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Synopsis


High school junior Samantha Blackwell has always been haunted by unsettling dreams that leave her restless and exhausted. But one steamy summer spent mostly working at her family’s psychic reading shop, everything changes… Her dreams reveal a budding mystery, a vision that lovely and unassuming classmate Jane Hutchens, who she hardly knows, is being covertly watched at every turn. Stalked. Believing that her dreams are destined to come true, Samantha comes face-to-face with her deepest insecurities as she does her best to rise to the challenge and help Jane.


Jane has always struggled to fit in with the outgoing, uber popular Hutchens clan. And life’s newest twist isn’t making things any easier. Jane is gay, and when she comes out to her influential family, the news lands with an inglorious and heartbreaking thud. Still reeling from the fallout, she begins to receive messages from a secret admirer and is intrigued. But what starts out as harmless soon ensnares both girls in a web that spins dangerously out of control.


A small New England seaside town and a puzzle demanding to be solved is the backdrop for a newly minted friendship to ignite into romance and a summer that neither teen will ever forget. Together, are they strong enough to shine a light into a place as dark as the blind side of the moon?
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Prologue


Samantha Blackwell had experienced the same dream since forever. It was a part of her, like the gentle curve of her face and the husky laugh that sounded as though it should come from a far bulkier body. She couldn’t recall a time when it wasn’t woven through the fabric of her being, a slender, haunting thread, persistent in its mystery.


She watched the scene play out as though it was on television. But she felt every second of it. Tasted the salty air on her lips and tongue. Saw the sky shift from deep purple to bronze with the rising of the sun.


A chubby toddler stood crying on the water’s edge, tears splashing down his wind-burned cheeks. The tide rushed in and just kissed the tips of his tiny, bare toes. “No!” His crying intensified as he jumped back from the water on unsteady feet. A flock of seagulls suddenly swooped in low to swarm and squawk around him.


Samantha felt something wild and powerful stir deep inside her.


A sudden movement at the edge of the bed next to Samantha tugged her from the dream, but she still felt a little like she was floating. The sound of the seagulls faded into the background of the peaceful night.


“Shhh. You don’t need to be afraid,” Samantha’s mother comforted her, the whisper hot and soothing against her ear. “Everything will be okay. You’re special. It’s a good thing, not a bad thing, beautiful girl. Now…” Gentle fingers drew softly through her thick hair and then tugged blankets up underneath her chin. “Go back to sleep.”


The dream, to Samantha’s dismay and relief, would disappear for long months at a time but always return. Always the same.


Until now.




Chapter One


“Ugh. It can’t be time to get up yet.” Samantha mumbled her displeasure into her pillow. “It can’t.” She covered her eyes, trying to block out the bright sunlight, and burrowed deeper into her bed despite feeling warm, slightly bony fingers relentlessly tickling her back.


Samantha’s Grandma Leola released a tiny, evil cackle that said she loved nothing better than ensuring the sixteen-year-old never got to sleep in. “Tsk. Get up, lazybones. I made your favorite breakfast. It’s on the table waiting for you.”


Okay, maybe evil was stretching it. “Galatopita?” Samantha’s stomach growled in anticipation. She couldn’t resist the creamy custard pie with the flaky filo crust. She might be Greek only by blood, but she was convinced that her stomach had arrived in the USA directly off the boat from Athens.


“And sausages too.”


Drool pooled inside Samantha’s closed mouth and her eyes shifted sideways to spy the alarm clock before closing sleepily of their own accord. “Yum. But five more minutes, Yaya. Please. S’early.”


Leola made a clucking sound. “This is why you’re so slim. When your mother was your age she would have already been on the way to the kitchen table.”


Samantha’s next words were unintelligible even to own ears, but they sounded a lot like “first day,” “summer,” and “torture.”


“Be that as it may, your father will be here in less than an hour to pick you up.”


Samantha expelled an unhappy breath and reminded herself that cursing in front of Yaya would be a very poor choice. She could still recall the taste of the Irish Spring soap that had been jammed between her molars.


She’d forgotten this was her father’s day to visit. She rolled over and propped her head up with one hand, the movement lifting the scent of the honeysuckle detergent that clung to her sheets into the air. Samantha’s frown was met with Leola’s sympathetic grimace. A look that was far too serious to only be about her father’s trip out from Boston. Here it comes.


“You shouldn’t still look so tired after a full night’s sleep.”


“I know.” Samantha yawned big enough for her jaw to crack. “I’ll try for an early bedtime tonight. It’s all good.”


“Samantha…”


“I’m fine. Seriously.”


Occasionally, her dreams translated into sleepwalking or night terrors that were loud enough to wake her grandparents. As usual, she didn’t remember most of what caused the restless sleep and left her feeling exhausted. “I promise.” But already she could sense today would somehow be different. She felt sleepy, yes, but also…unsettled. Like something was about to happen, and she needed to be ready. But she didn’t know why or what for.


A quick change of subject was necessary to avert a discussion she wasn’t nearly up for having. “You know, Yaya, spending the morning with Pop is the least convincing argument to get me out of bed…ever.”


A silver eyebrow quirked upward, a silent acknowledgement that she would let things go—but only for now. “We aren’t arguing. We’re talking. There’s a difference. And when you’re finished with your father, come right home to change clothes, okay? The shop is open full-time hours today.”


Samantha could hear the relief in her grandmother’s voice. This year, with its unusually rainy spring and cool temperatures, had been particularly difficult on the family business. The fresh deli sausages for breakfast were definitely a splurge to be savored. But with school finally out for the summer, Ralph Lauren-wearing tourists eager to escape Boston’s cosmopolitan clutches would flood the state’s quaint, coastal towns in search of tales of witch trials, tacky yet artisanal knickknacks, and lazy afternoons on the water.


Luckily, Locklow, Massachusetts, had all those things in abundance.


After a quick scratch behind his ears, she pushed her glossy gray cat Oliver out of her bed.


He protested his eviction loudly.


Samantha sat up and stretched, causing her faded T-shirt to ride high above the waistband of her soft flannel boxer shorts. With another even louder yawn, she grabbed a ponytail holder from her nightstand and made quick work of tying back her long dark hair, her mind on how freakin’ good breakfast would taste and how quickly she could rush through her father’s visit.


“Oh,” Leola continued, smiling now that Samantha was finally moving. “Your friend Sully is waiting for you at the breakfast table.”


Samantha’s eyes popped open wide. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Her feet slapped the wooden floors with a dull thud. “Sully!” She darted past the laughing woman, her voice echoing through the tiny seaside cottage. “Don’t you dare snarf all my galatopita!”


* * *


Jane Hutchens scooted deeper into the uncomfortable middle seat of her father’s Mercedes convertible, knowing she was about to enter the danger zone. With a fortifying breath, she began to struggle with her seatbelt. When her thigh inadvertently grazed her older brother Kyle’s, he gave her a stiff elbow to the right boob. The air rushed from her lungs in a great whoosh. “Kyle!”


“Stay on your side!”


When Jane shifted sharply in the opposite direction in response to Kyle’s sneak attack, Chloe, his twin, elbowed her left boob. Jane gasped. “Ouch. Chloe!” It was on the tip of her tongue to call them both something vile, but as usual, the insult died on her lips before it saw the light of day.


Jane rubbed her sore flesh with a frown, all the while trying to keep her elbows as close to her body as humanly possible. Being the youngest, if only by a year, still meant that she was perpetually relegated to the middle hump, or what Chloe tartly referred to as “the bitch seat.”


Every family member had his or her own car, and her dad had two, so she had no idea why this particular family ritual required them to all jam into a single vehicle to make the short ride in misery. But it always did. And for some reason, today her father seemed more anal-retentive about things than usual. He’d even inspected what they were wearing and sent Kyle back inside for a less wrinkled shirt.


“This is bullshit,” Kyle suddenly grumbled. He crossed his arms over his broad chest sending him bumping carelessly into Jane’s space. He gazed out the car window, a petulant expression marring his handsome face. “I’m eighteen-years-old and shouldn’t have to get up at the butt crack of dawn to visit some cemetery if I don’t want to.” Absently, he shoved a shock of thick blond hair off his forehead.


Chloe nodded vigorously, not letting the motion stop her as she applied a thick coat of pink lipstick. “Exactly.”


Jane just rolled her eyes. She was certain her siblings had been in complete and utter agreement about every topic imaginable since before they were born. It even seemed impossible that they were actually born a few minutes apart. She was sure, had Kyle been able, he’d have gone back inside their mother after Chloe himself.


Troy Hutchens, the tall and sturdy family patriarch and the best orthodontist in Locklow, not counting his wife, glared into the rearview mirror as he tapped the steering wheel impatiently. “Don’t let your mom hear you say something like that, Kyle.”


Kyle began to wiggle in his seat and adjust his new jeans. “Like what exactly? The truth?”


“The cursing, not to mention the disrespectful words.” Troy’s tone was stern. He was clearly not amused by his son’s attitude. “Someday when it’s me you’re going to visit in the cemetery, this might not seem like such a waste of time.”


Kyle and Chloe exchanged disbelieving glances.


“And yes,” Troy continued with a bit of a smirk, “you do look incredibly stupid in girl’s jeans.”


Chloe burst out laughing. “Guys wear them too, Dad. Don’t be sad, Ky, I think you can totally pull them off.”


Kyle grinned. “You know I can.”


Chloe reached over Jane as though she wasn’t there and began to yank at the material at Kyle’s knee, testing its stretchy stretchiness. “Don’t over wash these.” She tilted her head in a manner so thoughtful that Jane actually found herself wondering what her sister was thinking. “They do look kind of gay, though.”


Ugh. Jane shook her head and prayed, not for the first time, that she’d been adopted and just didn’t know it yet. Kyle and Chloe sucked IQ points from any space just by breathing.


Kyle smiled toothily, showing off perfect teeth. “Really?”


Troy let out a long-suffering sigh and his hands tightened on the steering wheel.


Kyle’s smile suddenly fell away. “But, like, trendy gay, not homo gay, right?”


Chloe’s voice held an unmistakable air of authority. “Right. They’re on point.”


Jane felt a burning sensation in her chest. She narrowed her eyes, and this time she couldn’t stop herself. “You know that you’re both morons, right?”


Only Kyle rose to the taunt. “Don’t be so sensitive, Ellen.”


“Goddammit, Kyle!” Troy exploded, his now splotchy cheeks standing out vividly against his blond goatee. “Enough with the snark. And don’t call your sister that again. Ever.” The three Hutchens teens looked back at him with wide eyes. Troy swallowed hard, and with visible effort, lowered his voice until it was a murmur. “That’s not her name.”


Jane had only recently come out to her family, and the news was still new and salacious enough that her brother seemed intent on finding a way to bring it up whenever he could. Upon Jane’s heartfelt confession, Chloe, on the other hand, had merely given a bored shrug and said, “Whatever. Everyone knows girls are hot.”


Jane would take Chloe’s indifference tinged with acceptance over Kyle’s outright rudeness any day. Her heart sank when her father purposely trained his gaze out the front windshield instead of the rearview mirror, where he’d been looking only a moment before. While her mom had seemed worried but supportive during her announcement, her dad’s reaction to her sexuality continued to be the worst thing of all.


Disappointment.


Jane’s mother, Anita, wedged herself into the front passenger seat, holding a bouquet of white roses so large it barely fit into the car. Once seated, she struggled to close the car door, her face practically stuffed into the fragrant petals. “Let’s go.”


The cemetery was surprisingly…alive. Bees buzzed, and birdcalls wove around each other to create a soft soundtrack to their steep, uphill trek to the family plots.


It was lovely and peaceful in the Groveland Cemetery, and Jane couldn’t understand why Kyle and Chloe hated coming here so much. Sure, it was thirty whole minutes out of their day that they wouldn’t get to spend entirely on themselves, but it was only twice a year, on the anniversary of each of her maternal grandparents deaths. Their paternal grandparents were safely tucked in a condo in Boca Raton, Florida.


Jane came more often than was strictly required by her parents, especially in the summertime, when she could sink down onto a thick bed of grass and idly watch the clouds roll by. It was an escape from a sometimes rambunctious household. To Jane it wasn’t creepy or maudlin here. It was pretty and peaceful.


As Anita said a few words about her father and the steadfast man he’d been, Chloe texted, and Kyle tried to not fall asleep while standing up. When she was finally finished, Anita dabbed the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief and bent to pick up the flowers that were waiting to be laid on the grave.


Troy put a sympathetic hand on his wife’s arm. “I’ll do it, honey.”


Jane let out a relieved breath. She felt bad for her mother’s sadness, and also thrilled that this enforced family time would soon be over. She felt a rare moment of unity with her siblings. Maybe Chloe and Kyle weren’t as stupid as they looked. And acted. And…never mind.


Troy adjusted his crisp blue blazer with one hand before he knelt and deposited the bouquet on the soft grass in front of Grandpa Bill’s enormous black granite headstone.


Then something odd happened. Troy froze in position on his knees for so long that Chloe looked up from her phone, and Kyle actually began to focus on what was happening in front of him.


Even Anita looked puzzled. “Uh, hon?”


Chloe stepped closer to Jane and lowered her voice. “Did he have a stroke?”


Chloe actually asked that same question on a regular basis, whenever their dad did something she considered bizarre. But this time, it wasn’t totally unwarranted.


“Dad?” Jane whispered. “Are you okay?” She reached out to touch his shoulder but yanked her hand back when he suddenly let out a noisy, massive exhale.


Troy hung his head and barked, “Jesus, Ernie! Did you get the shot or not? You’re supposed to signal me.”


A sheepish, nerdy-looking young man emerged from the bushes clutching a professional-grade camera to his stomach. Ernie Tupper rocked back on his heels and blushed when his eyes met Jane’s, then Chloe’s.


Upon seeing Ernie, Chloe took a large step backward and pulled her sister right along with her. She placed herself between Ernie and Jane. Even Kyle, albeit probably unconsciously, moved a little closer to his sisters. And for once, Jane wasn’t tempted to complain.


Ernie had only graduated high school last year and was already considered a budding town creeper.


It took Kyle loudly clearing his throat for the chunky photographer to tear his gaze away from the girls and train it down at his tattered sneakers. “Sorry, Dr. Hutchens.” He shook his head to shake his longish hair from his eyes with a move so violent it looked spastic. “Yeah, I got a good shot. I, um, forgot the signal.”


“Troy?” Anita looked pissed as she rested her hands on her hips and pinned her husband with her questioning glare. “Why is Ernie, from the Locklow Gazette, taking our photographs?”


“Because I’ve finally done it. I know I’ve talked about it for years, but I’ve finally decided I’m going to run for City Council. I hired Ernie because I thought that a few candid family shots would make a nice pictorial that the paper would surely—”


Anita’s gaze caught fire. “You thought that you’d use our private visit to my father’s grave on the twentieth anniversary of his death as a photo op? And you didn’t bother to tell me about that or your decision to run for election?”


Troy squared his shoulders, stood to his full height, and spoke in a deep tone usually reserved for a parental lecture. But Jane didn’t miss the sliver of confusion making its way into his pale eyes. “I thought you’d be happy for me.”


“That would make perfect sense.” Anita nodded slowly. “After all, this visit to Groveland is all about you.”


Wisely, Troy paused a few seconds before responding.


Jane swore she could smell the burning of the filament when the light bulb popped on over her dad’s head, and he realized why his wife might be angry. When he did, he couldn’t keep from blanching. “I, um…”


Kyle and Chloe took this as their opportunity to escape and practically sprinted down the hill, yelling that they’d wait in the car.


“I’m sorry, honey.” Troy looked truly contrite and Jane felt a twinge of compassion for her dad. Her mom was usually even-keeled, patient even. But when pushed, like today, her temper was not a pretty sight. “I should have told–”


Anita raised a hand that stopped him cold. “Explain at home.” Without another word, she turned on her heel and marched downhill after Kyle and Chloe, her feet crunching especially loudly on the crushed seashell path.


Troy smiled wanly at Ernie. “My wife is a little camera shy. And, well, I’m…” He didn’t bother to finish the thought. Instead, he gestured with one hand. “After you. My checkbook is in the car.”


“Bye, J-Jane,” Ernie spat out clumsily, fiddling with his camera lens the entire time.


“Bye, Ernie.”


With one last, longing look at Jane, Ernie headed toward the car.


Oblivious to Ernie’s lovesick expression, Troy stuck his hands into his pants pockets and chewed at his mustache, obviously contemplating his fate. A few breaths more and he appeared resigned. “You ready?”


Jane shook her head. There was no way she was getting back in that car. Especially with an argument brewing. “I’m going to walk into town instead.” She lifted one shoulder. “Maybe visit the bookstore or library and find a nice place to read in the park or by the docks.” The cemetery was only a five-minute walk from her house, but the town square was a different direction. “I’ll see you later.”


“Sounds nice,” he said a little wistfully. “Just be careful.”


“I will.” She watched him as he walked down the path, and after a few seconds, she heard several car doors slam.


Jane stood rooted to her spot for several luxurious moments and allowed her mind to wander. What would her father running for City Council mean for the family? Would her mom stay mad for the rest of the day or would her dad coax her out of it by dinner? Would she like her new summer job at Mackelroy’s Fish Hut? Would she return the hideous sweater Kyle had given her for her 17th birthday or just donate it to the church her family attended twice per year and mostly for show?


When she finally grew bored with soaking up the sun and standing still, Jane moved back to her grandfather’s grave. She carefully gathered up about half the roses, which still amounted to a large armful, intent on sharing them by spreading them around. Their excess always made her uncomfortable, but they were undeniably beautiful. Another family would enjoy them too.


She was drawn, not for the first time, to a set of headstones under the nearest tree, a towering oak, with thick branches low enough to easily sit on and lush leaves whose pattern splintered the sunrays into a million beams of light. The encroachment of tree roots caused the headstones to sit a little unevenly. The grave sites were simple, but well maintained, and far less stately than the others nearby, making them look a little out of place in this lavish section of the cemetery.


Jane scanned the names. Most were exotic sounding and unique when compared to all the Williams, Marys, and Henrys in her clan. Unerringly, her attention landed on one she’d become particularly familiar with over the years. And as she had many times, she laid the flowers to rest at the base of the headstone and wondered about the woman who had died so young and what it must have been like for the young girl she left behind.




Celine Christos Blackwell


Age 34


Forever in our Hearts





Her cell phone suddenly buzzed and she glanced down at the unexpected text. She didn’t recognize the number, but it was from the local area code.




Seeing you makes me smile





Jane spun in a circle and even peered in the nearby bushes. But she was completely alone.


While not unpopular—that would be almost impossible for a Hutchens in Locklow—she didn’t get the attention that her head cheerleader sister or her captain-of-every-sports-team brother did. And for that she was generally very grateful. But that didn’t mean she was wholly without admirers. And for a second, she wasn’t sure what to make of the text or how someone could have gotten her phone number.


It couldn’t be from Ernie. Today was the first time he’d been bold enough to actually speak to her, and even then it appeared to be physically painful for him.


She waited to see if another text would follow, but she wasn’t disappointed when it didn’t. It was probably intended for someone else anyway. Most likely Chloe. More than once she’d received an explicit photo or drunk dial from one of Chloe’s friends that was meant for her sister.


But the mystery of the sender’s identity didn’t hold the allure of the library or even the boutique next door. Jane bid Celine Blackwell a silent farewell until the next time and headed down the hill and toward the ocean.


* * *


Jeremy Blackwell leaned back against the wooden bench that had the city park to its rear and Locklow’s docks to its front. He shifted so that he faced Samantha as he complained bitterly about the asshole who had cut him off as he tried to ‘pahk’ his ‘cah.’


“I’m sure he didn’t mean it, Pop. He probably didn’t even see you. He was about a thousand years old.”


“Oh, he meant it! He’s proud of himself too. I could tell. This town needs a cab service for the old corpses who are still drivin’ when someone shoulda tossed their keys years ago.” Jeremy finally stopped his rant and took a good look at his daughter. “Hey, I meant to say it earlier…What the hell? You’re so much taller since the last time I saw ya.”


Samantha let her father’s rapid-fire Southie accent roll over her. Her own New England inflection wasn’t nearly as pronounced, but it popped out occasionally and especially when she was tired. “I guess.”


Jeremy shook his head. “I mean, I know I’ve missed a visit or two, but kids can’t grow that fast, can they?” He cracked open his third beer of the morning, and those were only the ones she knew about, and took a long draw. Looking supremely satisfied by the taste, he smacked his foamy lips together. “What are ya? Five-nine, maybe five-ten?”


“Closer to five-ten.” Samantha trained her eyes on the boat moored in the slip in front of her and tucked her long legs underneath the bench. She drew in a breath of cool air, feeling the familiar salty bite in the back of her throat. “It’s been six months since we’ve seen each other. So, yah, Pops, someone can actually grow a few inches in six months. I’m livin’ proof.”


There was no bite to her words. She was merely stating facts.


Jeremy ran a hand through his wind-tussled, slightly shaggy hair. The coastal breeze was a constant in Locklow. “Ayuh, well…I been wicked busy, ya know? And the drive’s gotten worse over the years ’cuz a traffic. Sometimes it takes three hours.”


Samantha thought she detected a tiny flash of regret in his voice, but it passed so quickly she wasn’t sure it had been there at all. She watched as a deckhand uncoiled a long length of hose and began spraying down the deck of a gleaming sailboat that would carry passengers out for a harbor cruise later that morning.


Since her dad had brought up her growth spurt, she decided this was as good a time as any to bite the bullet. “Speaking of growing, I’ve outgrown most of my clothes and my shoes.”


Jeremy glanced down at her feet. It wasn’t quite warm enough for the flip-flops she had on and her toes hung just over the edge of the shoes. Still, he said nothing.


Damn him. “Hint, hint, Pops!”


His expression hardened. “Aren’t ya gettin’ paid for your hours at the shop? You’re not slave labor for the Christos.”


Samantha gritted her teeth. If it only impacted her, she’d go barefoot before she’d ask. But this affected her grandparents, and they were getting too old to work so many hours. “You know I don’t work at the shop during the school year. I did work at Harbor Cantina all school year though, even before I was old enough to do it legally. But I had to quit last week ’cause of the summer shop hours.” She let out a shuddering breath, trying not to taste the bitterness that made her want to gag. “It’s been months since you—”


“Yah, yah, okay.” He waved a hand between them as though he wished he could erase the entire discussion. “I get it.” He withdrew an old, creased wallet from his back pocket and nosed around in it as he spoke. “Ya weren’t serving drinks in that place, were ya? You’re far too young for that. No daughter of mine—”


Samantha rolled her eyes. She was his daughter right up until she needed anything from him. Time. Parenting. Support. “I washed dishes. That’s all.”


He grunted his acceptance, if not approval, then stopped what he was doing to finish his beer in several large swallows. “Nothin’ wrong with a little off-the-books work.” He made a production out of crushing the can and tossed it in her lap. Then with his chin, he gestured toward a garbage bin near the wooden dock railing. “Dump this in the barrel for your old man, wouldja?”


Samantha stood, can in hand, and hoped she didn’t look as repulsed as she felt. She hadn’t gotten any money yet. She didn’t even want to think about how much he spent on packie runs every week. Beer wasn’t cheap.


“How’s school? By the way, Leola grilled me about getting you back to her early today, so I take it summer break has already started. I can never keep the exact dates straight.” When she rejoined him on the bench, he handed over three twenty-dollar bills and snapped his wallet shut, clearly irritated at having to fork over the money.


Samantha stuffed the cash deep into the pocket of her cutoffs. God, how she wished she could wad up the money and throw it back in his miserable face. Sixty measly bucks. That would be all he contributed toward her living expenses until she saw him again. That wouldn’t even cover groceries for more than a week.


She opened her mouth to answer his question about school, when her attention was drawn to a redheaded girl wearing a fitted light blue pencil skirt, ballet flats, and a floral cap-sleeved top. The teenager clutched a thick novel to her chest as she moved closer, her thick hair braid swaying as she moved. She recognized the girl from school, although they didn’t really know each other. Jane Hutchens.


Samantha suddenly felt self-conscious and underdressed. Then again, why should she be dressed up on Saturday just to sit on a bench talking her a-hole dad?


Jane and Samantha’s eyes met and Jane smiled timidly in response.


Samantha felt the sudden urge to throw up. Ugh. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Yaya’s galatopita tasted far better going down than it did coming up. Her face twisted in to a sour grimace as she swallowed hard.


Jane took in Samantha’s revolted expression and, with a confused frown and red tinged cheeks, focused her eyes forward. She sped up her pace, not stopping until she was well past Jeremy and Samantha and had found a vacant bench to claim as her own.


Samantha blinked a few times as the weird, unpleasant sensation receded along with her breakfast.


“Samantha?” Jeremy prompted, looking concerned that she’d just totally zoned out. “School?”


The wind ruffled her ponytail and she used straightening it as an excuse to turn and avoid looking her dad in the eye as she spoke. Her wits were scattered around her like jacks on the playground and she did her best to gather them. “School is school. Umm, same as always.”


“Tenth grade next year?”


“Eleventh.”


“Good grades?”


“Yup.”


“That’s my girl.” He gave her a pleased nod. “I always said you got your eyes and your smarts from me.”


I got nothin’ from you.


“So…” he hedged, trying for nonchalance. “Heard from Joe-Joe lately?”


Her older brother hated his nickname, almost as much as he hated their father.


Samantha had been the lucky one. She was only six when their mom had died and had been allowed to stay in Locklow with their grandparents ever since. Jeremy had decided to leave town and insisted that a 13-year-old boy needed his father. And so Joe had been dragged to South Boston, Jeremy’s old stomping ground, and into a life she’d only narrowly escaped.


“I got a postcard from Joe a couple of weeks ago and a really pretty music box too.” Samantha glanced back at Jeremy, guilty, horrified, and grateful to have been the one who was left behind. “He emails every month or so.” That was an exaggeration. But she didn’t care.


The tightening of the skin around her dad’s mouth confirmed what she suspected—he hadn’t heard from Joe at all.


“He Skypes on holidays and birthdays too.” Now she was just rubbing it in. But she couldn’t seem to help herself.


“All the way from Okinawa?” Her dad’s tone was disbelieving.


She hesitated to share more but wanted this visit to run its course as quickly as possible. “He’s in Gaeta, Italy, now. He reenlisted a couple of months ago and got new orders.”


Jeremy let out a stream of curses so loud he scared the nearby seagulls into flight.


It took everything in Samantha not to flinch.


“He’s already been in the damned Navy for six years! Isn’t that enough? I thought he was gonna come back to Boston and drive cab. Ya know, to set up a real business with his military money.”


She almost burst out laughing. Joe would rather die. “Guess not.”


“The chucklehead,” Jeremy grumbled. His gaze drifted to a dingy fishing trawler that was pulling into the dock after its early morning run. “Guess he always did wanna be on the ocean, though.”


Samantha nodded. She couldn’t imagine not being able to gaze out her bedroom window at the sea everyday. Or drop a line in its foamy depths when the mood struck her. Its reliable rhythm, even on stormy days, soothed her, and she found comfort in its consistency.


In a sad way, a very large puddle of water achieved a parenting feat she knew her father never would.


“Got a boyfriend to go to bonfire rippers on the beach with? Kids still do that, right?”


Hazel eyes that were a kaleidoscope of swirling browns, greens and ambers took on an irritated glint. For a second, she wondered if he was serious. But then he lifted his chin, just a little, and she saw the devil in the crinkle of his eyes. He was messing with her just because he could. “You know I like girls, Pops. I told you the last time you visited and the time before that. Or did your love affair with Sam Adams erase it from your memory?” She braced herself for the explosion.


But it never came.


Instead of being insulted, Jeremy laughed lightly. “Don’t get all salty now. I was just checkin’. Men are filthy pigs. Remember that. At least now I know ya won’t get knocked up by some bum.”


“There goes number one on my bucket list.”


“Ya get your sarcasm from me too.” But he didn’t sound disappointed.


“Thanks?”


“Who knows, kid? Someday you might end up with your very own BMW to keep you warm at night.”


She didn’t want to laugh, but it bubbled up so quickly she couldn’t help herself. “I don’t need a big Maine woman, Pop. I’d be good with a thick blanket and a local girl.”


“Local girl, huh? Anyone particular in mind?”


“If there was, I’d never tell you.”


Jeremy grinned, and there in the midst of his rarely seen smile, Samantha grudgingly saw a little of herself in his face. It was at once familiar and unnerving.


“You’re really gorgeous, Samantha. Even more when ya actually loosen up and stop lookin’ at me like ya want to rip out my throat. You remind me more and more of your mother every day.”


Samantha was so astonished, she couldn’t think of a single thing to say to that.


Jeremy didn’t seem to expect a response as he stood and briskly patted her knee. “Get some fuckin’ sleep, will ya? Or you’re gonna start looking less like Celine and more like Leola.” He made it only a few feet before he stopped to glance over his shoulder. “See you in a month, yah? Or sooner. I’ll have more time this summer and I’ll come up to Locklow a lot more often. I promise.”


For a split second, whatever still remained of her little girl’s heart leapt with joy. His visits had always come in spurts and stops. Maybe…but then reality and experience filtered in as surely as the sunlight through the trees and brought her back to earth with a painful thud. “Sure, Pop. See ya around.”


And then he was gone.


Her attention shifted to the girl who’d made her stomach flop in the most horrible way earlier. She was still sitting alone on a bench reading, looking lovely and completely harmless. Curious, Samantha decided that she owed her an apology.




Chapter Two


Jane slowly closed her novel and set it next to her when she saw a sheepish looking Samantha heading in her direction. She looked over her own shoulder and behind her, half expecting Samantha’s actual target to be standing there. But there was only a tree. Oh my God. She’s coming this way. Curiosity fused with her anger over being snubbed.


Samantha was and had always been…intriguing.


Locklow wasn’t a big place, but its school system serviced a sizeable number of nearby and smaller coastal towns. That meant that it was big enough that Jane had seen Samantha dozens of times over the last decade, but they hadn’t spoken to each other or shared a single class since the first grade.


Jane tried not to appear too interested as Samantha continued her approach, but she couldn’t find the willpower to deny herself a good long look. The dark-haired teen was willowy almost to the point of skinny, but she moved with a grace and easy fluidity that made her appear sturdy and confident. She had the razor blade cheekbones of a model, but her lips were thinner than what Vogue magazine touted as ideal, and her slender, straight nose more closely fit the classic European definition of beauty than the American.


Samantha was attractive in an understated way that captured Jane’s attention, but it was the quiet intensity she projected with each step that held it.


Jane conjured every scrap of what she knew about Samantha, and she was dismayed to find that there wasn’t anything beyond the gossip that everyone in town was familiar with. Samantha liked girls, and anyone who had a problem with that could “kiss her Greek ass.”


To Jane’s astonishment and admiration, rumor had it that Samantha, who never talked to anyone as she walked to class, actually said those exact words in Mrs. Keller’s English Lit class last year.


Mr. Blackwell was always considered an out-of-towner in Locklow. He was known as a drinker and a loser who was largely absent. Samantha’s mother had died unexpectedly and there had always been whispers about the circumstances.


How much of that speculation was actually true? Jane had no idea. For Samantha’s sake, she hoped the gossip was unfounded. But it was so hard to tell. Unlike her own family, who’d lived in Locklow for so many generations that the town had appropriated her family history, and at times, their personal affairs as their own, Samantha and the Christos clan stuck mostly to themselves.


Jane’s heart slammed against her ribcage when Samantha stopped right in front of her, long arms dangling loosely, a delicate lower lip grasped tightly between white teeth.


Samantha looked uncomfortable as she spoke, but she met Jane’s curious gaze head-on. “Hey.”


Everything in Jane compelled her to speak, but she stayed silent. Wary. “Hey” wasn’t even an actual greeting, and she didn’t feel the need to climb back out on a limb to respond.


A troubled crease appeared on Samantha’s forehead before she drew in a deep breath and tried again, this time a little louder and with more resolve. “Hi, Jane.”


Jane tried to hold on to her anger, she really did. But her inbred politeness smothered her indignation and the word came flowing out before she could stop it. “Hello.”


Now that they were face-to-face Jane could see that something was wrong. Samantha’s normally olive skin tone had taken on a greenish pallor, and there was a light sheen of perspiration on her forehead. Jane’s annoyance morphed into worry, and she frowned. “Are you okay?”


“I—” Samantha plopped down on the far end of the bench without waiting to be invited. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and bent deeply forward. “I’m not sure.” Dark hair cascaded down in front of her and obscured her face. “I don’t feel so good.”


Jane’s own stomach lurched in empathy and she felt a moment of panic over not knowing what to do. “Oh, well…I can…I have gum!” She closed her eyes, wanting to smack herself on the forehead the second the ridiculous words left her mouth.


Samantha shifted and gave her a funny look, her head cocked to the side in a way that reminded Jane of an inquisitive but slightly pathetic puppy. “I don’t think that will help. But thanks.”


“Do you want me to call someone to come and take you to the doctor? Or I could walk with you. The urgent care isn’t far, but if you’re too sick to walk—”


“Nah.” With a deep inhale through her mouth and exhale through her nose, Samantha lowered her arms and leaned back, seeming to relax a little. “I think…” She wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Yeah, I think it’s goin’ away.”


“What is?”


Samantha hesitated. Then their eyes met again, and she slammed hers shut in apparent misery. “The feeling that I get when I look at you. It’s like I have to look, but I also want to puke.”


Jane felt the words like a slap in the face, and the burn of unexpected tears started behind her eyes. “That’s…that’s not very nice.” She had to swallow before continuing. “Did Kyle or Chloe put you up to this?” She snatched her book up from the bench and prepared to bolt, sorry she’d bothered to even look in Samantha’s direction.


“Whoa! Hey, hey, hang on.” Samantha laid a warm hand on Jane’s arm, and Jane had to force herself not to jerk away. “Nobody put me up to anything. I don’t even know what you’re talking about, but I’m not tryin’ to insult you.”


Jane’s spine was ramrod straight. “And yet you keep doing a very good job of it.”


Samantha cringed and pulled back her hand. She glanced down at it as though it didn’t belong to her and had reached out to touch Jane without Samantha’s permission. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a gigantic asswipe.”


Jane had to stifle a surprised snort at Samantha’s colorful but accurate choice of words.


“That’s why I came over here in the first place. To apologize for the nasty face I made at you earlier. Somethin’ is messed up with my stomach and it’s making me act crazy. It obviously has nothing to do with you.” Samantha’s eyes begged forgiveness. “Unless you were the one who put a spell on me and forced me to eat three slices of pie for breakfast?”


Jane clenched her jaw, sure that Samantha was making fun of her famous ancestor and, by extension, her. Having the town witch in her lineage left her open to untold numbers of jokes having to do with spells, potions, broomsticks, really anything even remotely witchy. But a deeper look at the earnest face made it clear that she wasn’t being teased. Samantha’s gaze was warm and reassuring, and Jane found herself affected by its power.


Then she was derailed by another thought—people were actually allowed to have pie for breakfast? How could she not know this? She released a tentative smile that was laced with awe. “Three pieces? No wonder you’re sick.”


“Guilty as charged. And the worst part is that I did it to myself. Did I mention there were sausages?” Samantha glanced away and then back, the tips of her ears suddenly shining red in the sun. “I noticed earlier…I mean, you always look good. But it’s the weekend and you’re wearing a really pretty skirt and it’s not like there’s school or church. Are you goin’ to a fancy party or somethin’?”


Jane glanced down at herself, and a small thrill chased its way down her spine at the compliment. In truth, this wasn’t too far afield from what she wore most days. “Thank you. But no party. I was actually at the cemetery earlier.”


Samantha looked stricken. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have bugged you.”


“Oh, no, it’s not what you think.”


Samantha began to get up.


“No.” This time it was Jane who reached out and cautiously touched Samantha’s knee. She was practically vibrating with sudden energy, like a rocket ready to launch. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t clear. No one died. Not today anyway. It’s the anniversary of my grandfather’s death. We visit his grave, and actually a couple of others, every year.”


“Oh.” Samantha looked relieved but still sympathetic. “I’m still really sorry.”


A tiny smile tugged at Jane’s mouth. “It’s okay. I’m not upset. He died before I was born. We go for my mom.” And my dad’s photographer, apparently.


Samantha’s gaze intensified until it drilled into Jane.


“And sometimes—why do you keep looking at me like I have a horn growing out of my forehead?” Jane actually stamped one of her feet.


Samantha laughed helplessly and turned both palms up toward the sky. Her voice dropped to a confused whisper. “I honestly don’t know.” She started to say more, then seemed to think better of it.


“Don’t know what?” Unconsciously, Jane scooted a little closer to Samantha, and the unexpected but lovely scent of mint soap or shampoo tickled her nose.


Samantha shook her head in frustration and glared out across the water. “I-I don’t know why I want to stare.”


Someone admitting out loud that they wanted to stare at you was different enough to give Jane pause. She didn’t know whether to be intrigued or concerned. Something had Samantha spooked, and she didn’t seem like the sort who was ruffled. This was far more interesting than Jane’s new novel.


“So let me get this straight,” Jane said. “You have an upset stomach and know it has nothing to do with me but can’t stop yourself from looking at me like I have the plague?”


“It sounds way worse when you actually say it.” Samantha sighed, her eyebrows pinched tightly together. “This is gonna sound super weird, but I feel like I’m supposed to tell you something. But I have no idea what it is.”


Jane’s curiosity was piqued again but before she could ask about it, Samantha’s cell phone interrupted them.


Things were still almost unbearably awkward between them, but Jane still found herself hoping their conversation would continue.


Samantha silenced the call without answering it but jumped to her feet. “That’s my grandma, warning me not to be late for work by leaving a voice mail.” And sure enough a few seconds after the ringing stopped, the phone beeped, signaling the voice mail. “Even though I’ve showed her how to do it like ten times, she refuses to text. I gotta go get ready to start the work grind.”


She slid her phone into her back pocket. “But maybe I’ll see you around sometime soon? Give me a chance to tell you whatever it is that I’ve forgotten, once I remember it?”


Samantha’s hopeful but serious tone caused Jane’s belly to tighten in a delightfully unexpected way. “Yes. I mean, I hope so. Sometime soon.”


Samantha chewed the inside of her cheek for a few seconds before adding, “This is going to sound weird too, but why should I stop now, right?” Her crooked smile made Jane’s grin widen. “Is everything okay with you, Jane?”


“Why wouldn’t it be?” Interesting…but odd. So far, that was Samantha Blackwell in a nutshell.


Samantha’s expression suddenly looked forced. “No reason.” She glanced in the direction she needed to go, but her feet appeared to be rooted in place.


Jane waited for a second, but Samantha didn’t move. “Have you changed your mind about leaving?”


“Actually, I have.” The sound of her embarrassed laugh was mostly lost to the breeze. “But I still do have to go. I’ll see you.” With a quick wave, she headed back toward the center of town.


Jane stood and waved, automatically smoothing her skirt. Today was shaping up to be anything but ordinary and she was glad for the time alone to process what had just happened.


As she sat back down, her phone buzzed with a text. She expected it to be from her father checking up on her, since she’d walked into town alone. But it wasn’t his number. She glanced behind her. She could still see Samantha’s long strides eating up the park. The text had just been sent, but Samantha clearly wasn’t holding her phone, and it was the same unknown number from earlier.




