage came to see for themselves what
had become of their little charity case. What they
found changed everything.

"When Varmila's angel turned her, it wasn't
complete. The turn, the actual physical change
continued as Varmila changed, as Varmila became
a monster. When her daughter was born, the turn
transferred onto her child. it was when the Seraphim
arrived that the turn had finally become complete.
Varmila wasn't the monster anymore. Her daughter
was."



Robert walked closer, his voice growing
lower as he revealed to me something that | had not
expected.

"She called herself Miki."
"Sam's wing-bringer," | breathed.

He nodded. "He became instantly attracted
to her, their connection so strong that his change
occurred right then and there, like lightning striking
the ground. Sam, not knowing what Miki was and
believing her to be human, immediately asked for
permission to turn her, but the Seraphim denied
him. There was something about her that they did
not like, something about her that they couldn't quite
figure out."

| felt my forehead crease as | thought back to
that night less than three months ago when Sam
had told me about Miki. "He said that he turned her
and that she became a monster that he had to kill."

Robert sighed as he saw the memory replay
in my head. "He lied to you, Grace. He didn't Kkill
her."

"What happened to her then?" | asked. "If he



didn't kill her then she must be alive, right?"

He shook his head and began to tell the final
chapter to this confusing and dark story. "When the
Seraphim left Miki with her caretakers, they left her
in a large town of nearly eight hundred people. For
that time period, that was a metropolis. When they
arrived back just twenty years later, a blink in our
time, Miki was the only living person left.

"The Seraphim couldn't stand for that, they
couldn't allow such enormous loss of life from one
person who had been so closely tied to them. So
they tried to kill her. But it was far more difficult than
they had imagined because after twenty years, her
thick skin had turned rock hard, she was fast and,
like us, she could read minds. She knew exactly
what was going to happen; she was prepared while
the Seraphim were not.

"It was a battle, an epic battle of good versus
evil. It was so large and destructive in scale that
history couldn't keep it."

"How exactly could it have been difficult for
them to kill her if she was the only one left in the



village?" | asked, confused by the dynamics of this
rapidly changing story.

"I said that she was the only living person left,
not that she was the only person left."

My mouth popped open so loudly, the sound
broke through the CD that was on its second
rotation in the stereo. "The only living person?"

"Miki had killed everyone else in the village,
but remember that | said that the turn was
completed in her. She had become a monster."

My head started to hurt with all of the ups and
downs of Robert's story and | laid down, my arm
resting over my eyes to block out the light. "And
what kind of monster is that?"

"Cruor Messor."
"What?"

"Cruor Messor; a blood reaper. Her mother's
appetite for blood had transferred onto her while still
in utero. Her strength, beauty, speed...even her
immortality came from the angel who had tried to
turn her mother. But ultimately, what made her the



monster was the human side of her that manifested
a virus that preyed on the weakness of the human
body.

"She became an incubator for this virus, but
because of her thick skin, it couldn't be transferred
through from one person to the other the same way
other blood-borne illnesses are, so her immortal
body adapted the virus so that it could be
transferred via a more readily available and easily
distributable substance."

| bolted upright at his answer. | thought about
every single vampire movie | had ever watched,
every book | had read and | knew the answer before
he had a chance to say it. "Her saliva."

"She wasn't a vampire, Grace. She
was...she was their mother. She's the mother of all
the monsters in this world that need blood to
survive; vampires are simply the most well known."

"Oh God."

Robert nodded grimly. "Miki had created her
own little army of immortal creatures who were
strong and fast like her, whose bloodlust was just as



ravenous. And because of the residual power that
existed in her saliva, some of them possessed the
same abilities that the Seraphim did, although in a
much weaker state.

"The Seraphim and Miki's army fought non-
stop with no losses on either side for weeks-"

"Why didn't the Seraphim just snap their
fingers or something? | mean, isn't that how it's
supposed to work?" | asked.

"No. You can't kill the dead the same way
you do the living. The Seraphim had never faced
this kind of enemy before; they didn't know what to
do. The fighting seemed endless; the divine versus
the dead. And then Miki's undead soldiers became
weak with hunger. That was one of the advantages
that the angels had on them: we don't need to eat."

He paused to retrieve something from the
trunk that sat at the foot of the bed, the one that held
all of the important artifacts from his life. He placed
a small red object in my hand and allowed me to
inspect it as he continued.

"It took very little time after that to whittle



down their numbers until only Miki and a few of the
strongest of her children were left. She stood on the
corpses of those that had fallen and laughed at
everyone, especially Samael. She told him that
though he had tried to turn her, she was the one who
had turned him instead. She laughed because she
knew the Seraphim couldn't destroy her; she was as
divine as they were. She didn't need to feed, didn't
need to rest. She felt nothing, she loved nothing.
She was the epitome of death.

"The Seraphim began to doubt. The
Seraphim never doubt, Grace. They're a combined
intelligence; they are never wrong. But in Miki, they
found they were wrong...a lot. She was smarter, she
was devious, and she knew the weaknesses of the
angelic mind. The Seraphim were losing to a
monster of their own creation.

"Imagine how desperate the must have felt,
knowing that they were losing--actually losing! But
like all storms, they end. There was an elder named
Avi who finally figured out Miki's greatest weakness.
Over the weeks of battle with her children, Miki
would only appear at night, disappearing just before



dawn, only to reappear again at sunset.

"Avi knew then that as divine as Miki was,
she was still part human, and during that time, many
children in that area were born with a condition that
made them sensitive to light. As it had her strength
and her intelligence, turning had intensified this
condition, turning a sensitivity into a deadly allergy.
Avi learned that Miki was allergic to the sun, an
allergy that passed on to some of her children.

"On the day Miki died, Avi blocked her
escape towards shelter and, as dawn broke through
and the morning sun began to shine on her, her
body began to change. Her smooth, opaque skin
turned angular and translucent. The sun's rays could
be seen shining through her, and when her entire
body was as clear as glass, she shattered like it."

He pointed to the object in my hand and |
held it up. It was a dull, red piece of glass that felt
unnaturally warm against my palm. "That is one of
the various pieces that were passed on to each
elder, a reminder of what happens when we fail to
obey the rules that are handed down to us."



"So how did you come across it?"
"My mother."

| didn't know much about Ameila, and so |
was captivated and secretly thrilled to know that |
was learning something new about her.

"Ameila was a Seraphim?"

He nodded and removed the shard of glass
from my hand. "Still is."

"But | thought that when you were born, when
she had killed all those people...the Seraphim were
going to punish her. How can they punish one of
their own?" | asked as | watched him pass the shard
across his knuckles with minor movements of his
fingers, it moving along as though it were on a
conveyor belt.

"The Seraphim aren't immune from
punishment just because of what they are, Grace. If
we cannot hold the guilty accountable simply
because of their place of authority then we're no
better than-"

"Us," Ifinished for him.



He shook his head in disagreement. "No.
Humans aren't infallible, that's for certain, but they
tend to find methods of regulation that often leads to
fair and just results. No, what | was going to say that
we're no better than animals."

My laughter was a foreign sound after such a
dark story. "But animals can't see you. Why would
you compare yourselves to creatures that don't even
know you exist?"

"Because animals are as close to what we
all could be if we weren't given the ability to
understand and empathize. A bird cannot
understand what laying an egg on a radiator will do
to its embryo; a dog cannot empathize with a cat
that lost a fight with another dog; a fish cannot
forgive another fish who is trying to eat it. We can.
It's a gift to us, your kind as well as mine." He
grabbed my hand and pressed my fingers to his
lips. "We are also given the ability to not just love,
but to fall into it, stumble upon it, crash down until it
surrounds us."

| felt the words he said against my fingers
travel up my arm in alternating warm and cold



waves, distracting me for a minute. Or two.
"Distracting you from what?"
I blinked as I drew a blank. "Um..."

He laughed and pulled me off the bed and
into his arms. "Would you like me to refresh your
memory?"

| laughed, although the sound was half-
hearted at best. "l remember now. | wanted to know
why, if the Seraphim destroyed the vampires
and...the other things, why do we still hear of them?
Why are there so many stories about them?"

"Because Miki had been alive for twenty
years, Grace. All she had to do was infect five
people, who would then infect five people and so
on. She traveled, she utilized her freedom for trips
to spread her mayhem and chaos to regions
elsewhere. Think about how trusting people would
have been of a beautiful young girl wandering all
alone from village to village."

"So the monsters that died with Miki weren't
the only ones."



"No, they weren't. Angels are capable of
doing a great deal when gathered together, but we
weren't about to risk killing off entire towns and
villages just to destroy a few of Miki's offspring.
Especially after the evil that had infected the first
several generations began to weaken and many of
their human sensibilities and traits returned."

| scoffed at that idea. "Monsters with human
sensibilities? You mean like not getting caught
murdering innocent people?"

Robert held me immobile as he stared down
at me. "Grace, those creatures kill because it is
necessary for them to survive. You think it is evil
because their food source happens to be humans
but you must remember that that evil was implanted
by one of my kind. Which is more abhorrent, the
monster or its creator?"

Rolling my eyes | quickly got down to my
main point. "Okay, so now that you've explained to
me all about Miki and her monsters--I still cannot
believe 'm having this conversation with you--do
you think that one of them could have erased
Erica's memories?"



He nodded slowly, hesitantly. "l would like to
think not, since | know all of those in the area, but I'm
afraid that if this was being done by a supernatural
being, it would be one of them and not one of the
others."

"Others?" | gasped. "What others?"

Sighing, Robert began to answer. "Grace,
you humans believe that you have incredible
imaginations because of the creatures you read
about in your books and see in your movies, but
everything fictional to you is based on something
real, something that exists among you that you
simply refuse to see because that would mean
having to admit to being wrong, that fiction is
indeed fact."

"l accepted it. | accepted you. In fact, | listed
quite a few of them before | even found out-" |
argued but he held his hand against my mouth to
quiet my words.

"And | keep telling you that you're different.
Grace, | just told you that monsters truly do exist,
and I'm about to tell you about creatures that you



probably have never heard of, and you'll accept this
because you are different. You're not like the rest of
the people that live outside of those white walls and
that iron gate.

"Do you think that Graham would be willing
to accept that there are Sceadugengan that roam
your front yard? That there are Mazikeen who move
his keys around so that he thinks he misplaces
them? That there are Werewolves and Shape-
shifters who watch movies while he's working?" he
asked even though he already knew the answer.

When | shook my head, he asked the one
question that he hadn't yet. "And, do you think that
he'd be willing to accept what |am?"

This time | spoke up. "Yes--unequivocally. He
knows how much you mean to me. He knows that
you saved my life, Robert. He knows that you love
me. He would accept you no matter what you were."

