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“WHO'S THAT?' | ASKED.

| nodded to where aline of kids were waiting to be served what passed for food in the cafeteria

“Who's who?” Maxine replied.

“Thetdl, pae guy with the Harry Potter glasses?’

“l don't see atdl, pae guy, with or without glasses?

| glanced at her, then looked back, but he wasn't there anymore. “Though I'm surprised,” she went
on. “I would have thought you' d reference Buddy Hally. Or &t least Elvis Costello? —" That’ s funny?

“It was't thet funny.”

“No, | mean, funny-strange,” | said. “He's gone. But where could he have gone? He was right by the
end of that line and it's too far to the door for him to have dipped out. | only looked away for a second.”

Maxine got an odd look. “You mug have seen Ghogst.” Thiswas good, | thought. A nickname was a
dart.

“How’d he get the name?’ | asked, though | could guess from the way he kept disappearing on me.

“Because heredly is a ghost. People have been seeing him for years.”

| waited for a punch line, but it didn’t come.

“You'rekidding,” | said.
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If I can dream of waking in a dream, how can | tell
I’m not dreaming now?
—SASKIA MADDING,
FROM “THINKING AFTER MIDNIGHT”
(SPIRITS AND GHOSTS, 2000)

NOW: Imogene

It starts with thisfaint sound that pulls me out of deep: a sort of caliope music played on an ensemble
of toy indruments. You know, as though there's a raggedy orchestra playing quietly in some hidden
corner of my bedroom, like the echo of a Tom Waits song heard through the wals from the apart-ment
next door. Rinky-dink piano, tinny horns and kazoos, miniaure guitars with plastic strings, weird
percussion.

| don't redly wake up until | hear a creak from indgde my closet. | know exactly what it is the old
wooden chest where | store my childhood treasures. | lie there, staring up at the celling, sraining to hear
more over the ingstent whisper of the music, because now | know that al these nursery rhymes and fairy
taes are cregping out of the books | used to read when | was a kid. A hinge squeaks on the closet
door—the one I'm adwaystdling mysdf | have to ail, but promptly forget before | actudly get to it—and
out they come, one by one, their feet making little scratchy noises on the wood floor.

| don't know if they're the actud characters from the books or something else again: patchwork
creatures made out of words and rags and twigs, of bits of wool and fur, skin and bone. Ther€'s too
much shadow and spookinessin the room, so | only catch glimpses of them as they emerge, and

| don't want to lean over the Sde of the bed to have a better look. All | know for sure is that they



come from the books. A pack of srange little creatures, shuffling and dancing their way out of the closet
and into the shadows around my bed. And in among them, sanding alot tdler than the rest, so | can see
his features in the light that comes through my window from the streetlamp outside, is my old imaginary
friend, Pell-mdll.

| used to cdl hm Pdly and stopped playing with hm a good seven years ago, when | was ten. |
haven't redly thought much about him since then, except for that day when | fird met Maxine.

He hasn't grown the way | did, so he's 4ill only around four feet tdl, this weird, skinny cross
between a hedgehog and a boy, with floppy rabhbit ears and a monkey’s prehendle tale. He used to be so
swest, but now he has dl the inno-cence of a dead child's ghost. It's in those big eyes of his. He knows
too much. He's seen too much.

He steps up to the bed and lays his hands on my com-forter. The fingers seem too long, like they
have an extrajoint. | don’t remember that from before, either. His face leans close to mine. My gaze lifts,
and now dl | can see are those hig, strange eyes of his They're deep and luminous, and | fed like |
could fdl right into them.

“Imogene,” he says. Hisvoice is a husky rasp and harmo—

nizeswith the faint caliope music. “I’'ve missed you sdeways? His hand lifts from the comforter and
reaches for my face. And then | wake up for redl.

THEN: Imogene

“You look judt like the imaginary friend | had when | was a kid. Only older, you know?’

That was the firg thing | ever said to Maxine. We were both sixteen, and it happened midterm on my
fird lunch break a my new school. I'd just transferred to Redding High, after my mom moved us from
Tyson to Newford so that we could “find oursalves.” Find herself, sheredly meant. Neither my brother
Jared nor | was particularly lost.

The words were a test of sorts, the sort of peculiar thing that’s dways popping out of my mouth.
How people react lets me gauge ther possible compatibility. Jared uses musc. To register podtively on
his radar, you have to have the right attitude about the right band at the right point in their career. | think
my way’s way more fair. Or at least more invertive.

Maxine didn’t redly look like the imaginary childhood playmate | could bardly recdl, never mind
describe—I remembered there’ d been something about ears like a rabbit’'s and a tall like a monkey’s. |
was pretty sure that Maxine was completdy human, though she could be hiding a tal under that
knee-length skirt of hers. It was hard to tell. What couldn’t be argued was that she was a dender girl with
auburn hair and taler than me. But then most people were. Tdler, | mean. And while she was aso pretty
enough to be popular, when | stepped out into the schoolyard, she was dtting by hersdlf on a bench by
the basebd| diamond, esting her lunch while she looked out across the playing fidd.

I’d gotten redly tired of the endlesdy shifting dliques at my old school, so I'd decided thet this time
I’d dign mysdf with only one person. A specid person, someone who cared as little for the socid
merry-go-round as | did. Stting by hersdf the way she was, Maxine seemed a likdy candidate, so that
waswhy I'd waked over to the bench, sat down, and delivered my pronouncement.

Maxine gave me a cool look after | spoke, but the hint of a amile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Maybe | am,” she said.

| smiled happily. It was the perfect response. Playing aong, but not committing, so there was dill
some mystery. Not, “Go away.” Not, “Yes, wha took you so long to find me agan?'—athough that
might have proved interesting.

“I don’'t know,” | said. “It'sdl hazy, but | seem to remember something about floppy ears and atal.”
Maxine shrugged. “People change”

“Even when they're imaginary?’

“Probably more so then.”

“You're probably right.”

“My name s Maxine”
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“Mine's Imogene.”

“For red?’

| nodded. Considering the way my imagination tends to spill out of my mouth, it was a far question,
not to mention an astute one on Maxine' s part, her having just met me and dl.

“My mother got it from this book she bought while she was pregnant with me. It's about this
irrepressible little girl who wakes up one morning with antlers.”

“So, in other words, you grew into the name.”

| beamed at her. “This” | said, “feds like the beginning of a great friendship.”

Maxine shook her head.

“Why ever not?’

“The best thing you could do right now is to say some-thing mean to me and then wak away.And
never talk to me again—unlessit’s to say more mean things”

“Don’'t be supid.”

“You don't understand. I’'m like a pariah around here.” | tilted my head. “I’ve never heard that word
used in a conversation before.”

“I'm serious.”

“So an I. It's werd how certain words are redly just book words and hardly ever get used in
regular conver-sations. | wonder why that is. And pariah isone of those interesting ones that sounds like
it means.There s aword for that, too, igT't there?”

“Onomatopoeia”

“Which, initsdf, is an interesting word.”

Maxine could only shake her head. “Are you dways like this?’

“Pretty much. So what's so bad about you?’

“Oh, who knows? | suppose it started because | was too smart and showed it.”

| gave her adow nod of understanding.

“Have you ever noticed,” | said, “how everyone says they want to be different, but as soon as they
meet someone who redly is different, they ostracize them?’

“Exactly. And now it's just a habit—the making fun of me, | mean.”

“l don't care. I'd dill rather be your friend.”

“But you haven't met anybody ese.They could be won-derfully interesting.”

“Not to mention mean.Why would | want to be friends with people like that?”

Maxine shrugged. “1 don't know. Most people just do. | did once, but they never gave me the
chance”

“And besides” | went on. “I’'m sure I'm weirder than you. So being your friend is like a preventative
measure.”

“How's that?”’

| grinned. “Thisway I'm sure of having one friend.”

“You are weirder than me”

“And besides dl of that, our names have a nice rhythm when they're put together. Maxine and
Imogene.”

“Except yours has one more syllable than mine does.”

“Soyou'll just have to catch up.”

Maxine shook her head and redlly amiled for the firg time. “I’'m not sure | ever could.”

* % %

Later than afternoon, a girl named Vderie Clarke approached me at my locker between classes. She
was very cute, blonde, and had obvioudy taken her fashion tips from an MTV video—one by a boy
band, mind you, not some dinky rap one. Short little skirt, perky shoes, deeveess top, dl of them just
right. | didn't know what dique she was with, exactly, but 1 knew she belonged to one from the little
gaggle of clones that stood in a cluster behind her, ligening in.



“So you're the new girl,” she said.

It wasn't a particularly endearing opening line—not at dl like the one I d used with Maxine—but then
| don't think it was supposed to be.

“Apparently,” 1 said and offered her alow-watt smile.

| was willing to be amicable so long as it didn’'t take alot of work on my part, nor entall my having to
join her digue. Not that | thought an invitation was forthcoming, but you never know. Little Bob, a
hillbilly kid back a my old school, swore it once rained snails up in the mountains where he lives, so
granger things have happened.

“Where did you transfer from?’Vderie asked.

“It wasn't in the newspaper? | was sure it made dl the gossip sections.”

“What?’

From the confused expression on her perfectly made-up face, she obvioudy didn't get that | was
joking. And okay, | wasn't trying too hard to make nice. But kids like that have dways rubbed me the
wrong way, dl intimidation and cooler-than-thou. Please. Still, | relented.

“l went to Willingham High,” | told her. “In Tyson.”

“Ah’”

Already | didn't much like Vaerie—look, | never said | was paticularly tolerant, and she was
obvioudy the sort of person who was naturaly annoying—but | was impressed with how much she was
able to put into that one Smple sound: disdain, false sympathy, a smidgen of mockery. It takes taent to
be that subtly expressive with nonverba sounds, and | told her as much.

“Wdl, you're about what | expected,” she sad.

“I'm flattered. | had no idea that anyone would have any expectations whatsoever.”

Her perfect lips made a perfect moue. She was quite amazing redly. A living, breathing stereotype of
an in-crowd teenage girl. | wondered if she practiced expressionsin front of her mirror a home.

“You think you're so smart,” she sad, “but you're no dif-ferent than Chancy.You're both just
dumb.”

Wow. Great with the image, but not so big in the dogquency department. Though maybe | was
missing some—

thing, because dl her clones began to giggle Asif. “Who's Chancy?’ | asked.

“Your loser lunch buddy.”

“Oh, you mean Maxine”

“You deserve each other.”

“Good. | like her.”

“Wha are you—gay?’

“What are you—homaophobic?’

“Jesus, you're weird.”

| nodded. “I’'m definitdy more weird than gay. Unless you meant cheerful. Then sometimes I’'m more
gay than weird.”

“Judt stay out of our way.

“I'll try, princess”

“Don't cdl methat.”

“Why not?’

“God, you are so lame”

And with that last witty rgjoinder, off she went, the hed's of those perky shoes of hers dicking on the
marble floor, her clones bunched in a group around her. | turned back to my locker.

* % %

Jared was waiting for me after school, because Mom had asked him to walk home with me. She was
afrad that I'd get logt in the few blocks to our new apartment, but that was just her projecting again. She
hed actudly gotten lost going to the corner store over the weekend. | have a great sense of direction.

“I can't believe it,” Jared said as we headed off. “We're not here for more than a day, and you've



dready got a reputation for being weird.”

“What have | done?’

“So far? Befriended a nerd. Sexudly propositioned a cheerleader.”

“Redly?

“You didn't?’

“Wel, | befriended a girl named Maxine who appar-ently people don't like because she's smart, but
| don’t remember the propositioning part. You'd think I'd remem-ber something like that.”

Jared laughed. “You'd think.”

“So how was your day?’

He shrugged. “Oh, you know. Not so much boring as—" He gave me another laugh. “Well, boring.
Did you hear the lame-ass music they were playing in the cafeteria a lunch? Redl cutting-edge. Not.”

“But you, of course, made a wonderful impression on everyone you met.”

He gave me another dhrug. “I don’t know | wasn't paying much attention. | met a couple of okay
guys, and the girls are definitdy way hotter than they were in our old school. But it doesn't look like I've
got much chance of garting a decent band here. It's dl pap and rap and head-banger crap.”

Decent, for Jared, meant retro.You know, hippie musc, jangly and psycheddic, and loaded with
words.

“Don’'t worry,” | told him. “We rein the big city now—you'll find players.”

“| suppose.”

“It' s lucky you're so charming that no one cares how weird your sigter is”

It was true—even back in our old school. But how could you not like Jared? He was handsome and
gmart and kind. Sure, he was weird, too, but not deliberately and con-frontationaly so, like me. With him
it was modly this obses-sion he had with musc—dl kinds, but especidly the old suff. And that just
added to his cool.
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No, that's only partly true. He got dong so wel with people because he looked the way he did,
handsome but not a pretty boy. Because he was good a sports and the arts. Because he didn't exactly
toe theling, but he didn’t step way over it theway | did. And he was s0 easygoing that you'd redly have
to work at didiking him.

“So are you going to gtick it out?’ he asked.

He was taking about my habit of skipping school. | only ever spent a couple of days a week in
classes when we were going to Willingham. | could have aced my exams by sudying, but why bother?

“Well see” | told him.

* k%

| cdled Maxine that evening after supper. | lay on the couch with the TV on a a low volume, flipping
through channdls while | waited for someone to answer. | thought it was going to go to an answering
mechine, but Maxine picked up on the sixth ring.

“Hdlo?

She sounded a little hesitant, like she was expecting a telemarketer or a wrong number. | guess she
didn't get many cdls.

“Hdlo, yoursdf,” | said.

“Imogene?’

“In the flesh—no, actudly on the phone, if we're going to be specific. | just thought 1’d try your
number to make sure it worked.”

“Why wouldn't it work?’

“Wel, you could have given me the number for a pizza joint because you thought | was too weird
and pushy.” | could fed her amiling.

“You're definitdy weird,” she said, “and a little pushy, but that's okay. My life is so not-weird it
could use some of your fantasies to spruce it up.”

“Fantages? I'll have you know thet I'll take whimsy over fantasy any day of the week.”



“What do you mean?’

“I"d just dways rather meet a taking spoon than an df.” Maxine laughed. “Do you have to practice
to be like this?’

“No. Unfortunately, it comes naturdly.”

“Don’t say that. | like the way your mind works.”

“*Work’ being a subjective term. Just think how much easier 1'd get dong in the world if | could be
more normd.”

“| got the feding that you don't like normd.”

“Wdl, no,” | said. “Not being who | am right now But if | was normd, then | probably would likeit.”

“I'm pretty normd. It'snot dl it's cracked up to be.”

“No,” | assured her. “You're extraordinary.”

That got me another laugh. “Yeah, right.”

“No, redly.”

“How can you be so sure of that? We only just met this afternoon.”

“A spoon told me”

“Of course”

“So are you watching TV?' | asked.

“No. Areyou?’

“Mm-hmm. Switch to channd twenty-two.”

“Jud a sec. I'm going into the other room.”

“You have a cordless phone, don’t you? I'm so jedlous. Mom won't let us have one because she
thinksit'll give us brain cancer.”

“She's probably thinking of a cdl phone, whichiswhat I'm on. And nothing's been proven one way
or another. What channd did you say?’

“Twenty-two.”

“That's just the weather channd.”

“I know. Can you believe that woman's hair? It doesn’'t move”

“Oh, my god, you'reright. It's just like ahdmet.”

“We should send her a letter. Maybe she doesn’'t know”

“How could she not know?’

We spent a while channd flipping, kegping up a running commentary on everything we saw Maxine
might have thought she was normd, but she had me giggling hys-tericdly more than a few times with her
observations, and that’s something norma people never seem to do. At least not intertiondly.

“l should go,” shefindly said when we landed back on the weather channe for maybe the fifth time.
The weather woman's hair dill wasn't moving. “1 need to sudy.”

“| thought you were naturdly smart.”

“Mensa maerid, apparently. But you sill have to stick information in your head so that the big brain
has some-thing to work with.”

“So that' s the step I ve been missng. See you tomorrow in school 7’

“Of course” she said. “It's not like we could just blow it off.”

| let that go. Just because | had bad habits was no reason to share them. One of the teachers a my
old school used to cal me avirus because of how the trouble | got into dways spilled over onto whoever
happened to hang around with me. | was going to make a vdiant effort to not let that happen with
Maxine.

“l wish we had some of the same classes,” | said. “Or at least the same homeroom.”

“No, you don't.Y our friend Vaerie'sin my homeroom.”

“God, does everybody know everybody' s businessin this school ?”

“Why are you surprised? Y ou're the new girl, and she' s the captain of the cheerleader squad.”

When Jared told me she was a cheerleader, 1 should have redized shed be the captain. No
rank-and-file for that girl.

“You might want to be careful around her,” Maxine added. “She can be pretty mean, and people



tend to follow her lead. Trust me, | know.”

“I'll be the very modd of a careful, well-behaved mouse and stay out of her way.”

Maxine laughed. “I think thisis going to be a very inter-esting year.”

“Good night, Maxine.”

“Good night, Imogene.”

We hung up. After | cradled the receaiver, | lay my head back on the aam of the couch and smiled
heppily. Thisfdt so much better than it had been back in Tyson, where for some reason I'd dways had a
chip on my shoulder. Maxine made everything seem <o different. Better.

| loved Jared, but | needed a girl in my life. Someone my own age. Mom liked to act like she was
our shling, but while | loved her too, it just wasn't the same because, a the end of the day, there'd
aways come a point where she'd fed the need to play the mother card.

And who knew? Maybe if | hung around with Maxine enough I'd get smart, too. But it'd have to be
by osmoss, because it wasn't something | could ever see mysdf actud-ly working on. Do as much as
you need to get by—that was my motto. I'd leave it to somebody dse to put in dl the effort to become
vaedictorian.

* % %

Of course, keeping out of Vderie Clarke's way proved to be impossble. | don't know if it was
some holdover of the way | was this trouble magnet back in Tyson, or if she'd just decided to make a
project out of giving me a hard time, but | seemed to run into her everywhere. At first | managed to keep
my mouth shut when she made her snide little com-ments, but that got old fast, and being a mouse was
never redly abig part of my repertoire.

I"d tried dressing normdly the first few days at the new school in hopes of not sanding out—jeans or
dacks, a smple top, one of Jared’s jackets that was only a little long on me and looked okay with the
deevesrolled up—but Vderie made that impossible. With her on my case, the last thing | could be was
invisble, so by the end of the week, | was back to my old no-style style. | showed up Friday morning in
a plad skirt with striped socks, dunky shoes, a black T-shirt, and my old Army surplus dlive green
jacket. I'd used a veritable militia of bar-rettes to transform my black pageboy into a thicket of little hair
tufts that stuck up every which way.

And you know, | didn’t redly stand out that much. This being a high school, fashion went from one
end of the spec-trum to the other, holdover punks and hippies to skateboard-ers, preppies, headbangers,
and everything in between. Just an endless array of diques and amdl gangs with as little mixing as
possible except when actudly in class.

But my punk-grrl-cum-thrift-shop look dill gave Vderie plenty of fud. As soon as she saw me that
morning, she started right in on me—at least urtil | took her aside, just far enough from her little coterie of
clones o thet they couldn’t ligen in. | have no idea why she even stepped out of ther hearing, because
hdlf the satisfaction for someone like her is playing to an audience. | guess she was curious.

“You're having your fun,” | told her, “and so long as we're on school grounds, I'm going to let you
sy any damn thing you want.”

“Oh, like you could stop—"

“Because | just don't need the grief of detention and vigts to the office and crap like that. But here's
the thing, princess.”

“I told you not to cdl me—"

| leaned in close, afriendly samileonmy lips

“Keep thisup,” | told her, “and you don’t ever want to see me out of school because | will so beat
the crap out of you.”

“Y ou wouldn't—"

“Princess, you don’t know the firgt damn thing about what | would or wouldn't do. So you just think
on that.”

“You are so—"

“Now go tdl your little friends how you redly put mein my place, and I'll ook suitably chastised,



and we can get on with our respective days.”

She got thislook in her eyesthat | couldn’t figure out. Some weird mix of anger, fear, and relief. But
ghe didn’t say anything. She just went of with her little friends, their giggles tralling behind them, and |
figured that was that.

But then she had to go Sc her boyfriend on me,

* % %

His name was Brent Calder, and of course he was the footbal team’s quarterback. Who ese would
the captain of the cheerleader squad be going out with? | suppose some-body, somewhere, might have
considered him to be alovey young man, but | pegged him for a big dumb jock the moment | saw him.
Wha can | say? | can be as quilty of stereotyping as the next person.

He was tdler than me, naturdly, and good-looking in the same plasticky way that Vderie was,
except he had this whole boy thing going for him. Y ou know, rugged, while she was soft. His har was
short and brushed back, and hefilled out his shirt the way a guy does when he exercises regularly. Seeing
him made me rediize | had to change my persond nickname for Vaerie. | was forever going to think of
them as Barbie and Ken.

He stopped me on the west stairwell, giving me alittle push that banged me up againg the wall. One
of his team-mates, a dark-haired guy named Jerry Fielder, stood a couple of dtairs up from us, ams
folded, alittle samile of anticipation playing on his lips. The other students just went by, looking away,
nobody wanting to get involved.

“I've heard dl about you,Y uck,” he said.

Like making that joke with my surname,Y eck, was even remotely origind.

“And | don't like what I'm hearing,” he added.

| started to straighten up from the wall, but he stepped in close, totdly invading my persond space. |
knew | had to talk my way out of this but I’ ve never been able to stop from being a smart aeck.

“Gee, I'm sorry to hear that, Ken,” | told him. “The name s Brent.”

“Whatever you say.”

Sarcasm obvioudy went right over his head. Smart, judt like hisgirlfriend.

“You got it,” he said. “That's the way it works around here—just whatever | say. And what I'm
sying right now is, keep out of Vderie sway.”

“Or?

“What do you mean ‘or’?’

“Wdl, what are you going to do if | don't? Are you going to beat me up? That'll look redly good,
won't it? Smacking around a little thing like me, hdf your Sze and a girl in the bargain.Tha's going to
impress just about every-body with what a big, tough guy you are.”

| was talking way braver than | fdt, but talking was dl | had. His face went dark, and for a moment |
thought he was going to hit me. 1 knew a couple of tricks for taking down a guy his sze—I had to,
henging around with the crowd | had back in Tyson—but none of them were foolproof, and sanding on
the gtairs like we were wasn't exactly the best place to implement any of them.

“Anyway, I’'m trying to stay out of your girlfriend’'s way,” | went on. “But for some reason, every
time| turn around, there sheis”

“You've got a smart mouth,Y uck.”

“I know And the rest of me's not so dumb ather.”

He grabbed my arm and squeezed hard enough to bruise. | didn't pretend it didn't hurt, but | wasn't
going to let it cow me either.

“That bruisg' ll make an intereting photograph,” | told him.

“Wha's that supposed to mean?’

“As evidence”

He laughed, but he let me go.

“You'reared piece of work, aren't you?' he said. “You actudly think the principd would take the
word of some loser rgject like you over that of his star quarterback?’



“I have no ideg,” | told him. “I’m thinking more judge, lawyers, avil lawsuit, that kind of thing.”

“Like that would ever happen. Just Stay off my radar, Y uck.Y ou don’t want to get on my bad sde.”

“Oryoull . ?

“Or I'll squash you like the weird little bug that you are.”

Then he laughed and gave me another shove, banging me back up agang the wdl once more.
Tuming away, he went on up the stairs with his friend Jerry. Throughout our little encounter, no one ese
ever stopped or looked once in our direction. They continued to just go by as | leaned againg the wall,
but | knew they'd taken it dl in. Knew they were dl as scared of him as | was supposed to be.

| rubbed my arm where he'd bruised it. All kinds of little revenge scenarios played through my head
Road Runner cartoon syle, except Brent and Vaerie took turns being the coyote, and they didn't
bounce back the way Wile E. did.

It was dumb, but they were comforting to consider as | continued on down the gairs, dill rubbing my
upper am, and | knew | wouldn't put even one of them into practice. | wouldn't say boo to ather of
them.

Unless they got on my case again.

Then maybe | wouldn't be able to stop mysdf, and the next time, I'd probably get beat up for red,
ingead of just pushed around the way I’ d been today.
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THEN: Adrian

| know exactly the moment that | fdl in love with Imogene Y eck. It was that Friday afternoon on the
gairwell—the firg time she ran into Brent Calder. Standing up to him didn’t help her any more than it had
ever helped me with Woody and Trevor and Mac and dl those guys who were dways on my case.
Brent dill pushed her around. He was dill in control. But she wasn't intimidated. She looked him right in
the eye, even when he was hurting her.

| knew | could never be that brave. It was like she was daring hm to do his worst, but whatever that
was, it wouldn’t make her cry.

| wanted to go up to her once Brent and Jerry findly walked away, but when she looked my way, |
judt stared at the floor. | couldn't even meet her eyes, and she just looked right through me, the way

everybody else does.
But | fdl in love with her dl the same.

* * %

| took to fallowing her around when she was at school. I'd dways make sure she was in my line of
sght in the cafe-teria. I’ d find someplace to stand in the hdls or out in the schoolyard where | could ook
a her, but she wouldn’t notice me. Not that | had to worry. For dl that was specid about her, she paid
no more atention to me than anyone dse ever did.

| know—it sounds so creepy. But | just wanted to look at her. I'd have liked there to be more. | had
ahundred scenarios worked out inmy head as to how we' d meet and she'd redize how we were meant
for each other and how she couldn’t live without me. Sometimes | stepped in and saved her from Brent
or one of the other guys who was bothering her. Sometimes we just hap-pened to be in the library at the
same time, reaching for the same book. Sometimes we just bumped into each other in the hdls.

But it was dl perfectly innocent.

WEéll, not totaly innocent. Once she redized how much she wanted me, we'd do things We'd have
sx everywhere. In the girls bathroom. In a pile of blankets by the furnace in the basement. Under the
bleachers.

But that was only inmy head, and | knew it wasn't something that would ever redly happen.

When | say my fdlowing her around was innocent, | just mean nothing was ever supposed to
happen.

Whatever else, you have to bdieve this | never meant to hurt her.



THEN: Imogene

“God, | heard about you and Brent,” Maxine said at the end of the day.

She' d told her mom that morning that she had to do some research at the library after school, so we
hed alittletime to hang out. | tried to get her to go to one of the coffee shops further down Williamson
Street—I was totdly getting the scoop on the neighborhood by now—abut she fdt uncomfortable about
not going where she'd said she would. | couldn’t imagine living in such a grict environ-ment, but | didn't
try to push her into doing something that would distress her. Besides, when we got there, | discovered
the Crowsea Public Library was pretty codl, too.

The only thing that came close back in Tyson was the old courthouse, and who'd want to spend time
there? | knew too many people who waked in there and then ended up injuvie.

Thelibrary was a nice old building, dl stone and ivy, with gargoyles on the cornices and big, beautiful
leaded windows that were arched at the top and had seats built into the deep glls at the bottom. The
steps going up were wide and welcoming, and there were stone lions Stting on their haunches on ether
dde of the door. Indde, it was dl polished, naturd wood—the bookcases, the floors, the crown
moldings—and it smdlled like books, old, but not musty. A friendly smell.

Maxine led me upgtairs to the nonfiction floor, and we got comfortable in one of the window seats
that looked out on Lee Street. Outside, we could see the wind blowing the last leaves from the trees and
then chasing them up and down the pavement. People were dready walking with a cold-weather hunch
intheir shoulders. Here, where we were, it was cozy and warm.

“I'm sure it sounded worse than it redly was,” | told her. “You're not scared of anything, are you?’

“Areyou kidding? I'm scared of everything. | just try not to show it. Bullies sense weskness—if they
think you'll back down, that's when they redly move in for the kill. 1 should know.We had enough of
them a my old school.”

“Wel, you should dill be careful around Brent. He can be redly mean, especidly when the team
loses agame. Everybody tries to keep out of hisway then, even Vderie”

“Why, does he beat on her or something?

Maxine shook her head. “I don't think so. | mean, why would she keep hanging around with himif he
did?’

For a hundred reasons, | thought, and none of them good.

“But I’ ve heard he's said some redly mean things to her,” Maxine added.

| could hear Brent’s voice in my head.

I’ll squash you like the weird little bug that you are. “Been there” | said. “Didn’t impress me”

“How’d you get to be so brave?” Maxine asked. “Or supid.”

“l didn't say that.”

“l know But they dmost go hand in hand, don’t they? | guess it’s because I’ ve been beat up before,
S0 it does't scare me as much asit probably should. Or I'm just too ornery to let it scare me”

Maxine amiled. “Ornery’s a good word.”

“Itis ign'tit?’

Maxine s amile fatered. “I got hit once—redly hard, right in the chest. Jerry Fielder punched me, and
it redly hurt. Enough to make me cry, which | so didn’t want to do in front of everybody. | stayed sore
for along time and | had a bruise for a couple of weeks after.”

“I met him. He was with Brent on the Stairs today.”

“It' s jud,” Maxine went on, “getting hit like that didn’'t make me brave. Ingtead, it made me more
scared. | do everything | can to keep out of the way of that crowd. It doesn’t work though, because I've
got classes with some of them, and they’re dways knocking down my books or pushing me in the hdll.
But I'm too scared to do anything.”

“Which was the whole point of him hitting you.”

“So how do you get brave?’

“You have to not care.”



“But how can you not care?’

| shrugged. “It'sonly pain. Here, look.”

| turned and pulled the edge of my deeveless T-shirt up enough so that she could see the tattoo of a
blue siwan on my shoulder.

“I've got a couple of others, too,” | told her. “It hurts alittle when you' re getting them done, but once
you're past the pain, you've got these codl tats to show for it. It's the same thing with bullies. It hurts
when they hit you, but if you stand up to them, afterward you have the satisfaction of not having let them
cow you. Mind you, you'll have to nurse your bruises ...

“It shouldn’'t have to be like that.”

“Of course it shouldn’'t. But what can we do? ‘ Zero tolerance’ policies never seem to do anything to
stop the bullies”

“So were you like thisin your old school?” Maxine asked.

“Pretty much. | guess Jared got dl the peace, love, and flowersin our genes”

“What do you mean?’

“We grew up on a hippie commune outsde of Hazard, and the whole vibe of the place just
took—with him.”

Maxine was looking a little wide-eyed. | forgot some-times how exotic my family could be to people
who'd lived their whole lives walking the straight and narrow.

“We lived there until | was eeven,” | said. “But then it dl kind of fdl apart because everybody was
doing their own thing and nobody was redly taking care of upkeep and taxes and basic quff like that.
And some of them started growing dope back in the hills and smoking too much of it. Anyway, before
we had the balliffs knocking on our door, my parents smartened up enough to move us into a little
gpartment in Tyson.”

“Was that strange for you?’

“Wel, it was abig change, dl right, but Jared and | were s0 ready to be living in a place where we
could get cable, eat fast food, and go to music stores and thrift shops and that kind of thing. Our parents
weren't any more together than they’d been on the commune, but somehow they managed to keep the
goatment. Jared and | did odd jobs. We collect-ed bottles for ther depost and went curb
cravling—anything to make a buck.”

“Wha's curb crawling?’

| grinned. “You go out on garbage day and check out what's been left a the curb.Y ou wouldn’t
believe the suff people throw away that can be resold to junk shops and antique stores. | mean, the
stores ripped us off, because they’d go on to sl it for way more than they ever gave us, but it wasn't
like we paid for the Suff in the firg place.”

Redly?

“SureWe re gaing to do it here, too, as soon as we figure out the pick-up schedules and suss out the
right shops to sl to.Y ou can come if you want.”

“l don’t know . “

“It' snot as bad as it sounds.”

“No, it'snat that. It's jus—my mom’d kill meif she ever found out | was doing something like that.”

“She doesn't have to find out, but if you' re not com-fortable keeping secrets from her, you shouldn’t
doit”

“There's nothing comfortable in our house, not like you think a family should be. You know, close
and loving. I mean, | know Mom loves me, but she's dways on my case about something or other.”

“What about your dad?’

“They separated lagt year. | stay with him on weekends sometimes, but he's pretty busy.”

“Y eah, we ve got the dadless household, too.”

“So you judt live with your mom and Jared?”’

| nodded. “Like | said, Mom and Dad were both hippies—second generation, if you can bdieve
it—but Mom decided to make the big changein her life go back to schoal, get her life back on track.”



“What about your dad?’

“Oh, he's sweet, but he's dmog dways stoned. | don't think marijuana's paticularly bad for
you—except for dl the tar in it—but it sure does make you stupid when you do enough of it on a dally
bags. If they redly wanted to stop kids from smoking, they should bring in guys like my dad to tak to
them. Nobody’ s going to want to get highif they figure they’ll end up like him.”

“Is that why your mom left him?’

“Partly. They 4ill get dong great, except she's findly getting on with her life Thirty years too late,
maybe, but better late than never.”

“l guess it was weird for you.”

“l suppose in some ways. But it's funny: they might have been spaced out most of the time, and |
guess Jared and | ran alittle wild, but they dso gave us a red sense of our own worth. | know, that
sounds kind of weird, congdering how totaly untogether they were. But it's true. All the freedom they
gave us made us more determined to do something with ourselves.”

N. PL-lit Gifizt s 29

“I wish my mom would give me alittle more freedom,” Maxine said.

“How s07’

“Wdl, she's tatdly focused on my having good grades and getting into a good university and just
bascdly not having any fun. Forget boys” She fingered the knee-length skirt she was wearing. “And
look at these clothes”

“You don't like them?’

“Do you?’

“Well, they’re not me” | had to admit.

“They’re not me ether. But anytime | try to pick some-thing | like, she tdlsmeit'll just make me look
like awhore or a bum.”

“Oh, dear.”

“l love the way you dress. At leadt,” she added with a amile, “snce you stopped trying to pretend
you were a nerd like me”

I’d told her how I’ d been trying to be invishle when | started classes earlier in the week, and we dl
know how well that worked out.

“Hra of dl,” | said, “you're not a nerd.”

“No, | just act and dress like one”

“And secondly, we can fix this”

“What do you mean?’

“I'll take you shopping.”

“You don't understand. My mom won't let me wear anything except what she picks out.”

“We Il keep your new clothes a my place”

“And how could | ever afford them?’

“Y our mom gives you some money, right?’

“Wdl, sure”

“So, you'll do like me and shop the thrift stores. You won't beieve the duff you can find in
there—like designer jeans for under five bucks.”

Maxine shook her head. “Y ou've got an answer for everything.”

“Not redly. All the big questions ill have me guessng.”

“You know whet | mean.”

| shrugged. “Anyway, if we go to hang out some-where she does let you hang out, right?’

“Some”

“You can just come over to my place and change firg.”

“But if we're going to do that,” Maxine said, “my mom'’s going to want to meet you. And, well, you
know. Once she seesyau ...

“Don’'t worry. | clean up redly wdl.”

“l don't know ... *



“Trug mewith this” | told her. “It'Il dl work out.”

* % %

Meseting Maxine s mom for the firg time entailed my trawling through a number of thrift shops for just
the right costume. | had lots of plain blouses, but nothing in the way of the skirts or shoes or jackets that
a serious student would wear. | could' ve worn some of the pants I'd had on earlier in the week, but
judging from the fact thet 1’d only ever seen Maxine in a skirt or dress, | got the sense her mom didn't
redly approve of pants.

It took me awhile, but eventudly | found everything |

needed, and for under ten bucks, too. I'm just so good. “Please tdl me you're not going out like
that,” Mom sad as | was about to step out the door.

She was lying on the couch, hippie-casud in a tie-dyed T-shirt and faded, frayed jeans, one of her
textbooks open on her lap. She looked over the top of her reading glasses so that she could check me
out in sharper focus.

“God, you look like my grandmother,” she said.

“Oh, come on. Don't you keep up on anything? The goody-two-shoes look isdl the rege.”

She shook her head, sad rather than disgpproving. “I just redly thought I'd brought you up better
then to davighly follow the trends laid down by the fashionistas. And you know as wdl as | do tha they
get thair marching orders from Big Business”

That's my mom for you. Every little thing's a part of the big conspiracy picture.

| crossed over to the couch and kissed her on the cheek. “I love you, too, Mom,” | sad, then
headed out on my mission.

It was alittle like dressng up for Halloween, except nobody was handing out treats. But the best part
of dl of this was seeing Maxine' s face when she opened the door and found me standing in the hdlway
outside her apart-ment.

| wasn't wearing any makeup and my hair was neetly brushed, the sides hed back behind my ears
with barrettes. | had on a three-quarter-length conservative wool coat and sensble oxfords, a dark,
pleated skirt that decoroudy covered my knees, and a white top with a bit of lacy frill around the collar,
pinned at the throat with a cameo. “ Imogene?”’ she said.

| gave her a wink and put a finger to my lips when | saw she was going to bring up the obvious
question of what | thought | was doing.

“S0's your mom home?’ | asked.

She gave adow nod and stepped aside so | could comeiin.

Her mom wasn't the fierce dragon I'd built up in my mind. Instead, she was that most inddious
cregture; a nice, ordinary woman who went through life with the quiet assurance that she knew better
then anybody ese How Things Should Be. | could tdl within the first few minutes of medting her that
while she might be pleasant, and even kind—in her own way, on her own terms—no one was ever going
to change her mind once she had it made up about something. How'd | know? It's hard to say. Maybe it
was the set of her shoulders, or the stedl | saw in her eyes.

| just hoped she couldn’t read minds.

“It' s very good to meet you, Mrs. Chancy,” | said when we were introduced.

“It's Ms. Tattrie,” she corrected me. “Maxine might have decided to keep her father’s name, but |
mog cer-tainly have not.”

Ho-kay.

“I'm sorry, Ms. Taitrie” | said. “l had noidea....

“Of course you didn’'t. Would you like some tea before you girls begin your study sesson?’

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

Ms. Tattrie turned to Maxine. “Why don’t you see to it, dear? That will give me the chance to get to
know your friend alittle better.”

Here comes the third degree, | thought, but Ms. Tattrie surprised me.

“I'm s0 happy that Maxine hasfindly found afriend,” she said once Maxine was out of the room.



Unspoken, but tangled therein her words if you were looking for it, was the rdief that the friend was
as obviously prim and tidy as she thought her daughter was. But hey, that’s the image | was trying to
project, so | couldn’'t complain.

“She rarely goes out, unless it’s to the library or the book-store,” Ms. Téttrie went on, “and | can't
remember the last time she had someone over. This past year's been the wordt. | think losng her father
has been particularly hard on her.”

| guess Mr. Chancy had been the buffer between his wife and his daughter, making it a little harder
for Ms. Tattrie to run completdy roughshod over Maxine. But it sure was weird the way she made it
sound like Mr. Chancy had died. My own mom said that happens when some couples break up, when
it' sredly messy and bitter. It wasn't at dl like that with Mom and Dad—they dill had long talks on the
phone every couple of days.

“Wel, | just fed s0 lucky to have met her,” | said.

We st in the living room while Maxine made the tea—no hanging around the kitchen table in this
house, | guess. It was one of those Serile spaces that made you wonder why they’d cdll it a living room
because, for dl intents and purposes, no one actudly lived in here. The furniture was dl tasteful—deek,
polished wood tables; white couch and arm-chairs. The wals had generic landscapes, one per wadl, no
more, no less. On the mantd, flanked by slver candlesticks, was a formd portrait of Ms.Tattrie and
Maxine. The coffee table had a fan of magazines—Time, In Syle, Life, National Geographic, and the
like—spread just so.

| didn’'t have to work to remember my posture and keep my knees together. | wasn't likdy to relax
in here—not in thisroom, or under Ms. Tattrie' s watchful eye.

“l don’t know how I'd ever catch up with my studies if it wasn't for her help,” | went on. “I have to
admit feding a little guilty, taking up her time the way | have, because | cer-tainly wouldn’'t want her
grades to suffer, but she's assured me that heping me keeps the materid fresh for her aswdl.”

Her mother nodded. “ There' s nothing like teaching to help you learn better yoursdf.”

“That's exactly what she said. And she's obvioudy so smart that she doesn’t need my help, but she
seems to think | can be ussful quizzing her on what we're learning.”

“Wel, I'm jugt glad that she' s findly found hersdf a friend with some decent vaues”

| amiled at her, my hands folded primly on my lap. Oh, | redly am good, | thought. But then it helps
when the other person is seeing what they hope to see, rather than whét they fear.

Maxine arrived with the tea, and we made smdl talk while we drank. | think | was the only one who
was even remotely relaxed and | was tense—well, at least tense for me.

“l can't believe you,” Maxine said later when we were in her room. “Y ou should be an actress.”

It was such a gifly room, dl frills and lace—straight out of the Proper Girl Handbook, chapter four,
“The Bedroom.” The lower part of the walls was a dark, dusty rose, the upper alighter shade, the edging
a border of vines and roses. The comforter had the same pattern, and so did the lace bedskirt and the
pillows heaped & the headboard. The furniture was dl white—bed, night table, dresser, book-case, and
adesk and chair set—while a rose throw rug picked up the color from the walls

Lined up on the back of the dresser, with a few more on the windowsll, was a collection of what |
could only cdl prissy dollsYou know the kind, dl ringlets and lacy dresses and too-perfect porcdan
faces. They were immaculate, as though they’d just come out of their packaging and had never been
played with. Though | guess | was being unfar. Just because | like scruffy things, doesn't mean everyone
hes to.

“l didn't know you collected dolls” | said.

Maxine pulled aface. “I don't. Thiswhole room’s my mom'’s creation.”

She went to a corner of the room and pried up a loose floorboard. Reaching into the space that was
reveded, she pulled out a battered plush toy cat, dl lanky, droopy limbs | could see it had been a caico
once, but the plush was so worn away that only the memory of color remained.

“Thiswas my only red toy,” she added.

“God, that's so sad.”



She got a hurt look.

“Not the cat,” | said. “I mean wha your mom’s done to your room.”

“It happened the first weekend | went to stay with my dad. | came back and it looked like this
She'd even boxed my books and put them in the basement storage, but | managed to convince her |
needed them for my studies”

| looked at the bookcase and could see how the mis-matched spines of the books would drive her
mom crazy.

“So | guessit wasn't like this when your dad was here)” | said.

“Jugt not as much. She talks about him like he' s dead.”

“I noticed. Why don’t you live with him?’

“He' s dways out of town for work, or | would. It's not that | hate my mom, it'sjugt ... hard.”

“It'd sure drive me crazy.”

| picked up one of the dolls from the dresser, then put it back down.

“You don't mind me snooping?’ | asked.

She shook her head.

“l just have this insatiable curiogty about other people's Suff,” | said. | sat beside her on the floor.
“So what dse do you have stashed away?’

“Noathing much. Pictures of my dad. Some CDs that Mom'd hate. My journd.”

| made no move to take a closer look and got up when she returned the plush cat to its hiding place,
diding the floorboard back into place. | liked the idea of ahiddent Oot Gip. 0 37

stash but would hate having to useit like she did.

“That’s one of the doors into hdll,” she said when | wandered over to her closet.

| laughed. “What do you mean?’

“Jud take alook.”

| opened the door to an array of clothes, dl negtly arranged on therr hangers, blouses on one end,
dresses on the other, skirts in the middle. | fingered the nearest skirt. Of course, it was good qudity
materid. | tried to think of something nice to say about them, but we'd dready been through the whole
business about her clothes.

“| hate that everything | own has been picked out for me” she said.

“Thet bad, huh?’

She nodded. “Except for my books and what I've got stashed away. But the rest of my life is dl
focused on making me into the dork | aready look like”

“l don’t think you look like a dork.”

“How can you say that? If we're going to be friends, you have to be honest with me”

| shrugged.”| don’t judge my friends by the clothes they wear.”

“Oh, come on. You do the casua punk thing, but you have to be spending time planning it out.”

“l do. But clothes are only for fun. They don't say who | am—not redly, not indgde. | don’t think I’ve
ever had an origind look. | just see somebody wearing something | like—in a megazine, on the
street—and | think, that’'d be fun.”

“Fun”

“Mm-hmm. And my idea of fun changes from day to day. For ingance,” | added, giving my pleated
skirl aswirl, “today, thisisfun.”

Maxine shook her head. “God, | wish | could be like you.Y ou are so sure of yoursdf.”

“It just seemslikethat,” | told her.

“How’d you ever get to be that way?’

“That'skind of along story”

“l suppose,” she sad with a gum look, “you're going to tdl me it's the same way you got to be
brave”

“Not redly.”

| came and sat on the bed with her. Opening one of the textbooks I'd brought, | lad it on the
comforter between us, just in case her mom came to check up.



“There was this gil back a my old school,” | said. “Her name was Emmy Jean Haggerty, and she
was this red hill-billy who got bussed in from the hills up around the old cod mines north of town.
People d rag on her mercilesdy because of her raggedy hand-me-down clothes and her thick hill-country
drawl, but she'd just ignore them dl.

“l was getting my own fair share of hard times and bul-lying in those days—I mean, | was the little
hippie chick who grew up on a commune, and everybody knew it. It didn't matter how much | tried to
dress like them and be like them. So one afternoon | went up to Emmy Jean in the library, where she was
gtting by hersdf as usua, and asked her how she coped so well.Y ou know what she told me?’

Maxine shook her head.
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“She said, ‘My granny told me to be happy insgde mysdf. That while | can’t do the first damn thing
about what other folks think on me, leestways | can be whatever | want to be, indde me. So | choose to
be happy. | know the other kids cdl me “the Hag” and think I'm smple in the head, but | don’t care. |
don’'t even hear them anymore. Time was, they’d make me cry every day, but not no more.’

“*How can you be that strong? | asked her, because | couldn’t imagine being able to do that.

““Wdl, you think on it,” she said. ‘Do you redly want to count folks like thet as your friends? Do you

really care ‘bout whét they think?

“That'swhen | redized that | did. | wanted to be just like them, but maybe | didn't have to. But |
aso wanted to be just like Emmy Jean, and | told her so.

“*Oh, you don't want that, neither, she sad in that dow drawl of hers. “What you want is to be
yoursdf, hard as that can seem’ Then she amiled. ‘But let me tdl you something dse Granny told me
"round ‘ bout the same time. She said it didn’t matter how good | got a being mysdf, for mysdf, because
sooner or later | was going to meet me some boy and I'd be throwing al my hard-earned congderations
out the window, just for a amile from that boy’ s handsome lips

“*You think? | said.

“BEmmy Jean laughed. “Wdl, I'm sure not Ietting it happen to me she told me. *Not after spending 4l
this time learning how to be happy with mysdf. You think on that, Imogene, when they come courting
you.”

| gave Maxine a grin. “Like they ever would, | thought.

But the rest of the quff she was tdling me made sense. Maybe it was because she was just repeating
what | heard dl the time a home. Like | said, Jared and | grew up in the origind laid-back household,
where we were taught from the moment we could St up in our high chair not to care what ‘the Man' or
anybody e se thought about us”

“So why wasiit different coming from her?” Maxine asked.

“l don’t know. | guess because she wasn't some stoned old hippie, and | could see how it worked.
She was by hersdf pretty much dl the time, but she wasn't unhappy. And the mean things the other kids
sad jus rolled right off her. So | taught mysdf to be like that, too. And you know what the funny thing is?
Oncethey saw | didn't care, | started having dl these little dliques wanting me to be their friend.”

“And did you?’

| shook my head. “No, | ended up hanging with the dropouts and punks who didn’'t bother going to
school.”

“But you ill did.”

| nodded. “Which is funny, because of dl the kids going to Willingham, | probably had the only
parents who would have supported my dropping out to ‘do my own thing. “ | made quotation marks with
my fingers. “And | guess that’swhy | stuck it out—because | didn't have to. | skipped a lot of days, but
| didn’t totaly blow my tests and exams.”

“You make it dl sound so smple” Maxine said. “Especidly the part about not caring what other
people think.”

“Itsnat,” | told her. “But it gets easier. And the thing is, people like Vderie and Brent redly can't
hurt me anymore. Only someone like you could. Or Jared. Because | redly care about what you guys
think.”



That was more than I’d meant to say, so | shut up. I'd barely known her aweek and | didn’'t want to
scare her off by being too intense. | redly wanted a best friend, a Sster. And | wanted it to be her. |
couldn’'t even tdl you why, exactly. It just shuck up on me that firg time we talked and now it fdt like
anything else wouldn’t be right.

But maybe I’d dready scared her off, because Maxine went Slent as wdl. The two of us sat there,
daing down at the open textbook for a while, neither of us turning the page, but neither of us redly
sedng it ether. Or a least | know | didn't.

“So did the thing with the boy happen to you?” Maxine asked after a while “Because | know | just
want to crawl into a crack in the floor every time | see Jmmy Meron waking down the hdl.”

“Who's he?’

“| pointed him out to you on Friday. The guy on the track team.”

“Oh, right. He is cute. Have you talked to him?’

“God, no. He doesn't even know | exig.” She paused a moment, then said, “You never answered

me’
“About the boy thing?’
She nodded.
“Not redly,” | lied.

| was't sure why, exactly. | guess | just wanted her to likeme and | figured the best way for that to
happen was for me to pretend that most of the suff I'd done in Tyson had just never happened.

Before she could pressme onit, | asked her, “So have you ever been kissed—like for red?’

She shook her head. “Have you?’

| nodded. This| could talk abouit.

“Sure” | sad. “The firg time was by Johnny Tait. | was twelve, and we were at a bonfire near the
sand pits outside of Tyson. It was nice, but | didn’t love him or anything.”

But that didn't matter to Maxine. She dill had to know everything about it.

NOW: Maxine

We're gtting on the library steps on a spring morning, sharing an apple and watching the pigeons,
when Imogene turns to me,

“Do you remember the firgt day we met?’ she asks.

“Of course.Y ou were determined to make friends with someone no one d<e liked so that you could
be sure of &t least one friend in your new school.”

“Is that how it seemed?’

| amile and shake my head. “No. I'm just teasng.” | have another bite of the gpple and pass it back
to her. “Why were you asking?’
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“Remember | told you about my imeginary friend?’

| nod. “It was the fird thing you said. He had a monkey face or something.”

“Tall, actudly.With rabbit ears and a body like a skinny hedgehog.”

“l can't imagine a skinny hedgehog.”

“Many people can't.”

“So what about him?’

“Wdl, he's back.”

“What do you mean ‘he's back’ ?’

She grugs “I keep dreaming about him and these ... other things Little root-and-twig crestures
made up out of fary tales and nursery rhymes.”

| look for the amile that’ s usudly in her eyes when she’ s soinning one of her stories, but it's not there.

“And he keeps saying these weird thingsto me” she says. “Like ‘I’ ve missed you Sdeways and ‘Be
careful. Once you open the door, it can't be closed.””

“What's that supposed to mean?’



“l don't know. Maybe that once you've imagined an imaginary friend, you can’t unimagine him
agan.”

“Okay, that's creepy.”

“l know.”

“Butit'sjust a dream, right?’

She nods. “Except it's fresking me out a little because firg, 1 never remember my dreams, and
second, | keep having it. Ther€' s even a soundtrack.”

“Trugt you to have a soundtrack.”

“| guess. Except it's not a very good one.”

“Dream soundtracks never are,” | say, trying to lighten her mood.

It doesn't work.

“Thefunny thing is” she says, “inmy head heisred.”

“I'm not following you.”

“I mean, the memories | have of im and the memories | have of things thet redly happened are dl
mixed up. Like they’'redl red. But | know they can’'t be. Like the time we went chasing the Clock Man
to try and get back some of Jared' s spare time”

| amile. “Because everybody knows that the very concept of spare timeis a made-up thing.”

That got me the smdlest twitch of aamilein the corner of her mouth.

“Some people do haveit,” Imogene says.

| nod. “Except none of them have a dragon mom like | do, overseeing every part of ther life except
when | get away with you.”

“Point taken.”

“Thank you.”

“But | was talking about Pdly and the Clock Man,” she says. “Things like them can’t be red. The
Clock Man was ... wdl, he was dl made of clocks. A hig old-fashioned darm clock for a head, and then
the rest of him was cobbled together from dl sorts of bits and pieces of other kinds of clocks”

“And Pdly?’ | ask.

“That was my imaginary friend. It's short for Pdl-mél.”

“Thet figures”
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She givesme a look. “What do you mean?’

“Wdl, being who you are, he' d have to have a name like that. Or Chaos. Maybe Pandemonium.”