Why were you talking to HER when you could be talking to ME?





Once again Jane glanced around. The docks were now crowded with families holding maps and squirmy toddlers, workers from the tourist boats carrying coolers full of ice and clanking bottles, and couples walking arm in arm with ice cream cones from the nearby parlor.


But she didn’t recognize a soul, and no one was paying any particular attention to her, except for the two men struggling with a double-child stroller and multiple shopping bags. They eyed her bench with predatory intent, the way hipsters stalk the last bunch of kale at the organic market.


“Whatever.” Jane deleted the text with a quick swipe of her finger. She would tell Kyle, or whichever one of his childish friends was doing this, to stop later. Besides, she had better things to do and more interesting riddles to solve. She scooted to the very end of the bench and motioned the harried-looking men over with a friendly smile and a wave.


She didn’t mind sharing.


* * *


Samantha examined the slightly rickety wooden sign outside her family’s business and made a note to repaint it. It was looking a little grim this year. Of course, in their line of work, that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.


She pushed open the door to Christos’s Psychic Readings, proudly established in 1970, wearing a pair of ankle-length black slacks that had started out as full-length, and one of her pappous’s crisp white dress shirts with the sleeves cuffed neatly around her forearms. Luckily, they shared the same wiry frame.


Her hair was tied back again, this time in a neat, sleek ponytail rather than her usual haphazard one. She’d also applied a heavy layer of black eyeliner and mascara that she wouldn’t be caught dead wearing anywhere other than the shop. Here, she grudgingly admitted, it fit the vibe they were going for, and her yaya had reassured her many times that it complimented her already naturally dark and enigmatic features.


Leola’s rich, disembodied voice emerged from the back room before she did. “You’re later than I expected.” She carried a tall stack of books in one hand and pile of candles in the other. She set them on the counter and began stocking the shelves near the front of the small shop. The items were dusty and she let out a forceful sneeze as she cleaned them with the edge of her scarf.


“Bless you.”


“And also bless you,” Leola replied automatically.


They sold an assortment of items having to do with the seaside and paranormal: model ships, tarot cards, pirate maps, lighthouse postcards, lobster magnets and a variety of books, several featuring Locklow’s very own, circa 1693, witch.


Samantha rested a hand on her hip. “How did you know it was me in the shop?”


“You need to ask?” Leola winked and gestured down at what she called her work uniform—a long colorful bohemian skirt paired with a gauzy white blouse, topped off with jangling gold bracelets and large hooped earrings. Her scarlet headscarf was an optional item. And when Samantha had asked about it years ago, she’d confided that it was mainly for bad hair days.


“Nope.” Samantha smirked. “My bad.” She slid behind the counter and fired up the ancient computer with one hand while she opened a paper organizer with the other. Next, she pressed in the key code and opened the cash register, pleased to find that her grandmother had already stocked it with extra cash and change for the weekend.


Satisfied that they were ready to go, Samantha grabbed a few of the books from Leola’s pile and quickly placed them in display holders strategically spread around the shop, removing the dust with several sharp puffs of air. She smiled a little at the name of their town witch emblazoned so proudly on several book covers: Jane Hutchens.


Samantha had to admit that no matter how hard she sometimes thought she had it, at least she hadn’t been named after Locklow’s long-dead town celebrity. Jane’s parents were douchebags to even consider it, much less actually do it. But it wasn’t completely random. Modern-era Jane and witchy Jane did share a family tree, and present day Jane also happened to possess the same long, unruly, cherry colored hair the ill-fated witch was known for.


A long forgotten memory floated to the surface. She and Jane were in the first grade, happily chatting away, when a snotty girl with perfect pigtails and not a single freckle teased Jane about being a witch, and Jane’s chin quivered as she cried.


Samantha’s hand clenched into a fist at the recollection.


Leola paused in her work. “Samantha?”


“Hmm?”


“Why are you growling?”


“I’m not,” Samantha dismissed her as she examined the book cover more closely and wondered idly whether 17th century Jane was as pretty as today’s. Too bad it literally made her ill to look at her.


Leola dusted off her hands. “How’d your visit with Jeremy go?”


Ugh. “Same as always. Well, maybe a bit better.” She checked to see if the computer had finally finished booting up. “He didn’t lose his temper, get behind the wheel with a beer can in hand, or spend the entire time askin’ about Joe.”


Leola joined Samantha behind the counter and gave her a strong hug. “Let’s not think about him anymore. It’s time for a wonderful summer, yes?”


Samantha nodded and allowed herself to enjoy the decadent hug for a few seconds longer than usual. Her yaya was short and soft, with an ample chest that provided a wonderful cushion. There was nothing like being enveloped by her arms and melting into the warm, tight embrace. “Hey, where is Pappous?” She rested her chin on a crown of smooth white curls. “I haven’t seen him since breakfast.”


“Taking a nap.”


“Has he been sick to his stomach today?” She’d have to call Sully later and check on him too.


“Not that I know of. Of course you ate a lot more than he did. I think he’s just tired because he was up early today. He’s not getting any younger, you know.”


“What?” Without warning, tears pooled in Samantha’s eyes and her heart started to pound. She tried to pull away from her grandmother, who only barely managed to keep hold of her biceps. “He’s not that old.”


“Of course not,” Leola soothed, pulling her into another hug. “What’s gotten into you today?” She slowly patted Samantha’s back in the familiar pattern she’d used since Samantha was born.


Samantha shook her head and wiped at her eyes quickly before her eyeliner smudged and her mascara ran. No mascara was truly waterproof despite what the rat-bastard advertisers said. “I dunno, Yaya. I just feel…off.”


Raw.


“Do you need to go home? I can handle things here.”


Samantha shook her head and sniffed. “Of course not. I didn’t put on all this eye goop for nothing.”


“Hush. You look beautiful.”


Samantha stepped away and composed herself, choosing to acknowledge the compliment with a smile. “Been busy taking calls already today?” They were the only two in the shop at the moment, but business tended to pick up after lunch and through the early evening when shoppers could peel themselves away from the local gift shops and cafés long enough to try something different.


“The phone was ringing like crazy this morning, and your Pappous has an almost full Hauntings of Locklow walking tour to give tonight. We might even add a late Witches of New England to the schedule if we get enough reservations. He’s praying for some sort of spooky sighting or please, Lord, at least a few photos with orbs.”


Samantha sent up a prayer for the same thing, and she and Leola crossed themselves in unison. “Amen.” A handful of good photos to put up on their website and in the shop window would start the season off right.


The light tinkling of a bell signaled the opening of the shop door, and Leola took the opportunity to hustle back to the séance-slash-psychic reading room. She spent most of her time there, and out of sight, to preserve the allure of the unknown for their customers.


“Hello,” Samantha greeted brightly, feeling a little rusty. The group of three chattering women gave perfunctory replies and began to browse. She continued to watch them with a practiced eye as she took a phone call and added a family of four to the early walking tour.


Samantha hung up the phone. “Can we offer you ladies a psychic reading?” She hated this part. While her grandmother was incredibly intuitive, almost scarily so, she obviously wasn’t psychic, and she had to remind herself of what she’d been told many times.


The tourists come for entertainment purposes. They’re looking for a good time. It doesn’t matter that it isn’t real, just like it doesn’t matter that there aren’t any real witches in Locklow. Don’t take it too seriously, Samantha. It’s just for fun.


Samantha infused a tiny bit of challenge into her voice. “Or perhaps if you’re feeling brave enough for a group séance? Our séances are historically themed and performed exactly as they were in the heyday of mysticism during Victorian times.”


“Sounds fun,” one woman said. “But will it be scary?”


Her friends laughed at the question but stopped their shopping as they awaited Samantha’s answer.


Gotcha. Samantha continued to evaluate the group just like she’d been taught, all in the flash of an eye.


Mid-thirties. One had an intricate visible tattoo. Another was showing some serious skin and had an asymmetrical haircut. Risk-takers. The third was hanging near the back, skeptical, and had picked up and put down the same book on Ouija Boards several times. She was cynical but willing to be convinced. The shopping bags they carried marked them as out-of-towners.


The brochure one of the women held was only given out at the Hickory Switch Inn, which sold itself as being haunted. Another held a flyer from a local Wiccan-like “coven” that volunteered at the animal shelter and was raising money through a series of summer seminars. This week’s was called The Assassination of Lizzie Borden’s Character: A Feminist Perspective. And the women weren’t wearing wedding rings, which meant they were in Locklow for a girl’s weekend.


Oh, yeah, they wanted to be scared.


“It’s perfectly safe. But…” Samantha paused for dramatic effect, then visibly shivered. “It’s not for everyone.” She lowered her voice. “It can be…intense.”


That, at least, was the absolute truth. She would text Yaya with instructions to make it so. Though the séance room was already rigged with sound effects and lights to provide the full spooktacular experience. It could be half cheesy, and if her grandmother hit her stride, a half terrifying session that would make the charlatans of the late 19th century proud and possibly jealous.


Samantha’s words were met with a chorus of, “Ohhs.”


“But is it real?” the skeptic of the group asked. There was always one.


Samantha motioned the women closer and they gathered around the counter as though she was about to divulge a juicy secret. She had to suppress a yawn. Tonight, she swore to herself, she would catch up on sleep or die trying. “Our séances are as authentic as any you’ll get anywhere, anytime.” She glanced down at the computer screen. “We have openings tonight at four and five p.m. Or we could squeeze you in at the top of the hour. Which time works best?”


While the women argued over if, when, and where they should eat lunch, Samantha fantasized about her pillow, a girl on a park bench, and the prettiest blue-gray eyes she’d ever seen. The eyes were achingly familiar but the feeling came without explanation or context, just like her dreams.


For the first time in her life she wished she understood what her dreams meant instead of just wishing they’d go away.




Chapter Three


Jane slid into the seat of a slightly sticky corner booth in the Wayfarer café and carefully took a sip of her steaming latte. She set down a paper sack that contained a blueberry muffin still warm from the oven and tucked her umbrella near her feet as she watched the rain gently pelt the windowpanes.


If given the choice, she’d have gotten an earlier start, but she’d puttered around the house a bit later today because she was on a mission. A doomed mission.


Ernie from The Locklow Gazette offered her a shy smile as he moved past her and took a seat at the counter, his trusty camera wrapped in plastic and glued to his side as predictably as a knight with his sword.


Kyle and two of his jockstrap friends burst into the café and shook their heads like agitated dogs. Wet hair went flying in all directions, and they scattered water droplets around them like a sprinkler as they hooted and stomped on the soaked welcome mats. They were in their workout clothes and their bodies were flushed pink from exertion and soaked from warm rain.


Kyle, the pack leader, composed himself first and even looked a little embarrassed by their antics when a grumpy old man from across the café reminded them to mind their manners. On his way to place his order, Kyle caught sight of Jane and gave her a tiny nod of acknowledgement but otherwise ignored her.


She hoped his friends, Erik Rudovik and Dalton Tattenger, would do the same. But she had no such luck. They gave her their adolescent version of hello, which consisted of deep grunts and raucous laughter as they elbowed each other while eyeing her breasts.


“Hey, Kyle,” Erik enthused, wiping the water from his eyes, “your little sister is killin’ it today even in that dorky Mackelroy’s Fish Hut shirt.”


Jane crossed her arms over her well-developed chest. Her work shift started in a few hours and she didn’t want to go home to change first, so she was wearing her restaurant uniform—a navy blue logoed polo shirt and a simple pair of skinny jeans. She already felt a little self-conscious in the clothes, and Erik’s comment didn’t help.


“Shut it, dickweed.” Kyle stalked back to Erik in three long strides and socked him in the arm so hard that both Dalton and Jane winced. “Or when I’m bangin’ your mother tonight, I’ll tell her what a bad boy you’ve been.” Then he pulled Erik into a headlock and rowdily guided him toward the pastry case while the linebacker squawked and squealed. As they twisted and turned, Erik’s normally slicked-back auburn ringlets started to spring out from his head in all directions like exploding curly fries.


Jane wondered why Kyle was so snarky about her quietly liking girls when he and his friends couldn’t seem to keep their mangy paws off each other. They constantly slapped each other’s butts or tried to kick, knee, or elbow one another’s junk. What about that wasn’t gay?


“Ouch!” Dalton was clearly delightedly at his friend’s comeuppance. “Erik, you so got chirped!”


Jane rolled her eyes and took a sip of latte. A sudden flash of lightning, even though it was far enough away that she never heard the thunder, caused her to sigh. She hadn’t seen Samantha in over a week, and she’d all but given up hope that the other girl would make the move that would connect them again.


And so what if she does? She doesn’t even know you could be interested in her. Jane wasn’t exactly sure how to signal that to Samantha. Short of saying it outright, a thought that was as appalling as it was preposterous, she had no idea what to do.


Jane’s only other experience with a girl—her first in every sense of the word—was one in which she’d been pursued, not the other way around. And now she felt as though a pop quiz on an entirely foreign subject had been thrown down before her like a gauntlet, and she really wanted to pass.


So she’d resolved to grab a quick breakfast then head to the docks in hopes of “accidentally” running into Samantha again. Sure, it was a weak plan, but she clung to the hope that once they were together things would start to happen on their own. But unlike Kyle and his merry band of athlete-idiots, most people their age wouldn’t be up this early just to be outside in the rain.


Unbidden, the thought of Samantha in a wet T-shirt popped into Jane’s mind. Her checks flushed and she missed her mouth with the cup and dribbled latte down her chin and onto her shirt. “Ugh!” She shot to her feet. “Oh no.”


She hurried to the ladies room, leaving everything but her purse behind. When she returned to her booth a few minutes later, a white piece of tented paper sat next to her muffin, waiting for her.


Jane tucked into the booth immediately and unfolded the paper. The text was handwritten in small but neat block letters.




You’ve been ignoring me





Over the past week she’d received several new messages from her secret admirer, each stating something cheerful and positive.




You look nice today Jane


 


I can’t wait to hear from you


 


I’m thinking of you—are you thinking of me?





She’d covertly picked her sister’s brain but, so far, was convinced that Chloe had no idea who was behind them. The use of her name in Monday’s text meant they weren’t intended for someone else. She hadn’t gotten around to asking Kyle yet, but it seemed unlikely that any of his friends would have the perseverance to keep this game going for an entire week, especially without any encouragement from her.


The anonymous sender never really asked anything of her. But somehow this felt different. It wasn’t aggressive, but more personal because it was handwritten. Maybe her mother had been right about thank-you notes after all. More than that, Jane could sense annoyance behind the words.


For the first time, a seed of worry blossomed in her belly. Her eyes flitted up from the paper and she glanced around the room. Kyle, Dalton and Erik were gone. So was Ernie. And everyone else appeared to be chatting with friends or minding his own business as he read the newspaper.


Jane wadded up the note and dumped it into the trash along with her cup. She grabbed her umbrella and muffin with a new plan in mind. Something she hoped would kill two birds with one very big stone.


* * *


A chubby toddler stood crying on the water’s edge. “No!” he cried. Gulls swooped all around him, and emotion thundered inside Samantha’s chest.


Then the scene morphed…


It was muggy inside the Wayfarer Café and smelled like strong coffee and yeasty bread and cakes. The sound of clanking cups and murmured conversation mixed with raindrops. The scarred wooden floors were damp and gritty with sand that had hitched a ride on unsuspecting shoes.


Teenage boys from the senior class wrestled and joked with each other as they ordered coffee frappes. They flirted with the college-age barista and she laughed at their stupid jokes. Men and women milled about as they patiently waited for their coffees. Some were strangers and some were even less than that, with no faces at all. They were merely gray shapes and muted sounds.


Then there were patrons that Samantha knew with absolute certainty like strapping Aiden Rogers, who ran small boat tours out of the harbor; Ernie and his camera, Kyle Hutchens with a damp twenty dollar bill clutched in his hand; Old Man Wilson, who lived at the end of her street and complained about Pappous’s Christmas lights every single year; and Ms. Craniwell, whose sixth grade science class had been her favorite subject that entire year.


“Sam?”


It all seemed so normal, pleasant even, until fear began to brew, then bubble like lava in Samantha’s stomach. She had no idea why until she saw her and a new surge of panic caused her breathing to hitch.


Jane. Just the sight of her was as comfortable and familiar as a beloved sweater she’d snuggled into a million times. But that didn’t make sense.


Something was wrong. Someone was watching Jane. It wasn’t the first time they’d spied on her from behind a coffee cup, or inside a parked car, or lingered only a few feet away, anonymous in a crowd. They wanted desperately to reach out and touch her. But never did. They wanted to do more than touch. They wanted her all for themselves.


“C’mon, Sam, wake up.”


Samantha couldn’t see the watcher’s face, but she knew what would happen next as surely as though she was reading from a favorite book whose storyline had long ago been etched in her memory. The watcher bided his or her time, waiting for just the right moment when no one would notice, when it would be possible to come even closer…and leave a note.


“Samantha!”


Samantha shot upright in bed. She gasped loudly and pulled her sheets up around her waist. “What?” Wild eyes darted around the dark room. There was no scent of coffee or people without faces, but she could hear raindrops against the window, though her own heartbeat nearly drowned them out.


Archie “Sully” Sullivan sat down on the edge of her bed and scrubbed the top of his head, his fingers mussing up his short honey-brown hair. “Jesus! You scared the crap outta me.”


Samantha pressed a trembling fist against her heaving chest. Her heart threatened to crack open her ribs and burst free. “I scared you? What the hell, Sully! Why are you in my bedroom in the middle of the night?”


“It’s not night.” He reached over and tugged open Samantha’s curtains, allowing the gray light of morning to spill into the small room. “Didja forget to set your alarm?”


Samantha covered her eyes and groaned. “I didn’t. The rain…Yaya said I didn’t have to be in until after lunch.” She felt as though she’d just sprinted across a battlefield. She’d dodged and weaved mortars and run for her life. But somehow she’d ended up on the other side, and all in one piece, shell-shocked, but alive.


Finally, after so many years of fuzziness, the images and feelings in her dreams had coalesced into pictures, a story. Or rather, a single scene from a bigger plot that she didn’t understand yet. Sure, the narrative was jumbled. There were holes. But she actually remembered most of what she dreamt.


A bolt of worry struck her as even more of the dream came back. Jane.


“I came to get my phone charger.” Sully held up the long white cord. “I musta accidentally left it in your parlor yesterday. Your grandpa let me in on his way out. I didn’t even know you were here until I heard you start yellin’ and cryin’.”


Yelling? Samantha pushed her hair out of her eyes and regarded her best friend. He looked so worried that a surge of gratitude and affection filled her. She was closer to Sully than she was to her own brother. “I was cryin’?”


He frowned and ran a single finger across her cheek. Then he held it up for inspection. It glistened with tears.


Confused, she sniffed, wiped at her eyes and tried to decide if she wanted to bother with her contact lenses. Then a fresh set of tears snuck up from nowhere, and her wiping became more frantic. “Crap.”


“Hey.” He stopped her with a concerned hand. “Is this PMS? I’ve always wondered—Uff!”


She punched him in the gut. He collapsed onto his side and clutched his lean stomach as he moaned.


Samantha eyed him with homicidal intent. “No, stupid.”


“Okay, okay.” He surrendered easily as he half-laughed, half-coughed into the blanket. “So what happened?” Samantha knew that Sully was aware she sometimes had difficult nights. He’d slept over plenty of times when they were little and sometimes even now, albeit on the sofa and when her grandparents were feeling progressive.


“I-I dreamed of her.”


He craned his neck to watch her, his expression suddenly serious. “Your mother?”


Samantha shook her head and flipped back the covers. She pushed Oliver off the blanket and he meowed loudly, only to take up residence on her pillow instead. “Jane.”


Sully relaxed and rolled his eyes. “That’s what you’re cryin’ about? Christ, Sam, so call her already! You’ve been complainin’ about not runnin’ into her all week. Quit bein’ such a pussy and make a move.”


From her bureau, she grabbed a pair of jeans that Sully had lent her last spring when she’d hit her growth spurt. Next, she yanked out a pair of white cotton panties and a bra from her top drawer. “Turn around.” She made an impatient spinning motion with one finger.


“Huh?”


“Turn around, Sully! Don’t be dense. I need to get dressed and I’m in a hurry.”


“What does it matter if I see you get dressed? You’re gay.”


Samantha shot him a look. “You’re not.”


He blushed a little. “Ayuh, right.” He covered his eyes with his hand and lay back again so that he faced the ceiling. “Yaya would gouge my eyes out and make me marry you if I saw you naked anyway.”


Sully lived with his mom and dad and didn’t have any other relatives in Locklow, though his dad’s people were only a couple of hours up the coast. He’d adopted Samantha’s grandparents as his own years ago and they treated him like one of the family too.


She snorted as she snapped the clasp on her bra closed and pulled a clean T-shirt over her head. “You wish.” She tossed the tank top she’d worn to bed in the hamper.


“I wish to have my eyes gouged out?”


She slid on a pair of black-framed glasses that she hated to wear. “You wish that you could marry me.”


“Duh. You’ve known that since the third grade.”


She almost stopped what she was doing, sorry that she’d accidentally brought it up. But this was a wound between them that had scabbed over long ago. Now it was only mentioned in jest…mostly.


“First I was ‘yucky’ because ‘boys are gross.’” Sully used air quotes and mimicked a girl’s high voice that sounded absolutely nothing like Samantha. “Then you kissed me behind the hardware store but decided I was too “nice,” and you didn’t want to ruin our friendship.”


“It was you who kissed me.”


“That one stung, by the way. ‘Nice’ sucks. You know I want to be dark and mysterious. ”


Samantha jumped up and down a few times as she slithered into the jeans. She ran a quick brush through her hair, then promptly gave up on trying to do more with her appearance.


“And now we’re back to ‘boys are gross.’”


“Have I ever mentioned that air quotes aren’t very dark and mysterious?”


“Eight years and zero progress. You really know how to stab a guy in the liver.”


With a sense of satisfaction, she jammed her feet into a new pair of well-fitting Chuck’s she’d found on clearance and purchased with her portion of last week’s tips from the shop. “Are you done complainin’ yet, Sully?” She hurried into the tiny bathroom across the hall and didn’t bother with the light.


Sully chuckled and propped himself on his elbows. “Yah, I guess.”


“Datz uwwd.”


“Huh?”


Samantha brushed furiously and sang the birthday song twice in her head before she spat toothpaste in the sink and rinsed out her mouth. “I said, that’s good. Let’s go.”


He joined her in the hallway like a private who’d suddenly been called into military formation. Ready and waiting. And, as always, up for anything. “Where’re we goin’?”


“The Wayfarer Café.”




Chapter Four


The inside of the Wayfarer Café was just as Samantha had seen it in her dream. Every detail matched, from the muggy air to the scent of muffins, to the damp, gritty floor. For a moment, she stood in the doorway, amazed. She’d been here before, of course. So it wasn’t the interior or the impact of the weather that was a surprise. Wet sand was a fact of life in Locklow. But it didn’t just look like her dream inside the cafe. It felt like it.


“I’ll look for Jane,” Sully offered, already heading near the back of the café and toward a section of booths that wasn’t visible from the door.


Samantha nodded, then waved at the barista as she approached the counter. “Hi, Amy.”


The young woman smiled brightly. “Hiya, Samantha. Long time no see.” Pre-programmed to flirt with anyone who might leave her a tip, she winked. “You gonna order?”


Samantha didn’t like coffee and couldn’t see coming here in the mornings just to pay double for the same oatmeal she could eat at home for free. But she’d been in the café a few times and knew nothing got by Amy. “I’m still deciding.”


“Uh huh.” Amy gave her a skeptical look.


Samantha glanced around the room, her mental fingers crossed. Other than Amy, there wasn’t a single soul from her dream. Well, except for Old Man Wilson, who’d been nursing that same cup of coffee, in that same booth, since 2005.


A thousand pounds of anxiety tumbled off her shoulders. Thank God. It was stupid to think the dream meant anything. After all, how could it? For some unknown reason, she’d probably had the same dream last weekend too; that’s why she could hardly look at Jane without feeling ill. Her subconscious had remembered, and it had stupidly demanded that she worry.


Right?


But since she and Sully had bothered to come down here…“Amy, can I ask you somethin’?”


“Sure, babe.” Amy slung her towel over her shoulder and began adding grounds to a fancy coffee machine. “What’s up?”


“Did you see a few of the guys from the football team in here earlier? Wearin’ gym clothes and soaked from the rain?”


“Sure. But you missed them. They were here about an hour ago. It was that hottie Kyle, Dalton, who is also a hottie by the way, and that huge meathead, umm…You know, he’s nice enough and all but looks confused at how much change I give him back every single time. Eddie? No. Elmo?” She snapped her fingers in triumph. “Erik, that’s it. Erik.”


The blood drained from Samantha’s face.


“They were horsin’ around in here like fools. I almost had ’em booted.”


It can’t be. Light-headed, Samantha croaked, “And Aiden Rogers? And Ernie?” No. No. No.


“Medium cappuccino, extra hot, and a small hot chocolate to go,” Amy confirmed absently. “You missed them too.”


Samantha had to reach out and hold onto the counter to keep her knees from buckling beneath her. It had actually happened. All of it.


“Don’t look so bummed. The town’s not so big that you couldn’t find any of those characters in less than half an hour if that’s what ya want.” Amy shrugged. “Or just wait long enough and they’ll all show up back here eventually. Though probably not at the same time.”


“No. That’s not…” Samantha screwed her eyes shut as though she was preparing to be punched in the face. “What about Jane?”


“You mean the only Hutchens who doesn’t look like part of the Ken and Barbie Dream Dentistry Collection?”


Samantha swallowed dryly and managed a short nod.


“Yeah. Her too. She left around the same time as everyone else you mentioned. You’re either batting a thousand, or zero, depending on how you look at it.” When Amy was finished wiping down the countertop, she drifted back toward the cash register. “Can I get you anything? The muffins are especially good today.”


“Huh?” Samantha blinked a few times, still too stunned to really comprehend everything Amy had said. “I mean, not today. Thanks, Amy.”


“Anytime, sweetie.”


Samantha clumsily stepped aside so a tiny old woman in a classic yellow raincoat, galoshes, and a hat that made her appear like she belonged on a box of frozen fish sticks, could get to the napkins. Before Samantha could think of what to do next, Sully reappeared from nowhere and took up his usual place by her side.


He stuffed his hands in his jean pockets and looked back at the pastry case with clear longing. “Let’s eat, yah? I’m freakin’ starvin’ and have like four bucks we can share. Those muffins are awesome today.”


“How would you know?”


Sully looked a little embarrassed. “My dad sent me to get a few right when they opened this morning.”


It seemed a little strange that he hadn’t mentioned he’d already been here until now, but once Sully got to thinking about food, his mind turned to mush.


“Oh my God, the chocolate chip is—”


“Focus, Sully.”


“Oh, right. Jane’s not here. I even waited outside the girls’ bathroom for a few minutes in case she came out. Now everyone thinks I’m as creepy as Ernie Tupper. So thanks for that. Also, I think I saw a chair in there. Like an actual chair, not a toilet. Is that a thing?”


“Yeah, Sully,” she said absently. “All ladies rooms are like spas.”


“No, shit?”


“No, duh.” That all those people from her dream were here at once had to be a coincidence. Locklow was a small town. It could happen. Wasn’t there some weird law of math or physics or something that said every imaginable combination of events will eventually occur if given enough time? Or was that an episode of Doctor Who?


Samantha’s brows drew together. “Thanks for checking, but Jane’s gone. Amy says we missed her.”


“But nothing bad happened to her, right?” They headed toward the door in lock step. “You said someone was watching Jane, but Amy would have said if something bad had happened.”


 


Samantha suddenly stopped and put her hands on her hips. “I told you what I dreamed, and just like that, you accept that it’s all going to come true? Like magic?”


Sully shrugged, his white T-shirt plastered to his wiry frame. “Why not? Your family is psychic.”


Samantha pulled him out of the way of approaching customers and lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “They aren’t real psychics! Duh again, Sully! There’s no such thing.”


He lifted a single eyebrow. “Then why are we here in the first place?”


That was a very good question. Samantha didn’t have an answer.


* * *


Sully scowled up at the sky. It was still raining and neither he nor Samantha had thought to grab an umbrella. Not that they would have anyway. Like most teenagers, they ignored the fact that umbrellas had been invented at all and just got wet. “I can’t believe we’re doing this. She’s probably not even home.”


Samantha only barely kept from baring her teeth at her friend. He was as solid as a rock but could whine like a cranky toddler, especially when he was hungry. She should have let him buy the damn muffin. “How do you know?”


“Because we walked over here in the rain. It would be too easy if she were at home.” He kicked a stone out of his path and watched it skitter off into the grass. “Nothin’ with you is ever easy.”


“It’s not like I’m makin’ ya come with me.” Samantha glanced over at him and read him easily. Sully didn’t dignify her comment with a reply. Like a trusty second at a duel, he’d be there no matter what. That’s what friends did. Even in the rain.


With the next gust of wind, the rain tapered off and died. Samantha could see cracks of muted sunlight splintering the gray clouds on the horizon. Maybe something would go right with this day after all.


A small black cat walked in front of them and wordlessly they altered their own path so it wouldn’t cross the cat’s. You didn’t live in a town known for its witch and not embrace at least some of the old-school superstitions.


Samantha pulled him to a stop when Sully almost walked past the house. “Hold up. This is it.” She pointed.


“Wow. This place is sick.”


Samantha hummed her agreement as they gazed at a large, red brick Georgian home with perfect white trim and a proud American flag that fluttered in the humid breeze. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in a magazine spread.


Red maples, several small gray birch, and a single green ash erupted from a perfectly manicured lawn and flanked the house. A black wrought iron fence, the only one on the block, surrounded the property in a message that was both friendly but clear: Keep out.


“I heard some of the houses here actually have pools. True?”


“This one has a jumbo one in the backyard, but it’s behind a fence and a bunch of bushes.”


Sully’s eyebrows jumped. “How’d you know this is where Jane lives, anyway? I know you don’t know anybody on this hoity-toity block.”


“Uh…” She cringed. “Our Witches of New England tour just so happens to go right by here. So I’ve done a little research.”


“It just so happens, huh?” He always understood her better than anyone. “What year was the house built?”


“The original was built in 1762, but that burned down after a kitchen fire and was replaced by this house in 1825.”


“Oh my God!” Sully burst out laughing. “Her house is on the tour, isn’t it?”


Samantha tried not to feel the sting of embarrassment over her family business because it seemed too close to being ashamed of Yaya and Pappous themselves. But sometimes she couldn’t help it. Sometimes she longed to work someplace as mundane as Bright Smiles Orthodontics, where you could find both Dr. Hutchenses on any weekday. Where you weren’t selling something fake every second.


It didn’t happen often, but occasionally she took over one of Pappous tours. Even though he didn’t make her wear period garb the way he did, there was something about spinning the old tales that seemed to draw her deeper into that world.


She didn’t like it.


In the height of tourist season, candlelit lantern in hand, one of them would lead a group of up to twenty photo snapping, sometimes obnoxious out-of-towners, through the quiet streets of Locklow and to the Hutchens’s front door. There the people would stand and listen to the lurid story of Jane Hutchens…the witch.


Every. Single. Night.


Samantha weakly shared the only justification she had. “They’re the only Hutchens left in Locklow and direct descendants. We gotta show the tourists somethin’. I just wish it wasn’t the last house on the street.” A small but scraggly stretch of forest began where the Hutchens property left off.


“And you’re gonna knock on the Hutchens’s front door?” Sully let out a low whistle and backed away a step as though he’d just discovered that his friend was radioactive. “Alls I know is that nobody likes a bunch of people standing outside their house with cameras every night and talking about the witch in the family. Dr. Hutchens will probably pepper you with buckshot. My dad says he just announced he’s running for City Council, ya know. And when he wins he’s gonna ban any tour that starts after six p.m.”


Samantha beamed with fake enthusiasm. The periodic historical society tours and all the harbor tours would all be finished by that time of day. That meant Dr. Hutchens was basically targeting her family business alone. “Thanks much for the pep talk, Sully! You have a motivational speaking career ahead of you.”


“Ya think? Any money in that?”


“Not for you,” she deadpanned.


Samantha actually was more than a little worried about the reception she might get, if recognized. But her concern for Jane outweighed anything else at the moment. Besides, she reasoned that if things went south, this situation would be a lot like encountering an angry bear. You didn’t have to be the fastest runner in the group, just not the slowest. And poor Sully moved as slowly as a sunny Friday in math class.


They had barely opened the front gate when Dr. Anita Hutchens emerged from the home in yoga clothes and carrying car keys. She had dark brown eyes, golden blond hair and was even taller than Samantha. She wasn’t quite as curvy as her daughter but still resembled a mature Amazon-sized cheerleader happily heading off to practice. If it weren’t for the single shared trait of a slightly cleft chin, Samantha wouldn’t have pegged them relatives at all.


Dr. Hutchens gave Sully, then Samantha, a quick once-over that focused mostly on their teeth. Her smile was friendly and open. “Can I help you?”


Samantha let out a relieved breath and figured her glasses somehow hid her identity the same way Clark Kent’s hid Superman’s. Too bad she couldn’t fly. “Is Jane at home?”


“Sorry. She went to town for the morning and works at Mackelroy’s this afternoon.” Dr. Hutchens’s eyes locked on Samantha. “Do I know you? You look very familiar.”


Samantha gulped.


“Are you kids friends of Jane’s from school?” The woman seemed thrilled by the very prospect.


Sully and Samantha side-eyed each other then focused on Dr. Hutchens and looked as sincere as possible. “Yes,” they lied in unison.


Anita clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! How about I give you a lift into town in case it starts to rain again? I’m sure you’ll find Jane there.”


* * *


Sully and Samantha apologized for getting Dr. Hutchens’s car seats wet.


And after a quick promise to meet up with Samantha later, Sully headed home for an early lunch.


Samantha decided to check in with Yaya to see whether she needed her in the shop now that the rain had stopped. Tourists could pounce on an hour of sunshine like vultures on a carcass, but the lack of people on the streets as the noon hour approached didn’t bode well for today’s business.


Samantha wriggled in her moist T-shirt. Her clothes were hot and wet. The insides of her shoes were squishy, and the combination of her damp socks with her new shoes had already formed blisters on her heel and pinky toe. She felt sticky and gross.


The idea of taking a shower and crawling back into bed, pulling the sheets over her head and hopefully never dreaming again, was intoxicating. But she vowed to go to Mackelroy’s Fish Hut and catch Jane after her work shift.


One way or the other, she would find her today. Jane would tell her that she hadn’t received a note this morning at the café, and then Samantha could get back to living her life and chalk up her dream to a wild, stupid coincidence. Not that she could dream the actual future, because that was impossible.


Then, there, just off the town square as she took her next step, a faucet in her brain switched from the barest of dribbles to ON. She stopped dead in her tracks as years of dreams seeped into her consciousness, one by one, faster and faster until they embedded themselves in her reality. They were tiny battering rams in her mind, pummeling her until she accepted their truth.


With her next breath, like the very best moment of The Wizard of Oz, a mental door opened and the entire black-and-white world exploded into vivid Technicolor.


Her dreams did mean something. They sometimes came true. Samantha’s work at her grandparents’ shop even gave her a name for the impossible ability: precognition.


The danger to Jane crystalized as it went from hypothetical to real. Jane was in trouble. She knew that now, no matter how much her rational side wanted to rebel.


Overwhelmed, she began to run, feet slapping the wet pavement, heart pounding unevenly. It hurt to breathe. Not paying attention to anything other than her building panic, Samantha charged forward through the shop door using her shoulder like a bulldozer. She didn’t register the familiar sound of the bell, or the look of surprise in her pale eyes before she careened headlong into Jane and sent her sprawling.


Jane’s umbrella and purse flew out of her hands as she sailed backward through the air until she landed with a thunderous clatter—right at Leola’s feet. Her head struck the ground with a sickening thud.


For a handful of heartbeats, Samantha and Leola stood frozen in horror.


Eyes tightly closed, Jane didn’t move a muscle. Not even to breathe.


Seconds ticked by, and just when Samantha thought she might actually pass out, Jane finally dragged in a loud breath and groaned softly. “Owww.”


Then all hell broke loose.


“Oh my God!”


“Help her, Samantha!”


“Dammit! I can’t believe—”


“Language!”


Samantha dropped to her knees beside the teenager and reached out to touch her but pulled her hands back in fear that she’d somehow make things worse. “Are you okay? Please tell me I didn’t break your neck. Can you move your neck?” She clamped a hand over her mouth. “No!” she spoke through her fingers. “You’re not supposed to do that. Don’t move your neck! You—”


“Samantha,” Jane croaked. “I’m okay.”


“But—”


“Relax, I’m not paralyzed.” Jane opened one eye, then began to laugh weakly. “By the look on your face you’d think I was dead.”


Samantha felt ill. That wasn’t funny. “But—”


“I’m fine.” Their eyes met and Jane’s voice softened. “I just need a minute.”


Leola shook her head at the scene before her.


Ever persistent, Samantha refused to give up. “How do you know you’re not hurt?”


“Because I can do this.” Jane sat up in one hasty motion and a bit of the color fled from her cheeks. She winced and rubbed the back of her head. “But really…ow.”


Samantha threw her hands in the air, fear battling with frustration. “You’re not supposed to move around when you could have a broken bone or somethin’! I can’t even…”


“Holy mother of God.” Leola bent and patted Jane’s leg. “You flew through the air like one of those pro wrestlers!” She was obviously impressed.


“Yaya!” Shocked, Samantha made a face. Her yaya watched pro wrestling? This was officially an alternate universe.


Leola retrieved Jane’s purse and umbrella from the floor. “Samantha, where are your manners? Apologize for nearly putting the poor girl in traction and help her up.”


“Sure. I mean, of course.” Samantha sprung up from her knees like a jack-in-the-box and nearly tripped over her own admittedly big feet. She gently helped Jane stand. “Jane, I’m really, super, stunningly, amazingly, so, so sorry.” She tentatively stroked Jane’s arm in apology the way someone might pet a kitten they were afraid would suddenly reach out and scratch.


Both of Leola’s silver eyebrows crawled up her forehead and stayed. “Well, now. That was an apology.” She carefully examined the back of Jane’s head while Samantha watched her every move with eagle eyes and wrung her hands. “Are you dizzy?”


Jane paused and seemed to consider her answer carefully. To Samantha, that was just as good as screaming yes. “My ears are ringing a little, but I’m not too dizzy. I think I just stood up too quickly.”


Leola made a tsking sound as she dug her fingers deeper into the teen’s unruly hair and probed.


Samantha was a little shocked to find her fingers itching to take over for Leola’s.


“There’s already a lump forming, but you didn’t break the skin.” Leola turned to her granddaughter, and Samantha braced herself for a major scolding. Charging into the shop with her head screwed on backward was another level of stupid.


Instead, Leola gave her a sympathetic tilt of the head. “Take her to our place and have her sit and rest while you ice the lump. If she throws up, or her head starts feeling even worse, or she starts talking gibberish, call 911 and then her parents.”


Samantha gulped. “Talking gibberish?”


“I’m sure she’s fine, honey.” Leola’s thin lips were just shy of a smile. “Now go. I have a reading scheduled to start in ten minutes, and I need to prepare.”


Samantha desperately wanted to go home and question Jane. But what about the shop?