Robert smiled sadly and brushed away the
tiny tear that had mysteriously formed at the corner
of my eye. "And what about when he learns that I'm
Death. Would Graham still accept me, Grace?"



| had no answer for him that wouldn't have
been a lie. | didn't know what Graham would have
thought about that.

"I'm a mythological creature twice over,
Grace, and even those who are raised to believe in
me have a difficult time accepting it when | appear
to them. But that's not important. What | want you to
understand is that my world is one where you exist
among those you cannot see because you don't
want to see them. Or, more importantly, you don't
want to know who truly is and isn't one of you."

| opened my mouth to deny this, but how
exactly could | do that? He had just described a
whole other world that existed right beneath my
nose, and | was oblivious to it. All | wanted was
normalcy; it was what | kept telling everyone anyway.
| was exactly the type of person Robert was
describing.

"I'm sorry," he apologized, but | shook my
head.

"No, you're right. You shouldn't apologize for
teling me the truth. You just didn't know that you
were describina me when vou did it because vou



didn't know how deeply my need to be just like
everyone else really ran. So, now that we've got that
out of the way, can we get back to who might be the
one tampering with Erica's memory?"

| needed the change of subject. | needed it
like a hangover cure because the truth of Robert's
words had started to spread like an ink stain in my
head and | didn't understand why it bothered me so
much.

Robert eyed me nervously, but obliged me.
"I'm going to have to follow her in order to find that
out, Grace. | cannot see a face or hear a name in
her head that stands out other than your own, so |
can only rely on real time revelations."

The thought of Robert following Erica,
watching her as she went about her life in every way
felt like | had swallowed a fishbone that had lodged
itself in my throat and every time | tried to swallow
down my annoyance, it irritated me more. "If there is
no other way--I cannot believe that we're helping out
Erica Hamilton!"

"l could ask Lark to do it, if that would make



you feel better."

The suggestion burned like a bright beacon
of hope for about one tenth of a second before the
image of Lark strangling Erica flashed in my head.
Robert saw it and laughed, shaking his head. "I
guess not."

"If this is what it's going to take to stop her, |
can handle you being around her for a day. One
day. No more."

The air around us grew warmer as my
concession pleased him. "You're very generous with
your boyfriends."

| laughed at that. "Boyfriends? There's only
ever beenone."

"And who exactly would that be?"

"You, of course!" | exclaimed laughing as he
nuzzled my neck.

"'m afraid that you're incorrect” he
whispered into my ear.

Stiffly, | pulled away, just the hint of him not
being a part of my life enough to turn my mood



instantly black. "What do you mean by that?"

Immediately he released his arms from
around me and placed them on my face, cradling it
like you would something precious, priceless. "l told
you before, Grace. I'm your future. It gets no more
permanent and intimate than that. Boyfriend is a
temporary title."

| opened my mouth to argue but he lowered
his face to mine quickly and pressed his mouth to
my top lip. Instinctively, my bottom lip closed around
his, and though | knew it shouldn't have happened, |
gently stroked it with the tip of my tongue.

It had an immediate effect on me; my brain
grew foggy and my ears filled with the humming of
something | could only guess was my blood; blood
that felt hot, heated to burning. It was all | could do
not to force him to stay absolutely still so that | could
savor him for as long as humanly possible. Instead,
he pulled away and began apologizing profusely. "I
shouldn't have done that. | knew better. | knew..."

"Why are you apologizing for kissing me?" |
demanded. "It was a kiss. People do it all of the
time. People who don't even like each other do it.



and they doitin ways we never have...and probably
never will."

Robert held me fast as | struggled to pull
away. "Don't, Grace. Don't run from this just
because you're angry."

"I'm not angry, Robert. You've got to learn to
gauge Yyour emotions better because what I'm
feeling right now is disappointment and rejection,
not anger."

"I'm confused. You're speaking to me as
though you're angry. Your thoughts are full of anger,"
he stated, his words clinical in their lack of emotion.

"What you're seeing and hearing is the result
of once again being rejected, Robert. | get your
whole chaste-virginal thing. | do. But what | did
there--that was a kiss. | wasn't throwing myself at
you. | learned from past rejections not to do that
anymore.

"But when you choose to pull away from my
kisses; that hurts, Robert. When | see other couples
who share in things that we never do, | feel like I'm
losing out on something special. Even Donovan and



Kendra kiss that way, and according to you, their
relationship isn't real. No, I'm not angry, Robert.
There's no room for that in me right now."

He watched me, searched within my
thoughts to find the slightest bit of exaggeration, but
I knew he'd find none. | pulled away from him and he
let me go. | walked over to the stereo and pressed
the stop button. "I used to love that song,”" |
muttered.

| removed the CD from the slide that
appeared at a press of the eject button and | placed
it back into its case.

"When are you going to do it?" | asked as |
put the case back into the void it had left behind
when it was removed.

"When do you want me to do it?" he replied,
his tone flat and emotionless.

"After you take me home."
"l don't understand you."

"What's there not to understand? You'll take
me home and then you'll go and follow Erica around



to see who is turning her brain to rat jelly."

Robert shoved his hands through his hair
and groaned. "No. | don't understand you. You
become aggressive and demanding when you want
something, and when you're denied it, you become
defensive and withdrawn while | become the villain
when all | was doing was protecting your virtue-"

"Who asked you to?"

"And yet, when | have asked you to turn, to
become immortal so that we can have nothing but
time to be together, to finally be with each other in
the way that we both want, you deny me and again
become withdrawn and defensive. Why?"

I looked past him towards the wall where the
collage of photos displayed two people who were
blindly in love, who appeared to have nothing but joy
and contentment between them. "Angels believe in
myths, too you know. You have these beliefs that
humans all feel the same way; that our feelings can
each be categorized and labeled, everything all
sterile and clinical-ike and if they happen to
change, you can simply offer up a substitution and



we'll be alright.

"Well, let me fill you in on something, Robert.
I'm human, which means | have human feelings,
dynamic feelings that go beyond your black and
white labels. And what | feel when you reject me and
deny me the simple pleasure of kissing you, and
then turn around and tell me that if | change for you,
that you'd give me what | want, that tells me that who
| am, the human Grace, isn't good enough for you or
your angelic virtue. And what | feel is unadulterated,
unsterilized hurt."

| walked towards the photos and pointed to
them. "That is the sterilized version of us, Robert. It
fits in here, in your room because that's what works
for you. Everything has its place, its reason, its
need. | have a place, too, a reason in your life. But
the way you act sometimes, Robert...it makes me
feel like that place belongs only in those photos."

| turned around on my heels and headed to
the door. He reached it before | did and opened it,
holding it for me as | walked past him. He said
nothing as we walked out of the house and towards
the detached garage. "Can we ride in the car?" |



asked softly.

He gave me a puzzled look and | turned
away from his gaze as we walked into the three car
building. | didn't need to say it. | simply thought it,
thought that with the way | was feeling, the last thing |
wanted to do was spend the next few minutes with
my arms wrapped around him.

He nodded curtly and quickly opened the car
door for me. | climbed in and fought the tears that
threatened to spill onto the seat. Robert climbed
into the driver's seat and started the car, putting it
into reverse and peeling out as though he were
running away from something.

We remained silent the entire way to my
house, my heart feeling heavier and heavier as
each minute ticked by. When we pulled into the
driveway, | saw Graham's car parked in its usual
spot by the curb. He was sitting on the hood, waiting
for someone.

"He's waiting for you," Robert said in a low
voice.

| said nothing. | simply sat in the car and



thought about what had happened over the past few
hours. I'd learned some shocking truths, but it was
that last one that caused me to tremble with fear.

"Grace, please..."

He reached over for my hand and I didn't pull
away. Grace, you're my entire worid. | just didn't
know that though this is your first relationship, I'm
the one who has a lot to leam. Help me, teach me.
I do want you, Grace. Know that | am telling the
truth when | tell you that | fight against every
natural instinct in my body that tells me to give in
fo you, to give in to myself not because | don't love
you just the way you are, but because I'm trying to
keep you safe, keep us safe.

"What does that even mean?" | cried. "Safe
from what? From each other? Aren't we hurting
each other enough the way things are going now?" |
looked out of the window and shook my head at the
direction the conversation was heading. "We'll talk
about this later when we're both not feeling
so...different."

| began to open my door and felt it being



pulled away from my hand. Or, rather, | felt myself
being pulled away from the door. Robert had me in
his lap, one hand pressed securely against my hip,
the other holding my face still. "Grace, | do feel
different, and | don't want that feeling to ever leave
me."

He pulled my face towards his, holding me
still as his lips found their way to mine. With infinite
slowness, he gently cupped my bottom lip between
his and | felt him tug at it slightly before the tender
nerves that existed just below the surface lit up with
activity, letting me know that he had just licked my
bottom lip.

| took in a deep gulp of air, inhaling his
breath as | did so. His eyes were wide, his pupils
darker than I'd ever seen them and | felt myself fall
into them, disappearing into inky blackness.

*kk

"You're awake, finally."

| blinked at the light that shone brightly in my
eyes and covered them with my hand. "Mmm.
Robert..."



"I'm here."

I moved my hand and focused on the two
heads that observed me from their seat on the
coffee table of my living room. "What happened?" |
mumbled as | rubbed the sting out of my eyes.

Graham snorted. "Robert suffocated you,
what do you think?"

Robert, in turn, gave out a rather obnoxious
laugh. "Graham is just upset because he had to
witness us making out."

My hand dropped from my face and | sat up
far too quickly, the dizziness causing me to sway.
Robert and Graham both reached out to grab a hold
of me. "We..were making out, weren't we?" |
sighed.

Robert chuckled and nodded. Graham rolled
his eyes. "It was gross. It was like seeing my little
sister making out with the janitor or something. It
looked like you guys were deep in conversation up
until that point. What were you talking about
anyway?"
| looked at Robert and he winked at me as he



answered Graham. "Mythology."






BYGONES

Robert left less than an hour after | woke up. |
walked with him, hand in hand to the door and
instantly felt shy, as though this were the first time
we were saying goodbye. He had laughed, but the
moment we stood in that doorway, there was no
room for humor.

"Thank you," | said shyly, heat suffusing my
cheeks.

"For?"
| tried to say it, but the words simply would

not reach my lips, and he smiled. "Oh. Well, you're
welcome. And | should say thank you as well."

"For?"

He brought his free hand to my face, gently
tracing the curve of my ear, my jaw, and finally the
bow of my mouth. "For proving me wrong."

“Oh.“

He chuckled and rubbed the pad of his
thumb across my lower lip, still so very sensitive to



his touch.

I'll be back by this time tomorrow | promise
you.