“But the real thing thet's so weird,” she says, “isthat it'sdl scary now Pely never scared me before,
but he does now

It's so odd seaing her like this. She's a great ligene—sheredly is, especidly for someone who talks
as much as she does. But she's dso kind of like a boy who has an answer for everything. She told me
once that it was because of the way she and Jared grew up, wild and free on the commune, gender traits
mixing. She was dways a tomboy, and Jared ended up being way more senditive than alot of guys are.

That tomboy part of her is what makes her so sure of hersdf and so0 fearless. It's what makes her
Imogene. So to see her like this nervousand so a a loss, it's ... well, just weird. It makes me fed like |
should have the answers for her, the way she dways does for me,

| think back to something she said near the beginning of this very strange conversation we' re having.

“Maybe he' s here to warn you,” | say.

“By scaring me.”

“l don’t know about that. Sometimes things that don’t scare us at dl as kids totdly freak us out when
we get older. And vice versa”

“Wel, what would he be warning me about?’

“Didn’'t you say that he said something about doors? About how once they’re open, they can't be
closed? Maybe the door’s got nothing to do with him coming back. Maybe it's something dse you
did—some other door you opened back when you knew him.”

Imogene shakes her head. “Now you're getting as bad as me. Taking about him like he redly exigs,



Like he ever exigted.”

“Itsjust ... “

“I know. I'm making him sound like he's redl.”

| nod, but don’t bother saying that she's dways like this. She's forever meking the implausible seem
red. I'm not saying she lies to me—at least | don't think she does, though she does get evasve
sometimes about parts of her life before she met me. She just likes to make sure that life Stays
inter-esting. Whenever it’s not, she seems compelled to say or do something to get it back on an oddball
track.

“By the time | was nine or ten,” she says now, “I red-ized what he was. | wasn't playing with him
anymore. | knew hewasn't redl. But I'd tel stories in my head—modily a night, saring up at the caling
as| wasfdling adegp—and he'd bein dl of them.”

“Your point being?’

“That | used to know the difference. I'm not so sure anymore” She gives me a look that's as much
amused as unhappy. “I’ve even got you hdf beievinginhim. Or at least taking like you do.”

| shake my head. “I’'m just going with the flow like | dways do.”

“Wel, | need you to be the hardheaded, rationd-brain part of our friendship right now.”

| give her a dow nod. “Okay. Except, even big brainy me isn't entirdy unconvinced that dreams
aren't messages of some sort, if only from our subconscious.”

“So what' s the message I'm supposed to be getting?’

“Who knows? It's about as clear as any fary-tde riddle. But I'd say there's something you're
supposed to be remem-bering. Some door you thought you'd closed, but it turns out you forgot to turn
the key”

“The key,” she repests.

“I mean, there’ s unfinished business happening here,” | say.

“l guess ... “

She sounds unconvinced, and | don't blame her. I’'m not so convinced ather.

We gt there on the steps for awhile, waiching the people go by on the sdewak below, the pigeons
doing their synchronized air show. We finish the apple we ve been sharing. Imogene sets the core on the
ground by her knap-sack.

“What if it's the dead kid?’" shefindly says.

THEN: Imogene

I’d been going to my new schoal for a little over three weeks when | redized that someone was
watching me—and it wasn't Ken or Barbie, or any of that crowd of thars

W, redly, why would they bother? Sure, they liked to rag on people like me, but it was only when
we invaded their sphere of influence It wasn't like they needed to go sak-ing the people they
consdered to be losers. One or another of us was forever sumbling into their proximity to be tripped or
mocked.

No, this was someone ese, and | wasn't imagining it. | have a sxth sense for that kind of thing. | just
know where people are, if they're checking me out, and | never get logt. It's one of the reasons Jared
adways hated playing games like hide-and-seek with me. He fdt | had an unfar advantage—which, let’'s
faceit, | did.

So anyway, | knew | was being spied on, but for the longest time, | couldn’t get a fix on who it
was.That feding would come to me and I'd turn to look, fast, but there was never anyone there. Or at
least no one who seemed to be paying any particular attention to me,

| thought | was losing my touch until, a week or so later, | findly spotted him not too far from my
locker, right near the hdl to the gym and auditorium.

He was this pale, nerdy guy—sort of like atal Harry Potter, the way the character is pictured on the
books and in the films, you know, with the black glasses and the kind of messy hair, but gawkier and
with a narrower face. Actudly, Jared ingsts the image was stolen from a Nell Gaiman comic book, the



one about the kid who discovers he's this great magican—wait a minute, that's the basic plot of the
Harry Potter books, too, ign't it?

But | digress.

| dumped my math book in my locker and grabbed what | needed for my next class. Closing the
door, | gave the combination lock a spin, acted like | was going to go the other way, then quickly turned
and headed for my stalker.

He ducked down the hdl, and by the time | got to the corner, he'd disappeared. Not poof:
disappeared. He just managed to dip off before | could see where he'd gone.

| wanted to ask Maxine about him, but | didn’t see that much of her during the day except for lunch
and after schoal.

It took another week before | spotted him again—while Maxine was with me, | mean. I'd caught
glimpses of him, but he dways managed to duck away before | could con-front him.

“Who'sthat?’ | asked.

| nodded to where aline of kids were waiting to be served what passed for food in the cafeteria
And Jared was right. The music they piped in here redly did suck. But the Barbie girls redly seemed to
like the old Backstreet Boys song that was playing, at least judging from the way they bobbed their heads
to the best.

“Who's who?” Maxine replied.

“Thetdl, pae guy with the Harry Potter glasses?’

“l don't see atdl, pae guy, with or without glasses.”

| glanced & her, then looked back, but he wasn't there anymore.

“Though I'm surprised,” she went on. “1 would have thought you'd reference Buddy Hally. Or at
leest Elvis Cogtello.”

“That's funny”

“It was't thet funny.”

“No, | mean, funny-drange” | said. “He' s gone. But where could he have gone? He was right by the
end of that ling and it's too far to the door for hm to have dipped out. |1 only looked away for a
second.”

Maxine got an odd look. “You mus have seen Ghogt.” Thiswas good, | thought. A nickname was a
gart. “How’d he get the name?’ | asked, though | could guess from the way he kept disgppearing on me.

“Because heredly is a ghost. People have been seeing him for years.”

| waited for a punch line, but it didn’t come.

“You'rekidding,” | said.

“Why would | joke about something like that?’

“l don’t know.”

“If you don’t believe me” she said, “ask somebody ese. Though | should warn you, popular wisdom
hesit that only losers ever see him.”

“Oh, great.”

Maxine smiled. “I’ve seen him, too.”

“Redly?’

“But only once. It was last year.”

“Wdl, | seehimdl the time. He' s dways lurking around, oying on me” | sighed. “And now you're
tdling me my staker isaghost.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

| looked around the cafeteria, but | sill couldn’t spot him.

“So how'd he die?’ | asked when | turned back to Maxine.

“l don’t know the whole story,” she said. 1 suppose nobody except Ghost redly does.”

“What's his red name?’

Maxine shook her head. “I’ve never heard him called anything but Ghogt.”

“That's okay,” | said. | could find out. “So what hap-pened?’



“l heard he was like us—got pushed around by other kids—except it was worse for him because
everybody ragged on him. Even some of the teachers.”

* * %

That night, while we were making supper—Mom was daying lae a the universty again—I asked
Jared if he'd heard about the ghost haunting our school.

“Y esh, Ben told me about him.”

Ben Sweetland was on the footbal team, and that didn’'t particularly endear him to me at first. But
goparently he loved musc as much as he did sports, which explained how he and Jared had hooked up.
And to be honest, once | got to know him alittle bit through Jared, | found mysdf liking him. He didn’t fit
my jock stereotype, but then most people don't fit their stereotypes. Oh, he had the look, dl right, big
and strong, but he had a good mind and a sharp, dy wit.

When | asked him how he put up with guys like Brent and Jerry, he just shrugged and said, “Ther€'s
adways going to be assholes. When I’'m around them, | just focus on the team and the game.”

“They piss me off.”

He nodded. “Yeah, | can see how that would happen when you get on the wrong side of them.”

“l don’t want to be on any sde of them.”

“So avoid them,” Ben told me. “They’re on the top of the heap right now, but that’s only going to last
another couple of years. Then we're dl going to be out of school, and while your life is going to get way
better, dl they’ll have while they work at some dead-end job is memories of their glory days.”

“They’ll probably dl get scholarships.”

Ben shook his head. “We have an okay team, but no one on it's going to get picked up by any
colleges. Why do you think Brent loses his temper so much when we lose a game? He knows footbdl’s
hisonly shot a something better, but he dso knows it's never going to hagppen for him. Or if he doesn't,
he should.”

You've got to admit that's a pretty astute summing-up for a supposedly dumb jock. But Ben's
adways like that. He doesn’'t ever seem to have much to say, but when he does, it's worth aligen. So |
was interested in what he knew about Ghost.

“So what'd Ben say about Ghost?’ | asked Jared.

He shrugged. “Just that he was this kid who got a redly rough time from pretty much everybody a
the school. He ether jumped or fdl off the roof way back in 1998.”

That was pretty much what Maxine had told me,

“What does Ben think redly happened?’ | asked.

“It happened before he started here, so he didn’t know the kid.”

Jared was cutting up vegetables for the sdlad we were making. | was in charge of the paglla and the
dressing for the sdlad. When hefdl slent, | glanced over to see him looking out the kitchen window, but |
didn’t think he was taking in the view of the dley that ran behind our building.

“It must’ ve been tough on that kid,” he said findly. “Being ragged that badly.”

“And it hasn't stopped for lots of us”

He glanced & me. “Is Brent ill on your case?’

| shook my head. “Only if | happen to run into him, but I've been getting pretty good a avoiding dl
of his crowd.”

“That sucks. Having to tiptoe around people like that. Maybe | should go have atak with them.”

| shook my head again.We had an agreement: out of the house, we each dedlt with our own troubles.
We couldn’t interfere unless we were specificaly asked. He'd had a“tdk” with some bullies back at our
old school—this was before | hooked up with Frankie Lee's crowd and people knew better than to
mess with me—and while it had stopped the bullying for that day, a bunch of them got hold of Jared after
school and beat him up redly badly. They wouldn’'t have done that to me—it's one of the benefits of
being agirl. So long as your bullies aren’t other girls, of course, but that’s awhole other story.

Anyway, to keep it short—or at least shortish—that’s when | made him promise not to get involved
inmy prob-lems unless | specificdly asked him to.



“l can ded withit,” | told him.

“Yegh, but you shouldn't have to.”

“Wel, | could dways cdl in some of my old crowd from Tyson to put them in their place.”

Jared got a worried look, not redizing | was joking. But if | were redly going to do that, he would
have had a reason to be worried. Frankie's crowd was a rough bunch. I’d been younger then dl of
them—kind of their mascot is the way Frankie put it—but that didn’t mean they’d let anyone mess with
me. With those guys you were ether in the gang, or you were againg them. If you werein, they'd literdly
defend you to the degth.

“You're not redly thinking of—" Jared began.

| didn’t let im finish. “1 was joking.”

“Good.”

“Not that Brent doesn’'t deserve being taken down a notch or two.”

“l know. Franki€' s idea of awarning isto put you in the hospitd.”

“| don’t understand what you ever saw in those guys,” Jared said.

“They trested me like a person.”

He dtarted to say something, then shook his head.

“You'reright,” he said. “I'll give them that much. They were bad news, but they never waked dl
over anybody just because that person was weaker than them.”

* k% %

When | findly spotted Ghost again, he saw my gaze find him, and this time he made no pretense a
being norma. He was sanding by a door. Turming toward it, he Smply stepped right through and
disappeared.

Not thistime, | thought.

| hurried over and saw that it was one of the custodian’s storerooms. | gave a quick look around, but
No one was paying any particular attention to me, so | tried the knob. When it turned, | opened the door
and stepped indde. | closed the door behind me and leaned againd it.

It was impossible to see anything in the dark.

“I know you'rein here,” | said, “so you might as wel stop hiding.”

| knew no such thing, of course. I'd only seen him comein. If he could walk through solid objects, he
could have walked right out the other end of the storeroom and be anywhere by now

“Thisisjug supid,” | went on. “Why are you oying on me? What do you want from me?’

Nothing.

“Wdl, I'm not impressed. | thought it might be inter-esting to talk to a dead person, but this is about
as interest-ing as waiching paint dry. | guessI'll jus—’

| didn’t get to finish.

The door opened behind me and | went sprawling backward, landing hard on the marble floor, my
textbooks flying. But that wasn't the worst of it.

“See?’ | heard Jarry Fidlder say. “1 told you | saw her goin there.”

| looked up to see the crowd | was usudly trying to avoid standing around me. Jerry and Brent and
some other guys from the team. Vderie and a coterie of her followers.

Brent stepped past me and |ooked into the storeroom.

By the light cast from the hallway, it was easy to see that there was no one in there. There were just
shdves of dean-ing supplies, buckets, mops, brooms—pretty much what you'd expect for a custodian’s
storeroom.

| sat up and started gathering my books.

“So what were you doing in there,Y uck?’ Brent asked. “Taking to hersdf,” Jerry said.

“Jeez, what's agirl have to do to get alittle privacy around here?’ | said, sanding up.

| was trying to play it cool, but | had about as much chance of pulling that off as becoming a
supermode.



“Maybe she was practicing how to dance with a broom,” someone said.

Brent grinned. “Hdl, maybe she was riding the broom. Did it fed good,Y uck?’

“Oh, for god's seke—" | Started.

Brent knocked my books out of my hands.

“Keegp your smart mouth shut,” he told me. “Re-member: better seen than heard.”

| started to collect my books, but one of the guys kicked them further down the hal.

“And better not seen, either,” Brent went on.

Then, laughing, he headed off, the others behind him.

| Sghed and collected my books. This was so humilia-ing. | don’t mind people thinking I'm weird.
I"d just rather be the one to decide when I’'m baeing weird.

* * %

Jared came up behind Maxine and me as we were heading home after schooal.

1i AL-ut GIAL * 57

“So now you're talking to yoursdf in broom closets?’ Jared asked when hefdl in step beside me.

Redding High was a big schoal, but it never ceased to amaze me how quickly the gossip got around.
I’d seen those looks dl day—you know, amused a what had happened to me, glad they weren't at the
center of it. | couldn’'t get away from it. Maxine had dready heard when she joined me a my locker
before we left for home. | guess the student body mugt redly have had nothing much going on in thar
own livesif the graceless doings of a nobody like me could make the rounds so quickly.

“l wasn't talking to mysdf,” | told Jared.

“l heard there was no onein there.”

“There wasn't. | mean, there was, but he vanished.” Jared gave me a worried look. “What do you
mean, ‘he vanished' 7’

“l was chadang Ghog,” | said. “Trying to find out why he's dways spying on me”

“Oh, Imogene,” Maxine said. “Do you think you should?’

And Jared added,”| can't believe you think he' s for red.”

| shrugged. “I've seen him. Or at least | see someone oying on me, someone who's very good a
pulling the vanishing act and fits the description of the late, unlamented Ghost. And today | saw him walk
right through a closed door—without having to stop to open it,” | added, directing the last comment a
Jared.

Redly. “Yes, redly.”

“So thisislike one of those tdl tales like Little Bob used to tdl back home?”

“l suppose. Except thistime I’ ve seen the unnaturd goings-on.”

“Redly.”

“Will you stop saying ‘redly,’” | told him.

“I'm judt trying to—"

“Oh, crap,” | said, spotting a familiar figure coming around the block up ahead. “Keep waking,
Maxine, and don’'t look back.Y ou don't know us. Y ou're not with us”

“But—"

“Jud do it”

And then she saw what I'd seen: her mother. And here was |, glorioudy decked out in plad skirt,
combat boots, and a raggedy swester—all visble because | hadn't closed my caf-length army jacket.
But | only had about ten barrettes inmy hair. Y eah, like that would make a difference.

Luckily, I don’t think her mother had seen Maxine with us, and Maxine walked briskly toward her,
leaving uswell behind because I’ d stooped to retie a shoel ace that hadn’t needed it.

When | stood up, | linked my arm in Jared’ s and turned him around so that we were going the other
way.

“What's going on?’ he asked, though he did let me lead him away.

“l spotted Maxine' s mom coming around the corner.”



“Oh. Do you think she saw you?’

He knew the whole story of how | was working on letting Maxine have another life than just the one
her mother had planned out for her.

“It doesn’t matter,” | told him. “I’'m sure | was too far away for her to make out my features, and it's
not like these clothes are the kind she' d expect to see mein”

“Good save” he said.

“l hope s0.”

When | called Maxine later, she assured me that we' d gotten away with it.

“What was she doing there?’ | asked.

“She thought | might be studying at the schooal library, so she was coming to get me. She'd forgotten
to tdl me this morning that we were having dinner a my grandparents house.”

“How was that?’

“Likeit dwaysis My mom and Grandma staring daggers a each other while talking like they’re not
just family but best friends. Grandpa and | pretending not to notice the tension.”

“Sounds horrible.”

“l guess. But | like seeing my grandparents, and at least nobody was yeling or anything.” Before |
could think of something to say to that, she added, “Y ou've got to stop chasng after Ghogt.”

“Why?

“Well, look what happened to you today.”

“Thet wasn't Ghodt’s fault. At least not directly.”

“No, but it'sjud ... weird.”

“I'mweird.”

“No kidding. | guessit’slike a dog chesng acar.”

“What breed do you see me as?’

“The question you have to ask yoursdlf,” she said as she continued to ignore me, “is, once you catch
the car, what do you do with it?’

“Good point. And it'd probably be enough to stop me, except I've been cursed with an instiable
curiogity.”

“Which killed the cat.”

| laughed. “Y ou have to make up your mind. Am | adog or a cat in this andlogy of yours?’

“You know whet | mean.”

“Don’'t obsess.”

“Exactly.”

“So can you get out tomorrow night?’

“What' s happening tomorrow night?”

“Curb cravling in the Beaches.”

Maxine had told us about the area a few weeks back, and it turned out to be prime red edtate for
whet Jared and | did. Big houses, old money, and lots of turnaround on fur-niture and other neat Suff.
Last week we'd scored a andl oak desk that we sold for seventy-five dollars to one of the antique
shopsinthe Market. | saw it in their window for twice the price the next day, but | didn’t care. It's not
likeit cost us anything.

“l don't know ... “ Maxine said.

She'd yet to come out with us. | don't know if it was that she didn't trust the old junker of Mom's
that we used on our rounds, or if she was too afraid her mom would find out. Probably both.

“Thet's okay,” | told her, not wanting to put her on the spot. “Just so long as you'll hdp us bring the
duff to the Stores later.”

That, she didn’t mind doing. | gave her a cut out of my hdf of the profits, which every week she tried
to give back to me, but eventudly accepted. | mean, how could she resst money that didn't need to be
accounted for to her mother? And | had to make sure she had some cash for when we made the rounds
of thrift stores.

Oh, I'm a wicked little thing, but it was doing wonders for her saf-esteem, having quff she picked



out on her own. She kept most of it a my place, but some went into her locker at school. She didn't go
for anything drastic—once she'd changed in the girls washroom in the morning, you'd see her in jeans
more often than not. And they looked good on her, too.

“Sotdl me” she said. “Did you redly know aguy named Little Bob back at your old school 7’

| laughed. “Oh, sure. Little Bob MacElwee. As opposed to his brother, Big Bob. And then there was
hisSster, Bertie—short for Roberta”

“That's just weird. Why would their parents name them dl pretty much the same?’

“Begts me”

“Conddering their surname, I'm surprised Little Bob didn’t up being caled Wee Baob.”

“They couldn’t. That's his dad’ s name.”

“Now | know you' re having me on.”

“| swear it'strue”

“If you say s0.” She paused a moment, then asked, “And he told stories about ghosts?’

“He had gtories about every damn thing you could imagine living back in those hills Ghosts were the
smdlest part of it. According to him there were talking frogs, girls that could change into crows, rains of
snalls and tadpoles, headless turkeys, a black panther that you were supposed to treat as roydty, faries
meade of roots and vines ... you name it.”

“Were any of them true?’

| had to laugh. “What do you think?’

“Of coursg, it'sjud ... it'd be coal.”

“| suppose. But come on.Think about it for a moment.”

“We ve both seen aghod,” she said. *Y ou more often than me.”

That stopped me—but only for a moment.

“Well, dl I can say, Maxine, is that just because one weird thing turns out to be true, doesn’'t mean
every weird thing is”

“But it'd be cool.”

“So would winning the lottery,” | said, “and what are the chances of that ever happening?’

“You don't even buy tickets.”

“But evenif | did ... “

And on we went.

THEN: Adrian

When | was a kid, | couldn't wait to get into high school. | just knew that somehow, dl the
humiligtion and embarrass-ments I'd suffered in the lower grades would be a thing of the past. | didn't
have any fase hopes of suddenly becoming coal, but | did believe I'd findly make some friends and that
my tormentors from the firg eight years of my scholadtic life would move on to other pursuits and forget
about me. And if nothing else, Redding High was so much bigger than South Foxville Elementary. Surdly,
I"d just get ot in the crowds.

Wrong on dl accounts.

Not even the other nerds would have anything to do with me. Apparently, | carried my sigma of
loser so promi-nently that no one dared to be seen with me for fear of dropping even lower on the socid
totem pole. Asfor me, wdl, | was dready at the bottom. Even the teachers weren't above making fun of
me, especidly Mr. Crawford ingym and weird Mr. Vanderspank in biology. Isit my fault thet dis-secting
frogs makes me throw up?

But the teachers just used verba barbs to mock me. My felow students added physicd abuse to
thar voca harassment.

| was tripped. My books were dways being knocked from my hands. My glasses were stepped on.
| got my head dunked in the toilet. | got creamed during dodgeball. 1 got wedgies. You name it and it
happened to me, with a con-stant chorus of “Hey, Ding-aling!”—the oh-so-clever de-mentary school
play on my surname, Dumbrdl—following me through the school hdls.



The hours | had to spend at school, as wel as the long blocks | had to navigate to get there and go
home, were atime of perpetud tengon for me as | waked with hunched shoul-ders, forever anticipating
the next disaster to befdl me. My nerves were getting on my nerves, as it saysin some old song.

| know Could | be more of a poster boy for losers? And isit any wonder | started seeing things?

Thefird timeit happened | was sure that one of the stoners had dipped some kind of hdlucinogenic
drug into the can of pop I’ d bought to go with my brown bag lunch. | had a spare for my last period that
day and was trying to decide if I'd be better off leaving school early, thereby fore-gtdling some new
torment on the way home, or going to the school library to get in some research on a higtory essay that
was due early next week. | opted to do the research—yet one more mistake in the endless parade of
mistakes that made up my life.

If I hadn’'t gone to the library ...

Though in retrospect, if they hadn’t got to me that day, they would have got to me later, seeing how |
became a specid project of theirs. But I'm getting ahead of mysdlf.

| went to the library, and of course Eric Woodrow was

PL At aircoes

there, “dudying” with some of his buddies. Woody was one of those pretty boys—*too
good-looking for his own good,” my mother would say when she saw a guy like hm on TV. He had
short, curly blond hair and a charming amile, and was wdl built—by which | mean he had arms with
actud muscles, unlike the twigs attached to my shoulders. The girls dl liked him, and he was never
without a girl-friend even though—and | know this for a fact—he cheated on each and every one of
them. But none of them seemed to care. No one did, no matter what kind of trouble he got into. Woody
seemed to be able to do any damn thing he wanted, and people would just amile

I’d known him since grade school—or rather 1'd been trying to avoid him snce grade school
because, whatever dse might be going on in hislife, he dways had time to rag on me.

| ducked down an aide between the bookshelves as soon as | saw him—hoping he hadn’t seen
me—and then | stopped dead in my tracks. Directly in front of me was one of the many sudy areas
scattered through the library, and Sitting a the closest desk was Doreen Smithers. Maybe she wasn't the
most beautiful girl in school, but she came close, and she was certainly the best endowed.

Seaing Doreen was dways stop-worthy, but she was't what had brought me to such a sudden hdt.
No, that was the little brown-skinned man on top of the bookshdf in front of her, looking down the front
of her blouse. Not that | blamed him. Every guy in school had probably wanted to. But we didn’t do it.

We weren't one foot high and dressed in rags, either. We didn’'t have matted hair, or sharp, pointy
features or big, scary dark eyes.

Tha dark ferd gaze chose tha moment to turn in my direction, big eyes widening further with ... |
don’'t know. Surprise, | guess.

| could fed mysdf going weak, and my books fdl from my hands. The thump of them hitting the floor
dartled Doreen, and she turned to me, then looked up at the little man when she saw me garing at the
top of the bookshelf. But she didn't see anything. | know, because if she had, shed be like me,
completely stunned.

Thelittle man grinned, waved a me, then sivung up to the top of the bookshelf and scampered out of
sght. Doreen turned back to me.

“What are you daring at?’ she asked.

“Yes” came a sharp voice behind me that | recognized as bedonging to Mrs. Edelson, the school
librarian. “What are you saring at, Adrian Dumbrel?’

| shot her aguilty ook, then got down to fumble with my books.

“Nothing,” | mumbled. “I ... | just fdt alitledizzy ... *

“Then perhaps you should go see the school nurse”

| gave a quick nod. Gathering my books, | stole another glance at the top of the bookshdf, but the
cresture wasn't there. | mean, of course, he wouldn't be there. That kind of thing didn't exist outside the
CGl effectsin amovie,

Doreen shook her head and turned back to her books while Mrs. Edelson walked me to the door of



the library.We had to go by Woody’ s table, and he put out a foot that made me sumble again. Thistime
| kept hold of my books. Just.

“Honedtly,” Mrs. Edelson said, not having seen what Woody’d done, “do you practice a being so
dumsy?’

“No, maam,” | muttered, and escaped out into the hall.

But | didn't go see the school nurse. Instead | went outside and ducked undernegth the bleachers by
the foot-bdl fidd, where | knew no one would come looking for me. | sat down on a cement footing and
set my books beside me. | put my head in my hands.

Thiswas bad, | thought. My life was messed up enough without me starting to imagine things.

That was when it occurred to me that someone had spiked my drink. It was the kind of thing one of
them would do to me. Anything for alaugh at the Ding-aling’s expense.

“So there you are,” an unfamiliar voice said.

| turned 0 fast that | dmogt fdl off the footing. | grabbed the support beam to keep my balance.

There was no one there,

Great. Now | was hdlucinating disembodied voices as wdl as weird little creatures.

“Up here” the voice said.

| looked up, and there was my hdlucingtion from the library, hanging from a crossbeam. When he
dropped from his perch | shrank back, but he wasn't attacking me. He landed in the dirt and grinned up
a mefrom his one-foot height. This close to him, | rediized that while he was the same kind of creature
I’d imagined in the library, he wasn't the same one. | suppose a lat of people wouldn't have seen the
difference, but | ways do. Like when people say dl the Adan kids look the same, | have no idea what
they're talking about because they dl look different to me.

Of course that didn’t change the fact thet ...

“Yuh ... " | cleared my throat. “You're not red.”

“Of course not.” He jabbed my knee with a giff finger. “Entirdy imeginary.”

“But ... but ... “

“I know,” he said. “When Quinty told me you'd seen him, | was as surprised to heer it as he was to
Seeyou.”

“lwish | didn’'t.”

“Didn't what?’

“See you—any of you.”

“Oh, that's polite. That's friendly.”

“No, | meant, | ... "

| didn't know what | meant, redly. | didn't want to be seeing things, but on the other hand it was
such an interest-ing hdlucingtion. This litle man was even scruffier than the one I'd first seen hanging
above Doreen’'s desk in the library. His hair was amat of dreadlocks, festooned with colored bottle caps
and the glvery pulls from pop cans. There were fegthers in there, too, and gtrings of colored beads and
little shells. Also what looked like old dried vines.

The raggedy clothes, | redized, had been atfully ripped and then redtitched with red and green
threads. Not so much old and torn as a fashion statement. The shirt was decorated with beadwork and
feathersin a hgphazard arrangement.The pants were plain with frayed cuffs. He was shoeless and | half
expected to see hary hobbit feet, but the brown skin on them, while gnarly like some old root, was as
hairless as his hands and face.

“Hnished yet?' he asked.

“Viha?

“Staring a me”

“No, | mean, yes. | wasjus ... | don't know Trying to figure out what you are, | guess”

“I'mafary.”

“A fairy.”

“Wdl, that's the eesiest description. Thefirg of you big folks to come here cdled us manichikwens,
but that’s a mouthful, isn't it?’



Thiswhole thing was a brainful was what it was. It had to be some kind of trick, but | couldn’t begin
to figure out how it was being pulled off. And whoever was pulling it on me had forgotten one important
thing.

See, I've dways known what | was.

Let'srun down thelig: | was tdl and skinny and seri-oudy uncoordinated. My har was invarigbly an
unrdly thatch no matter how much | combed it, even right after a haircut. 1 had acne and was hdf blind
without the black horn-rims my parents ingsted | wear, | guess to go with the geeky clothes they picked
out for me, though to be fair, even a tailored suit would hang on me like it would on a scarecrow. No,
that’s not fair to scarecrows.

| was the lagt one to be chosen for any kind of sports activity and the first one to be mocked for the
dightes transgresson of coolness. | was s0 far from cool that | was combudible. | was an
embarrassment to mysdf and my family, though not to my friends. But that’s only because | never had
ay.
And if dl that wasn't bad enough, there was my name. Adrian Dumbrdl. Say it with me Dumbrdll.
Would you keep aname like that? But my parents and their parents and their parents, ad nauseam, were
proud of it.

But | wasn't stupid.

| was dl of the above—I won't argue with any of it—but | wasn't stupid.

So | knew that whatever this cresture was, he wasn't a fairy. He wasn't red in the fird place, but
evenif he was, he waan't afairy.

Faries were cute and had little wings and fluttered around flowers and guff like that. They didn’t
gare down girls blouses. No, only a weird little creature that I'd hadlu-cinate would do something like
that.

“You'redill trying to figure out if I'm red or not, aren't you?” the little man said.

“Wdl,it'sjudt ... “

Just what? Where did you even start in a Studion like this? He shook his head. “It's amazing that
people like you can be so big and yet have such little brains”

“What's that supposed to mean?’

He shrugged. “You have the whole world figured out and so conveniently distrust your own senses
whenever you run across something that doesn’t fit in with your view of how things are supposed to be.”

“Rignt. Little people like you are just dl over the place”

“We are, actudly. There aren't as many of us as there once were, it's true, but you can't go very far
inthis city without tripping over one or another of us”

“I've never seen anything like you before.”

“We aren't dl as handsome as | am.”

Handsome, right. That was like metdling people | was cool.

“I mean, I've never even heard of you before’ | said. “Jugt in storybooks—you know, the kind you
read when you' re a kid—and then the descriptions were pretty differ-ent from the way you look.”

“We comein dl shapes and sizes.Y ou might try looking us up under hob or brownie.”

“What I'm trying to say is, nowhere does it say that you're red.”

“That’s only because you people don't pay attention. Y ou Smply don’t see us”

“So how come | can?’ | asked, coming back to the Big Question.

He shrugged. “Why am | supposed to have dl the answers? Maybe you have the gift of the sight.”

“Thesght”

“The dility to see beyond the narrow confines of the agreed-upon worldview,” he explained. “Few
of your kind do anymore.”

Greset. So not only was | a complete loser, but now | had some “specid” way of seeing the world as
well. If this kept up I'd soon be booking into the Zeb for extended psychi-atric care.

“You speak wdl,” | said.

| was just saying something to keep the conversation going, but as soon as the words were out of my
mouth, | realized how condescending that must have sounded. But he didn't seem to take offense.



“Thank you,” he said. “So do you.”

“Wdl, | read alot. Books don’t beat you up.”

“For meit'sanaurd gift.”

Like humility, | thought, but thistime | kept it to mysdf.

| sat there for awhile, haf expecting him to just fade away, but he continued to stand there, big eyes
looking up a me, alittle amile pulling at the corner of his mouth.

Grest. Even faries thought | was worth alaugh.

“l don’'t suppose there'saway | can learn to unsee you?” | asked.

Helad a hand on his chest and let his eyes go dl soft and deerlike.

“Now I'm hurt,” he said.

| dmogt gpologized. I'm such awimp.

“So what’s your name?’ | asked instead.

“That's arather persona question.”

“Wha's that supposed to mean?’

He shrugged. “We're not as free with our names as you big folk. But you can cdl me Tommery.”

| thought about that for a moment. If | could call hm Tommery, that didn’t necessarily meen it was
hisname. “So what’sthat?’ | asked. “A nickname?’

“Likel said—"

“l know.Y ou're nat as free with your names as we are. Why's that?”

“When you know the true name of athing, it gives you a certain measure of power over it

“Do things indude people?’

“It incdludes everything, Adrian Dumbrél.”

“How do you know my name?’ | demanded, trying to cover up the nervousness | fdt that he did
know it.

“It'sin your schoal record, right beside your picture.”

“Y ou go through the schoal’ s records?’

“Fairies go through everything.”

“But why?’

He shrugged. “We like to know what’s going on. The world's not much of a story if you don't know
who the characters are”

| wasn't sure what he meant by that, so | decided to ignoreit.

“So what happens now?’ | asked.

He cocked his head, reminding me of a bird—especidly with those big eyes of his—that and the fact
that he was looking up a me.

“I'm not sure | understand the question,” he said. “What happens to me? You know—now thet |
know you exig.”

“Ohthat.” He shrugged. “You can do whatever you want. Tel your fdlow students—"

“Right, like that would go over so wdl.”

—or do nothing a dl—though 1’d hope that you might at least give me a friendly nod the next time
we happen to run into each other.”

“Wel, sure. Thet'sif | ever, you know .. ,,

“Oh, you'll see me again. Once you encounter one of us like this you'll never be blind again. Not
unlessyou work &t it.”

With that, he svung back up into the support beams under the stands. | watched him go, scurrying
like he was equd parts monkey and squirrel, until he was lost from sight. Then | put my head in my hands
and stared a the ground again.

| wasn't sure how | fdt about this. The only thing | knew for sure was that everything had changed.

* % %

So that’s how | got my fird friends, like, ever.
There were four or five of the little men living in the school. Tommery was the one | saw the mogt, or



a least the one | talked to the most. The others were just around, like the way that Quinty was forever
henging around the girls bathrooms, which just gave me the creeps.

Tommery said | shouldn't let it bother me, that every-body hasther quirks, and the thing that friends
do is put up with each others' quirks. He said they had to have something to amuse themsdaves with since
people didn't do what they were supposed to anymore, which was badcaly be respectful to the house
spirits of a building—you know, leave them little cakes and saucers of milk, and thank them for ther help
in keeping the place tidy, though the thanking part you should only do verbdly. Leave a gift other than
food, and they’re out of the place like a shot; don't ask me why.

See, that’s what Tommery and Quinty and the others were—a kind of house spirit, like in that story
about the dves and the shoemaker, which is weird when you think about it—to have little fairy people for
friends—but a lot easier to take than having people laugh a you dl the time or suff your head into a
toilet.

And life did improve for me after | met them. | don’t mean that the kids at school started tregting me
any nicer, or that Mr. Crawford or Mr.Vanderspank stopped ragging on me in class. It jus made a
difference, having someone | could tak to and hang with—even if they were only a foot high.

And they showed me dl kinds of cool things, like hidden places in the school where no one can see
you, but you can see them Or secret passageways—invisible to the human eye, or at least the eye of most
humans—theat let you move quickly from one place to another. They cdled both of these things df bolts.

But what they didn’t tdl me—wadl, they wouldn't, would they?—was that something happens to
house spirits when they’re Ieft on their own too long. It turned out that Tommery and his gang probably
redly were like the faries you seein the old storybooks—at least they were once.

| read dl about it in some picture book about the fairiesin England.

They dtart out handsome and pretty, but they can get kind of rough looking when they live in the
wilds away from men. Then you can have trouble tdling them apart from the roots and leaves. And if
they were arigindly house spirits, but abandoned by the people usng the house—and for faries, Redding
High's like some big house—they get to looking like Tommery does. And they can turn mean.

Not that they were ever mean to me. Like | said, they treated me like a specid project, congtantly
trying to make life a little better for me. So as far as | was concerned, that Suff about them going mean
was dl just wordsin some kids book.

That is, until the day they thought it would be alark to teach me how to fly.

* % %

“Comeon, you'll likeit,” Oghtin said.

“Yeah, Addy,” Sars put in. They'd taken to cdling me “Addy,” which—since I'd never had a
nickname before that wasn't abusive—pleased me no end. “Or are you scared?’

“No, I'm not scared. It'sjust ... | meaen, flying ...

It was one of those rare occasions when dl the fairies were with me at the same time. We were in an
df balt that looked out on the main hdl of the school near the princi-pa’s office, drinking herbd tea that
Krew had made with water from a kettle that didn't appear to need a power source, and munching on
crackers Quinty had stolen from the cafeteria

“It would be like Peter Pan,” Tommery said.

“That’s the problem,” | told them. “1 just don’t know that | believe enough.”

Tommey laughed. “Don't tak rubbish.Y ou don't have to believe for it to work.You just need our
megic.”

“BU—"

“You never bdieved in us, but you saw usdl the same, didn’t you?’

“l suppose ... “

We settled on a test run, a short flight down the gairs in the man hdl. We couldn’'t do it when
anyone was around, of course, so | had to hide out until the school was empty except for the janitor. We
waited urtil he was adegp on the cot he had stashed away in the basement, then tumbled out of the df
bolt and went up the stairs. | counted the risers as we ascended. Twenty-two.



Once we d reached the landing, | looked back down. It was higher than | had thought it would be,
epecidly con-gdering | went up and down it a dozen times or more a day. But that was on my own two
feet. Right now it seemed way too high, and | got a touch of vertigo.

“S0 ... what do | do?’ | asked.

Thefairies clustered around me.

“Nothing,” Tommery said. “Jus relax.”

Easy for im to say, | thought, looking down at the end of the dairs that Hill seemed way too far
away a this moment.

But then | fdt the strangest sensation. The fairies stood by me, two to a side, with Tommery perched
on the banigter, directing the operation. The others lad ther hands on my legs and then | was ... not
flying, but floating. | could fed dl the weight of my body disap-pear, or maybe it was just gravity losng
its hold, but up

| went, flanked by the fairies on either sde of me.

We hovered for a long moment above the landing, then Tommery cried, “Go!” and we swooped
down the gtairs. Right at the bottom, we came to a stop and dowly sank through the air until my feet
were on the ground again.

| had a moment of wobbliness when we touched down. My body had never seemed to weigh s0
much asit did at that moment.

| looked back up the stairs, and Tommery came diding down the banister.

“That wasn't so bad, was it?” he said, landing a my feet. “Are you kidding? It was gredt. It was
totally amazing. When can we do it again?’

“Right now, if you want.”

“Oh, | do,” | told him. “And | want to go highe—like from the roof.”

Tommery smiled. “What happened to your not beiev-ing enough?’

“Who cares about bdieving? The magic works whether | believein it or not, right?’

“Jug 0,” Tommery said.

* * %

| led the way as we trooped up the gtairs. We knew where the entrance to the rooftop access
was—the faries knew where everything wasin the school, and by thistime, so did I.

The moon was up when we stepped out onto the roof. Tommery told me that he and the others came
up here dl the time to have picnics and spy on the world at large and just generdly hang out. I'd never
been up here mysdf, prob-ably because I'd dways had this bit of a thing about heights. | couldn’t
approach any kind of a high drop-off without a vague whirly feding starting up in the bottom of my
somach. And then I'd get a pulling sensation from the edge, like | needed to step right off and go
tumbling down.

But tonight | wasn't nervous as we crunched across the grave to the edge of the roof. | wasn't
nervous looking down the two-story drop to the ground below, either. My usud height fears and earlier
anxiety had been replaced with antic-ipation. | could gill remember the way my body hed fdt as | lifted
from the landing earlier, but it was only inmy memory now | wanted to actudly experience it again.

“Coad’s clear,” Sars said, leening over the edge to look around.

“Areyou ready?’ Tommery asked me.

The other fairies paired up on ether Sde of me again when | nodded. When they lad their hands on
my legs, | fdt dl my weight disappear once more, and we began to rise from the rooftop.

I’d had dreams of flying before and they were much like this I'd suddenly remember that | didn't
have any weight and | could just lift up from the ground if | wanted to. I'd rise up and up, a foot, another,
ayard, two yards. Findly, I'd be above the treetops, and off I'd go, soaring. Free.

| can’t begin to tdl you whet it's like to have it happen for red.

We drifted away from the rooftop, and there was only ar below us now, with the ground two stories
down. |

wanted to go higher. | wanted to fly among the stars and touch the moon.



| wanted to do it on my own.

“Wdl, sure,” Quinty said when | told them as much. “Everybody let go.”

“No!” Tommery cried from where he was floating besde us.

But it was too late. The fairies pulled their hands away, and down | went.

| don't think | even had time to redize what was hap-pening before | hit the ground.
There was this avful, wet sound. There was a shock of pain like I'd never fdt before.
And then everything went black.

* % %

... for alaugh,” I heard Quinty saying as | came swirling back out of the darkness.

“Oh, yes"Tommery sad. “Very humorous”

“Wil, it was kind of funny when he hit the pavement.” That was Krew.

Sairs snickered. “Did you see his face?’

“Oh, very funny,” Tommery said, his voice tight with anger. “And look a him now Hilarious. And

dead.”
| blinked my eyes open to find them al standing around me and forced mysdf to gt up. | waan't

dead. | fdt perfect-ly fine

“I'm okay,” | said.

Tommery turned to look a me. “No, you're not.”

“No, redly.”

“Look a yoursdf.”

| looked down and saw that my hips disappeared into another pair of hips. | turned to look behind
me, and there | was. Lying on the pavement, neck at a weird angle, blood pooling around my body.
Except | was here aswdl, looking down at my dead sf.

| couldn’t seem to focus on what | saw. It made no sense.

“But ... but

| couldn’t get any more words ot.

A huge wave of sadness went through me. That connec-tion we dl take for granted—the way we're
part of our body, the way our body is a part of the world around us—it was gone. | fdt done and log,
and this gibbering panic rose up indde me, sweling until | thought my head would burst.

Then everything went black again.

THEN: Imogene

So | survived that firg year at Redding High, no thanks to Ken and Barbie and their cooler-than-thou
posse. | stopped trying to avoid them, but | gave them absolutely no reac-tion when they ragged on me,
S0 they tended to focus on easier targets mogt of the time. Or at least more reactive ones. We sure didn't
become friends or anything. They dill had something to say about each day’'s outfit and they tagged
Maxine and me as “the homo girls’ because we were dways together, but | could live with thet.

As| get old and wise, moving into my seventeenth year, | find it gets eesier to ignore stupid people.

* * %

Thefunny thing is, | got the best marks I ve ever had on my report card that year. | actudly knew the
answersin the exams, so it looks like dl that gudying | did with Maxine actudly rubbed off. Because the
thing with Maxine is, she redlly does like school and studying. It's not just because her mother’s dways
on her case about it. Maxine likes doing wel. So lots of times when we said we were going to be
Sudying, we actudly were.

| a0 attended more classes than | ever did back at Willingham, mogly because the firs few times |
did skip, Maxine was so disgppointed in me, | decided to see if | could stick it out. Jared was totaly
wondering if | was okay.



“You on tranks or something?’ he asked.

“Yeah, asif,” | told him.

| don't do drugs or dcohol—not for mord reasons, but because I've got this serious thing about
aways being in control of mysdf.

“So is there something wrong with doing wel at school?” | asked him.

He shook his head. “It'sjust ... different.”

“The new and improved kid sgter.”

“Wdl, new, anyway,” he said, so | punched himin the shoulder.

* % %

Maxine and | actudly went to the big soring dance in April—and no, not as a couple. It took some
serioudy com-plicated maneuvering on my part to get her mom to agree, and she never did know that
Maxine went with a boy. Finding dates wasn't a problem. We'd met a couple of boys from Fuller High
a a usad record store on Williamson in January, Pat Haines and Jeremy Nash. They were both so
cute—allittle straight, but they scruffed up well. | ended up with Jeremy, and it was the fird time in ages
that I’ d been out with a guy who had fewer piercings and tattoos than me. But he was a good kisser, and
that's what' s important, right?

So anyway, getting dates to take us to the dance was easy. Convincing Maxine's mother, on the
other hand ...

| swear it was like setting up a military campaign to invade a amdl country to get it to dl work out.
But it did, and we had a great time, even though we had to do a whole Cinderdlathing to get Maxine out
of her makeup and fancy dress and back home on time.

* % %

And then there was Ghogt.

| caught glimpses of him on and off through the rest of the school year, but couldn’t get close to him,
never mind have a conversation. I’ d spot him somewhere and before |

could even gtart in hisdirection, he'd pull his disgppearing shtick: stepping through some wall, or just
doing this—I have to admit, pretty cool—dow fade from sight.

| had to settle for research. | went through the newspa-per files at the Crowsea Public Library, but
there wasn't much. Just asmdl piece in the City section of The Newford Journal the day after he died
and an obit in the death notices. But | got his name, and in the school library | found a smdl “in
memoariam” notice in the 1998 yearbook. It didn't tdl me anything except that he wasn't very popular,
and that was only by inference. See, a couple of other kids had aso died that year—one of cancer, one
ina car crash—and there was a whole pile of reminiscences about them from their friends and the faculty.

But for Adrian Dumbrdll, nothing.

Jugt that he/ d been a student and that he'd died.

| knew there had to be more to it than that, but | couldn’t seem to get any details. It wasn't like some
big secret; just no one knew him a school. Any kids who'd been atending when he was here had
dready graduated. Everyone had heard the story of Ghost, that he haunted the school, and some of them
even knew he was this kid who'd jumped from the roof of the school because everybody was adways
ragging on him.

| suppose | would have let the whole thing go if he hadn't kept soying on me. There had to be a
reason why he was doing the staking thing—some kind of unfinished busi-ness, though what it would
have to do with me, | had no idea. | guessed it was something | was supposed to figure out.

So one Sunday in July, while Maxine was away for the month on a trip with her dad and | was
serioudy bored, | went back to the school, determined to track hm down. It was dl locked up—no
summer courses here, or a least not today—»but I'd learned my lessons well from Frankie Lee and
jimmied the lock on one of the back doors. Moments later | was indde, out of the swdtering July hest.

It was s0 nice and cool in here, and quiet. The only sound was that of my dunky platform sandds
echoing on the marble floors. | had the normally crowded hdls to mysdf, which was kind of weird, but



kind of neat, too. | hadn’t done anything like this—what Frankie cdled creep-ing a joint—in what
seemed like forever.

“Okay,” | said. “I know you'rein here somewhere, Adrian. So let’ stak.”

Nothing.

W, | hadn’t thought it would be easy. He'd dready shown that he had this whole avoidance thing
going for him. Maybe it came with the territory when you were dead. | mean, ghosts are dways hard to
pin down in the stories, aren’t they?—never just coming right out and saying what they want. Instead they
have to rattle tharr chains and beat around the bush with riddles and crap.

“C'mon, spooky boy! It stimefor us to get acquainted.” 1 walked up and down the hdls for over an
hour before | findly heard a voice behind me.

“Y ou're going to wake the janitor.”

| turned, and there he was. Adrian Dumbrdll, deceased. Also known as Ghost.

He didn't look like a ghost—not like | had any great familiarity with them other than his galking me. |
just mean he seemed very solid and here. Tdl and gawky, Harry Potter glasses, acne scars, and dl.

“Thejanitor's adeep?’ | said.

Ghogt nodded. “He's got a cot set up in the basement where he sneaks off and naps.”

“Why’'s he so tired?’

“He drinks too much.”

“He never looks drunk—I mean, when I’ ve seen hm.”

“He s good at hiding it.”

This was very weird. | had a hundred more important things to ask him, but here we were, taking
about the school custodian’s drinking problem. | guess it was because things suddenly had dl the
awkwardness of afirg date, with neither of us quite sure whet to say.

But | couldn’t leaveit &t that.

| cleared my throat.

“So ... why've you been falowing me around?’ | asked. He shrugged. “I judt ... you know ... like
you, | guess”

“You like me” Was that dl this was, some horny ghost had the hots for me? Right. “You don’t even
know me”

“l know you're pretty—"

“Oh, yeah. Red runway materid.”

“Wel, you are. And | like the way you stand up for yoursdlf.”

“Which iswhy people have been crgpping on medl year.”

He shook his head. “I saw you stand up to Brent Cader oft GiAz. 0 87

your first week here. | heard what you said to Vaerie. | think the only reason you let them rag on you
isthat you can’'t be bothered caring about what they think.”

“l care,” | found mysdf saying, “but I'm trying to stay out of trouble.”

Now why hed | told him that?

He amiled. “YYou see?Y ou took the mord high ground—another commendable character trait.”

“Mmm.”

I’ve never been good at compliments, but it was espe-cidly weird getting them like this, when | was
being hit on by a ghost. Or a leadt it fdt like he was hitting on me. | wonder where he thought a
relationship could go?

“You'retaking thisdl pretty wel,” he said. “I mean, con-sidering ... “

“What? Y ou think other people don't have nice things to say about me?’

“Of course not. | meant, me being dead and dl.”

He put his hand toward the nearest wadl, and it went right through so that it looked like his am was
cut off a the wrist. But when he pulled hisarm back, his hand reap-peared, inch by inch, good as new

“You don't seem a dl scared,” he said.

Okay, that was allittle freaky, but | dready knew he was a ghost, so | could ded with it.

“Should | be?’ | asked.



“Wdl, no...“

“Because you have been gdking me for months, and | have to say, that’s not particularly endearing.”

“l waan't gaking you.”

| raised my eyebrows. “What do you cdl spying on someone from a distance and disappearing when
the person tries to talk to you?’

“l jug ... I don't know. | didn't know whet I’d say to you. | didn't know you'd be so easy to tak
to.”

“Oh”

Nether of us said anything for a fev moments. | did down and sat with my back agang a locker.
After amoment, he came over from the stretch of wal where he' d been sanding and sat beside me.

“What'sit like to be dead?’ | asked.

“l don’t know what it’s like for anybody dse, but I'm aways sort of scared.”

“Sounds just likelife”

“l guess”

“So are there other ghosts around?’

He nodded. “All kinds”

“That's kind of cregpy—from the perspective of someone who's dill dive, | mean. Knowing that
there' s dl these dead people around, checking out everything you're doing, and you can't see them. And
when you think of how many people have died over the centuries ... “ | looked around. “It mugt be redly
crowded in Ghostworld.”

“Mog of usgo on.”

“Go on where?”’

“l don’t know | just never went.”

“Did you ever think it might be better than here?’

11ep-tair. ac 89

“Yeah, but what if it's worse?’

“So we get a choice?’

“l don’t know that ether, but | guess |1 did.”

“Because you have unfinished business?’

“What's that supposed to mean?’ He sounded alittle defensive.

“Wel, in't that why ghogts usudly don’'t go on?’ | asked. “They’ve got suff they dill have to ded
with, herein the world of the living.”

“I never thought about it.”

“So what happened to you? | looked you up in the newspaper, but they didn’'t have much to say.”

“It skind of along story.”

| laughed. “It’s the middle of the summer and here | am, Stting in school—which is not my favorite
place, as you can probably imagine—taking to a ghost. Don't you think I'd be anywhere de if | had
something better to do?’

“Then why are you here?’

“l wanted to figure you out. So give. Tdl me what hap-pened.”

He didn't say anything for such along time that | thought he wasn't going to tel me anything. But then
he sghed.

“When | was akid,” hefindly began, “I couldn’t wait to get into high schodl ... ©

* %

... and 50 I've been hanging around here ever snce.”

We were il tting in one of the school’s side hdls, our backs againg the lockers, legs splayed out
infront of us. |

knocked the toes of my sandd's together and turned to look at him.

“Tha's a pretty amazing story,” | said.

“It' strue”



“Of course itis”

“You don't believe me. What part don’t you believe?’

“Wel, cmon ... faries?

“Says the girl talking to a ghost.”

“Okay, that's agood point. But you being a ghost doesn’t autométicaly make fariesred.”

He looked across the hdll.

“They think you're rude,” he said.

“‘They're here?’

“Odttin and Sairs are.”

| studied the other Sde of the hdll, but | couldn’t see anyone or anything. Not even when | squinted.

“l don't see anybody,” | said.

“Not everybody can see them.”

“Not everybody can see you, ether, but | do. So what's the ded with that?’

“l don’t know.”

| kept checking out the area around us, but there was just me and the ghost. Otherwise, the hdl was
deserted. Just like you' d expect on a Sunday afternoon in the middle of the summer.