Leola must have read her face. “I don’t need you in the shop today. Things are going to be slow, and your pappous just popped out to run an errand and will be back in a few minutes. Consider this a day off.” She made a shooing motion. “Now go. And Jane?”


The girl glanced down at Leola, and her gaze visibly softened in a way that immediately sparked Samantha’s curiosity. “Yes?”


“It’s important that you remember what I told you.” Leola’s expression was kind but stern. “Do you understand?”


Jane ducked her head in acknowledgement and the corner of her mouth quirked. “I’ll remember. Thank you, Mrs.—”


“Eh!”


Her cheeks flushed pink. “I mean, Leola.”


Samantha’s forehead creased. When had her grandmother spoken to Jane? And why was Jane in the shop in the first place? And now they were buddies?


Leola saw the question in Samantha’s eyes and preempted it by giving her a firm push toward the door while passing over Jane’s umbrella. She ushered Jane out the same way, although much more gently, and pressed her purse to her chest.


“Samantha, Jane can tell you whatever she wants to share on the way to our house to ice her head. Now go.”


“Yes, ma’am,” both girls answered automatically and stepped outside into the humid air.




Chapter Five


It didn’t take long for the girls to leave the heart of town, move past the docks and start down a single lane gravel road that sloped toward the sea. Jane and Samantha wove through a minefield of mud puddles as Jane reassured Samantha that her head was fine. Several times. Though she supposed this new worry was better than Samantha looking at her and wanting to barf.


Jane’s cell phone buzzed and she retrieved it from her purse with her heart in her throat.


Samantha stopped walking. “What is it?”


Jane let go of the breath she was holding. It was only her job. “It’s Mackelroy’s telling me I don’t need to come in today. Business is slower than expected.” She tucked her phone back into her handbag. Maybe her secret admirer had finally given up. And in that instant she decided that she was far more relieved than disappointed.


“Apparently, the clearing sky is just a cruel trick and more bad weather is coming,” Jane said.


Samantha made a face at the clouds as though they had personally wronged her. “That blows.” She winked. “Pun intended.”


Jane laughed and tried not to look thrilled. She relished the idea of having some time to get to know this pretty but puzzling girl. “It does for Mr. Mackelroy.”


Samantha nodded, looking far more serious than Jane expected. “Hey, this is going to sound weird again, I guess. But I need to ask you something.”


“Sure.” Jane studied Samantha’s face. Samantha seemed eager to ask her question but was equally afraid of the answer.


Samantha finally opened her mouth to speak and turned to Jane, only to clamp her mouth shut with a look of consternation. Head forward once again, she appeared to lose herself in thought, then repeated the process.


After a few cycles, Jane was nearly beside herself. She was actually starting to perspire and barely noticed her throbbing skull. She was milliseconds away from demanding that Samantha finish what she had started to say. But if that didn’t send the tall girl running for the hills, nothing would.


Jane was fairly certain that if mint chocolate chip ice cream didn’t end up as the culprit, her lack of patience would ultimately be her undoing. So she forced herself to relax and simply wait. But that didn’t mean she had to remain silent, right?


Jane drew in a deep fortifying breath that tasted like saltwater and bruised grass and seemed fresher by virtue of their proximity to the rolling surf. “You know, I was hoping we’d run into each other today.”


Samantha brightened. “Really? I—” She suddenly narrowed her eyes at Jane’s smug look. “Very funny.”


Jane grinned. “Pun intended right back.”


Samantha pulled off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She didn’t put them back on.


“I like them. The glasses, I mean.” That was an understatement. Jane’s hands suddenly felt clammy and her ears hot.


The corner of Samantha’s mouth quirked and her eyes sparkled. “Thanks. They’re actually givin’ me a little bit of a headache, but nothing like what you’ve probably got. I don’t wear them often, but the prescription is still newer than the ones for my contacts.”


“I could hold them in my purse for you. So you don’t have to carry them.”


“Sure. Thanks.” Samantha handed them over, then pointed straight ahead and down the road they were traveling. “Only a few more minutes straight up ahead.”


Jane took in the windswept expanse of land around them. The scruffy pitch pine trees that grew along the coast had given way to swaying American beachgrass as the houses grew farther and farther apart and civilization melted away altogether.


Waves crashed in the distance.


“I don’t know how it’s possible, Samantha, I’ve lived here my entire life, but I don’t think I’ve been down this way before.” Craggy rock formations jutted up from the sand, and the wind picked up velocity as they traversed the final bend.


In the distance, the last house before the world dropped away, and their apparent destination, was a modest, wind-worn Cape Cod cottage that stood alone on a bluff that overlooked the ocean and was capped by unfinished cedar shingles. The road they were on actually ended just a few feet from its front door. It was a little lonely-looking, and the harsh landscape made it appear sparse. But also humble and quaint. Not far from the house was a relatively small, battered white lighthouse that was clearly no longer in use but still stood silent sentry.


Jane loved it all.


In today’s market, any home so near the ocean, even something unpretentious and hours from Boston, was still shockingly expensive. She suspected that Samantha’s family had owned the cottage for a long time.


Samantha watched her take in her surroundings. “We’re still in Locklow. I promise. Though I can understand why you haven’t been down here before. There’s not much to see.”


Jane couldn’t have disagreed more. Compared to the groomed lawns that all looked the same, historical plaques full of dull facts and picture-perfect hedges on her street, this was a feast for the senses.


“The beach here is too rugged to do much of anything, though there’s good fishin’ close by. We’re the last house until you hit Ireland.” She shot Jane a worried look, as though she’d just remembered why they were heading to her house. “How’s your head?”


“You must want to be a doctor someday. A sweet but relentless one.” Jane’s pleasant tone softened the dig.


Samantha seemed to get the hint. “Okay, I get it. But enjoy the ‘sweet’ now. Your opinion might change to ‘sour’ once you know me better.”


Jane shrugged easily, pleased that Samantha assumed they were on a path to becoming friends. “Sour is good too. Just in smaller doses.”


They shared bashful grins.


Then Samantha jerked a thumb at her own chest and shook her head in disbelief. “Me, a doctor?” She drifted a little closer to Jane as they walked, their feet crunching loudly on the rocks with every step. “Never gonna happen.”


“Okay, doctor is out. How about an architect? Or engineer? Or archeologist?”


Samantha gazed at Jane as though she’d lost her mind. “You know how much school those sort of jobs take?”


Jane figured the question was mostly rhetorical but answered anyway. “Yes.” She wouldn’t start applying to different universities until next year, but she’d been researching them since she was a freshman. “Four to eight years, depending on which job, plus additional training depending on what you’d want to do and if you wanted an advanced degree.”


The set of Samantha’s shoulders telegraphed her discomfort. She thrust Jane’s umbrella out in front of her like a sword and carelessly swiped at a nonexistent opponent, a small grimace playing at her lips. “None of that will happen.”


Jane bristled at the thought that Samantha didn’t seem to think she could be any of those things. “Why shouldn’t you have a job like the ones I mentioned? You’re good at school. You’ve been listed on every honor roll for years. So what if it takes a while?”


“And you know this how?”


“I-I…It’s published in the newspaper.”


Samantha picked up her pace, her back a little straighter. “Lack of intelligence is not the only thing that keeps people from going to a billion years of college, Jane.”


Then it hit her. She’d forgotten completely about the cost. “I didn’t mean—Ugh!”


Jane was so focused on Samantha that she nearly plowed right into a large puddle. Just as her toes hit the water she tried to leap over it, cringing as she anticipated plopping down in the water somewhere just beyond the middle.


Samantha instinctively reached out and grasped Jane’s hand. She surged forward herself alongside the puddle and, with a firm tug, helped Jane across. “Close one!”


Jane wobbled for a moment but righted without so much as a splash. She brushed her hair out of her face and melted a bit under Samantha’s pleased, attentive stare. “Thanks.”


“No problem.” Samantha’s smile was blinding. “Besides, your parents would probably sue if you got hurt on the Christos property.” A few more paces and they’d be at the door.


Jane wasn’t a hundred percent sure that Samantha was joking. And she wasn’t sure she was wrong, at least when it came to her father. “Listen, about college, I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m sorry.”


“I’m not insulted. I’m tied to Locklow and that’s not such a horrible thing. This is home.”


“I’d be shocked if you didn’t get scholarships and—”


“It’s not that,” Samantha admitted quietly. “If I leave, who will take care of my grandparents? Maybe not today, but soon they’ll be too old to be on their own. They don’t have anyone else.”


Jane frowned. “Don’t you have a brother? He could help, right?”


“They need someone here, not just an occasional check in the mail. Though those are helpful too.”


Jane’s phone buzzed again. And she promptly ignored it.


Samantha poked at Jane’s purse with her finger. “Aren’t you going to get it?”


Jane shook her head. She wanted her focus right where it was at the moment. “No.”


“But what if it’s important? What if it’s work? Patrick Mackelroy is a good guy. He might need you. If your head is okay, that is.”


Jane sighed. One second Samantha was sword fighting with the wind, and the next she was surprisingly mature. She had no idea what to make of her. “Okay. One sec.” Barely paying attention, she quickly tapped the message icon on her phone. If this was Chloe bugging her for another loan after spending all her allowance again, she’d kill her.




Did I surprise you this morning?





Caught off guard, Jane shivered. The answer was yes.


Samantha gravitated a little closer to Jane. She attempted to look at the phone, but Jane unceremoniously dumped it in her purse. “What’s up?”


“Nothing. Just a stupid text,” Jane said weakly.


Samantha stared at Jane for a few long seconds before appearing to gather her courage. She let out a shaky breath. “You were at the Wayfarer Café this morning, right?”


Jane nodded, her mind reeling at the manic change of subjects. “I was. Were you there too? I didn’t see you.”


“Yeah. But you were already gone by the time I got there. Amy, the barista, told me.”


Jane did a mental dance. Samantha had been hoping to run into her too.


Samantha sucked her lips into her mouth and began to rhythmically clench and unclench her hands. She looked skyward for a moment and screwed her eyes shut. “Did someone leave you a note at your table? It was white paper…I mean, of course it was paper. You weren’t at the table. Then the note was. And it was folded in half. The note.


Jane blinked. If the note at the café was from Samantha, then who had just sent her a text? She clearly wasn’t the sender. “You left me the note?”


“Jesus.”


“The note was from Jesus? He has surprisingly poor penmanship.”


Samantha squatted and dropped her head between her knees as though she was trying to keep from passing out. The umbrella fell from her limp hand and she braced herself by planting her tented fingers in the rocks. “It wasn’t from me.” Unable to keep from toppling forward, she went down on one knee. The wet ground immediately soaked her jeans.


The stance reminded Jane of a football player who’d just scored a touchdown. Except that the football players didn’t look ready to faint.


“It can’t be. It can’t be,” Samantha chanted brokenly.


“What’s wrong?” Without pausing to decide that she shouldn’t, Jane reached out and rubbed the area between Samantha’s shoulder blades worriedly, her own anxiety rising with every breath. Samantha’s back felt damp and unnaturally hot as though her skin was on fire. “You don’t have to get so upset. I’m not mad about it or anything. You could have just told me about the note and texts.”


Samantha straightened abruptly. “There are texts too?”


“I’ve been getting them for a week.”


“You have to know, Jane, it wasn’t just today.” Samantha scrubbed her face in horror as though she wanted to wipe away whatever it was she was thinking. “He or she has been watchin’ you for a while.”


Jane’s blood turned to ice. “Watching me?” She glanced around but they were alone. “Who is watching me? What’s going on?”


“Dammit. Dammit! My dreams. This isn’t possible but it really happened. I think it’s been happening for a long time.”


“You’re scaring me.”


“Ernie was at the café? And Kyle and his friends. And Aiden?”


“They were there,” Jane confirmed, her eyes glued to Samantha’s face. She could see panic brewing just below the surface.


Samantha muttered in a detached, slightly disoriented voice, “It can’t be real.”


Jane was more confused than ever. “The note was real. I saw it. I held it.”


Samantha suddenly snapped back to the moment like a yo-yo at the end of its string. “I’m not talking about the note!” With an apologetic look, she lowered her volume, though the words were just as intense. “I’m sorry.” Samantha tore her gaze away and started for her front door.


Jane moved directly in Samantha’s path. “That’s it. What is going on? Why are you so upset? The texts are nothing. Yes, they’re starting to bug me. But someone is just messing with me. It’s harmless.”


“No, it isn’t.”


“It is. I—” Jane was cut off when Samantha abruptly grabbed her by the wrist and led her around the cottage instead of going inside. “Hey!” She dug her heels in but was no match for Samantha’s longer, powerful strides.


“You need to sit down.” Samantha quickly guided them up a short set of creaky steps that led to a faded wooden deck with a spectacular ocean view.


“I do not!”


“Well, I do.” Samantha guided Jane to a weather-ravaged chair and pushed her into the seat by the shoulders. Her butt landed with a loud thump. “That sick feeling I had when we spoke last week, it’s back with a vengeance. So unless you want me to barf on your shoes…?”


If someone had told Jane earlier in the day that there was even the remotest chance that Samantha’s hands would be all over her, she might have started to drool. This, however, was not what she had in mind.


“Samantha, you’d better have a really good explanation.” Her words were clipped. “Because I don’t like being dragged around like a naughty pet.”


“I’m not crazy. I promise.”


Jane merely lifted an eyebrow and waited.


“Just please. Give me a chance to explain?”


Jane knew in her heart that she’d give her more than one. “Okay.”


Samantha pulled her hair out of her ponytail holder to run a shaky hand through it. Instead of sitting, she began to pace. “I’ve had trouble sleeping all my life.”


She described a toddler crying on a beach with such passion and sincerity it took Jane’s breath away.


She explained how her dreams, even the ones she couldn’t remember, had barbs that embedded themselves in her waking hours and filled her with residual emotions that she didn’t understand. How certain dreams stole her sleep and sometimes left her exhausted, but how she could tell they were building up to something big.


Jane sat and listened to it all, as still as a stone. Enthralled.


* * *


Vulnerable hazel eyes filled with tears that somehow managed not to fall. This was going to be the bad part. Every ounce of Samantha screamed to keep this part to herself, but she couldn’t. “I know I sound insane. Maybe I am. But no…I don’t think…” She shook her head to restart herself. “Anyway, then last night I dreamed about you. And everything changed. I figured out what my dreams were buildin’ up to. It was today.”


“What about today?” Jane’s voice was a respectful whisper.


Squawking gulls swooped down over the cottage and over the bluff toward the water. Their cries blended with Samantha’s words.


“I dreamt about Wayfarer Café. About how it looked, and smelled, and felt against my skin. You were there this morning, in my dream. You went to get coffee and breakfast. And all that actually happened in real life, right?”


“Yes.”


“I dreamt of an entire group of people who also were in the café this morning with you. They were there in real life too. I checked.”


“Okay,” Jane said slowly, clearly not seeing where this was headed.


“There were some people in the dream that were just blobs and I couldn’t make out their faces. But some were crystal clear. I dreamt that Kyle and his friends came in and shook off the rain. After they spoke to you, they started messin’ around up at the counter, socking each other and wrestling as they ordered their frappes.”


Jane’s jaw sagged.


Samantha dragged over her chair and plopped it down directly in front of the redhead. She sat so close that their knees almost touched and she could feel the heat from Jane’s skin. How could she make Jane believe what she couldn’t accept herself? Even though she knew in her bones that it was true. “I dreamt that you stepped away from your booth.” Samantha swallowed dryly. “While you were gone, someone left you a note. On your table.”


Jane’s eyebrows creased. “That’s not possible. You couldn’t have gotten all that from a dream. You’d have to have been there yourself.”


“I know,” Samantha agreed quickly. “But it happened anyway. And it’s happened before. I mean, over small stuff, yeah, and not every time I dream, but there have been other dreams that have actually come true. I didn’t realize it until today. But they came flooding back.”


“But that happens to everyone.”


“Not like this.”


“It’s a coincidence.” Jane hesitated. “A big one, yes, but that has to be it.”


“It’s not.”


“It has to be.”


Samantha shook her head, willing Jane to understand. “You don’t get it. This isn’t like dreamin’ they’ll serve tacos in school for lunch the next day and then they actually do. Ta da!” She gestured wildly. “I didn’t just dream what happened, I experienced it.”


The words felt like they were being torn from her chest, but it was also freeing, like they had to come out, and she was only allowing the inevitable. This had to be why she’d had a sick feeling when she’d seen Jane. Her body was forcing her to tell Jane about the dreams and was pissed off when she kept it inside. “I lived every single sensation. I knew what was going to happen.”


“I don’t…” Jane stopped and shook her head. “I don’t get it.”


Samantha leaned forward, eager for Jane to understand. “It’s like when you watch a movie that you’ve already seen bunches of times. It’s so easy to get so wrapped up in what you’re seein’ on the screen that you forget you already know the story. Even if you don’t exactly remember all the bits and pieces.”


“So—and I can’t believe I’m even asking you this—you’re saying that you dream things before they happen in real life?” Jane tucked a blowing strand of hair behind her ear. “For real?”


“Exactly.”


“That’s not…” Jane’s gentle, stunned words drifted away on the breeze. “That can’t happen. Nobody knows the future.” Disillusioned eyes met Samantha’s and nearly burned a hole straight through her. “You can’t expect me to believe that gypsy fortune teller stuff.” As she leaned back, and farther away from Samantha, her chair creaked loudly. “Why are you doing this?”


The fine hairs on the back of Samantha’s neck stood at attention. Knowing or not, Jane had just stirred up a wellspring of hurt and shame. Several times over the years gypsies had settled in or near Locklow, and they’d always, and very publically, clashed with the law, then eventually moved on. It was a familiar schoolyard taunt. Gypsy scum.


She swallowed the nearly overwhelming impulse to lash out that was right there on the tip of her tongue, begging to happen. “We aren’t gypsies,” she ground out, teeth bared in a snarl.


“Samantha, you know that’s not what I meant. I went to your grandparents’s shop today for a fun psychic reading. I know that stuff isn’t real and the text messages and note were just an excuse to go. I thought that maybe I would see…” Her cheeks went scarlet and she rolled her eyes and glanced away.


Samantha’s stomach clenched so tightly it hurt. “I’m tellin’ the truth.”


Jane’s emotions started to spill out of her like a bucket of sand tipped over by the surf, its contents ruthlessly washed away with the tide. “Why are you doing this?”


“I’m trying to help you!”


“I’m not an imbecile, and you’re too smart not to believe in science.” She shook her head, looking as though she’d rather be anywhere but here. “What you’re saying is impossible. There are no human Magic 8 balls. You can’t dream the future, or read tealeaves, or coffee grounds, or whatever. You can’t read my mind.”


“Oh, at this moment, I’m pretty sure I can,” Samantha shot back, her unexpected tears making Jane go all blurry. She’d had no time to process this herself and trying to make Jane understand was turning into a massive disaster. “But that’s not what I’m sayin’.”


Anger bubbled up inside Samantha. “Do you think I want to tell you this stuff? Do you think I want it to be true? I don’t want to be able to do this. I don’t want to know what’s going to happen before it does! That makes me responsible.”


Jane scoffed. “You’re being ridiculous. You’re not responsible for me.”


“Too late. And stop looking at me like that.” Samantha groaned loudly. “Like you’re disappointed. Like I’m batshit crazy.”


Jane didn’t deny it as she wrapped her arms around herself and looked away.


Samantha put her hands on Jane’s knees, hoping any kind of physical connection would ground them both and keep them from simply spinning away into the atmosphere. She could also tell that Jane only barely allowed it.


“In my dream, I saw it. Someone is watching you. They want to touch you. They must have been watchin’ you for a while. That’s who left you the note, and I guess the texts too. This is what my dreams have been building up to. This is why I can’t look at you without feeling sick. My mind was forcing me to tell you. Nothing was going to be all right until I told you. Nothing is going to be all right until you’re safe.”


Jane looked as confused as Samantha felt. “Your dreams told you to tell me that I’m not safe? What if they told you to rob a bank? Would you believe them and do it?”


It was all Samantha could do not to grab Jane by the biceps and shake her. “Why are you askin’ stupid questions? Aren’t you listening to me?” Her entire body hummed with the need to act and not just talk. “You do not have a nice Hallmark Channel secret admirer who wants to take you to the Dairy Queen for a sundae and get to know you. This person wants to own you, Jane. I could feel it.”


Jane’s eyes were the size of saucers as she recoiled. “You’re—”


“I am not crazy!” Samantha roared. She’d lost control completely, shocking even herself. But her own frantic protest made her wonder all the more whether it was true. Had she lost her mind and just didn’t know?


For a second, the only sounds that could be heard on the porch were two sets of harsh breathing. Their eyes dueled, and Samantha finally looked away.


As Samantha began to mentally retreat, Jane stood so quickly that she lost her balance and had to grab the deck railing for support.


“Your head…I’m sorry…the ice.” Samantha reached out to help but Jane skittered away like a wounded animal, putting several feet between them that felt miles farther.


“Who is it then, Samantha? Who is watching me? You said you could see what happened in the café in your dream. So where’s the big reveal? Describe the person who is supposedly out to get me.”


“I…” Samantha’s voice trailed off with frustration, and she ducked her head and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. She tried to force more of the dream to the forefront of her mind but couldn’t. “I-I can’t.”


“Male or female?”


“I don’t know. I’ve tried but I don’t see a face.”


“Old or young?”


“I don’t know.”


“Fat or thin? Tall or short? Alien or human?”


Samantha’s anger began to give way to resignation and her voice cracked. “Jane, please. It’s not like some magic power that I can control. Things are fuzzy. It’s not perfect. It only just happened.”


“No? How did this person sound then? Describe it. Or his cologne or something.”


“I don’t know!”


It was hard to tell which of them was more upset. Samantha could see that what she was saying was no match for common sense and logic.


“What did the note say?”


“I—”


“But you said you saw the note.” Jane was all but pleading to be convinced.


“I did.”


“So what was written on the paper?”


“I don’t know.” Samantha could see that somehow her last words were the straw that broke the camel’s back, and Jane’s disbelief ratcheted up to anger.


She marched forward and pointed directly at Samantha’s chest, her finger barely skimming the damp T-shirt.


“I don’t think you’re crazy at all. I think you’re part of some joke. And you and whatever other jerks are in on this are having fun making fun of me. And the texts and note…are all part of it.” Everything about Jane telegraphed her hurt.


Samantha winced.


Fat tears bloomed in Jane’s eyes and hung there, ready to fall. “So was pretending to want to get to know me part of the master plan too? So you could see my reactions up close and report back to your pals?”


Samantha’s stomach dropped to her knees. “I would never. Not ever, Jane. I do want to know you. Please believe me.”


Jane’s chin quivered, but she squared her shoulders. “I don’t believe in Big Foot. Or ghosts. Or vampires. And I don’t believe you. Don’t talk to me or contact me again, Samantha.”


No.


Jane rushed past Samantha and ran down the stairs.


Samantha didn’t go after her, unable to wrap her head around what had just happened. Instead, she darted to the far side of the deck, leaned over the railing and promptly threw up. When she was finished heaving, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She stayed at the railing so long she lost track of time and let the wind lash against her wet cheeks.


She gazed down at the ocean and spoke to it, as she had many times over the years. “That went well.”


Her emotions were scattered as wildly as the stars and just as far-reaching.


Everything with Jane was magnified all out of proportion, and she didn’t know how to stop it or what it meant. Neither of them should be this angry or hurt, but she felt blistered to her toes.


It began to sprinkle, and she was instantly reminded of how wet and uncomfortable she was, especially her soaked sneakers. With a frustrated bellow, she tore off her shoes and threw them against the side of the house as hard as she could, surprised when they harmlessly bounced back at her instead of splintering the wood.


She might have ruined their fledgling friendship, but that didn’t matter. Something about her and Jane was intertwined, whether they wanted it to be or not.




Chapter Six


Jane took her time walking home, unable to decide whether she was more livid, embarrassed or hurt. Her emotions were so jumbled that she wanted to burst into tears and just keep crying. Her head hurt and she was tired.


The level of Jane’s anger and disenchantment with Samantha was something she’d never experienced before. It felt like a living, breathing thing. The burning sensation under her breastbone still hadn’t gone away.


She had genuinely liked Samantha, and Leola Christos had been so sweet and kind during her psychic reading. Now it seemed impossible that the two were related.


As she entered her home, she wondered how long the prank would have continued had she not caught on. As though her thoughts alone had caused it to materialize, another text buzzed on her phone. One that made her skin crawl.




My patience is running out


Jane I’m starting to think you’re rude


Hit reply!





“Jerk!” She sped up her pace, intent on ending this now. “Kyle!” she roared. “Where are you?” The living room and den were empty, and she stalked to the kitchen next. “I saw your car outside. You’d better not be trying to hide from me!” She wouldn’t put it past Samantha to have called and warned him.


She found her mom and dad both sitting at a large granite kitchen island, one holding a mug of steaming tea, the other a juice smoothie.


Her dad reached out and pulled his rampaging daughter to a stop. “Hey, slow down there, kiddo. What’s with the yelling?” He noticed her damp work uniform and then glanced at his watch. “Got called off work, huh? Rainy weekends are killing this town.”


Jane nodded, her mind set on killing her brother. It had to have been him and his friends who somehow drafted Samantha into their prank. After all, they were the ones in the café this morning and in the perfect position to leave the note. Chloe was an unlikely suspect because she was pretty much guaranteed to still be sleeping any time before noon.


“You could always come and work for me and your dad. No weekends or uniforms.” Her mom smiled invitingly but Jane shook her head.


“No, thanks, Mom, I have a job.” No way was she spending her summer at Bright Smiles Orthodontics with her parents and part-time receptionist sister, who did nothing more than surf the Internet and critique patients’ clothing choices.


“You want to join us for a late lunch?” Her farther was oblivious to Jane’s longing stare, which was fixed on the doorway and her escape route. “I brought home grinders.” He gestured to a loaded paper sack that smelled heavenly.


Unfortunately, the mere thought of eating anything at the moment made Jane’s stomach roil. “Have either of you seen Kyle?”


Her mother, Anita, set down her bright green smoothie and delicately wiped her mouth with a napkin. “Nope. We’ve only been home a few minutes. Try his lair.”


Despite already having the biggest of the kids’ bedrooms, Kyle had co-opted the third floor attic as his private man cave earlier in the year, and their parents had turned his old room into storage.


Anita pulled over the greasy paper sack, and her eyes rolled back in their sockets when she opened it and the smell of garlic, Parmesan cheese and meatballs wafted out even stronger. “Thanks a lot, Troy. There goes my workout.”


“If you don’t want it…More for me.” He reached for the bag and, with a loud squawk, she swatted his hand away. He narrowed his eyes at her and they burst out laughing.


Apparently peace had been restored to the Hutchens’ household. Too bad Jane was about to disrupt it by bludgeoning her brother. She pointed to the doorway. “I’m just going to—”


Her mom glanced at Jane’s wet hair and clothes. “Why are you all wet? I know you left with an umbrella this morning.” She gave her husband a long-suffering look. “I buy at least ten umbrellas every year! And don’t get me started on gloves.”


“I dunno, Mom. I—”


Jane’s mom waved her away. “Go on. I can see you’re itching to be anywhere else. You’ll probably get sick, just like those kids who came by for you earlier. They were soaked to the bone too.”


Jane stopped in her tracks. “Kids for me?”


Her mother nodded and unwrapped her grinder. “A boy with a wiffle haircut and that X-Files name. Scully, I think. He has a slight anterior crossbite, by the way. And a tall girl with a long black ponytail and cat-shaped eyes named Samantha.” Anita hummed thoughtfully. “She’s a pretty one now, but I’d bet good money she’ll be downright gorgeous when she grows up. Keep Kyle away from her or we’ll have to get out the garden hose.”


Jane’s jaw clenched. The nerve! Samantha and that guy Sully, from Geometry class who followed Samantha around like a puppy, had showed up at her house to torment her?


With a scowl, her mom handed her dad half her grinder. He flashed her a million dollar grin and chuckled gleefully as he dug in. “The kids said they knew you from school,” Anita continued. “I think it’s great, sweetheart. It’s about time you had some friends over. You can’t mope around about Lucia forever.” She gave her daughter a sympathetic look. “Best friends move away. It happens.”


Her dad twisted uncomfortably in his seat.


Jane did her best not to roll her eyes. She hadn’t thought about Lucia in weeks. Things had ended badly between them when their friendship took a romantic turn that neither girl was prepared to handle. The months that followed had been nothing short of gut-wrenching. But it was well and truly over and in the past. “I’m not moping, Mom. Did Samantha and Sully say what they wanted?”


“Just to find you. I gave them a lift back into town and then headed off to Zumba to sweat my buns off.” She jumped a little when Troy pinched her backside and told her to keep it like it was. “Samantha, especially, seemed concerned about finding you.”


I’ll bet. Jane pasted on a smile. “Don’t worry. She found me.”


Her mom nodded happily and took a bite of meatball. She moaned in delight.


Her father suddenly looked at his wife in horror. “Anita, you don’t mean Samantha Blackwell?”


Her mom glanced at Jane in question, and Jane nodded.


“From Christos’s Psychic Readings? Her grandparents run that ridiculous fortune telling shop and those horrid walking tours that stop right outside our house! That’s who you gave a ride?”


Anita paused mid-bite and sighed. She slowly put down her sandwich and dusted off her fingers. “So?”


“They’re the bane of my existence!”


“You’re not a Marvel character with his own arch enemies!” Anita pinned Troy with a wry look. “And you wonder why Chloe and Kyle are such drama queens? The Christoses are hardly super villains. And even if they were, Samantha’s just a girl. She’s not responsible for her grandparents’ choice of professions.”


She paused to lick some sauce from her thumb. “You’re just mad because you tried to sneak out and get the mail that one evening in your boxer shorts, and the tourists saw you and started taking photos.”


“It was dark!”


Her parents began to argue, though there wasn’t much heat behind it, and Jane slipped out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the third floor. Halfway up she could hear Frank Ocean’s “Thinkin’ ‘Bout You” shaking the rafters. She banged on her brother’s door. “Open up, Kyle!” She tried twice more, then opened the door herself but kept her eyes tightly shut. If she accidentally saw him naked, or doing something she didn’t even want to think about, she would literally die.


“Hey! You’re supposed to knock.” The music abruptly stopped.


Jane cracked open her eyes to see her brother still in his smelly workout gear from earlier. He had a pile of clean clothes and a pile of dirty clothes both on the foot of his bed. It was clear he couldn’t tell which was which when he grabbed a shirt and sniffed the armpits.


Jane gagged.


“Well, whaddya you want?” he demanded as he grabbed a towel from one of the heaps. He didn’t bother to sniff it.


She marched over to him and had to crane her neck to look him in the eye. He towered over Jane’s not-quite-five-and-a-half-feet. She shoved her cell phone so close to his face he had to cross his eyes. “I want you to make them stop. Now.”


“What the—” He batted the phone out of his face and pushed her out of his way as he went over to a large wooden closet that he and their dad had built over spring break. “Hit the road, Jane.” He began rooting around inside, his voice muffled. “I gotta shower, then I’m meeting the guys. You aren’t making any sense.”


“I’m not kidding, Kyle.” She wanted to throw the phone at his head. “Stop it! You and your friends have had your fun. It’s over now.”


He emerged from his closet looking annoyed and bewildered, a pair of jeans draped over one broad shoulder. “What the hell are you talking about? Stop what?”


“The texts. The note!”


He continued to stare at her and motioned for her to continue. “And? What texts? What note?”


Kyle could be sadly obtuse, but he wasn’t a bad liar. For a moment, Jane was truly stumped. But the more she looked at him, the more convinced she became that he had no clue what she meant. This would be the time for him to gloat and tease if he’d been behind the prank. He should be taking full credit, but he wasn’t.


Jane felt a sliver of doubt. “You don’t know anything about me getting weird texts?”


“Do they have photos of naked girls attached?” he asked hopefully. “Dalton got some spam like that last year.” He beamed at the memory. “It was awesome.”


“There are no naked photos.”


His face fell. “Boooo.”


Jane pressed her hand to her forehead in frustration. She’d been so certain. “So you and your friends didn’t team up with Samantha Blackwell to—”


He barked out an incredulous laugh. “Samantha Blackwell? The shiesty gypsy dyke? She’s hot and all, don’t get me wrong. I like ’em tall like that too, but she’s a little flat-chested for my taste. And have you seen her clothes? I wouldn’t be caught dead even talking to her. And—”


“Don’t keep going.” Jane’s temper spiked without her permission. Fire raced through her veins. Even if Samantha was pranking her, she didn’t deserve Kyle’s shallow judgment. “Her clothes are fine, you pig, so don’t waste your breath.” Her voice deepened. “I cannot express how little your opinion means to me at this moment.”


Kyle blinked and held up his palms in surrender. “Okay, okay, sheesh.” His eyes widened for a split second and his face twisted into a pitying grimace. “Oh man, please tell me you’re not tryin’ to hit that.”


“Kyle!”


“Look, I get that there can’t be that many lesbos in school for you to choose from. But you can do better.” He winked. “Talk to Chloe. According to her, at least half of the football cheerleaders are up for a little walk on the wild side after enough UV Blue. Samantha Blackwell definitely knows about that.” He paused to thoughtfully scratch his chin. “Skip the basketball cheerleaders though. Ever since their captain found the Lord, they’re all prudes.”


Jane’s face felt hot at the thought of Samantha and one of Chloe’s friends, but she pushed it out of her mind. “Are you actually trying to help me? Or just being a jerk?”


He cocked his head to the side. “Yes.”


“So you and your friends aren’t pranking me?”


“Get over yourself. You aren’t fun enough to bother pranking. Now…” He presented Jane with his back and reached for his shorts. Over his shoulder, he gave her a devilish grin. “Unless you want to see my hairy—”


Jane was out of the room and slamming the door behind her before he could finish his sentence. “Gross.” She headed down the stairs, intent on getting the long overdue icepack. Her head was killing her.


It was possible that Kyle’s friends were still behind the texts, but they didn’t wipe their own asses except on his orders. In spite of herself, she actually believed her brother when he said he didn’t know what she was talking about.


Chloe might be the instigator, but she would have to have involved her friends too, since the texts hadn’t come from her phone number. While Kyle’s friends ogled Jane’s boobs or butt, or whatever captured their attention at any given moment, Chloe and her squad generally acted as though Jane didn’t exist at all. She was beneath their attention, so why would they bother?


Samantha couldn’t have been working alone because they were together when Jane got one of the texts. It was always possible that Samantha had teamed up with someone else to mess with her, maybe Sully, though she had no explanation for that either. But oddest of all, why did Samantha concoct the entire crazy dream story? Its ridiculousness undermined the entire prank.


Jane racked her brain, but she quickly realized she had no other suspects. Since Lucia had moved away, she’d pretty much been on her own friend-wise. Several years with a BFF who preferred your company, and your company alone, could do that to a girl. Though in truth Jane had always been somewhat of a loner. Which meant the prankster could be anyone.


When she entered the kitchen she was met with blessed silence. Her parents must have taken their playful argument, or their making up, elsewhere. She pulled out an ice pack that was kept at the ready for her more athletically inclined siblings from the freezer and plopped down at the kitchen island. She braced her chin on her upturned palms and sighed.


The seed of doubt that Kyle had planted had taken root and begun to grow. Maybe this wasn’t a prank at all. Though the thought of someone she’d never met sending her messages was even spookier than them coming from someone she knew.


What if Samantha was telling the truth? Dreams that foretold the future were patently ridiculous. But what if Samantha was somehow right about the rest?


Jane closed her eyes and pressed the ice to the back of her head, feeling the cold seep into her skull with a sense of profound physical relief, even if she was still emotionally shaken. She had no idea what to do next. Helplessness draped over her like a dark cloud. She thought of Samantha and her earnest eyes.


What if she’d just made a huge mistake?


* * *


“Again tonight? This is like eight days straight.” Sully tore open the wax paper wrapped around a tuna sandwich and took an enormous bite. “Tell Yaya thanks for the sandwich.”


“No problem. I know how hangry you get.”


He groaned in pleasure and licked an errant piece of tuna from his lips. When Leola prepared Samantha lunch to take to work, she almost always threw in an extra sandwich for him. He showed up at the psychic shop at some point in the day, not only to see his best friend but to “help” her finish her lunch.


After her last bite, Samantha crumpled her wax paper and wadded it up like a basketball. She tossed it into the nearest trash barrel. “Three points!” For a moment she forgot what she was wearing and came perilously close to brushing the crumbs from her hands onto her work slacks. “Yes, tonight.” She brushed her hands together. “Unless you don’t want to come. I can handle it alone.”


“You know I’ll be there. You know you want me there. Just text me the time later. I’m planning ahead for a nap this afternoon.”


Samantha smiled gratefully. She really did want Sully with her.


Business had been brisk all morning and they’d unexpectedly run out of receipt paper at the psychic shop. Sully kept her company as they walked to the office supplies store that was just across the town square and down one block from the shop.


The square was drenched in hot sunshine. It smelled like fresh cut grass, and it was packed with roaming tourists. But even the locals enjoyed the clean salty air on their lunch breaks as they reclined on some of the many benches in the park at the center of the town square. The sun baked into their bodies and Sully and Samantha let their naturally long strides propel them through the park, a cool breeze at their backs.


Summer was in full swing.


“It’s not like I have anything else to do tonight.” They’d already passed the last trash barrel so he shoved the wax paper into his baggy khaki cargo shorts pocket.


“I do know that. But I really shouldn’t. You should totally surprise me and be busy one night cuz you asked some girl to go with you to the show in Gloucester. Or maybe you could get somebody to loan you a boat and sail you and your date outta the harbor to watch the sunset.”


Sully scrunched up his face. “Who actually does stuff like that?”


“Not you, which is why you don’t have a girlfriend.”


“A romantic boat ride?” He gave her an incredulous look. “Really?”


“What? You know every fisherman from here to Maine, and they all owe you and your dad for some last-minute work you stayed up all night to finish.” Sully worked for his dad repairing boats, fishing equipment and nets. He could sew better than an Amish grandma.


He scratched his scruffy jaw in apparent confusion. He’d given up shaving more than two weeks ago, and all he had to show for it was a small dark patch of stubble on his chin surrounded by light stubble and a heavy shadow on his upper lip. “You want to go to the movies or a boat ride?”


Samantha sighed. “Not me. I said some girl. How about Ashley from your ceramics class? I’ve been shippin’ you guys since fall semester.” She covertly glanced at him and did her best to keep a straight face. “She’s cute.”


He shoved her hard as they walked and she silently laughed. “I toldja I have dibs on her!” His pout made him look younger than sixteen. “I’m just biding my time so I don’t come off all thirsty. And you’re not allowed to say my future possible wife is cute!”


“You do have dibs.” She gave him a gentle nudge by adding, “But not forever. If you don’t grow a pair and make a move then she’s fair game for anyone, including those bozos from Jimmy’s fishin’ trawler. I saw one of them talking to her outside the Wayfarer Café a couple days ago. His biceps are bigger than your thighs, by the way.”


Sully scowled and glanced down at his legs.


“But your biggest competition would be me.” Samantha wriggled her eyebrows. “My charms are…formidable.”


“For-mid-a-ble,” he muttered the word slowly and sarcastically. “Do these chicks you work your ‘charms’ on like big words?”