As much as | anticipated it, | wasn't
disappointed when Robert did not kiss me goodbye
and instead simply pressed his forehead to mine
for a brief moment. After what had happened at his
house and then in the car, | understood that he had
gone beyond the boundaries that he had set for
himself and needed time to adjust to that. | was
willing to accept that because now | knew that it was
possible to do so.

When | walked back into the living room,
Graham had popped in my old copy of Rocky
Horror and was waiting patiently for the iconic lips
to start lip-synching to the intro. | plopped down next
to him on the couch and together we watched the
first ten minutes of the movie in silence.

"So, Grace--ow!"

I smiled smugly as | rubbed my fist, pleased
that | had delivered the first punch after only ten
minutes. "You were saying?"



Graham rubbed his arm and glared at me,
having not expected that | wasn't going to allow him
to break the rules simply because we had gotten off
to a late start. "This is serious, Grace. Ow-ow, stop
hitting me!" His arms flew out and grabbed a hold of
my hand as | reared to deliver another blow, pushing
me down onto the sofa cushions. "You psycho! |
broke up with Stacy!"

Everything in me went on pause as | allowed
his words to bounce around in my head. | slowly sat
up down and looked at him, unsure whether his
news was a good thing or a bad thing.

"You broke up with Stacy" | said, a
statement rather than a question.

Graham nodded and gingerly let go of my
arm, twitching in response to my every move,
obviously fearful that I'd hit him again. "l guess |
should be honest and say that we kind of broke up
with each other after school. | had actually planned
to do it a couple of days ago-"

"The day after I fell..."
"Yeah," Graham confirmed. "And | wanted to



talk to you about it on the way to school, but then
Robert showed up and..well, you know what
happened. | gotta admit that | was a little jealous
that you'd just forgive him for not being there for you,
but | was more upset that | wasn't going to get to talk
to you, ask you for some advice about what to
do...so instead | just winged it. | went to her dad's
school and we talked. It was probably the only time
we ever had a conversation without arguing. Ironic,
isn'tit?"
"Very," | agreed.

"Stacy and | both like each other more now
than we did when we first went out, but we know that
we're not good together. Heck, the whole school
knows that we're not good together,” Graham
laughed softly. "Stacy's a great girl, and despite all
of the fights, I'm glad that we dated, Grace. | really
am. | can see why you two are friends, and why you,
Stacy, and Lark make such a good team. You guys
compliment each other. | always thought that Stacy
was the oddball out of the group, but now | know that
it's me."

His jaw set into a stubborn line as something



crossed his mind. "l was such a jerk, Grace. | know
I've told you before how sorry | was about how |
treated you last summer, but Stacy made me see it
from a different point of view. Not from yours, or
from mine, but from hers.

"She told me about how it looked from her
end, how hard it was for her to hear about what had
happened from some of the kids that go to her
dad's school, and to know that you were alone
through all of it. She told me that | had apologized
for what | had said to you. | mean, | apologized for
what | had said to Erica, but | never apologized for
leaving you alone.

"She said that | needed to think about how it
felt to sit alone in my home when my dad was off on
one of his benders and Mom was out perming and
dyeing her problems away at the salon. She told me
to imagine doing that and then having no one to call.
| didn't fully understand that what | had done to you
cut you off from everything, and I'm sorry. I'm
probably the sorriest piece of crap you'll ever meet
in your life. It's no wonder I'm such a screw up when
it comes to girls, huh?"



I gave Graham a good once over, looking at
him in a way that | never truly had before. He was
still the handsome boy that | was proud to say was
my best friend. He still had those rich green eyes
that could make a girl swear off any other color for
the rest of her life, and a smile that could kill you
with dimples. And none of that did anything to mask
what lay underneath. He was still cocky, but he was
also humbled now.

He no longer had the picture perfect life. |
knew now that he never truly did, that it was all an
act that his parents had put on for show which he
kept up because it was the only way he could keep
himself, keep Graham from turning into a joke like
his home life.

"Graham, we're in this together, right?" |
asked him. When he nodded, | continued. "Well
then, if we're in this together, as best friends, then
you should know that you don't have to apologize to
me over and over again for the same mistake."

Graham smiled at that. "That's funny
because Stacy said the exact opposite. She said
that | needed to make it clear, over and over again,



that | was sorry for what | did to you, and that |
wanted to make amends in any way | could.”

We both laughed at the excess of Stacy's
advice. "Her heart was in the right place, but | think
that if you apologize to me one more time, Il have
to do some serious soul searching to try and figure
out whether or not I'm the bad person."

He looked at me quizzically. "What do you
mean, figure out whether or not you're the bad
person?"

"Well, if you said you were sorry one more
time, I'd have to spend a considerable amount of
time working one of the springs in this couch free so
that it stabbed at you all night while you slept."

Graham slammed a pillow into the side of
my head while | burst out laughing. "You're heinous,
you know that?"

I nodded my head while | continued to laugh,
the vision of him tossing and turning by one
strategically placed spring doing much to undo the
damage that the day's events had caused.

"I'm sorry," | said to him when | had regained



my composure.

He brushed off my little display of hysterics
and smiled as he put his arm around my shoulder
and pulled me next to him, our heads resting
against each other. "l tried to be a good boyfriend,
Grace."

| stared at the television and attempted to
find something useful to say. | could find nothing, so |
just let him continue talking.

"ltried to be the boyfriend that she expected,
but 'm no good at meeting expectations. You know
that, Grace. Everyone always expected so much
from me. My dad expected that I'd get some huge
football scholarship, but look at me. Third quarter is
almost up and the closest I've gotten to an interview
with a scout was when Mrs. Goldman's
granddaughter was selling girl scout cookies last
week. My mom expected I'd turn out to be some
kind of whiz kid and instead | blew all of the classes
Id have had with you this year on stupid and
useless junk for Erica.

"And then there were her expectations. She



expected me to completely stop thinking about you,
to pretend that you didn't exist, but | simply couldn't
do that. | couldn't ignore the fact that | had hurt you. |
couldn't ignore the fact that you had always been
there for me, always been my rock, and | left you to
play with a stupid cardboard box, which meant that |
disappointed you, too."

Graham pressed the pause button on the
remote control and then threw the remote onto
Dad's recliner with a raspy sigh of disgust. "That
sounded stupid--'m no good at this kind of stuff,
Grace. | can't tell people what I'm feeling or thinking
the way that | want to, it never comes out right.
That's why..."

He stopped talking and though | wanted to
ask him to continue, he didn't. He just sat back and
stared at the television screen, the movie frozen in
time just like our conversation.

As the digital clock on the VCR slowly
moved ahead, | sat there and thought about what he
had said about failing to live up to the expectations
of so many people, myself included. it brought me
back to the conversation that Dad and | had had on



that first day back to school.

He had told me that | expected too much
from people, that | had expected too much from
Graham and that it was probably a good thing that
our friendship had ended. | had left the house that
day angry, hurt that he would suggest such a thing,
and although Graham and | had worked things out, |
still carried a small amount of resentment towards
my dad for having said it at all.

Yet now | could see that he was right, and |
felt an inordinate amount of guilt for putting Graham
through that. Perhaps if | had been the better
friend...

"Hey, I'm going to hit the sack. | work the day
shift tomorrow and then I've got an interview at the
sporting good shop next to the Dairy Queen so |
need to get some sleep."

Reluctantly, | stood up and watched as he
stretched himself out on the couch, his feet
extending way past the arm. | grabbed the blanket
that he had thrown onto the recliner and opened it
up, carefully placing it on him, making sure to cover
his feet. "Goodniaht. Graham." | said to him softlv



as | climbed the stairs to my room.

"Goodnight, Grace," he called back just
before | reached the landing.

I flipped the light on in my room and shut the
door softly. | turned around and let out a softened
squeal. Lark was sitting on my bed, her legs folded
in front of her, a book in her lap.

"Jeez! Could you at least warn someone that
you're going to be sneaking into their room?" |
hissed. | walked over to my dresser and began
rummaging for clothes; | needed to take a shower
and wash off the wear of the day that was starting to
feel like a second skin.

She didn't even move, didn't acknowledge
that | had said anything at all. | shrugged my
shoulders and, after grabbing some underwear and
my usual pajamas, | left the room to head to the
bathroom, flipping the light off as | did so.

| stayed in the shower until the water ran
cold, and | shivered almost violently as | dressed,
suddenly angry at myself for not choosing
something warmer to sleep in. | wrapped my hair in



a thick towel and ran to my room, anticipating the
warmth that would soon build beneath my covers
with Robert.

"Oh dangit," | said aloud when | entered my
room once more and found that Lark hadn't moved
from her spot in the middle of my bed, her eyes still
glued to the book. "Are you going to be there all
night?"

She finally looked up at me, her face eerily
calm. "Robert's not going to be coming back
tonight, remember?"

Oh.

"Oh? Is that all you can say? 'Oh'?" Lark
tossed the book aside and stood up, her
movements lithe and graceful. "You sent my brother
to spy on Erica. You got him to tell you about the
others. You got him to tell you about our mother. And
all you can say is 'oh'?"

| started to back up as she approached me.
"l didn't get him to do anything. | didn't ask him to tell
me about any of that, Lark. He did it on his own."

She laughed, the sound of bells filing my



head. The harmonious peal distracted me long
enough for her to maneuver herself directly in front
of me, blocking out any path of escape.

"You never have to ask him, Grace. He will
always tell you everything because you mean more
to him than any of us." She walked away and
sighed, her head hanging low. "It's how it should be
when you're in love."

"Lark, "

She held up her hand, stopping me from
continuing. Her body began to float above the bed,
leaving behind no impression that she'd even been
sitting on it. "l didn't come here to argue with you
about Robert. He's a big angel; he can deal with his
own mistakes."

Angry, | folded my arms across my chest,
tucking my hands away so | could hide the fists they
made. "Mistakes? What mistakes? He-"

"He's spying on a human for another human.
He's told you about a world that your kind isn't ready
for or willing to accept. He's broken the rules
because of you over and over again, Grace, and



he's going to have to face the consequences for it
sooner or later."

The idea that | was going to get Robert into
trouble was enough to sober me up and keep me
from interrupting her as she slowly drifted back
down onto my bed, this time near the foot, and
began pulling her legs in front of her, crossing them.
"Come, sit. You must be cold by now."

I nodded and walked briskly to the opposite
side of the bed. | climbed beneath the covers,
muffing a shocked squeal from their icy
smoothness, and settled myself against my pillows.

When | was still, Lark began to speak again.
"You know that Graham and Stacy broke up."

| quickly bobbed my head down once,
acknowledging her statement. She smile sadly and
spoke, "I'm feeling very torn about it. The rational
part of me says that | should be feeling mutual hurt
for Stacy because she is my friend. It's what an
angel should do. But there's a part of me that | don't
understand that is telling me that | should be flying
and singing with joy.