“So why don't they show themsdves?’ | asked.

For afew moments, he seemed to be ligening to someone. Then he said, “They say it's either a gift
you're born with or something you have to earn.”

“How convenient.”

“Y ou shouldn’t make them angry”

“Whatever. | don't redly care what invisble people think of me”

“Now they’'re leaving.” | watched his eyes track some-thing that | couldn’t see. “And now they're
gone.”

“And the differenceis?’

He shook his head. “You redly shouldn’t be like that. They can be mean, if you get on the wrong
Sde of them.”

“Like saying they can teach you how to fly.”

“l suppose. But | don't think that they meant for that to happen.”

| shrugged. “ So where did they go?

“Into one of those df balts | told you about earlier. Do you want to see one? They'd be redly useful
for you in the new school year if you want to get avay from someone.”

“l don’t think so. Maybe another time”

He gave me a goofy grin. “So there’ s going to be another time?’

| laughed. “Wel, I'm not going to marry you or any-thing, but yesh, I'll drop by again.”

| stood up and brushed some nonexigtent dirt from my legs. He scrambled soundlesdy to his feet
beside me. “When are you coming back?’ he asked.

“Oh, | don't know. Next week, | guess. When the school’s empty again.”

“There’'s no one here dfter around nine or so Most evenings—except for the janitor, and he just
heads down to his cot after he's checked the doors.”

“Well see”

| started waking toward the door at the end of the hdl. “So can you and your faries leave this
place?’ | asked when we got to the door.

It had one of those bars across it thet et you open it from the indde and would then autometicaly
lock when it closed behind you.

“They’'renot ‘my’ faries” he said.

“Whatever. Can you?’

He nodded. “But | don't like to go out much.”

“Why not? People can't see you if you don’'t want them to, right? Or a least most people can't.”

“Mogt people can't,” he agreed. “But there are ... other things out there that I'd just as soon avoid.”

Now he had my curiogity piqued.



“What kinds of things?” | asked.

“Wdl, there'sthe ... | don’t know what you'd cdl them, actudly. Angels, | suppose.”

“Like with wings and harps?’

Why not? If he was going to try to convince me that there were fairies running around, he might as
wel throw in angels. But he shook his head.

“They're just these people,” he said, “who try to coax ghodts like me to move on. They can be very
persstent.”

“They don’t sound very scary.”

“They’re not. But there' s dso the darkness.”

“So go out during the day.”

“No, not that kind of darkness. Thisis something ese. | don't know what they look like, but I’ ve felt
them.” He turned to look a me with an earnest expression. “You know that feding of helplessness you
get when a bunch of guys grab you in the boys room, and the next thing you know you're being pushed
out into the hal wearing your own underwear over your head?’

| couldn’t believe he was asking methis, but | guessit had happened to him, so | cut him some dack.

“Not redly,” | said.

“No, of course you wouldn’t. You'd put up too big afight for them to be able to do that.”

| shrugged. He seemed to think | was alot braver that | thought | was. Who was | to dislluson him?

“Anyway, trus me. It's an awful feding. It's like you don’'t have any control over your life and
anybody can come dong and just do whatever the hdl they want to you, any time they want.”

“Okay, that | can undergtand.”

“Wdl,” he sad, “whatever lives in the darkness leaves you feding like that, only a hundred times
worse.”

“But what do they do?”

“l don’t know for sure. Tommery says they eat souls”

“Anybody’ s?’

“No, just those thet are ghosts. And sometimes those of people ...

“Who tak to ghogts,” | finished for him when his voice trailed off.

He shook his head. “No. | was going to say, those of people who wak at the edges of how the
world's supposed to be. You know, people who don't take what they see around them at face vaue.
Tommery says they carry akind of shine that attracts the darkness.”

“Well, that lets me off the hook,” | said, “because the only impossble thing | can seeisyou.”

He got kind of an annoyed look. “Why are you so indstent on the world being just the way you've
decided it is?’

| shrugged. “Because it's never shown me to be any different?

Before he could reply, | pushed on the bar and stepped out into the July heat. | haf expected him to
follow me, but when | turned around, there was no one there.

* % %

But that wasn't the strangest thing to happen to me over the summer.

Because Maxine was away for a whole month, and | knew | wouldn't be seeing her mother, | took
the opportu-nity to dye my hair a nice dark blue. | used to love playing with hair dyes, back in Tyson.
Some weeks | had a different color for each day, like my underwear. | got a new tat as wdl: a
blue-black crow inflight on the ngpe of my neck that | could hide with a shirt collar if | had to. But | was
wearing atank top and a pair of low-rise cutoffswhen | ran into Ms. Tattrie the next day.

So not only could you see my new tat, you could aso see the one on my shoulder, the one on my
thigh, the ones on each ankle, and hdlf of the knotwork design at the smdl of my back. | had dl my
earings in—ax to an ea—my eyebrow piercing, and a little bell hanging from the one in my nave. In
other words, | was definitely not her daughter’s sraight little sudy partner.

“Imogene,” she said as pleasantly as dways. “I’ve missed seeing you since Maxine' s been away.”

Thefirg thing | thought is, that’s some strong medication she must be on.



“Umm,” was dl | could manage, my brain whirling as | tried to come up with some explanation for
my looking the way | did. It wasn't close enough for Halloween and

“l was hoping you might cdll,” she went on, “but | understand how it can be. It's not like you didn't
work hard enough dl year to deserve some downtime that doesn’t include the stodgy old parents of your
friends”

“You're not that old,” | said.

Whoops. Maybe | should have lied, and said she wasn't stodgy either.

“Do you have time to go for a coffee or a cup of tea?’ she asked.

Everything about this chance medting had caught me so off-guard that | found mysdf agreeing, and let
her lead meinto a nearby cafe. She got hersdf cha tea and aplain black coffee for me, amiling the whole
time. It wasn't until we were findly gtting a a window table that | took a deep bresth.

“l just want to say,” | began, “that if you're going to be mad a anybody, be mad a me, because this
isdl my doing. Maxin€ sjus as good a kid as you want her to be.”

“Why should | be mad?’

“Wadl ... ¢ mon.”

She shook her head. “Did you redly think | didn’t know?”

“You ... but . “

Okay, it's not often I'm left speechless, but this was too much.

“As soon as | saw that you and Maxine were becoming friends” she said, “I cdled the school’s
guidance counsdor, and she put mein touch with the counsdor at your old school. I'll admit that what |
learned didn’t exactly thrill me.”

“They can tdl you persond duff like that?’

“When you're determined, and you know the right people, anything is possible”

Well, duh. What was | thinking? Like old Mr. Ford back at Willingham wouldn't jump at the chance
to disme.

“But ... | know the suff they would ve told you,” | said. “Why would you ill let Maxine hang with
me?”

“My thergpist suggested that | giveit afew weeks before making any decisions.”

“Your thergpist.”

She nodded. “I know | have issues, particularly when it comes to Maxine. | want the best for my
daughter, but | dso know that | have to give her some freedom or dl I'll do is push her even further away
fromme. But ... it'sjust very hard for me”

| didn’'t know what to say.

“And then an interesting thing happened,” Ms. Tattrie said. “Thishdlion that I’d been told | shouldn’t
let my daughter associate with turned out to be a rather charming young lady. She didn't skip school. She
didn’t run with a bad crowd. Her marks were very good on her find examsWhen | spoke again to Ms.
Kluge at the end of the school year, she told me that while your sense of fashion was certainly eccentric,
none of the behaviorad problems on your perma-nent record appeared to have carried over from your
old schoal to the new one.”

| dill didn't have anything to say, so | just shrugged.

“So it appears,” she went on, “that, in some ways, Maxine has been as much of an influence upon
you as you' ve been on her.”

“She's never done anything wrong,” | said, ready to defend Maxine where | couldn’'t—or at lesst
wouldn’ t—defend mysdf.

“I know. Your influence has been postive, as wdl. Before you came into our lives Maxine bardy
spoke to me. She went to school; she did homework. She read her books. She watched TV. And that
wasdl shedid”

“And now?’ | had to ask.

“Now she's more outgoing. We have actud conversations rather than my having to pull
monasyllabic responses from her. She ... she glows”

| couldn’t help amiling. “Y eah, she does, doesn't she”



“And that, | know, isyour doing.”

| started to shake my head, but Ms. Tattrie would have nothing of it.

“I'm not saying you've transformed her,” she told me. “You've smply dlowed her to be more
hersdf. She was a very unhappy girl before you came dong, but she wasn't dways that way.”

| was good and didn’'t say anything about how maybe Maxine's unhappiness could have, in a large
part, come from how Ms. Taitrie had been treating her.

Wefdl slent for amoment, and she looked me over. “So thisisthe red you,” shefindly said. | could
have said the same to her.

“Wel, sort of. It's hot today, and I'm kind of dumming.”

“I meant more ... dl the tattoos and piercings. And that har.”

| shrugged. “I just like to play with how | look.You'll be happy to know that Maxine doesn't go for
thiskind of thing at dl.”

“Thankfully,” she said, but she smiled to take the ging out of it.

| knew what she meant. And the funny thing is, when she amiled, she got this whole other look about
her—more like Maxine. She got that same glow

“So what happens now?’ | asked.

“Nothing. I'm glad we had this chance to talk—to get it al out in the open.”

“I guess”

“l don’'t suppose you' d be willing to keep this from Maxine?’

| shook my head. “Not and be a friend. But I'll figure out a way to tdl her so that you don’'t come
out looking bad. I'm good at that kind of thing.”

“Yes, you are, aren't you?' She finished her tea. “Thank you for that, Imogene. Thank you for
evaything.”

We dtayed a little longer, but then she went off, back into her life, and | was I€ft Stting & the table
just trying to figureit dl out. | mean, was thisweird or what? Maxine's mother was actudly kind of cool.

THEN: Adrian

| was of two minds about the afternoon I’ d just spent with Imogene. Happy to have spent it with her,
naturdly—to have findly had an actua conversation with her without me blathering on like some
idiot—but annoyed a how she could be so infuriaingly stubborn about not bdieving in the faries.
Though, now that | thought of it, maybe taking about the faries had been blathering on like some
idiot—at least it could be construed that way from her point of view. And | guess, to be fair, at firg |
headn't exactly believed in fairies either, not even when | had one standing right in front of me.

| Sghed, staring out the door, and watched her wak away, across the scraggly lawn fronting the
school and onto the sidewak running dong Grasso Strest.

Why was it that whatever | did was the act of the village idiot?

“Had your firg tiff?’

Turning, | found Tommery perched on the garbage can across the hdl. He lounged like a cat, utterly
a ease, as though he' d been there for hours, though | knew there' d been no one on the garbage can a
moment ago. There was a big grin on his face, the kind that makes me uneasy around the fairies because
| never know if it's them being friendly, or laughing at me. It's hard to tdl with them. Fairies redly are
impossble to read. They can laugh a a joke, just like you or | would, but they'll laugh just as heatily
when they’ re doing something horribly mean.

So | did what | dways did around them and tried to ignore the uneasy feding that | was the brunt of
some joke rather thaninonit.

“l guess” | said. “It just bugs me that she won't believe me about you—that you're red. It's so
ridiculous. She's talking to a ghost, but she dill can’t accept the idea that faries exist aswdl.”

“Perhaps | could convince her.”

“l don't know.” | was remembering what Imogene had said when 1’d told her about how 1I'd fdlen
from the school’ s rooftop. “Y ou're not thinking of teaching her how to fly, are you?’



Tommery got this serious, sad look.

“Of course not, Addy. I'd teach her how to see.”

That was exactly what was needed. Once she saw the faries with her own eyes, like | had, how
could she not accept them?

“How will you do it?’ | asked.
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“It's a matter of catching her when her mind's not so cam. Humans are more open to the hidden
world when they’re in a higher emotiond state.” | must have looked a little blank. “When they're very
sad,” he went on to explan, “or very happy. Also, when they've been drinking or doing
drugs—particularly some of the more potent chemical concoctions.”

| tried to get my head around the idea of fairies taking knowledgeably about drugs—it made me
wonder: Were there crack faries? Heroin hobgoblins>—but Tommery was forever surprisng me with
the depth of his knowledge con-cerning the human world.

“When it comes to your girlfriend ... “Tommery began.

“Girlfriend! | wish.”

“Yes, wel, when it comesto her, I've never seen a human with such alevd emotiond state”

“She seems animated to me”

Tommery nodded. “But there' s no inner turmoail. No cracks in the calmness that megic can dip into.”

“So what can you do?’

“Keegp an eye on her until the opportunity does appear.”

“l don’'t know if Shell like being followed around.” Tommery smiled. “But she won't know, will she?
Shecan't see us”

Except Pd know. And | wasn't sure | liked the idea | knew for sure that Imogene wouldn't,
conddering her remarks about me staking her. And where would Tommery draw the line? | imagined
him checking her out while she was getting undressed or having a shower. Or worse, what if he assgned
the job to horny little Quinty?

“Oh, don't worry, Addy,” Tommery said, as though he could read my mind. “We're not going to
invede her pre-cious privacy. We have our own lives to live and, trust me, they’re far more gopeding
then the twenty-four-hour sur-veillance of any human could be. We Il Smply keep an eye on her, check
inon her emationd state from time to time. Perhaps send her a dream or two to get her thinking the right
way.”

“What about the quff that Oghtin was saying?’ | asked. “He told me that this dght business is
something that comes to you naturdly, or it's a gift that needs to be earned. How does that fit in with
what you' re planning to do?’

“Both are true. But the ability for usto be seen by humansis dso discretionary.”

That took me a moment to work through.

“So you can judt appear to her if you want to?’ | asked. Tommery nodded. “But it's better that she
discovers us on her own.”

Which wasn't an answer at al, except that it spoke to some undercurrent that | aways sensed
around the fairies, but never understood. It was a mystery they played up, some secret with dark edges
thet | could never see into.

“l don't get it,” | said. “Why don't you just show your-sdf to her and save dl the skulking around?’

Tommery shrugged. “We could. It'sjudt not as ... inter-esting.”

“Interegting.”

t 01-vt GAL 0 103

“Exactly. And trust me, her dowly becoming aware of us over time will leave a much more laging
impresson.”

“l just want her to know you're real. That | wasn't meking it up.”

“Shewill. Butif it's not done right, she'll forget, and then you'll be right back where you started.” He
cocked his head, giving me a consdering look. “The only problem is, doing it this way takes some time.



But you can be patient, can’'t you?’

| laughed without humor.

“What'stimeto me?’ | said. “I'm dead.”

Tommery Sghed and gave me adow, sad nod. “There' sthat,” he said.

His voice was oft. If | tried, | could pretend | heard genuine regret init. | just had to forget the crud
tricks he was capable of, like the year after | died when they gave hdf the school food poisoning on the
last day of classes.

That little incident had the fairies laughing for days.

THEN: Imogene

| didn't redlize how much I’'d missed Maxine until she findly got back and showed up a my front
door on the firg Saturday in Augugt. No, that's not true. I'd missed her terribly and knew it the whole
time she was gone. I’d just tried not to think about it. Maybe | was her fird best friend, but she was
mine, too. Not having her around to tak to every day was like having a big black hole in the middle of
my life, and the postcards she' d sent couldn’t come close to filling it, though | had appreciated them.

| let her talk about the trip. Her dad had rented a condo in Fort Lauderdale, close to the beach, so
while he went off to do his meatings and work during the day, Maxine got to turn into a beach bunny.
She wes, like, totaly brown when she got back. It made me fed like I'd spent the month in a basement,
but then | don’t tan well anyway.

The important thing was she'd had a great time, and | was glad for her. Nobody had the
preconception that she was this loser from Redding High, so they saw her the way | did: cute and smart
and funny. She made some friends, she had boys trying to pick her up. Life was good for her. But |
noticed she didn’t talk much about the time she' d spent with her dad.

“So,” | said, “are you dill thinking of living with your dad for your find year?”

He lived up in the ‘ burbs, when he wasn’t away on busi-ness, but Maxine had assured me that she'd
busin to Redding.

“l don't know,” she sad. “I ... it was alittle weird. My dad’'s great about not taking about why they
got divorced, even though we dl know the reason, and he doesn’t dis Mom, ether.”

“So what was the problem?’

DL-ut Gnat 0 105

She shrugged. “I guess just the way he'd look a what | was wearing. He didn’'t say anything about
how sucky my clothes were—not directly—but | could tdl he was worried about me getting to be too
much like my mother. ‘It's okay to be akid,” he'd tdl me. ‘Everything doesn’t have to be so serious’

“But you brought your cool clothes, too, right?’

“Some, but mogtly what my mom’s bought for me. | mean, she’'d think it was weird if she looked in
my closet and it looked like | hadn’t taken anything. And we both know she'd look in my dosat—if only
to make sure the skirts were dill hung separate from the dresses.”

| had to amile. It was sadly true.

“The duff we got a the thrift stores | wore mogly when | was on my own, at the beach. When my
dad was home . | don't know. | fdt like I'd be betraying Mom if | wore suff she hadn’t picked out for
me. s that messed up or wha?’

| shook my head. “Y ou love them both, even with your mom’'s weird quirks. It makes perfect sense.
And maybe your monm's not as tightly wound as we think sheis”

That'swhen | told her about the conversation I"d had with her mother.

“You want weird,” | said as| finished up, “how’s that?”’

Maxine shook her head. “I know exactly what's going on. It's because before | left | told her that |
was thinking of living with Dad for my find year.”

“But this checking-up-on-me business happened last year, not this summer.”

“gy

“So her deciding to let us be friends” | said, “even when she knew my history, happened long before



you told her that.”

Maxine looked as puzzled as I’ d been that day in the cafe.

“God, you'reright,” she said. “That isweird. Are you sure it was my mom?’

| nodded. “Unless she's got an identica, nonevil twin.”

“So you can just come over looking however you want?’

“Apparently. But | won't. | mean, | won't be dl sucky either, but, you know” | gave her a
conddering look. “So she didn't say anything to you when you got back?’

Maxine shook her head.

“Because | told her I'd tdl you.”

“l wonder what this means for me?’ she said. “Does it mean | can dart dressng the way | want and
seaing boys and Suff?’

“Only one way to find out.”

| could see the uneasiness rise in her, and she got this shy, nervous look that was so Maxine.

“Oh, | don't know ... “

“Thisfrom the popular beach bunny of Fort Lauderdae?’

“It'sjust too strange. Plus, it redly makes me kind of mad.”

For Maxine to say she was kind of mad meant that she was furious.

“Don't go dl postd on her,” | sad.

“But dl these years ... obvioudy she knew she was messng up, so why couldn’t she just let me be
me? | mean, you said she was seaing a therapist about it.”

“You didn’'t know that either?’

“l knew she was seeing a therapist, but | thought it was about the breakup with Dad.” She sighed.
“How hard would it have been for her to cut her daughter some dack?’

“Obvioudy, way hard.”

“l guess.” She gave me an unhagppy look. “What am | going to do about this? Just walking back into
the gpart-ment with her there is going to be so weird, knowing what | know.”

“You want weird?’ | asked. “I’'ve got way more weird for you.”

And then | told her about findly meeting Adrian, how I'd talked to him three or four times now since
she'd been gone. Tha was enough to put the whole problem with her mother on the back burner.

“Oh, my god! You redly met Ghost?”

“Wel, it's not so excting when you get past the ghost part.”

“Thet's easy for you to say.”

“No, it'strue.Y ou know what he looks like, right?’

“Mm-hmm.”

“Well, that's pretty much what you get. He' s basicdly just this nerdy guy—smart, nice enough, but
he talks like someone who's read way too many books and doesn’t have any friends. The ghodliness is
about dl he's got going for him.”

Typicaly, Maxine ignored that. “I think he's got a crush on you. Why else would he have been
checking you out dl year?’

| laughed. “The crush is big-time. But | don't know what he thinks|l come of it. | mean, he's dead.
We couldn’t even touch each other.”

“Would you want to?’

“Not redly.”

“Tel me more about the fairies” Maxine said.

| shrugged. “What's to tdl? I’ ve never seen any, though he pretends to. Persondly, | think dl thistalk
about faries and crap—that’s just covering up how messed up he was when he was dive. I'll bet he
stepped off the roof dl on his own, and then, when he found he was dill stuck here, he made up a story
about how fairies had tricked him into thinking he could fly.”

“You think he just made it up?’

“Wdl, duh, of course. Though you'd think he'd come up with something more plausible”

“But you said he talks to them.”



“He staking to empty space. There' s nothing there. Well, a least nothing | can see. Though | guess
to be far to him, maybe he's told the story to himsdf so many times now, he redly bdievesit.”

“But why can't fairies be red?”’

| laughed. “Oh, please. Look, we know he had a shitty life. Only one tiny memoriam in the school
yearbook, and while people don't remember his name, they know Ghost is what's left over of a kid that
everybody ragged on, teachers and students. No, he did this himsdf, but now he can't dedl ttipit't GIP/ O
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with it. And until he dealswith it, he's stuck here, haunting the school.”

“So isthat why you keep going to see him?’

“Wha do you mean?’

“Are you trying to get him to face up to the truth so that he can move on?’

| shook my head. “God, no. It's none of my business. It's just that, for dl his nerdiness, | 4ill find him
interesting to talk to.”

“Even when that talk turns to fairies?’

| amiled. “Even then. Just because | don't bdieve in them doesn’'t make them uninteresting.
Remember, | used to ligen to Little Bob's Sories dl the time”

“I'd like to meet him.”

“Who? Little Bob?’

She whacked my arm. “No. Ghost.”

“No problem.”

But it was.

Maxine called her mother to say she was staying for dinner and that we were going to watch a movie
after, which maybe we would, though firs we planned to go by the school and then check out Jared's
band, which had an dl-ages gig. Dinner was pizza from the place down at the corner, because Mom was
a the univeraty. She'd taken this whole going-back-to-school thing very serioudy and signed up for
summer classes, so we hardly ever saw her. Gino's didn’t have the best pizza in the neighborhood, but |
liked teasing thair skateboarder ddivery boy.

Over dinner, Jared waxed enthusiagtic about the gig, going on and on about the set lig and this new
tube amp he'd picked up and | don't know whet dl. | love him, but that suff gets old after a while
Maxine was totdly inter-ested, though, hanging on his every word, which made me think she'd either
developed a jones for Sxties musc and music gear or a crush on Jared.

We begged off helping the band set up—I mean, I’ ve lugged too many amps and then hung around
through even more sound checks for it to be a thrill anymore. We let Jared go off on his own, promisng
to hook up later at the club, and then set off to follow our own agenda.

“So you're redly garting to get into that Sxties mudc, aren't you?’ | sad as Maxine and | waked
toward the schoal.

“l guess. It'sfun.”

“Yeah, itis. And s0's Jared.”

She got this cute guilty look. “What do you mean?’

“Wdl, | think you' re finding him pretty interesting, too.”

“No, | jug ... it sthat he's “

“It sokay,” | said. “I like that you're into him.”

She looked rdieved, but what did she think | was going to do, totaly freak out on her or something?
Why wouldn’t she beinto Jared? | think he's cool, and I'm his sister. “So,” Maxine said, “does he ever,
you know “

“Tdk about you?’

She nodded.

“Yegh, but not in a Potentid Girlfriend way. But before
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you get dl depressed,” | added as her face fdl, “he needs to have you taken out of the Little Sister’s
Best Friend context and put into a Potentid Girlfriend one.”

“How's that supposed to happen?’

“You could tdl him.”

“God, no. | could never do that.”

| shrugged. “Or | could do it for you.”

“l don’'t know. That ssems weird.”

“It'sjust aday for weirdness,” | said. “And to top it dl off, there's the schooal, a veritable hotbed of
faries and ghogts. Well, one ghost anyway.”

We stopped across the street and looked at the building. 1t looked kind of foreboding, hunched there
like some deserted warehouse, dark and squat in the fading light. Maxine put a hand on my arm.

“It looks spooky,” she said.

| nodded. “And haunted, t0o.”

Maxine shot me a worried look, and | had to laugh. “That's because it is” | said, and led the way
across the street.

Asl jimmied the lock to get usin, Maxine was suitably impressed with my break-and-entry sills and
ful of ques-tions about where I’d learned them. | fdt alittle guilty as | shrugged them off.

Thething was, I’d dill never redly talked to Maxine about my old life in Tyson. 1’d only told her bits
and pieces, the ones that cast meinagood light. | didn't tdl her that | first had sex when | was thirteen.
Thet by thetime | was fourteen I’d tried every drug there was to try—which iswhy | wouldn’t touch any
now. That | stood watch when Frankie and the boys broke into housesThat | was the best shoplifter in
the gang. Suff like that.

| had no reason to become the way | did. | hadn’'t had a crappy life But when we moved off the
commune and into the dity, it was like someone flicked a switch. | just went wild. It started at school,
with me reacting to dl those smart-ass, cooler-than-thou kids putting me down, and escalated from there.

How could | tdl Maxine any of that?

| felt horrible about holding back when we exchanged confidences, but dl | could seem to do was tdl
her the things | knew she'd like My fird kiss. Little Bob's stories. Emmy Jean’s advice. Life on the
commune:

Or problems we shared, like the bullying we' d both had to endure a schoal.

| didn't want her to think the life I'd had back then was cool—the way | had at the time. And |
couldn’'t talk about it like it wasn't, even though | no longer believed it mysdf. Does that make any
sense?

“Hey, Adrian,” | cdled out softly as we walked down the dark hdlway. “Y ou’ ve got company.”

There was no reply except for the soft echo of my voice going down the empty hal.

“It' sweird being in here when ther€ s no one dse around,” Maxine said.

| nodded, remembering that firs Sunday afternoon that I'd snuck in. Now it was old hat, and wasn't
thet an
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odd expresson? I'd have to look it up in my Brewer’s when | got home.

“Egpedidly at night,” Maxine went on. | could hear the nervousness in her voice and wondered if
we' d have to leave, but then she added in alighter tone, “Hey, here’s my old locker. | wonder if there's
away for usto get lockers beside each other this year.”

| laughed. “Y our mom could probably make it happen.”

“My mom?”

“Remember | told you how she got Ms. Kluge to cough up my old school records?’

Maxine nodded. “Yegh, Mom doesn't take the word no wel. But | don't think I'll ask her dl the
same” She looked down the shadowy hall. “ So where' s the ghost”

“l don’t know. Except for that firg time when | had to wander around for an hour or so, he usudly
shows up pretty quickly.”

“Maybe he went out—he can go out, right?’



“Yeah, but he doesn't like to.”

“Why not?’

| shrugged. “ Something about angels and the darkness.”

“The darkness?’ Maxine repeated. “That doesn’'t sound good.”

“Relax. Whatever it is, it's only dangerous to spiritslike Adrian.”

“And the angds?’

“l don’t know what they are either. That's just what he calls them.”

We were wdl into the school by now, and there was giill no sgn of Adrian. | found mysdf wondering
if I should have taken him up on one of his offers to show me those df bolts he kept taking about.
Maybe he wasin one of them right now, fast adeep or something. That's if ghosts dept. I'd have to ask
him about that the next time | saw him. But tonight was a bust.

| was just about to say as much to Maxine when we both heard a noise down the hdl from where we
were waking. We stopped, ligening hard, and then heard the echoing sound of footsteps. They were
Oefinitely approach-ing us.

“So ... “ Maxine sad in a whisper, the nervousness back in her voice. “If Adrian’s a ghogt, and
ghosts don't have bodies, then who—"

Before she could finish, Mr. Sanderson, the janitor, stepped out of a side hal.

“Hey, you girld” he cried. “What do you think you're doing in here?’

“Oh, crap,” | sad.

| grabbed Maxine's hand and started to run in the oppo-site direction.

“You get your asses back here!” Mr. Sanderson called &fter us.

Ohright, asif.

The empty hdl was suddenly filled with the sound of our running and the janitor’'s ydling. | doubt
he' d have caught us, but before we got a chance to find out, | heard him sumble and fal down.

| shot a glance over my shoulder, then skidded to a hdt, hauling Maxine to a stop beside me.
Looking back, we saw the janitor backed againg some lockers, ams scrabbling inthe air.

“Get off me, get off mel” he cried.

“What' s the matter with im?” Maxine asked.

“D.T’s” | sad. “Come on. Let's get out of here”

We burst out the side door and kept running until we were by the big cedar hedge that separated the
school from the sunken parking lot of the gpartment building next door. It was a place kids came to
smoke dope during recess—a perfect spot because, once you got into it, you could see out, but no one
could see you in the shadows.

| pushed in through the branches, Maxine on my heds, only stopping when | came up to the cement
wall of the parking lot. We stood there, holding onto the hedge and each other as we caught our breaths.
Fndly, | was able to peer out into the schoolyard without feding like my gasps for ar would be heard a
block away. | was just intime to see Mr. Sanderson bang open the door and stand there swaying as he
glared into the schoolyard.

Maxine and | held our breaths.

The janitor muttered something | couldn’t quite make out as he findly turned away and let the door
dang shut behind him.

“That was close)” | said.

“Do you aways have to—"

“Run from adrunk janitor?’ | finished. “No, but | do try to avoid him. He's usudly in the basement,
ather drink—

ing, or degping off a drunk on thislittle cot he's got down there”

“We're lucky he didn't cdl the cops.”

“He ill might, so we should get out of here”

Which was a great idea except that as soon as we pushed our way out of the hedge, a familiar voice
spoke out of the darkness.

“Imogene. What are you doing here?’



| turned and there he was. Adrian indl his ghodtly glory, which was basicaly Adrian sanding there dl
tdl and gawky with a puzzled look on his face. | heard Maxine's sharp intake of breath and put a hand
on her arm.

“Itsokay,” | sad. “It'sjust Adrian.”

“l ... | figured asmuch. It'sjust . héssored ... "

“But he won't bite, right, Adrian?’

He shook his head. “Nope. I'm a ghogt, not one of the undead.”

“There are undead?” Maxine asked, moving closer to me so that our hips bumped. “Like,
vampires?’

“There s anything you can imagine and then some,” he told her. “They jud live a the edges of the
world that you know, so you don’'t usudly see them.”

“Rignt,” | said. “Amp up the spooky factor.”

He turned back to me. “I’'m only tdling the truth. So what are you doing out here, hiding in a hedge?’

“I brought Maxine around so that you could meet her, but you weren't at the school.”

“l was out, just, you know, waking ...
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“Whatever. We got caught by Mr. Sanderson, and he chased us out. If he hadn’t been so drunk and
haludinating bats or spiders or whatever, he might even have caught us”

“What do you mean?’

“Oh, it was weird. | heard him trip and when | looked back, he was on the floor with his back up
agang the wdl, hands scrabbling in the air like he was trying to get some-thing off of himsdf.”

“Thet was probably the fairies”

| shook my head. “Right. Tdl that to Maxine. She wants to hear dl about them.”

“l just think it' s interesting,” she said.

“At least someone has an open mind,” he said, and smiled at her.

It was an open, endearing amile that 1 hadn’'t seen before. It took me a moment to redize why: he
could be comfortable with Maxine because he wasn't trying to impress her the way he was me.

“So you're redly a ghost?” Maxine asked.

He nodded.

“Canl .7

She reached out a hand. He lifted his own, and when they should have banged into each other, her
hend just went through his. Maxine shivered and pulled her hand back, holding it to her chest.

“Thet ... that was the strangest sensation,” she said. “Chilly, but kind of, | don't know, warm and
daticky, dl at the sametime”

| was impressed with her. I'd never tried touching him mysdf, but it wasn't because it made me
nervous. | just didn't want to give Adrian any idess.

“Wdl, we should get going,” | said. “My brother’s band is playing a the Keystone and they’re going
to be garting soon.” | waited a beat, then added, “Maybe you want to come?’

Adrian shook his head. “1 don’'t do wdl in crowds. | don't much like it when people wak right
through me”

“No prob. WEl seeyou later.”

“Nice meting you, Maxine” he said. “I'll tdl you more about the faries another time”

Maxine amiled and then we were off, leaving hm stand-ing by the hedge while we made our way
back to the Strest.

“So you see what | mean?’ | asked when we were out of his hearing range. “There's nothing redly
dl that spooky about him.”

“Except when you touch him.”

“Yeah, wdl, that won't be happening any time soon.”

“But he seemed nice”

“Heis But heé's ds0 a ghost, so thisis never going to be more than a ‘Hi, how’re you doing? Oh,
wait, you're dead’ kind of a rdationship. Which suits me just fine, by the way.”



Maxine nodded. “But it'skind of sad, ign't it? The way he's just dl by himsdf like that.”
“Y ou're forgetting the fairies”

“Which you don't believein.”

| shrugged. “I don't believe in anything | can’t see for mysdf.”

* % %

We had a greeat time at the club. Jared’' s band was cdled the Everlaging First, after a song by some
sixties band. They were the middle act, but the best, as far as both Maxine and | were concerned. But
then we each had our own reasons to be biased. We left after about the third song of the third band to
get Maxine home on time, but not before | got the two of them dancing. As we were going out the door,
| glanced back and saw that Jared had this cute, congdering look on his face, like he was seeing Maxine
for thefird time. | told her about it as we walked to her gpartment building, and she couldn’'t stop taking
about him the whole way back.

It made me happy, thinking of my two favorite people as a couple, and | told her so, which just made
her beam more.

* % %

So things went svimmingly the rest of the month.

Maxine s mom kept tregting me nicdly, even if | showed up looking a little less decorous than | had
before our chat at the cafe. | could tdl she had to bite her tongue a some of the Suff | wore, but | kept it
toned down, even if she didn't redizeit.

Maxine and Jared were kind of drding around each other now, which was sweet and frudraing at
the sametime. | kept wanting to grab the pair of them and just bang them up againgt each other.

As for my own romantic front, Jeremy had come back from the camp where he and Pat had been
working as counselors, but | now had this other guy, Thomeas, interest-ed in me, who was very cool and
worked in a used record shop. He kind of reminded me of Frankie, but without the aimind bent, and
sad | should be fronting a band, which just made Jared laugh.

“It sdl about the attitude,” Thomeas argued.

“Oh, she's got attitude, dl right,” Jared said.

Which | guessiskind of acompliment, or a least as much of aone as I’ d get from Jared when music
and me get mentioned in the same brezath.

* * %

Anyway, between the two of us Maxine and | had pulled off an okay summer. And with the
confidence that being Miss Beach Bunny in Florida had indtilled in Maxine, | even thought we might have
an easer time a school this year.

But then | started having these weird-ass dreams.

NOW: Maxine

It's funny, but after | learned about Mom’'s conversation with Imogene, | got the sense that she
thought everything would suddenly be different between us. That we'd become pds ingead of just
mother and daughter. But | can hardly speak to her at dl. My head’ s filled with Jared and Ghost and this
huge resentment for dl the years she's made me leave the house looking like such a geek. That's when
she even let meleave the house.

How am | supposed to tak about any of that?

And then Imogene tels me about the dreams she's having, and that totdly fills my head.We both
agree that Adrian might have something to do with them. | dso believe that there might be a connection
between her dreams and those fairies of Adrian’s, but she doesn't even want to discuss that because she
doesn't believe that they exist in the firg place.

| can't explanwhy | don’'t question the idea of faries like Imogene does. Intdlectudly—and before |
met Adrian—I aways knew that they couldn't exist. Neither could unicorns, vampires, ghosts, talking



rabbits, or little spacemen with deek spaceships and and probes. But inmy heart, | believed. In faries, a
least. Maybe it's because | had to bdievein them. For so long | had to believe in some-thing more than
whet thisworld had to offer: my parents divorce, the horror that was high school, the londiness that hung
like a shroud over me every day until Imogene stepped up and tore it away.

And that was just when you looked at my sorry little life. When you took in the big picture, the world
itsedf seemed to be faling apart, what with terrorist attacks and wars and weird diseases and poverty and
environmenta pollution ...

I"d heard about adopted kids who'd have this fantasy thet their red parents were going to show up
one day and whisk them away to some kind of paradise. | guess my fantasy was that there redly were
faries and that, while maybe they wouldn't whisk me away to Fairyland, at least the idea of something so
megica actudly exising made everything e se more tolerable—don’t ask me why.

I’ve never told Imogene thet | truly believed in fairies. I've never told anyone, when it comes right
downtoit, but it sonly odd that | never told Imogene, consdering the way her mind works, how it will
soar on flights of fancy at the dightest whim, not to mention her rdaionship with a dead boy.Y ou'd think
she' d be the obvious choice.

I’ve even had the perfect opportunity afew times, like when she talks about thet Little Bob guy back
a her old school and dl the stories he had, and then when she intro-duced me to Adrian. But something
holds me back.

| suppose it's because she so obvioudy doesn’'t believe in them, and my whole life has been pretty
much geared to making nice and getting dong. | have my smdl rebellions, but mogly I've dways done
what I'm told to do. By my mother. By my teachers. By anyone bigger and stronger and cooler than me.

| tried to follow suit with Imogene, but she wouldn't let me. Like the firg time she took me to the
thrift stores to buy some new clothes. | asked her to pick out what | should get, and she just gave me a
funy look. Then she said, “No, you have to choose your own.You have to pick what you want to
wear.”

And | had no idea.

But | learned. | learned to the point where, if Imogene didn’t think | should get something | liked, |
was brave enough to get it anyway. So maybe | can learn to stand up about fairies, too, except this
seems far different from whether or not | should buy a certain top. It feds like it goes deeper, that it taps
into the things thet redlly make uswho we are, and | don’'t know that | want to be different from Imogene
inthat way. Or maybe what | meanisthat | don’'t want for her to know we're that different. But here we
are, regardless. me believing, and Imogene with her mind dill firmly closed on the issue, even when she's
friends with an honest-to-god ghost.

Mind you, | didn’t grow up bdieving in fairies—or a least | got huge mixed sgnds about how | was
supposed to fed about them. My dad read me fary tales and would earnestly explain how they lived in
hallow trees and some-times even behind the wainscoting and under the floor-boards, but that didn't
make Mom very happy. She's dways been againg any kind of frivality. Even when | was jugt a little kid,
she argued that | should only experience things | would find useful later on inmy academic career.

| know It sounds horrible. But nothing she's ever done has been out of meanness or spite. She redly,
truly wants the best for me. The problem is, she doesn't think | should get any say in it. She has my
whole life mapped out. What she doesn't see—what she doesn't want to see—are the uncharted
territories that lieingde my head.

| do understand why sheisthe way sheis. She grew up poor, and her parents made her drop out of
high school and go to work. Then she met my dad. He was the one who convinced her to finish her
schooling and go on to univer—

sky. She forgets this, how he supported her for dl those years. He was so proud of her when she got
her degree. Prouder ill when she got a job in human resources a Turner Indugtries, rigng rgpidly up the
corporate chain until she was a vice president. That's a long haul from the gil who used to work as a
waitressin a diner.

Because of how hard her life had been, she was deter-mined to make sure that things were better for
me That I'd be prepared for anything thet life had to offer. | was going to learn my manners and dress



wel and do wdl in schoal. Fary taes weren't going to be part of my life Neither were boys, dressng
like anything but a geek, having amind of my own ... Well, you get the picture.

So the pieces of my lifethat | could live for mysdf went underground.

The firg book | hid from my mom was a copy of Touch and Go: The Collected Sories of
Katharine Mully, with those wonderful illugtrations by Isabelle Copley. | was shattered when | found out
Mully'd killed hersdf and there were never going to be any more new stories. But | had these and |
reread that book until the pages came loose and started to fal out.

They were fary tales, but set in the here and now, in this city, in Newford, one of them just a few
blocks over from where we lived. When | read these stories—like “Junkyard Angd” where the wild girl
Cosette disappears in the junk-yard, or “The Goatgirl’s Mercedes’ with the old crotchety wizard
Hempley who's aways trying to sted the goatgirl’s car keys—for days I'd carry around the belief that
those kinds of thingsredly could exist. When kids made fun of me at school for the way | was dressed,
I"d just go my own way and imagine | had someone like the butterfly girl Enodia waiting for me at home.

From the biographicadl materid in the introduction, | found out about Mully's artist friend Jlly
Coppercorn and totdly fdl in love with her fairy paintings. | even snuck into one of her gdlery shows
once when | was supposed to be going to the library, and got to see a whole roomful of orig-inds. | was
drunk on those pantings for days and stashed the postcard advertisng the show with my growing
treasure hoard under the floorboards of my room.

And then | gtarted reading Christy Riddell, because he was supposed to be a friend of both Mully
and Coppercorn.

| liked his stories, but | especidly liked his true-account books of encounters that people have had
with things that can't be explained. They didn't redly have much in the way of beginnings or endings.
They were just these mysterious anecdota vignettes that seemed dl the more red because of their lack of
traditiond story structure.

By the third book of his, he'd bumped Katharine Mully as my favorite writer, and best of dl, he was
dill dive and | could get anew book by him every year or so.

| guess the high point of my life up until I met Imogene was the day he came and gave atak at the
school. It was hdd in the library and was supposed to be a writers work-shop as much as a tak about
writing, but most of the kids who sgned up were just looking for a way to get out of class and weren't
vey cooperative. After the second exercise, Christy gave up and just talked to us instead. For most of
the scheduled two hours, the other students sat there and rolled their eyes. The rest of the time they
stared bored out the window, or whispered and giggled with each other.

The only people actudly paying dtention to hm were me Ms. Giles, the librarian; and Andrea
Joseph, another student, who obvioudy totdly hated the subject matter of his books, but tried to
ingratiate hersdlf with him anyway because he was ared published author.

| don't know where | got the nerve to go up to him with my dog-eared copy of How to Make the
Wind Blow, but | did. | guessit helped that he was o friendly and unas-suming during his talk. He didn’t
seem to be so much this big-shot writer, full of himsdf and the importance of his work, as this sort of
older guy with kind eyes who was obvi-oudy passionate about his writing, and generous in how he was
willing to share his craft with others.

| waited until dl the other students were gone and there was just me and Ms. Giles left in the library.
She was dl hovering at his elbow, like being near hm would cause something to rub off on her: taent,
fame, | don’'t know. It was just weird, and | wished she'd go away. As though reading my mind, Christy
looked up to see me hesitate in my approach, then he turned to Ms. Giles.

“Could you give us a couple of moments, please,” he sad to her.

“What? Oh, yes. Of course”

She retreated. Reluctantly, but she went.

“l want to gpologize for the other students,” | began, stopping when he shook his head.

“Don't ever apologize for anyone ese” he said. “You're only responsible for what you yoursdf put
out into the world.”

“But—"



He gamiled. “Don’'t worry. My ego’'s not so fragile tha something like this will leave some grest
debilitating scar. | do these kinds of taks quite often, and hdf the time, this is pretty much the way it
goes.”

“Then why do you do it?’

“To meet sudents like you, who do seem interested. On the chance that what I've got to share will
meake a difference to one person.”

That seemed too far beyond the cdl of duty.

“So do you plan to be a writer?’ he asked as he took my copy of How to Make the Wind Blow
fromme.

“l don’'t know. I’ ve dways liked stories, but | fed like | should learn a little bit more about the world
before | actu-dly try to write anything.”

“I'mnot sure | agree,” he said. “ There' s nothing wrong with a youthful perspective. Don't forget—no
else sees the world the way you do, so no one dse can tdl the Sories that you have to tdl.”

“l guess”

“But remember what | said earlier about ligening to advice.”

| nodded. “*Congder it, but question everything,” | quoted.

“Exactly,” he said. Then he leaned alittle closer to add, “Though the one thing that’ s an absolute truth
isthat writing requires practice, just like any other art or craft. So the sooner you start, the better you'll
be when you do fed you have stories to tdl. Writein ajournd, if nothing else. Try to do alittle bit every
day ingtead of just when you fed likeit.”

| nodded again. At that moment, having an actud con-versation with this men I'd idolized for ages,
I’d agree to anything he said. So much for questioning everything.

And then | did the one thing I’d promised mysdf | would definitely not do if | got the chance to
tak to him.

“Mr. Ridddl,” | asked, “do you redly believe the storiesin your books?’

| could have sunk into the floor as those words came out of my mouth. But he only amiled.

“l could give you the pat answer that | normdly offer when I'm interviewed,” he said. “It goes
something like, ‘It depends on the source. | know for certain that the world's a strange and mysterious
place with morein it than most of uswill ever see or experience, so | can’'t immediady digniss de-ments
that are out of the ordinary amply because | haven't experienced them. But by the same token, | dso
don't imme-diately accept every odd and unusud occurrence when it's presented to me because the
world's aso filled with a lot of weird people with very active imaginations. The trouble is, unless |
experience what they have, and for al my predilec-tion toward the whimscad and surred, the lack of
empirical evidence makes a strong argument againg belief.’
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“But the true answer is yes. I've experienced things that can't be explained, and more than once.
And the other important thing to remember is that just becauise something is't necessaxily true for you or
me, it doesn’'t mean it ign't true for someone dse”

| guess | had a dumb look on my face, because he gave me another amile.

“The thing to remember when you're writing,” he said, “is, it's not whether or not what you put on
paper is true. It's whether it wakes a truth in your reader. | don’t care what literary devices you might
use, or beief systems you tap into—if you can make a sory true for a reader, if you can give them a
glimpse into another way of seeing the world, or another way that they can cope with their prob-lems,
then that story is a success. Does that make sense?’

| nodded. “I don't redly believe in faries and suff, but when | read your books, | do, but in a funny
way. It' s like, it doesn’'t maiter if | can see them or not. Just the idea of them being out thereis ... | don't
know. | want to say comfort-ing, but some of the things you write about make me redly uneasy. | guess |
just appreciate how when | finish one of your stories | find mysdf looking at the world in a different way.
Everything seems to hold possihilities”

“A writer couldn’t ask for more,” he told me. “Or at least this writer couldn’t.”

And then he inscribed my book. He wrote, For Maxine, who appreciates the stories for all the



right reasons. May the words flow from your pen when you decide to set them loose, and may
your dreams always flourish.

“l do some one-on-one mentoring through the Crowsea Public Library,” he said as he handed me
back my book. “And dso a the Arts Court run by the Newford Children’'s Foundation. If you ever
decide to get serious about your writing and want to talk about it some more, come see me.”

“Thanks,” | sad. “1 will.”

Only | never did. Or at least | haven't yet. Though maybe | could write about this whole faries
business. Then | could take it to him at the library or the Arts Court and use it as a pretext to pick his
brain about them, and dreams like Imogene is having, and dead boys who died because they couldn’t fly
the way thet fairies do.

| fal adeep wondering about thet: where I'd begin, how 1’d put it dl together, and if I'd even have
the nerve to take it to Christy—just saying | managed to actudly write some-thing that wasn't completely
Supid.

NOW: Imogene

It'slong past midnight, but I'm il Stting up, not so much scared to deep as unwilling to give mysdf
over to the dreams that are coming every night now Y ou might think, “They’re only dreams, big ded.”
But it's that whole control
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thing again. | don't like it that something—my mind, some outside influence, | don't know whai—is
deciding how my dreamswill go.

It's not even that | mind seeing Pelly again, though | could do without the creepy gang of fairies and
creatures that accompany him. | don't remember them being like that in my old storybooks. And that
weird, off-key toy orchestra can go, too.

But it doesn’t. Nothing does. They keep marching through my dreams, banging therr tin and plastic
drums, without so much as a hey, do you mindif we? ... and | don't get to say yes or no.

Of coursg, if | don't fdl adeep, then they can’'t come, which iswhy I'm ill up.

| St in a straight-backed wooden chair—the lack of comfort important because it won't let me nod
off too easly—and stare out the window at the narrow view of the dley below. There's nothing moving
down there, judt like there’ s nothing moving in my room. At least not yet.

| keep coming back to how Pdly’s changed. HE's gone dl cryptic on me where he used to be
draightforward. But the weird thing is, | get the feding that there's something he wants—maybe even
needs—to tdl me, only he can't seem to come right out and say it.

| hate when conversation becomes a game instead of communication. It’s like that in school. It's like
that every-where you turn. TV, movies, books. | fird ran acrossit in the fantasy books | used to read as a
kid on the commune. It was dready old for me by the tenth time | ran across some riddling wizard and
his vague warnings. Now it's ho-hum ancient. If you've got something to say, just come out and say it.
Thoughin those old stories, that’d kill haf the plot, | guess, because indtead of the characters having to
try to figure out what they’ re supposed to do, they could just go and do it.

Likel could if Pelly’d just come clean.

| 9gh and turn from the window to look around my room. | can't Say up forever. | have school
tomorrow | suppose | could blow it off, but getting good marks—redly earning them—last year gave
mealittle buzz. 1t was like | could actudly be good a something norma and law-abiding instead of just
living fast and shoplifting.

So eventudly | leave the chair by the window where I’ ve been stting and lie down on my bed.

But relaxed I'm not. | lie there dl diff and on edge, ears draining for the fird whisper of that toy
orchestra garting up. When it does, | have this didocated moment of not knowing if I'm awake or
adeep, but then | see Pdly gtting on the foot of my bed, and | know which iswhich.

Awake, the only anomaly in the world is the ghost of a dead kid who killed himsdf.

In a dream, any damn thing can happen.



| St up and lean back againg the headboard.

“So how’sit going tonight?’ | ask my old imaginary friend.

He gives his head a mournful shake.

“Yeah, yeah,” | say before he can speak. “Beware the Ides of Who Cares and don’t look sideways
into the dark—

ness or whatever. But do you remember when we used to just hang out and talk, and there wasn't dll
thisweird crap in between us?’

“I'm not red,” he says.

“Wel, duh. Of course not. I’'m dreaming.”

“You should stop dreaming.”

“I"d like to, but ... to tdl you the truth, | don't redly mind seeing you again. | could lose your little
friends and that creepy mudc, plus it'd be nice to have you tak to me like a friend instead of someone
who can only go dl mys-terious whenever you open your mouth. But it is dill good to see you.”

He gives me a sad look with those eyes tha know too much. Then he reaches for my foot and
pinchesmy toe. “Wake up,” he says.

And | do.

* % %

| relate the dream to Maxine the next day while we' re having lunch, just the two of us, as usud.

| had high hopes for this school year, but Barbie and Ken are dill on our case. We're dill the homo
gifsand only have each other because no one ese wants to hang with us and get on the bad side of the
Ddl People, as I've taken to cdling Vaerie and Brent and their crowd. That's not so bad because we
like each other and would hang together anyway, but it's the last year of school, and | redly want Maxine
to have agood one. | want her to shine with her newfound beach bunny confidence and win everybody
over. But the first day we get back, Vderie has some scathing remark for her, and Maxine just retreats
right back into her shell.

| dmogt take aswing at Vderieright then and there, but | grit my teeth and hold back, because that
one punch would just lead to so many complications that would not only end in Maxine being
disappointed in me, but in me being disgppointed in me, too. | think I'm findly redly unlearning the
lessons | learned from Frankie Lee back in Tyson.

His philosophy was pretty smple: you take what you want and you solve problems with a fid, or
better yet, atire iron. And you aways get even.

| guess | have to admit I'd 4ill like to get even with the Dall People, but not in a violent way.
Something subtle, though of course then it'd go right over their heads.

So anyway, Maxine and | are Stting together out by the baseball diamond where we fird met, and |
tdl her my theory that Pely’s holding back not because he's playing games with me but because not
being cryptic will only lead to something worse, though whet that worse could be, neither of us can guess.
Then she tdls me her idea of going to talk to this writer who came to the school before | got here, some
guy who specidizes in collecting anecdotal evi-dence on faries and uff like that and trests the materid
likeit'sfor red.

She's looking nervous as she's tdling me this, and that makes my heart break.What does she think
I’'m gaing to do, cal her anidiot? Not likdly.

“Sure, we can tak to him,” | tdl her.

How he can help, | haven't adue. But it's not going to hurt to go see him.

“Redly?’ she says.

“Wdl, yeah. Just because | don't believe in that kind of suff doesn’'t mean | think that people who
do are dumb or something. | reserve that for Barbie and her Dall People.”

Maxine amiles. “God, they are so full of themsdves this year.”

“Wdl, they're ful of something, dl right.” But I'm sck of talking about my dreams and the Dall
People and decide to change the subject. “ So Jared tdlls me he got tickets to Mr. Airplane Man.”

“He asked me thismorning if | wanted to go.”



“And you said yes, of course.”

Maxine grins. “Of course. Are you coming?’

“Ddfinitdy not. Y ou guys need an actud date without me tagging dong.”

“But ..

“Don’'t worry, I'll be fine. Maybe I'll go see my own boy tonight.”