“Yes,” she said flatly. “And there have only been a couple. Besides, I told you to pick out a book or two to read for the summer. No girl wants an illiterate.”


“I’m not illiterate.” He clutched his chest as though she’d stabbed him in the heart. “Sports Illustrated counts!”


“Not if it’s only the swimsuit issue.”


“Fine. Then I guess that means Jane Hutchens is fair game. Because you haven’t talked to her all week even though you’ve been dyin’ to.”


Samantha’s expression instantly changed. “Try it and die, Sully. Besides, she’s not gay.”


“Says who?”


“Says me.” Samantha sighed wistfully. “No way am I that lucky.”


She hadn’t had a single dream about Jane all week. In fact, she’d experienced the most restful sleep of her entire life. She felt like a million bucks. Maybe it was time to call Jane.


Sully crowed, “Dude! You don’t know for sure whether she likes chicks or dicks or both. So before you go and make me out to be a chickenshit, you need to take your own advice. You can’t blame her for not believing you about the dreams right off. Besides—” He stopped dead in his tracks.


Samantha stopped alongside him and followed his gaze. Her eyes widened. “Oh no. Is Aubrey comin’ this way?”


He could only nod. “I can’t believe she’s actually gonna try to talk to you out here where people can see her. Bitch,” he seethed and grabbed Samantha’s arm. “Do not talk to her,” he openly begged. “Don’t even look at her. She’s awful. Mean and awful. Mean, awful and snotty. And she made you feel awful too.”


He turned and openly marveled at the pretty teen all the while trying not to actually look at her as she strode closer. “How can she be a total Blue Ribbon on the outside and so ugly on the inside?”


Aubrey Delgado, second in command among the cheerleaders and Chloe Hutchens’s best friend and disciple, approached them from a distance. The soon-to-be high school senior was exceptionally fit with the build of a gymnast. She had short, black spikey hair with blue tips and a wide smile that Samantha discovered looked a little dead when she wasn’t injecting it with her fake brand of “nice.” Her eerie yellow-green eyes latched onto Samantha the way a lioness scopes out her next meal.


Samantha scowled. “Being ugly on the inside is her special talent.” She avoided Aubrey’s gaze and started walking again. “C’mon. Let’s hurry. Ugh. She’s like that creature we learned about in our Mythology and Mystery class. What was it?”


“Medusa? One look from her evil eyes and you turn to stone?”


“Nope.” They jumped off the grassy lawn of the square and started down the sidewalk.


“A Siren? She lures horny sailors to their doom?”


“So, so close.”


“Oh, wait.” His face lit up. “Has to be a Harpy. A terrible monster with the face of a beautiful woman. She pleases her victim.” He chuckled deep in his chest.


Samantha blushed to the roots of her hair.


“Then tries to ruin him—or in this case, you—by crushin’ your essence.”


Close enough. Samantha nodded, impressed. Sully really wasn’t as oblivious as he sometimes acted. “That’s the one.”


She’d made the mistake of gently pursuing Aubrey early in their sophomore year. And Aubrey’s response had been to cruelly call Samantha a pervert and tell her to stay away from her, or she’d call the police. Then one night not long after, she showed up at Samantha’s house, looking for an easy hookup. Samantha, who was eager to explore her attraction to girls and enamored by Aubrey’s sudden sensual attention, had obliged.


Their two-month “relationship” never grew beyond the hot and heavy and purely physical. And if Aubrey was even a remotely nice person, things might have limped along that way for a little longer. But Samantha quickly found out that even the most basic of friendships was totally off-limits. Aubrey’s “mean-girl-by-day, seductress-by-night” persona grew old quickly. Samantha had no intention of being someone’s long-term dirty little secret or booty call.


When she’d ended it, the cheerleader’s talons came out in full force, desperately trying to cling to something Samantha suspected neither one of them really desired in the first place. The resulting scratches had hurt.


When Aubrey didn’t get her way, she had threatened to out Samantha to the entire school and claim that she was being harassed, instead of the other way around. In a sick way, Samantha suspected that Aubrey actually believed her own ridiculous lies.


In short, she was cray-cray.


“Faster, Samantha,” Sully urged, breaking Samantha free from her thoughts. “You should have let me solve the Aubrey problem last year. Forcin’ you out of the closet before you were ready was total bs.”


“Don’t think I wasn’t tempted.” Sully’s proposed solution had involved a large canvas bag, a bowling ball and a late-night boat trip. As mad as she was, that was still a tad extreme for Samantha.


Aubrey followed Sully and Samantha all the way to the door of the office supplies store before calling out to Samantha. “Wait up!”


Samantha ignored her and went directly inside. She breathed a sigh of relief when Aubrey didn’t follow. After making her purchase, she and Sully waited until the coast looked clear before exiting the store. But only a few feet away, Aubrey somehow appeared out of thin air and inserted herself directly in Samantha’s path.


“Samantha, I need to talk to you. Please?” She dismissed Sully with barely a glance.


Sully looked like he wanted to snap Aubrey in two. “Who cares what you need? Everythin’ isn’t about you.”


Aubrey scrutinized Sully with a judgmental eye. “Love the chin pubes. One semester’s growth or two?”


“Don’t stare at my face too long, or you won’t even see it when the house falls out of the sky and crushes you.”


Samantha closed her eyes and wondered whether Sully and Aubrey’s relationship wasn’t actually the more toxic one.


Aubrey’s voice gentled when she turned away from Sully, whose hand had drifted self-consciously to his mustache-in-training. “Please, Samantha.”


Samantha’s resolve wavered. They hadn’t spoken in months, and she already felt stupid for practically running into the office supplies store to get away from someone who was barely five-feet-two. Avoiding confrontation wasn’t her style. Except when it comes to Jane, her mind taunted.


“Don’t listen to her.” Sully grabbed the sides of his head as though it threatened to explode, and his grip was the last thing holding it on. “This is how she tricks her victims. You know this!”


Plainly amused, Aubrey’s smile was saucy. “Victims?”


Samantha thrust the plastic sack full of the receipt books into Sully’s hands. “Take this to Yaya, willya? I’ll be, like, one minute behind you. Honest.”


“Sam!”


“Sully!” she mimicked. As much as she loved him, she didn’t like being told what to do.


The pair glared at each other for a few seconds before Sully stalked off, muttering that he would never understand girls.


Samantha tried to keep the venom from her voice. “What do you want, Aubrey? I have to get back to work.”


Aubrey dragged her gaze up and down Samantha. “I can see that. I’ve never seen you dressed up or with eye makeup before. You look nice.”


“You’ve barely seen me in the daylight before.”


“That wasn’t always a problem.”


“It was always a problem. I just didn’t know it at first.”


Aubrey sighed. “Look, I’m not going to ask to see you again. Or act jealous when you talk to other girls and then push you away. Or come tapping at your bedroom window in the middle of the night.”


Samantha tried not to let her mind linger on that last one. Even if she and Aubrey had nothing else in common, which was pretty much the case, they did have an undeniable physical chemistry.


Grumbling families with small children and one elderly couple shot Samantha and Aubrey dirty looks because they had to split up and walk around them. Maybe the center of the sidewalk wasn’t the best place for this discussion. Samantha took a few large steps to the edge of the sidewalk. Aubrey followed so closely it was unnerving.


“That’s good, Aubrey. Because I’m not interested in anything with you. I have to go now.”


“I know that.” Aubrey quickly licked her lips and glanced around nervously. She lowered her voice. “I, um, enjoyed our time together.”


The same rush of shame that Samantha had felt all those months ago swelled up inside her. Aubrey would still rather not be seen talking to her. “We were never together.”


“But you had fun.”


“In the beginning, yes.”


Aubrey nodded thoughtfully. Samantha’s words seemed to reassure her. “Anyway. I wanted to apologize.”


“Really?” She glanced over Aubrey’s shoulder, then her own, certain she was being punked. “Um, okay.”


“I was a turbo-bitch.” Aubrey lowered her voice even further, and Samantha found herself unwittingly leaning forward to hear. “The fact that I enjoyed our hookups more than I thought I would, it freaked me out, you know? A lot. It still does, but I’m working on that. I wanted you to know that I’m sorry, and that I wish you well and all the happiness you deserve.”


Samantha felt the anger she’d been holding onto deep inside subtly change flavors and take on a hint of pity. Aubrey didn’t know who or what she was, or wanted, and that was mostly just sad. “I-I don’t know what to say to that other than I’m surprised.”


Aubrey grinned impishly, her pixie-like looks adding to the effect. “Aren’t you going to wish me well?”


Samantha’s brows drew together. “No. I don’t think I am. I do appreciate the apology, Aubrey, but that’s as far as it goes. I give exactly zero flying fucks about what you do or who you do it to. And I don’t like to lie.”


Aubrey clamped her mouth tightly shut and her nostrils flared in anger, but Samantha couldn’t find it in herself to really care.


A broad, plastic smile popped onto Aubrey’s face that was somehow twice as jolting as her outward anger. “I’ll see you around, Samantha.” She walked straight ahead and passed by Samantha with her eyes neutrally trained forward, as though they were any other strangers passing on the street.


Samantha had no idea what to make of what just happened, but it still caused a shiver. “Not if I see you first.”


With a stunned shake of her head, she headed back to work, and to Sully, whom she’d now need to placate. He’d been trying to help. She had a brownie hidden under the front counter that she was saving for later. The peace offering would likely do the trick.


She mentally reviewed the shop’s busy schedule for the afternoon and hoped she wouldn’t need to take on one of Pappous’s walking tours tonight. She had far more important plans in mind.




Chapter Seven


Nearly a week passed. Thankful she didn’t have the closing shift, Jane stepped out of Mackelroy’s Fish Hut at eight p.m. sharp, just before sunset. She hadn’t realized how stuffy the restaurant had become until the cooler evening air buffered against her skin. The day had been crystal clear and hot to the point of sizzling, but in another hour or so, she’d need long sleeves this close to the sea.


The neighboring shops had all closed for the day. Except for the occasional local passerby, it was quiet.


She’d come in early that day to help with some prep work before her usual waitressing shift, and she wrinkled her nose as she realized she still smelled like raw onions, garlic and fish. While she actually enjoyed eating those things, when mixed with perspiration from a long shift, they made for an especially rank perfume.


Jane rolled her tired shoulders a few times and dug her car keys out of her purse. She headed to the tiny, seashell-lined parking lot that was reserved for Mackelroy’s employees and situated just behind the restaurant. The lot was cast in deep shadows but she could easily make out Chloe, Aubrey and her brother’s friend, Erik, leaning against her solar-yellow Kia Soul.


Erik appeared to be smoking a regular cigarette, but only a few steps more, and she caught the cloying scent of marijuana.


“Hey, sis.” Chloe pushed off the car. She and Aubrey were dressed to the nines in short tight dresses, blood red lipstick and massive hoop earrings. Even Erik had on a stylish shirt and snug black jeans instead of his usual athletic wear and ball cap.


Jane answered warily. “Hi.”


Ever blunt, Chloe got right to the point. “Can I borrow your car tonight?”


“Where’s yours?” Jane glanced around for the familiar bright red Volkswagen Beetle.


Chloe bit her lip. “It was supposed to be finished today. But, um, it’s still getting its oil changed.”


Jane sniggered. Chloe had let the oil in her Volkswagen run dry. That’s why she had to work in their parents’ office over the summer instead of living off her generous weekly allowance and loafing the weeks away as usual. The repair costs were astronomical.


To say that their mother had nearly had a cow was a monumental understatement. She’d tartly demanded Chloe take an IQ test and was well on her way to also insisting on a DNA test in case her daughter had been switched at birth, when Troy had calmed her down with a generous glass of wine and a reminder that the twins would be away at college in another year, and they wouldn’t have to witness any additional carnage firsthand.


“Wow, Chloe, isn’t it weird that your oil change has taken like three weeks?” Jane’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “That’s such a long time.”


Chloe’s lips formed a thin line, and she guided her sister a few feet away from Aubrey and Erik, her hooker heels sinking into the shells a little as they went. “C’mon, Jane. Erik’s cousin is a Barnie and is hosting a blowout tonight. The party is in Salem.”


That answered the question of why Chloe was with Erik at all. He was really more Kyle’s friend. Jane leaned conspiratorially close to Chloe. “Erik is related to someone who got into Harvard?”


Chloe giggled and her perfectly straight hair shook with the motion. Jane’s own hair was just wavy enough to give it a perpetual disheveled look, especially on humid days. She was momentarily derailed by a pang of jealousy before Chloe said, “He’s probably adopted or something.”


Jane wasn’t sure whether Chloe meant the cousin or Erik, but it didn’t really matter. She straightened and eyed Aubrey, who was drinking from an enormous plastic cup with Coke emblazoned on the outside, and Erik, who was staring right back at her with squinty, stoned eyes. They were openly eavesdropping.


“I dunno,” Jane hedged. Her sister had failed driver’s ed. three times and had enough speeding tickets to wallpaper her bedroom. “Why not ride with Kyle?” No way would he miss a good party. Jane glanced around for his Jeep.


“He’s already at the party. My car was supposed to be ready by five o’clock today, and we were going to take that. Seriously, Jane, we have to go!” Chloe showed Jane a selfie taken by Kyle with his tongue stuck way out like a rock star. His shirt was off, and he was playing air guitar. His face was inexplicably painted bright orange.


Jane sighed and shifted uncomfortably. There was no telling how much trouble her siblings would get into at a college party in Salem. “And you don’t have any other way to get there?”


“If I did, would I be asking you? None of us has wheels tonight.”


“Do Mom and Dad know where you’re going?”


“Christ, Jane, I’m not joining a cult! I’m just going to a party! Please? I haven’t even mentioned how badly you stink like fish.”


Jane lifted an eyebrow. “You’re practically Ghandi.”


“Whatever. I don’t know her, but she’s not with us and can get her own ride.”


“You should really say as little as possible at all times.”


Chloe gave Jane a sugarcoated smile. “Then say yes already so we can get out of here.”


It hadn’t escaped Jane that she wasn’t invited to this party, even as a means to use her car for the night. Luckily for Chloe, she wasn’t one to hold a grudge and wouldn’t have said yes anyway. “I want it returned with a full tank of gas and washed.”


“Deal!” Squealing, Chloe clapped her hands together excitedly and jumped up and down.


“And next time Dad wants someone to hand out campaign fliers or go on some boring family outing, you get to be me.” This was a big one. Much to Chloe and Jane’s delight, last month their father had dragged Kyle along to a nearby antique roadshow for company. According to Kyle, it had been four hours of continual torture. Even their mother had winced at his graphic retelling.


Chloe actually paused, clearly considering how horrible her future chore could be but finally stamped one of her killer high heels in resignation. She was all about instant gratification. “Ugh! Fine.”


Jane pointed at Erik. “And no jibbas in my car. For real, Erik. I hate the smell. I’ll call the cops on you myself if I smell pot when I get my car back.”


“No problem.” He took a final long pull and then cashed his bowl in his hand. “You’re the best, J—”


The sound of rocks crunching between two nearby cars drew everyone’s attention.


The parking lot went silent.


Jane’s stomach knotted. She’d been getting anonymous texts all week. The messages, while not outright dangerous, had slowly grown more and more unnerving. While the words read as essentially harmless, they, along with Samantha’s crazy insistence that she was in danger, had put her on edge.


Aubrey, Erik, Chloe and Jane headed toward the other cars as a slow-moving unit with Jane, the youngest of the group, somehow leading the way.


There was more rustling of rocks and then hushed whispers. “Who’s there?” Jane demanded, her voice far more confident than she felt.


“Oh my God!” Aubrey muttered, her eyes as round as saucers. “This is just like one of those spooky movies where everyone gets killed!”


“What?” Jane and Chloe gasped, horrified.


When two heads suddenly popped up from the shadows far closer than they expected, Aubrey screamed and threw what had to be 32 ounces of what almost certainly was Diet Coke all over Sully. She scrambled back a few feet, and he let out a loud yell as the cold soda, ice cubes, and then the cup itself pelted his face and chest.


Sully’s hands flew to his eyes. “Argh!”


“Samantha?” Jane squeaked, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?”


Samantha’s deep blush was visible even in the waning light. After a quick glance to make sure Sully would live, she sheepishly tucked her hands in her back pockets and shifted from one foot to the other. “I-I-I—”


“They were spying on us!” Chloe growled and roughly pushed Samantha back against one of the cars and pinned her with an elbow to the chest. She’d failed driver’s ed., but apparently the self-defense class their dad had insisted on had worked wonders. “You pervs!”


“It’s not what you think,” Samantha tried urgently. She held up her hands in surrender, and her face twisted into a grimace as her spine crunched against the car.


Erik snatched Sully up by the back of his T-shirt like a lion lifting a pup by the scruff of his neck. “You’re that freak I heard was trying to get a look into the girls’ bathroom at the Wayfarer Café the other day, aren’t you?” He shook him so hard that Sully’s teeth rattled. “Did you watch me take a leak in the bushes a few minutes ago, too?”


Jane grimaced, truly grateful she’d missed that.


Erik bared his teeth. “You scrawny little dickhole!” Without warning, he body slammed Sully to the ground with shocking force, sending a spray of sharp shells everywhere. Sully barely had time to gasp before Erik yanked him up again onto his tiptoes and drew back a meaty fist.


Stunned, Sully whimpered, his chin and cheeks already bleeding, his eyes unfocused.


Aubrey covered her mouth in shock.


“Sully!” Samantha began to shove Chloe away to get to her friend. She drew back her fist to fight her way over to him if necessary.


“Stop!” Jane shouted.


Everyone froze.


“Erik, put Sully down, now.” There was no hesitation in Jane’s blunt order and he complied almost robotically. Adrenaline raced through her veins.


Erik released Sully by simply opening one large hand. The slender teen crumpled to the ground in a tangle, arms and legs akimbo. The sound of air whooshing from his lungs when he hit the ground a second time was loud enough to hear over the crunching shells.


Jane addressed her sister in an equally severe tone. She understood Samantha’s murderous glare on a visceral level. “Chloe, back away from Samantha before she breaks your nose. I know how much you value your face.”


Chloe’s bravado instantly fled, and she gulped and scurried away from Samantha, whose tight fist was still poised to strike. Chloe shielded her nose with one hand as she went. Aubrey opened her arms and greeted her as though she was a returning hero. They clung to each other.


Samantha lowered her fist and bent down to check on her friend. With a gentleness that tugged at Jane’s heartstrings, she brushed bits of shell and rock from Sully’s face as he groaned quietly. She wiped the blood from his chin with the neck of his T-shirt. “Shit, Sully. I’m sorry.”


Jane went to check on Sully as well, when Chloe’s hand clasped her shoulder and stopped her short.


“Jane, why did you call off Erik?” Her voice was low, as though the conversation that everyone could clearly still hear was somehow private. “They were—”


“Sully and Samantha were here to see me, not you and your friends. Right, Samantha?” Jane glared at her pointedly. Erik was still fuming and it wouldn’t take much for him to go after Sully again.


Even in the poor light, Jane could see Samantha’s pulse throbbing in her slender throat.


Samantha glanced between the sisters, her eyes narrowed. “Yeah. Right.”


Jane did her best to smile and not look rattled for her sister’s benefit. She’d never seen anything like what had just happened, and her stomach was in knots. “They were just playing a joke on me. Trying to scare me a little.”


Chloe’s shoulders sagged with relief. “That’s the prank you’ve been asking me about all week? The one you thought I was involved in? Your friends are assholes and horrible pranksters.” Chloe nudged her. “C’mon. I’ll drive you home.”


Samantha helped Sully to his feet. “Up you go, buddy.” He wobbled for a few seconds before finding his footing.


Jane shook her head at her sister. “Go on to your party. I’ll walk home.” She gave Chloe the keys. Jane had clutched them so tightly during the violent exchange their imprint was still inscribed on her palm.


Chloe frowned. “But Jane—”


“C’mon, Chloe.” Aubrey glared wolfishly in Samantha’s direction and then lifted a curious eyebrow at Jane before she guided Chloe toward the car. Erik dutifully followed. “Jane’s a big girl and we’re going to miss the party. Leave her to hang out with her friends.”


Reluctantly, and with a slightly worried glance back, Chloe agreed.


Jane squinted when the headlights shone directly in her face and waited until Chloe pulled completely out of the parking lot before speaking. “What the hell?” She glowered at Samantha, waiting for an answer as Samantha continued to pick crushed shards of seashell from Sully’s face and arms.


Samantha shook her head as if to say not yet.


“God, you’re worse than my ma.” Sully finally slapped away Samantha’s worried hands. “Next you’re gonna spit on your thumb and wipe my chin. I’m fine. Leave it.”


Samantha grumbled unhappily.


“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jane asked, truly concerned. She had no idea that Erik was that strong or fast. Then again, he was their school’s best heavyweight wrestler in addition to being an all-state linebacker.


“I’m fine.” Sully tried to grin but couldn’t quite pull it off with blood dribbling down his chin. He gestured to his cola and bloodstained face. “I just didn’t see that coming.”


“That Grade-A Certified bitch Aubrey,” Samantha hissed, livid. “I’ll bet she enjoyed that. With her dad bein’ the police chief there’s not a cop in town that would take your side in this.”


Sully merely grunted his agreement.


Jane put her hands on her hips. She couldn’t care less about the police or Aubrey, except for maybe the odd, hungry expression she’d had on her face when she looked at Samantha. “Why were you both hiding between the cars and watching me? I know you don’t care about my sister or her friends.” She suspected she knew the answer already, but then again, it was so absurd she had trouble believing it.


Sully groaned and brushed off his shorts. “You tell her, Sam. I’m goin’ home.” His embarrassment over being taken down in two seconds flat was written all over his face. Jane couldn’t help but feel bad for him.


“It wasn’t your fault that the harpy and juiced-up dumbass tag-teamed you!” Samantha draped her arm over Sully’s shoulders and gave them a very gentle, affectionate squeeze. “I’m goin’ with you.”


“Stay,” Sully insisted. “I wanna change clothes anyway.” He pulled his wet T-shirt away from his chest with a scowl. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“No, Sully, c’mon.” Samantha frowned. “I need to check you out in the light. I think your arms are all scraped up too.”


He pulled away. “So I’ll take a shower. By the way, seein’ as how I’m the greatest pal ever, I deserve hazardous duty pay. Two sandwiches tomorrow. Extra mayo this time.”


Jane could see Samantha’s concern warring with a desire to leave Sully with a shred of pride.


Samantha finally capitulated, her eyes glassy with emotion. “An entire jar if you want.”


Sully walked up alongside Jane and stopped. He rested his hand lightly on her forearm. It still held a slight tremor, and she didn’t blame him one bit. “Jane?”


“Yeah, Sully?”


“Thanks for not letting The Hulk crush me.” Bits of shell dropped from his hair as he spoke. “Apparently, reefer does not make everyone mellow.” He gave her a boyish smile that, this time, reached his eyes. “Who knew?”


Jane laughed softly. She was starting to see what Samantha liked so much about him. His affable brand of charisma was magnetic. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


“’Course I am.” He puffed out his chest a little and waved at Samantha. Then he gave Samantha what looked suspiciously like a nod of encouragement.


Then it was just Jane and Samantha in the parking lot.


It was almost fully dark now and gas lamps that lit the historical district town square and harbor area flickered, their golden glow warming the bluish-black sky. She hadn’t realized the lights had even come on. “What was tonight all about?”


Samantha exhaled shakily. “Sully was helping me.”


“Helping you what?”


“Make sure you were safe.” Samantha’s lifted her jaw a little, as though bracing for the storm. “We were just watchin’ you to make sure nothing bad happened, and you weren’t supposed to even know. We’ve been sort of keeping track of you all week. But a stupid bug started crawling on Sully’s leg and he couldn’t stay still to save his life.”


“All week!”


“Jane, I know you don’t believe my dreams mean anything.” Samantha’s voice was strained. “But they do.”


Jane didn’t have it in her to disagree or even object. In fact, her heart was leading her in a different direction entirely. As much as she didn’t like the idea of Samantha keeping an eye on her from afar, a bigger part of her was just plain glad to see her.


She felt bad about the way they’d ended their last encounter and had no proof at all that Samantha had been making fun of her, even if it was likely that Samantha was insane. She’d been wrong and she wanted to be mature enough to admit it. She wanted another chance. “Samantha, do you want to go someplace and talk?”


Samantha let out a sigh so full of relief that Jane could swear she felt the weight of the world unlatch itself from both their shoulders.


“I know just the place.”


* * *


A single faint light from Samantha’s house was their guidepost as they walked down the open stretch of road at the outskirts of town. “My grandparents are at a VFW dance tonight.” Samantha wiggled her eyebrows. “It’s date night, and I was told not to wait up.”


The walk had already done them good, and they seemed markedly calmer as they finally took the opportunity to just talk to each other without the added layer of drama that somehow had ensnared them both. To Samantha, it felt normal. And that was something that had been sorely lacking lately.


“They do a regular date night?”


Samantha nodded, relieved that Jane didn’t seem to want to revisit what had just happened to Sully.


“My parents always say they’re going to do that. But somehow they never do.”


Samantha chuckled, thinking of the many times she’d caught her grandparents in a passionate embrace. “It’s actually embarrassing how into each other they are. They kiss all the time, and I’m used to seeing little love notes left around the house or a lipstick kiss in the mirror when I wake up. Pappous gets up before Yaya every single day just so he can bring her coffee in bed.”


“That’s so cool.” Jane smiled dreamily. “I don’t think you should be embarrassed by that at all. I want a relationship like that someday.”


Samantha nodded seriously. “Me too.”


Jane kept her gaze on the uneven gravel road beneath her feet as she walked. “Does ‘Pappous’ mean grandfather?”


Samantha glanced over at her, surprised. “Oh, yeah. Sorry. Sometimes I forget that it’s another language. Pappous is grandpa and Yaya is my grandma, but I’m guessing you already figured that out.”


Jane nodded. “So you speak Greek?”


“Some.” Samantha laughed at herself and made a correction. “Unless it’s related to food, then I’m fluent.”


“Leola doesn’t have much of an accent at all.”


“She came to the United States when she was six-years-old, but she picked up a lot from her parents. Pappous was fourteen, which is why he has even more of an accent.” Samantha snorted. “When he really gets going and curses, even Yaya has trouble understanding him.”


They stopped at the front door, and Samantha removed a single key from her pocket. She didn’t like to bother with a purse.


“Living room or the deck out back again? It’s a beautiful night and I could loan you a sweatshirt?” The last thing Samantha wanted was to feel cooped up inside, but she’d do whatever Jane preferred.


Jane suddenly looked self-conscious and she ran her hands up and down her own arms. Samantha imagined she was smoothing down goose bumps. “Deck, I think.” She wrinkled her nose. “Since I haven’t had a chance to get cleaned up.”


Samantha cocked her head to the side and regarded Jane with burgeoning affection. She couldn’t help herself. “If I can stand to hang around with Sully and his teenage boy stank, being around you is no chore, trust me. But you’re welcome to take a shower.”


Samantha was about to open the door when her cat, Oliver, raced up from out of the darkness and wound himself between her legs affectionately. She reached down and grabbed him, sinking her fingers into his silky gray fur and pressing her lips to the top of his head. “How’d you get outside? Huh?”


“Who’s this?” Jane reached out a slow hand but didn’t dare touch.


“It’s okay. He’s friendly.” Samantha kissed him again. “Aren’t ya? This is Oliver. He’s my buddy. I’ve had him since I was a little kid.” She cooed into his fur and used her hand to make Oliver wave his paw at Jane. Then she noisily kissed him again.


Jane smiled at the unbridled affection.


“He’s not supposed to be outside, but sometimes if he gets onto the deck he jumps off the side and into the bushes. Though he hasn’t done it for ages.”


Jane relaxed a little and stroked his fur. “He’s so soft.”


“Now you have a furry friend for life. He lives to be petted.”


Jane grinned and cooed at the animal, who meowed loudly in return.


Samantha opened the door and ushered Jane inside. She set Oliver down. He dashed away like his tail was on fire, and she locked the door behind her. She followed Jane’s line of sight as she took in the room. Samantha was proud of her grandparents’ home. It was modest but always well-kept.


The living room was small, with sturdy, simple furniture that sat on thick braided rugs and invited guests to put up their feet. Family photos, many in antique frames, covered every available surface. The old wooden floors were scarred with time, but the wide planks were still true and stained a deep cherry red.


Samantha clicked on another small light to supplement the one that was always left burning in the window in memory of her mother. Over the years, it had helped guide her home on many occasions.


“I would love a shower,” Jane began hesitantly, “but I don’t have anything to change into.”


Impulsively, Samantha grabbed Jane by the hand and led her to a hallway bathroom that held an old claw-footed bathtub with a handheld showerhead. More than anything she wanted Jane to feel welcome and safe. “I’ll find you something of mine to wear. Then we can still go outside if you like.”


Before she could get Jane a towel, Samantha was interrupted by a quick series of texts from Sully that almost caused her to burst into laughter. But right on the heels of the messages were memories of other fights she’d witnessed, many far worse than what Sully had endured.


The last one, she recalled, was just before her brother entered the navy. It had happened while she was visiting her father on one of her very occasional weekends in Boston. When her father and brother, or her father and anyone really, disagreed, it wasn’t unusual for things to turn violent.


The thought sent a chill through her.


“Samantha?”


Shoving aside memories she wished would stay dead and buried, Samantha passed her phone over to Jane so she could read the texts herself.




LOL my ass is bruised AF


 


But I survived being attacked by Godzilla


 


Dude now you owe me Pringles too


 


Not those shitty salt and vinegar ones you like


 


Loaded baked potato


 


That is all <mic drop>





Grinning, Jane passed the phone back. “My brother would have included a photo of the bruise. He’s obsessed with his own butt. Consider yourself lucky.”


That Jane had acknowledged that Sully was her family made Samantha want to pull her into a hug and bury her face in that soft looking, wind-tussled red hair. Instead, quickly, and a little breathless, she pulled a towel from the hall closet and handed it to Jane. “I’ll put the clothes outside the bathroom door for you. Meet me on the deck when you’re ready, okay?”


Twenty minutes later, Jane let herself out the back door of the house that led directly on the deck. Samantha had already placed a battery-lit lantern on the railing to light up the small space. It felt cozy. The seas were calm tonight and the waves below were almost silent as they lapped against the rocky shore.


It was a good night for a talk.


Samantha tried not to swoon when she caught sight of Jane in a pair of her gray sweatpants with the legs rolled up and her thick royal blue sweatshirt that had been cuffed several times. She’d clearly found the blow dryer that Samantha left plugged in on the counter, but her hair was still slightly damp and her skin was pink from the warm water. Jane wore the silly grin on her face every bit as well as she wore her clothes.


Samantha felt so supremely satisfied with herself that she wanted to howl at the moon.


Jane glanced up at the starry sky. “Your clothes are sooo warm.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered in a happy way, not a cold one. “You put them in the dryer for me? I-I…Thank you.”


Samantha gnawed on her lower lip. That wasn’t a weird thing to do, right? Yaya did it for her and Pappous all the time. It just felt really…nice. Comfy. Like someone cared. “You won’t tell Sully, right?”


Jane shook her head and was unsuccessful at smothering her small chuckle as she took a seat in the chair across from Samantha. She swiped two fingers across her heart in the shape of an X. “Promise.”


Samantha could barely detect the light scent of her own, inexpensive shampoo on Jane. It was familiar, but somehow on Jane just a little different. Sweeter. Richer.


When Jane had settled in, she set her phone on the small table next to them. Then she slid one leg up the other and crossed them in an easy gesture so natural and elegant in its femininity that Samantha felt as though she’d been struck between the eyes with a baseball bat.


Jane wasn’t trying to be proper or especially girly. But that soft, enticing essence somehow exuded from her very pores, even in borrowed sweatpants and tube socks. While Samantha wasn’t particularly tomboyish, nothing about her seemed polished or especially ladylike. She felt a bit like a rusty barge next to Jane’s sleek yacht. For a moment, she wondered how they could both be girls and yet be so different.


Then the seconds began to tick and lengthen with neither girl quite knowing how to start.


“So…”


“So…”


“You look different than you did last week, Samantha.” With visible effort, Jane released her white-knuckled grip on the arms of the deckchair, and the old wood let out tiny a groan. She rested her hands loosely in her lap. “I didn’t realize what it was until just now. You’re tired but not exhausted.”


Samantha sucked in a startled breath. The dark circles that had become almost the norm over the past few months were all but gone. What she didn’t know is how apparent they’d become to everyone else.


Sleep had come easily this week. She was still worried about the dreams and what they meant for her and Jane, but once she’d accepted them for what they were, something in her settled. It was as if, after years of wandering, she’d finally found and started down the right path. Even if she had no idea where it actually led. “Is it that noticeable?”


Jane hesitated for a handful of heartbeats before she sheepishly shrugged and admitted, “I notice you.”


“That’s good,” Samantha said nervously, her throat instantly parched. “Because I-I notice you too.”


She was pretty sure Jane didn’t mean it quite the way she did, but that was somehow okay. It felt good just to admit it out loud. This, she realized, was something she desperately wanted. To sit close to Jane and be her friend. To talk quietly with her, just the two of them. Alone but together. To know for certain that she was safe. They were still essentially strangers, but there was an added layer of budding intimacy that flowed between them. The flow was choppy and uneven, but undeniably there.


“Tell me about your dreams again.” This time Samantha sensed no judgment in Jane’s voice, only genuine curiosity.


Samantha let a surge of confidence fill her and when she got to the part about what she’d seen in the Wayfarer Café, Jane didn’t recoil. She leaned closer, pale eyes shimmering in the moonlight and riveted on hers.


At the end of her tale, Samantha waited in silence, anticipation welling inside her. She began to feel a little woozy, then realized she needed to actually take a breath. “Do-do you believe me?”


Jane looked at her hands, her face as serious as Samantha had ever seen it. “I want to believe you.” She glanced up, brows deeply furrowed. It’s just…”


“Impossible?” Jane’s expression was so regretful that Samantha actually found herself wanting to comfort her.


“I-I don’t think you’re pranking me anymore.”


Samantha rolled her eyes at herself and expelled a harsh laugh. That wasn’t an answer, but maybe it was progress. “I don’t know how else to convince you. I know I’m asking you to take a leap of faith into somethin’ that’s impossible. I know you’re smart and logical, and that I’m tryin’ to get you to believe somethin’ that can’t really be…But Jane, I don’t know what else to do. I have no other proof.”


Jane looked at Samantha for so long that the teen began to grow restless and squirm a little in her seat. Her palms began to sweat. Her stomach clenched tight. It was as though Jane was taking stock of her very soul, and she desperately didn’t want to come up wanting.


Finally, Jane drew in a deep breath through her nose. When she let it out, her eyes took on a steely glint, and the conflicted look she’d worn all night faded into the background. “Swear it, Samantha,” she said quietly, the words only a fraction louder than the faint ocean waves and night’s breeze. In contrast to those penetrating eyes, her voice was as tender and tactile as a soft caress.


Samantha felt the earth shift beneath her.


“Swear to me that everything you’ve told me about your dreams is real—and now I know I’m the crazy one, because I’ll believe you.”


Samantha met Jane’s solemn gaze with one of her own.


Time seemed to slow down to a crawl and the world around them grew very still. The sea and the wind, and even the sounds of Jane’s suddenly labored breathing, all melted away. Samantha swore that even her heart stopped beating when she extended her hand out into the empty space between them. Her throat nearly closed around the words, and when she said them, they sounded very far away. “I swear.”


It seemed to take forever, but when Jane took her hand and squeezed it hard, Samantha finally felt time surge forward like a rubber band that had been stretched to its limit before inevitably snapping back. Her heart began to jerk in her chest, and the sounds of the night sprang back to life around them.


For all its simplicity, Samantha recognized deep in her bones that what they’d just done went beyond words. It was a pact.


A scary, tentative step into the unknown.


Together.




Chapter Eight


Now that they were finally on the same page…“Jane, the text messages…”


Jane sighed loudly. “I know.” Slowly, almost reverently, she let go of Samantha’s hand.


Samantha immediately felt a pang of loss as their fingertips separated. She stomped on the urge to grab Jane’s hand again, and without an excuse to do it, she was hard-pressed not to pout.


“If the texts aren’t a joke, and your dreams are right, then some sicko is interested in me.”


“No,” Samantha said harshly, the word emanating from some place deep in her chest. On this point, there couldn’t be a shred of doubt, or Jane wouldn’t take things seriously enough to keep herself safe. “That’s not what I said at all. And no way in hell what I meant.”


Confusion swam in Jane’s eyes. “But—”


“This person is not just interested.”


“Okay, maybe harass—”


“No, Jane! Stalking you. He or she is stalking you the way a big cat stalks its prey.” Samantha’s body went rigid and her breathing picked up speed. She had the irrational urge to tear apart whoever was sending the texts with her bare hands. “Say it.”


Jane pulled her head back clearly angered by Samantha’s demand. “What?”


“Say the word,” Samantha insisted, seeing the first tendrils of fear, but also doubt, reflected in Jane’s eyes. Even if it meant Jane getting mad at her, there couldn’t be any question. “I can tell that you don’t want to believe it.”


“You’re right. I don’t.” Jane licked her lips and swallowed hard. “Okaaay,” she allowed softly, her words suddenly shaky. “Stalker.”


The word hung in the air like a noxious smell.


“Someone is stalking me.” Jane paused to shiver, and Samantha couldn’t stop herself for another second.


Even though there was only a couple of feet separating them, she lifted her chair and set it down as close to Jane’s as was possible, until their thighs and shoulders touched all along their lengths. Not daring to move again, Samantha let the warmth of Jane’s body soak into hers, soothing and solid like a favorite blanket that magically kept all the monsters away on a chilly night.


Jane’s full lips turned up in what looked like equal parts surprise and wonder. When she ever-so-slightly leaned into the contact, she let out a contented, breathy sigh.


Samantha’s heart soared.


A little flustered, but not moving from her current position, Jane cleared her throat. “Maybe we can use your dreams to help figure out what’s going on? What does Leola think? Does she have any advice?”


Samantha paused and glanced up at the stars, determined not to feel guilty. “I haven’t exactly told her.”


“Exactly?”


“By ‘exactly,’ I mean not at all.”


“But why?” Jane asked, eyebrows high. “I’ve met her all of one time, and I already believe that she would listen. She looks at you like you’re the most special person on the planet!”


Samantha didn’t miss the hint of envy in Jane’s voice and almost gave an easy answer. But if she wanted a real friendship, then trust between them needed to flow both ways. Jane was putting aside all common sense to believe in her, so she would take every chance to build a foundation for their friendship. Then she would set it in stone. “I’ve been a burden to my grandparents for as long as I can remember.”


Jane opened her mouth to object and her body tensed, but Samantha kept going.


“Yes, they love me. But there’s never enough money. Never enough time. They’re afraid that my a-hole dad will decide that he doesn’t want me to stay with them, so they put up with his crap. They don’t have legal custody of me. I’m here only because my dad is too lazy to insist on the custody he already has. He doesn’t want me at all.”


A heavy sigh. “Sam—”


“No.” Samantha’s jaw worked and her words turned gravelly. “I’m…I mean, that part is okay, because the feeling is more than mutual. But what’s even worse than him not supporting me is that when he’s broke he comes to them!”


“Samantha.” Jane’s voice broke a little. “It’s clearly not okay.”