"l cannot talk to Stacy about this, obviously,
and Robert won't listen to me speak about Graham
at all, so I'm left with asking you why | feel this way. |
consider you one of my closest human friends,
Grace, and although you are Graham's best friend
and at one point felt the exact same way that | do
about him, | know that you are capable of
understanding how | feel and can explain to me why
itis that | feel this way in the first place."

| pushed the covers under my chin so that
they wouldn't muffle my voice, and | looked directly
into Lark's eyes as | began to speak. "You care
about him a great deal. You care about Graham in a
way that makes everything you know about logic
and humans seem unimportant and unnecessary,
and you like that because you're like that. You are a
walking contradiction--flawed perfection. You're an
angel who cannot see; at least, not in a conventional
way, and that makes you different in both of the
worlds you live in.

"Your feelings for Graham are the same way.
They contradict what you're used to and you don't
know how to handle it, so you choose instead to



fight it, but it's like a Chinese finger-trap. You keep
pulling away from it and it in turn just grows tighter
and tighter when all you really need to do to be free
is to push towards it."

Lark sneered at my explanation. "l give you
an opportunity to help me and you give me
metaphors involving a child's toy? | know | care
about Graham. | care about Stacy, too. | cannot help
but care about them because it comes with this
whole angel thing I've got going on here, just in case
you've failed to notice or anything."

The mocking tone of her voice felt like
needles in my head as her words were repeated in
my thoughts.

What I want to knowis what can | do to stop
this? | want to know how do | stop wanting to be
with Graham? You did it. You stopped. Tell me
howto do it so that | don't hurt Stacy. Tell me how
to do it so that | can avoid hurting Graham.

My head turned away from Lark and | gazed
out of the window. The very same window that
Robert used to come into my room that first night,



the window that he drifted into that first night | told
him lloved him. "I fell in love."

Lark threw up her hands in annoyance.
There's that love talk again. What is with you
humans and your incessant speeches about
falling in love. Even Stacy said that she didn't want
fo date anymore, that she just wanted to 'fall in
love' and be 'blissfully complete' for the rest of
her life.

I watched as a car drove down the street and
smiled. "Humans may have long and fancy
speeches about love. We might write stories or sing
songs about it, watch movies about it and yes, we
dream about it. But angels...you physically change
because of it. Robert would never have grown his
wings if he hadn't admitted that he loved me. You
know this far better than | do, so quit trying to find
reasons to hate it and instead find reasons to seek
itout."

Lark glared at me, her pale sage glow
growing deeper in hue until it reached a deep
emerald. You humans always think you know
evervthina. but historv proves that vou're



consistent] 'y wong.

| pulled my comforter down to my waist and
glared back. "And yet who's the one coming to a
human for advice?"

| saw the flicker of anger in her eyes in the
same instant | noticed the muscles in her neck
clench with frustration. Every instinct in my body told
me to try and get as far away from her as possible,
but I ignored it. This wasn't Sam | was facing. This
was Lark. Confused and hurt though she may be,
she was still my friend and | wasn't going to run
away from her when | was the only person she had
to talk to.

I misjudged you again it seems. Just when |
think | have your kind figured out, you go and
prove me wong. You, Stacy, and even Graham.

Feeling brave, | finally asked her the
question that had been weighing on my mind for the
past few days. "Why did you tell Graham to come
and help me?"

She looked up and | could see nothing but
raw pain in her qgilt eyes. He's your friend. | knew



Robert wasn't able to help you, and | couldn't lie
about why I'd be there.

My chin jutted out as | listened to her half-
answer. It wasn't a lie, but it wasn't the whole truth,
either. "You know there's more, Lark."

She stubbornly set her feet onto the floor and
began to leave. | quickly grabbed her arm and tried
to tug her back onto the bed; it was like trying to
move a house.

1 did it for you. | sawwhat was in your head.
| saw what you were thinking and | knew you
needed someone who could support you and help
you. | knewyou could count on Graham.

Lark pulled her arm out of my hand and
faced me. | could see the twinkle of light reflecting in
the corner of her eyes as small, crystal tears began
to form there. They fell like snow drops onto the
floor, first one, then two, and eventually twelve little
spots of glistening crystal glittered there. It was the
most emotion | had ever seen expressed by her that
didn't involve anger.

"You also did it for yourself. You needed to



see what was in his head, needed to see if he'd
reject your voice or if he'd welcome it," | accused.
"And when he didn't reject it like you had hoped, you
knew that there was no excuse left to not admit that
he's a good person, a good human-being and that
there was nothing wrong with you feeling the way
you do."

She turned away and stared at the blank wall
opposite the bedroom window. You know for a
human, you're a pretty good mind-reader.

"You're easy to read...for an angel."

She laughed at that, but it was an empty
sound. It doesn't matter anyhow Graham will
graduate; he'll leave Heath and everything in it
behind forever. There is no future for us. My past
has already deemed it so.

The finality in those last words jolted me. |
began to ask her what she meant by that, but she
was already fading away into a light gray mist.

"He is your future," | said softly as the last
wisp climbed up over my window sill and out into
the night sky. "Don't let your past dictate what you



can and cannot have now, Lark."






COMPOSITION

When Robert returned to my room the next
evening, the information that he had gathered by
watching Erica told us very little. He had had to
leave her for a short period of time in order to
answer his call, and he admitted to being afraid that
it was during that time that she'd had her memory
once again erased.

He offered to watch her again, but Lark's
words echoed in my head about breaking the rules
and having to face the consequences--
consequences that | knew nothing about-and |
simply couldn't let him go through with it.

"Lark is being paranoid, Grace. | didn't
violate any rules," Robert assured me.

"Well, I'd rather not take any more chances.
You're more important to me than whatever is going
on in Erica's head. There are only a few more
months left of school anyway, and then I'm out of
here."

| opened up one of my drawers to pull out a



pair of sweats--it was very cold, despite it being on
the cusp of spring--and proceeded to gather other
articles of clothing in preparation to shower. | looked
up and caught Robert's reflection in my mirror, his
face filled with hurt.

"What's wrong?" | asked when | had turned
around, immediately concerned.

"The way you spoke of leaving--you only
mentioned yourself," he said stiffly.

"Well, yeah. I'm the one heading off to
college in the fall. Or, at least, I'm planning on it. |
don't expect Erica to follow me all the way to
wherever itis I'm heading."

Robert glanced at the clothes in my hands
and began to sit up from his position on the bed. "I'd
better leave."

| threw my litle bundle on the bed and
reached for his hand. "Wait, why? What did | say?"

Robert pointed to the clothes that had fallen
loosely apart. "Nothing, Grace. Nothing at all."

| tightened my grip on his hand and then felt



my fingers curl into my palm as Robert disappeared
into a plume of black mist. "You know, you and your
sister are getting on my nerves with this-this poofing
into smoke thing," | said, annoyed. "This is why
humans date other humans. They don't just poof into
nothing and run away!" | said that last part as the
smoke disappeared out of my window.

| heard a knock on my door and felt relieved
for the distraction. "Come in," | called out and then
grabbed my clothes from the bed, tucking them
under my arm.

Graham poked his head in."Hey, Grace.
Look, | wanted to know if you had any extra folder
paper."

"Yeah. Sure." | grabbed my backpack and
handed it to him. "There's some in my binder."

Graham thanked me as | walked past him
towards the bathroom. | turned the shower on and
allowed the bathroom to fill up with steam. | climbed
into the hot spray and allowed it to beat into me a
pattern of relaxation and calm.

| ignored the knock on the door while |



washed my hair and soaped myself. The knock
grew louder as Irinsed off, and by the time | was dry
and fully dressed, the knock had grown so insistent |
thought it would fall off its hinges.

"What?!" | demanded as soon as | opened
the door. Graham stood in front of me with a blank
sheet of paper and a pencil in his hand, a look of
utter despair on his face.

"l don't know how to do this," he said sadly.

| looked at the paper and the pencil and
eyed him out. "You don't know how to do what?
Write your name?" | pushed past him and walked
into my room, noting that he had at least put my
backpack in the right spot.

"No. | don't know how to write a letter to
Lark."

| pulled the towel out of my hair and began to
rub it dry as | processed his words. "You want to
write a letter to Lark?"

He nodded his head dumbly.
"And you don't know how?"



Again, his head shook up and down. |
sighed. "What's keeping you from doing it?"

"l don't know how to put my thoughts down to
paper. It's like with everything else, I'm alright, but
when it comes to her...Grace, | tried this three times
and the furthest | got was the D in Dear."

| grabbed the sheet of paper from him and
sure enough, there were several indentations in the
shape of a letter D marring its otherwise perfect
surface. "What made you decide to write a letter to
her in the first place?"

"l just have this feeling that if I'm ever going
to tell Lark how | feel about her, it's got to be now.
Spring break is coming up and mom wants me to fly
down to Florida and spend it with her-"

"But you're going to miss the wedding!"

"I have no choice, Grace. | can't be sleeping
on your couch while you and Janice do all that
wedding stuff. You've got plans you have to take
care of, and she's going to have a baby soon. It's
time | started to think about the future--my future."
Graham shook the piece of paper in his hand and



tapped it with the pencil. "That's why | need you to
help me with this. | don't want to leave Heath without
letting her know how | feel about her, without giving it
a shot.

"Thing is...I don't know how to do it. | need
our help, Grace."

I admired him for his tenacity. He had never
looked more determined before. Even when he was
on the football field he still appeared slightly aloof,
as though that wasn't where he truly wanted to be.

"Well, okay then. Let's get started on this
letter.”

He grinned at me like a kid who'd just been
given a new toy, and | tried to smile in return with
equal exuberance, but in the back of my mind | kept
hearing Lark's words...

There is no future for us...

Graham was determined that there would be
a future for him and Lark, and | was equally
determined to help him prove Lark wrong.

*kk



Spring break was almost here when Graham
knocked on my bedroom door, a thin stack of
papers in his hand. "Are those college
applications?" | asked as | pointed to the
disorganized piles that lay out before me on my
bed. "I've got mine almost completely done; I've just
got a couple of essays left."

"No. | only applied to one college," he
replied. He handed me the sheets of filler paper,
each one completely full of his semi-neat
handwriting. "This is it."

"What is it?"
"The letter."

I looked at the first page closely and saw that
indeed, this letter was meant for Lark. The time he
had taken to embellish her name told me that
whatever it was that he had written had also been
done so with equal care and attention.

"That's nice," | said as | traced the L with my
finger. | could feel the deep indentation and smiled
as | realized what he had done. "You did this on
purpose so she could feel it and read it."



He blushed at the truth. "You're too smart for
your own good, Grace."

"Nah. I'm just a sucker for romance." |
handed the stack back to him, but he pushed it
away.