She thinks | mean Thomas, and maybe | do when | say it, but Thomas is dosing the shop tonight, so
hewon't be free until ten. 1 could hang out with him, which can be fun because it's dead on a weekday
evening, and we could lounge on the old sofa they’ ve got by the front window, ligen to anything we fed
like, and make out alittle with that extra buzz of maybe getting caught if someone comes wandering in the
door.

Instead, onceit gets dark, | come back to the schoal.

* k% %

“So what exactly are your superpowers?’ | ask Adrian.

WEe re gitting in the stands by the basebal diamond, dan-gling our feet. It's a beautiful night, the kind
of clear sky where the city’s light pollution doesn’t seem to make much difference because the stars fed
90 close and bright.

He gives me this confused look.

“You know What is it that ghodts can do?’ | dart ticking items off on my fingers. “There's the
invighility, the walking through walls, the not needing to eat or deep ... “

“ guess”

... the sending of weird dreams to innocent by-standers . “

“What do you mean?’

| shake my head at the guilty look on hisface.

“Don't ever try to play poker,” | tdl him, “because your face' Il telegraph your every hand.”

“I’'m not sending anyone dreams,” he says.

“Yeeh, rignt.”

“l wouldn't even know how”

“But you know someone who does.”

“l .I'vegottogo”

And then he does the fadeaway, and there' s just me gitting there in the stands. Unless he's dill Stting
beside me, only he'sinvisble

“If | ever figure out a way to smack around a disem-bodied spirit,” | say on the off chance he's 4ill
around, “you'll be toast.”
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| don't even try to avoid the dreams tonight, but start to get ready for bed right after | finish my
homework. | laugh as | put away my schoolbooks and wash up, thinking of what Frankie' d say if he
could see me now Studying. In bed before midnight. But who knows? Maybe he'd be happy for me,

Sure. And maybe he' s given up his wicked ways and entered the police academy as a recruit.

Thisis pointless, | tdl mysdf. Worrying about what Frankie d think, or what he's doing now—that
belongs to someone e <’ slife now

| get into bed and lay my head on my pillow

Beddes, I've got a whole new set of problems—prob-lems that Frankie's kind of solution couldn’t
begin to solve.

Pdly seems to show up the moment | close my eyes. | pretend | don’'t know he's there. | keep my
breething even and peer through my lashes, waiting to see what helll do. He comes over to the bed, and |
redly have to work a not tensng up as he reaches a hand to my face. But dl he does is brush some hair
from my brow.

He turns away then and makes for the window When he gets it open, dl those werd little
twig-and-gtick fairy creatures stream out of it onto the fire escape, taking the music with them, though |
didn’'t see one of them even carrying an instrument, never mind playing one. Pdly’s the last to go.



| giveit a count of ten before | throw back the covers and look out the window. I'm jugt in time to
see them dis-appear around the corner of the dley.

| look down a mysdf, surprised that I'm il just wearing my T-shirt nightie. This being a dream, |
was sure that I'd be fully clothed since I’ ve decided to follow them. It doesn’t matter. It just takes me a
few moments to throw on some jeans, sneakers, and a jacket, then I'm out the window mysdlf, creeping
down the fire escape.

When | step out of the dley, there's no one on the street and no traffic. But | remember seeing Pdlly
turn to the right, so | run down the pavement in that direction, siopping at each cross street to lisen for
thelitle invisble toy orchestra.

Nothing.

I'm about ten blocks from home when | give up and start to head back. Turning, | bump right into
Pdly.

WEe re done on the street. No gangs of fary creatures, no toy-insrument soundtrack. Just the two of
us

“So what happened to your friends?’ | ask.

“They’ve gone to areve.”

“Arevd.”

“It' slike arave, only for farry folk.”

Of course. If you're going to dream about fairies, they might as well be the party-hearty types.

“You should go home,” Pdly says.

“l am home. I'm just dreaming this”

“You should stop dreaming this”

“WEe ve been through thisdready,” | tdl him. “1t's not like | have any control over it.”

“You should try harder.”

“Oh, for god's sake. What's with you? | know I’'ve changed since | was a kid, but do you have to
treat melike this? Y ou used to be my friend.”

“I'm il your friend. That's why I'm tdling you.”

“What happensif | don’t stop dreaming about you?” He hesitates before he says, “Then they win.”

“They? Theré sa‘they’ now? Who are they?’

“Go home. Wake up. Forget about dl of this. Teach yoursdlf not to dream what others would have
you dream. Please, Imogene.”

| shake my head. “Not until you tdl me who they are” He tries to wait me out, but | stand my
ground. | stare into his big eyes, refusng to blink. We used to have saring contests dl the time, and |
dways won. Just like | do now He sghs and looks away.

“Faries are doing this to you,” he says.

“What? That little gang of critters that hangs out with you in my closet?’

He shakes his head. “The fariesin the school where your dead friend lives”

“l knew he had something to do with dl of this. So what's his game?’

“He doesn't have one. He just wanted you to bdieve him, and the faries offered to make that
happen.”

“So dreaming about you is supposed to make me believe in fairies? Hello, big difference between
dreams and red life”

“Areyou so sure of that?’

“Wel, yeah,” | say, except something in his eyes tdls me different.

Oh, rdax dready, | tdl mysdf. Y ou're dreaming. Anything can seem red in a dream.

| tdl him as much.

“Hold fast to that thought,” Pdlly says. “Don’t givein to them.”

“Who? The imaginary fairiesliving in the school 7’ He shakes his head. “Just go home, Imogene.”

“Not until | understand what's going on,” | tdl him. He gives me a look that’s—oh, | don't know.
Tender and loving, which isredly weird because he dill has these serioudy scary eyes. Then his gaze lifts
from me, looks past me, and the warmth goes cold.



| turn to see what he's looking at, but there's nothing there. Just the street, the buildings fronting it,
the shadows of the buildings that are pooled in the stoops, and the dleys running between them. Then |
get one of those what’ swrong-with-this-picture fedings and | redize that the shadows are encroaching
into the light cast from the street-lamps, and that’ s impossible.

“Well tak more another time” Pdly says from behind me.

He pinches me on the back of my aam and | wake up, except here's the redly weird part. I'm still
ganding on the street, judt like | was in the dream. The only difference is theré's no Pdly, and the
shadows across the street are doing just what they’ re supposed to, which is retreat from the light cast on
them.

Okay, | tdl mysdf, as| can fed the panic riang in me. Thisisdill just part of the dream. You haven't
woken up completely.

So | try to wake up, but that's a no-go, and I’'m totaly on the edge of wigging out now. | close my
eyes and force mysdf to breathe evenly. | wait, and when my heartbest findly arts to cdm alittle, | start
for home.

It's not afun ten blocks.

| keep expecting 1-don’t-know-what to come out of the shadows and jump me—faries, monsers,
maybe just your ordinary everyday mugger or rapis—and that’s not normd for me because I'm usudly
fearless. It's what got me into dl the trouble back in Tyson and why Frankie and his gang took me in.
They couldn’t believe thislittle hippie chick wasn't scared of anything. Well, except for people not liking
me, and | never told them that and I'm pretty much over it now anyway.

But I make it home okay to find Jared dtting out on the front steps of our building, smoking a
cigarette. We have the Street to ourselves except for an old stray tabby that's watch-ing us from a couple
of stoops over.

“| thought you'd quit,” | say as| St down beside him. “I have. | just wanted one tonight.”

Jared's one of those obnoxious people who can smoke when he wants to but never has to have a
cigarette.

“| thought you' d given up prowling around at night,” he adds.

“l have. Thisisjust a dream.”

He gives me a funny look. “Well, a least you're dill weird. It's been geting so | don't even
recognize my own sster anymore. Used to be, | just had to look for the closest hullabaoo, and there
you'd be, right in the middle of it.”

“| like that word.”

He amiles. “I know you do.”

“Do you missthat other Sster?’ | ask.

“Nah. I'm happy to have you no matter what you want to be. Now go to bed.”

“I'm not tired.”

“l know. You're just dreaming. But you'll be sorry in the morning if you don't.”

He puts out his cigarette and gets up.

“Coming?’ he asks.

“Sure”

* % %

When | get up in the morning, Jared remembers our conversation from last night.
| hadn’t been dreaming.

NOW: Adrian

After | leave Imogene at the basebal diamond, it takes me a while to track down Tommery. | fed
bad for just fading away on her the way | did, but what was | supposed to do? It was obvious that she
was mad a me, but she'd be even madder if she knew what I'd done. | didn't even know what I'd
done, exactly, but these dreams of hers had to have something to do with my asking Tommery to let her



see him and the others. And dl because | wanted her to know that | hadn’t been lying to her about them.

Tommey and Odhtin are racing beetles in an df bolt off the computer |ab when | findly find them.
They’ve written numbers on the backs of the beetles with different colored Magic Markers and St beside
them, nudging the unwilling participants back onto the track drawn on the floor when-ever the little
ingects go wandering out of bounds.

“Hey, Addy,” Tommery says when | St down beside them.

“What are you doing to Imogene?’ | ask.

Tommery gives me an innocent |ook.

“Nothing,” he says. “Nothing at dl.”

Odhtin giggles, but snce he does't look up, | don’t know if it's because of what Tommery's said or
something that the beetles are doing. Tommery shoots him adirty look, which saysit dl, | guess.

“You've got to be doing something,” | say.

“Only what you asked us to do. Preparing her to see into the Otherworld.”

“She says she' s baing sent dreams.”

“That's how we do it, Addy. We send her dreams until they become more and more red to her, and
then finaly she sees when she's awake, just like she doesin her dreams.”

“She doesn't likeiit.”

Tommey shrugs. “I suppose it’s alittle disconcerting, but they can't hurt her. They're only dreams.”

“l suppose ... “

“Don’'t worry so much,” he says. “We would never hurt afriend of yours”

| can't argue that, but only because I’ ve never had a friend before.

“You swear shewon't be hurt?’

Tommery puts a hand on his chest and gives me a hurt 1ook.

“You know | don't swear,” he says. “I'm far too polite for that sort of thing.”

“You know whet | mean.”

“l do.”

“So do you swear?’

He nods. “I swear that we won't hurt her. But it's abig bad world out there, so | can't pretend shell
never be hurt. She might step in front of a bus. She might fal down some gairs. She might have her heart
broken by the boy in the record store thet she's dating.”

He means Thomas, whom | hate for being able to do dl thethings | can’t. He can hold Imogene and
kiss her. All | can do iswatch.

“Jugt so long as you don't hurt her,” | say.

“On the root of my uncleé's oak, on the trunk of my sster’s ash, on the leaves of my own thorn tree, |
S0 swear.”

| don't know what dl of that means, but it sounds pretty solemn, so | let it go.

“Thanks,” | tdl him.

“Not a dl. Care to race beetles with us?”

| shake my head. “I think I'll go for awalk.”

“Careful of the gatherers.”

He means what | cdl the angdls, these do-gooders who are aways trying to convince dead people
like me to stop hanging around in this world and move on to the next. “1 dwaysam,” | assure him.

Actudly, | don't mind taking to them. It's not much dif-ferent from taking to some evangdicd
activid. | never had patience for that kind of thing back when | was dive, but now | sort of like ligening
to someone other than afary fromtimeto time. A few of them can get so persuasive it’s scary, but most
of them are okay and hardly preach a dl after the firs few times we ve run into each other.

But I’ ve never told Tommery any of that. He professes a complete lack of patience for anybody who
gets involved in other peopl€’ s business—conveniently forgetting how much he and hisfriends do it dl the
time

| leave them to thar beetle racing and wander out of the school onto the streets. It's late now, wel
past midnight, and | love the quiet. The whole city’'s muted, though there's Hill some traffic. Further



downtown, the clubs are open and there are people everywhere. But around here, there's hardly
anybody on the streets, and the light you see coming from people’ s windows is modly the flicker of TV
sets.

When | was dive, I'd sneak out of my parents place and just go wandering and look in through the
windows of houses. | don’t mean | went right up to the glass; | just looked through them from the street.
Doing that gives you dl these little visud cues about what a person’s like the kind of decor or lack
thereof, paintings on the wall, bookcases, light fixtures, that sort of thing. I'd dways duck into the bushes
when | heard a car, or saw somebody ese out on the street. | guess | was afraid of being arrested as a
peeper, though modly, | think, it was wanting to keep this secret. Kids don't get to have a lot of secrets,
not with the way their parents pry into their lives. Or & least the way mine did.

But one night, when | ducked into the hedge to avoid a passing car, | saw dl these newspapers piled
up on the porch of the house behind me. Right away, | knew what it meant: whoever lived there hadn’t
been home for awhile,

| waited until the car was gone, then crept closer to the house, curious. There wasn't much to it—just
an old clap-board house with a covered front porch. The sairs creaked as | went up onto the porch, and
| froze. But nothing hap-pened. | looked around, then tried the door. It was locked.

| don't know why | had this urge to get indgde. | didn’t want to take anything, and the fact that maybe
whoever wasn't bringing in his papers was lying on the floor some-where indde, dead from a heart
attack, certainly occurred to me. But | couldn’t seem to hdp mysdlf. Or rather, | could have, but | didn't
want to.

So | went around the back. There was a summer kitchen, but the door to it was locked aswell. Then
| had alook at the basement windows. There were two in the back. The firg | tried wouldn't budge, but
the second gave alittle. When | pushed harder, it popped open. | hesitated a moment longer. Up urtil
now | hadn’t done anything redly wrong, but as soon as | went insde, | knew 1'd be ligble to dl sorts of
aimind charges, darting with breaking and entering.

| went in anyway.

What did | do? Nothing. | just walked around, pulse
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drumming, and looked at things. It wasn't much different from when you go over to vigt someone by
invitation. My eyes adjusted to the poor light coming in from the Street-lamps outside, and | wandered
around, looking at the photographs and art on the wals, the titles of the books on the shelves. | didn't
touch anything. Andly | sat down on the couch and kind of dozed for awnhile.

| know; it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me ether. But | came back the next night, and the
night after that. | would have gone in a fourth time, but when | walked by the front walk of the house that
night, | saw that the newspapers and flyers had dl been taken away and there was a light on in an
upstairs room, so | just kept on waking.

After that | started looked for places like that old clap-board house, homes where the mal and
papers were piled up and nobody was home. Every time | went in, | half expected to find that dead body
that my imaginaion told me was going to be there, but dl | ever discovered were empty houses full of
Suff.

I'mthinking of dl of this as | walk the quiet streets tonight. Being dead, | don't have to look for an
empty place. | can go in anywhere, and no one' s going to see meif | don't want them to. But old habits
die hard, and | don’t try asingle place urtil I come to a dark house at the end of McClure Street and see
those telltdle newspapers scattered across its porch.

| don't have to test for an unlocked door or window | just drift in through the front door and go
dowly through the house, taking my time, trying to replace my anxiousness for Imogene and what
Tommey might have planned for her with the clutter of somebody dse's life I'm updtairs, Sudying the
faces in a scattering of family pictures on a dresser top in the master bedroom, when | hear the fiddle
music rise up to me from down below.

The sound surprises me—not because someone's in the house playing music, but because of who it
has to be and what he's doing here.



| step away from the dresser and go downgtairs, and there he is. John Narraway Sts on the sofain
the living room, head cocked to keep his indrument under his chin, some old-timey piece of musc
shivering itsway into the air as he draws his bow across the gtrings. He stops playing when | come into
the living room and lays hisfiddle on his knees.

“Helo, Adrian,” he says.

| nod back and st down on the edge of the coffee table.

John's one of those angels, the people who go around heping the dead get on with their unlives and
move on to whatever comes &fter. | wish he wasn't aways playing thet fiddle of his | didn't like fiddle
music when | was dive, and nothing's come dong to change that since. But John himsdlf is okay. For one
thing, he’'s not at dl pushy about hismisson. So the reason I’'m surprised right now is that he's come here
looking for me. | mean, he has to be looking for me, because the only time | normally see himis when we
run across each other by accident on the street.

Here's a funny thing about these angds when you're around them, everything seems to lose its
immediacy. Sounds get thinner, and your surroundings start to lose their color. The angds say that their
presence lets the dead see how the world redly is for them now, but Tommery saysit's just something
they carry around with them, like alittle cloud of doom, and not to ligen to them. | don’t know which is
true, but | don’t much like the feding.

“I haven't changed my mind,” | tdl him.

“l didn’t think you had,” he says.

“Then why are you here?’

“I'm not here for you.”

I look around. It's obvious we're aone, and | dready checked out the house. Sure there's a week’'s
worth of news-papers on the porch, but there are no dead bodies ingde. No ghosts for John to move
aong.

“Okay, I'll bite”” | say. “Who are you here for?’

John gets that sad look that the angds do so well. It's supposed to let the dead know that they redly
feel for us, | suppose.

“I'm here for people like your friend Imogene” he says. “It's too late to help her, but not too late to
hdp the next one.”

Of dl the things he could have said, that's the last | expect. It plays right into the fears I’ve been
carying around since | left Imogene in the schoolyard.

“What do you mean, it'stoo late to help her?’ | say. “Hep her with what?’

“Deding with the anamithim.”

“l don’t know what that means.”

“Roughly trandated, it means the ghost—or soul-eaters. Your fary friends cal them the darkness.”

If I had a pulse, it’d be quickening by now

“Whet ... what will they do to her?’

John shrugs. “I don't know. Swalow her light, | suppose.”

“Swdlow ... "

| can pictureit dl too dearly, that wonderful glow of life she carries, just shuffed out.

“And you know what that means” John says. “She won't be able to go on. Therell be no light to go
on.”

“l don’'t understand.”

“Shewill just end.”

“You mean she dies”

| can barely stand to say the words, because saying them feds too much like making them come true.

John shakes his head. “No, you died. You cast off your body and instead of moving on, you wander
around in the world pretending you're dill dive. When the anamithim take her, she will Imply end.”

“| dill don’'t understand. How did this happen? What isit I’'m supposed to have done?’

But | do know It has something to do with Tommery and the dreams he' s sending her.

John doesn't reply, but he doesn’'t have to. I'm sure it’s written dl over my face.



“What can | do to hdp her?’ | ask.
He gives me a dow shake of his head. “Nothing. It's too late for her. But it's not too late for the next
one”

“The next one what?’

“Whose life you screw up because you won't move on.” Okay, thisis a new one, not just for John,
but for any of the angels.

“l don't like to have to be this blunt,” he says, “but it's no longer just your life you' re messing around
with here”

“l don’'t have alife. I'm dead—remember?”’

“You know what | mean.”

“No, | don't know what you mean. Yes, I've taked to Imogene. And the faries are sending her
dreams to con-vince her that they’re red. But that’ s it. Where's the negty intent indl of this?’

“l don’'t know that there has to be intent. | just know that whatever you and your friends have been
doing has brought her to the attention of the soul-eaters.”

“There mugt be away to change that.”

John 9ghs, then asks, “Have you ever been in aroom or somewhere, and the person with you asks if
you can hear an annoying hum? It could be something eectricd, or satic, whatever. But until it was
brought to your attention, you didn’t even notice it.”

“l guess ... “

“And once it’s been brought to your atention, you can’t not hear it, right?’

| nod. “Until | get distracted ... “ Then | see where he's going. “I have to figure out a way to distract
them so that they don’t notice her anymore.”

John shakes his head again. “That’s not what | was saying.”

“No, but it would work, wouldn't it?’

John stands up, plainly unhappy with this turn in our conversation.

“So who are you willing to sacrifice in her place?’ he asks.

He walks through the door before | can answer.

| stand there as the color dowly returns to the room, my head whirling.

“Anybody,” | say findly, my voice soft. “ Anybody rather than her.”

| know exactly what I'm saying, what it will mean to whoever gets taken by the darkness in
Imogene' s place. They'll just ... end. No dfterlife, no moving on to wherev-er, whatever.

But better someone ese than her.

NOW: Maxine

It's hard to consider Imogene as being anything but cool, | think as | St on the stoop of my building
and watch her come down the street so that we can walk to school. Sure, the kids at Redding pick on
her, but that' s because she' s different, not because she's aloser. | wonder what she was redlly like & her
old school, because | don't think she' s tdling me the whole story. Sometimes I’'m tempted to seeif | can
find out—like | could ask Jared—but that would be something Mom would do. What Mom'’s dready
done. No. I'll et Imogene tdl mein her own time, or not &t dl.

After dl, friends can have secrets from each other. | mean, we're not supposed to be exactly the
same person or anything. But | can't hep being curious, because she knows dl this suff that you don’'t
expect akid to know—or & lead., it's uff thet | never learned about urtil | met her. Like curb crawling,
or how to pick alock—things like that.

“So how was your date?’ she asks mewith agrin.

All my curiosity about her past goes out the window. My head fills with memories of last night,
dancing with Jared to Mr. Airplane Man.

And see, thisis another way Imogene's cool. She lets me raitle on about my night, how | fed about
Jared, how | think he fed's about me, how | hope he feds about me, where this reationship can go. Jared
graduated last year and he' s going to a community college now, while | dill have another year of school.



So far he hasn't said anything, but is he really going to want to keep going out with some high school kid
when he could have his choice of dl those cool college girls?

Imogene doesn’t say one thing about what happened to her until my joy and confuson have run their
course and | findly get around to asking if she got together with Thomeas last night.

She shakes her head. “No, | went to see Adrian instead. | confronted him with the idea that he's
putting these dreamsin my head.”

“Am?,

“And nothing. But he knows something. Trouble is, he pulled a disgppearing act before | could get
himto tdl me what.”

It's a sunny October morning, but when she says, “Adrian pulled a disgppearing act,” | know she
meansit lit-erdly, and | can’'t suppress a shiver. The spooky chill just gets worse when she tdls me what
happened in lagt night’s dream.

“That'sit,” | tdl her. “We re going to see Chridty after school today.”

She shrugs.

“No, redly,” | say. “Thisis getting too weird.”

“l wasn't arguing.”

“Okay, that's weird, too.”

“But cute”

“Vey cute” | assure her.

And judt like thet, with awink and a grin, she takes the chill out of my bones.The spookiness-factor
monitor in my brain gets turned dl the way back down to normd. Now | know | can face a day of
classes and possible confrontations with Vaerie and her crowd without the extra siress of feding the
world shift under my feet.

* % %

At four o' clock that afternoon, we're Stting on a sofa outside a amdl office on the second floor of the
Crowsea
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Public Library, waiting for Mr. Ridddl to be finished with the dient he's got in there with him. | gtart
to get dl nervous again, though thistimeit's because | don't know what I'm going to say, or at least how
I’'m going to say it. Not because | think faries are going to come popping out of the wals or anything.

I’ve dready decided that | won't pretend I’ ve got anything written down for him to look at, though |
didn't tdl that to the nice lady with the vagudy British accent who sent us up here from the man desk.
No, we're just going to have to find the right words to tdl him thisweird problem Imogene has and hope
that he'sredly as open-minded as he says heis

The big surprise when the door opens is that the dient who comes out is Jared's jock friend Ben
Swestland.

“Moonlighting from the big wide world of sports?’ Imogene asks after we dl exchange hellos,

“Wdl, you know,” he says. “I like to keep my options open.”

“Wdl, writing's certainly an option for you,” Mr. Ridddl says. “Y ou're aterific writer.”

Ben beams like he just scored a winning touchdown. Giving us a wave, he heads off through the
library, and it’s our turn to be ushered into the office.

It's cozy indde. One wdl’s taken up with a built-in, floor-to-ceiling oak unit that hasfiling cabinets on
the bottom and shelves above, suffed with books, of course.The other walls have various posters from
locd theater produc-tions and gdlery openings, and one smdl ol painting of a red-haired wild girl
ganding in afidd of tal grass and gpple trees. His desk is oak, too, as are the two chairs—one for him,
and onein front for guests. There's dso asmdl two-seater sofa, where Imogene and | St while he takes
the guest chair and turnsit around so that he can lean his ebows on its back.

He remembers my name—which surprises me—and inggs we cdl him by his fird name when |
introduce him to Imogene.

“So are the two of you working on a collaboration?’ he asks.



Imogene and | look at each other.

“Not exactly,” | tdl hmwhen | redize that she's leaving the explanations up to me.

My firg thought is that she's being pouty because I made her come here, except then it occurs to me
that she' s feding shy, which would be redly strange, because I’ ve never thought of Imogene as shy.

Chrigty amiles “So am | supposed to guess why you're here?’

Oh, god. Where do | start? How do | start without sounding like a complete idiot?

“Wdl,” | say, “it’'s not so much about writing as it is about fairies”

“Ah”

He rests his chin on his hands and waits for me to go on. | give Imogene ancther glance before |
plunge into our story.

Chridy’s attentive, and | don’t get the sense he's just humoring us, but | Hill fed like I'm having an
ord exam, and | never do wdl on that kind of thing. You have to just kind of sumble through your
presentation the way I'm doing now

There's along moment of slence when | findly run out of words. | expect Christy to be nice about it,
but I'm sure he's going to see us out of the office. Something dong the lines of, Ha ha, cute story, now
run aong, girls. But he doesn't.

“Dreams are funny things” he says ingead. “From the way you've described it, it sounds like
Imogene is having ludid dreams—that’ s when you dream but you know you' re dreaming.”

We both nod.

“And hers aso seem to be serid, which isn't so common. | only know of one other person who has
serid dreams on a regular basis, and that's an artist friend of mine named Sophie. She bascdly lives a
whole other life & night in her dreamworld while she's adeep herein thisone”

“l don’t think I’'m going off to any dreamworld,” Imogene says. “Everything’s pretty much the same
as the world iswhen I'm awake, except that Pely and these little creatures arein it.”

“And this lagt time,” Christy asks. “You say when you woke up, you were ten blocks from home,
which was bag-cdly the distance you'd traveled in your dream?”’

Imogene nods. “I guess | mus have been degpwak-ing ...

“Orinatrance” Chridy says.

“l guessWould that make mefed like | was dreaming?’

“Possbly.”

“And is that what's happening to mein the school with the dead kid—with Adrian?’

“Except I've met Adrian, too,” | putin.

Chrigty shrugs, which doesn't tel us anything.

“Canyou at least tdl mewhy I’'m having these trances?’ Imogene asks.

“Do you believein ghosts?’ Christy asks instead of answering her question.

“l guess | do now,” Imogene says. “Do you?’

“I believein spirits of dl kinds”

“Even faries?’

He nods. “Oh, yes”

“So this story Adrian’ stdling me, it could be true?’

“Congdering what €lse has been hgppening to you, I'd say yes”

“Wow” Imogene amiles a him. “ So are you supposed to be tdling us Suff like this?’

Chrigty amiles back. “Probably not. But that doesn’t change the fact that such things exis.”

“So what about Pely?’ | ask. “Her invigble friend from when she was a kid. Is he red, too?’

“Pdly could be any number of things” Chridy says. His gaze strays to the painting of the red-haired
gr inthe fidd, then comes back to Imogene. “He could be your shadow, the parts of you that you cast
off as a child. Sometimes they come back to us as these invishle friends—invisble to others, modtly, but
not aways. He could be one of the Eader who live in the haf-world between our world and that of the
spirits. They’re beings that are created out of imagina-tion, who exist only so long as someone believes in
them. Or he could be a spirit—a fary—who has come to you in that particular shape.”

“l don't get why he keeps indding that 1 shouldn't dream about him,” Imogene says. “I mean, so



what if | do or don’'t believe in fairies? Why should that be so important?’

“That's something only he can answer.”

“Gredt.”

“l wish | could be of more help.”

“Actudly” Imogene says,”just the fact that you didn’t have me taken away in a Straitjacket is kind of
comforting. You know, that you'd actudly ligen to what we' re tdling you.”

“Ligening is easy; it swhat | do.”

Chrigty looks from me to Imogene, waiting to seeif we have anything ese we want to say.

“l have a suggestion for alittle experiment,” he says when it's obvious that neither of us has anything
to add. “If you're up for it.”

Imogene shrugs. “I guess”

“Do you have trouble fdling adeep?’

“That’ s the one thing I’ ve never had trouble with.”

“Evenif there are other people around?’

Imogene shrugs. “1t's not a problem.”

“Then | think that tonight Maxine should stay up and watch you while you deep.”

“What for?’

“To observe what happens when you're dreaming.”

“You mean likeif | get up and go walkabout?’

“Something like that.”

“That's a pretty good idea” Sheturnsto look a me. “How come we never thought of it?’

“You're not a trained specidid like me” Chridty says. Imogene and | grin. He stands up and offers
us eech a handshake.

“Let me know how it turns out,” hetdls us.

“l don’t know that | want to be in one of your books,” Imogene says.

“It can be an anonymous entry.”

“WE Il see. But thanks for ligening to us”

“My pleasure.” Aswe re going out the door, he adds, “And Maxine, bring some of your writing next
time”

| wish | could come up with some easy response, but dl | manage isto nod and blush.

“You write?" Imogene asks after the door closes behind us.

| shake my head. “But | think I'd like to. I’ ve been keeping ajournd.”

“So what was dl that business about how he shouldn't be tdling us what he did?’ | ask as we Start
down the big Staircase to the library’ s main floor.

Imogene shrugs. “Think about it. HE's tdling us that ghodsts and fairies are red when what he's
probably supposed to do is contact our parents and recommend psychiatric evauations. Or a least warn
them that our grip on redity seems to dipping. Could be drugs. Could be we're just crazy.”

“No, that's crazy.”

Imogene Sghs. “I wish it was, but there are a lot of people in this world who fregk & the idea of
looking outside of the box. Just take your mother, for example. Or even me”

“You don't even know where the box is”

“Not true. | have to know where it is to avoid it. But you know what | mean. How eager was | to
embrace this whole fairies theory?’

“Not very.”

“And I'm not sure | do embrace it completely.”

“BUt—"

She stops me before | can start in on my argument. “But now I'm willing to consider it.”

“Oh”

We samile and wave to the lady behind the main desk as we wak by and then go outsde.

“So what did you think of Christy?’ | ask. “| think he's so coal.”



Imogene amiles. “I'mtdling Jared.”

“Oh, for god' s sake. He' sthisold guy. It's not the same thing at dl.”

“Then I'mtdling Chrigty.”

“You're just pushing my buttons, aren’t you?’

The amile broadens into a grin, and she pokes mein the shoulder.

“Isit working yet?' she asks.

“Jugt wait until you're adeep tonight,” | tdl her. “I have a black marke—uwith permanent ink, |
should add—and I'm not afraid to useit.”

“Jugt make sure you draw pretty designs,” she says, and bounces down the steps to the sdewalk.

The only revenge | get ismaking her wait while | take my sweet time with my own descent.

NOW: Imogene

Maxine phones her mom when we get back to my place. Usudly we have this way organized in
advance with dl the specifics of a study session, or a project for school, or some— thing Ms. Taitrie will
find impossible to counter, ready to offer up as an excuse for a deepover. But we're so excited about
what might happen tonight that neither of us thinks of it until Maxine is actudly on the line with her
mother. | watch her face drop and get depressed, because | know what that means. Ms.Tattrie never has
a problem letting you know that no means no, decision find. She might have lightened up some when it
comes to what Maxine and | wear, but there's dill this whole uptight fierce thing going on with her. So
I'm expecting the worst and figure I'll have to let Jared in on it so that he can watch over me tonight. But
then Maxine surprises me.

“Wel, then | guessI'll just have to stay with Dad,” she says into the phone,

There s thislong moment of slence, then | can hear her mom say something, though | can’t hear what
itis. Before | can even dtart to guess, I'm mesmerized by the rest of Maxine' s Sde of the conversation.

“No, we're not planning anything,” she says. “We're just going to have a pizza and watch some
videos we rented, that's dl. WEll be in bed before midnight. No, Mrs.Yeck is dill a school but she
should be back around nine thirty, ten. We will, Mom. Redly.Y ou deep well, too.”

She grins at me as she puts down the phone.

“Wow,” | say. “Backbone City or what?’

“l can't believe she caved.”

“l can't believe you stood up like that. | mean, I've dways known you had it in you. I've just never
Seen you useit”

“It fdt pretty good.”

“Y ou should hold that thought the next time Barbie Doll mouths off to you.”

Maxine shakes her head. Its not the same.”

| could argue that, but | don’t want to bring her down from the glow of having successfully stood up
to her mom, s0 | let it dide. To get her thinking about something else, | ask, “So you and Jared aren't
going to hole up in his room and ignore me dl night, are you?’

Works like a charm.

“When have we ever done that?’ she asks.

“Oh, about amillion times”

“Not true!”

“What are you guys doing in there anyway?’ | ask, and laugh when she blushes.

But while she can't control her blushing, she'll give as good as she gets—at |least with me.

“Only what we learned from you and Thomas” she tdlsme.

But it just makes her go redder dill.

* % %

We weren't lying to Maxin€'s mom. We do order a pizza and then watch Ghost World, which
we ve dl been meaning to see, but none of us have. Conveniently, Jared brought it home when he got



back from band practice. It's so cute watching the two of them stting there through the movie, holding
hands. If | hadn’t been there, | guess they’ d have been dl over each other.

“That's 0 coal,” | say when the bus pulls away at the end of the film.

“We can't let that happen to us,” Maxine says. “What? Teking a bus?’

“No, drifting apart.”

“Wewon't. But | think we should start following people around—you know, ingnuate oursalves into
thar livesand dl.”

Jared laughs. “ So you can end up with a fifty-year-old nerd with a jones for vinyl?’

“Careful,” | tdl him. “You'll be fifty someday and you aready have the vinyl.”

Gift 0 165

* * %

It's kind of weird having Maxine st in a chair instead of lying beside me on the bed where she'd
normdly be. She and Jared spent a while saying good night to each other in his room until Mom findly
made a bunch of noisein the hdl and started taking loudly about how tired she was and how happy she
was to findly be able to go to bed. The love-birds got the message, so now here's me stretched out on
the bed, Maxine gtting in a shadowed corner, and | guess Pdly and his little dream fairies waiting in the
clost to start up their orchestra.

I’'m s0 not scared of the dark—even as akid | never was—but tonight the shadows seem dl wrong.
They're like they were lagt night in my dream. My walkabout. My what-ever. They seem to move in
ways they shouldn’t, just ever so dightly: a flicker here, caught from the corner of my eye; inching
forward there, where they pool under Maxine s chair.

| fed so stupid. Shadows don't move on ther own. But then | remember snippets of my firs
conversation with Adrian:

There's also the darkness ...

And there was something in that darkness, something that he was scared of.

| don’t know what they look like, but I’ ve felt them .... Thmmery says they eat souls ...

. the souls of people who walk at the edges of how the world's supposed to be ...

Because those people are supposed to carry some kind of shine that attracts the darkness. And |
guess I'm sort of walking on the edge of how the world's supposed to be right now, because tonight |
believe way more than | don’'t. | can't stop thinking about it—you know, the way you can obsess on
something. Even when you know it's not for red, it just keeps running through your head.Y ou look et it
thisway, then that way, turn it upside down, right Sde up, and you never figureit out, so you start dl over
agan.

Bottom line, | try to convince mysdf, is that Pdly’s only a dream. And I'm pretty sure that dl I'm
redly doing is spooking mysdlf, but it doesn't fed like that. Because if Pdly and the little gang of whatnots
that come out of my closet are red, then maybe the fairies in the school are red, too. And then maybe |
am putting out some kind of shine and the darkness redlly islooking for me.

| Sgh and turn my head away from the closed door of my closet.

Asif.

| can see Maxine from where | lie, and she can see me. | want to ask her if this dl feds weird to her,
too, but talking's not gaing to bring a new night's dreams, so indead | close my eyes. | think | won't fdl
adegp—never mind what | told Christy—but | drift off dmogt immediady. Or a least | mug have,
because suddenly | hear the fary orchestra start up, that now familiar sound, tinny and distant, and then
the closet door creaks open.

The open door hides Maxine from my view, but maybe that’s a good thing because it aso hides her
from the faries. | peek through cracked eydids and watch the little host go streaming over to the window
onto the fire escape. Heading off for their evening’s rave. What had Pdly caled it? Oh yeah, areve.

And then there's Pdly, falowing on their heds. He hes-itates at the end of the bed to give me a
congdering look.

“Heading off agan?’ | ask as he arts to turn.



He jumps, like | caught him off guard, which strikes me as odd.Y ou’ d think fairies would be way too
cool to be startled.

“So you're avake,” he says.

| laugh. “No, I'm dreaming, just like | dways am.”

“Ah, yes”

“So you were tdling me about these fairies in the school—how they’ re making me dream about you
and how that’s a bad thing.”

He nods.

“And that would be because?’

He doesn't say anything for a long moment, and | figure he's going to blow me off with some more
cryptic babble. But he doesn't.

“If you accept my being here asred,” he says, “you'll start to believe in me again and then you'll be
able to see me anytime. That, in turn, will open the closed door in your mind, dlowing the Otherworld to
become part of your world once more, just as it was when you were a child.”

“What do you mean ‘the Otherworld' ?” | ask. “I never saw your little orchestra before, or anything
esefor that matter. | only ever saw you.”

“That’s only because you never looked for the others.”

“Ho-kay. But you 4ill haven't said why thisis a bad thing.”

He hesitates, the moment dragging out.

“I'mguessng,” | findly say, “thet it's got something to do with thisthing caled the darkness.”

“Who told you about that?’

“Adrian—the dead kid who livesin my school.”

“And what did he tdl you about it?’

“That whatever livesingde this darkness feeds on souls. But not just any souls. Only those of ghosts
and, um, people that wak on the edges of the way the world appears to be ... or something like that.”

Pdly nods. “Humans acquire afary shine when they interact with us”

“And this—what? Automaicaly scs the darkness on it?’

I'm taking brave, like it doesn’'t mean anything to me, but my creep-out factor is escaating way
big-time. Because | can't forget how serioudy wigged | got last night when | redlized the shadows were
dl wrong and Pdly took off.

“Not usudly,” he says.

“Wdl, that's ardief.”

“Except thistime ... *

His voice trails off, and he won't meet my gaze. It's funny, there' s dill thislook of knowing too much
inhis eyes, but it doesn’'t bother me like it did when | first started dreaming about him. Now it's his not
looking a me that’s meking me fed nervous.

“Thistime, what?’ | ask. “And don’'t you dare go dl cryptic on me”

His gaze turns back to me.

“Thistime” he says, “I think those fairy friends of your ghost are ddiberately bringing you to the
atention of whet livesin the shadows.”

“Oh, right. Like that’s going to happen.”

“| fdt ther attention lagt night, and it wasn't directed toward me”

I’d fdlt it, too, something in those shadows, something thet didn’t like me. That didn't like anything. |
don't fed com-fortable talking about it. It’s like talking about it will draw them to me. But | redize | can’t
judt ignore it.

“Thisis so0 stupid,” | say. “Why would they bother to go through dl that trouble? What have they got
agang me?’

“Nothing, so far as | know It would just amuse them.”

“l didn’'t know fairies could be s0 ... S0 evil.”

“They're not, generdly speaking. Most of us just are. And the ones you might consider evil aren't o
much that as amora. They don't see right or wrong the way we do. | don't know if they see a difference



adl”

“So aren’'t there any good ones we can turn to for hep?’

“There are good faries, certainly, but the trick is to find them.”

“| dill don't get why these bad ones chose me”

“Because you came to their attention.”

| give a dow nod. “By going to see Adrian. So what do you think? Did they kill him, or was he a
uicide?’

Pdly shook his head. “I wasn't there to see it happen. It could have been an accident. The fariesin
your school might not have been so nagty then.”

“But you said they were amord anyway.”

“No, | didn't explain it properly. They become amord. Those faries were probably once house
spirits, brownies of some sort. Maybe bodachs, or hobs. Ther job, their reason for being, is to keep a
place tidy. But they need direction, from an older brownie or hob, like a Billy Blind, or from the mistress
of the building. Without that, they can go ... wrong.” He pauses, cocking his head to think. “It's like
meking homemade bread,” he findly explains. “Baked judt right, from goodly ingredients, it can be the
best loaf you've ever tasted. But leave that same loaf done long enough, and it becomes moldy and it will
make you sck if you eat it

“So these faries went moldy?’

Pdly laughs. “ Something like that.”

“When | woke up lagt night,” | say, “I was 4ill on the street where we were taking. 1 wasn't
dreaming, was |7’

“I'm sorry,” he says.

“For what?’

“For not doing a good enough job of making you dis-believe what you once knew was true.”

“So thisquff ... you, the little orchestra ... it' s dl red?’ He lays a hand on my comforter, and those
drangdy jointed fingers give my foot a squeeze.

“l missed you, t0o,” he says. “Maybe that's why | didn’t try hard enough. So now dl of this is my
fault”

Before | can say anything, he turns and steps to the window He's gone while I'm 4ill trying to figure
out what | want to say.

NOW: Maxine

I'm garting to nod off when the closet door opens. There's a long, squeeky creak, then the door
avings slently toward me, cutting off my view of Imogene and the bed.

My firg thought is that Jared hid in there while we were in the bathroom getting ready for bed, and |
plan to tdl him just how not funny | think this is, because my pulse doubled in tempo at that firs creak
and it's not dowing down yet. But then | hear the music Imogene told me about, and everything ingde me
goes weirdly 4ill, like I'm a held-in breath. The musc's just like she described it—the sound of a toy
orchestra, muted and quiet, like it's coming from another room—>buit it's indescribable, too. Eerie and
impos-sible, unless ...

| start wondering about alittle tape recorder with a cheap speaker when the faries come into sight.

Red faries. Diminutive creatures, hdf of which seem to be made of twigs and vines and bundled
grasses. Wild-haired, wild-eyed. Some with animd features, some just plain ugly, some heart-stoppingly
beauttiful, but with some-thing not right. Something not human.

| srink back into the chair, trying to hide with nothing to hide behind, but they ignore me. | stare
wide-eyed as three of them jump up onto the sil and musde the window open, then they dl stream out
onto the fire escape and into the night.

| fed at that moment like | did when | firgt got my period—flushed and weak and sick. And scared. |
mean, | knew there’ d be blood, but there seemed to be way too much of it, and | just kind of freaked.

Thisislike that, too. I've wanted to believe in faries forever. I’ ve hdf convinced mysdf that | do. But



when | see them actudly show up in Imogene' s bedroom, it's not the same. All of a sudden the world is
bigger and granger, and | redize | don't know anything about it. Not redly. No one does. If dl these
experts can dam to know so much about dl the things they go on about, but faries aren't in their
equation, then what dse are they missng?

But that’s not what I'm thinking right at that moment, or at least not dearly. | fed like I'm going to
fant. The chair seems dl spongy. Any minute | could be swallowed by the floor.

| hear voices taking, but | can't concentrate on what they’re saying. It's taking dl my concentration
to just stay here. | close my eyestight and grip ether Sde of the chair's seat and hold on.
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| don’'t know how long I'm like this, but it fedslike along time. A really long time.

“Maxine ... Maxine ...

| hear my name, but it seems to be coming from far away. Someone seems to be touching me. | open
my eyes and a hundred Imogenes do adow spinin front of me. | start to fed sck again, my eyes ralling
back in my head.

‘Il s

Can't speak, | want to say. Can't hardly breathe, but the words won't come ouit.

“Put your head between your legs,” those hundreds of facestdl mein one voice, and tha just makes
mefed dizzier. “Here, let me hep you.”

Someone—Imogene?—hel ps me lower my head.

The next thing | know, I'm stretched out on Imogene's bed and she's gtting beside me, holding a
cool washdoth againg my brow She's got this worried expresson on her face that lightens when she
redizes I'm awake and looking &t her.

“Way to go, Chancy,” she says. “Give me a heart attack, why don’t you?’

| start to St up but | don’t seem to have any strength. Imogene tries to keep me lying down, but then
gives up and helps me rest againg the headboard with a couple of pillows behind me.

“Wha ... wha happened?’ | ask.

“| thought you could tdl me”

And then | remember.

“There ... there were ...

Jugt remembering makes mefed dl weird again, but | force mysdf to ded with it.

“Faries” | manageto say. “I think—no, | for sure saw your faries”

Imogene doesn’t even look surprised. Instead, she looks kind of mad.

“What did they do to you?’ she asks.

“| ... they didn't do anything. | kind of did thisto mysdf. | saw them and | just wigged out.”

“So they didn't hurt you.”

“l don’'t think they even saw me. But | sure saw them.”

| can see her rdax. It's funny, | keep forgetting how she can dip into this Mother Bear mode. It
usudly only happens when someone’ s being mean to me a school, and even then | think I'm the only one
thet sees it. She's so determined not to make waves.

“l don't understand,” she says. “You're the one who's been tdling me to keep an open mind about
them.”

Jud talking is making me fed more like mysdf, even taking about dl of this. | guessit's true people
can get used to anything.

“Yeah, it sweird, in't it?’ | say. “You'redl cam, and I'm totdly freaked.” | give her a closer look.
“Why areyou dl cadm?

She shrugs. “I don’'t know. It'sjud ... Pdly, | guess. He used to be red to me, and now | guess he
redly isred.” She grins. “And isn't that being articulate?’

“Which one was Pdly?’

“How could you miss him? He was the tal one that was taking to me by the bed.”

“I never saw him. | logt it when that whole gang of fairies went out the window.”

So she tels me what he had to say, and that brings my nervousness back again, only this time I'm



trying to see past her into the shadows. Because | totdly buy into the danger. After dl, I've seen the
faries.

“So what do we do?’ | ask, hoping she doesn’t have some mad plan to go confront the danger
head-on. But she only gives me another shrug.

“l don't know,” she says. “I have to think about it. Do some research.”

“What kind of research?’

“Wel, now that we know they're red, it's time to find out what can hurt them.” | guess she sees
something in my face because she quickly adds, “Just to get them off our case.”

And that makes mefed welrd dl over again. Because she'sright. Now I'm a part of this, too. What
happened to me tonight has put me with her right out here on the edge of how the world's supposed to
be.

| just wish | fdt as brave as she seemsto be.

NOW: Imogene

Maxin€ s too nervous to go to deep until | findly convince her that we're safe enough for now
because Pdly’'s drawn off whatever nasty beasties might have been lurking in the shadows. | know it's
not exactly true, but | don't feel a pres-ence in the dark corners of my room—madevolent or
oth-erwise—and she can't argue with me because she never redly heard the conversation | had with him.
Anyway, there's nothing we can do about it right now, and she needs her deep because she's getting
way too worked up.

We tdk alittle more, her voice getting deepier and deepier, until she drifts off, and then it's only me
who's dill awake, and I'm only up because my brain’s too busy, not because I'm worried about the
shadows.

| 9t with my back againg the headboard, Maxine stretched out beside me, and try to think of where
to sart. | know | have to go into serious research mode, but how do you serioudy research something
that everybody dse thinksis make-believe?

| fal adeep like that, dill Stting up, and have the worst crick in my neck when | wake up the next
mormning.

* k%

| decided that it was pointless to ask any adults for help, mogly because the few in my life aren’t
exactly poster people for thiskind of problem. | mean, my teachers are right out—I can just imegine the
looks I'd get—and ditto with Maxine s mother. My dad would probably have dl kinds of advice, but the
trouble with him is it'd be coming to me through a val of whatever he's amoking today, and while that
can be funny, it's not particularly useful. Mom would be better, but she has no interest in mythology or
fary taes beyond how she can co-opt them into some anti-corporate, the-patriarchy-sucks rant that has
nothing to do with my problem.

There's dways Christy Riddel, of course. Maxine said he was the fird person we should talk to
about this, but | find mysdf wanting to use im as a lagt resort, if a dl. | don't know why. He seems
gnat and kind and level-headed and ... wdl, if I'm going to be honest, more inter-ested in the
anthropologica lidings of strange creatures and their habits than in heping anyone get them out of their
life And | fed that I’'m more likely to end up as a case dudy in a book than actudly have my problem
solved.

But lagt night | murmured a hafhearted agreement with Maxine about contacting him, and repest it
this morning, though firdt, | tel her, I want to do alittle research on my own.

“But he can probably tdl us everything we need to know,” she says, “right off the top of his head.”

“I know. | just need to figure some suff out ... you know, with Pdly and Adrian and everything. This
is pretty complicated.”

“l guess”

“Andif | haven’'t got what | need by the end of the day, welll try to getinto see him.”



“l just don’t understand why we wouldn't go see him firs.”

“I'm not so comfortable with that,” | have to tdl her. “But why not? He' s the expert.”

“He s the expert on writing this kind of thing up and then dicking it in a book. | can't beieve we
dready told him as much as we did.”

“He said he' d change our names.”

“That’s not the point,” 1 say. “It's ill our story, not his. Maybe we don’'t want it in a book, even with
the names changed. At least | don't.”

“We could ask him to not useit.”

| nod, though | didn’t get the sense that Christy was the sort of person who'd let a good story go.

“l just want to try a couple of other thingsfird,” | say. | sand up from the bed to go downdairs, then
turn to look a her from the doorway. “You know, | can't count the weird shit on one hand anymore,
Ghodts, fairies, imaginary child-hood companions, these things in the shadows .... Do you see where dl

of thisisgoing?’
Maxine shakes her head.
“Neither do 1,” | say. “I just know it's out of control.” Then | go downdairs.

* % %

Before Maxine and | leave for schoal, | ask Mom to write a note for me excusng me from classes
for the morning. We're donein the kitchen at the time. Jared's il catching the last possible moments of
deep before he has to get up, while Maxine s taking a shower.

“A note,” Mom says with this odd look on her face.

| nod. “I need to do some research in the school library and maybe at the Crowsea Public Library.”

But then | redize what the look on her face isdl about. She's thinking, When has this wild child of
hers ever asked for permission to skip school ?

“You know, Imogene” she says, “I couldn't be happier about last year's grades and your new
dedication to leaning and school and fitting in, but 1 have to ask: are you doing this for
yourself—because it's what you want—or to plesse me or somebody ese? Because you know I'll
support you in whatever you choose to do with your life”

| can't imagine anyone ese's parents coming out with that kind of thing—for sure not Maxine's
mother—but Mom’s dways been big on tregting Jared and me as individ-uds. She indgs that we tak
duff through—and let metdl you, we had alot of taks back in Tyson—but the weird thing is, she redly
doesn't judge. Shell point out what's againg the law, what's mordly wrong, where she thinks we're
meking mistakes with our life choices and why, but she dso supports us one hundred percent, even when
we' re doing things that other parents might frown at. Like when Jared and | started our junk business. Or
my skipping school the way | used to—"I’'m learning more on the street,” | used to tel her. Yeah, like
how to be a complete loser. But it didn't seem like thet a the time.

Sill, I understand her question. | guess she thinks I'm doing this for Maxine, which maybe in part |
am, but only because Maxine's shown me that it's not such a bad thing to do wel. Truth is, my going
ferd in Tyson had more to do with metrying to please Frankie and his gang than it had to do with me. |
don’'t know that this new improved me is the red me either, but a least she's not in trouble dl the time.
It skind of ardief to not have to ded with the con-stant falout of my life. Though now I've got a whole
new set of problems to ded with.

| don't get into any of that with Mom.

“I think I'm doing it for me” | say ingtead. “At leadt it fedslikeit.”

She amiles “Wel, just remember. Do what you have to do, only—"

“Don’t hurt anybody else while you're doing it,” | finish for her.

“While you' re doing what?” Maxine asks, coming into the kitchen on the tail end of our conversation.

She has atowe wrapped around her head, which makes her ook wonderfully exotic.

“Whatever it isthat you do,” | tdl her.

“Who wants breskfast? Mom asks.



* % %

At school, armed with my mother’s note, | leave Maxine and head for the library. There's redly not
much there, so | grab my jacket from my locker and walk over to the Crowsea Public Library, where |
have the opposite problem. Here there are shelves upon shelves of books on fary taes, myths, and
folklore. | stand in front of them for along moment, reading the titles on the spines, not knowing where to
gart. And of course I'm painfully aware of Chrigty in his office, dthough hopefully he’ s not aware of me.

After awhile | go to the man desk and see that the nice woman is there again today. She has the
look of actresses you see in movies made from books by old dead English writers—auburn hair pulled
back in aloose bun, a peaches-and-cream complexion, alightness in her body that makes her seem frall
and strong a the same time. She'smy mom's age, likein her thirties, but, aso like my mom, she doesn't
seem as old as, well, you know, old people usudly are.

“Excuseme, Ms,)” | say.

She looks up and smiles “1 remember you. Are you here to see Christy agan?’

| shake my head.”I’m doing some research and I'm kind of at aloss as to where to begin.”

“What's your project about?’

“You know how in the old days people used to believe in fairies and suff like that? I’'m looking into
how they’ d protect themsdlves from the fairies, but | don't redly know what book to start with. There's
just so many fairy-tale books on your shelves”

“It snot just inthe old days,” she says.