Samantha closed her eyes. She couldn’t bear to glance over and see the look on Jane’s face. “Don’t pity me, okay? That’s not what I want or why I’m telling you this.”


Jane nodded and kept her eyes straight ahead, but she sniffled a few times.


Samantha felt a rush of affection for her new friend for letting her have a few seconds of privacy, even as they were practically glued together. “Ever since my ma died, Pappous and Yaya worry. Too much. How will I keep my grades up if I work too many hours? How can they pay for school field trips when the shop barely stays open in the off-season? How will I go to college? Would my dad try to take me back if one of them got sick or…died?” The last word was barely a whisper as the mere thought sent Samantha down a rabbit hole of panic.


Jane’s head snapped sideways. “He would actually do that? Take you away from Locklow and the people who’ve raised you?”


Samantha snorted ruefully. “I doubt it. He doesn’t know how to be a father, especially to a girl. He was horrible to my brother, but my grandparents couldn’t stop it. So instead they did the best they could for me. But they still worry about ‘what if.’ They talk about it too, when they think I’m asleep.”


Samantha felt hot tears welling up again as the familiar sense of guilt and obligation wrapped around her like manacles. “How can I add to that? If I tell them that I can dream the future, they’ll think I’m crazy. What else would they think? They’d sell the house so they could afford to send me to a shrink!”


Realization visibly swept over Jane. “They’d do anything for you.”


“Yes, anything. And in this case, that’s the problem.”


Grimly, Jane nodded her understanding.


“So I have to figure this out all on my own.”


Jane’s hand shot out and she rested it firmly on Samantha’s knee. She offered a worried but reassuring smile. “Not all alone.”


Samantha wiped at her eyes. Something about being with Jane brought her emotions simmering right to the surface. “Maybe not all alone,” she conceded with a duck of her head, her heart aching in an unfamiliar way. A good way.


“Anyway, it’s not like I can talk.” Jane cringed and picked up her cell phone from the table beside her. “I haven’t shown my parents the texts I’ve been getting.”


Samantha’s eyes widened. “You got more? Why didn’t you say anything?”


“A few last week.” Jane passed over her phone, its light illuminating her face as she clicked on the screen. “The last one was yesterday. Once I realized it wasn’t you who was pranking me, I thought it was Kyle or Chloe. But I don’t think that anymore. See for yourself.”


As Samantha read, her stomach roiled.




Your laugh is like sunshine


 


Ignoring me will make getting you even sweeter


 


JaneJaneJane JaneJaneJane You live inside my brain





“Holy shit.” Samantha palmed her face. “This guy sounds like a nut job. Have you ever replied? Even with an ‘FU, creeper’?”


Jane shook her head and tucked a strand of slightly damp hair behind her ear. She lifted her feet up into the chair and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Not even once. The last two came right after each other, and after the one about being in his brain, well, I stopped wondering who was sending them and just wanted the texts to stop. So I blocked him. But he just changed phone numbers and sent another.”


She scrolled to a new screen.




I ache all over for you





“So I blocked him again and these came only a few minutes later from another new number.”


They read the messages together, their faces so close that Samantha could feel the baby-fine peach fuzz on Jane’s cheeks and the heat of her skin.




Haven’t you figured it out yet Jane?


 


We are INSIDE each other





The skin around Jane’s eyes tightened. “Somehow it’s twice as freaky when he uses my name in them.”


Samantha bobbed her head and handed back the phone. If she wanted to scrub her brain with bleach, she could only imagine what it must be like for Jane.


“On Monday I’m going to change my number. That should end this whole thing. There’s no way he’ll have my new number. Plus, whoever is doing this likes to stay secret, right?”


“So far, I guess.”


“So with no way to reach out to me on a regular basis, he’ll probably just give up and lose interest.”


Samantha didn’t want to say that with no way to reach out to Jane, he might literally decide to reach out to touch Jane, but she agreed they had to do something. And changing her phone number did seem like a good start. “You won’t go anywhere alone for a while until we’re sure the stalker has given up, right?”


“What? I never agreed to that!”


“So agree now.”


“Don’t you think that’s overreacting just a bit?”


“Uh, no.”


Jane groaned. “Oh, right. I forgot I was asking the girl who has been watching me from between parked cars and behind trees for the past week. I’m surprised you weren’t wearing a long trench coat, fedora and dark sunglasses.”


Samantha smirked. “My private detective outfit is at the dry cleaner’s.”


“Not funny.”


“I’d rather you call the cops, actually. Let them figure out if this douchebag is harmless or not. In my dream—”


“If you tell the police about your dream, they won’t stop laughing long enough to do anything.”


Samantha huffed but couldn’t disagree. She just wished that her dream had made clear what the stalker wanted. She’d sensed an overwhelming desire for possession but nothing else.


“Besides, I’m a big girl who can take care of herself. Chloe wasn’t alone in her self-defense class, you know.” Jane’s expression took on an air of defiance.


Samantha crossed her arms over her chest, her hands sinking down into her soft sweatshirt and her own glare taking on additional wattage. Though a tiny part of her was hard-pressed not to smile.


Samantha was certain that Jane was the kind of girl who carried bugs out of her house in a napkin rather than squash them. She was inherently gentle and that didn’t translate into scary. Then again, she had to admit, when Jane had ordered Erik to let go of Sully tonight, Samantha hadn’t even considered that he might not obey. In that moment, Jane was utterly and completely in charge. If Samantha hadn’t been so worried for Sully, she might have found it smokin’ hot.


Who was she kidding? It was sizzlin’ hot.


“Fine. Have it your way. For now. You have one week, Samantha. Maybe you’ll have a dream in the meantime that will end things even sooner. If you see a face, I can confront whoever this is.”


Samantha’s head nearly exploded. “Are you wacko? You shouldn’t confront anyone! If I see a face that I can recognize, we’ll tell your parents or the cops. Besides, I can’t control my dreams any more than you can.”


“One week,” Jane repeated even more firmly. “And if I don’t hear from the mad texter in that amount of time, we’ll know he’s gone back to whatever creepers go back to doing. And I go back to my normal routine, which includes being able to cross the street without someone holding my hand.”


Samantha narrowed her eyes. Jane was so stubborn she wanted to scream. “Two weeks.”


“Ten days. And who is going to be my new self-appointed bodyguard? The only people I know who remotely fit that bill, and only because they have enough brawn to guard the Pope, are Kyle’s friends Dalton and Erik. And I don’t want their grabby hands anywhere near me.”


“Grabby hands?” Samantha’s temperature rose a notch. She added another name to the list of people, which so far only included Erik and Aubrey, that she wanted to throttle. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you. And Sully will too.” She winced when she thought of her friend. “Maybe.”


“Poor Sully. That was awful. I’ve never seen anything like that. Erik threw him to the ground so hard I’m surprised he didn’t explode into dust. I could hear his bones crunch and the wind get knocked out of him. That had to hurt so badly.”


Samantha already felt horrible about what had happened. Hearing it from Jane’s perspective only made it worse. “Hopefully Sully will still be speakin’ to me after he wakes up sore from head to toe tomorrow.” Samantha’s mind flashed to Aubrey. Erik might have done the damage tonight, but Aubrey had lit the fuse. Misery seemed to cling to her like barnacles on a boat. Basic bitch.


Samantha hadn’t missed that evil green-eyed knowing look either. Aubrey could tell there was something between her and Jane. Even if it was just friendship, Aubrey knowing about it, was bad for Jane. Aubrey was a natural-born shit-stirrer.


Jane’s shoulders began to relax and Samantha could tell she was happy they’d settled on some sort of a plan.


“If you’re my temporary keeper then we have a deal. But no more hiding between cars, or in the bushes or wherever. If whoever is watching me sees that I’m never alone, it’s just one more reason to give up. Right?”


Samantha nodded slowly. If only. “You’re going to be a lawyer someday, aren’t you?”


Jane laughed softly. “I’ve considered it, but no.”


“But I still don’t get why you haven’t told your parents about the texts. They would be able to do something. Your dad is Troy Hutchens. He’s…important.” Several other less flattering words came to mind as well, but Samantha felt confident she’d picked one of the few acceptable choices.


Jane rolled her eyes. “My dad isn’t more important than anyone else.”


“Tell him that.”


Jane snorted. “What would I say? That someone thinks my laugh is like sunshine? Whoever is sending the texts hasn’t made any threats or really even asked me for anything except to hit reply.”


Samantha just stared.


“Are you always this relentless?”


“Are you always this obstinate?”


“Yes,” they answered in unison.


“Fine,” Jane finally said, looking oddly contemplative. “When I get my new number on Monday, I’ll tell them then. Maybe it’s a good idea to give them something different to stress about when it comes to me.”


Samantha wondered which one of them Jane was trying to convince. “Will they get crazy upset?” If their roles were reversed, she knew for certain her grandparents would freak.


“Probably. But that’s not the problem.” Jane glanced away. “I-I haven’t wanted the attention. Things have been hard lately at home. My dad—I…”Looking slightly pained, she shook her head a little, as though she wasn’t sure she wanted to continue.


Samantha frowned and anxiety started to churn inside her. “What does that mean? Hard? Like physical fights? Jane, if something bad has hap—”


“No, no. Nothing bad like that,” Jane promised, patting the thigh next to hers that was now vibrating with anxious energy. Her face flushed a deep red until it felt like it was burning from the inside out. She blurted out her next words quickly, like a Band-Aid ripped off fast to hurt less. “I came out to my family about a month ago.” She shook her head a few times and squeezed her own knees even closer to her chest. “It didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.”


Samantha blinked hard and did her best to play back the rapid-fire words in slow motion. “Could you repeat that?”


Jane gave her a disbelieving look.


“Please?” No way was she going to go with what she thought Jane had said and be wrong.


Jane chuckled weakly and rested her chin on her knees. “Why are you jerking my chain? I know you’ve heard the expression, Samantha.”


“I have, yes.” Samantha’s head spun. Things like this just didn’t happen. The stars just didn’t align. “B-But I guess you need to spell it out for me.”


Tartly, Jane began to spell with exaggerated slowness. “L-e-s—” Then she blew Samantha away by turning to face her head on and raising a slender, sassy eyebrow and ending with, “—b-i-a-n.”


With a confused grin, Jane reached over and used the tip of her finger to push Samantha’s dangling mouth closed. “You know, I’m starting to think I’m doing this all wrong. This is twice that I’ve been met with open mouths and complete silence. But at least you aren’t going to cry.” She paused and winced. “Right?”


“Huh?” Why did my voice squeak? Be cool! Be cool!


Jane gave Samantha an inquisitive look. “Okay, not the word I was expecting.”


Samantha sprang to her feet. How was she supposed to react? She was elated. And trying to be cool simply wasn’t going to work when she had an almost unstoppable urge to giggle and bounce around the room like her feet were on fire.


“Samantha?”


“I wasn’t expecting that.”


“No? Really?”


But on the heels of her hormonal high, Samantha had the depressingly sober realization that just because Jane was gay, didn’t mean she’d want to go slumming. Aubrey had made it crystal clear that the “haves” didn’t risk their place in the world by publically being connected with the “have-nots.” It just wasn’t done. Samantha was more subdued when she said, “Look, I know that doesn’t make any sense.”


Jane’s soft smile was surprisingly indulgent. “Amazingly, it totally does.”


Bolstered by Jane’s grin, Samantha girded her mental loins. “I thought the only lesbians who looked like you lived on a Ryan Murphy TV series. Plus, you’re really kind and sweet, and I saw how you wanted to help Sully tonight…and…just…” Why was she so impossibly wretched at this?


Jane was flustered but clearly pleased. She rolled right past the compliment on her looks. “You think I’m sweet?”


Samantha crossed her eyes. “Gimme a break. You’re pretty much perfect!” The tips of her ears burned as though someone was holding a match to them.


Jane had been the brave one tonight, but Samantha couldn’t have felt more awkward and exposed if she was walking the halls of her high school naked. Now everything was different.


Even a single second of thinking of what was at least theoretically possible with Jane made her want it a million times more. “I wasn’t shocked that you’re gay. Well, I had no idea, so I guess I’m surprised. And on top of that, you’re smart and gorgeous. You have a good family, and everyone likes you. I didn’t think I was lucky enough to have someone just so wicked freakin’ awesome as you on my team. That was the part that shocked me.”


Samantha sucked in a big gulp of air and held it, wondering if she was too young for a self-induced heart attack. The pain in her chest extended to her right arm, and she couldn’t remember which side with arm pain meant you were dying. Why oh why did she always space out in Biology class and when Pappous’s decrepit friends complained about their health!


For several tense seconds, Jane’s face remained entirely neutral, and Samantha started to wither a little on the inside. Then a slow, beaming smile transformed Jane’s face until her cheeks were stretched wide. “Funny,” she said quietly, her voice musical to Samantha’s ears. “That’s the same thing I thought when I heard that you played for my team.”


Dumbstruck, Samantha’s mouth dropped open for the second time that night. Just as she was about to marshal her scattered wits, she was interrupted by the sounds of a car racing down the gravel road in front of the house and someone laying on the horn like a madman.


For a moment, her mind went blank unable to fully process what that meant in the wake of everything else she’d learned tonight. Then it filled with horror. “Oh no, no, no!”




Chapter Nine


Jane watched in mute surprise as Samantha darted for the door that led from the deck to the house. “We need to get inside. Now!” With shaky hands, Samantha flung open the door so furiously it slammed against the house. Instead of waiting for Jane to move, Samantha wrapped long, cool fingers around Jane’s wrist and unceremoniously yanked her inside behind her. “Sorry.”


Samantha locked the door, then leaned forward and rested her forehead against the wood, her chest rising and falling fast. Only a single small light lit the room, leaving it largely in shadows.


Jane started to panic. “What’s going on?”


Tires skidded to a halt, and a spray of rocks pelted the shrubs and house. A car horn sounded again in a staccato series of honks, making Jane and Samantha both jump. Then the car horn blared in one long stream, as though someone was laying on it.


Samantha ran across the room for the front window and pulled back the curtain a few inches to peek outside into the night. She closed her eyes. “That would be my dad.”


Jane joined her at the window, and they watched as Jeremy Blackwell emerged from a large sedan that had to be from the 1980s. He slammed the door shut and staggered forward a few steps on spaghetti legs, before he tripped over his own feet and ended up sprawled out on the gravel. He began cursing wildly and grabbing at his knee.


“Sa-man-tha!” he bellowed brokenly. “Come outside and talk to yer old man! I don’t wanna talk to that hag Leola. And don’t get me started on Thommas!”


Jane’s eyes went round, and she pulled her hands from her ears now that the horn had stopped. “Why is he yelling like that?”


“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Samantha scrubbed her face as she sprinted the few feet from the window to the door. Frantically, she tested the deadbolt. “He’s super drunk,” she murmured, her eyes fastened on the deadbolt. Then, without warning, she spun and grabbed Jane by the shoulders. She looked down at Jane, her searing gaze like a laser.


The hazel in Samantha’s eyes had been completely overtaken by black, and the stark fear in them was more than enough to send Jane’s pulse skyrocketing.


“I’m so sorry. This is probably gonna be ugly. But I won’t let anything happen to you.” Samantha’s nostrils flared. “I promise.”


Jeremy wailed, “Samantha! I jus’ wanna talk. Don’t make me come in after you and beat your ass!”


Her heart in her throat, Jane scurried a few steps deeper into the house and away from the front door. Samantha followed her step for step. Beat? Oh, my God. “We aren’t safe around your father?” She’d seen Samantha talking with a man she presumed was her father only a couple of weeks before. He was nice-looking, a bit rough around the edges with hair that needed cutting and more than a few days growth of a beard, but otherwise so normal.


“When he drinks…He—” Samantha shook her head miserably. “No. He’s not safe.” She began patting down her pockets. “I only have like thirty bucks…” Her attention strayed to the door. The only sounds were crickets. The sudden, charged silence was somehow just as terrifying as the yelling had been. “But I don’t think that’ll be enough to get rid of him.”


Jane flinched at the surprising sound of shattering glass. A bottle breaking. “Samantha.” she glanced around her for her purse. “I just got paid and—”


“No way! He gets zero of your money,” Samantha spat ferociously. “None!” Her eyes narrowed, and she clenched her teeth so hard Jane wouldn’t have been surprised to hear them crack. “My thirty will have to be enough. If I go outside—”


“No!” Jane dug her heels in the rug and prepared to hang onto Samantha for dear life. She would beg if necessary. “You already said it wasn’t safe. You can’t go out there!”


After a second of what appeared to be a raging internal debate, Samantha nodded. “Then he’s gonna want inside. He hasn’t done this in years, but last time he trashed the place lookin’ for cash and stole our television.” She glanced upward. “Please God, don’t let Yaya and Pappous walk up while he’s still here. Last time Pappous threatened to shoot him dead if he ever busted in again.”


Jane’s rational mind rebelled. “Kill him? As in actually, literally dead?”


Samantha smiled weakly and her eyes gleamed with tears and shame. She released Jane’s shoulders, and when she spoke, her voice was dull. “Welcome to the other side of the tracks.”


“There are no tracks in Locklow.”


Samantha’s half-smile was sardonic and didn’t reach her eyes. “Sure there are.”


Rocks pinged against the house, and Jane couldn’t tell whether Jeremy was throwing or kicking them.


“Answer me!” he ranted. “I need some…Motel…” His words trailed off into a tangled mess of loud gibberish. Then his rough voice was right at the door and impossibly loud, as though he was screaming directly into the crack. “I know you’re in there, you cheap, ungrateful little bitch. I saw ya lookin’!”


The color drained from Samantha’s cheeks, and she drew in a shuddering breath.


Jane’s chest lurched with a barely suppressed sob. She could see what Samantha was thinking as though it was written in scarlet red Sharpie across her forehead, and it broke her heart. “Sam, this isn’t you. You’re not like him.”


“Samantha!” Jeremy started banging on the front door with what sounded like both fists. “Lemme in!” His heavily accented Boston voice was deep and slurred and vacillated between demanding and pleading. “That stupid whore Tanya kicked me out.” More banging. “C’mon! I need a place ta stay. Or cash for a m-m-motel.”


Eyes impossibly wide, Jane plastered herself to Samantha. She could feel the other girl’s cold sweat through her clothes. “He didn’t even try to open the door.” With each passing second it sounded more and more like he was simply trying to obliterate the wood with his fists. “Who is Tanya?”


Samantha didn’t hesitate—she wrapped an arm around Jane and pulled her close. It felt so good that for a moment Jane couldn’t focus on what Samantha was saying. Her shallow breathing began to deepen a little despite the fear coursing through her veins.


“…and Pops knows nobody will let him in the house when he’s like this. I have no clue who freakin’ Tanya is. Probably some trashy girlfriend who got tired of his sorry ass and kicked him out.”


The door threatened to come off its hinges, and the small house shook with the force of Jeremy’s beating fists. “God dammit! Lemme in, Leola! She’s my daughter, not yours! You owe me for her!”


Jane flinched in disgust on Samantha’s behalf. Perhaps Samantha’s grandfather had the right idea.


Samantha growled at the mention of her grandmother and moved only far away enough from Jane to wipe furiously at her eyes with one hand. “He wasn’t always like this,” she ground out, the words almost inaudible over the incessant pounding. “He’s always been a drinker, but it didn’t become a major problem until after my mom died.”


The sound against the door changed as though he was now throwing his entire body against it. “I’m gonna burn…I’m gonna burn this shit shack down!”


Jane’s legs began to quake.


“The door is solid Jane.” Samantha’s voice was low and comforting, but Jane could still hear the anxiety she was trying so desperately to keep out of it. “It’ll hold. It’ll hold,” she chanted.


“Sh-should we call the police?” Why hadn’t they already done that? The man was out of his head. Jane reached for her phone, then realized she’d left it on the table on the deck.


“Let. Me. In!” Jeremy roared, shaking the doorknob and cursing some more.


“No cops. It will just make things worse. They’ll haul him off, and then he’ll be stuck here in town until he can make bail. Then he’ll really be pissed off.”


Flabbergasted, Jane’s jaw sagged. “He’s not pissed now?”


“He’s mostly just drunk.” Samantha hesitated. “But Jane, if he does somehow get in, and I’m not saying he will, but if he does, you need to lock yourself in my bedroom.” She grabbed her phone from her pocket and shoved it clumsily into Jane’s hands. “Then dial 9-1-1 and don’t come out until the cops get here. No matter what.”


“What do you mean? Where will you be while I’m hiding in your bedroom?” Somehow Samantha had lost her mind! Instinctively, she grabbed two handfuls of Samantha’s sweatshirt. There was a huge picture window only a few feet from the front door. One rock or punch or kick in the right spot and Samantha’s crazy drunkard father could be inside the house in seconds. “Let’s go to your room now!”


“Jane.” Samantha tried to back away, but Jane held her firm. The house shook again from force of his pounding, and there was a loud crack. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Look, I-I need to deal with him before he does something crazy.” Samantha was clearly determined, despite the slight quiver of her chin.


The dread brewing in Jane’s gut was making her sick. “Are you nuts? He’s already doing something crazy. Not fifteen minutes ago you were telling me not to confront anyone! Jesus, Samantha, he’s so drunk, he’s not even making sense anymore! Please.” It was getting harder and harder to not simply burst into tears. “We need to stay together.”


As if to prove Jane’s point, Jeremy suddenly began railing about the price of gasoline and wildly kicking the door.


Then there was a muffled thump. And everything went eerily quiet.


“Stay back here,” Samantha whispered and pushed Jane against the wall furthest from the door. Samantha pinned her in place with a ferocious glare. “Remember what I said about my room.”


“Samantha!” Jane whispered, anger and terror flooding her.


Samantha crossed the room and crouched down at the corner of the window, nearly tripping over the purse Jane had set beside the door when they arrived.


Jane cocked her head toward the front of the house at the faint sound of voices.


“Please be the police. Please be the police,” she muttered as she ignored Samantha’s command and joined her at the window, pressing her cheek against Samantha’s shoulder. She didn’t care if Jeremy got mad later; he needed to go away now.


Jane could practically hear Samantha roll her eyes, but she didn’t bother trying to keep her away again. Carefully, Samantha pulled back the very edge of the curtain. “Whoa,” she breathed reverently.


“What?” Jane tried to move Samantha so she could see more than a scraggily bush, but as slender as the teen was, she was also as immobile as a boulder when she wanted to be. “What is it?”


Samantha blinked hard. “I think my grandmother just knocked my dad out with a shovel.”


* * *


Leola rushed into the house frantically calling for Samantha.


“She’s home,” Jane whispered thankfully, her knees like water.


“My back was bothering me. Too much dancing. So we came home early.”


The old man from Christos’s Psychic Readings, whom she guessed was ‘Pappous’, stuck his gray head inside the house and let out a thankful breath when he spotted Samantha. He pulled the door gently closed behind Leola just as she folded her granddaughter into her arms.


Leola extended an arm for Jane, but Jane’s feet were cast in cement. She yearned to go to Leola, could feel her body being pulled in that direction as though by a hidden magnetic force, and yet somehow it seemed wrong. Like she would be intruding where she had no right or place.


When Jane’s upset eyes met Leola’s, the older woman’s gaze softened with understanding, and she beckoned Jane with curled, slightly gnarled fingers. “You too, manari mou.”


“My little lamb,” Samantha translated quietly.


Then Leola was hugging them both. “Shh…Don’t be afraid. It’s all going to be okay now.” She pressed a kiss into the dark, slightly sweaty hair at Samantha’s temple. Then did the same thing to Jane. Her breath was hot against Jane’s skin, and her arms were soft and strong at the same time.


The comfort Jane felt was all out of proportion with the act, and a breathy whimper bubbled up inside of her and escaped without her permission. Like a stubborn, or maybe just a confused pony, a tiny part of her still wanted to buck, even though there was no real reason. She was almost an adult, wasn’t she? She didn’t need to be held and placated like a child, and yet once she was inside Leola’s protective embrace, she found herself wanting to burrow even deeper.


Samantha, she noted, didn’t seem to have even the slightest hesitation in taking the physical comfort that was so freely given, and so finally, Jane decided to let that be her guide and simply enjoy it. The New Englander stoicism that was hardwired into her DNA wasn’t going to help her now.


“Pappous is taking care of Jeremy.” Leola’s voice was calm and even. “Neither of you has to worry; he won’t be coming inside the house tonight.”


‘Or ever’ remained unsaid but was clearly conveyed by Leola’s tone.


Dazed, Jane’s thundering heart began to slow. She couldn’t believe any of this had actually happened. It was surreal, more like a scene from a movie than real life. She didn’t even know how to imagine how Samantha felt.


The things Jeremy had said to her were as inconceivable as they were awful. And Samantha was going to go out and try to get rid of him alone? Jane had seen the fear in those keen eyes but knew with bone deep conviction that Samantha would have ignored it all out of a misplaced sense of guilt or responsibility to Jane and gone outside to face him head-on if it meant keeping her safe. She also knew with equal certainty that she would have never have allowed that to happen.


As they stood there silently for a moment, the three of them huddled close, Jane had the strangest sensation of both jealousy and gratitude. As wonderful as Leola’s embrace was, something still wasn’t quite right.


She couldn’t shake the feeling that it was supposed to be her arms wrapped protectively around Samantha, and her giving Samantha a safe place to fall apart. Her role in all this, if she had one at all, was so muddled and confused that she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to feel or act. The only thing she knew for sure was that she wanted to be part of Samantha’s life in whatever capacity she would let her.


After a second reassuring squeeze from Leola, Jane forced herself to step away and give the pair a moment of privacy. Leola slowly, but willingly released her, but she was only able to take a single step before a hand shot out and wrapped around her forearm.


“Not yet,” Samantha begged quietly. She sniffled and when she turned her head her wet cheeks reflected the low lamplight. “Okay?”


For a few seconds Jane forgot how to breathe. The heartfelt plea sang past any resistance she had left and wild horses couldn’t have moved her another inch from Samantha. Maybe her place wasn’t so confusing after all. “Okay.”


“Is-is he dead?” Samantha wondered aloud, her face pressed back into Leola’s neck.


Jane couldn’t decide if Samantha sounded hopeful or horrified. Maybe a bit of both.


It was an odd sight. The dark-haired teen towered over her grandmother and had to bend practically in half to rest her head on her shoulder, but Jane could also feel the power of the older woman’s presence, rooting them both, and drawing the circle tighter.


And through it all, Samantha’s hand remained outstretched, and her grip on Jane’s arm never faltered. It connected them, soothing and strong, and the band around Jane’s chest loosened a tiny bit further.


“Dead?” Leola scoffed. She rubbed her hands up and down Samantha’s back the way she might a small child’s. “Of course not, moro mou! And yes, you are still my baby. He’s outside groaning and complaining right now like always. I hit him hard enough to get his attention but not enough to send him to your mother.” She glanced skyward and muttered a few words in Greek that ended with, “God rest her soul.”


Samantha’s expression darkened. “When he dies he’s not going anywhere close to the same place as Mama.”


Jane stood there, helpless, without a single clue as to how she could make this better.


Leola pulled Samantha close again, and distress deepened the creases in her face.


“And Pappous?” Samantha asked.


Leola picked up the conversation seamlessly but not without a dismayed shake of her head. “My Thommas knows what to do with your father.”


Jane squinted when several sets of headlights lit up the front window and streamed slivers of bright white light into the cottage. “What-what’s gonna happen now?”


“Thommas called a few friends, including Mr. Sullivan, when we heard Jeremy’s tirade halfway down the road.”


Samantha drew in a ragged breath and straightened. She drifted even closer to Jane. “That’s good. Sully’s dad is a fuc—” Samantha paused and snorted a little at her yaya’s sternly raised eyebrow. “I mean, he’s friggin’ Godzilla. He’ll keep Pop in line or crack his skull in half like a juicy watermelon trying.”


Jane blanched at the vivid imagery.


The room darkened a notch as headlights cut off. Several car doors slammed and the sound of muted male voices filtered in.


Leola nodded. “They’re going to take Jeremy to a motel outside of town where he can sleep it off. They’ll drive his car there too, wait until he passes out and leave his keys with the manager so he can’t go anywhere until tomorrow when he’s sobered up.” Leola finally let a bit of her anger show. “I heard what he said to you, Samantha.”


Samantha’s jaw worked. “Please don’t say he didn’t mean it. Because we both know that would be a lie.”


For a moment, Leola looked like she was deciding how much to say. Then she pursed her lips and let out a long-suffering sigh. She reached up and lifted Samantha’s chin until their eyes met. “Jeremy never deserved the lovely family he had. And you have always deserved so much more. For that, and for you, my sweetheart, I’m so very sorry.”


Fresh tears spilled down Samantha’s cheeks, but somehow she looked a bit better. Like this was just the end of a very long and emotional day instead of a nightmare. “But it’s okay.” Her watery smile was laced with affection. “Because I have you and Pappous and Sully.” She glanced at Jane and her smile grew. “And a new friend too.”


Jane’s head bobbed automatically and a lump rose in her throat.


“Ack! Now you’re going to make me cry.” Leola pressed a smacking, wet kiss against her granddaughter’s cheek. “Mwah! I love you, sweet girl.”


“Love you too, Yaya.”


Jane didn’t know how Samantha was keeping it together through this emotional roller coaster. She was barely hanging on herself.


“I’m just going to check on your Pappous and see if one of his friends can drive Jane home. Or, if you prefer,” she turned to Jane and lifted her silver eyebrows in question, “Samantha and I can walk you home. It’s a lovely night, and I don’t think any of us will be sleeping for a little while yet.”


Distantly, Jane realized the Christoses probably didn’t own a car. But the better part of her focus was on Samantha, who suddenly looked a little panicky.


“Or maybe I could stay the night here?” Jane asked, her gaze never straying from her friend. “If Samantha is allowed to have a sleepover, that is.”


“You would stay here?” Samantha’s mouth fell open. “Even after tonight?”


Jane nearly laughed. I would do much more than that. The last thing she wanted to do was leave Samantha while they were both feeling so raw. “Unless you want to be alone? I would understand.”


“No!” Samantha cleared her throat self-consciously, then found something incredibly interesting on the rug and dug her toe in. “I mean, no.” A tiny, relieved grin flitted across her face. “That would be great.”


Then what had happened, and all in front of Jane, seemed to hit Samantha all over again. “But I just…I’m so sorry. God, I can’t tell you how sorry I am that you saw this and that he scared you. And just everything.”


Samantha’s humiliation was carved into her face, and Jane despised Jeremy Blackwell for it. “Stop, Sam. It’s okay. This wasn’t your fault. You don’t have to apologize for him. Everything turned out okay in the end, right?” She gave Leola a sideways glance for support and received a tiny, pleased nod of encouragement.


Samantha sagged against the back of the sofa. “So you’ll really stay?”


“Only if you have an extra toothbrush. Okay, even if you don’t.”


“It’s settled then.” Leola smiled gently. “Let me go talk to my husband, and then I’ll help Samantha set up a pallet in her room.”


The relief that coursed through Jane made her a little light-headed. “I’ll just call my mom and let her know that I’m spending the night. My phone is on the deck.”


Samantha watched Jane intently as she moved quickly past her.


Jane grabbed her phone from the table as she sucked in several deep mouthfuls of the cool, salty air. The blanket of peaceful stars above her seemed even brighter than it had earlier in the evening. If she looked closely enough, she could see the white caps of the waves breaking against the rocks below. She stood there for a long time and allowed the adrenaline to leave her system and her muscles to soften and relax. It happened faster than she might have suspected, leaving her calm but drained.


She didn’t particularly want to talk to her mother. Not because she didn’t want her comfort, mostly because she did. She just wasn’t sure she could get through the conversation without her voice breaking, so she texted instead. Her mom would still be awake. She never went to sleep until all her kids were home.


Jane suddenly hoped Kyle and Chloe had come up with a good excuse for being gone all night so their mom wouldn’t worry. Sometimes their selfishness astounded Jane.


Her mom’s quick replies made her chuckle. Her texts were always lengthy and often instructive.




At the home of the bane of your father’s existence?


I love it! Just make sure it’s okay with her grandparents.


BTW, serves you right if someone throws up in your car!


Yes, I know where your sibs went.


They are so grounded, and you aided and abetted Chloe’s downfall.


Have fun and don’t forget to floss.





Jane’s lips curled at an unexpected realization. Reminding her to floss was more than her mother nagging. It was her way of saying “I love you.” Her parents weren’t open and demonstrative like Leola. They were classic WASPS, a bit standoffish and often thrifty with their affection. Not that they didn’t say the actual words. They did. But for the first time it really sunk in that sometimes they simply said them in other ways too, and this was one of them.


With a satisfied sigh, she turned off her phone and rested her forearms on the deck’s railing. The wood was cool and damp, and the wind tossed her hair. Despite what had happened, she couldn’t help but like exactly where she was in this very moment. Her eyes were closed when she felt Samantha move up quietly alongside her and mirror her pose.


Now she liked it even better.


Samantha bumped Jane’s shoulder with her own. “You okay?”


Jane did a quick gut-check and was a little surprised that contentment was the primary emotion she felt. Her mind still thrummed, but her thoughts were no longer fear-driven chaos. The company, she guessed, made all the difference. “I am. You?”


“Not completely.” Samantha’s crooked, slightly melancholy smile plucked at Jane’s heartstrings. “But I will be.” With a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, Samantha handed her a soft, white T-shirt that was clearly well-worn. It said Christos’s Psychic Readings across the back, and in the very center of the front of the shirt was a large, black silhouette of a witch riding on her broomstick, flaming red hair flying out behind her.


“Seriously, Samantha?” Jane kept her face neutral and was only barely able to hold in her laugh. She was used to the teasing hurting and making her feel separate from everyone else. But this somehow seemed warm and inclusive, the way Samantha was with Sully, or how Kyle and Chloe provoked each other but still teamed up against the world.


“What?” Samantha held up her palms and snickered. “It’s a comfy shirt to sleep in.” Still a little unsure, she searched Jane’s eyes, clearly looking to see if she’d gone too far. “Or you can just wear the sweatshirt if you get cold easily.” She reached to take the shirt back.


“Nuh uh.” Suddenly a little giddy, Jane pulled the shirt to her chest. The stupid shirt was hers now. No way was she letting it go. Ever. “The T-shirt will be fine. Thank you very much.” She enjoyed the feeling of soft cotton against her fingertips and the warmth of Samantha’s shoulder.


“Samantha, can we just stay here for a while?”


“Sure. As long as you like.”


Jane had long since lost track of the time when Samantha straightened and yawned. She shifted to face Jane, who was still gazing out at the sky but didn’t say a word.


Jane smiled inwardly, relishing the unconcealed attention. “You’re staring.”


“So?” She could hear the smile in Samantha’s voice.


“It’s rude.”


Utterly unconcerned, Samantha shrugged. “So?”


Samantha was incorrigible right down to the soles of her feet, and instead of finding it off-putting, Jane couldn’t help but think of it as adorable. She turned and, with her eyes dancing, cocked her head to the side. She put her hands on her hips. “I have a picture of myself at home if you’d like something that will last a little longer, Samantha.”


“I think I actually would like that!” Then Samantha threw her head back and laughed. Nothing was particularly funny. But it was a release of anything still left pent-up inside. A glorious, freeing sound that vibrated out from someplace deep in Samantha’s chest and swept Jane up right along with it.


When Samantha was finished, she held her hand out invitingly and wiggled her fingers. Her beaming smile lit up the deck, and there was just a hint of endearing nervousness in her stance as she shifted from one foot to the other. “Jane, can I hold your hand?”


Jane didn’t even think. She took Samantha’s hand in hers and intertwined their fingers as though it was the easiest, most natural thing in the world. Because it was. Right then, so many questions that plagued her, the ones that made her lie awake on bad nights and chipped away at her self-confidence—Are you interested in me even just a little? Am I pretty enough? Am I good enough? Do you feel it too?—were answered with a resounding yes.


They weren’t holding hands as a means of comfort, or for security, or because of fear. This was pure affection, and just because, and Jane’s heart soared among the stars. Samantha was sweet and smart and just…cool.


Their voices were reverent and hushed with heads conspiratorially tilted together as they watched the moon travel across the night sky.




Chapter Ten


Jane woke first, gently and happily. The way everyone should greet summer Sunday mornings.


The bed was soft and warm, and she snuggled beneath the sheets that smelled like Samantha with undiluted pleasure. With an almost feline grin, she pushed her messy hair out of her face and stretched as she listened for, and immediately found, Samantha’s deep, even breathing. It was actually more like a tiny snore, and she resolved to tease her about it later.


Refusing to open her eyes just yet, she poked her nose out of her cocoon of bedding and inhaled the scent of strong coffee, toast and something vaguely spicy that she couldn’t identify. Her stomach growled its approval. She was starving.


Thoughts of drunken fathers, creepy text messages and prophetic dreams all seemed very far away. Jane had always been a slave to worry and found it difficult to simply enjoy the here and now. But in this exact moment, she was at peace, and everything seemed right with the world.


She was determined to lie there for a while and revel in this simple feeling of joy, but it wasn’t long before she grew antsy to see Samantha. She tentatively cracked open her eyes. Bright sunlight shone around the edges of the curtains, and the clock on the whitewashed wooden nightstand read 7:06 a.m. Despite everything that had happened the night before, she’d still managed a restful, if not full, night’s sleep.


Quietly, she scooted to the very edge of the bed and eagerly peered down.


Samantha was asleep on her back on the floor right next to the bed. Her dark hair was splayed across white linens, and she was half on, half off a pile of blankets that sat atop a tattered sleeping bag. Her tank top had ridden up during the night, leaving an expanse of dazzling, golden-skinned belly on display, and one naked leg peeked out from beneath flannel boxers and a tangled sheet. Gorgeous.


Jane was so close that if she wanted, she could reach down and draw her fingertips across the downy skin on Samantha’s cheek. And God knows she wanted to. Her fingers practically itched to give in to temptation and experience Samantha’s loveliness for themselves.


She was so jaded by the pretentiousness of her preening family, the men included, and even more so by Chloe’s friends whom she swore slept in false eyelashes and pushup bras, that Samantha’s simple, natural beauty made her heart beat a little bit faster.


Samantha’s mouth was barely parted, and Jane wondered idly what it would be like to taste the curve of those lips. Arousal instantly coiled deep in her belly, and she was hard-pressed not to moan. She was no vestal virgin, but this feeling was still so new and different that she couldn’t help but be dragged under by its weight and then sent adrift.


If asked yesterday, she would have admitted to crushes. She’d been certain that she’d fallen in and out of love before. But now she wasn’t so sure. Even at the very start, it had never been like this. Not this all-consuming, epic feeling where a smile directed her way made her believe she could leap tall buildings, or a harsh word made her want to curl up into a ball and die.


Samantha muttered something in her sleep. Jane listened carefully, but after a few slurred words, she realized it was Greek, and the only word she understood was Yaya. When Samantha smiled, Jane melted a little bit more.


Her mind drifted to previously on the deck, where Samantha had, at her request, explained the Greek that Leola had used when comforting them. Leola had called Samantha moro mou. My baby. And to Jane’s surprised delight, Leola had called her manari mou. My little lamb. The thought of the sweet pet name thrilled Jane to the core. After a lifetime of feeling like an outsider with her face pressed up against the glass in her own family, even a taste of unconditional acceptance was as wonderful as it was addictive.