"l want you to read it," he said. "Read it out
loud and tell me if this would be enough to tell you
that whoever wrote it was in love with you."

"l don't think | should," | objected, trying to
have him take his letter back but he stood up and
walked away, putting as much space as possible
between himself and the words that he had written.

"Please, Grace. | need you to read it. | need
to hear it."

Sighing, | stared at the words on the page.
Knowing that if | didn't, I'd sorely disappoint him, |
began to read the composition that had taken him
two weeks to complete.

"Lark,

“I'm not very good at expressing how| feel,
especially when what | feel is something that I've



never felt before. | don't really remember much
about the first time | saw you. | was living in a fog
and | couldn't have appreciated you for all of your
beauty and your charm.

"I do remember the second time | sawyou,
though. You were surrounded by some of the most
beautiful girls in school, but none of them shined
like you did to me. It vasn't a day that should have
held any brightness, any kind of hope, and yet
you stood there like the only star in the sky-
-meant to be wished upon. And | wished on you. |
wished that one day, you'd remember my name.

"I knowthat sounds pretty stupid. Everyone
remembers my name. I'm one of the biggest jerks
in school. But | wanted you to remember my name
for another reason. | wanted you to be able to say
my name and be able fo say 'Graham
Hasselbeck is a good guy.'

"When | saw you again at the cemetery, |
thought it had to have been fate that brought you
there to my Grandmother's grave. Why else would
you have been there? And then you said my



name; you said it and | knew that my wish had
come true.

"Every single day since then, I've thought
of you. That sounds kind of stalkerish. I'm sorry.
Let me try that again.

"Every single day since then, | have
thought of how wonderful it's been just being
around you and that light you seem to bring with
you. | cannot think of a day yet where seeing your
face hasn't made me happy.

"But happy doesn't begin to describe how
good it feels. It sucks sometimes, not being able to
see you, not being able to hear your voice. And |
wonder if you might feel the same way. | had a
chance with you, a chance to tell you howl felt, but
my heart fumbled that ball and instead my head
won out.

“I von't say that | regret my decision,
because | don't. It helped me to learm more about
myself and what | was capable of, both the good
and the bad. It gave me a friend | didn't have



before then, and it gave me an appreciation for
knowing what | want and what I'm not willing to
settle for.

"And what | vant is to tell you that | don't see
my life going anywhere unless you're in it because
Ilove you. It's not the kind of love | have for Grace,
because | love her, too. But this is something
different, something that feels like a big rock is
sitting on my chest and the only way to remove it
is to see your face and hear your voice.

"And | hear your voice in my head, and |
see your face in my dreams, and | know that if |
closed my eyes for the last time, or if | never
heard another thing for as long as I lived, those
would be enough for me. The stupid poets who
wote those sonnets of love and devotion didn't
know what they vere talking about because they'd
never met you. They've never known what it feels
like to carry my heart in their chest whenever you
walk by.

"They've never known what it feels like to
have my legs whenever | smell your perfume.



They've never known what it feels like to hear you
say their name and see you smile when you say
it.

"I'm not good at expressing my feelings,
Lark. I've been so confused about so many things
that after a while, they all start to blend info each
other and | cannot pick out the differences
anymore. But vhat | feel for you stands out like a
wide receiver open in the last twenty yards from
the goal. It stands out like a single floner on a
gravestone covered in snow It stands out like a
quarterback witing a love letter to someone whose
love he doesn't deserve.

"I dream of one day being able to say
these things to you in person, to have enough
courage to be able to look into your beaultiful face
and not stumble on my words, but | can admit that
I do not know any other way to tell you this than
through this pencil and these sheets of paper.

"You've changed my life, Lark. No matter
what happens between us, no matter what
happens after this, | want you to knowthat besides



Grace, knowing you has been the best part of my
life, and the only part that Il ever look back on
without regret.

"Sincerely Yours,
"Graham Hasselbeck"

| quickly handed Graham the stack of paper
with shaky hands. He looked at me, nervously
anticipating my response. "Well...?" he asked while
| dabbed at my nose with a tissue he handed to me.

"Well what?" | replied, trying to contain my
emotions so that | didn't end up speaking like a
cartoon character..

"What do you think? Do you think she'll like
it?"

| looked at him, looked at his face and his
wide, anxious eyes. | couldn't lie to him, and so |
didn't. "I don't know, Graham. | honestly don't know if
she will or not. Lark isn't like most girls. / love it, but
then again, I'm not like most girls either."

He nodded his head as he digested my
answer. "Well, could you give it to her?" He folded



the stack of papers in half and then pressed the
bundle into my hands. "Could you give this to her,
read it to her and let her know that | don't expect
anything from her. | don't expect anything at all.”

| clasped onto the letter and nodded. "l
promise you that she'll get it."

Graham smiled and wrapped his arms
around me, hugging me tightly to his chest. "You're
the best, Grace. And | meant what | wrote in there
about you, too."

I laughed at that. "l know you did."

He loosened his hold on me and then
pressed a sloppy kiss on the top of my head. "l do
love you, Grace. You're my best friend. The best
friend any guy could have. | don't know what | did to
deserve you but I'm glad for it."

| couldn't say anything to him as he got up
and left. | just watched him go, feeling incredibly
lucky and guilty all at the same time.

As soon as the door was shut, | looked at the
folded bundle in my hand, opening it up to once
again run my fingers across the deep indentations



of each letter.

"Did you hear all of that?" | asked softly, my
hand starting to tremble as it reached the end of the
last page.

"Yes."

Lark stood by my window, her hands
clenched at her sides, her eyes shut tightly, as
though it could keep out the vision of my holding the
declaration that | held in my now violently shaking
hands.

"Now you know for certain. Now you know
exactly how he feels, without your charms, without
anything but his own heart in each and every word. |
didn't want to read this letter, Lark. | didn't want to
read it knowing that you were here and he had no
clue. That wasn't fair to him."

| stood up and grabbed one of her hands,
shoving the papers into them. "You said that you two
had no future together, but he thinks differently.”

"He thinks differently because he's a silly
human who doesn't understand the concept of time
and-"



"And what?" | asked angrily. "And what?
What doesn't he understand that's somehow so
fantastical, so divine that only you can know? Huh?
How can you stand there and be so self-righteous
when you cannot even recognize love when it slaps
you in the face?

"He knows what it is and isn't afraid to tell
you, and he's the silly human, remember? He's the
one proving to you that you're the one who doesn't
understand the concept of time because you're
wasting it trying to figure out an excuse that will
prevent you from having to face the fact that deep
down, you love him, too."

| stood nose-to-nose with Lark, my breath
coming out in angry huffs while she remained calm
and collected. But | could see that her icy exterior
was beginning to crack.

You understand and see nothing.

"Oh no. | see a lot more than you do, Lark. |
can see that you're scared, but what | don't see is
why. Why are you so afraid of letting him love you?
Why are you so afraid of loving him back?"



She turned her face away, the crystal
droplets once again falling from her eyes. | bent
down to collect them, each one a perfect teardrop.
"You can cry tears, but you cannot accept the
reason why you do so. You have his heart, Lark.
What are you going to do about it?"

Lark opened my hand and removed the tiny
crystals from my palm. She placed them into the
folded letter and then returned it to my hand. And
then she was gone.






FLEE

The last week of class before spring break
held the usual amount of excitement that any
vacation would bring. All throughout the school,
everyone was talking about their plans for the
upcoming week; everyone except for one small
group of people.

"Do you know when she's coming back?"

Graham and | looked at Robert as Stacy

asked him the same question for the third time
today. "Has she spoken to you? Called? Anything?"

"Stacy, he's told you twice already that the
answer is no. Could you leave the guy alone?"

Stacy's head snapped up to look at Graham.
"Since when did you care about leaving Robert
alone?"

Graham pushed the food on his plate around
as he answered her. "Since you started hounding
him three days ago."

As the two of them argued, | observed



Robert, who appeared to have a headache. | knew
that wasn't possible, but from all outward
appearances, that's exactly what it looked like as he
rubbed his temples with his fingers, his head
balancing precariously against them.

"Just like they never broke up, huh?" | joked,
looking for something to break the tension with.

He peered out at me from beneath his hands
and snorted. "Just like they never started dating."

| couldn't fault him there.He was right.
Though it had been a few weeks since they had
broken up, Graham and Stacy looked for all the
world exactly as they had when they were dating.
The only real difference was that instead of sitting
next to each other as they had previously, they now
sat on opposite sides of the table, their seats as far
away from each other as possible without being a
part of a different table entirely.

"So.." | began, looking to change the
subject, if only between the two of us.

"Yes, Grace?"
The indifference | detected in Robert's tone



disturbed me. "Are you going to act like this for the
rest of the school year?"

His face didn't show any reaction to my
question at all, something that | had come to expect
over these past few weeks. A part of me wondered
why | even bothered asking him any questions
anymore.

Robert threw his napkin onto the table and
stood up abruptly. "I've got things | need to do."

He walked away from the table, not
bothering to say goodbye to anyone. Not bothering
to say goodbye to me.

"Are things okay between you and Robert?"
Stacy asked in a low whisper. "He seems angry."

Graham left his seat and quickly sat in the
one vacated by Robert. "What's wrong? What's
going on with you two?"

"Nothing," | lied. "He's just...upset that Lark
and his mom left on vacation without him."

Stacy nodded her head, wholly empathizing
with Robert and the falsehood | had just told them,



while Graham simply looked dejected. It wasn't a
good look for him.

"Grace, do you know when they'll be back?"
Stacy questioned cautiously.

| frowned and shook my head. "I know
absolutely nothing, Stacy."

She bobbed her head in acknowledgement
and then started to play with her mashed potatoes,
disappointment written clearly on her face. Graham
watched her with an equally gloomy expression on
his.

In that moment | felt nearly ready to curse
Lark for doing this to all of us. After she had left my
room, Robert appeared, angry and upset. He told
me that Lark had left Heath--and most likely the
country. He accused me of not trying hard enough to
keep her in the dark about Graham's feelings; that |
had intended on her overhearing everything that
was said between Graham and | in an attempt to
play matchmaker. | was so hurt by the accusation
that | had asked him to leave and never come back
into my room again.



He abided by my demand, yet still showed
up each morning to pick me up. He had neither
apologized, nor offered an explanation as to why he
would feel it alright to jump to such conclusions
when he could have seen for himself that that was
never my intent at all.

As each day dragged on, it felt like we were
growing further and further apart as we spent less
time together during school. Graham seemed to
step in like a surrogate-boyfriend whenever | was
left to walk to class or home alone, and this only
fueled Robert's disenchantment even more.

Today was no different as the bell that
announced the end of lunch began to ring. "l don't
want to go to fourth period," Stacy groaned into her
mashed potato and pea sculpture. "Hey, let's ditch
school and go to the mall!"