“What do you mean?’

“There are dill people who believein fairies”

Oh, grest, | think. And you're going to be one of them. Though maybe that won't be so bad. Maybe
that means shell know exactly where to steer me.

“Urn, right,” | say.

“But between you and me” she says, “though it's sweet, it doesn't redly make much sense if you
stop and think about it.”

“Why not?’ | find mysdf saying, even though up to a day or so ago | would have been in totd
agreement with her.

“Wdl, think about it. If there were such things as faries, don't you think we'd know for sure by
now? News travels indantly, from dl over the world. If there was proof any-where, wouldn't the news
services be dl over it in an indant?’

“l guess”

“But that doesn’t stop people from bdieving.”

| nod. “And so for the people who do believe, what do they use to protect themsdves. Or what did
they use?”

“I'm not sure. But you won't find the answer in fairy-tde books. You have to look past the fiction
into fairy folklore, and we have any number of books on the subject.”

She does something on her computer, fingers tapping the keyboard with enviable speed.

The printer hums from somewhere below the desk. When she bends down to get at it, head turned
dightly, | catch a glimpse of a tattoo on the back of her neck. It's a samdl figh, in blue and black ink. It's
funny, but | just never thought of librarians as having tattoos.

“Here we go,” she says, sraightening up. She hands me a sheet of paper filled with book titles. “This
should give you a start. They're up on the second floor in the reference section.”

“Thanks”

“Do you want me to show you?’

“No, that's okay.”

“My name s Hilary,” she says. “If you need a hand with anything else, don't hesitate to ask me”

“I won't. Thanks again.”

So back upgtairs | go, thistime armed with a reference sheet. | track down the firs few books on the
lig Hilary printed up for me and take them over to acharr and start to read.



NOW: Adrian

| spend the day haunting the hdls of Redding High, trying to decide whom I'm going to offer up to
the soul-eaters in place of Imogene. It ought to be easy, but there are so many people | don't like in this
place, so many who think they're better than everybody else, or who rag on people who aren’'t cool or
popular. Or both. And even the ones who aren’t strong enough to be bullies ... 1 don't doubt that, given
the chance, they wouldn't be any different from the jerks who are making ther lives miserable right now

| know | would have. | wouldn't have picked on the kids weaker than me, but the bullies ... they're a
whole other matter. I’ d 4ill like to give them a taste of what they did.

It kind of makes me glad that I'm not dive, because | find that, in generd, | don’t much like people
anymore. The faces are modly different from when | went here, but they might as well be the same kids
and teachers. Truth is, except for the fact that I'm dead, nothing's redly changed. Because now I'm
avoiding the fairies, and with Imogene mad a me, I'm il just wandering these hdlls totally on my own.

Always being the guy no one likes redly sucks.

But at least | can't be hurt anymore. Or a least not physcdly hurt, snce | don't have a body. Bt |
do have a big ache in my heart because of how things are going with Imogene. Not that they were
actudly going anywhere before this. Let’s face it, I'm dead and she's not, and that doesn’t leave a whole
lot of room for a relationship. But at least she used to come tak to me. Or she'd wink at me when she
passed mein the hdls. Today she left school right after homeroom, and | knew it had to be because of
me.

| guess | don’'t blame her. She's obvioudy upset by these dreams that Tommery’s sending her. She'd
totaly lose it if she knew about the soul-eaters. Not that getting mad at me is going to do her any good.

| wish I’d kept my mouth shut instead of getting Tommery to work on making her see that he and the
rest of thefairies are redl.

What difference does it make if she doesn't believe me? At least before this she was dill taking to
me.

| find mysdf drifting into the cafeteria. A noisy table by the windows catches my atention. It's Brent
Cader and his buddies, laughing at some kid Jerry Fielder tripped. The kid's on the floor and trying not
to cry, hislunch spilled dl over his pants and the tiles around him.

| guess | knew dl dong whom I'd choose—I mean, it's so obvious. Who better than the jerk who
gave Imogene such a hard timewhen | firs saw her?

Cdder's not so different from Eric Woodrow, who'd made it his own persona crusade to ensure
that my life was as miserable asiit could be back when | was a Redding. Guys like that deserve to have
thar souls esten.

| leave the cafeteria so that | don't have to watch the kid on the floor and his misery.

All | have to do now isfigure out how to divert the soul-eaters' atention from Imogene to Calder.

NOW: Imogene

| check for farieswhen | get back to the school—remem-bering what Pdly told me last night about
how | was sup-posed to be able to see them now—Hbut everything's the same: the usud gangs of kids in
the hdls, the odd solitary teacher looking harried or grumpy. It's got to be atough and thankless gig, and
| wonder, not for the firg time, why they take it on.

But no fairies. No ghodt either, for that matter.

Then | try what I'd read in one of the library’s books, about how you can see magicd creatures
more eedly from the corner of your eye. When | give that a shot, sure enough, there they are. It's not like
| can suddenly see packs of them, running around the hals, just occasiona glimpses of strange little men
with Rasta har and raggedy clothes. It's not much, but it's enough to let me know that they're redly
here.

| pretend not to have seen anything, and | don’'t mention it to Maxine ether. | Smply go to my last
couple of classes, then take Maxine to one of the cafes on Williamson Street. | figure we need to have



our war council in a public place, somewhere busy enough that the fairies won't be around. | check from
the corners of my eyes as we place our orders, then carry our drinks to the table, but we seem to be in a
fairy-free zone.

“Okay,” | say once we're gtting down, “the firg thing is we're not supposed to cdl them ‘fairies’
Apparently it ticks them off, so we need to refer to them as ‘the Little People’ or ‘the Good Neighbors
from now on.”

Maxine nods. “I’ve read that.”

“And when you do tak about them, you're supposed to start off saying ‘Today is—and you stick in
whatever the day of the week is— and the fairieswon't hear us,” which frankly | find confusing, because
what does it matter what day of the week it is? And you' re usng the no-no word a the sametime”

“That's a new one for me. Where' d you get that?’

| look a my notes, but | didn't mark down what books | got what from, and there's nothing ese
there to due mein.

“l don’'t remember,” | say. “Actudly, alot of thisis con-fusing. Supposedly iron wards them off, but
the ones that have taken up living in urban centers have developed an immunity to it. Which begs the
question, why haven't they developed immunity to any of the other Suff that’s been around for as long or
longer?’

“Like what?’

| consult my notes. “Wearing your clothes ingde out. Carrying bread when you go out—supposedly
they'Il take it instead of a person, or it can be used to bribe them or something. And it can scare them off
if the bread’ s been blessed or looks like a host.”

“You meen like the wafers they usein Mass?’ | shrug. “I guess. I'm not a Cathalic.”

“Me, neither. It just seems that aloaf of bread would be alot bigger than ahost.”

“Whatever. Also, if it's got sdt init, that can dso ward them off because apparently they don't like
<t 1 look back a my notes. “You can dso carry coins to give them.”

Maxine giggles “What? They're dso panhandlers?”’

| amile with her. “Apparently. Oh, and to finish with the salt—when you've been in contact with
faries, drinking some sdt water can help break ther hold on you.”

“Yuck.”

“Well, yeah. Then there' s throwing a stone when you think there are fairies around.”

“You mean like a them?’

| shake my head. “No, you throw the stone and then ask the wind to drive them away”

“Welrd.”

“Everything about thisis weird. Anyway, leaving food out for them gets you on their good side. Milk
or cream and Sweet Suff like honey or molasses or cakes cooked without sdt in them, only don't scrimp
on the sugar.Y ou' re supposed to avoid farry paths—"

“What do they look like?’

“l don't know. None of the books said. | guess you're just supposed to know.You're aso not
supposed to whidtle or hum, because music draws them. So does wearing the color red.”

“That knotwork tattoo on the smdl of your back has alot of red init.”

| nod. “But if | wear ashirt and tuck it in, they won't see it, right? | think you're just not supposed to
be obvious about the red.”

“| suppose. Isthere a color that they don't like?’

“Blue”

“Maybe you should dye your har again, like you did this summer.”

| amile “But it was a little unclear, in the book where | found that anti-blue reference, if it meant
faries or some other kind of spirit. And | couldn’t find a mention of it any-where else A lot of the materid
is like that, actudly—in one text, but not in another. And then there's dl this rdigious suff that | don’t
0et, because haven't fairies been around
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snce forever, while Chridianity’s just a couple of thousand years old?’



“Not if you believe that God created the world in the firg place. HE d have dways been around; it's
just the rdli-gions that would have changed.”

“| suppose.”

“So what' s the reigious Suff?’ she asks.

“Making the 9gn of the cross or putting a cross in your window. Also caling on God or Jesus or the
sants. Some of the books say it drives them off; some say it just annoys them.”

“You sure you didn’t stray into vampire research?’

“Haha There's a bunch more. Carrying oatmed in your pocket when you go out a night, preferably
with some At init”

“Cooked or judt the oat flakes?”’

“Uncooked, | assume. Twigs of rowan are dso good—do we even have rowan trees growing
around here?’

“It's another name for the mountain ash.”

“Oh, right.” | look back at my notes again. “And there was something in one book about orinkling
gde ‘urin’ on your house' s doors and windows to ward them off.”

“Y ou mean pee? Like dogs marking their territory?’

“l don’t know. It was spelled U-R-1-N, and | couldn’t find another reference to it.”

“Gross”

“l know Cods are dso good, or throwing a handful of embers from a fire, though how you're
supposed to pick up a handful, it didn’'t say.”

Maxine smiles. “I'm sure they mean with a litle shovd or something—like the kind people use to
scoop up ashes.”

“I knew that.” | set my notes asde and look at her. “So how does this relate to the suff you know
from the stories you read?’

She shrugs. “A lot of what you' ve dug up istotaly new to me”

“And complicated,” | say. “Plus there was nathing much in anything | read about actudly bringing the
baitle to them.”

“It'snot awar, Imogene.”

“No? It seems like that to me. And if these creatures in the shadows can suck away our souls, I'd
rather ded with them once and for dl than wander around forever with my clothes indde out and my
pockets full of oatmed and bread or whatever.”

“Did you talk to Christy while you were at the library?’ she asks.

| shake my head.”| didn’t need to.That woman with the British accent at the front desk—her name's
Hilary—she helped me track down everything | needed.”

“So what do we do with dl this duff we' ve learned?’ | amile “1 was hoping you'd tdl me”

“So you have no plan.”

“Oh, | have a plan. | just don't know how to implement it. | think the next thing we need to do is
bring dl of this’—I tap my notes—*to Pdly and get hisinput.”

“l don’t know that | can deep over again.”

“That's okay. WEll come to you.”

She judt looks a me for along moment, then says,”How are you going to do that?’

| grin back at her. “Magic.”

* % %

We tdk alittle more, but dl we're doing is going over the same ground. When we redlize that neither
of us has anything new to add, Maxine takes of to where Jared’s band is rehearsing, and | go to the
record store to see Thomas.

The after-school/after-work rush is over and he's donein the store, Stting behind the counter reading
the latest issue of Mojo, which islike hisbible. | stland outside for afew moments and watch him through
the window. He redly is pretty much the coolest guy I've ever gone out with, and for sure the nicest.
He s only ayear older than me, which makeshim Jared’s age; not too tal, though he's 4ill talish beside



me, with dreamy pae-green eyes, scruffy brown hair, and the sweetest amile.

When | comein, | see he'sligening to the Streets, whichisredly just this one guy, not a band. Jared
hates the dbum, but Thomas likesiit. | do, too. | think it's the cadence of the singer’s haf-spoken vocas
over these hypnotic rhythms.

Thomas grins when he looks up and sees me, then leans across the counter to give me akiss.

“So how was school 7’ he asks.

“| skipped most of my classes and was at the library doing some research.”

His eyebrows go up—thisis how my Mr. Cool asks a question.

“You'relrish, right?’ | say.

“Not redly. I'm third generation, born and bred in Newford.”

“But did your parents or anybody esein your family ever talk about life back in Irdland—you know,
the customs and Suff?’

“You're doing a paper on Irdand?”’

“Not redlly ... It'sjudt ... what do you know about the Good Neighbors?’

He leans forward on the counter and gives me that amile of his, jugt a little crooked, dimple in one
cheek, atwinklein his eyes. Definitdy metworthy.

“Now what makes you cdl them that?’ he asks.

| shrug. “I just heard thet they don't like to be cdled by name.”

“It's afunny thing, isT't it?” he says. “Everybody taks about faries now.You' ve got your T-shirts
and jewdry and tats and lord knows how many books on everything from their supposed living habits to
how you can cdl them into your life to help you with your problems.”

“I never thought aboutt it like tht.”

“Oh, sure. It's fary this and fary that. We ve even got CDs that are ‘inspired’ by the fairies, for
god's sake. But it was't dways like that. The way my grandparents told it, the one thing you didn't ever
want was to get ther attention. If you did, you made sure you treated them with great respect. And you
never show your fear.”

“Likewith adog,” | say.

He amiles. “That’s one way of looking at it. Only faries are far more dangerous than any dog.”

“Do you believe that?’

“Wha? In fairies, or thet they’ re dangerous?’

“Both, | guess”

“So you're researching fairies?’

| give a nervous look around the store, checking things out from the corners of my eyes.

“You keep saying the word,” | say. “I thought you weren’'t supposed to cdl them that.”

He cocks his head and gets this teasing grin. “Y ou know, | never took you for one of those girls who
goes for faries”

“l don't go for them,” | tdl him. “And the less | have to do with them, the better. But | don’t redly
have much choice.”

| ifle agroan.That just dipped out, and now he's gaing to think I'm a complete flake.

“But you' re writing a paper on them,” he says.

W, I'minthisfar, there s no point in holding back now Besides, | redly like Thomas. | might omit
certain detalls about my life when I’'m taking to him—jugt as | do with Maxine—but | try not to lie to
him. | try not to lie to Maxine either. So far it's only been a couple of times. One day I’'m going to have
to tdl her everything, but I'm dread-ing it because I'm pretty sure once she redly knows what | was like,
the suff I’ ve done, she won't like me anymore.

“It'snot for aterm paper,” | say. “I'm trying to get them out of my life”

“Fairies”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Red faries”

“Yes, dready.”

“And you want to get them out of your life”



“Go ahead. Have alaugh.”

But he doesn't laugh.

“Fairy trouble isn't any laughing matter,” he says. What, has everybody in the world aways been a
true believer except for me?

“Do you redly know about this Suff?” | find mysdf asking.

“Only the stories | heard growing up.”

He mations for me to come around the counter and St on the tdl wooden stool he's not using. He
leans with his back againg the counter, propped on his elbows.

“So what’s going on?’ he asks.

When he putsit as directly as that, | have to tdl him. | start with Ghost and take it dl the way through
to last night. He shakes his head as | finish up, but not, | discover, because he doesn't beieve me.

“Let me get this draight,” he says. “On one sde you've got the ghost of a dead kid, some bad-ass
faries, and some really bad-ass spirits that feed on peopl€e' s souls. On the other there's you and Maxine
and your imaginary childhood friend.”

“Pdly. Who turns out to be not so imaginary.”

“l don't like the odds.”

“You don't like them? Try being in my shoes.”
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He gives me that amile he uses when he thinks | need to be cheered up.

“l couldn’'t,” he says. “They're way too tiny for these big feet of mine”

“Haha”

He reaches out and brushes hisfingers dong my cheek. “It'sjud ... I'm worried, Imogene.”

| know heis What | can’t figureout is ...

“How come you believe me?’ | ask.

“Why would you lie to me?’

“I wouldn't. But redlly, thisislike totdly stretching credulity, isn't it?’

“| suppose. Except I've had my own experience with the fairy world.”

“You have?”

He nods. “I was jugt a kid, maybe ten or deven; | can't redly remember. It was the night my uncle
died. | waslyingin bed and | heard thiswailing outside the house, so 1 got up out of my bed to see what it
was. | thought it was, you know, a car darm or something, but when | opened my cur-tains, there was
this ... “ He shakes his head. “I don't even know how to describe it. This thing was hanging in the air
outsde my window, two stories up, with its face pressed up againg the windowpanes. It looked like a
corpse, skin as white as bone, with har like snakes, and a mouth that dmogt seemed to Folit its face in
two. And serioudy deranged eyes”

“What ... what did you do?’

“Screamed and fdl to the floor, which is where my parents found me when they came burding in a
moment later. Turns out what | saw was a banshee. It comes to a house and does itswalling thing when a
relaive isgoing to die”

“You parents told you that?’

He shakes his head. “My granny did. She saw it, too, a her house, the same night. The next day we
found out that my uncle—her son—had died.”

“So how come just the two of you saw it?’

“Granny says it’s because we both have the Sght.”

“You can seefairies?’ | ask.

“l guess, but I’ ve only seen the one, and that was plenty. Granny’s seen others.”

Nether of us say anything for a long moment.The CD’s ended and it's quiet in the store. No
customers. Outside | can see people waking by, cars and buses on the street, but it's like we're in this
little pocket of slence, thistotadly quiet place that's somewhere outside the world.

“How come you never told me about that before?’ | ask.

“How come you never told me about Pdly and the rest of it?’



“Because it'd make me seem like a totd idiot.”

“Same ded for me” he says.

“Oh”

“Though the truth is, | haven't even redly thought about that night in along time. It's not the kind of
thing you dwdl on, you know?’

“S0 you never saw it again?’

He shakes his head. “1 don’t ever want to seeit again.

Unde Sean’ s the only close rdldtive I’ ve logt. I'm hoping everybody dse sticks around for as long as
possble”

He has this sad look, and | fed bad for ever having brought any of this up and making him remember.
| reach out and take his hand, give it a squeeze. He amiles back—not abig amile, but it'sred.

“I'm going to tak to Granny after | finish up here tonight,” he says. “See what she can tdl me. Do
you want to come?’

| nod. “But | should get home. | need to see Pdly.”

“I don't like you being on your own with those things out there.”

“I'll be okay. I'll call you on your cdl if things get weird.”

“Promise?’

“l promise”

Then | givehim abig kiss and rdluctantly head off for home.

NOW: Adrian

John Narraway told me how to get in touch with him if | ever changed my mind and was ready to
move on. | dill haven't changed my mind, but | hope he won't redize that until he's dready come to me.
And that when he comes, helll at least hear me out.

| leave the school, duck into one of those old carriage lanes that run behind the tenements in this part
of town, and cdl for him.”Stay in one place and cdl my name three times” he told me, “and | will find
you no matter where you are.”

So | cdl hisname now Once. Twice. Three times,

| know he's getting close when the sounds around me start to mute and dl the color drains out of
everything. Red brick goesto gray. Ydlow and green garbage bins gray as wel. When | look to where
the lane begins, there's no longer any traffic on the cross street, vehicular or pedestri-an. The dlence
becomes absolute urttil 1 hear the footsteps approaching from behind me. | turn to see John, fiddle case in
hand. He dowly shakes his head as he gets near.

“Why do I know you' re smply taking advantage of my good nature?’ he says.

“l just need to ask you something:” | tdl him. “It's not abig dedl.” And then | throw him a bone. “If |
can get thisthing done, | think | might be ready to move on.”

We both know that’s not going to happen, but people like John live on the hope that everyone will
come to thar senses, eventudly. That anyone can change.

“Wha do you need to know?’ he asks.

“These soul-eaters you were tdling me about ... “ He nods. “The anamithim. What about them?’

“l need to know how | can switch ther attention from one person to another.”

He gives me alook that it takes me a moment to rec-ognize. Then | redizeit's respect.
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“You'd be willing to sacrifice yoursdf for your friend?” he asks.

| fed amdl. | hadn't even considered that. | dill can’'t consider it. | don’t have much, but | died too
young. I’'m not ready to give up even this semblance of living thet | have.

“Actudly,” | have to tdl him, “I was thinking more of one of the bullies at my school.”

I’'m prepared for the way his face goes, this mix of sad and angry. He thinks I'm a coward. | am a
coward, dways have been. Death didn’'t change that.

“I've dready told you,” he says, his voice cool. “Once someone's brought to their attention, they



don't forget.”

“But it'sjust the soul they're after, in't it? Does it matter whose?’

“Of course it maiters.”

“None of this was Imogene' s fault.”

“We both know that,” John says. “But it's too late to do anything about it now And besides, who
meade you judge and jury?’

| have to laugh. “This coming from you?’

“l don't judge,” John says. “I'm just here to help souls move on. Whether they do or don't is ther
choice”

“There are alot of people who deserve to meet the soul-eaters. Like Brent Calder.”

“Sorry, | don’'t know the name.”

“He s the current big-shot bully a my school.”

“See” John says, “there’ s part of your problem right there.Y ou don’'t have a school anymore.Y ou're
dead.”

“Whatever. It ill doesn't change the fact that Brent deserves thisway more than Imogene.”

“Because he's such aterrible person?’

| nod.

“How do you know he can’t be redeemed? How do you know that he won't change his ways and
perhaps make some greet contribution to the world?’

“How do you know Imogene wouldn’t?’

“Wedon't,” John says. “But it's dready too late for her.”

“Do you have to keep harping on that?’

“Apparently, since it doesn’t seem to tick with you.”

| bite back the sharp retort forming in my mind and change tack. Because something occurs to me.

“Okay,” | say. "1 get what you're saying. | can’t swap Imogene for Brent, or probably anyone else,
right?’

John nods. “I’'m sorry, Adrian. Thisisn't something designed to frudtrate you persondly. It's just the
way itis”

“But whaet if | want to give mysdlf upin her place?’ | ask. “Istha doable?’

| can see the answer in his eyes before he speaks. “Y ou know what that means, right?’

I nod. “I just ... stop.”

“Forever. Whatever comes next, you don't get to find out.”

“l know. Judt tdl me, isit possble?’

Wha | remembered was the look of respect he had for me when he firg thought this was what |
wanted to do. Something about that 1ook, and the way he' s regarding me
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now, telsmeit is possible. Not that I've actudly got the guts to do it. But | figure, if there's a way to
put mysdf in Imogene's place, then there might be away to fix it that so that Brent gets taken instead.

“Yes,” John says. “ Supposedly it's possible”

It's obvious he's reluctant to tdl me even that much. “ So how does it work?’

“Adrian, thisign't the way to—"

“How does it work?’

“Not easly. The problem is petitioning the anamithim before they smply eat your soul.”

“And how do you do that?” | prompt when he doesn’'t go on.

“I've heard conflicting stories. The method that’s sup-posed to work best has you offering them a
loaf of unleav-ened bread that contains sugar but no sdt. Like an Indian flatbread, |1 assume. You offer
the loaf from within a circle that has been drawn with sdt.”

“Sdt wards them off?”

“Among other things” John says. “But their patience isinfinite If you cal them to you from that circle
and don’t give them what they want, they can wait for eternity for you to leave the circle. Or for the wind
to blow agap init. Or rain to wash it away.”



“Unlessyou did it indoors,” | say, “except | guess it would get pretty boring Stting ingde a circle for
the rest of your days.”

John nods.

“Sotha’sit?’ | ask. “You just offer them thisloaf?’

“No,” John says. “That'sjud to get ther atention. | guess you'd cdl to them as well.”

“And then when you have their atention ... 7’

“Y ou bargain with them.”

“l don't get it,” | say. “Why would that do anything?’

“They’re big on respect,” John says. “On recalving it and giving it. And the one thing they respect
above dl dseisbravery and sdflessness. For you to offer yoursdf to them in place of your friend would
show both.”

| nod dowly. “I guess ... “

I'm trying to think how | can turn this around so that it's Brent they take insead of me. But then |
redize some-thing dse.

“How do | get theloaf?’ | say. “I can’t touch anything. | couldn’t even make the sdt circle”

“I know,” John says.

“But you can touch the physica world, right?’

“l won't be part of this” hetdlsme.

“But—"

He lifts his hand to stop me. “No. And don't cdl me again, Adrian. Not even if you change your
mind about this and decide to go on like you should have done in the fird place. Someone ese can hdp
you Cross over.”

He fades away before | can argue further. Color seeps back into my surroundings. | can hear the
traffic on the street again, see people waking by on the sdewalk.

Imogene, | think.

| don’'t have any choice. | have to ask Imogene to get me the bread and sdt, to make the cirdle. Only
how do | do that without having to explain everything else? How could it work without her totdly heting
me?

| think of the fairies then.

They owe me, but that won't make any difference to them. Maybe | can think of a way to trick them
into hdping me.

Yeah, | think as | start back to the school. Like that's something | could ever pull off.

NOW: Imogene

It's funny.Tonight's the first timein along while that I’'m not nervous about going to bed. I'm actudly
looking forward to that weird music and seeing Pelly. No, I’'m counting on seeing him. But as soon as |
dart to drift off, the shadows pull loose from the corners of my room, and | jerk awake.

Bang awake doesn't hdlp.

The shadows are dill too deep in the corners, therr edges moving as though I’ ve got a candle burning.
But | don’'t have a candle and now | think | see things in the dark-ness. There's more than movement. |
fed the weight of something’s attention.

| remember what Thomas said about not showing fear.

Yeah, like that’s going to happen.

My pulse is drumming a crazy tempo. | draw my legs up, ams wrapped around my legs, and back
up agand the headboard, comforter pulled to my chin like it's somehow going to protect me. | want to
scream, but I'm not so pan-icked thet | don't redize what that'll do. It'll bring Mom and Jared running in.
I’ve dready messed it up so that Maxing' s part of this weird curse I've acquired, but I'll be damned if |
drag anybody eseinto it.

Now | think | see eyesin the shadows. Santed, kind of yelowish, with deep red-black centers. Like
litte fires. Like hungry firesThey flicker, marking me, then they’re gone, only to reappear a moment later



in another part of the shadows.

It'snot far. I'm awake.

But it doesn't matter anymore, does it? I'm on the edge now, sraddling my world and Fairyland. |
know ... for red, for sure ... that the fairies exigt, and that knowledge makes me fair game for these things
inthe shadows.

| think of the space under my bed and wish | hadn’t. They must be under there, too. Creeping out
from below my box spring.

“P-pdly,” | manage. “Thisd be a good time to show”

I’ve gone through the last few years of my life with a who-cares atitude, but right now | find | care
very much.

That makes methink of Adrian, and | fed a surge of empathy for him, cut down so young. Another
vidim of these damn fairies.

| can see actud shapes in the shadows now, pulling free from the darkness. Vague hairless heads
with those burning eyes. Arms and torsos.

The scream | don't want to givein to is pushing up my throat. | dmogt let it go, but then | hear a faint
sound of dis-cordant musc—my fairy orchestra sarting up—and the closet door bangs open.

Pdly’s there, holding a clenched fig highin the air. He bounds across the room and lands on the bed,
then shakes hisfig a me, opening his hand. Likein that do-mo indant in atraffic accident, | see that he's
throwing some kind of powder a me. It gligens and sparkles. | fed like | can see every granule. Then it
landson meand | breatheitin.

| cough, my eyes tearing.

| hear alow moan—from under the bed, from the deep recesses of the shadows.

A pressure | didn't redlize | was feding is suddenly gone. They’ re gone.

| cough some more, clearing my throat. Relief flowsin awave over me, and | kind of collapse againgt
the head-board. Pely bends down closer to me.

“Imogene,” he whispers. “Imogene?’

“l ... 'mfine” The words are hard to get out. But after the firgt couple, it gets easier. “You got here
jugtinthe nick of time. Thanks.”

“It was nothing.”

“No, it was a big-time rescue. Another minute and they’ d have had me for sure.”

| can fed some strength returning to me and St up Straighter. Then | redize ther€' s something wrong
with my arm—uwith the skin of my arm, | meen. It doesn’'t seem the right color, but it's hard to tdl with
the faint light coming in through my window.

“Watch your eyes,” | say, dosng my own as | turn on my bedside light.

When | open them again, | see that my skin's blue. | hold up my other arm. It’s blue, too.

| give Pdly a confused look, then get up on my knees and look at my reflection in the mirror on my
dresser. Everything about meis blue—my skin, my hair ...

“I'm sorry,” Pdly says. “I didn’t know it would have that effect.”

“I'm blue” I turn from my reflection to look at him. “How can | be blue?’

“It mugt be from the pollen,” he says.

“Pollen,” | repedt.

He nods. “It comes from an heb cdled vevan. Thees a specid dran tha grows in the
Otherworld. It's a ward againg the anamithim—that's what they're cdled, those creatures in the
shadows. The soul-esters.”

“So we can fight them off.”

He gts back on the comforter and gives me another nod. “But the warding effect is only temporary.
It will wear off inaday or two.”

“Wait aminute. Are you saying I’'m going to be blue-skinned for the next couple of days?’

“I'm &raid 0.Y our hair, too.”

“Thehair I can livewith. | dyeit dl thetime But how am | supposed to wak around with blue skin?
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do | tdl my mom? How can 1 go to school 7’

Pdly starts to get such amiserable look that | shut up about it. After dl, he did just save my life.

“l didn't know,” he says. “They didn't say.”

“Who's they?’

“l went to Hinterdale, deep in the Otherworld, to ask for advice. They have a huge library there with
the answer to every question, supposedly, if you have the time to look. But those answers can take a
lifetime to find.”

“Luckily, it didn’t take you alifetime” | say.

“I never looked. There were some scholars there who told me about the vervain and where to find it,
but it was deeper dill awvay. They aso told me of a shop in Mabon where | could trade for some, though
they warned me it would be dear because it'svery rare.”

I’'m trying to imagine libraries and shops in Fairyland—somehow 1'd never considered the place to
have ether. “What did you trade?’ | ask.

“A week’ s worth of sories”

| give alow whisgtle, because that isalot. Back in the day, when Pdly and 1 played together near the
commune, he told me about how in some worlds, stories were more vau-adle than anything. Just imagine
how many stories you would have to tdl tofill up awhole week.

“Did you have that many?’ | ask.

He shakes hishead. “And | didn't havetimeto tdl the ones | knew. But the woman in the shop was
very nice and alowed me the credit after | gave her a sample. 1 told the one about the Clock Man who
gole Jared's spare time”

| amile “I told Maxine that one awhile ago.”

“l didn’t mean to use the pollen dl a once the way | did,” he says. “But when | saw so many of
those shadowy creatures, closing in on you from al sides, | panicked.”

“l was panicking, too. So I'm glad you did.”

“Except now we have to sart dl over again.The woman gave me the lagt of the vervain pollen she
had in her shop, and it's a very long and arduous journey to get any more.”

“Well think of something.”

| look a& my am again, lift my gaze to the mirror. | fed like some cheesy extraterrestrid in a
low-budget science fiction film where the best they could do was give the dien blue skin. And | really
don’'t know how I’m going to show my face outside my room until the blue s al gone.

“It doesn’t seem fair,” | sy, “that if magicisgoing to be red, it should be so maevolent.”

“It's nat,” Pdly says. “Or not dways. It's no different from your world—there's good and there's
| shrugged. “I suppose. All | know is, | never heard about these shadow creatures before. In dl the

gories | read as a kid, there might be some evil magician or mongter that the heroes had to put down, but

just being aware of Fairyland didn’t automaticaly make you a target for thiskind of crap.”

“It snot,” Pdly tdls me, beginning to sound like a broken record so far as I'm concerned. “You're in
this Situ-ation because someone directed the attention of the aria-mithim onto you.”

| know that, but it doesn't makeit any eader.

“Wdl, we ve been busy, too,” | say. “We've got a whole pile of info, but it has to wait until we go
over to Maxine' s. | told her we'd be over, and after what just happened here, I'm worried about her.”

Pdly nods.

“Wait hereasec,” | tdl him.

| grab ahandful of clothes and dip out of my room, down the hdl to the bathroom. Pulling my T-shirt
nightie over my head, | check mysdf in the mirror.

Yep. Bluedl over.

| wonder why I’'m not more freaked. Something like this should be wigging me right out, but al | can
think of is the inconvenience of having blue skin. Truth is, if it was't for that, I'd kind of like it. It's sort



of like having a full-body tat, with the extra bonus of it kegping me safe from the creepy crawlies waiting
inthe shadows. Maybe | could make like the blue skin was my new fashion statement, and wouldn’t that
get the Dall People going a school? Maybe | could take a bath in blue dye once this wore off.

| grin & my reflection. My teeth gleam superwhite againgt the blue of my skin. | turn to look at my
knotwork tat, and the red init's gone purple.

Whétever.

| get dressed and go back to my room.

“Areyou ready?’ | ask, sepping over to the window. “I've a quicker way,” Pdly says.

He mations to the closet. As soon as he does, | redize that of course there's got to be some kind of
portd or gate in there, because | never see him or the fairy orchestra when | look in.They've got to go
somewhere when they're not here.

“How very The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe of you,” | say.

“Oh, yes. Jug cdl me Adan.”

“I was thinking more of Puddieglum.”

He fakes a heavy dgh. “Always the sdekick. Except tonight, | lead the way. Coming?’

| follow him into the closet, which istotdly familiar ter-ritory. | mean, I'min here dl the time, messng
with my clothes, rummaging through my storage boxes. Except tonight when we push through my clothes
and step over the boxes, there's another door that’s normdly not there. I'm wondering how this works,
but he just opens the other door and we're looking at Maxine's perfectly organized dresses and skirts.
No wonder little kids think there are mongers in their closets. These are obvioudy such handy routes,
I'm guessng the fairy folk use them dl the time.

“Can you show me how to do this?’ | ask.

Pdly nods. “1 can teach you to see the doors. It'll depend on the strength of your will whether or not
they will open for you. And you have to be careful. Always keep your des-tination firmly in mind. If you
don’t, you could end up in some unpleasant place.”

When we cross over, pushing through the clothes, | fed this weird tingle on every inch of my body,
here for aflash, then gone. A moment later we're opening the outer door of the closet and stepping into
Maxine s room. That's when | redize that thisis abig mistake, that we should have warned her, because
when Maxine looks up from where she' s reading in bed, she lets out this god-awful shriek.
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| don't blame her. She thinks she's donein her room, but then the closet door opens and out comes
her best friend in her new blue skin dong with the fairy man who made her fant last night. Of course
she'd panic.

“Don't freek,” | say. “It' sredly just me”

But then we dl hear her mother’ s footsteps running in the hdl outside the bedroom.

Pdly and | fade back into the closet and close the door behind us just as the bedroom door opens
and Maxine s mother burstsin.

“Maxine” she cries. “What happened?’

| can't see Maxineg s face, but I’'m sureit’s gone red.

“I ... 1 .." we hear her say. Then she gives a nervous laugh. “God, | fed so stupid. | caught my
reflection in the mirror and for some reason 1 thought there was someone in the room with me.”

Nice save, I think.

Better yet, her mother totaly buysit.

There's some more conversation, with her mom asking her if she's redly okay, and Maxine assuring
her sheis Fndly, Ms. Tattrie leaves, but Pdly and | Say in the closet. We hear Maxine get up from the
bed, then the closet door opens, and we' re both blinking in the bright light thet comesin.

“Is... istha redly you?’ Maxine whispers.

I push the dresses aside again and step into the light. Maxing' s eyes go hig as she takes in my new
look, but she doesn’t scream. She doesn't faint, ether, when Pdly comes out behind me.

“Yeah, it'sredly me” 1 tdl her, kegping my own voice low. “Sorry about that. | never thought how
it'd be for you when we suddenly come waltzing out of your closet.”



“What happened to you?'

“Vervan palen,” Pdly says. “I used too much. Though maybe the smdlest amount would have had
the same effect. No one told me”

Maxine looks at him, then back at me, her confusion ill plain.

“We had a bit of an incdent with the things in the shadows,” | tdl her. “This pollen Pely’s taking
about drove them off and turned me blue. What do you think?” | did alittle pirouette. “1 kind of like it.”

“Isit ... permanent?’

| shake my head. “It'll only last a couple of days.”

“You won't be able to go anywhere.”

“Not even dubbing?

“Don't joke.”

“All she doesiis joke,” Pdly says.

He's gtting by her desk, staring with fascination at Maxine's screensaver, which makes it look like
you've got afish tank ingtead of a monitor.

“l can be serious,” | say.

| pull Maxine down on the bed beside me, then run over my day’s research for Pelly’s benefit.

“So are you afairy, too,” | ask him when I’'m done, “or something ese?’

“Something dse, though | don’t know what. | just know that none of those things you mentioned are
troublesome to me”

| sgh. “We're not looking for troublesome. We' re looking for something to shut them down, period,
end of story”

“Stories never end,” Pdly says.

“I didn't mean it literdly.”

“But you are being very fierce about it,” Maxine says.

She's been quiet for awhile now | don't know if it's because of my blue skin, Pelly’s presence, or
the fact that dl of thisisred and it'sfindly 9nking in that we redly aren’t safe anymore.

“Wehaveto be” | say.

“But we're just kids.”

Now would be atime | could tdl her alittle bit more about my life in Tyson, about how being a kid
didn’t meen that you couldn’t stand up for yoursdlf. Nobody in Franki€' s gang was much older than we
are now. |’ d been the baby of the group and even | could hold my own.

But | don’'t want to go there.

“You don't have to worry,” Pdly says. “I've dready told you, you're safe for now”

“Until the pollen magic wears off,” | say. “And what about Maxine and you?’

Pdly glances a Maxine. “I don't think they’ve paid par-ticular attention to Maxine yet. As for me,
there are certain rules of honor that apply. They can't do anything to me unless | swear fedty to them and
then break my oath.”

“So they don't just automaticaly est your soul ?”

“I'm like afary in that sense—I don’'t have a soul.”

Maxine nods. “I’ve read about that, how fairies don't have souls. | dways thought it was weird.”

“Of course it sweird,” | say. “Everybody has asoul.” | turn to Pdly. “And that means you, too.”

“I'm not so sure of that,” he says. “What doesit fed like?’

“Having asoul?’ | look a Maxine, but she only shrugs. “I don't know,” | tdl Pdly. “I don't have
anything to compare it to—you know, what not having a soul would fed like”

Wedl fdl into akind of awkward silence. | don’t know about the others, but I’'m working on what a
soul is and not coming up with awhole lot. | meen, | just dways thought of it as me—what | fed like
being me. But surdy Pdly feds like he's himsdf, so that means he's got a soul, right? But if that's not
your soul, then what is?

It'sweird and not something you redlly think about, isit?

“So anyway” | findly say. “That'swha we've got so far.” | look a Pely. “So is there redly no way
we can get some more of this vervain pollen?”



He shakes his head.

“Okay” | say. “So | guess we load up on dl this other duff—the oamed and <dt and
everything—and face them down.”

Maxine and Pdly could be twins from the identica 1ooks on their faces.

“No, it'stoo dangerous,” Pdly says.

“Ditto,” Maxine adds.

“I'm not hanging around until they come to me” 1 tdl them.
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“Who says we can't?’ Maxine asks. “Until we get an actud plan, | vote to lay low”

“No offensg” | say, “but that's the same kind of thinking that lets the Dall People rag on us every
day.”
“And we don't do anything to stop that, do we?’ | shake my head. “But not because we can't.”
“Wha's that supposed to mean?’

| wait a beet, then redize thisis the time | have to tdl her. Not everything, but enough so that she
understands.

“The only reason | don't give as good as we get,” | say, “is because I'm trying to stay out of trouble
these days. But it's not like it' s anything I'm a stiranger to.”

“BU—"

“Back a my old schodl ... | didn't just get detentions because of skipping class or mouthing off. 1 got
them for fighting. People only ragged on me once. After that, they were either hurting too bad, or they
decided they should try picking on an easier mark.”

“How ... how did you do that?’

| know what she' s thinking. I’'m just this skinny little thing who looks like any good gust of wind could
blow her over.

“l ran with a rough crowd,” | tdl her. “1 carried aroll of pennies so that when | hit someone, they
redly fdt it. | know the best ways to take somebody down, even if they're bigger than me. | had a knife
that | was't afraid to use” | 9gh at the shocked look on her face. “I wasn't anice kid, Maxine. | wasn't
anybody you'd ever like”

“Except | do like you.”

“Yeah, because I'm trying to be normd.”

For some reason that makes her laugh.

“—What?' | ask.

She shakes her head. “You and normal don't redly fit in the same sentence.”

“Whatever.Y ou know what | mean.”

“No, | don't. I only know the you you've been snce we've met, and | like her. And | know I'm a
better person because of knowing you.”

“Yeah, wdl, that goes big-time for me when it comes to you.”

“Redly?’

“Of course, redly.”

For along moment she just looks at me, like she’'s seeing me for the firg time. | redize that maybe |
should have told her sooner. | just assumed she knew that she’ d been as much of aninfluence on me as |
might have been on her.

“That doesn’'t change anything,” she says. “Thisis dill too dangerous a Stuation.”

“It'snot going away.”

“I know, but ... what about Thomas? Y ou said he was going to tak to his grandmother.”

| glance at her bedside clock. “It's too late to cal him now

“So can't we @ least wait until you have talked to him?’

| want to say, What' s with the “we’? because I'm cer—

tainly not dragging her into this any more than she areedy

111,Mt ORL 0217

is When it comes time to confront the soul-eaters, I’'m planning to go solo.



But she's right about waiting to tak to Thomas. All we have is bits and pieces. Maybe they fit
together and we just can't seeit, or maybe something Thomas finds out will help us put it dl together.

“Okay,” | tdl her. “We wait urtil we ve talked to Thomas.”

| can see Pdly vishbly relax.

“So what are you going to do about your blue kin?” Maxine asks.

NOW: Maxine

| wait for along moment after Imogene and Pelly step back into my closet and close the door behind
them before | get up from the bed and open the door again. My clothes hang there just like they aways
do, and when | push them aside, there's no door in the wdl behind them. There is a new andl, a fant
whiff of I'm not sure what, exactly. Something ... other. And there' s afeding in the ar that tingles on my
skin. Like gtatic, only not so pronounced.

And Imogene and Pdlly are ddfinitly gone.

| run my hands dong the back wall of the closet, but there’ s no secret pand, or at least not that | can
find. And even if there was, what would that prove? | know what’s on the other sde of that wall. 1t's our
living room.

| dowly close the door and return to lie down on my bed because I'm darting to fed alittle shaky.

Okay, | tdl mysdf.You didn't do that bad.Y ou sat here and talked to Imogene with her skin dl blue
and her weird little friend and you didn’t fed faint or anything. That's progress.

Except now my arms and legs are trembling and they won't stop. My pulse is way too fadst. | don't
think | could St up eveniif | wanted to.

| try to think of something else, but that only brings me around to what Imogene said about what she
was like when she lived in Tyson, carrying a knife and beating people up and everything. | try to imagine
her like that, and | can’'t. And she was a couple of years younger then, too. So | try to imagine a
fourteen—or fifteen-year-old Imogene with her knife and her toughness, and | really don’'t have any luck
with that.

It'snot like | haven't seen kids like she says she was. We ve got them in school, the toughs and the
gang members, some of them only twelve or thirteen. No one messes with them, not even the jocks like
Brent. They live in a world of thar own, smoking cigarettes just off the school grounds during lunch,
sneering a the idea of school spirit and dances and sports and pretty much anything the rest of us are
interested in.

| try to fit Imogene in with their crowd, and it just does’t work. Sure, she looks punky tough some
days, but she never acts it.

| wonder if she misses that old life.

| wonder if she dill carries her knife.

| wonder if she would ever hurt me.

That stops me cold, and | fed guilty for even thinking it. Of course she wouldn't.

| sgh. Thisisno good, but at least my heart’s not drum-ming so fast and | fed like | have control of
my muscles again. | gt up and look around my room. All the lights are on and there's not an inch of
shadow anywhere—not even under my bed because before Imogene and Pdly showed up, | put my
desk lamp down there. Happily, Imogene made no comment about my room having the fed of a brightly
lit supermarket, though Mom wasn't shy about comment-ing on it. But she didn't push it, for which I'm
grateful.

Theonly place that's dark isinsde my closet, but the door to it is firmly closed. And | know there's
nathing in there because | just looked. Bt if there are these magica doors that Pdly can open, who says
thet soul-eaters can't do the same?

After amoment | get up and wedge my spare chair under the knob and hope thet’ll work aswdl asit
seems to in the movies. If Imogene comes back, she can just knock.

Maybe we should have worked out a password or some kind of code so that I'll know it’s her.

Except what if these shadow creatures can take the form of someone else, or mimic their voice?



| could go crazy thinking about dl of this.

| stland there and continue to stare at the closet door until findly | make mysdf look away. |1 go back
to my desk and flip through the stack of fairy-tale books thet I’ ve been sudying, though there's nothing
ussful inthem. It s kind of funny. I’'m the one who was totdly into fary tales and the idea of fairies being
red, but Imogene found out way more after one morning's research than | ever knew. | guess it was
because I’ ve dways read stories—and often those that are only based on fairy tales with lots of made-up
duff in them—rather than the reference books Imogene went through, where everything's dinicd and
cataloged and dl.

After afew moments, | turn my attention to my com-puter. Earlier thisevening | found this Ste caled
SurLalune and spent an hour or so going through the archives of ther forum, seeing if | could find
something that might help. The ste' s dl about fary tales, and a lot of the people that post to it appear to
be fairy-tde writers and scholars.

Anybody can log in with a question, so a few hours ago | pretended | was researching a school
paper, wondering if anybody had any info on the darker Sde of Faerie. | check for answers now, and
there are dmogt a dozen, but when | read through them, they’re not much help. Books thet | don’t have
are cited. | make anote of ther titles: Someone brings up movies, and there are a few posts about how
this sort of thing is more horror story then fairy tae.

Tdl me about it, | think.

| know red fary taes aren't happy little Disneyesque stories of frolicking dwarves and snging
animds. Some of them are downright grim and gory. But thereé's dways a point to them. These
soul-eaters hunting us from the shadows are too much like a hundred overwrought horror movies where
abunch of teenagers get killed off one by one in ever more imaginative ways, and that's it. | know we're
not supposed to take it serioudy—it's just good fun. Except it seems more like pornography than fun to
me, way more so than some couple going & it hot and heavy.

| close my Web browser and check my emall. | see, as | scroll down through my inbox, thet it's
maodly spam, as usud. Then an unfamiliar emall return address jumps out because | recognize the
subject line 1t's the one | used for my post to the SurLalune forum. | dlick the email open.

Date: Thurs, 30 Oct 2003 01:54:03—0800 From: efoylan@sympatico.ca

Subject: Re: Thedark side of Faerie To: fairygrrl@yahoo.com

Hello fairygrrl,

| like your name—very punky.

| have to amile at that. | wanted a Y ahoo identity that went with my interest in fairy tales and added
the“grrl” to toughen it up. Then my amile disappears because | think of how the very firg time | actudly
see faries, what do | do? Faint away like ared grrl never would.

| read your post to the SurLal_une forum and while | applaud any school that will dlow its sudents to
do research on fary lore for a cass project, | find mysdf having to do the very thing | swore I'd never
do, which is sound like my mother:

That earns my correspondent another smile. I’ ve made the same promise mysdf because we can't dl
have moms as cool as Imogene's.

Please be careful. Fairies aren't dl Disney or even Brian Froud (though he can be a little shadowy in
some of his depictions, can't he?). The gpirits that hide in the shadows are dangerous and not to be
approached on alark—or even necessarily for a school project.

They have a hunger for what we carry in us—our mortal, short-lived souls—and are quick to take
advantage of any opening we might give them. Remember what Nietzsche said: “When you look long into
an abyss, the abyss aso looks into you.”

But perhaps you dready know dl of this and are setting about your project with caution. And as |
reread what I’ ve written, I'm afraid | must sound like some doddery old drama queen, shaking her finger
a you and muttering, “Beware, beware!”

But please be careful dl the same.

Esmerdda
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P.S. A last word of caution from your overly cautious correspondent: tomorrow being
Halloween, when the veils between our world and that of the spirits are at their thinnest, I'd
wait on starting anything until the weekend.

It'stoo late for careful, | think. Or to wait until the weekend.

| wonder who this Esmeraldais and go looking for her on the SurLalune Ste. Turns out she's not a
lurker like me. | read through a few of her posts and get the impresson that she's smart and redly
knowledgesble about pretty much every aspect of fary lore. Plus, consdering how much pogting she
does, she seems to have way too much spare time.

| try Googling her, but the only things that come up are those posts on SurLalune.

| look a her emall again. | want to ask her for help, but | hesitate, because what do | redly know
about her? This e-mall might not even be from the same Esmerdda Foylan who posts to SurLalune. For
dl | know, she might not even be a her. She could be some old guy stting at alibrary screen making stuff
up. Or some kid who likes to mess around with people, fresking them out with scary stories. After dl,
Haloween is coming up. Some people might think thet acting dl dire and foreboding in an emall to a
poster named “farygrr” would be a good Halloween prank. A couple of days early, maybe, but it could
be they were just setting me up for some big laugh on Friday.

Which—I glance at the time in the bottom right-hand corner of my screen—is aready tomorrow,
because it'slong past midnight now.

But | decide to trust my unknown correspondent. | like the way her voice sounds from her email,
and if she knows as much fary lore asit seems she does, she redly might be able to help. And we need
knowledgegble hep. | know Imogene doesn’t want us to contact Christy, but I’ ve been tempted to do it
anyway. We can worry about what he can use in a book or not later. But first we need to survive for
there to be alater. So thisisa good com-promise.

Sill, I can’t help but worry about what Imogene will say when she finds out. Sure, | promised not to
go to Chrigty, but I'm pretty certain Imogene won't see my writing to Esmeralda as a better option.
Except it's not like Esmerdda s going to put us in a book—I meen, | did Google her, and dl tha came
up was the SurLalune posts. It's not like she's some famous writer like Chrigty.

It'sdl making my head spin, so | make the executive decison and compose an emall to Esmeradda
outlining everything that's happened over the lagt little while: the school’s resident fairies and Adrian, the
hepless ghost; Imogene's Pdly and the fairy orchesira; the creatures in the shadows ... it takes me a
moment to remember what Pdly caled them. Then it comes to me the anamithim. | describe
Imogen€e' s encounters with them so far and how the vervain pollen turned her skin blue but aso drove the
soul-eaters away.

| finish up with:

It"s funny how it works, isn’t it? All my life I’ve wanted a fairy-tale adventure, but now that
it's here, what happens? | faint away and now I’'m too scared to do anything except sit here in
my room with all the lights on. But I’'m not a hero. | guess Imogene could be since she's way
braver than me, but we're only seventeen. We're just kids. That doesn't seem to bother
Imogene, but it really makes me nervous. What can kids do about stuff like this?

| read it dl over and correct some of the spdling and syntax, but then make mysdf stop fussng with it
and smply send it off. | want to St up and wait for a response, but I'm findly getting tired, and what are
the chances that Esmeralda s dill up, waiting for me to respond to her e-mail? Not big.

So | let my screensaver fill the screen and stare at the fish doing their aimless swvimming thing until |
redize I'm nodding off. | crawl into bed and fdl right to deep, even with dl the lights on.

* % %

My hopes are so huge that theré Il be a response from Esmerdda waiting for me when | get up that
I'm sure there won't be. Because that's the way it usudly seems to work when you really want
something. Or at least that's the way it usudly works for me. But when | log on, the third new e-mail has
that now-familiar return address of efoylan@sympatico.ca. The message is brief:

We need to talk *right now*. I’'ll be by my computer all day. As soon as you get this, click



on the following link. It will connect your computer to my direct messenger service.

Your worried correspondent,

Esmeralda

I’'m so grateful, and actudly fed aglimmer of hope. Maybe she redly can help. Maybe there's a way
Imogene and | can get out of this mess dl in one piece. | leave my bedroom and check around the
gpartment to make sure Mom's gone to work, then go back to the computer. | hes-itate a moment, the
Mouse s pointer hovering over Esmerdda s link, before | dick on it. Nothing happens at firg, then a new
Web page opens.

It stays blank for long enough that | think it's not working. | check the address line, and the URL has
some-thing about “th_messenger_services’ in it dong with a whole bunch of random letters, numbers,
percentage Sgns, and the like. Then aline appears on the screen:

ef: Good morning, fairygrrl.

| look &t the words, not sure what | should do. A cursor is blinking under the line, the way it does in
aword pro-cessing document after you've hit enter.

A new line appears.

ef: Areyou there? Smply typein your response
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when the cursor ison a new line and blinking, then use your enter key when you're finished
“gpeaking.”