God! she laughed at herself, wondering if she’d lost track of the days and was about to start her period. This morning she was a soppy wreck. If she burst out crying over being given toast later, her suspicions would be confirmed.


Jane’s happy smile slowly slid away when she watched Samantha’s face gradually take on tension and finally become pinched in what looked like pain. Samantha’s eyes began to move furiously beneath lowered lids, and her fists opened and closed rhythmically. She was dreaming.


Everything in Jane wanted to wake her, but she knew that Samantha wouldn’t appreciate it, especially if she was dreaming about whomever had been sending the anonymous texts. But how could she just lie there and do nothing while Samantha suffered? Seconds of cursed helplessness seemed to stretch out forever, and when the other girl released a high-pitched mewling sound, Jane couldn’t take it anymore.


“Samantha.” Her voice was rough with sleep. “Wake up.”


Samantha began to thrash, and Jane’s nails bit into her palms at the sight.


“Samantha, you need to wake up.” Jane sat up and carefully straddled Samantha’s hips but didn’t rest any real weight on her. The last thing she wanted to do was frighten her any worse. “Samantha.” She gently shook slender shoulders. “C’mon Samantha!”


Samantha bolted upright. With glassy, confused eyes, her gaze darted around the room. Brokenly, she called out for Jane, even though Jane was now practically sitting in her lap.


“Shhh…I’m right here.” Jane finally did what she’d been so desperate to do the night before. Or, if she was honest with herself, maybe even before that. She pulled Samantha into the tightest hug that she could muster. “I stayed the night, remember?”


They’d touched each other before but never had so much of their bodies been in contact and with only skin-warmed, thin cotton shirts between them.


Samantha clung to Jane, and Jane pressed her nose into Samantha’s hair and inhaled. The scent went right to her head, and she forced herself to focus. She let her eyes slide closed, her mind racing for anything she could do or say to take away her friend’s panic. “It was just a dream,” she soothed. She let herself sink into the embrace and felt Samantha’s heart beating fast against her own chest.


Samantha was still disoriented. “I don’t—? Your phone!”


Jane clasped her hands around Samantha’s back and squeezed her very gently. “My phone is safe on the nightstand.”


Breathing in short bursts, Samantha pushed Jane back and held her at arm’s length. “You have text messages. From the stalker. I couldn’t see him, but I-I dreamed about the message. I woke up before…” Samantha’s face took on a far-off expression. “I remember…Oh, c’mon! There must be more!”


A crease formed between blue eyes. “My phone hasn’t gone off.”


Growing even more agitated, Samantha shook her head wildly. “You have it. I saw it.” She gently pushed Jane away and scrambled onto and across the bed. She grabbed the phone from the nightstand. When she impatiently swiped her finger across the front, all she got was the numeric keypad. “Ugh!” She thrust it out in Jane’s direction. “Your passcode?”


With a worried glance, Jane took the phone. She entered her code and examined the screen, her bottom lip caught between white teeth. “It’s—I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “I don’t have any new messages.”


Samantha reached out to snatch the phone but, with visible effort, stopped herself at the last second. “You have to! I saw the texts in my dream. I saw them being typed out. I saw your name on their phone. The texts are there, Jane.” She ran a nervous hand through her hair.


As much as Jane didn’t want any more messages, for Samantha’s sake alone, she willed her to be right. Unfortunately, she wasn’t.


Samantha’s face began to crumble. “That can’t be. Check for the messages again. There are three of them.”


Jane sighed sympathetically. “I already did. It’s okay, Sam—”


“It’s not okay. Check!”


Jane did as she was asked but with the same result. “They’re not there.”


Samantha rose to her feet, long legs nearly tripping over Jane, who clumsily scrambled out of the way to keep from being trampled.


“Samantha!”


“I’m not crazy. I’m not!”


“Where is this coming from?” This felt way too much like déjà vu for Jane’s liking. “Of course you’re not crazy. So you dreamt something and it didn’t happen. Big deal! Maybe you were wrong about the whole dream thing from the start.” She reached out to stop Samantha’s pacing, but the other girl skittered away.


“Whoa, whoa.” Samantha held up a forestalling hand. “Maybe I was wrong about the whole thing?”


Jane froze at Samantha’s stung expression. “I, um, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


Samantha bristled. “You still don’t believe me!” It was an accusation, not a question.


“I told you yesterday that I believed you.” Jane stood, an anxious feeling rising up inside her.


“You want to believe me, Jane. I can see that. But there’s a difference.”


“I—”


Jane’s phone beeped, signaling a message. Startled, she nearly dropped it. Then it beeped again.


“Wait!” Samantha said desperately. “Don’t look at the messages. Please!”


Jane couldn’t help but glance at the screen, but she didn’t click on the messages. Her stomach was clenched so tight it hurt. The texts were from the same unknown number as the last set of anonymous messages. Whoever was doing this wasn’t giving up.


Frustrated, she searched Samantha’s face for clues. “I don’t understand what you want me to do. A second ago you were begging me to check it!”


The phone went off again.


Samantha closed her eyes. “I like you in your work uniform,” she murmured in a flat, trance-like voice. “Did you see me, Jane? I saw you. Why won’t you answer me?”


Irritated, and growing more and more confused by Samantha’s nonsense, Jane stamped her foot into the blankets at her feet. “What are you talking about? I am answering you. And of course I saw you. I slept two feet away from you last night.” In a fit of pique she snapped, “And you snore!”


Samantha opened her eyes. They were clear and deadly serious, and her voice was barely a whisper. “Read ’em now.”


Jane arched an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”


“Jesus Christ!” Samantha rolled her eyes. “I’m sure. Read it.”




I like your work uniform


Did you see me Jane? I saw you


Why won’t you answer me?





When the words registered, Jane’s jaw dangled so loosely it looked unhinged. In that second, she realized that she hadn’t truly believed what Samantha had said about her dreams. But now? Now her skepticism had been chased away by proof. Impossible.


Thoughts violently collided in Jane’s head like neutrons in a reactor and then exploded as logic gave its last, dying gasp. Impossible. Impossible. Impossible. Samantha…she, she…“Oh my God,” Jane finally whispered, truly astounded.


She gazed at Samantha half in awe, the other half in undisguised fear. What sort of person actually had powers that defied the laws of science?


“Jane?” Samantha leaned toward her.


Her heart demanded that she wrap herself around Samantha; instead, fear of the unknown intervened, and she took a shaky step backward. Shrinking away, she held up her hands as if to ward off Samantha coming any closer. “Don’t.”


When she saw the instant hurt reflected in Samantha’s eyes, she realized what she’d done and how it looked, and ashamedly she lowered her arms. But the damage had been done.


“You’re afraid of me? Really?” Deflated, Samantha sank down to sit on the edge of her bed as though her legs couldn’t hold her. Her voice held hefty doses of both anger and disillusionment. “I would never hurt you. Never, Jane.”


The bottom of Jane’s stomach fell out, and a sharp spasm of pain in her chest made her body jerk. Everything Samantha had done since the day they met in the park had been to try and help her. She’d never asked for a single thing in return except for her trust. And Jane’s response was to back away from her as though she were a rabid animal.


She’d never felt so unworthy. No wonder she didn’t fit in with her own family and hadn’t really reached out to anyone since her longtime best friend, her only real friend, had moved away. When someone reached out, she had no idea what to do in return, and still somehow managed to hurt them. “I’m-I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Guilt made it hard to even look at Samantha. “I’m just…I dunno! And I’m scared! I don’t know how to handle this.”


Samantha sneered. “And I do?”


“Samantha—”


“No, I get it.”


“No, you don’t.” Jane took a tentative step forward, praying that the progress they’d made just yesterday wouldn’t be erased by her stupidity today.


“I wouldn’t blame you if you were scared to death of me.” Samantha pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes. “The dreams and, Jesus Christ, my horrible dad…”


Jane marched forward and only just stopped herself from pressing her index finger against Samantha’s lips. Instead, she was left with the awkward appearance of pointing at Samantha’s mouth. “Stop it.”


Samantha’s eyes crossed as she gazed down at Jane’s finger. “What—?”


This time Jane did what she wanted and pressed her finger to Samantha’s mouth. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I—”


Jane’s phone interrupted them, chiming twice in quick succession. For a second, she clung to the fleeting hope that the text messages would be from her mother or Chloe or even Kyle. Hesitantly, she peeled her finger away from Samantha’s soft lips. They put their argument on hold as they read the messages together.




You aren’t taking me seriously Jane


That changes today





Wordlessly, Jane began to gather her belongings, sure of only one thing: Everything was changing.


* * *


Samantha and Jane stepped off Samantha’s gravel road and onto a paved road that wound through a series of small cape houses that ranged from rickety to high-end summer getaways. It led to the harbor and then the town square beyond.


Jane had her purse slung over her shoulder. She wore her own pants from the day before but Samantha’s sweatshirt. She chewed her bottom lip as she walked. “I’m sorry for how I reacted earlier. I didn’t mean it the way it looked.”


“It’s fine.” Samantha used her hand to shield her face from the glare, wishing she’d remembered her sunglasses and purposely not addressing the pink elephant that walked alongside them. That’s how she got over things that bothered her. She ignored them until she didn’t care anymore. Sometimes it even worked. “Wanna stop at Wayfarer Café for a coffee?”


“Not unless you do.”


“Nah.”


Neither girl had the slightest appetite for breakfast after Jane received her latest texts. A heavy, edgy sense of restlessness stole over them that was part worry about the stalker and part awkwardness over not hashing out what had happened in Samantha’s room. But Samantha insisted on walking Jane home anyway, even though they’d barely spoken since they left the house.


Samantha let the familiarity of the walk she could do in her sleep, provide some comfort. It was only just past eight on a gorgeous summer morning, and except for the church and out-for-breakfast crowds, the town really had not gotten going for the day yet. Cars and bicycles were still scarce, and the streets and sidewalks were nearly deserted.


Jane’s jaw worked. “How can you be fine if you’re still upset?”


Jane’s face was strained with concern and for a fleeting, petty moment, Samantha was glad. Jane needed to learn to leave well enough alone. Jane’s worry was payback for the sharp barb that the terrified look on her face had left embedded in Samantha’s side. But the thought of Jane really hurting was so instantly repellant that she found herself wanting to talk things out despite having a nearly allergic reaction to the very idea.


Maybe this was why she’d never really connected with other girls as close friends. Boys were infinitely easier. Sully, for example, cared about her, at times maybe even too much, but he’d stop pressing her to talk when things got uncomfortable because that made him uncomfortable. When she told him everything was fine, even when it was painfully obvious that it wasn’t, he almost never challenged her. Instead, he glided easily to a new, less heated topic and took her along with him.


Samantha could already tell that she would never get away with that with Jane, and that was both daunting and exhilarating. But how could she explain what was so confused in her own mind? “I’m not upset, Jane. I’m just…” She shrugged helplessly. “I dunno how to explain.”


Jane was on the verge of tears. “I hurt your feelings.”


Samantha gave her a quick nod and tried to control her emotions. She didn’t want to make a big deal about the way Jane had cowered away from her. Jane had apologized several times.


“Samantha, please.” Jane reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling them both to an abrupt stop. “What else can I do?”


“You don’t have to do anything.” I’m being a big baby. “I already accepted your apology.”


“And yet what happened is still bothering you.” Jane squeezed the hand still in hers. “At least tell me why?”


Samantha’s gaze flickered in all directions to confirm they were completely alone. When she glanced back at Jane, a flash of emotion that Samantha couldn’t quite identify arced between them like an electrical current. For a moment, it was hard to breathe.


“I guess…” Samantha hesitated, collecting her thoughts. “When I think of my dad, I sometimes get this gross feeling inside.” She scrunched up her face as she thought of the best way to describe the unsettled, sickening sensation. “You know how it is when you’re leaning way back in a chair, so far that your mom would whack you in the head if she caught you, and you’re a millisecond away from falling? And then something happens and you tip just a hair too far, and you know you’re about to fall?”


Jane’s inhale was shaky. “Yes.”


Samantha felt something loosen inside her just enough for the words that seemed so scattered only moments earlier to come pouring out. “That’s how it is being around my dad. I’ll be going along just fine, and then somethin’ in the back of my mind reminds that I shouldn’t be fine. That things aren’t really okay, they’re just pretending to be okay, but somehow I forgot that for a split second. I never know how he’s gonna be.”


Samantha’s face took on a far-off expression. “Happy or sad? Drunk or sober? Furious with me over nothing or thrilled about something stupid? Nostalgic about my mother or cursing the day she was born?”


Brow deeply furrowed, Jane nodded respectfully and held her tongue.


“When you shrank back from me this morning, it reminded me of how I sometimes feel with him. The look on your face was the same thing I feel with him.” Samantha gritted her teeth together. “It was awful, and I didn’t deserve it.”


“You didn’t,” Jane agreed solemnly.


“I don’t want to be like him. And I-I don’t want you to feel like that when you’re with me. Ever.”


Jane’s voice was a gentle almost-whisper. “I don’t. What you saw was my rational mind…just rebelling, I guess. I believed what you’d told me before about your dreams, but it was somehow different when the reality of it was right there before my eyes. I’m not afraid of you. Everything just hit me all at once and spooked me.”


Samantha knew her heart was showing, but she was defenseless to hide it. “So you’re not afraid that I’m, like, an evil witch or somethin’?”


Jane shook her head fiercely and her eyes blazed with conviction. “There are no witches. But even if there were, and you were the most powerful one of all, I wouldn’t be afraid of you. I’m scared of the situation, and of the fact that some psycho thinks I live in his brain, and that things I’ve never believed could be possible can be true.”


“Join the club,” Samantha muttered, mostly to herself. If Jane didn’t believe she was some sort of mutant because of the dreams, then at least there was a possibility that it wasn’t true, right?


“The second after I backed away from you, I knew my reaction had been ridiculous, but it was too late. I hurt your feelings, and I didn’t mean it.” Jane’s eyes glittered in the morning sun. “I’m so sorry.”


Samantha pushed through her embarrassment and simply asked for what she wanted. “Promise?”


Jane smiled sympathetically. “I promise.” And to seal the deal, she rose up to her tiptoes and pressed a firm kiss to Samantha’s cheek.


Samantha didn’t hug Jane the way she wanted to but leaned into the kiss.


When Jane slowly eased away, it was only a fraction of an inch, so that her lips could linger. Samantha felt Jane’s lips murmur against her skin like butterfly kisses. “I’ll be more careful with you in the future.”


Samantha closed her eyes at the divine sensation. “And I won’t be such a whiny girl in the future.”


Jane laughed quietly and let her hands rest on Samantha’s hips. “I like you exactly the way you are.”


Samantha’s heart skipped a beat. The loving gesture and sentiment transformed her the way a desert plant blossoms from the tiniest bit of rain. Then she realized where they were and how they were standing, and jerked back with a start. She looked around self-consciously. “Jane, someone will see you,” she hissed and put a few feet of distance between them.


Jane blinked, confused. “See me standing close to you and kissing your cheek?”


Samantha nodded, her face flushed and still tingling from the feeling of silky lips against her skin. “Yeah.”


“I don’t care.”


Samantha’s voice dropped to something low and faintly resentful. Why was Jane making her point out the obvious? “You should care. It could be bad for you.”


Jane unrepentantly erased the distance that Samantha had just put between them. “I don’t care if people know that I like you. Locklow is small enough that people will find out I’m gay sooner or later anyway. Though I doubt anyone really cares. But those that do will talk. Nothing will stop that.”


Jane cocked her head to the side, looking unsure. “Unless this is really about you and what people might think about you if they saw me kissing your cheek and standing close? If that’s the case, I apologize.”


Samantha snorted. Jane really had no clue sometimes. “Being seen with you is like hitting the lottery. But you have to know that your father will probably be super pissed if someone tells him they saw you touching me. Especially now that he’s like running for City Council and all. Not to mention the fact that he doesn’t like me or my family to begin with. You’re askin’ for trouble.”


Jane’s body radiated her sudden pique. “Stop acting like you’re some sort of leper! I don’t know what jerk made you feel that way about yourself, but they were dead wrong.” Her back stiffened indignantly, and then Samantha watched in amazement as the proverbial light bulb seemed to pop on over Jane’s head. “Oh, my God. The way she was eyeing in you Mackelroy’s parking lot, all possessive and greedy. Like she wanted you. Or she wanted you back.” Her eyes narrowed. “It was Aubrey, wasn’t it?”


Thunderstruck, Samantha could only stare. “Holy shit. You should work for the CIA.”


“Well, that answers that question.” Jane grumpily crossed her arms over her ample chest. “Please, Samantha, you can’t believe anything she said or judge yourself by how she acted. Plus, and I can tell you this because she practically lives with Chloe on the weekends and in the summer and I’ve known her since birth, Aubrey is a sleazy bitch.”


Samantha burst out into unexpected laughter. At least Sully and Jane had something in common.


“She’s also spiteful and mean.” Jane scowled. “In the fourth grade when I begged her and Chloe to play Zoey 101, Chloe almost gave in, but Aubrey got annoyed and held me down and stuffed bubblegum into my ear.”


A rush of anger made Samantha hot all over. “I would have never even spoken to her in the first place if I’d known that.”


“Then forget her. I would be, I am proud to be seen with you.”


Samantha desperately wanted to believe and was halfway there before a nasty, little voice that lived in the darkest corner of her mind popped out from the shadows to remind her that even if Jane felt that way now, it wasn’t likely to last. Nothing good ever really did. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.


Jane’s breathing quickened. “My father can mind his own business. If he chooses not to, that’s his problem, not ours.” She paused and gave Samantha a hopeful look. “Did you like holding my hand last night?”


Finally, something with an easy answer. Samantha grinned like a maniac at the memory. She knew she must look demented, but she couldn’t help it. She more than liked holding Jane’s hand. “It was epic,” she whispered, crushing so hard that it was embarrassing. You’re awesome.


Jane’s swallow was audible. “Would you like to hold it again now?”


Yes! “If you knew how obvious that answer was, you wouldn’t even ask.” But when Jane reached out, Samantha pulled away. “But—”


“Shut up.” Jane snatched Samantha’s hand. She laced their fingers together with a deep sigh and held it close, her expression daring Samantha to just try and withdraw it. “I’m a big girl who can make her own choices. And I choose this.”


Samantha regarded their joined hands, a little stunned at how quickly Jane had just ended the discussion, gotten her way and made them both happy all in one fell swoop. “Okay.”


“I can see it’s going to take some work to make you believe the truth about yourself. But, Samantha, I’m not going to stop until you do. Now, are we going to stand here all morning, or are you going to walk me home like you promised earlier?”


The words jump-started Samantha. “Home. Right.”


They began to walk, hand in hand, letting their gaits sync and their joined hands swing with the motion of their strides. A wave of contentment rolled through Samantha, lifting her mood and bolstering her spirit.


“Jane?”


“Yeah?” Jane looked like the cat that ate the canary.


Samantha felt brave. There was something simply irresistible about a pretty kitten having unexpectedly sharp claws. Especially when those claws were out on her behalf. “You’re surprisingly cute when you’re bossy.”


Jane’s lips curled into a cocky smile that quickly melted into a shy laugh, despite her earlier brashness. “Thanks. I think.” She winked and continued to use her thumb to tenderly caress Samantha’s knuckles in a move that was so matter-of-fact that Samantha wondered whether Jane was aware she was even doing it.


She was mesmerized by the dichotomy of Jane’s personality and the force of the charisma that drew her in. It held her powerless but joyful in its grasp, like a fly caught in a velvet spiderweb, too blissed-out to worry about being ensnared.


The morning sunlight lit Jane’s hair and pulled out its fiery highlights. Her fair skin glowed and her eyes, the color of the churning ocean, danced with new merriment just because they were touching and together.


They talked and walked, easily now. And when Jane laughed at something she said, Samantha felt a falling sensation again, but this time it was one that she fully embraced.


* * *


The teens stood in front of Jane’s home, and while Samantha didn’t particularly want to let go of Jane’s hand, she untangled their fingers and willingly accepted the disgruntled look she got in return. No matter what Jane had said, her parents seeing them together would only make things more complicated. And that was the last thing Jane needed today.


They both stared at the stately house, looking for something, anything, that was out of the ordinary. Jane’s stalker had made it clear he or she was would make a move today that Jane couldn’t ignore.


Samantha questioned what it would be, whether they would be ready and if she should just tell Jane’s parents about the texts herself. Yes, it would be a clear betrayal of Jane’s trust. The thought of incinerating their newly minted friendship made her physically ill, but the notion of some lunatic getting his grubby hands on Jane was infinitely worse.


Jane let out a relieved huff as she scanned the property. “Well, nobody burned it down. The windows are all intact. My dad’s largemouth bass mailbox is as obnoxious as ever.” She opened and closed its squeaky door. “And there are no voodoo dolls inside. Maybe the loser stalker is just trying to scare me but won’t really do anything but talk.”


“Or he just likes to sleep in.”


“Speaking of that…” Jane gestured to the driveway that ran along the side of the house where her car was parked. “I’m surprised Chloe’s back already. She must have come home from the party sometime last night after all. No way would she drive home this early on a weekend. Even just from Aubrey’s.” She bit out the name as though it was a vile curse word.


Only partially listening to Jane’s rundown, Samantha visually scoured the house and yard herself. Everything appeared normal. Pristine even, with its freshly cut grass and well-tended rose bushes that gave off a heavenly scent. Maybe Jane was right about the stalker and the message this morning was just a bluff and another pathetic bid for attention. If only she could have seen a face in her dreams. She wondered idly whether hypnosis or even sleeping pills might induce a deeper rest with more clarity.


Jane let her purse drop until she held it by just the strap. “Crisis averted, I guess.”


“Eh. Maybe.”


“Buzzkill.” With a lightning-fast hand, Jane reached out and pinched Samantha’s bicep.


“Oww, I hate you.” Samantha said as she rubbed her arm and tried her best not to pout or smile.


Jane looked smug. “No, you don’t. Now maybe next time you won’t ruin my moment. I was just starting to relax.”


“Sorry.”


Samantha stuffed her hands into the back pockets of her blue jeans and let her wrists dangle there. “Should we check out your car and see if someone got turnt and puked in it? Or see if Erik’s got so much weed stashed in your glove box that Snoop Dogg is in there with it?”


“Oh, bletch!” Jane stalked toward her car, gesturing with her hands the entire time. “Nobody had better have done either! Or have left my keys in the ignition again. Chloe does that every time.”


Samantha chuckled and ran to catch up. She kept a vigilant eye on their surroundings just in case, half-expecting someone to jump out from behind the bushes.


Shoulder-to-shoulder they peered inside the car. What they saw wasn’t at all what they had expected.


The interior was spotless, except for Chloe’s cheetah-print FM pumps on the floor, and a large white box that was wrapped with a hot pink bow and displayed proudly in the driver’s seat.


Apprehension skittered down Samantha’s long spine like an icy raindrop. “Your birthday?”


“Last month.”


Samantha scratched her chin as Jane tested the door and found it unlocked. As predicted, the keys were still in the ignition. Jane gingerly removed the box, which by the way she held it, looked as though it hardly weighed a thing.


“From your sister maybe? For letting her borrow your car?” But the box looked too extravagant for that, and Chloe seemed like the type who primarily bought presents for herself. Samantha decided to keep that unnecessary dig to herself.


“Hardly. Besides, she couldn’t have bought me anything in the middle of the night. And planning ahead is not exactly her strong suit. I should be getting last year’s Christmas gift around Labor Day.” Nervously, Jane licked her lips and glanced up at Samantha with wide eyes. “What do I do? What if it’s from the stalker?”


“We could just give it to your dad and let him open it,” Samantha offered hopefully.


Jane frowned and shook her head. “If there is a severed head inside this box, then I will give it to my father. Until then it’s not his business.”


Samantha paled and gave Jane an incredulous look. “Holy shit.” She hadn’t even considered something so gruesome. Suddenly, she was in a lot less of a hurry to open the box. And so, apparently, was Jane.


With a tilt of her head, Jane guided them to a slightly more private location under the low branches of a large red maple tree along the side of the house. They dropped down onto the dewy, cool grass. “We need to hurry if we don’t want to get wet. The sprinklers come on every morning.” She scowled as she stared at the mysterious box. “Everyone who knows me, knows I hate pink.”


Samantha zeroed in on the thick bow. “That makes the gift less likely to be from someone in your family then, right?”


“Not especially. And in Kyle’s case it actually makes it more likely.”


“Oh. Maybe your dad—”


“I don’t want my dad in my business right now.” Jane anxiously picked at the pink bow. “Things are already strained enough between us, and it wouldn’t take much to give him an excuse to lock me in my room.”


Instinctively, Samantha moved a little closer to Jane, her natural protectiveness flaring to life. “Are you serious?”


Jane nodded sadly. “He thinks that my liking girls is a wild phase that will undoubtedly end with me getting enormous ear gauges, a tramp stamp, dropping out of beauty school and becoming a stripper.”


Samantha gasped. “He actually said that?” Jane was the least rebellious teenager she’d ever met!


Jane laughed weakly. “Nah. It’s more like I’ve upset his pretty, pretty world. He’s disappointed and looking for something, or someone, to blame for things not turning out the way he planned for me. He’s got all our lives mapped out, and I went waaay off the grid.”


Samantha groaned to herself. If Troy Hutchens caught a glimpse of her with his daughter, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who that someone he could blame would be. And somehow, stupidly, she was sitting in the man’s yard. Then again, at least he’d be too busy aiming his shotgun at her to worry about being upset at Jane.


Jane leaned toward Samantha and affectionately dragged the pad of a finger down Samantha’s nose.


Samantha’s thought process slowed to a crawl.


“Don’t worry, Sam. I’ll protect you. My dad is way more bark than bite. Now…” She drew in a fortifying breath. “Let’s see what’s in the box. Please let it be a late birthday gift from my Great-Aunt Marjorie from Providence. She’s older than dirt and gets the dates of all the holidays and birthdays messed up.”


“Yeah,” Samantha croaked, doing her best not to be distracted by the feeling of Jane’s soft fingertip. With a shake of the head, she cleared her throat. “Are we going to ignore the fact that there’s probably no way your great-aunt could have gotten this box delivered to the front seat of your car?”


“For now.”


When Jane just stared at the box, Samantha asked, “You want me to do it?”


With a shake of her head, Jane worked off the tight lid until it hovered just over the box. “Ready?”


Samantha could hear the sound of her heartbeat in her ears and could see a light sheen of sweat on Jane’s brow that had nothing to do with the temperature. She readied herself to pull Jane back if whatever was in the box was somehow dangerous or even just mega gross. “Go.”


Jane lifted the lid and carelessly tossed it aside. They both looked inside.


It took a few seconds to register what they were seeing.


“Aww! It must be from my mom. She knows I want a pet.” Jane reached in and drew out a life-size stuffed animal. It was a gray cat with a happy smile and big yellow-gold eyes. She turned it over in her hands a few times. “It looks fine.” Then, impulsively, she pulled it to her chest and squeezed it, relief spilling out of her.


Samantha released an explosive breath and sent up a prayer of thanks that the box hadn’t contained a head or any other body parts. She laughed a little when she almost reached out to stroke the stuffed animal’s shiny fur as though it would purr at her touch. It reminded her so much of her own cat, Oliver. But her chuckle ended abruptly when she grabbed the lid and noticed a piece of white paper taped to the inside. Her stomach sank as though it had been filled with rocks. “Jane?”


Jane followed her gaze and, with a gasp, dropped the cat as if it was toxic. “My mother would never, ever leave a paper note with a gift. She has an entire room dedicated to crafts and wrapping paper and buys actual greeting cards for Arbor Day and the Fourth of July.”


Jane reached for the lid, and Samantha could feel the slight tremor in Jane’s hands when she passed it over. There was a single sentence typed in the center of the white page in bold print.




Do I have your attention yet?





Jane sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Christ.”


Don’t panic. Samantha rubbed Jane’s knee and told herself this could have been so much worse. Yes, the stalker was brave enough to reach out right to Jane’s doorstep, but he hadn’t done any real harm. Some people might even find the gesture romantic, in a disturbed, horror movie sort of way. “We don’t need to freak out.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. Dicksmack has our attention. But it was just a stuffed animal and not a dead rat or somethin’.”


Jane suddenly grabbed the cat and ruthlessly dug her fingers into the seam that ran down its back.


“Umm, you know you can’t kill it, right?”


“Sure I can.” In only a few more seconds, Jane’s seeking fingers had made a hole large enough to start digging into the stuffing. Apparently, the stuffed cat was cheaply made. “What if there’s a camera in here? On Pretty Little Liars there are always hidden cameras.”


Samantha’s eyebrows rose, but she began helping her friend rip apart the stuffed animal. “You know, you would actually make a pretty good stalker yourself. You’re so wholesome-looking nobody would ever believe it.”


“And by wholesome I assume you mean totally hot.”


“Only in your case.”


“Good.” Jane attempted a small grin. “But watch out,” she warned, her eyes still on the cat, who now looked like it had been shot in the back. “I might develop an unnatural obsession with you.”


“A girl can always hope,” Samantha muttered playfully. She enjoyed the casual flirting and was a little envious that it seemed to come so easily to Jane.


She made a face at the dismembered cat, unsure whether to be relieved or disappointed that its insides were nothing but white batting. At least they weren’t dealing with a high-tech criminal mastermind. Yes, she’d seen Pretty Little Liars too.


A buzzing phone made both girls jump. “It’s mine,” Samantha said grabbing her phone from her pocket. Her heart was in her throat, and she gave Jane an apologetic look. They were both so on edge that she should have thought to turn it off. “Sorry.”


It was a text from Sully.




I’m at your place. Come home now. Code blue.





If Samantha hadn’t already been sitting down, her knees might have given way. She was suddenly light-headed.


When Jane saw the look on Samantha’s face, she glanced at the text. “What’s ‘code blue’?”


Silence.


“Samantha?”


For a long second, Samantha was stunned. “It’s, umm…It’s our secret code. We’ve had a bunch of little codes since we were in grade school. It means there’s an emergency.” Her throat constricted around the words. “A big emergency. And I’m pretty sure it’s not the zombie apocalypse, which was what it was intended to be used for.”


Samantha’s vision swam and her most paralyzing fears rushed to the surface of her mind. Something had to have happened to one or both of her grandparents. Or maybe the brother she hardly knew, but who looked just like her mother, and was so far away in the navy. “Sully’s never used it before. Not even when Pappous broke his hip a few years ago, and Sully drove him to the hospital in his dad’s car before he really knew how and took out half the mailboxes in Locklow.”


“Maybe call him back, right?”


“Right. Right.” Her fingers shook so badly she could barely press the right buttons. “Dammit! He’s not pickin’ up. He’d better hope he was eaten by zombies or I’m going to kill him myself.” Next, Samantha furiously texted him back, demanding an explanation, but received nothing in reply.


The urge to smash her phone against the tree erupted violently inside her, and she was only stopped by Jane’s cool but sure grip on her wrist.


“Don’t,” Jane urged kindly. “You’ll be sorry later.”


Samantha let the phone loosen in her hand. Then her eyes widened. “Oh Christ! What if my dad came back while he was still drunk? Or drunk again?” Then as though she was waking from a dream, she realized she was still sitting in place in the yard. “Why am I sitting here? I-I have to go!” She stuffed her phone into her back pocket.


While Samantha was still talking, Jane grimly pushed the eviscerated cat shell aside. Chunks of white batting still covered her legs. She quickly scrambled to her feet and reached down for Samantha with both hands. “I’ll drive.”




Chapter Eleven


House after house quickly slipped by until Jane pulled onto Samantha’s road. The windows were rolled down and salt-scented air filled the car and ruffled the girls’ hair. The air inside the car was thick with tension, and Jane’s stomach was already in knots.


Samantha’s anxious energy was contagious.


Samantha squinted hard as she studied the road in front of them. “I can’t tell if there’s a car parked up ahead or not.” She rubbed her eyes with short, jerky movements. “I lost my stupid glasses.”


Jane winced internally. “You didn’t lose them.” She grabbed her purse from the floorboard of the passenger seat with one hand and began to dump its contents into Samantha’s lap. “Remember I held them for you a couple of weeks ago? I forgot to give them back. Sorry.”


A tissue packet and stick of tinted lip balm bounced off Samantha’s knees and onto the floor.


The road sloped downward toward the sea until there was only one house remaining in the distance. Jane gazed down the road carefully. “I don’t see a car up ahead at your house, but we’re still pretty far away.”


“Yes!” Samantha did a fist pump as she continued to rummage through the contents of Jane’s handbag. “That means my dad isn’t there. There’s no way to miss that beast he drives, even from here.”


The gravel beneath the tires was loose and when she felt the car begin to fishtail, Jane eased off the accelerator. She wasn’t nearly as frightened of the road or the fact that she was driving double the speed limit as she was of what Samantha might find at home.


She sent up a quick prayer on her friend’s behalf. She’d already been through so much. Please, no more heartache.


Samantha retrieved her glasses, refilled the purse and tossed it over her shoulder into the backseat, her gaze never lifting from the house in the distance. “There’s nothing there. That means no ambulance either.” She gave Jane a side-eyed, worried glance. “That’s a good sign, right?”


Jane patted one of Samantha’s clenched fists but resisted the urge to say that everything would be fine. She had no idea what to expect and felt a stirring of worry that she wouldn’t be enough to help Samantha through whatever they would find.


If Sully was playing some sort of joke or hadn’t realized what the “code blue” would do to Samantha, Jane would kill him herself.


A crouched figure came into view. Sully. He was alone and holding a cardboard box. When he saw the car approach, he set the box aside, wiped his hands on his thighs and walked away from the house to meet them.


Jane had barely put the car in park when Samantha jumped out and strode over to her friend, her feet crunching loudly with every step. “I see that you haven’t been eaten by zombies.” Her voice was clipped but studded with concern.


“Hey, Sam.” He shot Jane a look that she couldn’t quite decipher. “Why is she here?”


Samantha didn’t bother to hide her impatience. “She drove me. Who cares? What difference does it make?”


Sully ducked his head and frowned. “None, I guess.”


Curious, Jane studied him. His face was pale and drawn and his hands were stuffed deep into the pockets of his cargo shorts. His chin sported a wicked bruise that crawled up the side of his face like a freaky tattoo and small scabs peppered his chin and cheek. A lurid neon green Band-Aid covered the worst of the gashes from the night before.


Samantha straightened to her full height. “Well?”


Jane’s knuckles turned white on the steering wheel as she listened. She held her breath. Please.


Sully opened his mouth to speak but then paused.


Samantha’s tongue slipped out to quickly lick her dry lips. “Is it Yaya or Pappous or your folks?”


Sully glanced back at Jane, and when his pleading eyes met hers, she groaned. This time she understood exactly what his eyes were screaming: Help me. For an instant, she didn’t want to leave the safe bubble of her car.


With a final mental nudge, Jane killed the ignition and stepped outside, her legs unsteady.


“No, Sam. No.” Sully shook his head. “Your grandparents, my folks, they’re all fine. Nobody’s even home here.” He jingled the keys in his pocket nervously and glanced back at the quiet house.


Samantha exhaled a breath so loud that Jane was certain they could hear it back in the town square. Her entire body slackened with relief, and the tension melted out of her long limbs, leaving them loose and relaxed. “They must have gone in to the shop early. Thank God.”


Then Samantha socked Sully in the shoulder. Hard.


Jane sucked in a surprised breath.


“Ow! The hell!” His hands instantly went to the spot Samantha had hit.


Samantha rested her hands on her hips, eyes narrowed. “Then why the code blue?”


Sully scrubbed his closely cropped hair with both hands and his breathing quickened. “I didn’t know what to do, so I panicked. I didn’t want you to come home, and then I did. And then I had to hurry up and clean up, and—”


“Jesus, take a deep breath,” Samantha instructed, gently grasping his sturdy arms with both hands. “Clean up what?”


“I came by to see you and…” He swallowed. “I found Oliver.”


“Outside?” Samantha glanced around, a fraction of her earlier tension back in her shoulders. “How’d that cat get out again? Is Pappous leaving the door open again? Oliver’s never supposed to be outside.”


“Samantha, he’s dead.”


Samantha’s head snapped up. “What?”


Jane’s stomach dropped so fast she put her hands on her belly to ensure it was still in its proper place.


Sully lowered his voice and looked a little lost. Awkwardly, but quickly, he extended a hand and rubbed Samantha’s forearm for a few seconds before letting it drop. “I’m really sorry. I know how much he meant to you. He was a really good cat. The best.”


“What are you talking about?” Samantha shook her head in disbelief, her ponytail swishing with the movement. “He was completely fine this morning! I petted him on my way out like always, and he slept on my face for half the night. He didn’t seem sick at all. I would have taken him to the vet.” She took off her glasses and shoved them into her pocket.


Jane took up position next to Samantha and rested a tentative hand between her shoulder blades. Samantha was vibrating.


Sully’s gaze wandered over to the cardboard box. The sides were stained crimson, and there was a shovel covered in bits of gore lying next to it.


Realization began to dawn, bright and awful for Jane. She swallowed back bile and closed her eyes. It was hard to drag in her next breath, as though someone had punched her in the gut. Guiltily, she surveyed the white and gray rocks near the front of the cottage and, for the first time, noticed large patches of dark red spread out in an uneven pattern. Oh my God.


Samantha followed Sully’s line of sight and her chest heaved. She took a step forward to move to the box, but Sully grasped her wrist and held her in place. “That’s not a good idea.” His Adam’s apple bobbed a few times and his voice was raspy. “You don’t wanna see.”


She jerked her arm away. “The hell I don’t!”


Sully’s lips were pressed in a thin line as he shook his head. “Sam, you—”


“Move.”


“Somebody hacked him into small chunks, Sam. He was strewn all over the rocks. And his head had been—” He looked too shaken to finish.


“Samantha,” Jane whispered, not knowing what to say. She felt a little woozy.


The blood drained so quickly from Samantha’s face that both Sully and Jane reached out to steady her. But she pushed their hands away and took a few quick steps forward. Then she bent deeply at the waist and her shoulders shook. “But…” When she turned back the tears streaking her cheeks glistened in the morning sun. “What sort of sicko does that?”


“The stalker kind,” Jane said quietly, stricken. She pulled out her phone from her pocket and shot it an evil look, as though the device itself had somehow done the wicked deed. Why would someone go after Samantha? She wasn’t the one who’d been ignoring his stupid texts! Maybe he’d done this to hurt Jane through her friend? If so, mission accomplished.


Confused, Sully just stared at the girls, his gaze flitting back and forth between them.


Samantha’s face went from ghostly white to beet red and set in granite faster than Jane could process. “Gimme your phone, Jane.” She reached out with a trembling hand.


Jane’s eyes widened with alarm and she took a big step backward. Samantha looked ready to commit murder. “You can’t text him back. Attention is what he wants.”


“Oh, he’s got my attention!” Samantha reached for the phone but Jane stepped away again. Her nostrils flared. “Gimme the phone, Jane!”


Jane jolted at Samantha’s unexpected roar but resolutely shook her head. “Samantha, please.” Please don’t yell at me. Please don’t blame me. I’m sorry.


Sully moved directly between the girls and faced Jane. He stiff-armed Samantha high on her chest to keep her from moving forward. “Hang on. Just hang on a sec. The jag-off who has been sending you texts did this?”