"Are you out of your mind?" | asked her.
"Your parents would ground you until you were old
enough to collect social security if you did that."

"Ugh--I'm so tired of rules and regulations
and restrictions and blah-blah-blah. | just want to live
a little. Is that such a bad thina?" She arabbed her



backpack and fished out her keys. "You guys
coming?"

Graham looked away while simply | shook
my head. "Sorry. As much as | despise Biology
class, | need this credit in order to get into Berkley."

Stacy's eyes widened with surprise.
"Berkley? So far away?"

"Yeah. | got my acceptance letter last week
and [l be able to pay my way through one of their
student work programs; all | gotta do is graduate.
They've got a pretty good journalism program there,
plus I've seen their brochure. [l totally blend," |
explained as | slung my backpack over my shoulder.

"Well that's great, Grace. You're going after
what you want. And-" she said with a flourish of her
hand, "you might actually get some color on that
skin of yours in the process. What about you,
Graham? Where are you headed?"

Graham shrugged his shoulders. "Some
place in Florida most likely. I'l stay with my mom so
that | can get the residency discount and probably
see if | can get a spot on one of the football teams



as a walk-on."

"Well, I've decided that I'm not going to
college," Stacy announced matter-of-factly.

"What? Why?" Graham and | asked
simultaneously.

"lt's complicated," she began but then turned
around and started to walk away before finishing
her statement. "Grace, | expect you at practice
today--you're back in the beginner's class," she
yelled out as she headed towards the exit.

Graham and | both looked at each other,
confused and distressed at her announcement--and
| was slightly nervous about the practice part. "Did
she tell you about this before you broke up?" |
asked him.

He shook his head. "She never mentioned it.
I think | was too busy talking about my plans to really
notice though, so | can't be sure."

"Maybe this is her way of rebelling," |
suggested. "I mean, she joked that her mom
wouldn't let her go to college alone, and if she did
go, she wouldn't be able to pursue what she



wanted--she's always done what they asked of her--
maybe she's done playing the role of the obedient
daughter."

Graham held the cafeteria door open for me
as we walked out. The hallway was nearly empty;
the bell was just about ready to ring. "l suppose
youre right. She was always paranoid about
missing curfew, always worried that if she didn't
check in, her parents would ground her or
something. I told her that she's eighteen, she can do
what she wants, but she would tell me that 'Korean
daughters don't act that way' and that she had to be
a 'dutiful daughter'. | just hope that this isn't the
case."

Our pace didn't pick up, despite the bell
ringing, and we kept walking slowly towards our
classes. "Why not?" | wondered.

"Because part of the reason why she dated
me was to defy her parents and look at how well
that turned out."

"Ahh," I realized. "She was testing the waters
with you, and her parents didn't flip out."



A broad grin stretched across his face as he
nodded. "Yeah. Her brothers did, though. All five of
them."

My biology class was up first and | looked at
the door with trepidation. "I'm up."

"Are you gonna be okay?"

"Yeah," | said with a half-smile. "Il be fine.
What about you?"

His smile faded a bit as he answered with
the same reserved tone that | had just used. "Me,
too. Wait for me here after class, okay? [l walk you
over to English."

"Alright," | agreed, and walked into the
classroom.

*kk

School ended without any real fanfare. As |
had expected, Robert wasn't in class. Graham had
apparently expected it too, because he was there
waiting for me as | walked past the double doors.
"You need a lift home?"

"Yeah."



The two of us walked through the school
corridors like nothing had happened these past
eight months, nothing had changed between us. He
nodded his goodbyes to some of the kids that
called out to him, bumped fists with some of his
football buddies, while | stood beside him quietly.

When the entrance to the school was far
behind us and we were both in his car heading
home, Graham finally asked me the question that |
had been dreading because | knew that | would
have to lie to him.

"Did she leave because of me?"

| had planned what | was going to say as
soon as Robert had informed me four days ago that
Lark had left, laying down the words and rehearsing
them so that when today actually happened, I'd be
able to say them without faltering and giving away
the lie.

Instead, all | could do was stare at him with
my mouth open, unable and unwilling to deny the
truth that we both knew but didn't want to admit. It
had been so much easier and less complicated to



lie to Stacy, and | almost hated myself as | wished
for that to be true for Graham as well.

But how could | tell him that Lark had indeed
left because of him? He'd ask me why and | had no
answer. | couldn't very well explain to him that she
wasn't quite human and that for some reason
unknown to me, she couldn't admit to anyone--
especially herself--that she was in love with him.

The path to falling in love with an angel was a
straight one-- knew that as soon as | accepted that |
was in love with Robert--but it was paved with
broken glass that you tread on barefooted. | had
already shed my blood on it but | had done so
willingly. Graham was in love with Lark the person.
He knew nothing of Lark the angel, and | could only
guess that this was the side of herself that Lark
didn't want Graham to know about.

Of course, speculating did nothing to help
either of us, and since Robert was far too angry with
me to even bother explaining, speculation was all |
had. And | was all alone with my theories since |
couldn't very well discuss this with Stacy either. The
vacation lie was so simple and convenient, and it



fell out of my mouth so quickly and smoothly, Stacy
had believed it without question which meant that |
couldn't even hint at the root cause being boy
trouble anymore.

"Grace?"
llem?ll

"You didn't answer my question. Did she
leave early because of me?"

"l-I don't know, Graham," | managed to utter
before my mouth shut down on me again.

His head jerked once, acknowledging my
answer, but the promise of a more thorough
inquisition lurked just beyond the woeful cast in his
eyes.

"Did you want me to drop you off at
practice?" he asked as we pulled up to the curb
fronting his house. "l can do it on the way to work if
you want, but | won't be able to pick you up."

"No. | don't think Il be going today. | don't
feel like getting my butt kicked by eight-year-olds."

This seemed to amuse him as he started to



chuckle softly. "I'd actually like to see that. It might
be worth calling in sick just for that reason alone."

| immediately protested against the idea.
"You'll get into trouble with Robert, and | can't lie to
him if he were to ask me if you were really sick."

The laughter faded, but my words hung like
stale air around us in the car. Without intending to
do so, and despite the current state of our
relationship, | had just admitted to Graham that my
loyalty belonged to Robert first.

"Wow. That's a reality check."

"Look, Graham, | didn't really mean it that
way," I tried to explain but he brushed it off.

"No, no, Grace. You know what? If | were in
your shoes, I'd feel the same way. | guess | was just
hoping that | wouldn't have to deal with this for a little
while longer...you know, like until you had your first
kid or something."

We exited the car and walked towards my
house. Graham stopped halfway up the walkway,
his gaze directed towards his house. The blinds
had been drawn back--the first time in over two



months--and the chaotic mess that made up the
living room could be seen from the outside. Graham
seemed fixed to the ground beneath him, but | could
tell that he was as curious as he was concerned.

"Do you want to go and check on him?" |
asked him. When he didn't answer | didn't press the
issue.

We walked through my front door and
Graham groaned. "She's making tofu casserole
again. That's it, 'm eating at work."

| grimaced as well. The aroma of cabbage
and bean curd masked any pleasant odor that
might have been detectable had we had anything
but tofu and veggie-based faux meat products for
the past few weeks. Our only saving grace was
turkey bacon at breakfast.

"Is that you, kids?" | heard Janice call out
from the kitchen.

"Yeah, Janice, we're home," | replied as |
held my hand over my face.

Graham wrinkled his nose and shook his
head. "You know, it always smelled like tofu and



cabbage at Stacy's house, too, but at least her
mom uses actual meat in her dishes. | didn't know
that when | agreed to stay here that your future step-
mom would try to turn me into a rabbit," he
whispered to me as we walked towards the kitchen.

"Shh," | hissed. "Hey, Janice, what are you
making?"

Janice was chopping vegetables for what |
could only assume was yet another salad. Her large
belly kept her at a distance from the actual counter,
causing her to lean forward uncomfortably, but she
still wore a fairly pleased smile. "lI've got a Tempe
and vegetable lasagna with cabbage noodles
baking in the oven, 'm chopping up some bell
peppers for a wild rice salad, and in about thirty
minutes, Il pop in a pan of organic whole wheat
brownies for dessert. So, how was your day at
school, kids?"

I turned to look at Graham, who was too busy
looking green to answer, and sighed. "School was
fine. We're going upstairs to do some homework
before Graham has to go to work, so if you need
anything..."



Janice waved her hand in the air, the kitchen
light glinting off the blade. "Alright."

| grabbed Graham's arm and pulled him
towards the stairs. We climbed up to my room and
heaved a sigh of relief that the odor from downstairs
hadn't made its way upstairs, too. "When is she
going to start eating normal food again?" Graham
asked as he threw himself onto my bed facedown.

| placed my backpack on the floor by the
dresser and shrugged my shoulders. "l don't know. |
hope that after the baby is born she at least lets me
start cooking more than once a week."

"Yeah," Graham agreed. "At this rate, [l be
thinner than you by graduation.”

"Hey, you know you at least get to eat out
when you're at work. 'm the one stuck here every
night eating tofu and bean sprouts while you're
stuffing your face with pizza and hot dogs."

Graham threw a hand negligently into the air,
his finger pointing at me. "Your fault. You could
always tell your boyfriend to bring you something to
eat, or take you out once in a while."



To that | said nothing. | unzipped my
backpack and pulled out my binder to go over my
homework, ignoring the photographs and notes that
framed my dresser mirror. Grabbing a pencil from
my bag, | sat down on the floor beside my bed and
stared blankly at the French assignment from this
morning.

"Hey, Grace?"

"Mmm?" | said, the pencil in my mouth
preventing any articulate sounds coming out.

"Are you gonna tell me the truth about what's
going on between you and Robert?"

| pulled the pencil from between my lips.
"What do you mean?"

The bed began to shift behind me, the
springs moving loudly as Graham hefted himself off
and sat down beside me, our backs pressed up
uncomfortably against the metal bar of the bed
frame.

"I mean, there's something wrong between
you two, and | don't care how many times you say
that everything is fine and how it has nothing to do



with Lark, because | can tell that everything is not
fine, and that this probably does have something to
do with Lark." He grabbed the binder from out of my
hands and tossed it a few feet in front of us, soon
followed by my pencil. "I'm your best friend, Grace,
remember? If you can't talk to me about it, who can
you talk to?"

| giggled nervously, the idea that | could talk
to Graham about what had happened between
Robert and | seeming so much more like a fantasy
than the reality of Robert and Lark being angels we
had both fallen for.

"Grace?"

I looked into Graham's eyes and | could see
that there was genuine concern in them. He
grabbed my hand and squeezed it reassuringly,
something a best friend would do.

"We had a fight," | said, finally.
"About...?"

I looked at him and there was no mistaking
what the reason was in my face. He put his head
down. "Oh."