Okay. | type“Hdlo,” and when | hit enter, it appears under the last line looking like this

fg: Hello?

| wonder at the “fg,” then redlize it stands for “fairy-grrl.” Esmeralda mugt have set the program to
automati-caly indicate who's “taking”—I guess it's so that when you look at the screen, you can tdl
who's said what, because the other lines she wrote earlier are dill on the screen.

ef: Oh, good. You *are* there. | hope you don't find this too awkward. But since you said
you wer e a school-girl, 1 thought a long distance phone call might be too prohibitive, though of
course | don’t know where you live or what your financial situation might be.

fg: No thisis good.

| want to put acommain after “No,” but force mysdf to keep typing and not worry about that kind
of thing.

| livein Newford. My name's Maxine.

ef: Newford, of course. That shouldn’t have surprised me It's dways been one of the buser
centers of Otherworld activity.

It has?

fg Can you hip us?

I’'ve dready hit enter when | see the typo. She' s gaing to think I'm such a dork.

e | hope so. Your emall lad the Stuation out very clearly. The only thing | didn't understand is this
bus-ness of the high school fairies and how they brought your friend Imogene to the atention of the
anamithim. What caused thelr enmity in the firgt place?

fg We don't know. Pdly saysthey just did it for the sake of meanness.

. There catanly are beings such as that in the Otherworld. So just to daify: none of you did
any-thing? You didn’t insult them, or take something from them, or try to move into ther territory?

fg Not that we know. W, unless Imogene befriend-ing Adrian fdlsinto one of those categories.

ef: Adrian being the ghogt.

fg Right. Who had a rdaionship with the fairies before Imogene came dong. | think he’s got a crush
on her.

ef: Y ou mentioned that. And that he asked the fairies to help make Imogene believe that they existed.

fg Do you think they're jedlous of her?

ef: Possibly, but it's unlikdy. Fairie *will* establish pro-prietary reationships with humans, but they
are based on physcd parameters. A ghodt, by its very non-physica existence, would be of no use to
them.



fg What do you mean by “of usg’?

I'm thinking she means some kind of sex thing, so I'm dso thinking ew. | haven't seen much in the
way of fairies so far—just Pelly, and that stream of them going out of Imogene s window—but they're al
kind of gross looking.

e: The primary use they have for humansis as a tithe to more powerful creatures.

fg Like the soul-eaters?

fg But Adrian told Imogene that the soul-eaters aso feed on ghosts.

e Yes, *and* they feed on fairies, so | doubt the group troubling you would have formed an dliance
with the anamithim. For one thing, it would have been diffi-cult—not to mention foolhardy on ther
part—to approach the anamithim in the firg place. Beings such as the anamithim tend to feed firg and
ask questions later.

fg So we're not the fairies tithe to them?

e No. For them to be able to use you as atithe, you would have to be beholden to them in the firg
place. But snce they can lay no legitimate dam to either you or Imogene, they couldn’'t use you for such
apurpose. It would seem that your friend Pdly is correct. They have amply involved you for the sake of
thar own amusement.

fg It's so not fair.

e | agree. But thisis the sort of thing that happens when house fairies are abandoned and go bad.

fg So what can we do?

e | need to do more research. But as | mentioned before, tomorrow is Haloween, when dl the
barriers between the worlds come down. To try to ded with the anamithim in the next day or so would
be suicide. What you need to do islay low—at least until the weekend is over.

fg But what if they come for us?

e: Keep your room well-lit so that there are no large shadowed areas from which they can manifes,
and you should be able to keep them at bay.

fg Will you come and help us?

e I'm sorry, but | can’'t come to you. I'm the care-taker of a gateway into the fairy relms, and the
potentid for trouble is too greet if I'm ever away from it for too long—especidly at this time of the year.
But | truly will do my best to help. | just need to do more research into this and consult with some
experts | know.

fg Thanks. | wish you could just wave your hands and solve everything, because if megic works, it'd
be niceif it'd work for us, too. But we appreciate anything you can do.

At least | hope we do. | can’'t answer for Imogene, but surdy shell be okay with this.

e: You know, I've been thinking as we St here. There could be another reason for the anamithims
interest in Imogene. 1’d have to actudly meet her to be sure, but it's possible that she's one of those
people who carry myths under ther skin.

fg You'vetotdly lost me.

ef: <101> I'm sorry. | read that description somewhere, and it's dways stayed with me. It refers to
how we dl carry stories—the genetic memories of events and deeds and people whose DNA combined
to make uswho we are. But some of us carry traces of older and stranger genetic codes, bits and pieces
of deep-rooted secrets and mythologica beings who were once asred asyou and |, but are mosly long
gone now. Ghogt traces of them remain in many of us, and in a very few, the traces run stronger—strong
enough to attract the attention of beings such as the anamithim. They can reman hidden for ... well,
forever | suppose. But contact with dements of the Otherworld will often spark an awakening, and the
next thing you know you have dl these myths dirring under your skin. And that, in turn, will attract the
interest of the anamithim,

fg That's sort of what Pdly said. How if you know too much about Faerie—though | think he said
it's more *bdieving* too much—it wakes up some kind of light in you.
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d: Yes, it'soften referred to as a “shine” And com-merce with farry can cartainly wake it. If thisis
the case, your friend's shine will be like a beacon. And that becomes more of a problem because the



anamithim have an old enmity with the mythicd beings that first walked our world. They’re the ones who
ban-ished the anamithim into the shadows in the fird place, so the soul-eaters like nothing better than to
swalow up the spirits of their ancestors, no matter how faint the bloodline.

fg Soif they do attack us, what can we do?

e They won't attack you—not if you keep out of the shadows. Sleep with dl your lights on and
don't leave alit room for a dark one.

fg But if they do?

e: Do you know the story of Tam Lin?

fg Sure, he was the fairy knight whose girlfriend won him back from the fairy queen. What about it?

e If the anamithim should grab hold of your friend, you have to grab hold of her, too. And whatever
they do to her, whatever they change her into, you can't let go.

fg That doesn’t sound too hard.

ef: Except they will change her into the shape of what-ever you fear the most.

| remember more about the balad, as | read what Esmerdda’s just written. Tam Lin got turned into
dl kinds of animas and things, but findly the fairies let m go because his girlfriend was so brave and
tenacious. | don’'t know if | could do that. Imogene could, but she's the one being grabbed.

fg: Why does that work?

ef: They respect exaggerated resolve and bravery—you know, the stuff of heroes. The
heart that maintains its capacity for love and loyalty and joy—especially in the midst of a great
trial—impresses them no end. But courage mogt of all.

Great. That'sthe lagt thing | have.

ef: | need to go. Please stay in and keep the lights on. | know it’s boring, but it will only be
for a couple of days. W€ ll figure this out.

fg: Staying alive isn't boring.

ef: | agree. Lifeisa glorious gift. Good-bye, Maxine.

fg: Good-bye, and thanks.

| highlight our whole conversation and copy it into a word processing file, where | save it. Then | go
back to the Web page, wondering how to Sgn off, but the page closes as | watch, and I'm garing a my
tropicd fish screensaver again.

| redize that | never asked Esmeralda anything about hersdf. Who she is, where she lives, what being
a gatekeep-er means. Maybe ther€é |l be the chance to do so another time, because she sounds redly
interesting.

Leaning back in my chair, | glance at the time and get a huge shock. It's dready midmorning. I've
missed home-room, my firg class, and most of my second. That's never happened. I've never been late
before. Sick a couple of times, but | have an dmogt perfect attendance record.

I jump up and get washed and dressed in record time, expecting a cdl from the school office to come
a any minute What'll | say to them? What if they tdl Mom?

The phone rings as I'm going out the door, and my whole body jerks with guilt and surprise. Then |
redizeit can't be the school cdling because it' smy cdl phone that's ringing, and they’d never cdl me on
it.

Do | wish | had cdler ID now? You bet.

My phone rings again.

My heart Snks as | redize that it's probably Mom. The school must have cdled her, and now she's
checking up on me,

It's on the last ring beforeit'll go to voice mal when | press the talk button.

NOW: Imogene

| leave a note on the kitchen table before Mom and Jared get up, explaining how | went to school
early, then go and make arough bed inmy closet. | lie there, haf dozing while | wait for both of them to
leave. For awhile | experiment with opening doors on the back wal the way Pdly showed me when we



got back from Maxine s last night, but | just look through them at the closets they open up into. It's not
that I'm scared to step through them so much as | don't trugt thet there€ll be a way back if | do manage
to cross over.

It's amazing what people shove into the back of a closet. Boxes of papers, piles of shoes, old toys,
sports equipment, vinyl records—all the suff they don’t need easy access to anymore.

| don't know who the closats beong to because I'm not concentrating on specific ones, the way
Pdly did. I'm just kind of browsing, because that doesn’'t seem as nosy as checking out the closets of
people | know But it grows old, and it makes me deepy.

I’ve dozed off again when | hear a door dam.

Thet'll be Jared, | think, who can't go quigtly through a door these days. So Mom will dready be
gone.

But | wait a little bit longer while | ligen for sounds in the apartment. When I'm sure I’'m aone, |
hurry to the bathroom to have the pee I’ ve been halding for the past few hours. Stll blue dl over, my
reflection in the mirror shows me. Which means I’'m 4ill safe from the soul-eaters.

| boil some water. I'm just pouring the last of it into the coffee filter and wondering if | should see if
Pdly can show up in the daytime and if he wants to have some coffee with me, when | hear the front
door open. It's too late to hide. Mom walks into the living room, taking to hersdf about some paper she
forgot that she needs for amorning class.

| stand frozen while she rummeages around her desk in the corner of the living room. Maybe she
won't come into the kitchen. Maybe shéll find her paper and just go. Except she doesn’'t. | mean, she
finds what she's looking for, but then she waks into the kitchen—drawn by the amdl of the coffee, |
guess.

“| thought you'd aready gone to schoal ... “

Her voice trals off as my blue skin registers. She stands there looking a me, not saying a word,
trying to take it in. “I kind of lied,” | say.

“Because of ... “ She waves a hand hdplesdy in my direction. “Y our new look?’

“Pretty much.”

“So are you going to tdl me what’s going on?’

| look &t her, phony explanations taking shape ingde my head, but | redize | don't want to lie to her
ather. Frankie Lee wouldn't understand, but I’ d rather Mom thought | was crazy.

“I’ve been cursed by fairies,” | tdl her.

“Fairies”

“You know ... spirits of the woods and dl that, except it turns out they livein the city, too.”

She shakes her head. “It's been along time since | heard you tak about fairies. Not snce we used to
live on the commune.”

| shrug.

“S0 ... these fairy spirits turned your skin blue”

“No, the blue's a protection againgt them, except it got out of hand.”

“And now you're blue” She pauses a moment, then adds, “All over?’

| lift my T-shirt.

“l see” she says. She looks at where the coffee' s dmos finished dripping through the filter. “1 think
you need to pour us both a cup and tdl me about this from the beginning.”

| leave alot out—like just how bad the soul-suckers are—but modlly | tdl it like it happened. Mom
doesn't bat an eye, but then she's aways been like that. | can remember how back on the commune she
just accepted that | had an invisble friend named Pdly and never went into this routine, the way other
adults would, about how he wasn't red and couldn’t possibly exig. For dl | know, maybe she was
seeing some kind of fairies, too.

“l dways thought there were red soirits,” she says when I’'m done.

“And it turns out you were right.”

Shegivesadow nod. “So isthis—" She reaches across
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the table to touch my blue arm. “Isit permanent?”’

“It should be gonein aday or two.”

She nods again—dill processing dl of this, | guess. “So what happens now?’ she asks.

“| just have to get these other fairies to back off,” | tdl her.

“How dangerous are they?’

| redlize | have to play the “little white lie’ card so that she doesn’t get too wigged out.

“So far they jugt stare at me from the shadows,” | say, which is dill walking on the edges of the truth.

“WEe re never going to have anormd life, are we?’ she says.

“Would we want to?’

She givesadow nod. “Sometimes, | think yes. Or at least that | want one for you and Jared. | worry
what those years in the commune, and later in Tyson, have done to you.”

“They made us open-minded and sdf-reiant.”

“l suppose.”

“Redly, Mom. We're okay.”

“Says the blue-skinned girl.”

“It' sonly temporary”

“Unlike the piercings and the tattoos.”

| give her a surprised look.

“l didn't think any of that bothered you,” | say.

“It doesn't, redly. | just have to keep reminding mysdf that whatever we create, whether it's a work
of art or a child, they go on to live therr own lives to make their own connections to dl the things we
can't influence, or some-times even warn them about. All we can do is stand back and watch and hope
we did a good enough job with what we made.”

“You did a grest job, Mom.”

She amiles “Wdl, if that’ s the case, it was luck more than planning, though | dways wanted the best
for both of you.”

“Jared’ s perfect,” | assure her, “and I—wdl, | get dong fine. Redly.”

When she stands up, | do, too.

“Is there anything | can do?’ she asks.

| shake my head.

“Then | think I'll go to class. Promise meyou'll be careful.”

“I'm aways careful.”

“Thefunny thing is” she says, “for dl the trouble you can get into, | actudly believe that.”

“Don’'t worry,” | tdl her, and give her ahug.

“l have to worry,” she saysinto my blue har. “That's a parent’s job, and | don't think it ever stops.”

She kisses me, gives my blueness another long look, then shakes her head and heads off to schooal. |
get mysdf another coffee and have a piece of toast with it while | wait for 9:30 to arrive. As soon as it
does, | cdl the record store. Thomas answers, and | can fed hisrdief when he recognizes my voice,

“I'm glad you called. | was getting worried.”

“We'redl fing” | say. “We chased off the bad guys and bought ourselves alittle time, but | ended up
blue”

“Don’'t be. WE Il work this out.”

“No, | mean I'm literdly blue—dl over. Every inch of my skin.”

“Oh.” He waits a best, then adds, “I'd like to see that.”

“You would.”

“Hey, I'm your boyfriend.”

Heredly is, it he? And he doesn't think I’'m nuts. How codl is that?

“Did you learn anything from your grandmother?” | ask.

“Getting rid of house faries like your friend Pely said are living in the school is easy. You just have to
leave them a gift of new clothes and thank them for the greet job they’ ve been doing.”

“That redly works?’



“So Granny says.”

| think of how grubby the school is which is no sur-prise, conddering it's got lazy faries and an
aoohalic custodian.

“What if they’ ve been doing alousy job?’ | ask. “You lie. It works ether way.”

“And the soul-eaters?’

“She says there are stories about dl sorts of demon spirits—old hags that feed on children, fearsome
black dogs with blazing eyes, phoukas who will try to drown you—but nothing like the ones you
describe.”

“So no help there”

“Wdl, she did say that such creatures feed on your fear, S0 if you come into contact with them, you
should show them respect, but no fear.”

| shiver, remembering how | fdt from just those glimpses | had lagt night of what's in the shadows.
“Easy for her to say,” | tdl him.

“| suppose.”

“Did she have any advice on how to bring the battle to them?’

Thomeas laughs. “Well, | didn't quite put it like that, but apparently on Halloween—"

“Which is tomorrow.”

“Whichis tomorrow,” Thomas agrees. “On Haloween the borders between the worlds are hazy. If
you can find a fary mound, or some other place known to be ther haunt, and run around it nine times,
you can gan entry into the fairy redms.”

“| wonder—are they stronger or weaker there?’

“l don’'t know. But | do know that you' re not supposed to est or drink anything in Fairyland. | think
you're safe unless you do.”

We tdk alitle more. Before we hang up, | promise not to run off and do something crazy without
cdling himfirs. Then | did Maxin€ s cdl phone.

“Oh, you're picking up,” | say. “I thought you'd bein classand I'd just leave a message.”

“I'm not at school yet. | was just going out the door when you caled.”

| blink in surprise. She's just leaving now?

“Okay,” | say. “Who are you, and what have you done with Maxine?’

Shelaughs. “I know It’'s too weird, me being late. What's up?’

| tdl her about how agift of clothes can get rid of the fairies in the school and ask her to stop by the
thrift shop and pick up some doll or toddler clothes that will do the trick. “Make sure they’re nice” |
add. Then | tdl her about my mom coming back and catching the blue wonder that is her daughter,
meking coffeeindl her blueness.

“She mugt have totdly freaked,” Maxine says.

“Not redly.”

“You're kidding.”

“No, she was redly pretty good about it.”

“l don’t get your family. My mom would have gone baligic.”

“You seem to get Jared pretty well.”

“Don't dart,” she says, but | can hear the amilein her voice, and | know she likesiit.

“So you were okay lagt night?’ | ask. “You know, after we |eft.”

“No spooks. Bt I’ ve been following some leads—"

“Y ou watch way too many cop shows,” | tdl her.

‘—and,” she continues, ignoring me as any sengble person would, “I’'m hoping for some good news
soon. One thing | have found out is that we need to lie low tomorrow because of Halloween.”

“When the borders between the worlds are thin.”

“Exactly. How do you know that?’

“From Thomas s grandmother,” | say. “How do you?’

“From . “

She hesitates, and my heart Snks.



“You've been taking to Christy,” | say, “and now we' re chapter three in his next book.”

“We might dready be,” she says, “but, no. | was messag-ing with this woman who responded to an
emal | sent to afary-tde ste”

“You told some stranger about dl of this?’

“Yes. No. Not exactly. She doesn't know our full names or anything. But she'sredlly up on dl of this
duff, and I've learned alot from her aready. | printed out our chat to give to you.”

“How do you know she's not some cyber-stalker?’ | ask.

“l guess | don’t. But | find mysdf trusting her dl the same.”

| have to think about this for a moment, but by doing so, I'm making Maxine anxious.

“Imogene?’ she says. “Are you dill there? Y ou're not mad, are you?’

“No, it's codl. | guess we need hdp. It's just ... I'm used to deding with my problems on my
own—you know, without dragging hdf the world into it.”

“I'm sorry. | should have asked you fird, but | thought you'd say no, and | think we redly need some
help, and since you nixed the idea of taking to Christy, | just had to—"

“It sokay,” | say, bresking in. “Redly.” | hear aweird
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kind of honking sound from her end of the line. “Where are you anyway?’

“Almog at schoal. I'm waking up to the front door right now, so | haveto go.”

“Okay. Say hi to nobody for me”

“Can | tdl everyone you're dl blue?’

| laugh. “No, only Barbie and Ken.”

“So we're okay? About me contacting Esmeralda?’

“We re dways okay, Maxine. That's the ded with being best friends”

“Yegh, itis, it it?’

“Havefun a school,” | tel her.

“Don't get too blue” she says with agiggle, then cuts the connection.

| cradle the phone, amiling. Yeah, everything that's hap-pening is weird and freaky, but I've got
Maxine and Thomas on my side. Hell, I've even got my mom. And maybe | did used to have to ded with
the crap in my life by mysdf, but it doesn’t have to stay that way.

My coffee’ s gone cold, but I'm too lazy to zgp it in the microwave, 0 | just take it back to my room
to grab some clean clothes to put on after | have a shower.

And who's waiting for me but my friendly neighbor-hood ghost, Sanding on the fire escape outside
my window. He's giving me a goggle-eyed look—ypicking up on the blue-skinned wonder that is now
me, | guess—but I'm not feding particularly charitable toward him at the moment.

| open the window and glare at him.

“So now you're aperv, too?’ | sy

“Wha do you mean?’

“You're peegping a my window—that’s what pervs do.” | can see I’ ve struck a chord, and that redly
ticks me off.

How often has he been skulking out there, watching me? “That's pretty low,” | tdl him. “Have you
been enjoying the shows?’

“Thisisthe firg time I’ ve ever been here”

“Yeah, right”

‘It strue”

He' s acting so diff and affronted that | find mysdaf bieving him.

“You'reblue” he says.

“How observant.”

“Why are you so mad & me?’

“Wel, duh. Could it be because you sicced some heavy-duty soul-suckers on me?’

“I didn't,” he says. “At leest | didn’t on purpose.”

“And the differenceis?’



“l just wanted you to believe me. The farries said they could make it so that you could see them. |
didn’'t know dl of thiswould happen.”
“So now it's my fault for not bdieving you?’
“You'reimpossible” he says.
“Thisfrom a ghogt.”
He sghs. “I only wanted to be friends. For you to like me and believe me, but | screwed everything
“No argument from me on that front,” | tel him. “ So why are you here? What do you want?’
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“I've found out a way that we can ded with the dark-ness—the things that live in there are cdled
anamithim.”
“Yeeh, | know”
He gives me a puzzled ook, but | don't fill im in. “Anyway, there's a way we can cdl them to us”
he says. He goes on to explain about thering of salt and the offering of unsated, sugary bread.
“And then what?’ | ask.
“Then we convince them to take someone esein your place.”
“Did you hear what you just said?’
“Oh, I know. It sounds terrible. But | don't mean someone nice. | was thinking of Brent.”
“l hate to admit it,” | tel him, “but that’s amost tempting.”
“Look, the only reason I'm tdlling you is because | can’'t make the bread or the circle or any of that.
But I'll be there with you.”
| don't say anything, not because | agree or disagree with what he wants to do, but because it's got
me thinking. This would be my chance to come face to face with the soul-eaters, but they wouldn’t be
able to touch me. Only then what?
“l wouldn't ask you,” Adrian says, “but there's no one else except for the faries, and | can't trust
them.”
“Wdl, duh.”
“So will you?’
| shake my head. “Not to Sc them on somebody else—
not even somebody like Brent, though it would serve him right. But | like the idea of being adle to
summon the soul-eaters and them not being able to touch me”
“Why? What would you do?’
“l don’t know But there's got to be some way they can be hurt.”
“I don’t think they can be. The only thing you can do is bargain with them, but you have to show
them respect when you do it.”
“Everything should be respected,” | say, “unlessthey prove they don't deserve it.”
“Like Brent.”
“Brent doesn't deserve respect,” | say. “But he doesn’t deserve to have his soul swalowed up ether.
Tha'sjust abit too harsh.”
“Why is everybody so concerned about Brent's fedings and Brent's future?” Adrian asks. “You
think he cares about anybody ese's?”’
“Who elseis concerned?’ | ask.
“The angd who told me how to summon the dark-ness.”
“Wel, maybe it's not so much what Brent does or doesn't deserve, so much as what it would mean
for us.Y ou know, our own karma for doing something like that to him.”
“S0 he can jugt push everybody around and beat them up.
| shake my head. “He ever tries to lay a hand on me outsde of school, and I'll feed it back to himin
pieces. Smple saif-defense. But that’s not the point.”
“No,” Adrian says. “The point is I’ ve doomed you, and there's nothing | can do to make it up except

up.

Hisvoice tralls off. | can tdl by hisface that he's said more than he wanted to.



“Exoept what?” | ask.

“Nothing,” he says, and fades away on me before | can press him further.

“One day,” | tdl the arr where he might dill be, invis-bly watching me, “I’ll figure out away to smack
you in the head for doing the Invisble Man on me like this”

There's no response, but I’'m not expecting one.

| turn from the window | don’t fed like taking a shower now, not with a possible audience to follow
the proceed-ings.Adrian can go to one of the peep shows on PAm Street if he wants to get a chegp thrill.

Inmy head, | can see thelong day dretching out in front of me for whet feds like forever. | suppose |
could do some homework, or make a plan or something. Instead, | go into the living room and switch on
the TV. I flick through the channds and it's dl crap.

Sghing, | return to my bedroom. | can't see Adrian, but that doesn’'t mean he isn't dill hanging
around. Waking over to the clost, | open the door and cdl Pely’s name.

NOW: Adrian

| think as | beat a hasty retreat from Imogene's window, dl | ever seem able to do is annoy her
more. But what was | going to say? There' s nothing | can do to make it up except sacrifice mysdf in your
place? Consdering the way Imogene fed's about me, she'd probably say, “Please do. And could you get
amove onwhileyou're at it?’

| look up and see her dasing her window

Even with her kin dl blue, she's gorgeous.

| tun away and start down the dley, wondering how it happened. For dl | know, she did it on
purpose. Tomorrow is Haloween, after dl. She could be planning to go as Mystique from X-Men ...

| stop dead inmy tracks.

Halloween.

How could | have forgotten?

It's the one night when the dead can walk fredy in the world, and supposedly sometimes even make
physca contact. | don't know the details—it's nothing that ever interested me before—but | know
where | can find out.

So ingtead of heading back to the school, | go the other way, through a few blocks of old run-down
tenements until | get to the crumbling stone wals of All Souls Cemetery. If

| was dive, I'd have to use the old rusted gates of the entrance, or dimb up the thick vines that
amos cover thewalls, but being a ghogt, | can just walk through those old stone walls. And | do.

It's afunny place—a scary place, if you want to know the truth, even in the daylight. Or at leadt it is
to me. I'd never have gone there when | was dive and | don't like going even now, when I’'m dead and |
know nothing can hurt me. It's not like a normd graveyard—more like something out of a Southern
Gothic nove, full of dead and dying trees, old-fashioned mausoleums and crypts, with paths of uneven
cobblestones winding narrowly between them. There are regular gravestones, too, but modly the place is
one of those architecturd fallies, out of place in thistime and age.

It's probably been fifty years Snce anybody was buried here, and the only reason it dill exigs the
way it does is that the Crowsea Heritage Society has symied any potential developers with a wal of
paperwork up at City Hall.

I’'m here because thisis where Bobby Novak was buried—the firg ghost | met after | died. Bobby's
what they used to cdl a juvenile ddinquent.These days a twelve-year-old gangbanger would make
Bobby look like a pecifigt, but that doesn’'t stop him from channding this James Dean atti-tude with his
greased-back hair, white T-shirt and jeans, the pointy-toed black boots, and the ever-present cigarette
dan-gling from hislips.

When we fird met, | asked hm why he 4ill smoked, because he couldn’'t get anything out of it. He
judt laughed.

“| died with this pack of smokes,” he said, pulling them out to show me. “I had seven Ieft the day |
wrapped my Mustang around that tree, and there' s dill seven here; does't matter how many | smoke.”



“But what' s the point?’

“Wdl, I’'m not going to get lung cancer.”

“But you can't taste them.”

“Sure, | can,” he said. “They were with me when | died, so they're part of what | an now.And
besides, they give me something to do.”

And | guessit’s true. Whenever | see him, héll be leaning againg some building, or Stting a a bus
stop, smoking his cigarettes and watching people, this smdl, knowing amile lifing one corner of his
mouth. Everything's got afunny sdein hisview of the world.

| guess he was considered a hard case, and maybe he would be ill, but it doesn't matter. Alive, he's
not the kind of guy who'd ever have been my friend, and that isn't changed by the fact that we're both
dead. But he tolerates me when we happen to run into each other.

There aren't alot of us hanging on to whatever echoes of life we can, because most people who die
don't gtick around.

He doesn’t have a crypt or abuilding, just a stonein afar corner of the graveyard where this old rose
bush has gone wild and turned into a thorny thicket that gives up a few flowers every so
often—reluctantly, | dways think. His stone has his name—Robert Novak—and his dates of birth th,
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and death. Lower on the stone, someone' s scratched “My Angd” indde a heart.

“Hlen Sue did that,” he told me. “She was my steady, and | suppose my dying broke her heart.”

Bobby’ s stting on the steps of a nearby mausoleum when | reach his gravestone.

“Hey, four eyes” he says.

Y eah, we definitdly would never have been friends.

“l was wondering if you could help me with some-thing,” | ask.

He shrugs. “You never know, so try me”

So | ask him if it's true that we can actudly interact physcaly with the world of the living on
Hdloween, and if it is, how do you do it.

“You're just checking into this now?” he says. “Chrig, kid. It's the only day of the year we can go
out to get drunk and laid.” Then he laughs. “But | guess those aren’t exactly going concerns for you, are
they?’

“Funny.”

“| thought s0.”

He lights a cigarette from the one he was amoking and flicks the butt into the dry grass, but it
disappears before it touches the ground.

“Soitistrue” | say.

“Oh, yeah. Just make sure you're at the exact place you died when the moon comes over the horizon
tomorrow. That'll be at two fifteen in the afternoon this year.”

“How do you know that?’

He shrugs. “How do you not?’

“What if there’s no moon?’

I'm thinking of nights when the sky’s dark except for stars. He laughs again. “Theré's dways a
moon, kid. You just can’'t see it some of the time”

“So when it sets, we go back to being ghosts?’ | ask. “Nope. We're good until the dawn. Moonrise
to sunrise”

“Which thisyear ... 7’

“Is saven fifteen, sharp. Nice tidy numbers. Though I’d show up early anyway, just to be on the safe
sgde. Something like this you don’'t want to miss because your watch is running late. Do that and you're
screwed.You' |l have to wait for another whole year.”

“Right.”

“So what are you planning on?’ he asks.

“Maybe I'm going to get laid.”

He breaks out laughing. “ Y eah, right.”



| want to tdl him off, but even though | know he can’t hurt me, I'm ill too chicken. Ingtead | just
thank him for his help and try to leave before he thinks up some new witty put-down. But with Bobby,
that’s never going to happen.

“Don't forget a rubber!” he cdls after me.

| pretend | didn’t hear.
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vow: Maxine

| wait until lunch hour before | go to the thrift store to look for doll and children’'s clothes like
Imogene asked me to. | don't have much luck with doll clothes—mostly what they have is much too frilly
and girly, more suitable for Mom's doll collection that she pretends she bought for me—but there are lots
of choicesin the baby and toddler clothes section. I’'m not sure how many fairies we're outfitting, so | get
enough for ten of them: T-shirts, regular shirts, vedts, jeans, and two of the cutest little pairs of overals.

Back at the schooal, | suff my buysinto my locker and look a my watch. | have just enough time to
check my email. The good thing about never being tardy, never redly missng any school—when | get
sck it'samog dways on aholiday or the weekend, which is totdly unfar—is that | didn’t get in trouble
for coming in late thismorning. And I’ d probably be okay if | was late getting to my first after-noon class,
too, but why push it?

There's a machine free when | go into the computer lab, so | quickly log on.

Y es, there's a message from Esmerdda

Date: Thurs, 30 Oct 2003 12:23:16—0800 From: efoylan@sympatico.ca

Subject: Re: The dark side of Faerie To: fairygrrl@yahoo.com

Hdlo Maxine,

I’ve had some luck tracking down more informetion on the anamithim for you. It appears tha they
aen't faries—or a least not exactly faries Apparently they can appear in many forms and have been
here snce the dawn of time—though | think | already mentioned that this morning, when | explained the
enmity between them and the firg people and ther descendants.

The mogt recent information | uncovered is that they're dso known as the Adversary—and not
amply the way Chrigtians refer to Lucifer. They were the snake in Eden, the Titans banished by Zeus and
the other young gods, the unseen terrors that waited just beyond primitive man's campfires .... Well, you
get the idea

The only useful thing I've found so far is that the shine or light that attracts them to people such as
your friend Imogene can aso be used to repd them, dthough how that's accomplished I've yet to
discover.

| shl continue my research and hopefully, if we can chat tonight, I'll have more concrete informetion
to share with you.

Yours,

Esmerdda

| hear abdl and redize I'm going to be late for my next class, so | respond with a quick “Thanks, I'll
tak to you tonight,” and Sgn off, gather my books, and hurry down the hall.

Jarry Fielder appears out of nowhere near my math dass—flying solo, without his ever-present hero
Brent at hisSde. He triesto trip me, but | do a deft sidestep that sur-prises both of us and make it to my
dassintime and in one piece.

| don't catch my breath until we're five minutes in—boring math, though only boring because I'm
about ten chapters ahead of the rest of the class. | haven't run into any of the problems that some of the
other students obvi-oudy have, because mog of our timeis taken up with Ms. Rice explaining stuff that |
figured out a couple of weeks ago.

So | tune them out and St there with my textbook open on my desk. | think about Imogene with her
blue skin and the weird creatures that livein her closet. | think about the anamithim and how the shine



might be used to repel them. | dso think about Jerry Fielder and wish | was big enough and strong
enough, not to mention brave enough, to give im a taste of his own medicine.

NOW: Imogene

Pdly and | spend the afternoon working on the stories he owes the shopkeeper for the vervan
pollen. | thought making them up wouldn't be nearly as interesting as having them told to me, but | was
surprised. And redly, 90 percent of what we did was Pdly tdling me the stories, anyway. I'd read him
bits out of the newspaper, or show him pictures from magazines, and he'd figure out the narrative, or
expand on what was dready there. Whenever he got stuck, I'd offer up a suggestion, and off hed go
agan.

We're il at it when Mom comes home.

I’'m so used to having Pelly around again that | think Mom’s wide eyes are because she forgot about
my blue skin. But then | get it.

“Oh, my,” she says, and feds her way dong the back of a charr until she can lower hersdf into it. “I
think | need to catch my breath.”

| turn to look at Pelly, trying to see him for the firg time the way sheis, and yeah, | can see her point.
He's not even remotely norma, remember? Weird, skinny cross between a hedgehog and a boy, the
floppy rabbit ears, the monkey’s prehendle tal. Kind of furry and spiny at the same time, dressed in a
baggy pair of brown pants and a deaveless shirt of brightly colored cotton. Fingers are too long and have
that extra joint. And then there are those eyes of his I've gotten used to them by now, but they're so
dark and they redly look like they know too damn much, with alot of what they know not being good.

“Sothisis... 7

“Pdly,” | say. “Pdl-mdl, actudly, but I’ ve dways cdled him Pely.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Pdly says.

Mom gives hm a weak amile. “I thought hed “ She looks embarrassed, then changes thet to, “I
meen, | thought you'd be ... jollier somehow”

“Because he was some kid's imaginary friend?’ | ask. She nods.

“It sthe eyes,” | explain. “They’ve gotten too knowing.” Pdly gives me a puzzled look and gets up to
look a himsdf in the hdl mirror.

“l s2e” he says, his voice soft. He returns to St beside me on the couch. “It's a look we get when
weve ... “ He seems reluctant to go on.

“When you've what?" | ask.

“Been abandoned.”

“Oh”

That makes me fed small, and an uncomfortable slence fals over us until, after afew moments, Mom
clears her throat.

“So,” she says, “you're afary, then?

“I'm not sure what | am,” he tels her. “I'm just Pdly.” Mom nods the way you do when you're not
redly sure you understand what you've just been told, but you're pretty sure you don't need to know
more.

“So, will you be saying for dinner?’ she asks.

* % %

We're a the dining room table, getting ready to eat when Jared burstsin through the front door.

“Sorry I'm late,” he says, dumping his knapsack in the hal. “But | stopped off a Henry's to get the
money he owes us for that chest of drawers we found in the Beaches the other night, and we got to
taking ...

His voice trails off when my blue skin registers. Then he sees Pdly. | understand the look he's giving
us—| mean, it isweird—but it's dso sarting to get old for me now

“So, did | missthe memo?’ he asks.



| blink a him. “What memo?’

“That Halloween’s been moved up a day.Who are you going to be? Disney’s Genie of the Lamp or a
Smurf?

“Haha”

He gives Pdly a closer look.

“Man, that is a serioudy good costume,” he says. “Don’t be rude,” Mom tdlshim. “This is how Pely
aways looks.”

She' stotdly adjusted now.

“Pdly?” Jared says.

Like he doesn't know, but then | see hm make the connection, and he gets it. He remembers me
back at the commune, going on and on about my invishle friend.

“Serioudy?’ he asks.

Wedl nod.
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“Wow'”

He takes the empty chair across the table from Pely. “So, how come you're not invisble anymore?’
he asks. | don't know why, but that breaks usdl up.

* k% %

I fill Jared in over dinner and decide that Maxine's right, my family is weird, because Jared just eats
hisgtir-fry and nods as he ligens, asks a question here and there, and nowhere does he get dl wigged out
about any of this

“So how long will you be blue?’ isdl he asks me.

| shrug. “It should wear off inaday or s0.”

“Areyou sure?” Mom asks. “Because your skin looks darker than it did this morning.”

| lift my am and look at it. She's right. My blue skin's a shade darker than it was the lagt time |
thought to look at it. | turn to Pely.

“] don't know, | don't know,” he says worriedly. “Maybe we should take you to the doctor’'s,”
Mom gtarts.

“And tdl her what?’ | ask. “That some vervain pollen turned me blue? This type of vervain probably
doesn't even exigt in our world.” | look at Pely. “It doesn't, does it?’

He shakes his head.

“So you can't even look it up in some obscure medicd book to find out how to trest it.”

“l know,” Mom says, “but ... “

“] can ded, Mom. Redlly.”

“Tuming blue sagood gart,” Jared says.

| shoot im a dirty look. “Thanks for the support.”

“Sorry. But maybe Mom'’s right. Maybe you should have someone look at it—especidly if you're
getting bluer.”

| Sgh. “Thisis magic duff. Do we have afamily magi-cian we can go see?’

“No, but—"

“Solet’sjud leaveit for now,” | say. “It'sdl going to be dedt with in the next couple of days. Trust
me”

Pdly gives me a surprised look, which thankfully only I catch. | think “shut up” a him and | guess
I’ve become tele-pathic, too, sSnce he doesn’t say anything.

“We're just worried,” Mom says.

“l know | understand. But thisis kind of like dl those books you used to give to me when | was a
kid—the ones you read when you were ten or so and just knew 1’d love. Remember how you'd say
that?’

“What books?’



“You know Like those Swallows and Amazons ones by Arthur Ransome where the parents trust
ther kids to do the right thing.”

“Wheat about them?’ Mom asks.

“Trug me to do the right thing, too.”

| don't know where this might have gone because just then the doorbell rings. Jared answers to find
Maxine there, so the rest of us turn away to let them have a big smooch and hug. When they findly let
each other go—which I’'m sure has everything to do with Mom coughing loudly into her hand—they join
us at the table. Maxine gives Pdlly a surprised look, and | can see she' s dill adjugting to my blue skin, but
she's cool about it dl.

“Are you coming to band practice?’ Jared asks Maxine,

His band’ s got a Haloween gig at the Cirib, this great club down the street from Your Second Home
in Foxville. It's an al-ages show, so we were totdly looking forward to it, but with dl that’s been going
on this week, I’d completely forgotten about it.

“No, | came over to see Imogene” she says. “We ve got some, um, research we need to make
sense of”

“So, you'd rather study than rock’ n'roll?”

“It' s not so much a matter of rather ...

“I'mkidding,” Jared tdls her. “I'll missyou at rehearsdl, but | like the idea of dating a smart girl.”

That's the cue for Maxine to blush, and she does. Mom garts to gather plates.

“It's okay,” she says when | get up to hep. “You two—" She glances a Pdly. “Or is it threg?
Whatever. | can get these.Y ou go do your studying.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Jared and Maxine take forever by the front door to say good-bye, but findly she, Pdly, and | are in
my room.

“Have you gone bluer?” Maxine asks when | close the door.

I 9gh. “Yes, and | wish everybody would stop focusng onit.”

“Sorry.”

She looks alittle hurt, and that makes me fed bad.

“No, I am,” | say. “I shouldn’'t be so snippy, but I’'ve been cooped up in this apartment dl day and
I'm garting to go nuts. And to tdl you the truth, the blue going darker’s got me a little worried, too. But
there’ s nothing we can do about it, right? So, | think we should concentrate on suff we can do something
about.”

“Maybe | could ask Kerry about the blueness,” Pely says.

We both look at him.

“Who's Kerry?’ | ask.

“Kerry Wickland. She's the owner of Kerry’s Cauldron, where | got the vervain pollen.”

“In Fairyland.”

“In Mabon, yes”

“Isthat the fairy word for Fairyland?’

He shakes his head. “It's just the name of a city in the Otherworld.”

“They have cities over there?” Maxine asks. “Apparently,” | say. “You can ask her later,” | tdl Pdly.
“Right now let’s go over what we have.”

| relate my conversations with Thomas and Adrian, then Maxine tels us how she's got the clothes for
the fairies in her locker and pulls out her transcript of the chat she had with this Esmeralda woman. As
Pdly and | read through the pages, | revise my skepticiam toward the woman. | can see why Maxine
thought she could be trusted.

“Isthisit?’ | ask when | get to the last page, which | pass to Pdly. “What did she say tonight?’

“l tried uang that link she gave me” Maxine says, “but ather it's dead, or she's not a her
computer.”

“Thisisinteresting,” Pelly says, “if unclear.”

We look at him.



“The part about the light that attracts the anamithim,” he says. “She writes that it can aso be used
to repd them. What does she mean by that?’

“l don’t know,” | say “But | do have an idea as to how we can put dl this Suff together that we do
understand.”

| lay it out for them. We get rid of the fairiesin the school, then we set up in the gym: the cirde of st
to keep us safe, the bread to get the soul-eaters to come, lights from the drama department.

“Are you sure thisis going to work?’ Maxine asks.

“Not one hundred percent, but I’ ve got nothing to lose. They can’t touch me with my blue skin. And
they can’'t survivein the direct light; that’s what everyone says, right?’

Pdly gives an uncertain nod.

“Except I'm going to be there, too,” Maxine says.

“You can’t.Y ou don't have the protection of blue skin.”

“But I'll beinthecircle of sat with you.”

| shake my head. “1 need someone to work the lights—someone they don’t see, so they won't know
you're there.”

“Pdly can do that.”

“l cantry ... “ he says, but the doubt is plain in his voice. “Except I've never been very good with
things that are mechanica.”

“It'sjust turning a switch on,” Maxine says.

“l understand. But anything not natura has a tendency to break down around me—it's like a curse.”

“What could be more naturd than dectricity?” Maxine says. “It's what lightning's made of ”

“Givehimabreak,” | say “Hecan't doit”

“Thenwell get Jared.”

“He s got hisgig. The band worked redly hard to get it, and | won't ask him to giveit up.”

“No,” Maxine says when she redizes what that means. “We're not doing it tomorrow night. Didn't
you read what Esmerada wrote? Tomorrow night’'s way, way too danger—ous.”

“If we wait any longer,” | tdl her, “I might not have the protection of the blue skin anymore.”

| can see she wants to argue that, but instead she takes another tack.

“Thenwéll ask Thomas,” she says.

| 9gh and shake my head. “It's not like that, Maxine. | don’'t want to involve anyone ese. Not Jared,
not Thomas, not my mom. | don’t want the soul-eaters to become aware of anyone ese. | dready fed
bad enough that | got you into this”

“But we're getting rid of them. They won't be a threat anymore.”

“Unless we screw it up.”

And there' s nathing she can say to that. Because now she understands the logic of my argument and
she doesn’'t want the ones she loves hurt any more than | do.

“So we're agreed?’ | ask.”I’'m in the circle)Y ou work the lights, Maxine. Pelly’s with you for mord
support and what-ever might come up that he can handle”

Maxine gives me a dow, reluctant nod.

“What ese might come up?’ she asks.

| shrug. “It Il be Halloween. Now that we know that
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ghosts and goblins and witches are rea, who knows?’

“Okay” She waits a beat, then adds, “Maybe Esmerddawill have more for us”

“It's worth checking,” | say. “You can even tdl her our plan, if you like. Get her opinion on it. Just
don't tel her when we're doing it.”

She gives me another nod, then changes the subject. “What do you think it was that Adrian didn’t tell
you?' she asks.

“It sAdrian,” | say “Who knows what he was thinking?’



NOW: Adrian

At five past two on Friday afternoon, I'm standing in front of the school at the exact spot where |
died. Everyone'sin class, so ther€ll be no one to see me maeridize unless they happen to look out the
window. And even if they do, they won't believe | just appeared here. People are like that. Nobody
believesin what doesn’'t make sense, or what they don’t want to. It's like everybody knows that a some
point they're going to die, but they dill just go on like they’ll live forever.

Thetime drags as | wait for 2:15 to come around.

| find mysdf worrying that maybe Bobby was just having me on. It won't be the firg time someone
tried to play mefor afool. It won't be the firs time | fall for it, either.

I’ve dready scoped out the home ec classrooms, and everything | need is there. FHour, sugar, milk.
Boxes of dt for the circle. | don’t have a particular skill at making any kind of bread, but | don't think it
redly matters. I'm sure the offering is meant to be symbalic.

What | haven't decided on is where I’'m going to do it, once | have the bread made. Anywherein the
school, and the fairieswill find out and probably screw it up. But | don’t want to do it outsde where the
wind or whatever might mess up my protective circle of salt.

I'm just settling on the house where | last ran into John Narraway when it happens.

At firgt | don't get it. It's been s0 long since | physicdly fdt anything that this weird numbing cold
doesn't make any sense at dl. | get lightheaded. | smdl something weird, then redlize thet it's Smply my
olfactory senses working again. I’ ve never quite figured out why ghosts can see and hear but not amdll.
Same reason they can't fed physcd sensations, | suppose, but sght and sound are aso conveyed to the
brain by physca organs, so that doesn't redly answer the question.

Right now | don't care. | samp my foot on the pave-ment and | can actudly feel the impact.

| start to laugh.

No wonder Bobby looks forward to this one day a year the way he does. It’s like being dive again. |
amdive agan.

I’'m giddy with the redization until | start to do my usud worrying. If I'm physcdly present, then |
can be hurt again. What happens if some kids beat me up? Do | carry the pain and bruises dl the way
through to next Halloween? What if | have an accident? Get hit by a bus?

| laugh again. What does it matter? I'm aready dead.

| look at the schoal. | ill have hours before | can snegk into the home ec rooms. | decide to go
exploring the aty the way | never did when | was dive. Not skulking around in the night like the peeper
Imogene accused me of being yesterday, but the way everybody does, in the broad daylight.

I'm going to live alittle. I'm going to cram as much of the years | missed from being dead into the
time| have today.

| wak away from the school, from the place of my death, and | don’t look back.

Now: Maxine

I’'m uncomfortably sure that something’s going to go wrong.

| know, | know.Y ou’re not supposed to put that kind of thing out into the universe because then you
just make it happen. But | can’'t stop thinking that Imogene's plan istoo smple.

“That's the beauty of it,” she told me when | tried to talk her out of it one lagt time. “Things have
more of a chance of messng up when you make everything compli-cated.”

Which is true, | suppose, but only up to a point. Sometimes a plan can be so ample that it's just
supid, and the more | think about this one, the more | worry. | can’'t tak to anyone about it, and |
catanly can't tak to Imogene, and she sthe one | talk to about everything.

Esmeradda s no hdp ether. There was another email from her waiting for me when | got home last
night:

Date Thurs, 30 Oct 2003 22:07:38—0800 From: efoylan@sympatico.ca



Subject: Busy busy busy

To: farygrrl@yahoo.com

Maxine,

| saw from my server log that you tried to contact me earlier and I’'m sorry | wasn't available to chat,
but this time of year is dways very busy for me—a hundred amdl crises. The borders are so thin, so
naturdly things keep legking though that need to be dedlt with.

Since you didn’'t send a follow-up e-mail, I’'m assum-ing it was nothing urgent.

WEI| definitdy dedl with your problem once Samhain is behind us. I'll write back on Saturday, or
better 4ill,

Sunday, when I’ve had a chance to rest up a little.

Oh, but before | forget. | did mention your Stuation to a colleague of mine who's better
versed in shadow lorethan | am. She said that if the anamithim take definitive forms when they
manifest, then traditional fairy protocols can be invoked and the anamithim will respect them.

I know. It seems odd that such Unseelie creatureswould obey what are really nothing more
than social mores—albeit from a different social structure than our own—but Kate—my
friend—assures me thisis the case.

And now | really *must* run. Stay insde and keep the lights on!

E.

None of which was ared help, except it did start me wondering again about just who this Esmeralda
was. Exactly what sort of problems did Halloween bring anyway? It had to have something to do with
that gate she mentioned earlier, but that didn't help me understand.

And who was Kate? Maybe | should ask Esmerdda for her contact info so | could try taking to her
directly.

Except | had school dl day, after which | had to lay out the clothes for the fairies, and then it was
showtime. There was't going to be the opportunity to get more advice.

There was dways Chrigty, but | couldn’'t go to him without asking Imogene fird, and | dready knew
there was no way she was going to agree to that.

So here | am at Redding, trying to get through the day, which is redly hard for me, because for the
fird time | can remember, | don’'t want to be a school. | don’'t mean between classes or at lunchtime,
when I'm never very com-fortable, but during the classes, too. I'm in this total daze and think | should
have stayed home the way Imogene has. Except I’'m the one who has to lay out the clothes for the fairies,
and it'd be hard to show up &t the end of the day when I’'ve missad dl my classes. How would | explain
that if one of my teachers spotted me?

| can tdl how out of it | an when Vderie says some-thing to me a lunch that has dl her friends
laughing and | don’'t even know what it is she said. | wasn't paying atten-tion, just as I’ ve been too dazed
to do my usud scan-and-avoid-the-bullies routine before coming into the cafeteria.

“What?' | say, forgetting Imogen€ sfirg rule of bully avoidance: “Don’t engage them in conversation,
because then they know Yyou're paying attention to them and that’s dl they redly want. Someone to pay
atention to them.”

“Jesus, Chancy,” Vderie says. “You are such atotd lezzie loser.”

One of her friends gives me a shove. | lose my grip on my books and my lunch. They al start to laugh
agan when the books fdl to the floor. My binder pops open, and my notes go dl over the place. My
lunch bag tears, and the gpple I'd put in it this morning goes ralling away under a table.

| want to say something like,Y ou're the loser. And what' s wrong with lesbians, anyway?

Or better yet, just smash a book in her face.

But dl 1 do isflush and bend down to try to retrieve my notes.

Someone dides their foot againg mine and pushes so that | lose my balance. | fdl down on top of my
books. My knee hits my lunch bag, and | fed my sandwich squash under it. Everyone laughs yet one
more time—not just Vaerie and her friends, but the kids a the nearby lunch tables, too.

That kind of thing dways disgppoints me.

You'd think they’d know better, because what's hagppen-ing to me could be hgppening to one of



them instead. But they don’t think of that—or maybe they’re just glad that it's happening to someone dse
and not them. | never laugh—that’ s something Imogene didn’'t have to teach me. Laughing at the victim's
migfortuneis like showing your gpprova for what the bully’s done.

When Imogene' s around people getting bullied, she gets this dark look in her eyes and scowls. She
doesn't do any-thing, but anybody who sees her usudly stops laughing and looks away. Embarrassed. |
remember what Imogene told me about her old school and rediize that maybe they're a little scared, too.
Maybe they see something in her that | haven't: the potentia for retribution. | don't know What | do
know isthat even Vderie never pushes Imogene too far and she aways keeps her distance, even when
she' s being mean.

Obvioudy, I’'m not so lucky.

| hunch my shoulders, waiting for the next attack, but

Vderie sfindly moved on. | collect my books, proud thet at least | didn't cry.When | findly get my
quff together, | stand up and give a quick look around.Vaerie's on the other sde of the cafeteria, with
Brent and the rest of their crowd.

| make my escape and hurry down a hdl, not stopping till I’ve found one of the Sde stairwells that
it used as much as the main ones. | gt on the airs there and try to reorganize my notes. | eat my
squashed sandwich. | wish | had my apple.

| redize thet | redly miss Imogene. Not just her phys-ca presence—let’s face it, her protective
presence—here a school, but the Imogene she was before dl this got so serious. The lighthearted and
funny Imogene, who adways seemed to say the lagt thing that you' d expect.

| wonder if I'm ever going to get her back.

* % %

| get through the rest of the day without incident—mostly because I've got my bully radar turned up
to high and avoid the possibility of any further contact with them. | go to the library after my last class and
pretend to study until Ms. Giles comes over to tdl me that they’re dosing.

| have the hdls pretty much to mysdf. There's not much in the way of after-school activity indde the
building on a Friday unless there's a dance, but then | redize that today’s one of the lagt big football
games of the year. It'sthe dity finds and we're playing againg Mawson High. That means there's going
to be stragglersin the gym for hours afterward, usng the locker rooms and showers, goofing and fooling
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around. They'll be full of relentless good cheer if we win, totaly bummed if Mawson does.

| make my way to my locker, wondering how | could have forgotten thet there was a game. | take
out the bag of clothes | bought at the thrift store, then st down by my locker and turn on my cdl phone.
Imogene answers on the fird ring and | explain about the game.

“So the gym's out.”

“Maybe we should cdl it off,” 1 say, trying not to sound hopeful.

She laughs. “1 don't think so. I'll ill meet you outside the drama rooms around seven thirty. Welll
figureit out then.”

| want to ask her, Doesn’'t anything faze you? Not bullies, not mongters in the shadows, nothing?