While Jane nodded frantically and explained about the stuffed cat, Sully’s expression darkened. “Then I’m glad that we watched you all those nights. Samantha was right. This dude is way nuts.”


“What’s with you touching me today, Sully?” She batted his hand away but didn’t move toward Jane. Instead, she visibly worked on keeping herself together. She shivered and looked skyward as though that would stop her tears.


“I’m sorry,” Jane said, but Samantha didn’t seem to hear her.


“Jane,” Samantha warned harshly, her voice deeper than Jane had ever heard it. Fat tears clung to long eyelashes, but somehow she still looked menacing. “Please give me your phone. I mean it.”


Anger, Jane realized, was the way that Samantha dealt with her pain. Jane’s heart thumped furiously, and she desperately fought the urge to do anything it took to make Samantha happy, including letting her have her way. After all, Jane had somehow, inadvertently, led a lunatic right to Samantha’s doorstep.


Jane purposely made her voice calm but stern and shoved away a bout of jangling nerves. She’d never been good at confrontation, and the thought of truly earning Samantha’s ire made her physically ill. She was perilously close to tears herself. “I mean it too. I’m so sorry. He killed Oliver because of me. To get my attention through you. But there’s no way I’m going to let you provoke someone who could do something so horrible. What if he goes after you next?”


Samantha laughed, but there was absolutely no humor in the gesture. “I doubt that bastard coward has the nerve! It’s easier to hurt a declawed animal.” Her eyes flashed. “And don’t act like this is your fault. Don’t let him do that.”


Jane’s throat closed, and she reassured herself that Samantha’s fury wasn’t really directed at her.


A fresh wave of tears spilled over Samantha’s cheeks and splashed on the rocks at her feet. “Oliver was gentle and sweet and never hurt anyone. Not even a scratch.” She looked over at the stained cardboard box and swallowed hard. “He-he didn’t deserve that.” Her voice cracked at the last word.


Jane gasped at the pain the sound drove into her chest like an iron spike. She remembered the way Samantha had lit up when she introduced Jane to her much-loved pet. The way she’d pressed her lips into his fur and cooed like he was a baby. Oh, Samantha. Her eyes burned.


Sully groaned at his friend’s pain. “You know I’ll help you kill the son-of-a-bitch who did this. But Jane’s right, Sam. Once you respond, you’re playin’ his game. Don’t make it easier for him to get his jerk-off jollies.”


When Samantha didn’t even blink, Sully glanced at the phone in Jane’s hands, then met her eyes and tilted his head in question. With a tiny, relieved nod, she said, Yes, please.


Samantha reached up to wipe her eyes again, and Sully made his move. He snatched the phone from Jane’s outstretched hand and took off running.


“Sully!” Samantha screeched and tore off after him. Sully clearly did his best, but Samantha’s anger seemed to have the same effect as jet fuel, and she caught up with him in just a few seconds. A diving tackle later and they were wrestling on the ground, cursing and scrapping like two rangy wolf pups.


“Jesus.” Jane couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Her feet were frozen in place as Sully and Samantha rolled around hard enough to kick up a cloud of dust.


“Give it…just. C’mon Sully!” Samantha couldn’t pry the phone out of his hands no matter how hard she tried. “I can’t be-lieve—”


“Nuh uh. No-no…Ugh! No way, Sam.” He tried to roll away from her grasping fingers but couldn’t. “I w-won’t. Ouch. Hey!”


They had just worked their way back up to their knees, still grappling, when Jane couldn’t take it anymore. She could see they weren’t really fighting or doing anything to truly injure each other, but that didn’t stop her stomach from flipping uncomfortably. If one of them got hurt, even accidentally, the other would be devastated. She ran up to the pair. “Sully, Samantha, stop. Stop!”


Jane laid a calming hand on Samantha’s shoulder, and a dark head whipped up. Samantha gave her a glassy-eyed, confused look as though she’d forgotten Jane was even there. Breathing hard, Samantha settled back on her heels.


“That’s it. Relax.” Jane’s voice was as gentle as she could make it. She drew her fingertips through Samantha’s soft hair. “If you want the phone, I’ll give it to you. No more fighting, okay?”


Panting, Samantha tore her eyes from Jane and glared at Sully. He returned the look and added narrowed eyes. The color was high in Sully’s cheeks and sweat glistened at his temples. The Band-Aid on his chin had come loose and was hanging sadly by a small cluster of short whiskers.


Samantha reached out and unceremoniously yanked it off.


Sully let out an outraged squawk and rubbed his chin.


Samantha’s left cheek had dirt streaked all the way from her jaw to her nose, and several long strands of beachgrass were stuck in her hair at odd angles.


Jane smoothly removed her phone from Sully’s sweaty grasp.


Samantha eyed the phone the entire time but didn’t make a move to take it.


“Are you going to tackle me too, Samantha?” Jane challenged, praying she’d judged the situation correctly.


Samantha’s face was frozen for so long that it drove Jane to the very edge of panic. Then Samantha’s lips twitched ever-so-slightly in a sad half smile. “You do know that I’m tempted though, right?”


Her voice was a little hoarse and it shot straight through Jane.


Jane nodded seriously and began to tenderly massage Samantha’s shoulders, her fingers rejoicing in the ability to ratchet down Samantha’s emotions. “I do. Please don’t text back the stalker. For me? Please.”


Samantha swallowed hard but finally nodded. “Okay.”


Sully jumped up with a groan. His movement finally caused the girls to pry their eyes off each other. He turned away from them and brushed off his clothes, then marched over to the cardboard box that held Oliver’s remains and carefully closed the flaps that served as a lid. “I’m headin’ home. I, uh, I’ll see you tonight, Samantha. Call me when you get off work.”


He treaded past them without another word.


Their tussle had distracted Samantha long enough for her tears to dry. Sully was truly a good friend. Jane wondered how he could stand to spend so much time with Samantha when he was so obviously in love with her, and she didn’t feel the same way. It had to be excruciating.


Samantha frowned and pushed off the ground. “Hey Sully?” she called after him. “I didn’t hurt you or anything, right?”


He didn’t turn around but instead flipped her the bird over his shoulder, then re-settled his hands on the box.


Jane sucked in a shocked breath, but Samantha just chuckled.


“Sulls?”


He finally turned his head, probably at the seriousness in Samantha’s voice.


“Thank you.”


With an embarrassed, boyish grin, he strode away.


“Do ya think he’s okay?” Samantha worried aloud, scratching her head and finding a stalk of grass. With a grimace, she plucked it out and tossed it aside.


Jane lifted an eyebrow at her friend, surprised by her obliviousness. She began to pull the grass from Samantha’s hair. “I think he wants to make sure you’re okay.” She wasn’t sure how to define what they were to each other yet, so it was hard to know what exactly was safe to say. “He’s used to it being just the two of you, right?”


A nod.


“So me being here at all was probably a little hard on him.”


Samantha drew her eyebrows together. “Ya think? He likes you.” Contemplatively, she reached out and touched a strand of Jane’s hair, twining the unruly lock around a finger before she let it go.


Jane suppressed the urge to sigh at the innocent touch. She craved more. “How he feels about me isn’t the issue. It’s how he feels about you.” A little uneasy about bringing up the subject, she plucked out another stalk of grass. “He’s obviously got a crush on you.”


Samantha’s face flushed and she didn’t bother to deny it. “I-I…Yes.”


Samantha’s candor was unexpected and an unfamiliar surge of possessiveness burned hot in Jane’s chest. It caught her off guard, and she took a few calming breaths and reminded herself this wasn’t Samantha’s fault.


Samantha sighed and looked dismayed. “I don’t encourage it.”


Jane chuckled affectionately. “You breathing encourages it. But I can see it’s one-sided and so can he. It just can’t be easy.”


Samantha pursed her lips. “No. I suppose not.”


The sun had picked up intensity, and with a soft moan, Jane pulled off her borrowed sweatshirt leaving her in the Christos shop T-shirt with the redheaded witch on the front. She glanced upward. How could such a beautiful day have turned so ugly and almost from the very start?


Jane wanted to wind back the clock and do everything differently.


“What can I do, Samantha? Tell me.” There had to be something.


Samantha just shook her head and stared at the house as though she didn’t want to go inside. Or maybe it was that she didn’t want to walk past the bloody rocks closer to the front door. Jane felt the exact same way.


“I was six when my mom gave me Oliver. Back then my dad drove a truck for a livin’ instead of a taxi, and he’d be home for a day or two and then gone for at least a week straight. One night, I woke up afraid and wanted to crawl into bed with my mom. I’d forgotten Pops was even home.”


Samantha’s eyes clouded over. “I remember it was storming outside and there was lightning and crashing thunder like from a scary movie. I could hear the waves pounding against the rocks so hard that it sounded like they would smash them to rubble. And God, I was so tired. I remember wondering how my arms, legs and head had come to weigh a million pounds each. So, finally, when I couldn’t lie there alone any longer, I climbed out of bed to knock on my parents’ door. It was chilly that night, and the floor was cold on my bare feet.”


Jane marveled at the details Samantha could recall. Other than a few vague mental pictures of the holidays and starting school, her own memories from that age were encased in a dense fog.


“Pops yelled at me. He told me to stop being such a baby and go back to my own bedroom, but Mama motioned me inside and held up the corner of the blanket for me to crawl into bed next to her. She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me close, and it was so safe and warm.” Samantha’s eyes slid closed and a wistful smile teased at her lips.


“I felt like I could finally breathe.” Samantha’s expression suddenly went blank. “Pops was pissed. He stomped out of the room and went to sleep on the sofa. He and my mom had a huge fight about it the next mornin’.”


A distant memory suddenly broke loose and chased its way to the forefront of Jane’s mind, blurry at first, but sharpening with every passing second. It was of a first-grade Samantha, tall for her age even then, with hair just a shade lighter than it was today, but every bit as thick and shiny. Freckles dotted just her nose. She was slender enough to look fragile but projected an attitude that said something else entirely. And for just a second, Jane’s brain got stuck on a tiny detail she hadn’t recalled until just now: Samantha’s eyes could somehow smile even before her mouth did.


“He stayed away longer than usual that next trucking run.” Samantha’s voice dragged Jane back to the present.


“Were you afraid of monsters? Or maybe the storm?”


“Neither. My mom guaranteed our house was a hundred percent monster-free,” Samantha said contemplatively. “So I was never worried about that. And I’ve always loved storms. Even when I was little, I loved how they pissed off the ocean.”


“Your dreams then?”


Samantha’s head bobbed. “They weren’t always bad. Back then it was rare for me to remember them at all. But oftentimes when I woke up I felt…” She paused. “Restless, I guess. Or maybe anxious. There was always more to my dreams than I understood, just out of reach.”


Samantha bit her lip. “Once, a long time ago, Pappous and Yaya took me to the big zoo in Boston, and we saw the polar bears. You know the ones?”


Jane didn’t, but she nodded anyway, a little confused by the non sequitur, but mesmerized by Samantha’s even voice and sudden openness. Her spine tingled with warmth.


“There was this one sort of sad-looking bear in particular, who did nothin’ but prowl back and forth in front of the glass in an endless loop. It was like he was waiting for something, anything to break him out of the pattern he couldn’t understand. Some nights, I felt like that bear.”


Jane’s heart lurched. “I wish I would have really known you then,” she whispered, not even sure she was saying the words out loud. “I would have coaxed you away from the glass.” It sounded stupid the second she said it, and she’d braced herself certain Samantha would tease her for it.


But she didn’t.


Samantha released an unexpected but small smile, and her eyes blazed with determination. “You already did. Remember? I do know what my dreams were leading to now.”


“You do?”


“To you.”


Jane thought she might pass out and had to lock her knees to stay upright.


Samantha started to walk back to Jane’s car, and Jane easily fell into step. “We should have been friends a long time ago. But I was only in your class for a few weeks way back when we started school, remember? Then I moved to a different one. There were too many students in yours or something.”


“That seems familiar.”


Samantha shook her head as if to clear it from extraneous thoughts. “Anyway, starting the night of the big storm, I didn’t want to dream again so I became afraid to fall asleep. The next day my mom went to the animal shelter and brought home Oliver.” Samantha chuckled softly. “He was the tiniest kitten and his fur was a little ratty. He’d been a stray. Mama said I had to take care of him, and that he would keep me company and help chase away my bad dreams.”


Jane leaned back against her car, and Samantha mirrored the movement, crossing her ankles out in front of her. Oliver was more than a normal pet to Samantha. “Did it work?”


“Not really.” Samantha’s eyes swam with tears again. “But he was good company, and I loved him.” Her voice went dull. “My mom died two weeks later.”


Jane moved a bit closer, her chest constricting. She ran her hand up Samantha’s back to the nape of her neck where she rested her fingers in the soft hair.


She wanted to slide Samantha’s hair from the ponytail and sink her fingers into its silky depths. She wanted to pull her close and comfort her by kissing her cheeks and eyes and mouth. She wanted to nuzzle her neck and drown in the scent of her skin. But she didn’t think Samantha was ready for any of that. Not yet.


Patience, Jane’s mind murmured. She shuddered. Soon. 


“I know you loved him, Sam. And I’m sorry he’s gone. But you don’t need Oliver to have a link with your mom.” Jane squeezed Samantha’s neck. “You’ll always have that.”


Samantha smiled again, bigger now. Not the joyful, megawatt one that made Jane’s heart skip a beat. But one so heartfelt and true that she was hard-pressed not to melt on the spot anyway.


Samantha’s eyes took on an unexpectedly shy glint. With a gentle hand, she cupped Jane’s cheek.


Samantha’s fingers felt like flames licking against her skin.


“I like it when you call me Sam.”


Jane’s gaze dropped to Samantha’s lips, and she felt their hypnotic pull. “I—”


Jane’s phone signaled a text. Oh God. She closed her eyes. Not now. Please. She whimpered. “No more.”


Samantha stiffened at the sound of the phone. She withdrew her hand from Jane’s face slowly, tracing her fingers down her jaw with a sigh. “You’d better answer. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”


Reluctantly, Jane pulled out the beeping phone and clicked on the text from an unknown number. It was two words that caused a deep growl to soar up from Samantha’s chest and linger in the air between them like smoke.




Meow Jane





Things were spinning out of control. They’d gone from intriguing, to annoying, to dangerous, and Jane hadn’t been able to stop any of it. She was swimming in dread. “What am I going to do?”


Samantha raised an eyebrow and gave Jane a questioning look that didn’t completely mask her hurt.


Realizing her error at once, Jane ducked her head and let Samantha’s unspoken message fill her. “I mean, what are we going to do?”


Samantha murmured her approval at the correction. “We’re going to do the last thing you want to do.”


Jane’s face tightened. She knew what was coming.


“Tell your father.”




Chapter Twelve


Jane sat in her car in her driveway, windows down, radio off, letting the silence sink into her bones like the hot sunshine. Quiet had always helped her think, but today it couldn’t stop her mind from racing. She leaned forward and rested her forehead against the steering wheel. She thought of that poor cat Oliver, and Samantha hurting. Her stomach churned.


With a groan, she sat up and pressed the heels of her hands against her closed eyes. Who would do this? Was it someone she knew? Why target Samantha at all? Why target her? What did he really want? Every question led to a new one, and all with no answers in sight.


Even so, she still didn’t want to bring her parents into the situation, especially her father. Before Samantha left for her shift at her grandparents’ shop, she’d all but begged Jane to tell her parents. She’d offered to be there when Jane did it and help in any way possible, but Jane had insisted she speak to them alone.


Jane knew that she should tell them everything, but that didn’t mean it didn’t gall her to the depths of her being. At seventeen-years old, shouldn’t she be able to handle difficult situations herself? Wasn’t part of growing up not having to run to Daddy every time something went wrong?


“Dad.” Jane gnawed on her upper lip as she thought. He would react poorly. She needed to go to the police, but he wouldn’t appreciate the attention, especially now that he was running for City Council. She would enlist her mother to calm him down, and her mom would be helpful and worried, but it wouldn’t change things. And she would disappoint him—again.


A loud knock on her side window caused Jane to jump.


“Hi, Jane!” Ernie Tupper waved at her, his face pressed close to the glass.


Jane pressed a hand to her chest; she could feel her heart pounding through the thin T-shirt. Weakly, she lifted the hand and waved. “Ernie?”


Ernie gallantly opened the car door and stepped aside as she exited. He was wearing the exact same thing he’d had on the last time she saw him, and she felt a little guilty for being superficial enough to actually notice. Sometimes the old saying about the apple not falling far from the tree was annoyingly accurate.


Ernie stood to his full height, which was only barely taller than Jane. “I’m-I’m here for your dad,” he enthused. He lifted the camera that he wore on a strap around his neck and mimicked snapping some photos. His mouth worked a few times before the nervous words flew out in a steady stream. “The newspaper’s doing a weekly series on the candidates until the election at the end of next month.”


Jane glanced around. Her father was nowhere in sight. “You’re walking around behind my house all by yourself for the newspaper?”


He didn’t seem to pick up on the skepticism in her voice and nodded eagerly, moving a bit closer to Jane in the process. “I hafta pick out the best shots and with different backgrounds.” He lifted his camera again. “They can’t all be-be close-ups.”


Jane shivered. Something about Ernie made her so uneasy, and yet he hadn’t really done anything to earn that reaction. An image of the bloodstained cardboard box flitted through her mind, and she took a long hard look at the young man, as though somehow that would give her the answers she sought.


He was clean-shaven and heavy-set, with dark hair that was prematurely thinning in front. He had closer to one eyebrow than two, and his eyes were a mossy green color. His clothes were hopelessly rumpled, and every time he was around her, he looked like he was only seconds away from combusting from a combination of nerves and awkwardness.


He smiled the entire time she stared at him and finally moved so close that she was forced to step away, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end.


“What’s wrong?” he asked, his awkward smile finally fading. He looked confused and concerned.


“Nothing,” Jane said quickly. “Nothing.” She pushed open the fence door with Ernie trailing right behind her. “I’m just on my way inside.”


“Your house is real pretty on the inside.”


Jane stopped dead in her tracks, then whirled around. “What did you say?” She heard the tremor in her own voice.


Ernie ducked his head. “I-I said you have a nice house.”


Incredulous, she ignored his rewording. “You’ve been inside my house?”


“I took photos of your dad in his office.”


Jane went ashen. The den was only two doors away from her bedroom. “My room—”


“It’s nice too.”


Jane felt light-headed and her eyes widened in alarm.


Ernie held up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t go inside!” he promised quickly. “The door was open when I walked by on the way to the bathroom.” His normally pale cheeks flared to life. “I-I could tell it was your room because it was really pretty and sort of girly and…” He bit his lip. “It was just nice, is all.” His gaze dropped to Jane’s mouth.


Everything in Jane screamed to run. He was standing too close again, and they were alone in her backyard. But this was a chance she might not get again. Gathering her wits, she patted the purse that was slung over her shoulder. “Ernie, can I borrow your cell phone? I left mine at a friend’s house.”


A wide smile blossomed on Ernie’s face. “Yeah, yeah, sure!” He dug an old flip phone out of his pocket and immediately thrust it out to Jane. He looked sheepish. “It’s not an iPhone or anything.” He watched her intently, clearly hanging on her reaction.


“It’s perfect.” Jane smiled sweetly, even as the overly musky scent of Axe body spray assaulted her senses. “Thank you.” She hadn’t seen a phone like this in years, but it took only a few clicks to find his phone number and then browse his contacts. It held just a handful of numbers. A couple more clicks, and she’d scrolled through his recent texts.


She breathed a wobbly sigh of relief. None of the numbers were familiar, and hers wasn’t in his phone at all. “Oops. I misdialed, let me try again.” She didn’t know many numbers by heart, but quickly decided that she couldn’t leave her sister’s number on Ernie’s phone. The last time she’d seen him, he’d stared at Chloe like she was the last glass of water on earth and he was standing in the desert. So she dialed Kyle’s instead.


“Who the hell are you?” her brother answered. “And why do you have my number?”


Jane rolled her eyes. “Dinner is at six tonight. Don’t be late.”


“Huh?” Kyle answered. “Is that you, Jane?”


Jane promptly hung up on Kyle and handed Ernie his phone. “Thanks, Ernie.”


He gave her an aww shucks look. “No problem.”


“I have to go now.”


“Don’t go.” He reached out for her but stopped just short of touching. He swallowed dryly a few times. “Not yet, at least. I-I-I was wo-wondering, Jane…”


She winced inwardly. “Hang on, Ernie. Before you say anything else, you should know that my parents don’t let me date anyone who’s not still in high school. They don’t allow me to date older guys. It’s a rule.”


“A rule?” His face fell.


“Yeah. A really firm one.” She felt a stab of sympathy, sure that he’d had to work up the courage to even talk to her. “Now, what were you saying?”


He shrank even further. “I-uh-I was just sayin’ I gotta go back to the paper.”


With a wave, Jane slipped inside her back door and locked it behind her. She rested her shoulder blades against the cool wooden surface and closed her eyes and tried to let go of the fear that threatened to drown her.


She was startled by her own gut-wrenching sob.


* * *


“We can’t go now.” Jane’s mother shut the car door loudly just as Jane exited the backseat.


Jane frowned, and the guilt that was already swirling around inside her soured further. The American Association of Orthodontics Conference, which was less than ten days away, was the highlight of her parents’ summer. “You should still go, Mom. I’ll be fine.”


“I was talking to your father, hon. Troy, we should cancel. I’ll call Richard in the morning and let him know.”


Jane’s father locked the car and smoothed down the front of his already crisp oxford cloth shirt. He glanced around self-consciously. Unfortunately for him, Locklow’s police station, a small converted fish market from the early 1900s, was located in a high-traffic area only a couple of blocks off the town square.


He gave a stiff wave to Doc Mortensen, Jane’s pediatrician, as the silver-haired man strolled by with his schnauzer on a leash. “Let’s not overreact. We don’t know the situation yet. Besides, Anita, we’re both speaking at the conference. You’re on the panel in the very first session. We made a commitment, and they’re depending on us to be there.”


“And Jane isn’t depending on us?” Anita shot her husband a dirty look as they headed slowly up the long sidewalk, Jane’s hand encased firmly in hers.


“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”


Jane knew her father wasn’t trying to sound cold. But his rational single-mindedness could easily come off as indifference.


Troy’s voice was calm and low. “It doesn’t help anyone if we overreact. For all we know some stupid, lovesick boy is trying to get Jane’s attention. We don’t know that the incident with the Christos’s dead cat had anything to do with it. In fact, my guess is that the dead cat is the result of someone messing with the town crackpots.”


Jane bristled and bit her tongue. Ignore him. He doesn’t mean to be an asshole.


His sharp gaze dropped to his daughter. “I would have thought you’d know not to spend time with someone like Samantha Blackwell. Now look what’s happened.”


“Troy!” Anita gasped.


Jane’s words suddenly poured out of her like lava from a volcano that had finally blown its top. She’d endured her father’s snide comments for the past hour and couldn’t take it for another second. “How can you say that? You don’t even know them. They aren’t crackpots! And this is no coincidence,” she hissed, a little shocked by the venom that dripped from her own voice. “They are good people. Samantha’s family has been nothing but kind to me. You know, Dad, you don’t have to be the snob everyone thinks you are.”


Troy’s eyes widened. Jane had never spoken to him like that before. Not even once.


Jane sucked in a worried breath, and her gaze shifted sideways to her mother as she awaited the inevitable reprimand. Instead, her mother stood by placidly. She simply glared at her husband. Both Jane and her father recognized the tacit agreement when they saw it, and Jane stood a little taller.


Troy regrouped quickly. “You need to check yourself, young lady. You don’t have to like what I say, but I’m still your father.” He pointed an angry finger at her. “You’d do well to remember that where there’s smoke, there’s usually fire, and that family is in flames.”


Jane shook her head, refusing to agree. “In this case you’re wrong. Samantha’s father clearly has an alcohol problem, but that doesn’t have anything to do with this. His drinking problem is hardly her fault. The stalker is after me, not her. I brought this mess to her, not the other way around.”


He openly scoffed, though he kept his voice low and measured. “Do you know how many times over the years I’ve seen her drunken father passed out in the park or staggering down the street? The good streets? How can you say they’re good people?”


Jane stopped walking and her back stiffened. “That’s not fair. She doesn’t even live with him.”


“Who said life was fair? People judge you for all sorts of things that aren’t fair. And the company you keep is one of them.”


Jane opened her mouth to continue their argument but was interrupted by her mother releasing a dismayed groan. “Don’t listen to your father. He’s just worried about you, and he’s not handling it very well.” Then she raised her voice a notch, making it clear the words were intended for her husband and not Jane. “We don’t judge children by the actions of their parents. Do we, Troy? Really?”


Troy blinked slowly as his wife’s words seemed to finally penetrate his pique. Appropriately chastised, he wrapped his long arm around Jane’s shoulder and gave it an apologetic squeeze. “No.” He released a long-suffering sigh. “We don’t. Your mom’s right. I’m concerned. And—” He froze. “You and Samantha…you two aren’t…?” He made a vague, pained gesture with his hand, and the color drained from his face. “Involved?”


Anita rolled her eyes. “Oh, Jesus Christ.”


Jane felt a surge of anger tinged with worry at his clear disapproval. She shrugged off his arm. “No.” It was the actual truth, though her interest in Samantha and the genuine affection she felt for her made it feel more like a lie. She watched relief steal over his features and fought not to cry. She knew she shouldn’t care so much about his opinion of her, but she couldn’t help it.


Kyle and Chloe were involved in sports, were in more clubs than she could count and were far too popular for their own good. Her parents were complimented on them constantly, even in Jane’s presence, as if Jane wasn’t standing right there. Men heartily slapped her father on the back when they mentioned Kyle’s fastball. And the women at her mother’s yoga class gushed about how Chloe and Anita could be sisters. How were Jane’s good grades and lame perfect attendance trophy supposed to compete with that?


It had taken hard work, but she’d found her role in the family, even if she still felt a bit out of place at times. She’d earned their respect. She was the good one, the smart one, the reliable one who didn’t cause them any worry or concern. Until now. Until she’d come clean about liking girls, and it had somehow caused her father to reassess everything about her in the process.


“It’s going to be okay,” her mother confided under her breath, jolting Jane out of her thoughts. “You’ll see.”


Troy opened the door to the station house and warm air flooded out. Normally, the lack of air conditioning would be something to complain about. But late afternoon clouds had rolled in, bringing with them a sharp drop in temperature. Jane had changed into a sundress earlier, and despite feeling more like herself in the dress, she shivered now, lamenting her lack of a light sweater. The slightly muggy air inside the station felt good against her bare arms, and she allowed it to soothe her.


Anita closed the door behind her. “What I still can’t believe is that this has been going on for weeks, and you’re just telling us now. Jane, what were you thinking?” She turned to Jane with raised eyebrows.


“She clearly wasn’t,” Troy ground out before Jane could respond. He held out his hand expectantly. “Phone, please.”


Jane wished she were anywhere but here. She had nothing to hide but, just because it was necessary, didn’t mean she liked handing over her cell phone. It felt like an invasion of privacy, a punishment even though she hadn’t done anything wrong.


Telling her parents about her stalker had been every bit the dramatic scene she’d feared it would be. Her mother had been furious and frightened and wanted to call the police immediately, and her father had wanted to handle things more discreetly. Whatever that meant. Uncharacteristically, her mother had won.


Jane and her mom waited in a private room while her dad went to find the chief of police. Captain Delgado hadn’t been available earlier when her dad had called, and Troy was still irked about having to come down to the station like a regular person. After all, he and the chief played golf together every other Wednesday afternoon.


Fifteen minutes later, her dad walked back into the room and handed Jane her phone. His face was grim. “Let’s go home.”


Jane’s mouth dropped open. “What do you mean?” No one had so much as asked her a single question!


“We’ll talk about it on the way home, Jane.”


“Troy?” Anita practically had to jog to keep up with her husband, who was already halfway out of the police station in just a few strides.


Her father’s normally fair skin was splotchy, making his blond hair and neatly trimmed beard stand out vividly. That only happened with severe anger or embarrassment, and Jane had no idea which emotion had him in such a state at the moment. His gaze flicked from side-to-side as they walked. “The police are going to patrol our neighborhood more frequently than normal for the next few days, especially around the house.”


“And?” Anita prompted, stepping over a large stick that the gathering wind had blown onto the sidewalk.


“And that’s it. There needs to be a specific threat before they can do anything more. And there hasn’t been one.”


“Tell that to poor Oliver. Samantha’s cat being diced up isn’t specific enough?” Jane wondered out loud.


Troy’s jaw worked. “No, it’s not! Not to you, at least. Even getting the extra patrols was a personal favor. Had you bothered to keep the note from the diner or most of the texts, I would have had more to show them.”


“I-I-I…” Jane hated it, but he was right. “At the time they didn’t seem like anything to be concerned about. I didn’t think to keep them until they started getting disturbing. What about the creepy stuffed cat from this morning? Can’t they try to trace it or something?”


“Why would they trace a harmless gift?” Troy’s sarcasm couldn’t be missed. “Besides, I dumped the remains of the soggy stuffed cat and its box into the trash this morning along with an enormous pile of wet grass clippings. Even if they wanted to try to get fingerprints, which they don’t, it’s just a pile of mush now.” He scratched his chin with an irritated hand. “No one told me it was anything but annoying garbage that had been rudely left strewn on my lawn, or I would have kept it.”


Jane let out a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry, Dad.” She’d been in such a hurry to get to Samantha’s house after Sully’s “code blue” that she hadn’t thought about the mess she’d left. Of course her father would have immediately picked it up. Ernie was coming over to take photos, and her dad would have demanded that everything look pristine. Their entire lives were supposed to be pristine.


She hadn’t kept any of the earlier texts either because she thought they were merely annoying, not criminal. She regularly cleaned out her messages as part of her routine and to keep them from Chloe’s prying eyes. Her actions weren’t sinister just, in hindsight, stupid.


Jane could hardly tell him about Samantha’s dreams, and that it was because of them she knew this wasn’t someone’s harmless crush. She was being stalked. But her father already thought the psychic shop, walking tours and Jeremy Blackwell were a menace. The truth would only validate in his mind that Samantha and her family were insane as well.


Her dad dug his car keys from his pocket. “Craig, I mean Captain Delgado, says that whoever is bothering you probably has nothing to do with what happened to Samantha Blackwell’s cat. The timing is just coincidental.”


Jane gaped. “How is that possible?”


Anita shouldered past Jane and poked her husband in the arm. “That’s what I’m wondering too.”


“This isn’t the first time a pet in town has been butchered. Last week someone’s yappy cockapoo was killed. For some reason, drunk teenagers periodically decide to do terrible things. Apparently, pet killing is the fun du jour.” One of his broad shoulders twitched. “The Christos’s house is out on cliffs all alone. Where better to get supercharged blood for spells learned on the internet than from the local psychics?”


Jane couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Considering our last name is Hutchens, how can you say that? Based on that logic, I would be the best target in Locklow! I’m a direct descendant of the famous witch, red hair and all!”


Frowning, Anita protectively took Jane’s hand.


Troy’s face was equally somber. “Relax, honey, I’m not saying any of this is right. I’m just saying that the Christos’s business makes them targets for kooks.”


Anita’s expression darkened. “We should have given you kids my maiden name as your last name instead of your middle names. No one wants to harass a March.”


“Oh, my God.” Jane had never considered that there might be actual danger that came along with her very minor notoriety. “Have we always lived under some sort of threat?”


The first raindrops began to gently pelt them.


“No, no,” her mother reassured her. She wiped a fat droplet from Jane’s cheek. “That’s not what I meant. I just meant that you have to be careful. Trust me, every mother of a teenage girl says the exact same thing.” She paused. “I just mean it more than most.”


Troy quickly unlocked the doors. “Some pathetic boy who doesn’t know when to stop most likely has a crush on you because you’re beautiful and smart. Does there need to be another reason?”


Jane started at the compliment. Her father was impossible to peg.


Her mother buckled her seat belt. “What about the police investigating the texts themselves? Can’t they tap her phone or something?”


Troy shook his head. “This isn’t the movies. They don’t do that without actual evidence. We could contact our phone carrier and get copies of the messages that were deleted, but unless they contained a specific threat…” He looked over his shoulder at Jane in question.


Glumly, Jane shook her head. “They don’t.”


“Then we change your phone number and keep an eye on things. This isn’t Boston. These horrible pet deaths notwithstanding, Locklow is a safe town. Be smart about where you go alone, Jane. Don’t talk to strangers.”


Jane’s mother shifted in her seat, clearly dissatisfied with the proposed solution. “And if this weirdo texts again?”


Troy started the car and pulled out into the light traffic. “I’m not sure how that could happen if she gets a new phone number. But if it somehow does, we’re to keep any evidence and come back to the station with any specific threats.” He laid a reassuring hand on his wife’s arm as he changed lanes. “Things will be fine.”


Jane’s heart sank. For the first time since this all started, she wasn’t so sure.




Chapter Thirteen


Four long miserable days. That’s how long it had been since Samantha had heard from Jane. She pulled her blanket up to her chin and shifted in bed so she could see out her window and gaze up at the bright stars and gibbous moon. The evening was crisp, but she’d left her window mostly open so she could hear the sea and let its rhythmic lullaby soothe her to sleep.


She missed Oliver, and she closed her fist at the urge to stroke her fingers through his silky fur. Sully had assured her, as per the Irish folklore that his family believed in without question, that the cat-killer would now be subjected to no less than nineteen years of well-deserved bad luck. To Samantha, that wasn’t nearly enough.


“Poor cat.” The words were raspy and low, and she could hear the sorrow in her own voice.


She was close to tears but told herself it wasn’t from sadness but exhaustion. She’d had four nights of impossibly restless sleep and fitful dreams that were nothing but fragments of scenes and anxious feelings. And to top it off, today had been a twelve-hour workday that included her guiding two overcrowded evening walking tours, a rarity on weekdays even in the busy summertime.


Both times she’d stopped out in front of the Hutchens’s large home, her heart had stuttered, and she’d nearly lost the thread of her story mid-sentence. She cared about today’s Jane Hutchens. Not someone long dead. Samantha’s desire to see her Jane had already transcended mere want and had transitioned into a visceral need that was nearly embarrassing.


She’d called Jane and texted, but all she’d gotten was an automated message stating that number was no longer in service. That, she decided, was actually a very good thing. But why hadn’t Jane reached out to her in some way with her new number? Samantha felt the sting of rejection down to her bones.


There was something between them. She felt it too strongly to pretend it didn’t exist. And she’d thought Jane had felt it too. But now she wasn’t so sure. Had she unknowingly done something to upset Jane? She’d encouraged, no, she had demanded that Jane tell her parents about the stalker, even when it was clear Jane hated the idea. Had she pushed Jane too far?


A tension headache bloomed, but it wasn’t enough to keep hazel eyes from drooping, and the stars began to blur. Tomorrow was her day off, and she resolved to find Jane and get the answers she so desperately sought. And then she would…She would…Before she could make further plans, Samantha drifted into a deep sleep.


A chubby toddler with dark, curly hair stood crying on the beach as the tide rushed in. Birds swarmed all around the little boy, and tears glistened on rosy cheeks that glowed in the warm light of the rising sun.


A nearby dog barked.


The boy’s beseeching eyes lifted to meet hers and shock tore through her as mutual recognition flared. No longer merely an observer in the dream, Samantha’s heart leapt into her throat. Salty air stung her eyes, her toes were gritty with wet sand, and the sun had just started to warm her cheeks.


She began to run.


A second later, the scene of the dreamscape changed from cool sand and golden rays to a darkened bedroom. Samantha’s head spun with confusion.


Jane lay in bed asleep on her back, full lips parted, with only the most gentle of sighs to break the silence of the night. The moon bathed Jane in an ethereal blue light that cast her as a sleeping princess from a slightly erotic fairy tale or an ancient goddess meant to be worshipped and adored.


Samantha fought the urge to fall to her knees in supplication at the sight.


Lush and gorgeous, Jane’s tussled hair was inky-dark against the white pillowcase and slender straps of the pale nightgown as the locks cascaded around her shoulders. Her full chest rose and sank along with every serene breath, the sensual curves of her body plainly visible beneath the thin cotton fabric.


The sight was so stunning that Samantha, eyes riveted, forgot how to breathe. She forgot her own name. She forgot everything except the need to gorge herself on the feast for the eyes before her. Until she heard it: a quiet click. Then another. And another.


Jane slept on, blissfully unaware, as a shadow crept through the darkness and snapped photo after photo of the slumbering teen.


A sick rush of fear and arousal made Samantha groan as if in pain, and suddenly, she couldn’t tell her feelings from the twisted emotions of Jane’s photographer. But something felt different this time…Off…


Heart thumping so fast it was impossible to distinguish the beats, Samantha jolted awake. She sat up in bed panting, her forehead and neck sticky with sweat. “Oh, my God. Dammit!” She scrubbed her face with shaking hands. She felt dirty and revolted and her stomach threatened to rebel. Another scene of someone looking at the photos of Jane as she slept flashed in her mind. Jane’s stalker was no longer in her dark bedroom. But he was soaking up her innocence and beauty with a feeling of righteous entitlement that was more than enough to send Samantha into a worried frenzy.


She grabbed her phone to call Jane, then remembered she didn’t have the new number. Forcing away her panic, she was just about to press the second 1 in 9-1-1 when she realized the police wouldn’t do anything based solely on her dream. “Argh!” Samantha threw the phone aside.


She shot out of bed and, with a frustrated growl, grabbed her sweatshirt off the floor and yanked it over the tank top she was wearing. She jumped into a pair of shorts, not bothering to take off her flannel pajama shorts first. Her heart was painfully pumping so much hot blood through her veins that she doubted she would notice if she had to run through a blizzard. Almost forgetting her shoes, she backtracked and stuffed her feet into a pair of Chucks without pausing to find socks.


Her legs felt wobbly, like they might shoot out from under her as she exited the small cottage in a dead run. The stretch of her muscles as she sprinted felt similar to her dream, but there was no cool, damp sand beneath her toes, or purple sun that had just melted into orange.


“Faster!” she commanded herself, desperate. Her feet slapped loudly against the rocks, and she pumped her arms harder to increase her speed. She sucked large gulps of air into aching lungs and focused on the lights of Locklow ahead. Burning up from the inside out, she shucked the sweatshirt as she turned onto the first paved street, her pace barely faltering, her arms and legs a blur of motion.


She ran her heart out until she had to abruptly stop to avoid being hit by a passing car that had pulled out of the parking lot of a local pub. She stood, bent at the waist, breathing hard and seeing stars. She wasn’t sure whether it was from a sprint that had lasted two solid miles or from pure terror.


I can’t…She had to think of something other than whoever was photographing Jane, or she’d go crazy before she got there. So she considered the two dreams she’d had as she sprang back into action. Somehow they were connected. Somehow Jane was the common thread.


She turned down another street, cut through several yards and tripped over an unrolled garden hose which sent her sprawling headfirst into the grass. She kicked in whatever afterburner energy she had left, knowing Jane’s house was only another moment away. She ignored the stitch in her side that felt more like a knife, and her focus shifted again, this time to an almost mindless chant.


Get there, Sam! Just get there in time.


Samantha skidded to a halt outside Jane’s house, her chest heaved and sweat pooled in the hollow of her throat. “Okay, okay,” she whispered. “Now what?” Her plan was to get to her and then…Shit. I have no plan!