"Yeah, oh," | said with a downhearted laugh.

"But why? What's so wrong with me loving
his sister? | mean, besides the fact that I'm
obviously not good enough for her and that | was
pretty big jerk to you? That shouldn't be reason for
him to take this out on you," Graham argued, his
free hand flailing around to emphasize each point.

"He thinks that | was plotting to get the two of
you together,"  admitted. Though not the whole truth,
it wasn't a lie either and that was enough to save my
conscience.

"Well, I only wish that were the case. You
helped me out when | needed you, but you never
pushed me towards Lark. You never tried to get me
to break up with Stacy, even though you knew how |
felt about her. You were being my friend, and he
can't get mad at you for that. Not again."

| shook my head at Graham's reasoning.
"You don't understand, Graham. When he accused
me of these things, | got upset because | know that
you're good enough for Lark; maybe too good. |
know that you would make Lark very happy, and |



told him, but | was so angry...I said some things |
shouldn't have said."

Graham looked at me with surprise. "Like
what?"

| turned my face away and whispered my
reply.
"Well now that was stupid."

My head whipped back to face him, my
mouth open in shock. "Thanks, best friend!"

He shrugged his shoulders. "What? It's the
truth. You told him you never wanted to see him
again, yet you take him up on his offer to drive you
to school and bring you home? Talk about sending
mixed-messages, Grace. He's in love with you, and
yeah, he was stupid for saying what he did, but he
did it because he loves his sister. You need to
apologize to him, Grace."

| slouched beside him and stubbornly folded
my arms across my chest. "He hasn't apologized
either. What he said was wrong, Graham, and it hurt
because he should have known better, he should
know me better."



Graham nodded in agreement. "Yeah, he
should have, but so should you."

"What exactly does that mean?"

"You know exactly what that means. You of all
people know how overprotective Robert is when it
comes to his sister--I'd probably think it was kinda
creepy if | didn't know how much he loved you--so
you should have known that he'd assume that if she
was upset by something, it would be because of
me. He was simply reacting the way a big brother
would. Give the guy a break. He's only human."

"You have no idea what you're talking about,
Graham," | huffed.

"l know more than you think," he retorted. "I
know that sometimes | do and say some pretty
boneheaded stuff, but trust me when | say that |
know a lot more about being a guy than you do,
Grace, and Robert was being a total guy.

"l also know that what you said to Robert
was you running away from the argument, instead of
dealing with it like you're supposed to when you



love someone. | ran away from our friendship,
Grace, so | know what running looks like. | know that
it doesn't have to involve anything but words, and
that it can hurt you just as much as it does the
person you're running from.

"You love Robert. He makes you happy and
he loves you, so stop being stupid and just
apologize to him."

I wanted to scream at him that he didn't know
what he was talking about, that he was just as
wrong as Robert was but there was no point. He
wasn't wrong.

"Grace?"
"Yeah?"
"Hate me?"
"No."

"I'm sorry."
"Me, too."

*kk

| was in the middle of washing the dishes



after dinner when the doorbell rang. "Grace, Stacy's
here," Dad called out from the living room.

| placed the last dish in the drying rack and
wiped my hands on a dish towel as she walked into
the kitchen. "Hey, Stacy."

"You didn't show up to practice. Again."

| grinned nervously at her stern expression.
"Um...'m sorry?"

"Can we talk-" she looked through the
kitchen entrance at Dad, who was too engrossed in
whatever it was he was watching on the television to
notice us "-somewhere private?"

| pointed upstairs and she nodded. | placed
the dish towel onto the counter and turned off the
light as we headed towards the stairs. "I'm going
upstairs, Dad," | called out. His hand waved at us
casually; he was too involved with his show.

As we passed Dad and Janice's room, |
could see Janice laying out some clothes on the
bed. She lifted her head from her task and smiled at
me. I smiled in return and then headed to my room.



"How goes the wedding plans?" Stacy
asked once we were seated on my bed.

"They're going, | guess. | asked if | could
help, but Janice said that she didn't have anything
for me to do and that she'd let me know when she
did. She and Dad don't talk about it much in front of
me for some reason. | think that they feel | might not
be ready to deal with it."

| looked at Stacy, who was dressed in a
sports bra and what looked like gym shorts, and
asked her what it was that she wanted to talk about.
| should have known as soon as she started.

"Do you know when Lark is coming back?"

I shook my head. "I told you, Stacy. | have no
idea."

She clenched her teeth, my answer obviously
not to her liking. "You'd think that with all that money
she'd at least carry around a cell phone that worked
or something."

| laughed softly. Though Lark carried around
one of the latest model cell phones, it wasn't
operational, merely decorative. "Well, she does



have something far better than a cell phone," |
replied.

Stacy huffed. "Fat lot of good that does
anyone when she treats that gift like people do cell
phones; something she can just ignore when she
doesn't want to be bothered."

"So what makes you think she'd be any
different if her phone actually worked?"

"l don't know, but at least it would give me
another way to get in touch with her without having
to go through Robert."

| tucked my head down and asked in a low
voice, "So you've asked Robert to try and get in
touch with her?"

Stacy nodded. "Yes, and he said that he
wasn't about to bother her for my human whims."

| glowered at the idea of Robert being so
callous. "That doesn't sound like him."

"I know. He apologized immediately of
course, but said that he still wasn't going to bother
her." She started to rub her arms as the breeze that



blew through my window took a sudden chilly turn. "I
asked him why he was so agitated, but he wouldn't
say. He just kept looking at you and then told me to
leave you alone."

"Me? When did you ask him these
questions?"

She looked out of the window and struggled
with what she wanted to say, but finally turned her
head to respond. "Just before | rang the doorbell.
He was sitting on his bike and staring through the
front window."

| leapt off the bed and ran to my window,
sticking my head outside to glance up and down the
street. | pulled myself back in and sat on the edge of
the bed when | was convinced that there was no one
there. "Did he say anything else?" | asked
expectantly.

She shook her head. "He waved when | said
bye, but that was it. What's going on, Grace? You
two have been acting very weird lately. The only one
who's been semi-normal is Graham, which means
he's told me absolutely nothing."



"lt's complicated, Stacy."

"I'm sure that this wasn't too complicated for
Graham," she replied sulkily.

"'ve known Graham since we were kids,
Stacy. He lives with me. He's my-"

"Best friend--l know. He told me the same
thing when | called him up at work to find out what's
going on; he said you would tell me when you're
ready, that you don't know any more than | do about
what's going on with Lark, and that | should just
leave you alone. Why is everyone telling me to leave
you alone? What's the deal, Grace?"

"l think you should leave Grace alone, Stacy."

Stacy and | turned to see Robert sitting on
the ledge of my window, the inky color of his clothes
blending in with the darkening sky outside. Stacy
looked at me with wide eyes. "Does he always do
this?"

| nodded.

"Well," she began, turning to speak to
Robert, "Id say that was romantic, but seeing as



you're probably not here in any romantic capacity, 'l
just say that you're being incredibly rude, which is
pretty ironic considering that you're supposed to be
anangel."

Robert stood up and moved very quickly, his
body turning into a streak of black before
disappearing near the closet.

The knock on the door caused both Stacy
and | to jump. "Hey girls, we're heading off to bed
now," Janice said from behind the door. "Stacy,
don't stay too late, alright? I'd rather not be woken
up again at midnight by your mother looking for
you."

"Okay, Miss Dupre," Stacy called out.
"Alright. Goodnight, girls!"

"Night, Janice," | replied loudly, my eyes
growing wide as Robert appeared again, sitting on
the sill as though he had never left.

Stacy eyed Robert and waited until she
heard the bedroom door across the hall shut before
she launched into Robert. "What was that about?"



"lt's one thing to have her friends know that |
am in her room; it's another thing entirely for her
parents to find me in here, alone or not," Robert
answered woodenly.

"You couldn't just pop out of the window or, |
don't know, disappear into smoke or something?"

"Hey," | whispered. "Could you two quit with
the bickering?"

Stacy and Robert glared at each other but
nodded, each one curt and matter-of-fact. "Thank
you," | sighed. "Now, why are you here?" | said as |
turned to give Robert my undivided attention.

Robert looked at me, his face still the most
beautiful thing | have ever seen. | caught the flicker
of something in his eyes, a slight softening that
gave me a glimmer of hope that | didn't know | had
needed or wanted. His mouth twitched and he
quickly covered it with his hand, blocking the smile |
knew he couldn't keep from appearing.

Stacy coughed, a rough, disturbing sound
that caused the both of us to turn our attention to
her. "I'm okay. Just a bug. That window needs to be



closed."

Robert stood up and pushed the window
down, leaving just a small sliver of space between it
and the sill. "Is that better?"

She nodded and then dabbed at her eyes
with the back of her hand. "So, before you and
Grace start making up, could you please tell me
when Lark is getting back?"

llNo.ll

Stacy turned her head to me, her eyes wide
with suggestion. | sighed and looked at Robert as |,
too, asked him the same question. His answer was
no less firm, although the look in his eyes had
softened some more.

"l understand you're doing the whole big-
brother-protective thing, Robert, but | really need to
talk to her," Stacy insisted. "And don't try reading
my mind to find out why. | don't want her learning
why through you. That's not fair to her or to me."

"Stacy, reading someone's mind isn't
something that is done by selection. It just...is. | can
ignore most of it, but | cannot stop it from happening



anymore than you can stop yourself from blinking.
Also, | resent the notion that | would listen to your
thoughts in an attempt to undermine your right to
divulge your little secret to Lark yourself."

"Alright. 'm sorry for that. Now, will you tell
me where she is, or get in touch with her for me?"

Robert shook his head. "No."

"Well, what about for me?" | asked. "Will you
tell me where she is?"

"I'm sorry, Grace. The answer is the same.
Lark made it clear that she was to be left alone; |
promised her that she would and that she could
return on her own time," Robert insisted.

"Robert, | know that this phrase probably
means absolutely nothing to you, considering that
you've never had to worry about it or anything like
that, but time is of the essence here," Stacy broke
in.

"Perhaps Lark doesn't understand that your
time doesn't quite flow in sync with our time," |
added.



The softness that | saw hinted in Robert's
face dissipated and was replaced with a new cold
bitterness. "I'm very well aware that my time doesn't
quite flow in sync with yours, Grace, and so is Lark."

"Okay, good. Could you please tell Lark that |
need to speak with her then," Stacy interrupted,
moving to stand between Robert and I. "This is
important, Robert. 'm asking here. Please?"

He looked at me above Stacy's head as he
answered. "['l think about it."

"Thanks," Stacy sighed in relief. "This means
a lot to me, Robert. Really."

He nodded brusquely, his gaze never leaving
my own. "Stacy?" he said softly.