Butdl 1 say is, “Okay.”

| leave my jacket and books and everything in my locker, only keeping my cdl phone, which | stick
inthe pocket of my cargo pants, and a flashlight, which | stick in a pocket on the other leg to balance the
weight. Closing my locker, | pick up the bag of clothes and head for the basement.

| keep expecting to see Adrian or one of the fairies—I mean, if | can see the ones in Imogene's
room, then | should be able to see them dl, right? But there' s only me and the custodian in the labyrinth
that’ s the school’ s basement. Though maybe he' s waiching the game. If he's not, I'm hoping he's in that
room where he drinks and deegps off his drunks.

| walk in the opposite direction from where Imogene told me he hangs out and make my way to the
furnace room. It's huge and redly spooky, with dl these weird boilers and heaters and pipes and
evaything. It's not actu-dly pumping hot water through the pipes a the moment, but the hulking



meachines mutter and gurgle to themselves like drowsing dinosaurs.

It makes sense to lay the clothes out there. It's a place no one's going to come, probably not even
the custodian.

| fed a little stupid teking off my shirt and putting it back on indde out, just like | do about the
oatmed and rowan twigs I’ve got in my back pockets, but | promised Imogene, so | doit. Then | lay the
clothes out in little groupings in the middle of the room: shirt, pants, socks, hats, jackets. Ten setsin dl,
mismatched, some missng a hat, or a jacket, but they’re modly pretty complete. | didn't bother with
shoes because | couldn't begin to guess the fairies szes. The clothes weren't so hard because Imogene
told me the fairies are only afoot or so tall.

When I'm done, | stand back and clear my throat.

“Thank you, soirits” | say doud, hoping my voice won't draw the custodian, “for your hard and
sdfless work to keep this building dean and safe the way you have over the years. We know you can
never be fully repaid for dl you've done, but we hope these amdl tokens of our gratitude will bring you
even afraction of the pleasure that your presence in this building has brought to us”

| helf expect them to pop out of thin air, but nothing happens. Maybe they’ve dready peeked and
hate what | brought. Or maybe they're just too shy with me standing here.

| smile to mysdf. Maybe they’re of watching the game.

| look a my watch. | ill have loads of time before I'm supposed to meet Imogene, so | find mysdf a
hiding place behind some big metd vat that | suppose is part of the heating systlem and settle down to see
if 1 can catch a glimpse of the fairies before they have to go away.

NOW: Imogene

Thefirg thing | do when | wake up Friday morning is check the color of my skin. Still blue, but | was
expecting that. The question is, am | any bluer than when | went to bed?

| can't tell. Maybe. Or maybe it just looks different from last night because of the sunlight coming in
through the window

| suppose | could ask Mom or Jared, but | don’t want to remind them. It aready turned into a point
of contention last night, and | know if I'm not a noticesbly lighter blue by tomorrow, Mom's going to
ingg we see the doctor. She's too worried to think it through properly, but dl 1 can see ismysdf stuck in
some laboratory for the rest of my life while they run tests on the stupid blue girl.

| understland Mom's anxiety, just like | understand what Thomes is feding. He called last night and
wanted to come see me, but | had to put my blue foot down and say no, and then of course he thought |
was mad a him. He told me not to be embarrassed, that he liked me for me, not for what color my skin
is, but that wasn't the point. The point is | don’'t want him any more involved in this than he is aready.
Whatever Maxine, Pdly, and | manage to do tonight, the less the people | care about are in danger, the
better I'll be able to concentrate.

It’s bad enough that Maxine' s so indsent on seeing it through to the end, right by my side.

But | couldn't tdl Thomas any of that. In the end | told him I’d see him a the Crib where Jared’s
band is playing. It's not a complete lie If | survive the early part of the evening, deding with the
anamithim, | am definitely going to want to party.

Tha seemed to appease him, and when he cdls me this momning we have a normd
conversation—well, norma except for the big hole of trust that I'm digging in our rdaionship by not
tdling him what | have planned for tonight. But he doesn’t come straight out and ask me, so | don’t have
toliein response. | just don't volunteer the information.

* % %

“Do you bdieve in God?’ | ask Pdly laer in the day. We're hanging in the living room again,
working up more stories for him, while the bread we made is baking. It's made the apartment amd| redly
good.



“l don't have asoul,” he says, “s0it's not redly relevant to me, isit?’

| wonder if that’ s the difference between humans and fairies and whatever Pdly isWe grow up baeng
told we have a soul, sO we believe it. Or at least we consder the idea as possible, perhaps even
plausble, ingtead of outright dismiss-ing it. Souls and God and heaven and hdl. And even if we do end
up abandoning the concept of God, we often come back to it in our old age. Or a least Mom says so. It
hap-pened to her parentsThey were complete atheists for years, then suddenly became fervent
churchgoers around the same time that they got a senior citizen's discount.

“But | believein fate” Pdly adds.

“Y ou mean like where the future s laid out before us, everything planned?’

He shakes his head. “That we make our own fate.”

“| think that's called free will.”

“l suppose.”

Wefdl quiet again. | wish it was warm enough that we could go up on the roof, but Indian summer’s
been and gone, and it's so cold outside that you can see your breasth. And while the roof is fine—I've
hung out up there lots—when it’ s the only place you can go, it feds just as close as the gpartment does.

| turn to look at Pelly, and when his gaze meets mine, I'm reminded of something he said last night.

“I'm sorry | abandoned you,” | say. “I don't even know how or why it happened. It ... you just
didn’'t seem red anymore. Like you couldn’'t be.”

“You grew up.”

“No,” | say. I’ve been thinking about this. “I grew down. | let my mind get smdler instead of open
and big the way it was when we were dways together.”

“l know you didn’'t do it on purpose,” he says.

| give adow nod. He' s right about that much. | can’'t remember there ever being a time when | just
decided | wasn't going to bdieve in him anymore. It just happened so gradudly that | never saw it
coming. Didn’t know I’d changed urtil | was aready standing on the other sde of belief.

“It' sgoing to happen again,” | say.

“Whet is?’

“I’'m going to abandon you again. I’'m going to abandon everyone. | don’'t want to, but | messed up,
Pdly.”

He gets this look that tells me he understands, but “What do you mean?’ isdl he says.

“Thisplan ign't going to work. The anamithim are big and strong and old and smart. The most | can
hope for isthat they’ll take me, but leave everyone dse done.”

“You don't know that,” he says. | fed he' strying to con-vince himsdf as much as me. “It seems like
agood plan to me”

“Promise meyou Il get Maxine away and safe”

“l can’'t promise that. She's as stubborn as you are.”

“Promiseyou'll try.”

He looks away and doesn’'t answer.
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“Pdly, please.”

“I'll try. But if they get wind of her ... "

“I know.”

| think about Maxine, my wonderful best friend, who's dways been so honest and open with me.

“Does she shine?’ | ask Pdly. “I mean, she shinesto me, but does she shine to fairies?’

“Not like you do,” he says. “You're like a beacon—it's why you can draw a ghogst like Adrian to
yoursdlf s0 easlly and why you could draw me to you when you were a child. Maxine has a
luminescence, but it’s not the shine of the Otherworld—the knowing and seeing that you have.”

“Even though she’' s met you and believes you exig?’

He nods. “I don't know the whys and wherefores of what attracts the anamithim. But not every
soul that sees into the Otherworld becomes thair prey.”

“And my mom and Jared?’



“No shine” he says. “They jud give off the light that everybody does.”

That's good, | think.

“But if you want my advice,” he adds, “you shouldn’t go into tonight's endeavor dready thinking that
you've log.”

“I'll work on thet,” | tdl him.

* % %

It's five o' clock when | leave the house. Normally | hate how it gets dark so early a this time of
year—epeciadly since we put the clocks back an hour last weekend—but I'm grateful for it today. It
means | can go out, because my skin's not so noticesbly weird in the dark, and it being

Haloween, anyone who does natice isjust going to think I’m on my way to a costume party.

It does't take two hours to get to school, but | want to walk around a bit. I’ ve been cooped up for
two days now and | am so not an indoors kind of person. | loved tramp-ing around in the woods when |
was a kid, and snce we moved to Tyson, and later here, | get as much pleasure from the concrete
forest. There' s sure more wildlife—if you count dl the weird people.

Pdly’s gone back into wherever and is going to hook up with us at the school. He was worried about
me being on my own, but | couldn’t very well have him tagging along—the way he looksis really pushing
the idea of a Haloween costume. Anybody who got too close alook would totdly wig out.

And when he brought up the argument about the ana-mithim being out there in the dark, | just hed
up My arm.

“Blue skin,” | told him. * Protected and dl that, remember?’

We packed up a bunch of quff in a knapsack: the bread we' d made this afternoon, boxes of sdt, a
bag of oatmedl, and awhole bunch of other suff from my research yester-day: blue clothes, coins and a
jar of honey as additiona bribery in case the bread doesn’t cut it, bottles of sdted water to drink in case
they try to enpdl us, stones to throw, even a Bible and a crudifix. The last two | found on my
curb-crawling rounds. I'm not a believer, but it didn’t seem right to leave them on the curb, waiting for
the garbage truck.

We didn't know what would work best, so | was going to try it dl. First thing I'd do when | got to
the school would be to turn my jacket insde out.

I’d dso put in a lighter and some candles, a flaghlight, and a bunch of firecrackers, then got my old
switchblade out of the bottom of my sock drawer. That went in the pocket of my blue jeans.

| hefted the knapsack, and it weighed a ton.

“I'll take it to the school for you,” Pdly said, lifting it like it had nothing much in it. “Be careful,” he
added before going into the closet.

“It' smy new middle name,” | assured him.

And | am careful as | wak through the streets, breathing in the crigp air. It's so good to findly be
outsde again. The dreetlights are on now, and the shadows have stopped lengthening; now they’re just
pooals of darkness in the mouths of dleyways and outsde the reach of the stregt-lights. With my blue skin
and dl, I'm not so nervous about the shadows, but it turns out they're the least of my worries.

| wander around, but find mysdf at the school earlier than | expected. The lights are turned off on the
footbdl field, and not many people seem to be around, athough there are afew carsin both the students
and teachers parking lots, and smdl clusters of kids hanging &t the front of the school. Taking. Waiting
for rides, | guess.

Maybe we can use the gym after dl. I've dso been thinking of the auditorium, which might even be
better because it's dready got dl kinds of lightsin there, so we won't have to haul as many stage lights to
it.

| stay in the shadows near the cedar hedge, then cross over to the Sde of the school once I'm out of
sght of anybody who might happen to look over. | gtart for the sde door, kesping my gaze on the
halway on the other Sde of the glass, ready to keep waking on past if | see anyone. But the hdl’'s
empty. The door, when | try it, is locked, but that’s no problem. | get out my tools to start to work on
the lock.



“What'd | say about getting in my space, bug?’

The doorway’s wide, and | was so focused on who might be indde looking out that | didn’t redize
Brent Cader was nearby until he steps from the shadows at the sde of the door and opens his big stupid
mouth. | didn’t redlize, and | dill don't care. I’ ve got red worries on my mind.

| look him straight in the eye.

“Blow it out your ass,” | tdl him.

| turn back to the lock—I know, | know, what am | thinking? But for dl his bullying and threats, I've
just never taken him serioudy. I’ve known dangerous people, and he's not one of them. Except, he is
bigger than me and he does have a chip on his shoulder, and he for sure can't sland me.

Before | redize how stupid it isfor me to ignore him, he gives me a shove that sends me sorawling.

“l don't like that mouth on you,” he says as | bang into the wal on the far sde of the doorway.

Now, here are thethings | don’t know right then:

Redding lost the game againg Mawson. They should have won, they would have won, except the
pass Brent threw to Kyle Hanley was too long. Kyle made a grab for the bal anyway, tipped it with his
fingers, and bounced it right into the hands of Mawson's Andy Phipps, who took it back down the fidd
for afirg down that their team then parlayed into the winning touchdown.

Brent, of course, didn't take responghility for the loss. Never mind that he overthrew—Kyle should
dill have caught it.

In the crowd, apparently, were a couple of college tdent scouts.

| don't say this to excuse Brent's actions. It just explains why he was in a fouler mood than usud
tonight.

The upshot was, he caught Kyle in the locker room and put him in the hospita with a broken nose,
two cracked ribs, a possible concussion, and an eye so swollen he can't see out of it.

But likel said, | don't know any of this yet.

What | do know is that he's knocked me to the ground. It's when I'm picking mysdf up | see tha
Vdei€e's here, too. She's crouched againg the wdl in the other corner of the doorway, crying, holding
her ssomach. Her bottom lip is cut and bleeding. Her left eye's svdling up.

How did | so totaly miss the two of them being here?

Brent says something ese, but | don’'t hear it. Adrendine kicks in, and my brain just explodes with dl
the months I’ ve had to put up with him and his crap; dl the fear | have about these soul-eaters in the
shadows, how I’'ve tried to just be anormd kid, but nothing will let me.

I lift my gaze to see him coming right for me, so | bunch my legs up againg my chest. Then just as
he's reach—

ing down, | draighten one leg, hard, fast, and the solid hed of my boot gets himin the shin with dl my
grength behind it. HE' s big and I'm smdll, but it makes him cry out and lose his balance dl the same.

| get up as hel s going down. I’'m not even thinking of what I’'m doing. My switchblade' s in my hand.
| flick the button and the blade springs out. He starts to rise, but I'm dready moving, the knife arcing
toward him.

| kept that blade sharp as a razor, and it hasan't had any use since | suffed it away in the bottom of
my sock drawer when we moved here.

It dices through the materid of his jeans, through skin and flesh, through snew and muscle. Right
below the knee.

He fdls again and this time he goes down hard. His eyes widen with shock. He grabs his leg and his
hands go bloody. His gaze comes back to me, and | kick him in the sde of the head. | don't think |
broke his jaw, but | definitdy loos-ened a few teeth.

He drops yet one more time, this time banging his head on the cement.

| step forward, ready, but he's just whimpering now

| wipe my blade on the deeve of hisjacket. He triesto grab at me with abloody hand, but | kick the
hand away.

| go over to where Vderieis huddled, garing at me as wide-eyed as Brent did when | cut him.

“We need to get you to ahospitd,” | tdl her as| help her to her feet. “Can you wak?’



She gives me a dow, numbed nod.

“I ... 1 need hdp, too ... “ Brent says.

| givehim a cold look. “Yesah, | guess you do. Good luck with that.”

“You ... goddamn bitch. I'll—"

| leen Vderie up agang the wdl and take a step toward him. | don't get any red satidfaction in
seaing himflinch. Truth is, I'm garting to fed sick to my somach a what | jugt did. It's Frankie Lee dl
over again. There had to have been a better way to handle this, but | hadn’t bothered to try to think of it.

And now I'm not caring again because Brent won't let it go. He's curang a me, and | guess anger
makes the nausea go away.

“You're not going to do adamn thing,” | tdl him. “Think anybody’ s gaing to believe a little bitty thing
like me could have hurt a big strgpping thug like you?’

“You can—"

| give the bottom of his foot a little tap with my boot—the foot at the end of the leg that’s bleeding dl
over his hands. He actudly squeds from the pain.

“Here sthething,” | tdl him. “You're going to be lad up and not moving fast. If | can take you when
you're not hurt, just think how easy it'll be for me later.”

‘g ... just walt ...

“Until what? Your problem is you thought you were dangerous, but you don't know the firg thing
about what' s dangerous. Back in Tyson, the kids | ran with would chew you up and spit you out without
even bresking a swest.”

He' s shaking his head. “1 ... I'll get you.”

“Sure you will. Except you' ve got to deep sometime.

What happens when | sneak into your house with my knife? Just think about dl the ways | can hurt
you, you sorry-assed loser, and let me assure you, | know at least a dozen more. And here's the kicker.
I'm not afraid to do it.Y ou think I've been scared of you? Sure. But that’s not why | let you push me
around. | just didn’'t want any trouble. But you know what? | don’t give a crap anymore. S0 just give me
an excuse—any excuse—to finish what | started here, and | guarantee you're going to redly learn the
meaning of pain.”

| give the bottom of his foot another tap.

“We clear onthis?’ | ask.

Thefear in his eyesis stronger than the hate.

“Now I've got to get your girlfriend to the hospital and seeif | can't convince her to press charges
agang you.You jus lie there and behave until we' re gone.”

“Hep ... hdpme... “

| can seeit took alot for imto get that out. “Yeah,” | say. “Like that's ever going to happen.”

Then | go back and collect Vderie and wak her toward the front of the school. Behind us, | can hear
Brent start to wiffle

“There' s dill some cars out front,” | tdl Vaerie. “We |l get somebody to drive you to emergency.”

“Pleesg, no ... “

| give her a confused look, but then | get it. She doesn’t want anybody to see her like this, beat up by
her own sorry-assed boyfriend. | check my watch. The hospital’s not far. | can get her there and Hill get
back in time to hook up with Maxine and Pdly.

“Okay,” | say. “Well find our own way.”

| take her back dong the edge of the cedar hedge, the way | came, and turn away from the schoadl. |
manage to flag down a cab at the next cross strest.

“I need to get my friend to the hospita,” 1 tdl the cabbie, “but | don’t have any money.”

| never thought to bring any.

He takes one look at Vderie, then leans over his seat and opens the door.

“Getin” he says.



Once the nurse in emergency makes sure that none of Vaeri€'s cuts and bruises are life-threatening,
ghe has us take a seat in the waiting room.

Of course the bright lights in here make the blue of my skin—not to mention my hair and fingernails
and eye-brows—redly jump out, so I've been fidding questions ever since we got here from other
people in the waiting room as well as the nurses and hospitdl daff. Vaerie's only comment was, “What's
with the blue kin? That's weird, even for you.”

To her | just shrugged. My answers to the rest of them would start with “It's for Halloween,” then I'd
add some-thing like, “I'm supposed to be Mystique—you know, from X-Men—only with clothes”

And when they wanted to know how | did it, I'd just tdl them it was a trade secret.

It kind of surprised me how they’d just nod sagdy and leaveit a that.

Vderi€sinterest in how | look tonight is way down on her importance scale, which is a big change
for her, but | can't redly blame her, considering what she's been through. And I’'m just as happy not to
have to tak about it with her.

| check the clock above the nurses gation. It's alittle past seven. Time to go.

“You're going to be okay now,” | tdl Vderie “Jug tdl them what happened and for god's sake,
press charges againg him.”

| don't bother to ask her to leave me out of it. After tonight, after what happens when | get back to
the schodl, it’s probably not going to meatter.

“l ... I don't know if | can,”Vaerie says.

“Thisin't the fird time, isit?’

She shakes her head. “But it's . it's the worst. Usudly, he just ydls a me, or ... you know. Pushes
me around a little”

Yeeh, I'll bet.

But, “You want it to happen again?’ isdl | ask. She gives another shake of her head.

“So thisis how you do it.You press charges”

“BU—"

“Or next time, maybe hé ll hurt you even worse.”

She just looks a me. Every bit of the stuck-up high school princess is gone. But | don't have any
illusons She's not going to turn into some nice, consderate person overnight. That only happens in the
movies

“You hear me?’ | say.

She nods. “I will,” she says, her voice amdl.

“Good. So I"ve got to go now”

“No, please—"

“It can't be helped, Vderie. | redly have to go. You're going to be okay. Brent won't touch you
here The doctors I patch you dl up, good as new.Y ou don't need me here”

“Please ... day,” Vderiesays as| sart to get up.

| shake my heed, but she touches my arm and holds me a moment longer with a question.

“Why did you hdp me?’ she asks.

Thisis worth an answer.

“Wel, that' s the thing,” | tdl her. “I believe we're dl here to look out for each other, even when the
other’s aperson like you. If | didn't help you, | wouldn't be able to respect mysdf.”

“But—"

“You treat Maxine and me like shit, so why should | bother?’

She gives a dow, unhappy nod.

“Becauseif | didn’t, then I’d be no better than you and your boyfriend.”

“You ... you could have done something to us anytime, couldn’'t you?” she asks. “All those times we
were ragging on you.”

“Your point being?’

“Why didn’'t you?’

“| told you lagt year: | don't want trouble a school. And remember what dse | told you?’



You don’'t ever want to see me out of school because | will so beat the crap out of you.

| can see by her eyes that she remembers. And now she knows | wasn't just bullshitting her.

“Remind your boyfriend of that,” | tdl her.

“He s not my boyfriend. Not anymore.”

“Whatever.”

“He s gaing to kill you.”

Stand inling, | think. By the time the soul-eaters are done with me, there won't be enough left to get
hurt. But dl | say is “1 was't joking. Tdl hmif he tries, I'm redlly going to hurt him.”

“l hated you,” Vderie says as | start to rise again. “Right from the firg time | saw you.”

She ddivers the words in a matter-of-fact voice that doesn't have any passoninit at dl.

“Yegh,” | tdl her. “That's been kind of obvious”

“But | don’t know why.”

Shelooks at melike I'm supposed to have an answer for that, like | can explain what goes through
her head. “That’'s something you' ve got to work out for yoursdf,”

| say.

| dmogt add, “princess,” but something stops me. | guess | just want to let dl of this go.

| glance at the clock again. Seven twenty

“Don't be too hard on yoursdf,” | tdl her, not thet it's going to make much of a difference.

And then | do get up and wak off, looking for a phone before | head back to the schoal. I've
dready put Vderi€' s problems out of my mind by thetime | find one. Instead fitie Al-tit GIP/—293

I'm thinking of what’s waiting for me at the school. | remember what I'd said to Pelly, earlier in the
day. Do you believe in God?

| wish | did. | wish | could pray to him for a miradle and at least pretend to mysdf that maybe he'd
aeliver.

vow: Maxine

| actudly fdl adeep, hidden there behind this huge metd mongrosity. The soft gurgling sounds it
made were sooth-ing enough to let me drift off, even on a cement floor. I'm dreaming of little fary men
trying on thrift shop clothes when my cdl phone wakes me. | jerk my head up, banging it againg the wall
behind me, and | don’'t have a due where | am.

At the second ring, | remember and suddenly worry about the sound of the phone scaring off the
faries | fumble the cdl out of my pocket, flick it open, and push talk.

“Hdlo?’ | whisper into it.

“You okay?’ Imogene says. “I can hardly hear you.”

“I'min the basement,” | tdl her, “waiting to see if the fairies take the clothes we Ift for them.”

“You didn't have to do that.”

“l know. But it was hang here, or find some closet somewhere where no one would ask me what I'm
dill doing at school.”

“So did they take them?’

“Let melook.”

| peer around the tank of whatever it is|’m hiding behind and check where | lad out the clothes.

“They did!” | say, my voice a a more normd volume. “Some of them, anyway.”

| get up and walk around the machine. | count the sets | laid out.

“Hve sets are gone,” | tdl Imogene.

“Wdl, now we know that works.”

“l guess. Unless they're dill here, but running around dressed like weird little thrift shop kids.”

Imogene laughs

“So where are you?’ | ask.

She tdls me what happened, and my heart speeds up inmy chest. My pams get dl sweaty. She's 0



matter-of-fact about her encounter with Brent—she sounds completely norma—but I'm feding this
whole weird mix of emotions. Relieved she's okay, of course. Bad for her that she had to go through this.
But scared, because it's true—she redly can do this Suff.

“Are you sure you're okay?’ | ask when she's done. “I'mfine”

“You sound so cdm.”

Thereé' s amoment’s slence on her end. It's quiet enough that | can hear some doctor being paged.
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“l don't likethat | had to do it,” she saysfindly, “but | don't regret that | did it. Brent Cader is over
twice my sze, and there's no way | could have stopped him without his underesimating me and me
having my blade. Did you hear what he did to Kyle Hanley, just because he didn’t catch a pass?’

“No.”

“Vderietold me he put Kylein the hospital. Then he beat her up, and he was ready to do the same
to me. He' s not just a bully anymore. He' s turned into some ferd thing. He had to be stopped.”

“l ... | wasn't saying you shouldn't have done ... what you did. It'sjust ... | don't know how you did
do it. How you could be thet ... | don’t know, brave, | guess”

She gghs. “I don't know that it was bravery, Maxine. | was just mad. It's like he flicked a switch in
my brain and he let out this other me, the one I’ ve been trying to keep locked up in a little part of my
brain snce we moved to Newford.”

“So you ... you've done this before? Back in Tyson.”

“No, | never cut anybody. But like | told you, I’ ve been infights before and I’ ve pulled my knife on a
couple of people. | jus didn’'t have to useit.”

She might not be fazed, but | fed like I’'min shock, and | wasn't even there.

“S0,” | say, “aewedill ... you know ... “

“On for tonight? Absolutely. | just wanted to give you a heads-up before | |eft the hospitd to let you
know | might be alittle late. | don’'t have any money on me. We got a free ride from a Good Samaritan
cabbie, but | have to hike back.”

“I have money.”

“But we don’'t want you waiting in front of the school to pay off the cab, now do we?’

“I guess not.”

“Don’'t worry,” she says. “l won't be that long.”
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“Oh, has Pdly showed up yet?’

“l haven't seen him. | haven't seen anybody”

“Let’s keep it that way,” she says. “He s probably up in the drama rooms, waiting for us. Just St tight
and give me hdf an hour or so, okay?’

“Sure”

She says good-bye and cuts the connection. | pull my cdl from my ear and look at it for a long
moment before | press end, fold it closed, and stick it back inmy pocket.

I'm feding kind of numbed. What happened to Imogene tonight has nothing to do with the fairies or
the anamithim, but it brings what we're about to attempt into way too sharp a focus.This ian't a fary
tde it's actudly hap-pening.The danger is read.We might get hurt. Though when you think about it, fary
tales—red fary taes, not the sani-tized ones that end up in picture books and Disney car-toons—are dl
about danger and pain and terrible things happening. People get hurt in them dl the time. And they don’t
adways end “happily ever after” ether.

We could get hurt.

We might not get the happy ending.

| guess this is the moment when | actudly get brave mysdf, because | redize that, scared as | am,
I’'m not going to let that stop me from helping Imogene.



NOW: Adrian

Thefootbal fidd slit up and there are kids everywhere when | get back to the school. So much for
my plans to sneak into the home ec rooms.

| hesitate at the edge of the school grounds, trying to decide whether to wait indde, or do some more
wandering. It's not redly achoice | can make. | want to experience everything. But the way I'm feding,
I"d rather just find some place to curl up. I’'m définitdy overstimulated.

It was odd out on the sireets this afternoon. In the beginning, having a physca presence was
amazing. | walked around like some rudtic hick on his firg vist to the big city. Everything fet immense
and so vary here, especidly mysdf. | went dl the way down to the pier a the end of Williamson Strest,
wandered around insde the Williamson Street Mall, then followed the boardwalk and bike paths dong
the lakefront to Fitzhenry Park before meking a zigzagging way through the various blocks of tenements
and gtorefronts to get back here to the schooal.

By now | actudly have sore feet, but that’s not what makes me want to find some place to hole up. |
might have been like a hick, but | was ds0 like alittle kid, gorging on hot dogs, ice cream, warm pretzels,
chocolate bars, soda pop—al the things | want when I'm intangible. The only reason | stopped was
because | pretty much ran out of the money I'd had when | died. All | have left is some change. But |
would have had to stop anyway, because just as| was getting close to the schooal, that junk food caught
up to me.

Thisisthe part of having a corporeal form that’s not so much fun.

| decide to sneak into the school before the doors get locked for the night. No one pays any attention
to me—I'm just another kid—and | make my way up to the home ec rooms. | open a door a random. |
lie down on the floor at the back of the dark classroom, and hope my stomach will settle down a bit.

I'm kind of surprised that Tommery or one of the other fairies hasn't shown up yet to see what's
going on with me. You'd think they’d get a kick out of seeing me sick to my stomach, and be curious
about how | was back in my body for the night.

But they don't.

So | lie there feding miserable and sorry for mysdf. And londly.

It's funny. That's never happened to me as a ghost. Ill
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drift through the cafeteria and wish | could have a soda or a bag of chips. I'll be in the library and
want to be able to pick up a book, or go surfing the Internet in the computer |ab. I'll definitdy lugt after
the girlsin the hdl. But londi-nessign’t a part of my afterlife

I’'m not sure why that is.

Maybe it's because mogt of the time I’'m not even here, if that makes any sense. To be honest, until
Imogene came around, | hadn’t been doing much of anything. | just drift around. Sometimes days can go
by while I’'m—not exactly degping, but not redly in the world ether. | don’'t know where | go, or if | go
anywhere. Maybe ghosts don't deep. Maybe when we do the equivaent of deeping, we just shut off and
we re nowhere until something turns us back on again.

All I do know is that right now, nauseous as I'm feding, I'm so londy it hurts. 1t's been building up
ever dnce | became tangible, but it's hitting me worse now—I guess because I'm dready feding so
miserable. At one point, | thought of going by Imogene's place but then | redized that with me being
tangible as | am now, she redlly could hit me, so neturdly | chickened out.

Or maybe it's not my present misery. Maybe it's because I'm tangible. Maybe having a physicd
presence intendfies everything. Like I'm a virgin—no surprise there, right? | never even kissed a girl
before | died. | wanted to, but | knew | didn't stand a chance. | don't stand a chance with Imogene
gther, but the thing of it is, if by some mirade she was interested, we could actudly do something.
Physcd, | mean. Well, at least we could tonight. Like that would ever happen.

Thisisno good.

| St up and the world does adow spin.



Sck as| am, | know I'm wadting precious time. Time when | should be making up for the danger |
put her in, that is. | want to forget my stupid little fantasies about her.
S0 | decide to find Tommery and seeif he's got some kind of fairy cure for a Sck ssomach.
Moving's not as bad as | think—at least not once | stand up and hang on to the nearest counter for a
minute, waiting for the world and my stomach to stop churning.
| find the faries in thar favorite df bolt—the one at the top of the school’s man dars. They're
cavorting around in kids' dothing, acting dl excited, and it takes a moment before anyone notices me
leening againg the wall, making a vaiant, and so far successful, effort not to throw up on mysdf. | try to
figure out whet they’re doing dressed like this. Tommery’sin a pair of OshKosh overdls that are way too
big for him, wearing a pink T-shirt that says “Florida” It probably says more, but the rest is hidden under
the bib of the overdlsThe others are wearing Care Bear shirts, Litle Mermaid pgama bottoms, a
Barney hoodie ... that kind of thing.
| decide they’ re up to some Haloween prank when Quinty findly spies me.
“Addy!” he cries.
“Wel, look who findly figured out Haloween,” Tommery says.
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It figures that they’ d known dl dong and hadn’t both-ered to tdl me. “Do you have something for a
gomech ache?’ | ask.
He shakes his head. “The one night you can walk around in corporeal form, and you get Sck?’
“We dready know I'm aloser,” | say. “I'd just rather not have to throw up as wel.”
“Ginger’sgood,” Krew says.
“Likeginger de?’ | ask.
| think | have enough change to get a can out of the vending machinein the cafeteria
He nods. “1t's best when it'sflat. But | was thinking more of ginger root.”
“Or teg,” Sairs says.
Krew nods. “The ted s very good.”
“Y ou wouldn’'t happen to have any?’ | ask.
They shake their heads. | see Tommery getting a con-sdering look, like he has some new misary
planned for me, but then he shrugs and gives me aamile
“Help him out, Quinty,” he says. “Givehim a taste of your heding hands.”
| give Tommery a suspicious look.
“Why are you being so hdpful?’ | ask.
“I'm in a generous mood tonight, Addy. And besides, you're our friend. Friends help each other,
expecting nothing in return.”
| flinch when Quinty steps up and puts his hands on my stomach, but whatever it is he does, it takes
the nausea away, jud like that.
| blink, feding normd for the firg time in wha seems like hoursYou ever notice how everybody
takes their hedth for granted until they get sck? And how good it feds when you' re better again?
“Wow,” | say. “Thanks”
Quinty amiles a me, then does a little pirouette, holding out the bottom of his Olsen twins T-shirt to
show it off. “What do you think?" he asks.
“Wdl, it's ... great.” | look from him to the others. “So what are you guys up to?’
“We' re going home” Odhtin tels me.
“Home?’
They dl beam.
“We were thanked for our hard work,” Tommery says, “and given the gift of clothing.That means
we' refindly free to go.”
I'm sill mulling over the idea of any of them doing hard work, when what he says snksin.
“Somebody put these clothes out for you?’ | ask. Tommery nods. “And thanked us, too.”
I’m remembering the story of the cobbler and the faries who did his work for him until his wife lad
out dathing for them.



“Sowho wasit?’ | ask.

“Don’'t know,” Tommery says. “Don’'t care. We heard the thanks being said in the furnace room and
when we went down there, we found our clothes waiting for us”

| can’t imagine who would do this. | think of Imogene, but even if she knows the story, why would
she bother?

“So you're going away,” | say. “And you seem pretty happy about it.”

“Why wouldn’t we be?’

“l don’t know. | thought you liked being here, playing tricks on everybody.”

“We did, Addy,” Tommery tdls me. “We did. But now it'stime to go home.”

“To Faryland.”

“It's been a very long time since we' ve seen our home” Then he dhrugs. “Besdes, it's not like we
have a choice. When we're thanked ... it'slike a geas.”

“Like awhat?’

“A thing we must do.”

“Wdl ... bon voyage, | guess”

“Well missyou,” Tommery tells me.

| nod. Like | believe that.

“So before you go,” | say, “can you tdl me how to stop the anamithim from taking a soul?’

“Now where did you learn abig word like that?’

“From one of the gatherers.”

“You don't want to listen to them. They're as ready to send your soul on as the shadows are to take

“Right. But back to my question. How can the ana-mithim be stopped?’

“It ssmple” Tommery says. “Don’'t be noticed by them. Stay off their radar and you'll be fine”

“But if someone has been noticed?’

They dl actudly look alittle uncomfortable.

“Oh, you mean your girlfriend,” Tommery says.

| don't bother to argue that there' s as much chance of Imogene being my girlfriend as there is of me
living a normd life now

“They're after her,” | say.

“Wedidn't do it,” Tommery says. “At least, not on purpose.”

He gives me that guildess ook that he always does when he' slying.

“l just need to know how to stop them.”

“You can't. Sorry about that.”

“But—"

“If you want to save your girl,” he says, cutting me off, “you know what you need to do.”

And | do. All dong I've been pretending that there was some other way, but I've aways known
there wasn't. “Yeah,” | say. “I guess| do.”

This | redize, isjust one more joke for the faries. | think maybe | hate them more for it than for any
of the others.

“Hey,” Tommery says, “perhapsif you tdl her what you're about to do for her, shell fed so grateful,
€|l have sex with you.”

| have to admit that's a pleasant fantasy, but it's never going to happen. Not with Imogene. Not in a
million years. But, “Yeah,” | say. “ She probably will.”

They're garting to fade now, seding my ghogt shtick, except they're dipping away to ... wherever.
Faryland, | guess. For amoment, | fed a breeze on my skin that holds a sweet amdl of gpples and roses
and reminds me, for no good reason, of dl the things I’ ve never had, dl the thingsI'll never have.

“You've been fun, Addy,” | hear Tommery say, followed by a chorus of good-byes from the others.

Ther voices seem to come from as far away as far can be. And then they’re redly gone.

* % %



I'm going to take this night for mysdf, | decide. I'll take it and then I'll give mysdf over to the
shadows. But | deserve this much.

I’'m not sure what I'm going to do. What I'd like to do istak to Imogene, but that doesn't seem like
apaticularly good idea. Instead I'll go out into the city. Maybe | can find Bobby. Maybe helll pretend
we're friends and et me tag dong on whatever adventures he has planned.

But firs I'm going to check out the furnace room to see if | can figure out who sent the faries

packing.

NOW: Imogene

It takes me hdf an hour to hike back to the school. When | get close, | sneak into the sunken parking
lot of the apart-ment building next door. It's quiet down here. Sometimes the skateboarders use the
ramp, but | have the place to mysdf tonight. | hoist mysdf up at alow part of the wal and push my way
into the cedar hedge. Hidden, | check out the lay of the land.

There's no sgn of Brent. No sgn of anybody, actudly. No police, teachers, students, or even Mr.
Sanderson, who you' d think would be deaning up Brent's blood. But Sanderson’s probably passed out
drunk somewhere, or wel on his way. The teachers and students will dl have left for home. As for the
police, wel, depending on how big amouth Brent has, they might be knocking on Mom’s door right now

| fed bad about that. Modly for the worry it'll cause her, but | dso know tha she dways gets
nervous around the police. It comes from having lived so many years with—and as, if we're going to be
honest—a dopehead like my dad.

But the police will just be an inconvenience for her. When it comes to me, they could be big trouble.
Assuming | make it through the night.

When I’'m sure the coast is clear—and | mean complete-ly clear this time, no abusive guys beating
on ther girl-friendsin the shadows—I step out of the hedge and dart for the door.

It's dill locked. | check the shadows on ether Sde of me again—don't say | don't learn from my
mistakes—then work on the lock. It doesn’t take long to get its tumblers dl digned. | pull on the door,
take alast ook around, then open it wide enough to dip insde. Once through, | catch the door with my
hand so that it doesn’t bang shut. | wait another moment, ligening while | take off my jacket and turn it
ingde out. When I'm sure | haven't attracted any unwanted attention, | start up the stairs, heading for the
drama department.

| don't mind the empty hdls, or the soft scuffle of my boots on the marble floors, but it's different
ingde the drama department’s rooms. | can't chance a light at this point, so the strange shapes of the
props they have stored here fed stranger. And kind of spooky.

I'm beraing mysdf for suddenly going dl wimpy, when something girs in a corner where the
shadows are deepest. | dig out my switchblade and wish | hadn’t given Pely dl our protective quff as |
let the blade snik out. Sure, | have the blue skin, but who knows how long its defense lasts? Maybe the
protection wears off before the color.

“Who'sthere?’ | say.

| take a step in the direction of the corner, my knife hed out before me, glad that at least my voice
sounds firm.

“It sonly me,” afamiliar voice says, and | fed like anidiot.

It's Pdly. Of course it's Pdly. Thisiswhere I'm supposed to meet im and Maxine.

“Where's Maxine?’ | ask, and put away my knife. “I haven't seen her. | haven't seen anybody.”

My eyes are adjuding to the dim light in here. | can make out Pdly now, the knapsack dung from
one shoulder. “Did you look in any of the other rooms?’ | ask. Pdly nods. “There s no one.”

“But she said she was mesting us here.”

“Maybe she went home,” Pely says.

“Yeah, right”

Pdly shrugs, but | know he's worried, too. The only reason Maxine wouldn't be here is if she ran
into trouble.



Thisiswhy | should have my own cell phone. If | had one, | could just cdl Maxine, and we' d know
exactly where sheis and how she' s doing.

“| cdled her about a hdf hour ago,” | tdl Pely. “ She was in the basement then.”

Pdly walks by me, heading for the door.

“Then that’s where we should go,” he says.

“Are they here?” | ask him as we leave the room and start down the hdl. “Is there something
watching us from the shadows? Because | can't tdl.”

“There are aways things watching from the shadows,” Pely tells me.

And ig7't that comforting.

“The anamithim, | mean,” | say.

The hdlls are dimly lit. Instead of dl the fluorescents glaring supermarket bright, like they are when
classes are in session, there are only lights every twenty feet or so. Which leaves plenty of space for
shadows to gather. | sudy the dark patches ahead of us, trying to sense what he does. But my senses
aren't nearly asfindy attuned.

He nods. “I know wha you meant. | can't tdl. Shadows are a kind of borderland, and there is
aways traffic in the borderlands.”

“What kind of traffic?”

“Everything from the soul-eaters to the curious beings tl 004 GIPL o a»

and spirits that like to peer into the worlds on ether Sde of the border, Smply because they can.”

| don't find any of this comforting. All | can think of is Maxine, done in the basement. | quicken my
pace, my boots domping on the marble. | know the noise might attract Sanderson, but at this point, he's
the least of my worries.

“What about the fierce lights?” Pdly asks, hurrying dong a my side.

For amoment | don't know what he's taking about. Then | remember our plan.

“You mean the spotlights? We don’t have time to set them up. It's not like we can just ask the
anamithim to hold on a sec while we get ready.”

“But without them—"

“l know. WE ve got nothing except for the junk you' re lugging around in that pack.”

Truth is, | waan't dl that confident that the lights would have worked anyway. The whole real idea
behind my plan was to let me confront the anamithim without everybody trying to talk me out of it. |
don't like plans. | know they work for some people, but I’ ve dways preferred to solve problems as | go,
hoping that in the middle of the criss, a solution will come. It's worked so far in my short little life.

Jugt as I’'m thinking this, the room we've just trotted by registers, and | get an idea.

“Hold on,” | say, and start backtracking.

“But Maxine . “

“l know. But I've got an idea.”

| get back to the door of the art room and open it. There's no time for fumbling in the dark with the
flashlights in Pelly’s pack. | flick on the overheads, and we both blink supidly for a moment in ther
sudden glare.

“Back there” | say, pointing to where the art supplies are stored.

| grin a Pdly’s confused |ook.

“C'mon,” | say, “and give me a hand.”

NOW: Maxine

After | get off the phone with Imogene, | stand there for awhile, staring down &t the five little piles of
clothes on the cement floor. Should | gather them up now—that’ s the compulsive neatness Mom's drilled
into me kicking in—or leave them here in case some fairies haven't gotten ther outfits yet?

I'm il trying to make up my mind when | hear foot-steps. By the timeit occurs to me that footsteps
mean that someone's coming, and therefore | should find a place to hide, Adrian steps into view.

| let out a breath | hadn’t been aware of holding. “You,” | say.



I'm angry, not so much at his gartling me like this, but because of how he got us into this whole mess
inthe firg place. So he's pretty much the last person | want to see at the moment, if you can cdl a ghost
aperson.

| stare daggers a him, except he doesn’t even seem to naotice.

“Maxine” he says. “What are you doing here?’ His gaze goes to the piles of kids dothing. “Are you
the one who sent the fairies packing?’
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“Why would you do that?’

“Maybe we didn’t like them. Just like we don’t like you.”

“You don't like me? What do you mean? And who's ‘we?

He' slooking around the room while he fires these ques-tions a me, as though he expects someone
to come popping out from behind one of the furnaces or tanks.

“Wdl, consdering how you sicced these soul-eaters on us” | say, “what did you expect?’

“Oh, that. But it wasn't redly my fault.”

| give him a look.

“Okay, so I'm patidly responsible. But that's only because Tommery didn't explain what he was
going to do. It's nat like | meant for any of thisto happen.”

“That doesn’'t change the fact that our lives are in danger.”

“What do you meen ‘our’? Are they after you, too?’ His darm appears genuine,

“We'renot sure” | say. “But probably. Or they probably will be.”

“You keep saying ‘we.” Is Imogene here?’

“l don't redly have timeto talk,” | tdl him.

| go to wak around him—because I'm redly not up for the weird chill of another ghostly
encounter—but he grabs my arm. | jump back, pulling mysdlf free.

Then | redize what just happened.

“You'rered,” | say, rubbing my arm.

It's not sore or anything. I'm just alittle stunned from his actudly being able to touch me.

“I mean, you're redly here” | add.

“It' s Halloween.”

“So you just get to walk around on Halloween—I mean, with your body and everything?”

He nods. “Yeah, | know. It'sweird, isn't it? | didn’t know it could redly work.”

“You never noticed any other year?’

“It's not an automatic thing.Y ou have to be at the place you died exactly at moonrise, or it doesn't
happen. | didn't know that.”

“Ancther one of those stupid rules,” | say.

“What rules?”

“Haven't you noticed that everything to do with faries and magic's dl bound up in rules? Like the
way we got rid of the fairies by leaving clothes out for them and thanking them for a job wel done.”

“What job did they ever do wdl besides getting me killed, putting you and Imogene in danger, and,
oh yeah, pretty much tormenting anyone who happened to catch thar interest?’

“It was just what you' re supposed to do to get rid of them.”

“Oh”

He looks down at the clothes that | gill haven't decided what to do with yet, though I’m leaning more
and more toward just leaving them here on the floor.

“So, it redly worked?’ | ask. “They’'re dl gone?’

He nods. “But that’ s not going to stop the anamithim.”

“WEe ve got another plan for that.”

“l want to help.” He's peering into the shadows again. “Where is Imogene anyway?’

“l don’'t think your hdping is such agood idea,” | tdl him. “ Consdering how you got usdl into this”

“l told you, that was an accident.”

“Wdl, we don't need another accident.”



“Oh fo—"

“And I'll tdl you something ese. If anything happens to Imogene, I'm going to find a way to get you
forit.”

Thistime the angry look | give him registers, and he takes a step back.

It'sfunny: | can't stand up for mysdlf, but it turns out | can be totdly fierce for Imogene.

“But | redly want to hdp,” Adrian says. “That’'s dl I’'ve been trying to figure out these past few
days.”

| want to stay mad at him, but he looks so miserable that | can't. Instead | tdl him what we' ve found
out so far, from Imogene' s research—"Oh, | heard about the bread bit,” he says—to Esmeralda’s odd
warnings about the balad “Tam Lin” and how Imogene figures we can use spotlights from the drama club
to trap the creaturesin ther glare.

“That's a better ideathan | had,” Adrian says.

“Wha were you planning to do?’

“Hrd | was trying to figure out a way to give them somebody esein her place”

“Oh, nice”

“Wel, it was going to be a creep like Brent Calder.”

“Too late for that,” | say. “He s dready in the hospitd.” So then | have to tdl him about it.

“Wow,” he says. “She redly is tough.”

| give a dow, unhappy nod. | mean, I'm glad that Imogene's okay and everything, but it's weird,
epecidly the way she can just carry on afterward like it's no big dedl.

“So | assume you changed your mind about the sacri-fice” | say.

“Wil, yeah. It wouldn't be right. Even for someone like Brent.”

“So what then?’

“Widl, | was going to offer mysdlf up in her place.Y ou know, nothing fancy. I'd just ... “ He faces the
darkest corner of the basement, spreads his arms wide, and dedlams in a loud voice, “Okay, here | am
and I'm tdling you tha you can't take Imogene.Y ou want someone, I’m right here, waiting for you.”

I’'m trying to stop him as soon as he starts. | grab at his arm, but he shakes me off.
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“What?’ he says. “I'm jugt showing you ... “

“l just don’t think you should be ... * I'm saying at the same time.

Our voicestrall off aswe hear it—no, we feel it. Something tirring in the shadows of that dark, dark
corner. | so don't want thisto be what | know it is.

“Oh, crap,” Adrian says.

| echo that sentiment, but the words can’t seem to get past my lips. Asthe three figures step from the
shadows, my mind's too numbed to be able to do anything so complex as make my muscles work.

Thefirg thing | think when they come out into the light is that they’re like angels. Or at least the way |
adwaysimagined angels to be: stern and tdl and way too bright.

Except no way are they angels. Because angdls have mercy, too, right? And these ... these crestures
... I'm sure they have none. They're gaunt and hairless, wearing thin, loose robes that reach to the floor
and ding to their shapes so thar musculature is hyperdefined. Their gazes are flat, | mean completely
expressonless, like we mean nothing to them. | know we mean nothing to them.

And they seem to be made of light.

But it's not alight that shines out, so much asin, asif they swalow it into the dick sheen of their skin.
It was gloomy enough down here in the basement before they showed up, but as soon as they stepped
from the shadows, the overhead lights went dimmer. And right now | can fed myself gaing dimmer, as
though just being in their presence is taking something from me.

Shadows writhe around the bottoms of ther legs, as though dozens of hdf-redized things are shifting
shape down there, unable to completely take form, or unwilling to settle on just one. | see, here, a amdl
triangular head with a mouthful of sharp teeth; there, a bony limb ending in claws or tadonsThey're
horrible, but not nearly as bad as the motionless figures towering over them.

It's funny. Before the anamithim showed up, | knew this was dl red—that the soul-eaters were for



redl—but deep ingde, | never quite believed it. I'd St there meking plans with a blue-skinned Imogene
and afary-tde Pdly, but | never truly believed that these creatures actudly existed.

| believeit now How can | not believe in these tdl white figures with ther legs disappearing into that
fog of shifting, squirming shadows?

The foremost one beckons for us to approach, but no way am | getting any closer. | can't move
anyway, but if | could, I'd be running as fast and far from here as my legs could take me.

He—it?—says something in a language | don’'t under-stand; the words make my skin crawl, like
there are cockroaches flowing dl up my legs and torso and scurrying into my ears.

And then my body betrays me, because it takes a step forward of its own accord.
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| fight the loss of my body’ s motor control, but | might aswell be trying to bottle a spoken sentence.

My body takes another step.

I'm wailing in my head—this gibbering wordless panic that would put horror movie actors to shame if
it could ever come tearing out of my mouth.

| know I’'m going to walk right up to the anamithim.

| know I'm going to let them put their hands on me and I'm going to fed the touch of ther horrible
light-gtedling flesh on mine.

And there' s nathing | can do to stop it.

Right then—if | was never sure before—I know that we dl do have souls that burn and glow like a
light ingde of us. We carry beautiful, warm fires that the darkness covets. And they're going to take ours
from us.

They're going to drain the light right out of us, and then ther€ Il be nothing left of us.

Nothing left at dl.

At least Imogene' s not here, | think.

Maybe they'll be satisfied with us. Maybe once they’ve taken us, they won't have the same hunger
for Imogene.

Except then | hear the sound of running footsteps from behind us. | can't turn my head.

Go back, go back! | want to shout.

But nothing comes out of my mouth.

And then | hear Imogene say, “ Get them open, Pely.”

NOW: Imogene

Now | had no ideaif blue paint was going to do anything, but that's what Pelly and | picked up in the
art room. Four big plagtic pails of liquid poster paint. | thought we could pour the paint around oursaves
to meke a protective circle, because we know blue works, and who redly knows about this sdt
business? Or maybe we could just pour it over Maxine and Pdlly, so that they’d be protected, too.

But when we findly reach Maxine, | have a better idea

“Get them open, Pdly,” | say as | work the lid free from one of the pails I'm carrying. “Then follow
my lead.”

Oh, they're big and scary, dl right, these anamithim, and don’t look anything like | expected. | was
thinking the Ringwraiths from the Lord of the Rings movies—just these horrible shapes in tattered black
cloaks. And maybe they’ re super powerful and everything. But they’ re messing with my friend.

I’ve spotted Adrian, too. It figures heé'd be here. He prob-ably led the anamithim to Maxine. But |
figure we can ded with him later. HE's a ghost. What's the worst he can do? Cdl some more bad guys
down on us?

| check to make sure Pdly’s ready. There are three of the tal-white-and-uglies and a whole mess of
squirmy shadows moving around by their feet. The big one in front starts saying something in a language |
don't get. He seems sur-prised about something—maybe he was mouthing some spell>—but now I'm
right in his face.

Up goes the pal, and blue paint goes flying dl over the three of them.



“Pdly?’ | say.

When | turn around, | see he'sfrozenin place, so | run back and get another pall.

The uglies are dl ydling something now, but | don't pay any attention. | just pry off the lid of the
second pal and start back toward them.The front guy sticks his arm out and points at me, dill shouting
something, when the second pailful of blue paint goes washing dl over him and his buddies. The front ugly
gets amouthful and he sumbles back, choking.

The mess of wriggling shadows is gone now And it seems brighter in the room. | couldn’t figure out
why it was so dim compared to the rest of the basement.

The creature in front’s ill trying hard to do some kind of magic thing to me. If the rage in his eyes
was aphyscd threet, I'd be dead.

| throw the empty pall a him. | miss, but whack the guy standing behind him, who gets this startled,
sunned look. Well, what do you know?

| was thinking the paint would—oh, | don’t know—damage them in some way, but this is turning out
way better than | could have planned. Because | can tdl from the looks on their faces that we're not
supposed to be able to touch them. | guess it was part of their magic—the same enchant-ment that lets
them trave through shadows and just take shape when they want to.

But they're locked in their physca shapes right now And the shadows won't be taking them
anywhere. “Rules have changed, boys” | say.

| take out my switchblade and thumb the button. The blade sulks out.

Timeto finish this.

As| step forward, Pely’s suddenly by my sde. | guess the amamithim’'s spdl wore off, or they're
too busy right now to maintain it. Pely flings the contents of his pail over the creatures, covering them
with yet another coating of blue paint.

“Sorry, sorry,” he saysto me. “I didn’t lose my courage. It was magic that stopped me.”

“I know,” | say.

It was those words that the leader was saying, which is dso why Maxine wasn't able to move. But
those magic words didn't work on me.

| glance at Pdlly. “Keep an eye on ghost boy while | put an end to this”

They're tdl and they’ re repulsive, and not big on courage, ether, it seems. | mean, any one of them is
twice my size, and there' s three of them. But | guess they can't touch the blue-skinned girl, and she's got
the knife.

| move toward them, and they back away from me urtil they’re right up againg the wdl. Thet tdlsme
everything | need to know.
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They can be hurt.