"Yeah?"
"Could you leave now?"

Stacy noticed where his gaze was directed
and turned to look at me, the silent question written
in her eyes. | nodded and she exhaled slowly,
looking back at Robert before shaking her head.
"O-kay."



She gave me a quick hug and waved at
Robert before slipping quietly out the door. Robert
and | stared at each other until | saw Stacy's car
reverse out of the driveway and her red ftaillights
fade away down the street.

"We need to talk," Robert and | both said at
the same time. The look on his face and the look in
mine reflected in his eyes told me that this was
going to be more than just a simple talk.






FRAYED

"You first," | told him, wanting a bit more time
to be able to word my apology just right.

"I was planning on doing so anyway," he
insisted. "May I?" He held a hand out and motioned
to the empty space on the bed that Stacy had
occupied. | nodded and he sat down, carefully
maintaining a safe distance between us.

| looked at him expectantly and waited for
him to begin speaking. He kept looking at me, but
said nothing. Every so often | would look behind him
at the clock on my dresser as the minutes ticked by,
but | didn't say anything about the time. | honestly
had missed his presence so much, simply sitting
here with him was enough. | didn't need
conversation. | didn't need-

"Grace, | need to show you something."
I blinked. "What?"

His hand stretched forward to hold mine but
before his fingers grazed my skin, he pulled his
hand back. "May I?"



| looked down at his hand and blinked once
more to adjust my vision. "Is your hand...shaking?"

Robert clenched his hand into a fist and
pressed it against the bed, the force causing the
bed to dip and the springs to squeal from the
pressure.

My hand covered his, the contact meant to
be reassuring. Instead, my mind was instantly filled
with the unrelenting stream of information that
Robert's mind contained, ever constant and
unyielding to the limited capacity of my own. |
started to feel the pressure build as each foreign
memory began to stretch my mind until all | could
see were the tiny pulses of light beneath my lids.

This had happened once before, the first
time that Robert and | had consciously held each
other's hand--a platonic gesture meant only to help
me--and | had passed out as a result. My nose had
bled, my mind felt like it had literally exploded, and
Robert had stayed with me throughout it, despite
only knowing me for less than a day. This time,
however, | hadn't lost all consciousness and could
still feel his hand beneath mine. The other was



gently cradling my head that had dipped forward
and then to the side as the onslaught of thoughts
and visions took over, weighing me down with them.

"Are you alright?"

| opened my eyes slightly to see Robert's
concerned face looking at me from an odd angle;
his head was tilted to the side, his torso twisted
towards me. | smiled at him and nodded my head.

"Are you sure?"

"Mmm-hmm," | murmured, just glad for the
contact.

He looked at me, studied my face. As soon
as he was sure that the dizziness had passed, he
helped me to a sitting position. "You let me know
when you're ready for this," he said as he wiped my
forehead with the back of his hand.

"I'm ready."

"We don't have to rush this, Grace. Are you
sure you're ready?"

"That depends on what it is that you have to
show me. Is this about Erica?"



"No," he replied.

"Well. | guess [l just have to wait and see
then, huh?" | remarked.

My hand that was still covering Robert's lifted
off of his as he removed it from the deep
indentation that he had created in the mattress. "I'm
sorry about the bed," he commented before taking
a hold of my hand and pulling me close. "Don't
move. No matter what you see, do not move," he
instructed before lowering his head to mine.

Our foreheads touched faintly but before |
had time to appreciate the cool smoothness of his
skin against mine, | was no longer in my room.
Instead, | was now watching two people leave the
school grounds in a rusty green vehicle. | knew who
they were instantly as the mixed feelings flared
within me--I was now seeing things from Robert's
point of view and his emotions were now my own,
his anger and his hurt two distinct voices inside one
cold and lifeless heart within him. As he watched
the pair leave, his attention turned to another figure
leaving the school.



The man was older, slightly portly with a
noticeably hurried gait. His hair was disheveled and
his brown suit was wrinkled where it had gathered
while he sat. Robert watched the man walk across
the parking lot towards a dark brown station wagon.
The car was unlocked. The man climbed in and
turned the key to start the engine. It was a sickly
sound, as though the car were pleading with its
owner to put it out of its misery, squealing like a
wounded animal just before the final blow of mercy
was to be dealt.

The car pulled out of its stall and rolled slowly
out of the lot, its direction negligent. Robert was
moving, too. His vision became foggy yet no less
clear, an odd thing | noticed, as he followed the
vehicle. Each second that ticked by, each simple
increment of time seemed to turn the sky around
Robert darker and darker as the car in front of him
began to weave in and out of its lane.

Soon the station wagon was barreling down
an empty stretch of road, the demand nearly too
much for the tired engine to handle as it inched its
way up to a terrifying speed. As the car weaved into



the oncoming lane, | could make out what appeared
to be the front end of a bicycle lying in the middle of
the lane ahead.

The driver, however, did not. It happened in a
split second. The car hit the bike at such an
exaggerated speed, the frame split in two and went
flying into the undercarriage. Though | personally
knew nothing about the workings of a car, this was
not my vision. This was Robert's, and | instinctually
knew that the metal bars that made up the bike
were about to do something horrifically disastrous
to the rear axle of the station wagon.

With a loud, metallic snap, the remains of the
bicycle tore through the rear of the car, the resulting
damage causing the car to rise up above the
pavement. Physics then took over as the car's mass
forced it into a tailspin. The intense speed
combined with the friction from the tires pulling
against the asphalt caused the vehicle to jerk up,
resulting in the car flipping over for several
rotations, eventually coming to a rest onits roof.

Behind it, the road was a veritable battlefield
of twisted metal and torn rubber. There were



gouges deep within the asphalt with several distinct
tracks formed by what would soon be tread-less
tires and the remainder of the pipe that protruded
now from the underbelly of the completely destroyed
vehicle. Glass littered the road, though it looked far
different from the type that would belong to a
windshield or windows.

Robert approached the car, the fog lifting just
slightly, though the darkness never receded. As he
drew closer, the sight of blood on the ground was a
sign that whoever was in the car had not escaped
unscathed. Robert's hand grabbed a hold of the
door where the window should have been, as
though he were grabbing a thick book. He lifted his
hand and the door peeled off of its hinges smoothly,
effortlessly, like removing a slice of cake.

He tossed the door to the side, ignoring the
screeching sound it made as it slid several feet
away, and peered inside of the cab. He shook his
head at what he saw, and | felt myself recoil at the
image as | ftried to place the somewhat
recognizable face that belonged to the man who
had been driving. The steering wheel was pressed



up against his chest, pinning him to the seat of his
now overturned car. His face was a mangled mass
of torn skin and blood that sparkled with fragments
of the same odd looking glass that lay out in the
road behind him.

"Hello, Oliver,” | heard Robert say in a
soothing voice.

"Oh good. Someone is here to help me," the
man named Oliver said in a garbled voice. He
coughed as blood bubbled up out of his mouth and
nose and landed on the ceiling of the car, mixing in
with the sickly sweet liquid that had already pooled
there. "I think my cell phone is still in my pocket.
Could you call my wife?"

Robert's hand reached into the car and he
gently touched the man's shoulder. An intense light
filed the car in a quick burst of light, and then
Robert was outside of the vehicle, the man named
Oliver standing beside him, confused and
disoriented. "How'd | get out here?" he asked
before his eyes picked up on what Robert had
already known.

"Hev. that's me in the car. But I'm riaht here...



Wait--does'fhis mean that I'm...dead?"

Robert shook his head. "No, Oliver. This just
means that 'm not interested in having this
conversation in the car while it's leaking gasoline
and smelling of cheap vodka and whisky."

"Hey now, | don't know what you're talking
about. | wasn't drinking. See? Perfectly sober,"
Oliver argued, demonstrating his point by taking
several steps away from Robert and then spinning
around on his heel, his balance perfect; the motion
smooth.

Robert's hand flashed out, his fingers
wrapping around Oliver's throat as he said in that
same calm, soothing voice, "You're lying, Oliver."

The man held his hands up, his face turning
a putrid shade of purple as he relented. "Okay,
okay. Yes, | did have a drink. Just one th-" Robert's
grip grew tighter around Oliver's throat and the man
started to cough before managing to gasp out a
quick "l drank half a bottle!"

Robert eased his grip on Oliver's throat,
though he still had his fingers laced around his neck



in a vise grip that | could eerily feel on around my
own. "That's better. Now, Oliver. We're going to play
a litle game called truth or dare. Il ask you a
question and you'll tell me the truth or you'll dare to
lie to me again and then we'll repeat what you've
just experienced here, only | won't use my hands."

"Wh-what will you use?" Oliver stuttered.

Robert's lips curled back in a menacing
growl and gnashed his teeth. Oliver began to shake
with fear and understanding and obediently nodded
his head.

"I'm glad that we understand each other. Now
then, question one, do you know who |am?"

Oliver shook his head, the movement so
small and quick, had | been looking with my own
eyes | would have missed it entirely. Robert smiled
at the man's answer. "You're telling the truth. Pity--I
was hoping that perhaps you would. | rarely enjoy
moments like these, but for you [ll make an
exception.

"Who | am, Oliver, is your road to perdition.
Or, | could be your road to salvation. The choice is



yours."

The man's eyes widened with confusion. "I...I
don't understand.”

Robert pointed to the body that was slowly
dying in the car in front of them. "You're not in that
body, Oliver. You're standing beside me because |
have the ability to allow you to live and make right
the wrongs you've done, or | can allow this scene
before you to play out and you'll die a very painful
death that will be but a precursor to what lies in
store for you."

Oliver looked at his lifeless body, obscured
by the steering wheel that held him immobile and
upside down, and then turned his focus to Robert,
whose menacing appearance could be seen in the
glassy reflection of Oliver's eyes. "What do | do?
What do | do to make things right?"

"We play the game. Next question, Oliver.
What is your worst crime?"

Oliver looked at Robert and then back to the
car. His head kept swinging back and forth between
the two, obviously deciding which fate was worse.



Robert, having stared at the half-moons in his nails
while Oliver decided, impatiently snapped his
fingers. A slight spark flew out from between them
and landed in a stream of liquid, igniting it in a
bright blue flash of fire. The flame traveled quickly,
hungrily seeking out more fuel as it headed directly
towards the station wagon.

"No! Wait!"" Oliver cried out. He Ilurched
forward but Robert held him back with the faintest of
grips on his shoulder.

"Will you tell me?"

Oliver nodded his head frantically, his gaze
fixed on the flame that streaked ever closer to his
body and its would-be metal coffin.

Robert waved an indifferent hand in the air
and a gust of chiled wind suffocated the
determined blue wave of heat. "Now. Tell me."

Defeated, Oliver nodded. "l killed a girl."

Robert's body jerked at the