They can die.

| shake my head. “I can't believe we were supposed to be scared of you sorry losers”

| remember Frankie Lee's coaching. Sharp edge of the blade up. Put your whole shoulder into the
thrust. Plunge it into the scomach, thenrip it up.

| step up to the closest of the anamithim.

“Imogene, don't!”

| can't believe what I'm hearing.

“Maxine, they were going to eat our souls.”

“I know. And | could actudly fed it starting to happen.”

“So your problem is?’

“If you kill them, that makes us no better than they are.” | shake my head. “I’'m not too concerned
with which of usis mordly superior. Do you think they cared?’

“No, but we should.”

“| understand what you're saying,” | say. “I know dl about how the bad things you do come back on
you, believe me. But thisis something that has to be done. So for the record, it'smy doing, not yours, not
Pdly’'s”



“The Imogene | care about wouldn't do it,” she says. “Maybe the Imogene you thought you knew
never existed.”

“l don’'t believe that. And neither do you.”

I'm not entirdly sure she' sright. | dedlt harshly with Brent. | never stopped to think about it. | just cut
him and then left him to bleed.

| know if | survivethis, I'll have to dedl with the falout.

With what | did to Brent, I'll have to ded with the police and the legd system, and probably Brent
trying to get his own back, because he's just dumb enough to need to do that. But here ... here | have no
idea except that | know Maxineg s right.

It'smy own words to Adrian about karma, coming back to haunt me.

I'll have to carry the weight of what I’ ve done, and the worst-case outcome of killing the anamithim
will be that the Imogene I’ ve been trying to be, the one that Maxine con-siders her friend, won't exist
anymore. If she ever did. Maybe this past year has just been some pathetic joke fat€'s been playing on
me, letting me pretend to be a good kid. To be normd.

“You know if we leave thisnow,” | say, “we re just gaing to have to ded with it later.”

She shakes her head. “No, we'll ded with it now”

She steps up beside me and faces the leader of the crea-tures. “Are you ready to hear the terms of
your surviva?' she asks.

He turns his head and spits out some blue paint. When he looks back at her, he says something in
that unintd-ligible language of his.

“Spesk English,” Maxine says.

I’'m impressed. There sheis, with her back straight, her voice firm, sanding up to him like she never
did the bullies a school.

He glares a her, but says, “What are your terms?’

Hisvoice is gutturd and heavily accented, but we can understand the words now

“If we let you go,” Maxine says, “you leave us done.You leave us and our families and our friends
and anybody we know or might come to know done. In other words, it'll be like you never were a part
of our lives and you never will be.”

“And ... and in exchange?’

Oh, I can tdl he had trouble getting that out.

“You get to live” shetdlshim.

He stands up straighter, towering over us. Even with that blue paint splashed dl over his Sckly white
skin and robe, he manages to look pretty damn scary.

“Do you have any idea with whom you are deding?’ he says.

Not even the accent and guttura tone of his voice can hide the prideful disdain he holds for us. | can
fed Pdly trembling beside me.

But Maxine just says’Actudly, | do. You're the creatures who picked a fight with the wrong
people.”

For along moment the two of them lock gazes. Then the creature smiles—or at least | think that
grimace pulling at hislips and showing histeeth isaamile

“You have abargan,” he says.

| shake my head. “Maxine, how are we supposed to trust these things?’

Heturnsto look a me, and thistime | can tdl that he’ sredlly pissed.

“You question our word?’ he demands.

Maxine didn’t bat an eye when he was saring her down, and I’'m naot about to, ether.

“Wel, yeah,” | say. “Maybe you're some big important guy where you come from, but here you're
just an ugly mongter that came gunning after us for no good reason that | can see. That doesn’t make you
paticularly trustworthy in my book.”

The leader turns his atention on Pdlly. “Tdl them,” he says. “Tdl them how our word is our bond.”

“It ... itstrue” Pdly says when | look a him. He sounds apologetic, like I'm going to blame him.
“Across the borders, one' s word is one's only currency. It's not like here.”



Maxine gives adow nod. “Esmerdda said something about thet in her last e-mail.”

The soul-eater holds out his hand.

“Cut my padm,” he says, “and | will give you my blood oath.”

| glance at Maxine and she shrugs, so | let the edge of my blade kiss the pdm of hishand. A greenish
red blood seeps from the wound.

“Now you,” the creature says to Maxine.

“Wat aminute” | say.

But he shakes his head. “Our bargain iswith her.”

The other two anamithim make rumbly noises that | take to be agreement. Reluctantly, | offer
Maxine the switchblade, hilt firs.

“Jug hald it,” shetdisme.

Dixt Girt 325

“Careful,” | say, turning the knife around again so thet the blade faces her. “It' s redly sharp.”

She lightly touches her own pam againgt it. When she pulls her hand back, blood wells from the cut.
Red, normd blood. Which makes me wonder if mine would be blue and that' s why the creature wants to
sed the bargain with Maxine.

He offers her his hand and they shake, the creature repeating his promise to hold up their sde of the
bargain. | go to where the piles of dathing lie on the floor. | clean my blade on a pair of shorts, put it
away inmy jeans, then pick up a T-shirt and giveit to Maxine. She wraps it around her hand. | hestate a
moment before picking up a second one.

“So do you have aname?’ | ask.

He refuses the T-shirt and shows me his blue-spattered hand. The cut’s dready disappeared.

“We do not give out our names,” he says.

We stand there for a moment, nobody moving or taking.

“Okay,” | tdl them. “You can go.”

“We cannot. Not urtil we clean this abomination from our skin.”

| redize that I'm enjoying this.” Oh, right. Wdll, there are washrooms updtairs ... maybe a snk down
here some-where.”

Hejust looks a me.

“You know,” | say. “With water. To wash off the pant?’

“I will show them,” Pdly says.

The soul-eater nods and lets Pdly lead them away.

“Remember,” | cdl after them.” Pdly is definitely in the friend category.”

He just gives me a look, and then they’re gone. When | turn to Maxine, she grabs hold of me and
hugs me like she's never going to let go. | can fed her shaking and redlize then just how scared she was.
Inmy book, that makes her way braver than me. | was too pissed off to be scared.

“| thought we were dl going to die,” she says with her face buried againgt my neck.

“Me, too,” | tdl her.

| look over my shoulder at Adrian. He hasn't moved or said aword snce | came into the room.

“What are you dill doing here?’ | say.

Maxine pushes back from me.

“Oh, don't be mad a him,” she says. “He was only trying to help.”

“By scaing those uglies on usin the firg place.”

“He made a mistake,” Maxine says. “Everybody makes mistakes.”

“But not everybody’s mistakes ... “

Put people' slives a stake, I'm about to add, but | let it go. She's right. Everybody screws up. Just
look at me I’'m the poster child for screwing up.

“I'm s0, S0 sorry,” Adrian findly says.

“He speaks,” | say.

“Imogene,” Maxine says.



| look &t her. “I'm just razzing him. Can’'t | even do that?’

“He was going to give up hissoul for you,” she says.

“That’'swhat his plan to make thingsright was.” | blink and dowly turn to Adrian.

“For true?’ | ask.

He shrugs. “Not thet it matters.”

“Of course it maiters.”

“Flushe sred,” Maxine adds. “I mean, he's corpored.”

| keep thinking that we should be way too freaked to be having an ordinary conversation like this, but
| guess the very normacy of it is what's heping us the most. | wak over to him and reach out with a
finger to touch his chest. Sure enough, my finger presses agang red flesh. He gives me an uncertain
amile

“How’d this happen?’ | ask.
“It's got something to do with Haloween,” Maxine says. “He never redly tried to do it until this
year.”
“So how'sitfed? | ask.

“Like being dive”

| nod, then | make afig and punch himin the shoul-der. Hard.

“Ow! What was thet for?’

| give him a sweet amile. “For dl the times you disap-peared on mein the middle of a conversation.”

He s rubbing hisarm when | turn away.

“What timeisit?’ | ask Maxine.

She checks her watch, then shakes her head.

“Almogt ninethirty,” she says. “I thought it'd be way later than that.”

“No kidding.”

We hear something at the door and we dl turn to look.

| guess I'm the only one who's totdly paranoid, because the firg thing | do is reach for my
switchblade. Then | redizeit'sonly Pely.

“Are they gone?’ Maxine asks.

He nods. “And they will keep their word.”

| shake my head. I'm not disagreeing; | just don’t know what to think.

“| think it's pretty cool that your word means so much in the Otherworld,” Maxine says. “Too bad it
couldn't be like that here”

“So they never lie?’ | ask Pdly.

Helaughs “Everybody lies. They lie and they cheat and they do dl manner of wrongs. But once they
gvether word, they keep their Sde of the bargain.”

“Whatever works,” | say. | turn to Maxine. “Can | borrow your cdl?’

She digsin the pocket of her cargo pants and hands the phone over to me.

“Who are you cdling?’ she asks.

“My mom.”

Mom picks up on the firg ring. “Imogene?’

“Hi, Mom. Everything okay with you?’

“I’ve been so worried.”

“Worry no more,” | tdl her. “I ill have abit of a bluetint to my skin—"

“Liar,” Maxine mouths a mewith agrin.

“—put otherwise I'm okay.”

“The police were here.”

“Yeeh, | kind of thought they might be. Did they say why?’

“They wouldn't tdl me anything.”

“Okay. The short gtory is, | caught some guy besting up his girlfriend and | gave him a taste of his
own medicine”

“Ohmy god, are you sure you'redl right?’



“Totdly, Mom.”

“When will you be home?’

“Wl, that's the thing,” | say. “If | go home, I'll have to spend the night trying to explain mysdf to
them and | really wanted to see Jared’s band play tonight. | have had such a crappy week, | figure |
deserve that much. And it is Halloween.”

“Did this boy hurt you?” she asks.

“No way.”

She gghs. “Areyou going to bein alot of trouble?

“Probably. The guy | hurt is a big-shot quarterback, and if it comes down to my word agangt
his—well, who are they going to believe? Especidly if they talk to the copsin Tyson.”

| never got charged for anything there, but | got picked up a few times, and it was pretty much
common knowledge thet | ran with Frankie Leg' s gang.

“l don't know ... “ Mom's saying.

“Did they give you a hard time?’ | ask.

Thisis alittle unfar of me, playing on Mom'’s old hippie distrust of “the Man,” but | was tdling her
the truth. | know | have to face up to what | did to Brent. | just want the rest of the night to be something
resembling normal.

“Of course they gave me ahard time” Mom says. “Tha's what they're here for, ian't it? Why chase
red crim-inds when they can harass sngle mothers and their daugh-ters who were only trying to defend
themsdlves. You were defending yoursdlf, right?’

“Totdly. And the guy’ s girlfriend. | took her to the hospitd.”

“Won't she vouch for you?” Mom asks.

“She's pretty much hated me for ayear and ahdf at school,” | say, “so | doubt that one bit of Good
Samaritaniam’s going to do much to change her mind.”

“But you said you rescued her.”

“And she was grateful. But it seems she has a higtory of having this guy bang her around, and you
know how that works.”

Mom gives me another sgh. “I sweer ... “

“Yeah, it'sa crappy world,” | say before she can go off on a tangent about how she doesn’t know
which is worse, the fact that people get abused, or that we live in a society where the abused go right
back for more. “So what do you say, Mom? Can | have tonight and turn mysdf in tomorrow?’

“Therewill be no turning yoursdf in,” she says. “Go see Jared play and then come home. If they want
to talk to you, they can do it here with your mother and a lawyer present.”

“We can't fford alawyer.”

“Annafrom down the hdl’s a paraegd.”

| have to amile, but of course she can't see that.
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“Works for me” | tdl her. “What did you tdl them when they asked where | was?’

“l said you' d gone to a party with a girlfriend. | was hoping it was true.”

| look around the paint-splattered basement. Theres Maxine A corpored ghost. A
whatever-Pdly-is. And me, dill blue.

“Closz enough,” | say. “And when they asked you her

“|l told them it was a friend from school, but | didn't know which one. And | didn’t tdl them about
Jared’'sgig”

“Sol can go?’ | ask, judt to be sure.

“After the way you' ve turned things around this year? Of course you can.”

“You're the best, Mom.”

“Jud promise me you're okay.”

“| totaly promise. Except for ahint of the blue skin, everything's okay now.”

She gives me one last Sgh.



“Have agood time” she says. “And try not to find any new trouble.”

“I love you, too, Mom,” | say before | hang up. | hand the phone back to Maxine.

“WEe re dill going to the show?” she says.

“Of course we are. Weren't you ligening?’ | look &t the others. “Wedl are”

“But | don't have a costume,” Maxine says.

| amile and point at the lagt pail of blue paint, which didn’t get used.

“WEIl be the Blue Girls” | say.

“Who are they?’

“Whoever we want them to be.”

| ask the boys to step outsde. “And no peeking, ghost boy,” | tdl Adrian, “or we leave you behind.”

“What about my cosume?’ he asks.

“You can be aghost.”

“| dready an aghost.”

“l know. And a pretty convincing one, t00.”

“And me?’ Pdly asks while Adrian just shakes his head. | laugh. “You'll be just fine the way you
ae’”

“But | can redly go with you out into the world?’

“Absolutdy. Now, shoo. | need to get Maxine ready.” Once they're gone, she takes off her shirt,
and | use one of the T-shirts she bought for the fairies to smear paint dl over her arms, neck, and face.

“Close your eyes” | say when | get to them.

It doesn’t take long for the poster pant to dry. It flakes around her eyes and mouth, neck and
elbows, but it'll work well enough in the club.

“You should turn your coat right Side out,” she says as we start for the doorway.

“Excdlent point. Although maybe weering our clothes insde out could be a Blue Girl trademark.”

“l don't think s0.”

We gather up the boys outsde in the hdl and make it back upgdars to Maxine's locker without
running into Mr. Sanderson. | turn to Adrian while she gets her coat.

“You know I’ve got a boyfriend,” | tdl him.

He nods, then looks allittle nervous as | step over to him.

“l just don’t want you to make more of thisthanwhat itis” | say.

And then | kisshim. On the lips. He gets this goofy look like he's never kissed a girl before. Maybe
he haan't.

“Thanks” 1 tdl him. “I know you didn't mean to get us dl into this. And I'm sorry | didn't believe
you in the firg place.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just stands there, then dowly lifts his fingers to touch hislips.

“Earth to ghost boy,” | say. “Yes, it redly happened.”

“What happened?’ Maxine asks, dosng her locker. “Imogene kissed the ghogt,” Pdly says.

“Newsflash,” | say. “Girls kiss boys dl the time. Now let’s go party”

NOW: Imogene

Mom'’s so cool. Jared and | don’'t get home until well past two, but she's dill waiting up for us in the
living room and dl she wants to do ishug us both and then send us off to bed.

“Did you dedl with those bad faries?” she asks.

“Totdly. They won't bother us anymore.”

She gives me a conddering look. “You dill look quite blue”

“I'm pretty sureit'sfading.”

She raises her eyebrows, but doesn’'t comment except to give me another hug. Then she points me in
the direction of my bedroom and gives me a little push. Pdly’s waiting there for me, grinning from ear to
ear. For awelrd little spindly guy, more hedgehog/monkey than boy, he showed excdlent dance moves.

He stays long enough now to point to where he's left my knapsack beside the dresser, thank me for



the great night he had, and then he's off with a promise to see me tomorrow

“And if they put you in their prison,” he says before he disappears into the closet, “I'll have you out in
amoment.”

“l don’t think it'll come to that, but thanks.”

That night my dreams are a rewind of dancing with my friends while Jared's band plays. Of a dow
dance with Thomas during which | swear our hearts are begting at the exact same tempo. There' s abit of
bitterswveetness in there, too, when | think of Adrian, giving me those sad puppy dog eyes of his But
Maxine hooked him up with the sster of Jared's guitaris and he didn't moon over me again urtil the
show was over and she went home with her brother.

| think he scored a few more kisses, though I’'m not sure if that redly happened, or if it was only in
my dream.
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* % %

Mom waits until ten 0’ clock to cdl the police and then ingdts that if they want to tak to me, they can
come to the gpartment. “Unless” she adds, “you're tdling me my daugh-ter is under arrest?’

She's obvioudy confrontational, so ether they have nothing on me, or they want to be damn sure
they can build a case before they redly get her going, but whichever it is, they do come to us. So we
gather in the dining room and let metdl you, it dl feds very surred.

On one gde of the table are the two detectives. Harry Black, a beefy guy who totdly fills out his suit;
when you look at him, you fed like you should be hearing the theme musc to some cop show on TV.
And then there' s the other Sde of the coin, his partner, Juanita Lopez, atal woman with akind face but a
grave gaze that you know isn't going to miss athing.

Sitting across from them, there' s Mom and me, and Anna from down the hdl, a petite brunette with a
killer amile

“Areyou alawyer, maam?’ Black asks Anna.

“She's representing us, yes,” Mom says before Anna can answer. “And she's here to make sure we
don't get railroaded.”

“We Il keep that in mind, maam,” Black says. He turnsto look at me, and | know exactly what he's
thinking as his gaze goes from my hands, up my amsto my neck and face. “Are you dways this—’

“Blue?’ | finish for him. “No, it was just a dye job for Halloween, but it's totdly not washing off the
way it's sup-posed to.”

| wonder what Maxine's mom had to say about her own blue daughter last night. | haven't had the
chance to tak to Maxine yet this morning, so | have no idea.

“Thisiswhat was s0 important?” Mom says. “My daughter’ s Halloween cosume?’

I’d ask her to tone down the aggresson, but | have to admit I'm kind of enjoying Mom in ful
protective lioness mode. I'm pretty sure Detective Black can’'t say the same. He gives a weary sgh, but
it's his partner who takes up the questioning.

“Don’'t worry, Ms.Yeck,” Lopez says. “We Il make this as brief as possible”

Mom looks like she's dso got on opinion on that innocuous comment, but Anna lays a hand on her
am. There s along moment where the police are waiting to seeif Mom's got more to say.

“So, Imogene,” Lopez says, findly. “May | cdl you Imogene?’

| nod.

“You attend Redding High?’

| give her another nod.

“And were you on the school grounds yesterday evening?’

Y e one more nod from me. Thisiseasy. | don't have to say a word.

“Why were you there?’

“Maybe thiswould go alot more quickly,” Annasays”if you could just tell us whét it is you need to
know. Do we redly need to establish the obvious?”’

That grave gaze of Lopez' s pans to where Annais gtting, but then she gives a short nod.



“You're right,” she says. She turns back to me. “What can you tdl me about the attack on Brent
Cdder?”

“Excuse me? Have you not seen the mess he made of his girlfriend?’

“We're invedigaing that,” Lopez says, “but we're aso trying to understand how Mr. Cdder was
injured.”

“l don’'t know,” 1 tdl them.

| decided when | got up this moming that this is a Stu-ation where a li€s my firg best option.
Everything depends on what Vderie's told them—and | don't have high hopes on that count—but |
figure I'll a least give it a shot at painting mysdf as the innocent bystander. And no, I’'m not trying to
deny what | did. Whether the cops charge me or not, I’'m going to carry that with me. It's just that doing
it from a juvenile detention center’ s not going to make it any easer.

“l was looking for my friend Maxine” | go on. “We were supposed to hook up after the game, but it
turns out she went to the dub ahead of me. Only | didn’t know thet a the time. So | was waking around
the sde of the schoal to the footbdl fidd to seeif she was waiting for me there instead of out front. And
that’s when | saw these two guysfighting.”

“Mr. Cdder and ... 7’

“l didn't recognize the other guy. He took off when | cdled out. | didn’t even know it was Brent until
| ran over. If | had, | probably wouldn't have bothered.”

“You don't get dong?’

Here | was going to be honest.

“Not for amoment,” | say.

“So you ran over,” Lopez prompts me.

“And | see Vderie lying on the ground. She says some-thing about Brent beating her up, so | take
her to the emer-gency room.”

“Leaving Mr. Calder bleeding.”

| nod. “Look, | told you. We didn’'t get dong. | don't get dong with Vderie ether, but a least she
didn't try to take aswing at me when | helped her up.”

“Mr. Cdder tried to hit you?’

“Didn’'t | just say that? He was acting like | was the one who'd knocked hm down. So | just got
Vderie out of there”

“And left him. Weren't you worried that he might have bled to death?’

| shook my head. “I didn’t redize he was bleeding. | mean, there was blood around, but | thought it
was from him and the other guy fighting. Was he cut or something?’

“Or something.”

Lopez looks at some notes she has on the table in front of her.

“So you took Ms. Clarke to the hospitd,” she says, “and you left her there”

| shrug. “1 told you. It's not like we were friends or any-thing. | made sure that she'd be looked
after.”

“But you didn’t tdl them about Mr. Cader.”

“No.”

“Why not?’

“Because he'd judt finished beeting up his girlfriend and then took a swing & me. | figured he could
crawl home on hisown.”

“Bleeding as he was.”

“l didn’'t know it was serious. It was serious, | take it?” She nods.

“| dill don't care” | say.

“| suppose that explains how you could just go to a dub after dl of this”

“| suppose it does.”

Lopez glances a her partner, before she looks back a me. “Mr. Cader says you attacked him.”

| laugh. “Me? Do you think I'm insane? Have you seen the Sze of him? He' d’—1 think of what Brent
was dways saying to me—" squash me like a bug.’



“He sad you had a knife”

“Oh, please. | don't get the big dedl, anyway. He' s the bad guy in this. Whoever took him down was
doing every-body afavor.”

“Assault with a deadly weapon is hardly doing anybody a favor.”

“Oh, | get it | say. “He's the sar quarterback. So just because he beat up one of his own
teammates for missng a catch, and then used his girlfriend for a punching bag, you're ill going to do
your best to keep his sorry ass from doing any time.”

“Areyou refarring to a Kyle Hanley?” Black asks.

| nod. “That's what Vderie told me. | didn't see it. Jugt like | didn’t see him actudly beat up on
Vderie”

“Well, that helps,” Black says. “Mr. Hanley told us that he didn’t recognize his attacker.”

“Because he didn't want the crap beat out of him again.”

The two of them fdl slent. Black’s looking at his notes. Lopez is sudying me.

“Isthat it then? Anna asks.” Or do you have any further questions?’

Lopez shakes her head. | can tdl she doesn’t beieve me, but | guess dl she's got to go onisindinct.

“No,” she says. “Ms. Clarke' s story corroborates what Imogene s told us”

It does? | think in surprise, and hope that nothing’s showing on my face.

Lopez picks up her notes and stands up.

“Thank you for your help with this” she says to me. “If you think of anything else we should know,
please givemeacdl.”

She lays a business card on the table, then she and her partner say their good-byes and leave.

“It sounds like you had an exdting night,” Anna says when they’ re gone.

She doesn’'t know the hdf of it, | think.

* % %

“Well, that went about as wel as it could,” Mom says after Anna has finished her tea and left. “All
things consd-ered.”

| amile “Yes, you were very fierce”

“Oh, god, | was, wasn't 1? | just get so guilty as soon as | have to tak to a policeman—even when |
have absolute-ly nathing to hide”

“l know the feding.”

“Except you probably do have something to be feding guilty about.”

“Mom!”

“You'reright. Not anymore.”

We look up as Jared mutters a good morning to us from the doorway before he heads into the
kitchen to make himsdf a coffee.

“You took a chance not tdling them the truth,” Mom says.

“| figured it was worth a shot, but | didn't redly think VVderie would leave me out of it.”

“Maybe shell be nicer to you now.”

“Right. Asif.”

“You have to give people the benefit of the doubt.”

“Mom, with her you don’t get any benefit, only the doubt.”

“So why don’'t you like her? Is it because she's a cheer-leader—”

“It's because she’'s an asshole”

‘—or because she doesn't like you?’

“Probably abit of both,” | have to admit. “At least when we fird met.”

“This mugt have been a pretty traumatic experience for her,” Mom says. “It could wel change her
worldview.”

“| suppose anything's possible.”

“And that,” Mom says, “brings us to your origind prob-lems.”

“Which are dl settled. Like | told you lagt night, the shadowy guys are totdly going to leave us



done”

“Jud like that.”

| nod. “They gave their word, and where they come from, that’s supposed to be sacrosanct.”

“Mug be anice place. Too bad our world can’'t be more like that.”

“l guess. But Pdly says they have dl the same suff going on there—lying and chedting and
everything. The only difference is, when they give their word, they don’t break it.”

Mom nods. She studies me for along moment. “And the blue?’ she asks.

“l don’t know But I'm not going to a doctor and trying to explan how it happened. They'll sick me
inatest tube or something.”

“l suppose you're right,” she says, but it's obvious she's agreaing only reluctantly.

“Beddes, it's darting to fade.”

I'm pretty sure it is. | sudied mysdf in the mirror this morning before the police came, and it redly
does seem less intense. Siill undeniably blue, though.

Mom sghs and shakes her head.

“I'm living my mother’s curse,” she says.

“How s07’

“When | was your age, she wagged a finger & me and said, ‘Just wait until you're a mother
yoursdlf.You'll find out whet it’s like when your own child turns on you.™”

“But we're not so bad, right?

Mom laughs and gives me a hug.

“You and Jared are perfect Imogenes and Jareds,” she says, “and that's dl | could hope and ask
for.”

NOW: Maxine

Thefirg thing | want to do when | wake up iscdl Imogene.

| have the phone in my hand and everything, but at the last moment | don’t punch in her number. It's
50 hard not to. I'm dying to know what’'s going to happen when the police tak to her, not to mention
how she' s going to explain her new blue look. Mine was easlly put aside. The paint washed off, though |
did have to do amgor rinse of the tub after my shower.

The best part about my “cosume’ was Mom's face when | came in—that look of shock when the
blue regis-tered. But then dl she did was shake her head and ask if I'd had a good time. Either she's
serioudy loosening up or she really does't want me to go live with Dad, because she's being way less
and these days. She doesn’t even come into my room and tidy up anymore. The clothes | was trying on
before | left for school Friday morming were ill on my bed when | got home lagt night.

Anyway, | don't cdl Imogene. I'm sure she's got enough on her mind without my sdetracking her
right now.When she' s ready to talk, shell cal.

To digract mysdf, | go online and write Esmeradda a superlong email detaling the whole of our
adventure in the schoal lagt night. 1t's both easier and harder than | thought it would be, but | follow
Chrigty’s advice. | don’t worry about being writerly; | just set the story down in the same words I'd use
intdling it to someone if they were stting here in my room.

When I'm done, | look it over. With it Stting therein black and white on my computer screen, | find
I’'m not so much worried about its literary qudities as about how implausbleit dl sounds.

| hesitate along moment, then findly hit send. If any-one's going to believe this besides those of us
who were there—which, hdlo, indudes a ghogt and Imogen€s not-so-imaginary childhood
companion—it will be Esmeralda.

| spend alittle time tidying up my room after that. It's nice being able to decide for mysdf how | want
thingsto go. | think I’'m gaing to start bringing home the clothes that I'm gtoring at Imogene's and in my
locker. I'm definitely finding a new home for those dolls, even if it has to be a cardboard box. | start
thinking of redecorating, making the room more my own and less little-girly, but then decide, why bother?
| hope to go on to universty next year and I'm totdly planning to live in resdence. Or maybe Imogene



and | will be able to get an apartment, though I’'m not sure we could afford it.

| look &t the clock. It's dmost eeven.

| can’'t believe how the time's dragging.

Why hasn't Imogene cdled yet? Maybe the police have taken her into custody and she's used her
one phone cdl to get a lawvyer. Maybe | should cdl Jared or ther mom to find out if | need to start
baking a cake with afileinit.

| check my email what feds like every fifteen minutes, but in redity is every two or three. There€'s
never anything from Esmerada

Once my room’s tidy, | reread her old emails and the transcript | made of our chat and wonder
agan just exactly what it isthat she does. What | do know is I'm interested in it, just as I'm interested in
what Christy does: catdoging and trying to make sense out of dl the things there are in the world that
don’'t make sense.

| told Esmerddathat at the end of my email.

Maybe she's not writing back because she thinks I'm going to turn into some kind of cyber-stalker
wannabe-whatever-she-is. And who would blame her? She doesn’'t know anything about me, but here
I’ve been blathering on and on about my problems and how I've not been deding at al wel with the
weirdness that has become my life That's got to indtill dl sorts of confidencein her.

| 9gh and wak over to my closet. Pushing the clothes aside, | study the back wall, wondering again
just how Imogene and Pely did their trick of Imply showing up in there the other night. Not to mention
how they dso used it to leave.

Then findly, when | check my email for the kazllionth time, there’ s a response from Esmerada.

Date: Sat, 1 Nov 2003 10:32:19—0800

From: efoylan@sympatico.ca

Subject: Re What we did on our Halloween vacation To: fairygrrl @yahoo.com

Oh my Goddess, Maxine. If | was with you right now, 1'd give you such a smack in the ear for
risking your life the way you did. It was so very fodlish ... but so brave aswdl.

And what do | know? You got results. And your friend is a *very* resourceful young woman.
Nowhere in ord tradition, or in any of the hidoricd texts for that matter, is there a mention of this
particular weaknessin regards to the anamithim. Well done and thank you for that!
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As to why they didn't still attack you when they were trapped in corporeal form, you have to
under-stand that such beings, fearsome though they can be, can also be cowards. They don’t
have souls, so when they die, they simply cease to exist. The group you faced knew that they
could be dain in their paint-trapped forms and obviously weren’'t brave enough to take the
chance of engaging you in physical combat.

But whatever else they might be or do, you can hold them to their word, so no worries on
that front.

I've had an exhausting night myself—thanks for asking! There were the usual pixie
infestations—if they’re not haunting the phones or the Internet, then they’ll get up to the more
traditional tricks, which are just as annoying. There's always an increase in pixie incidents
around Halloween—I think half my life is spent cleaning up after pixies and bodachs—but last
night we also had to chase down a half-dozen feral eponies. That's a kind of malevolent spirit that
attaches itself to human ghosts and can cause enormous amounts of havoc if they're not dealt
with immediately. And then there was the giant that almost woke in the middle of a city park ....

Who is this woman? | think as I’'m reading this. Her life sounds like it's been pulled right
from the pages of some police-procedural version of afairy tale.

All of which isto say, I’'m in desperate need of some sleep. | hope that, and I'm sure that,
we will talk morein the days to come, but to quickly answer a couple of the points you brought
up:

I mogene is suffering from vervain poisoning—which, let me quickly add, isn’'t as terrible as
it might sound. I'd already looked into her problem before last night's fun began.
Unfortunatey, some of the symptoms will be permanent. The dark blue cast to her skin should



mostly go away, but a hint of blue will almost certainly remain. The euphoric sense of extreme
capability will definitely fade with time. The latter is, no doubt, what had her so readily take on
that bully and face up to the anamithim the way that she did.

| don’t mean to take away from Imogene's obvious courage by saying this, but without the
effect of the vervain in her system, she would surely have let common sense guide her actions.

Which shows how totally Esmeralda doesn’t know I mogene, | think.

Vervain, at least the variety found in the otherworld, is also known as a “heal all,” and a
rare one at that. It’s an enormoudy beneficial component of any number of poultices, spells,
and such, but like anything, too much of a good thing can be problematic. When only the pollen
is being utilized, it is normally in very minute
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quantities, hence Imogenge s reaction to a cloud of it being thrown upon her and ingested.

Ladly, I'm ddighted by your interest in learning more about the fairy ream. If you are of legd age,
we can certainly talk more of your coming to the House to study. I'll tel you more about us and what we
do when I’'m not <o tired. But since you' ve men-tioned that you know Christy Ridddl—an old col-league
of mine—I’d aso recommend you express your interest to him. He and the professor are aways in need
of able-bodied, open-minded folk to help them with ther catdoging and studies, and you could learn
much from them.

Now | redly do have to go to bed. Try not to have any more adventures before we have the chance
to tak again.

Blessad be.

Esmedda

Thisis so cool. | know lagt night | spent hdf the time being scared out of my mind, but | redly do
want to learn more about dl of this. Of course, | want to write back to her immediady to find out what
this House is that she' s taking about and who the professor is, but shell be deep-ing anyway. Then the
phone findly rings, and it’s Imogene asking if it's okay if she comes over.

NOW: Imogene

Maxine' s mother gives me the once-over when she opens the door. Her eyes only widen dightly, but
| guess the sur-prise factor ismogly gone, seeing how her own daughter came home with a smilar look
lat night.

“Helo, Imogene,” she says. “I take it you liked your costume too much to give it up after only one
night.”
| shake my head. “I made the mistake of usng dye ingtead of just blue paint the way Maxine did. |
should have ligtened to her. This Suff just won't wash off.”

“Somehow, | doubt you didike the attention it brings.” | raise my blue eyebrows.

“It'snot avaue judgment,” she says. “I’'m working very hard a not doing that anymore. It's just that
you have your tattoos, you like to put together outfits thet are impossible to ignore ... ©

I'm actudly looking very normd today—except for dl my blueness. Jeans and a sweater and
sneskers. A toque, ascarf, and one of Jared's pea jackets that mugt be smdl on him because it's redly
not that big on me.

But, “Point taken,” | say. “I do kind of likeit. | just wish | could turn it on and off, the way | can
change what I'm wearing.”
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“Tattoos don't come with an on-off switch.”

“No, but if you place them drategicdly, you can make it look like you don’'t have any, if that’s how
you're feding.”

“You are such an interesting girl,” she says. “But come in, come in. | shouldn’'t be leaving you to
gand in the hdll like this”

Ushering me into the living room, she cdls to Maxine to let her know I'm here.



“Maxine told me what you did last night,” she says. “That was very brave of you.”

| try to school my face to stay cam, but | can't help but give Maxine a look as she's coming down
thehdl. | can't believe Maxine told her about the fairies.

But then Ms. Tattrie adds, “1 hope they throw the book at that Calder boy,” and | redize what she's
taking abot.

“We can hope,” | say, “but | wouldn't hold my breath.”

She nods. “Unfortunately, they do seem to get away with it most of the time, don't they?’

“Unless someone convineces them to stop.”

Ms. Tattrie regards me for along moment.

“Yes” she says. “That was avery dangerous thing you did, but I’'m proud of you for doing it, and for
hdping that gifl who, | understand, is anything but a friend.”

Maxin€ s mother just gets weirder and weirder. | think she's actudly beginning to like me.

“I'm not planning to make a habit of it,” | tdl her. “Getting into that kind of Stuation, | mean.”

“Sometimes we have no choice” Ms. Taitrie says, which makes me wonder what kinds of things
she sseenin her life

“Sometimes the Stuations are thrust upon us”

“Yeah, it's sure not a perfect world,” | agree.

The conversation turns to lighter subjects as Maxine and | St and tak with her for alittle while longer,
then findly we get to retreat to Maxine s room.

“So do you dill want to trade in your mom?’ | ask when we're both stting on the bed.

“l guess not,” Maxine says. “ She's actudly sarting to seem like anorma mom.”

“Or maybe we're just getting mature enough to appre-ciate her perspective.”

“Oh, god, do you think? Are we the ones who are changing?’

| laugh at the look of horror on her face,

“Not likdly,” | assure her.

She gets up and beckons me to look at what she's got on the screen of her computer—another
e-mal from that weird woman she met in the fairy-tale forum.

“So you told her everything?’' | ask after I've read it through.

She nods.

“And you want to tdl Chrigty, too?’

“But not to go in some book. Jugt to, you know, increase the body of knowledge on the subject. I'd
tdl him not to use our names.”

“You're redly serious about getting into this suff, aren’'t you?’

“Do you think it's weird?’

| amile “Weird iswhat | like, Maxine”

“I know. But thisis persona suff—your duff aswdl as mine”

“Let metdl you something,” | say. | stand up so that we're face to face. “Lagt night you saved my
soul.”

“What?’

“I'm serious. | was ready to just cut those guys. | didn't see another way to be sure we'd be safe.
Maybe it was me taking, maybe it was this vervain overdose your friend wrote about. | don't know. But
| was wrong and you were right. | might have saved our asses, but if I'd done it, I'd .. | don’'t know. It
would have been crossing aline. | never did it back in Tyson. | never want to do it. But last night | was
ready.”

| see Maxine' s eyesfilling as | talk, and to tdl you the truth, I'm feding alittle teary mysdf. One more
word out of me, and we' d both be bawling. So | just step closer and give her ahug.

She hugs me back in afierce grip, and then we step back from each other.

“That’'s the main reason | wanted to come over,” | tdl her. “To say thanks”

She doesn't say anything for along moment. When she does speak, it'sto ask the lagt thing | expect
right now, but it's entirely appropriate, dl things considered.

“Will you tel me about Tyson?’ she says.



“What do you want to know?’

“Everything.”
So we St on her bed, and | begin.

NOW: Imogene

There's one lagt piece of unfinished business, and Sunday night he shows up: Adrian in dl his
ghodliness, sanding on the fire escape on the other sde of my bedroom window. He's got this
gpologetic look on his face that makes me amile, because | know just what's going on in his head. For
whatever reason, he needs to tak to me, but having turned back into a ghost Saturday morning, he can't
exactly pick up aphone and give me a cdl to say he's coming over. And he knows what happened the
ladt time he just showed up outside my window.

“It sokay,” | tdl im as | open the window. “1 know you're not peeping.”

“You'redill blue”

“Isthet all anybody can focus on?’

“But it's been what, three days now?’

“Four. Not that I'm counting. And it'sfading.” He peers a me. “| guessitis... *

“So what's up with you?’ | say, because | figureit' swdl past time to change the subject here.

“| ... can you come with me?’ he asks.

“What, right now? It's dmost midnight.”

“l have a favor to ask of you. I know—you don’t owe me anything. It's just ... | don’'t want to do
thisaone”

“Do what? Why are you being so weird and mysteri-ous?’

“Can you just come?’

| look out the window past him. The night lies thick on the streets and it'sdl shadowy and quiet. Just
another Sunday night in Crowsea with everybody aready in bed, or nodding off in front of their TV sets.
Here and there in the windows of the other buildings | can see that telltae flicker of light.

My gaze comes back to Adrian’s face.

I’ve got school tomorrow—my first day as a blue girl. | ill haven't decided how I'm going to handle
the questions and comments that I'm sure to get. Even people who never talk to me are going to want to
know what’s up. I’ve gone over it with Maxine and Thomas about a million times today, and Pdly just
left me to go back into Closetland a few minutes ago, but none of them had any particularly good
suggestions. That leaves me stuck with the bad Halloween dye jobexcuse.

So dl things considered, | thought a good night's deep would be an excelent idea. A chance to rest
up and prepare for what's sure to be along and tiring day. But Adrian looks so damn hopeful.

“Sure” | say. “Judt let me get dressed.”

He turns so that his back is to the window, but he didn’'t have to. I'm just wearing a big T-shirt for a
nightie and I’'m nat taking it off. Stll, | appreciate the gesture on his part. | put on a pair of jeans under it,
socks, and sneakers. My coat’sinthe hdl, so | dig out a thick wool sweater with a tight knit that should
keep me warm.

“Okay,” | say, and approach the window

He moves asde so that | don't have to step right through him, then follows me down the fire escape.

“Where to?’ | ask when we get to the bottom.

“Remember when we fird met, | told you there were angels as wel as shadows?’

| nod.

“Wl, we're going to go look for one of those angds”

“How long's that going to take?’ | ask.

| have visons of his expecting me to go tramping through the city with him, dl night long, and that's
not going to happen.

“Not long,” he says. “They usudly show up pretty quickly when you want to see them badly



enough.”
“Wha do you want to see one for?’

I’'m trying to remember what he told me about them, but I'm coming up blank.

“l need to know something,” he says. “Did someone tdl you how the blue paint would incapacitate
the anamithim, or was it something you figured out on your own?’

“The truth?’

“No, tdl mealie”

“Now you're just being smart.”

“Maybe I'm picking it up from you.”

| grin. “That's good. There are two thingsthat’Il get you far inlife, so far as I’'m concerned: a spunky
atitude and a vocabulary of interesting words.”

“l should have met you before | went flying with the fairies”

“Except | would' ve been eight years old or something, and that would just be gross.”

“l didn't die that long ago.”

“Whatever.”

“But back to how you dedt with the anamithim,” he says.

We're a couple of blocks from the gpartment now | wonder what people would see, if there was
anyone around to look our way. Adrian would probably be totdly invisble to them, so it'd just be this
blue girl, walking dong with her handsin her pockets, taking to hersdf. All | need is a shopping cart and
I’d have dl the makings of a bag lady in traning.

“I wasflying by the seat of my pants” | tdl him. “Right up until | came into the room where you dl
were, | was thinking maybe we could use the paint to make a stronger warding circle—just to protect
us.Y ou know, something that wouldn't get scuffed or blown away like salt.”

“So why did you throw it on them?’

“l don't know. | guess because if they weren't going to come near me with my blue skin, | just
figured throwing it on them would redly screw them up.”

“And your backup planwas ... 7’

| shake my head. “No backup plan. | tend to run on inginct, which iswhy | threw out dl the earlier
plans we had and went with my gut when | thought of the paint.” He gives a dow nod.

“Indinct,” he repeats.

“It's not going to be everybody’s choice, but it works for me”

“Even when fallowing it seems crazy, or maybe alittle scary?’

“l guess. It would depend on the Stuation.”

He nods again.

“I'm afrad to die” he says.

“But you're—"

“Already dead. | know. So it's completely weird. Except I'm not completely dead, because | never
went on to wher-ever it isthat we go next.”

“You said that when we firg met. | don’t redly blame you for hanging around—not if you've worked
aded where you can put it off. Who wants everything to be over?’

“Except they say that dying's just the start of another, even more interesting journey”

“Who does? People who haven't died yet, that’s who.” He shakes his head. “No, the angdls do.”

And then | remember what he told me about them. “You're going on,” | say. “You're going to get
them to show you the way.”

“I'm scared to, but | know it's what | should do. | mean, redly, what's left for me here? All | do is
haunt the same stupid school | hated when | was dive”

“Y egh, but—"

“But | just didn't want to do it by mysdlf. | know we're not redly friends, but you're pretty much the
closest thing I’ ve got. That'swhy | asked you to come.”

Whichis so sad that | don’t know what to say. “Do you mind?’ he asks.

“No. | guess not. | mean, I'm flattered that you asked.”



“If it' s too freaky, | understand.”

“No,” | say with more certainty “I can do this for you. And | do think of you as a friend.Y ou pissed
me off some, but we're dill taking, right?

“l should warn you, thisis going to get alittle weird.”

“Anamithim weird?’

“No. It's jud that when an angd shows up, the world changes a hit. It ... becomes less, you could
say. There' s hardly any sound, and everything goes black and white like an old movie”

“Ho-kay.”

“But it's not dangerous.”

“Goforit,” | tdl him. “I won’'t wig out on you.”

He turnsinto the next aleyway and stops when we ve waked hdfway down it.

“Thisis where your angd lives?’ | have to ask.

“No, it'sjust aquiet place, out of the way. | have to cdl him to me now—I just need to say his name
three times. He said he wouldn’'t come to me again, no matter how much | caled to him, but I'm hoping
hewill this one lat time”

S0 he does judt that. Calls out this name, “John Narraway,” three times.

Nothing happens.

“Maybe” he says, “you could cdl with me?’

“Daoing that isn't going to get medl tangled up in some new fairy-tale weirdness, is it? Because trust
me, I've learned my lesson.”

“Theangds aren't like that,” he says. “They can't even harm ghogis like me. All they can do istry to
convince us that it’stime for us to go on, and they wouldn't bother with you, because you're ill dive”

“Okay. I'll giveit ashot.”

Adrian gives us a count SO we can dart at the same time, and then we cdl the angd’s name, “John
Narraway,” which isway more prosaic than | would have expected. I'm think-ing Gabriel. Now there's
a good angd name. Or maybe Raphad, though wasn't he dso a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle? Jared
would know

We repeat the name. Do it athird time.

| wait a few moments, then turn to Adrian. I'm about to say something like how we gave it a shot,
but it looks like the angedl’s a no-show and maybe we should just try again some other time, only that's
when it comes cregping up on us.

It'snight, and it's dready quiet, but there's no mistaking this slence for anything natura. 1I'm looking
a the far end of the dley and as | watch, the ydlowy glow of the street-light loses its color, which is way
eerier than you might think it would be, congdering everything's pretty much black and white a night
anyway. You don't redize how much color the night holds until it dl goes away.

| turn at the sound of footsteps.

He looks like an ordinary guy, nothing specid, except he's carying a fiddle case. Almost
middle-aged; jud a little older than Mom, I'd guess. He has one of those totdly non-descript faces that
you'd never think about again, once you turn away, but he does have this stern look down redly wel. He
takes one look at me, then turns his attention to Adrian.

“Thanks for coming this one lagt time” Adrian says.

Theangd gives a brusgque nod. | can tdl there's bad feding between them, but | don’t want to know
about it. I've decided to turn anew leaf and totaly be the mind-your-own-business girl. At least when it
comes to this kind of thing.Y ou know, angels and ghogts and blue girls, oh my.

“What is she doing here?’ the angd says.

“| asked her to see me off.”

“Don’'t worry,” | say. “l won't get in the way.”

He looks a me again. “How can you see me? Only the dead can see us”

Oh, that's just grest.

“I"d better dill be dive” | tdl Adrian, “or I'm redly going to punch you.” | turn to the angel, and add,
“The dead can punch each other, right?”



“Thisis Imogene,” Adrian says.

Theangd nods. “I see. The one who—"

“Sent the anamithim packing,” Adrian finishes for him. Except, from the look on the angd’s face,
that’s not what he was about to say.

“But that’ s impossible” the angd says.

“ Impossible pretty much sums up Imogene.”

As the angd gives me a conddering look, | try to decide if 1 should take Adrian’s comment as a
compliment.

“l see what you mean,” the angd says before | can make up my mind. He returns his atention to
Adrian, and adds, “So you're redly ready?’

Adrian nods. “And Imogene can come, right?’

“If she sent a crowd of anamithim packing, how could | stop her?’

“Hdlo?’ | say. “I’'m ganding right here. Maybe you could include me in the conversation instead of
judt talking about me?’

Theangd amiles. “Of course. Follow me”

He sets off back down the dley. Adrian reaches for my hand. | hestate—I mean, what's there to
hold on to?—except when | put my hand out to his, red fingers curl around mine.

“What's going on here?’ | ask as wefdl in step behind the angd. “How come | can fed your hand?’

“Thisis a borderworld,” the angd says over his shoulder. “Spirits have more substance in a place
such asthis” Weird. But these days, what in't?

* % %

It satotdly disconcerting walk we take. | recognize where we are most of the time, but it's dl black
and white, and everything's sllent except for our footsteps and a fant hum like a wind coming from a few
Streets over. Theré's no one else around—I mean, no one. Not a late-night straggler. Not a cab or a
police cruiser.

I’'m about to ask how much farther we have to go, when we turn a corner and my gaze is pulled to
the far end of this new street. | no longer know where we are, and for sure I've never seen anything like
this before. It's an immense stone archway, reaering twenty or thirty feet high, and between its pillars, the
ar shimmers like a heat mirage. There are dl kinds of colors in thet light that you don't see a fird. It
seems modtly gold, but then you redize the gold is flecked with every other color you can imagine and
some that | don’t even think are supposed to be in the spectrum that can be seen by the human eye. But |
can see them right now.

“Wow,” | say.

It just gets more amazing, the closer we get. And here's a funny thing. When the gate is findly
looming right over us, everything that’ s touched by the light regains its norma color. There's sound, too,
but now it's this indescribable low resonating hum that | can fed in my chedt, like when a bass guitar's
turned up way loud. Only thisis a congtant sound, so | fed like I'm vibrating in time with it.

| turn to look a Adrian, but I'm not sure he's seeing and feding what | am because he's got this
scared look inhis eyes.

“Areyou okay?' | ask.

He nods. “You know, seeing your courage back at the school the other night is what's given me the
courage to do this”

| want to say, | wish everybody'd stop taking about how brave and smart and everything I'm
supposed to be. What happened on Halloween was just dumb luck. But | know he needs to go through
these gates, and | know his thinking I'm brave is what's letting him believe he can do this So | just
squeeze his hand, then draw him close for a hug.

“Send me a postcard,” | say.

“Yeah, | .“

He hugs me back, then steps away. He looks from me to the angd.

“So | just walk through?’ he asks.



Theangd nods.

Adrian turns back to me. | can't read what'sin his eyes anymore. The light coming through the gates
isreflecting too strongly in them.

“| like to pretend,” he says, “that if | hadn’t died ... you know, if we'd met when | was dive ... we
might have been friends”

“Absolutdy,” | tdl him.

He looks like he' s got something else to say, but then he just amiles and walks away, into the light.

There's a flare as he steps through, so bright that it leaves me blinking with the afterflash. | hear a
joyous sound. Then he's gone, and | find | have what fedslike this big holein my chest and I'm crying. |
don't even know why.

“It' s dways hardest for those who must stay behind,” the angd says.

But that's not it. I'm not sad that he’ s redly dead now, or that I'll miss him, even though I’ ve got this
empty feding ingde. I'm not sad at dl, redly, or if | am, it's a bittersweet kind of sadness. It's thinking of
himliving by himsdf for dl those years, a londy ghost in a school he hated, with no companions except
for the mean-spirited fairies who were responsble for his death in the firg place. He went through dl of
that, when he could have had this.

| wipe my eyes on the deeve of my sweater and look at the angdl. The residue of the bright flash is
pretty much gone, and | can see properly again.

“Whatever,” | say.

“You are an interegting individud,” he tdls me. “You're 0 very here, S0 very present. And you
catanly take dl of this very much in dride.”

“After theweek | just had,” | tdl him, “this seems dmost normd.” But then | look at the gate again.
“Wel, except for thet ...”

| turn away again to look at him, because that's way easier.

“You're not exactly my picture of anangd,” | say.

“I'm not an angd. | just help the lost dead to move on.”

“Like on that show Dead Like Me.”

“We don't get televison here—"

“It'son cable, anyway.”

—and | doubt it's anything the same.”

“So how you'd get the job?’

“l was like your friend Adrian. | was't ready to go on.

But then, when | was ready, | redized it was more impor-tant to help others overcome their fears.”

“How’d you die?’

“l was hit by a car.”

| don't redly know what to say, o | just nod.

He goes on. “I think it's dways harder for those of us who were taken before our time.Y ou know,
suddenly, in an accident.”

Like diving off the roof of a schooal, | think.

“We don't accept what's happened,” he explains, “and so we aren’t ready to move on.”

“| getit.”

“Wdl, no offense” he says, “but | hope we never see each other again.”

| amile “| plan to be an old, old lady before | go.”

“l hope that works out for you.”

He steps up to me and puts his hand on the top of my head. Before | can back off, or ask him what
he thinks he' s doing, | have this moment of vertigo—like when Pdly took me traveling through the back
of the closst—and the next thing | know, I’'m in my room, standing a the window.

Likeit was dl adream, except I'm dill dressed in my jeans and swester.

Okay, | think. That was weird. Maybe the weirdest thing yet out of dl of this.

| check my reflection in the dresser mirror.

Sill blue-skinned and blue-haired.



Maybe | should dye my hair orange before | go to school. | mean, if you're going to stand out, you
might as wdll really stand out.

Instead, | get ready for bed.

Lying there, | think about that light that Adrian walked into. | think about people dying, lost and done
like he did. | think about dl the people who are like him right now, living somewhere, dl by themsdves,
no friends, no family. Maybe not even ahome. Just a cardboard box in some doorway.

There's alat worse things than being a blue girl.

| want to go into Mom's and Jared’'s bedrooms and tell them | love them, but they'll just think I'm
weird, waking them up at, what? | look at the bedside clock—three in the morning. | can’'t cdl Maxine
dther because I’d probably wake her mom.

But thereis someone | can call.

| did Thomas's number. He's got a roommeate, but ther bedrooms are on opposite sides of their
gpartment. The phone rings a couple of times on his end before his degpy voice comes on the line,

“Hey,” | say.

“Imogene?’ | can hear im waking up by the third syllable of my name. “1s everything okay?’

“Itisnow | just wanted someone to tak to.”

| don't say “someone red,” but that’s what | mean. “Sorry ‘bout waking you,” 1 add.

“No, that's okay. I’'m glad you cdled.”

| laugh. “At three o’ clock in the morning?’

“Isthat whet timeit is?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Three A.m.’s an especidly good time to get a phone cal from your girlfriend. So long as she's not
bresking up with you.Y ou’ re not breaking up with me, are you?’

“No, | just missyou.”

And see, he's such a good boyfriend that he doesn’t say something like, “But we just saw each other
this afternoon.” He says, “Me, too.”
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