She crept up the front steps and wrapped a shaking hand around the doorknob. Then she paused and glanced upward. There were lights on upstairs, though it was well after midnight. Should she burst in or ring the bell? If she let herself in, then what? She didn’t know which room was Jane’s, and she didn’t particularly want to be shot by either of Jane’s parents. Hutchens. Were orthodontists liberals or gun-tote’n rich people?


Determined to press her luck, she tried the door handle. It was locked. Silently, she jumped onto the soft grass and began pacing. Two rooms were lit, one on the second floor and one in the attic. But in her dream, Jane’s room had been dark.


“Jane,” she whispered loudly, randomly selecting the first darkened window on the second floor as her target. She picked up a small pebble and threw it at the window and prayed this wasn’t Jane’s parents’ room. “Jane!”


The wind ruffled her sweat-dampened hair, and she picked up another handful of stones and gently threw several at the window. “It’s me!”


She bent at the waist again, frustrated beyond measure, and angrily tossed aside the rocks. She took a step forward to simply bang on the front door when she heard the faint crackle of a police radio and saw flashing lights. She froze. Part of her was grateful. The police could help her stop whomever was after Jane. But a bigger part of her panicked, well aware that she was the one lurking outside Jane’s house in the middle of the night.


Without thought, Samantha ran for the back of the house. She’d just turned the corner and slammed her body flat against the house when a flashlight beam shot out alongside her and missed her by inches. She sucked in a big breath and held it, ignoring the splinters that pierced her shoulder blades.


“I think I heard something, Vinnie,” a deep male voice stated firmly.


When Samantha didn’t hear another voice or footsteps, she guessed he was speaking into his radio.


Hidden deeply in the shadows, her heart leapt into her throat when an officer walked right past her, so close she could smell the leather polish from his utility belt. Please keep going. Go!


She hadn’t done anything wrong and wasn’t a hundred percent sure why she’d run in the first place. But now that she had, it felt like it was too late to pop out from behind the bushes and introduce herself. The list of people who were likely to shoot her tonight was growing at an alarming rate.


Samantha’s lungs began to burn.


The police radio crackled again, and the cop’s thickly accented New England voice was quiet but clear. “I’m gonna check behind the garage. It was probably just a raccoon or somethin.’”


The second Samantha could no longer hear his footsteps she raggedly exhaled. Gingerly, she tested the back gate that led to the pool area and back door and said a silent prayer of thanks when she found it unlocked. She let out another slow breath and fought a wave of dizziness. Tiny white stars invaded her vision. Going almost directly from sucking in as much air as humanly possible while sprinting to holding her breath threatened to make her pass out.


In and out, she counted her breaths, until she felt safe enough to quietly shut the gate behind her and begin to tiptoe her way to the back door. The back of the house suddenly grew a little darker as a wispy stray cloud drifted in front of the moon.


When she glanced back at the door, an arm shot out, grabbed her by the T-shirt and shoved her roughly against the house. A hand clamped over her mouth, and a smaller body pressed against hers, flattening them both to the side of the house. Samantha raised her fist in pure reflex to strike against whoever had grabbed her, but a familiar voice brought her up short.


“Samantha?” The body backed away but only half a foot. “What the hell?”


Shocked, Samantha looked down into eyes that seemed to pick up what was left of the moonlight and glow. “Aubrey?”


“What are you doing?” Aubrey hissed. She glanced over her shoulder and kept her voice low. “Dan is patrolling the neighborhood tonight, and you know he’s praying he’ll get the chance to tase someone!”


Samantha quickly pushed Aubrey further away so at least they weren’t breathing the same air. “Me?” she whispered harshly. “What are you doing here? Huh? Take any unusual photos lately?”


“What are you talking about?”


Samantha examined Aubrey the best she could but quickly realized she had no idea whether Aubrey was telling the truth. She’d never really known her at all. “You really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”


“Now you’re just babbling.” Aubrey rolled her eyes. “I’m staying the night with Chloe and heard something at the window so I checked it out, you moron. You’re the one who interrupted us photoshopping our classmates’ faces onto ginormous fat bodies of people shopping at Wal-Mart. You should see what Chloe did to that bitch Gretchen Barnhart.” She smirked. “Priceless!”


Samantha felt a stab of revulsion. If she ever forgot how much she disliked Aubrey, all she had to do was listen to her speak for more than ten seconds.


“Besides, you’re lucky it’s not Erik or Kyle down here to pummel you. They’re sleeping up in Kyle’s attic lair. His friends have practically moved in for the summer. So any bizarre smells or shitty music you hear is theirs and not mine or Chloe’s.”


“Jesus, I don’t care about boy B.O. or music! Move outta my way.”


“Not so fast, tiger.” Aubrey was small but exceedingly bold, and she planted her feet firmly, making it clear she wasn’t going anywhere. “I saw you through the window and started to open it, but then you ran around the side of the house like you were being chased by the cops.” Aubrey narrowed her eyes and straightened to her full height, which still put her only shoulder-level with Samantha. “Were you?”


“Of course not! I just…I don’t need to talk to the cops. I’m here to see Jane. I-I…it’s just late and I forgot my phone, okay? I don’t want to wake her parents.”


Aubrey snorted. “I’ll bet you don’t.” A cloud drifted just far enough past the moon that Samantha caught one of Aubrey’s eyebrows jumping. “Why am I not surprised you’re here? I saw the way you looked at Jane in the parking lot at Mackelroy’s Fish Hut the other day. And here you are. Again.” She tsked.


“I’m not some perv.”


“Says the girl actually in the bushes.”


Samantha made a dismissive gesture. “Jane? Is she okay?”


Aubrey pouted. “Back to her again so soon?”


“Aubrey…” Samantha’s voice was more like a growl. She felt like a boiling pot about to blow off its lid.


“Fine. Chill. I saw her earlier tonight. Face pressed into a nerdy book like usual. But I’m pretty sure Miss Goody-Two-Shoes is sound asleep by now.” Aubrey sniggered. “It’s well past the witching hour.”


Samantha gave her a fake smile. “Har. Har. You’re hilarious. I…Can you…Can you go get her for me?”


Aubrey took another step backward. Her eyes scraped up and down Samantha as she ignored her question. “What happened to you? You’re soaking wet, and your clothes have bits of grass on them. Are those your pajamas?” She sniffed dramatically, then wrinkled her nose. “You smell like sweat.” Then her eyes took on an unexpected twinkle, and she smiled, her teeth a flash of pearly white in the dim light. “Not that I minded that during our other activities.”


Samantha ground her teeth together. She wanted to pick Aubrey up and toss her headfirst into the swimming pool. But she had no idea whether that cop was still searching the property. It didn’t help that every police officer in town was as good as family to the Delgados. If she so much as ruffled a single spikey hair on Aubrey’s demonic head, she’d be lucky to only end up tased. “I just need to see Jane, okay? Tell me which room is hers, and I’ll follow you inside. Now.”


“Fine.” Aubrey turned on her heel. “I’ll take you there. But if her dad sees you, you’re on your own.”


Samantha steeled her nerves. She had to see for herself that Jane was all right. “Deal.”


* * *


The sound of quiet knocking on her bedroom door roused Jane from a deep sleep. She sighed and glanced at her door with an irritated grimace. “Go away, Chloe!” Jane cleared the roughness, but not quite the grumpiness at being woken up, from her voice. “I don’t want to be you and Aubrey’s guinea pig for your online art project. Go away.”


Jane was surprised by the sudden sound of scuffling in the hallway. “Ouch! Shit, Samantha, we were just joking. Seriously.”


Was that Aubrey?


The noise suddenly stopped, and a tentative whisper took its place. “Jane, it’s me.”


Jane lifted her head from her pillow and gazed at the door incredulously. She knew that raspy whisper.


“Can I come in?”


Jane sat up in bed and self-consciously ran her fingers through her hair. “I-I—” Why would Samantha be here?


“Hurry it up, Jane, it’s rude to leave your girlfriend stinking up the hallway.” The tart words and gleeful cackle that followed were clearly Aubrey’s.


Jane ran to the door and took a nervous breath before opening it a crack. When she glanced upward and her eyes locked with Samantha’s, the feeling was half gratitude, half shock. “What are you doing here?”


“I—”


Without bothering to let Samantha finish, Jane grabbed her wrist and yanked her inside her dark bedroom. Aubrey tried to follow her inside, but Samantha grabbed her by the collar, extended her arm fully and practically flung her back outside the doorway.


Aubrey opened her mouth to protest, but Samantha closed the door in her face before she could utter a peep. Then she turned and swept a startled Jane into a bone-crushing hug. She buried her nose in Jane’s neck and murmured, “Thank God you’re okay.”


Jane sank into the tight embrace, not allowing her confusion to override the feeling of joy and sense of belonging coursing through her veins. She couldn’t fathom why Samantha, who hadn’t been in touch for the past few days, was in her house at all, much less in her bedroom and hugging her as though her life depended on it. Regardless of the reason, Jane couldn’t help but wrap her arms around the slender girl and return the heartfelt squeeze with gusto.


Samantha’s light hum reverberated against Jane’s neck, and she fought not to moan at the intimate sensation.


“Sam, what-what are you doing here?” Jane’s brows furrowed as she realized the heat pouring off Samantha wasn’t normal. “And why are you burning up and damp?” Gently, she disengaged from Samantha but kept hold of one of Samantha’s hands as she led her across the room and clicked on her bedside lamp to the lowest setting.


Samantha glanced around the room, obviously looking for something. She nodded once, apparently satisfied. “I ran all the w—Is this what you’ve been wearing all night?” Samantha fingered the sleeve of Jane’s T-shirt, the serious look on her face instantly causing Jane to worry.


Jane glanced down at the thin shirt and old gym shorts that occasionally served as pajamas. It wasn’t particularly attractive, but it wasn’t like she knew she’d be having company in the middle of the night. “What difference—?”


“I had a dream,” Samantha blurted nervously. “But in my dream, you were wearing a nightgown. A really pretty one,” she added a little bashfully.


It was on the tip of Jane’s tongue to tease Samantha about dreaming of her in something skimpy, until she caught sight of Samantha’s eyes. They glistened with heavy, unshed tears. She reached up and cupped a hot, flushed cheek and felt Samantha’s tremulous smile at the touch. “Hey, whoa, whoa. What’s the matter?”


Samantha swallowed a few times. Her voice was hoarse. “I dreamt that you were sleeping.”


“Okay.” Jane squeezed the clammy hand still in hers. Something was very, very wrong. The sinking sensation that came whenever she thought of the stalker, returned with a vengeance. Her voice threatened to wobble. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


Samantha grimaced. “While you were sleeping, someone was right here, Jane. Your stalker.” She paused to lick her lips. “He—or she,” she snarled, “was watching you while you slept.”


A shiver tore down Jane’s spine.


“He was right here, snapping pictures of you with his phone.”


Jane suddenly felt ill, and her heart began to slam against her ribs. Her mind immediately went to Ernie and his camera. But she’d checked his phone. It couldn’t be him. “What?” she whimpered. “How is that possible? Inside my house? Inside my bedroom?” She didn’t want to believe it.


Samantha bit her lip. “Yes, but…Something isn’t right. In my dream, you weren’t wearing a T-shirt. So it couldn’t have happened tonight. Ugh!” She pressed her palm to her forehead. “I-I don’t know if it already happened. Or if it will happen in the future.”


Samantha slid her hand over and rubbed her temple furiously, like maybe if she could somehow scrub hard enough she’d discover the answers she sought.


“I thought this was over. The texts had stopped! Why isn’t it over?” On unsteady legs, Jane walked over to her dresser and pulled out two nightgowns. One was a deep purple knee-length, sleeveless and silky. She silently held it up for Samantha’s inspection.


Samantha’s glittering eyes darkened, but she shook her head.


Jane held the next nightgown up to her body. It was much shorter, sleeveless, baby blue cotton with white lace trim at the shoulders and neck. Faint pink hearts dotted the fabric.


The blood drained from Samantha’s face so quickly that Jane knew she had her answer. She felt like she wanted to crumple into a ball and cry, but it was Samantha who had to put a steadying hand on her nightstand to stay upright.


“I wore this the other night. Oh God, I’ve worn it several times this summer when the evenings were warm.” Disgusted, Jane wadded up the nightie and threw into the waste bin beneath her desk. There was zero chance she’d ever wear it again now. “What else did your dream show?”


“Someone was here or will be, taking pictures and basically drooling. Jane, promise me from now on, at night, you have to—”


“I’ll lock my door and sleep with one eye open,” Jane bit out, already nodding. She threw her hands in the air. “Who am I kidding? How I am going to sleep at all now?”


“I could stand guard outside your house?”


“Every night?” Jane gave Samantha an affectionate look, but her frustration and fear still churned so hard inside she was surprised her stomach acid hadn’t turned to butter. “C’mon, Sam. That doesn’t make sense.”


“We could go to the cops.” It was a half-hearted suggestion at best.


She’s trying so hard. But there’s nothing anyone can do. “I’ve already been to the police station, and your dreams aren’t evidence. If we push that, they’ll think we’re crazy or lying or both.”


Looking just as miserable as Jane, Samantha nodded. “But…”


“But what?”


Samantha’s expression was suddenly wide open and so profoundly vulnerable that Jane felt rattled. “I know we only really met this summer, but I also know you’ve been in my head forever. In my dreams. I don’t know how or why, but you’re there. I can’t let something happen to you.” A pause. “I just found you.”


Jane’s heart stuttered at the words, and a lump rose in her throat so quickly it hurt to swallow around it. “Samantha…”


“Oh God. That was too much, wasn’t it? I’m such a dork around you!”


“You’re not a dork.” A fluttering sensation filled Jane’s chest, and she wanted to swoon. “That was…it was just so sweet. How did I not know you were so sweet?”


“Ugh. Stop saying the word sweet.” But it was clear that Samantha liked it.


Jane teased, “I don’t think I will.”


Then the room grew silent, and both girls seemed to remember exactly why Samantha was there in the first place. Samantha started to take in her surroundings, but she kept shooting glances at Jane, obviously checking to make sure she really was okay.


It struck Jane, again, how lucky she was to have stumbled upon this unique friendship. Samantha’s worry didn’t feel like her parents’, like a heavy blanket under whose weight she couldn’t breathe. Samantha’s concern made her want to fly. The thought of Samantha not being in her life was growing harder and harder to imagine.


“Your bedroom is beautiful.” Samantha made a vague gesture, a bit overwhelmed. “It’s so…big. And the color is soothing.” The walls in the Hutchens house were from a palette of soft yellows, muted greens and, in Jane’s bedroom, pale peach.


“Thanks. The local preservation society says we have to keep the outside of the house pretty much the same, but when I was little, my mom tore down a bunch of interior walls for more open space.”


“Umm, can I sit down?” Samantha asked a little awkwardly. “Or maybe I should go?” Her tone made it clear that was the last thing she wanted.


Jane was horrified at her own rudeness. “Stay, please.” She wanted to smack herself on the forehead. Things between them seemed to shift wildly between fitting together like a hand and glove, to stumblingly awkward, to unexpectedly sensual, all in a matter of seconds. It left her off-balance but also buzzing on a lovely emotional high. “Sit.”


She pointed to a spot on the foot of her bed where the linens were the least disheveled. Then, deciding that it wasn’t inviting enough, Jane smoothed the covers, feeling like an idiot once she realized what she was doing.


Samantha glanced down at where she was about to sit, her expression full of anxiety. “Err. I’m all sticky, and your bedspread is super fancy. I might ruin it.”


“It’s just a bedspread.”


Doing her best not to touch any more than was absolutely necessary, Samantha finally sat, and Jane joined her, doing her best not to think about someone being in her bedroom while she slept.


Samantha ran her hands through her hair, unsticking a small chunk that had dried to her neck, and gave Jane a watery smile. “I thought your stalker was in here with you tonight. I-I didn’t know what he would do. I just about lost my mind. I’ve never been so scared in my entire life.”


Jane’s gaze softened. She didn’t just want to touch Samantha. She wanted to crawl into her back pocket and take up residence there. “So you ran all the way here?”


Samantha chuckled but it sounded more self-conscious than joyful. “Why do you sound surprised? Do I seem that out of shape?” She kicked her long legs straight out in front of her and wiggled her toes in her shoes.


Jane raked her eyes down the taut body next to hers and sighed. “Hardly. Samantha, why haven’t you called me?” She wrung her hands together. Everything had been going so well between them, and then it all just came to a screeching halt. She was more confused than ever. “I’ve thought about you a million times over the past four days.”


Samantha’s eyebrows rose to the top of her forehead and stayed. “What do you mean? You changed your number and didn’t give it to me.” She didn’t hide her hurt. “How was I supposed to reach you? Carrier pigeon? I’ve been working almost nonstop.”


“But I came by your grandparents’ shop days ago! You were doing a séance so I gave your grandfather my new number to give to you. I even wrote it down for him. I don’t…” Puzzled, Jane shook her head. “He said he would pass it along.”


Samantha softened her voice. “Why didn’t you just call me?”


Jane glanced down at her twisting fingers. “I wanted to. But when you didn’t call me, I thought you were still upset over Oliver. After all, if it wasn’t for me—”


“Please don’t,” Samantha breathed. “I have been upset. But only because I didn’t have your new number, and I was worried about you. Pappous never told me. But I’m not surprised.” Her lips flattened. “He’s forgetting a lot of things lately. I honestly don’t know how much longer he can keep doing the tours.”


Jane’s heart ached at the worry and responsibility that Samantha carried without complaint. It was too much. Especially during a time in their lives that was supposed to be about figuring out who you were and learning and making mistakes but growing. “I didn’t know.”


“Nobody does. Well, Yaya, of course. And Sully. But that’s all.” With a tiny shake of her head, Samantha seemed to refocus on Jane. “I should have just gone over to Mackelroy’s and caught you after work. But I didn’t want to be a pest.” She smiled crookedly, sadly. “Instead, I was an idiot.”


“Me too. I should have called.” Jane laid her hand on Samantha’s knee and absently noticed grass stains.


Samantha threaded their fingers together. “Feelin’ iced out is the worst.”


“The worst,” Jane confirmed, tugging on the hand like a lifeline.


“Speaking of calls…”


Jane’s stomach clenched and she held on even tighter. “None from the creeper since I got my new number. I thought, maybe, this was all over. It needs to be over. My parents have been watching my every move since I told them. I’m about to go insane!”


“But it’s ’cause they love you, right? That’s a good thing.”


It seemed small to complain about her parents when Samantha’s parents were either a deadbeat or actually dead. But still…“I’m going crazy! I’ve barely had a moment to myself. Even though I haven’t received any more texts or notes, they monitor my every move like I’m an al-Qaeda suspect. They have a conference coming up, and I’ve tried to get them to go. But they won’t budge.”


Samantha snorted. “Who can blame them? If some loony tune was after my kid,” she pointed to herself with her thumb, “I would glue myself to her.” With a slight grimace, she tugged her T-shirt away from her ribs as she spoke.


Jane wrinkled her noise sympathetically. “Why don’t you take a shower? You look miserable. I’m sure I can find you something to wear.” She did a quick inventory of her clothes and then realized that Samantha was so tall she might need to borrow something from Chloe or Kyle.


Samantha winced. “Aubrey already told me I stink. Sorry ’bout that.” Her face took on a wistful expression. “Someday a car would be really nice.”


“You must think I’m incredibly spoiled.”


“I think you’re incredibly lucky.”


Me too, Jane admitted privately. Sometimes she just needed a reminder. On impulse, she leaned in very close to Samantha, so close the tip of her nose grazed Samantha’s throat.


“Jane,” Samantha burred after a soft gasp. “What are you doin’?” Samantha’s hands shaped into fists, then she froze.


Heat poured off the skin so tantalizingly close, and Jane could literally feel Samantha’s throbbing pulse. She sniffed loudly, playfully and nuzzled the soft skin. Raw sensation shot through her. “I’m checking to see.”


“God…To…To see what?” Samantha croaked, her voice barely audible.


Jane’s eyes slid closed of their own accord. Samantha smelled like soap and clean sweat, and she felt an approving growl bubble up in her chest. Heat pooled deep in her belly, and she pressed her thighs together to quell the delicious ache. This was more than flirting, but she didn’t care. Samantha seemed to be soaking it in like a sponge.


“Aubrey is ridiculous,” Jane murmured hotly. Her voice was an octave below normal. “You don’t smell bad at all. But I can tell that you’re uncomfortable.” It took everything in her to move her head away.


Samantha’s throat worked with a dry sounding swallow, and her gaze swung slowly to the bedroom door. “I’m afraid I’ll get caught if I go out into the hall.” Slowly, she uncurled her fists and leveled hooded, jet black eyes back on Jane.


Samantha’s gaze was so blistering that Jane understood implicitly that it was either burst into flames or look away. Playing with fire…She leaned back further and let out a shuddering breath as she broke Samantha’s mesmerizing hold. “My parents will be upset because it’s late. And my dad will be upset because, well, he’s an elitist and sometimes a jerk. But you’re my guest. You don’t have to hide like a fugitive.”


“I snuck up to your house in the middle of the night and dodged the cops to do it.” Samantha gave her a droll look. “Aubrey caught me hiding in your bushes out back.”


“Okay,” Jane allowed, making a face, “My dad might have you arrested.”


Samantha snorted. “That’s what I figured.”


Jane cocked her head to the side, curious. “But why would you have to go back in the hall to use the shower? I have a bathroom right there.” She pointed to a door in the corner of the room.


Samantha blinked confusedly. “You have a bathroom for just one person, like totally private?”


“I’ve never thought of it that way. But, yeah. I guess I do.”


“Wow.”


Jane gently nudged Samantha with her shoulder. “So go enjoy it. Take as long as you like. My dad put in the biggest water heater known to man when Kyle and Chloe hit puberty. We have hot water for days.”


Samantha chewed her lip, clearly torn. “You’re sure?”


“Totally. You shared your shower with me, remember?” Jane smiled warmly. “Fair is fair. Towels are in the cabinet next to the sink. Use anything of mine you like.”


“You’ll lock the bedroom door while I’m in the bathroom?”


Lock or no, anyplace with Samantha felt safe. “I promise.”


* * *


A cloud of steam wafted out of the shower door when Samantha opened it almost thirty minutes later. More than long enough to lose herself in thought. She twisted her hair and squeezed out as much water as she could.


When she stepped out onto a fluffy mint-green bathmat, her limbs felt warm and loose, but her mind was in rebellion. Jane was okay, and that meant she still had time. Time to make sure that Jane stayed okay. Time to understand how the impossible had become real with her dreams. Time to figure out how to come to terms with what she’d learned about herself.


But what if she couldn’t?


What was she? Who was she? A witch? A clairvoyant? An alien from outer space? Samantha had insisted to Jane that she wasn’t crazy. But what if the real truth was that she was so impossibly bonkers that she was able to suck Jane into her madness like a sea of quicksand?


Samantha gritted her teeth and gripped the edge of the copper sink basin until her knuckles were white. She hated feeling weak. She loathed the way self-doubt crept into her consciousness like a thief in the night poised to snatch away something she desperately wanted. But most of all, she despised the self-analysis that led to these useless feelings.


She wrapped a towel around her and swiped the foggy mirror with her hand, warm rivulets of water streaming downward, until her pensive gaze was reflected back at her. What would it be like when a full-grown woman, who was actually confident in this otherworldly power, glared back?


After a series of deep breaths, the world began to right itself, and Samantha’s natural self-confidence reared its head. Jane believed in her. Jane trusted her. And their chemistry was something she could feel in the pit of her stomach and other more southerly regions. Things could be worse. Things had been worse. Maybe, she told herself, it didn’t matter so much what her power made her; it mattered what she did with it. If that were the case, then Jane really was her higher purpose.


The sound of a closing door and murmured voices sent Samantha scurrying for her clothes. Jane must have silently popped into the bathroom while she was in the shower because on the sink, alongside a neatly folded towel, sat a pair of three-quarter length black yoga pants and a gray T-shirt.


The voices grew louder until Samantha heard, “Is that ratchet bitch using your bathroom?” Ew. Chloe. There were times that Samantha was more than okay with the fact that she’d basically grown up as an only child. Now was one of them.


She dressed as quickly as possible. “Seriously?” she grumbled to herself. “I’m not ratchet.” She poked her head out to find the sisters facing off in the center of the room with Aubrey looking on with an ominous smile curling her lips.


Aubrey, Samantha decided, belonged in the documentary she and Sully had watched the other day about benign-or-even-cute-looking things that were secretly lethal. Most of them lived in the Amazon rainforest or the Australian outback. But Aubrey would surely represent the good old U.S. of A. because she was pretty sure that one look from Aubrey, and an entire pack of dingoes would tuck tail and run.


Samantha shot Aubrey a scowl, and the petite girl merely shrugged innocently, as though she hadn’t gone back to Chloe’s room and somehow stirred the pot. “Everything okay, Jane?” Samantha asked. It was very clear that it was not.


Jane’s head snapped sideways, and she lowered the hands she had petulantly resting on her hips. Her expression softened as she looked at Samantha. “It will be once my rude, incredibly nosy sister starts minding her own business.”


“Well, somebody has to help you!” Chloe complained, throwing her hands in the air. “First you spend years with that loser, nothing-but-normcore Lucia who broke your heart in a million itty bitty pieces, and now you’re hanging with Samantha Blackwell? Why?”


“Hey.” Samantha gave a little wave. “Don’t mind me. It’s not like I’m actually standin’ right here in the room with you or anything.”


Jane’s face went from flushed to beet red. “Shut it, Chloe. I can spend time with anyone I like. Besides, how can you talk? Compared to the company you keep, Samantha is in another class altogether.”


“Hey!” Aubrey complained.


“Oh, the feels!” Chloe rolled her eyes. “Spare me, Jane. Have you stopped to think that Samantha is probably the one who’s been texting you? She just keeps showing up where you are. Aubrey caught her in our bushes, for Christ’s sake! Do you need a signed confession or something?”


“Samantha’s not my stalker.”


“How do you know?”


Samantha held her breath. In all honesty, she would make an excellent suspect. Under normal circumstances, someone like Jane would never give her the time of day. Not because Jane was a snob like Chloe, but because they simply existed in two different universes that rarely collided. They’d bonded over her dreams and Jane’s danger. It would be a helluva scam.


Jane’s answer came easily. “I know I can trust her, Chloe. I just do, and that should be good enough for you.”


“Mom and Dad don’t know she’s in your room, do they?” Chloe challenged, her threat clear. She crossed her arms over a white pajama top covered in red lipstick kiss imprints.


Jane narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to the side. “No, they don’t. They also don’t know that you snuck Ian Larson out of your bedroom at four a.m. on prom night.”


Aubrey gasped. “Ian Larson? He has a tattoo of his car on his chest with “Camaro” spelled wrong!”


“Quiet, Aubrey,” Chloe snapped.


Aubrey’s mouth obediently clamped shut, and her face twisted like she was sucking on a lemon.


Chloe turned wide eyes on her sister and flipped her long blond hair over one shoulder. She assessed Jane, and to Samantha’s surprise, actually looked a bit impressed. “You wouldn’t.”


“I most certainly would. I know you think you’re helping me. But you’re not.”


Chloe straightened but didn’t say anything. And for a few seconds the only sounds in the room were the Hutchens sisters’ harsh breathing as they engaged in a “stare-off.” “Have it your way,” she finally conceded. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Unexpectedly, Chloe wheeled and sneered at Samantha, chin high. Before Samantha could blink, Chloe was toe-to-toe with her, radiating protectiveness.


Samantha stood her ground. Ruthlessly, she quashed the tiny, unruly part of her mind that was more Jeremy than Yaya and that practically dared Chloe to lay a finger on her. But the thought was quickly wiped away by the panic on Jane’s face.


Jane reached for her sister. “Don’t, Chloe—”


Chloe held up a hand to forestall Jane, but her eyes never left Samantha. The rest of her remained perfectly still. “If you’re the sicko who has been bothering my sister, Kyle and I will make sure you end up in jail somewhere as somebody’s skanky prison bitch, no matter what we have to do to make it happen.”


Samantha nodded slowly. She had no doubt that Chloe was a hundred percent serious and that included the possibility of her having to lie, steal and cheat to do it. Suddenly, growing up without a sibling around didn’t seem as great as it did before. “It’s not me, Chloe, I swear.”


Chloe’s judging eyes swept over her. Apparently, she eventually saw what she was looking for because her expression cleared and she nodded. “Time for bed, Aubrey. We don’t want dark circles tomorrow.”


“Bye, Felicia,” Samantha called out to Aubrey, who bared her teeth like a snarling dog in response.


They were almost to the bedroom door when Aubrey, who was scurrying after Chloe, piped up. “You forgot to give Jane the good news.”


“Oh, right.” Chloe spun around. “Aubrey and I had a fabulous idea on how to get rid of Mom and Dad and get them to go to their conference. And they agreed earlier tonight. Jane, you can tell me I’m the greatest sister ever, any time.”


Aubrey looked supremely satisfied.


Jane was clearly doubtful. “Really?”


Samantha felt a sinking sensation in her stomach.


“Yup,” Chloe said brightly, as if their argument had never happened. “You’ll be perfectly safe the entire time.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “While they’re gone, it would be criminal not to use the house to have a little party, don’t you think? You can even come.”


“Mom always says that charity begins at home,” Jane deadpanned.


Aubrey clapped her hands together, excitement painted on her face.


“How’d ya pull it off?” Samantha wondered aloud. Jane had been adamant that her parents refused to leave town while her stalker was on the loose.


“With police protection.” Aubrey grinned. “Sort of. Jane will be staying at my house while her parents are gone.”


Samantha wasn’t sure whose jaw hit the floor faster, hers or Jane’s.




Chapter Fourteen


Samantha’s transition from sleep to wakefulness was slow and peaceful. For a long moment, she kept her eyes closed and listened to the second set of breaths that were perfectly in sync with her own. When she finally opened her eyes, she was greeted by Jane gazing back at her, a small smile tugging at full lips.


They were tucked into Jane’s bed, facing each other, but as far apart as they could be without one of them tumbling to the floor. By the bluish light streaming into window, Samantha knew it was just before dawn. If she hurried, she still had time to sneak out and get back to the cottage before Yaya or Pappous realized she was gone. It had been too late to call the night before.


She knew she should feel guilty for that, but falling into eyes that were almost colorless in the eerie early morning light made it hard to feel anything other than adoration. It was weird to wake up in bed with a girl, especially one she hadn’t even kissed. Then again, she’d never woken up in bed with anyone but her mother or Sully back when she was little.


Any sexual experiences she’d had were rushed and in cramped uncomfortable places like bathroom stalls or cars. Just lying close to Jane felt more intimate than anything she’d experienced so far.


“Hi,” Jane whispered sleepily, her voice rough.


Samantha sighed and sank a little deeper into sheets so soft they should be illegal. She couldn’t take her eyes off Jane, who, even with a case of spectacular bedhead, was so cute she could hardly stand it.


Slowly, Samantha reached across the space between them and pressed her finger into the delicate crease at Jane’s cleft chin. “Hi.” She’d had the urge to do that for the longest time.


Jane licked her lips and her eyelids drooped even further. “Are you still sleepy?”


Surprisingly, Samantha wasn’t. The few hours of sleep she did have had been restful and deep. But that didn’t mean her brain was running on all cylinders. When she woke naturally, with no dream to jolt her into awareness, critical thought was a slow and often arduous process. “I’m not. But you are,” she accused playfully.


Jane just nodded, close to drifting back off.


“I need to go.”


That spurred Jane into action, and she frowned and reached for the hand that had just pulled away from her chin. She tenderly stroked the skin with her thumb. “Why?” She blinked a few times and cleared the sleep from her eyes. “And why are you way over there on the very edge of the bed?”


“I dunno. It’s huge.” Samantha stretched out her legs with a bit of amazement. Her feet weren’t even close to hanging off the bottom. This bed would surely take up her entire bedroom. “Is this king-sized?”


Jane shook her head a tiny bit. “Queen.”


“Mmm…Still big.” Affectionately, Samantha brushed some hair from Jane’s forehead. She allowed the silky strands to filter between her fingers with undisguised pleasure and wondered what it would be like to bury her face in its softness and breathe in its clean, girly scent.


“Still big,” Jane agreed with a yawn.


As much as she wanted to stay, it really was time to go. Samantha bit back a sigh and sat up. She scrubbed her face and tried to shake the cobwebs loose.


Jane pushed herself up on her elbows.


“Hey, no, you don’t have to do that.” Samantha’s voice was still a whisper. It seemed to fit the hour and peaceful feeling in the room. “Go back to sleep.”


Jane’s voice was stronger now, but still quiet, and her eyes clear. “I’m not having you walk all the way home. It’s not even really morning yet.”


Samantha laughed quietly as she straightened the T-shirt Jane had given her to wear. It was a little too short, but she supposed nobody would notice. She’d worn ill-fitting clothing more times than she could count. Though she had to admit this time was vastly more satisfying than the others.


“I ran here in the dark last night and was fine, Jane. Besides, the sun will be up soon.”


“You did go all knight-in-shining-armor on me last night, didn’t you?”


Samantha felt her skin grow hot.


“It’s not as dramatic as sprinting, and I don’t have a trusty steed, so my Kia will have to do.” Jane stood and lifted her hands above her head in a languid stretch that completely captured Samantha’s attention. When she was finished, she padded into the bathroom.


“You don’t have to.”


“I know.”


Samantha gave up the fight quickly. She wanted to be with Jane anyway. She purred her acceptance and dug her toes into the plush carpet with a sense of decadence. The bedroom wasn’t particularly fancy. But everything matched: the dressers, the bedframe, a desk with a fancy office chair. Soft, feminine colors complemented each other and blended in a way that looked effortless. Nothing leaned that wasn’t supposed to lean or appeared to have been patched together.


Standing in the center of Jane’s bedroom, Samantha felt a little like a cheap-seat ticket holder who had somehow snuck her way right behind home plate and was mesmerized by the new view of basically the same thing. The proud part of her wanted to say it didn’t matter, that the differences were barely noticeable. But that would be a lie. Never mind the frilly curtains and the sleek laptop speakers tucked discreetly into the bookshelf; some luxuries—her attention strayed to Jane’s divine mattress that had cradled her like a million pillows held by friggin’ angels—were actually pretty damn nice.


Jane closed the bathroom door behind her, and before Samantha could find her sneakers and finish tying them, the toilet flushed and the door opened again. A smiling Jane emerged with a toothbrush stuffed into her mouth and white foam leaking from the corner of her lips.


Humming happily, she handed Samantha another, clearly new toothbrush already loaded with toothpaste.


Samantha stared at the toothbrush in her hand and then back at Jane. Without warning, a sense of déjà vu stole over her, and a peaceful, almost domestic feeling permeated the air like a thick perfume. She’d lived the scene before in a long-buried dream somehow just now unearthed, making the feelings that came with it both old and new. But before she could hold the dream close and examine it, it skittered away again, lost to the recesses of her mind.


“It’s called a toothbrush,” Jane teased, pointing at the purple object dangling loosely from Samantha’s fingers, and then dabbing the corner of her own mouth with her wrist. “Though I’m pretty sure you knew that.”


Samantha forced a smile and allowed the oddly comfortable sensation to pass fully and without further review. She needed information on Jane’s stalker, and all her mind was regurgitating was dreams about toothpaste. Wonderful.


With a sigh, she playfully narrowed her eyes and concentrated on Jane. “You’re one of those morning people I’ve heard about, aren’t you?”


Jane nodded eagerly. “Never seen one of us in person, huh?” She took advantage of Samantha’s inaction and scooted back into the bathroom to rinse out her mouth. When she emerged the second time, she was tying her wavy hair back into a high ponytail.


“I assumed you sort of were like the chupacabra. A fairy tale.”


“Nope. We’re real. And my dad is one too. So you were right before, we should get going.”


Samantha headed for the bathroom but turned in the doorway just as Jane began digging in her closet for clean clothes. She wasn’t ready to spend time apart from Jane, and her mind scrambled for an excuse that would keep them together. Then like a gust of fresh air, understanding swept over her. She didn’t need an excuse. She could just put on her big girl panties and ask Jane.


With her mouth bone-dry, it took a handful of heartbeats to screw up her courage. Samantha suddenly felt awash in guilt for all the times she’d pressured Sully to ask out a girl he liked. It was terrifying. “Do you have any plans for today?”


Jane hesitated, her back to Samantha. “I hope so.”


Samantha’s face fell and she silently mouthed, Shit. 


Jane glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes held an edge of uncertainty. “I was hoping we could do something together? If you’re free, that is.”


Relief threatened to melt Samantha’s knees. She was a little confused over who was actually asking whom out now but quickly decided she was too relieved to care. “So you’ll spend the day with me?”


A megawatt smile flared to life on Jane’s face as she squirmed like a second-grader waiting to see what Santa had left her on Christmas morning. “Yes!”


“Jane?”


“Yeah?”


Samantha beamed back and gestured to the lovely but totally unsuitable garment in Jane’s hands. “Don’t wear a dress.”


* * *


Jane did her best not to gag. The smell was nearly as overwhelming as the joyful look on Samantha’s face.


“Oh, my God!” Samantha good-naturedly bumped shoulders with her. “It’s not that bad!”


“Yes, Sam, it actually is.”


At Samantha’s request, they’d stopped off at the docks on the way to the cottage. Samantha had jumped out of the car and jogged over to a fishing schooner that was just getting ready to head out for the day. She’d animatedly spoken to a tall, square-jawed deckhand who had laughed brightly at something she said and stood a little too close to Samantha for Jane’s comfort. Not that she could blame him.


A few minutes later, Samantha returned carrying a small metal bucket whose contents smelled like rancid fish and death. Its odor was so noxious that Jane rolled up her windows and locked her car doors. When Samantha finally stopped laughing, it took her a few minutes of cajoling to be allowed back inside the car, bucket and all.


A quick note to Leola—Gone Fishin’—and the girls sat on the rocks below Samantha’s house with the vast expanse of sea before them. The sun had risen only moments ago and was already warm and bright on their faces.


Samantha shifted to face Jane, and her eyes seemed to drink everything, including Jane, in.


Jane fought the impulse to squirm under the scrutiny. It was a heady feeling to have someone’s undivided attention. “Is there something on my face?”


Samantha’s voice held a note of awe. “The sun makes it look like your hair is on fire.” Mesmerized, she reached out to touch it, but Jane scooted away.


“Nuh uh!” Jane scrunched up her face but couldn’t stop her smile. “Your hand has been in that disgusting gut bucket.”


Samantha laughed softly and rolled her eyes. Once again she repositioned herself on the large rock where she and Jane sat, this time facing the water. Nature had carved out an almost perfect bench into the stone. “If it’s so gross, then let me do it.”


Jane knew she looked like a wimp, and so she refused the further indignity of having Samantha bait her hook like she was a preschooler. “Just—” Gingerly, she lifted the hook. “Just show me how to do it again.”


Indulgently, Samantha nodded and fished a small green crab out of the bucket. With a quick snap she pulled off its legs and quickly worked the body from the shell.


Jane was certain her own pallor was greener than the crab’s.


One of Samantha’s eyebrows popped up. “How can this bother you when you work at Mackelroy’s?”


“I mainly waitress. Besides, his fish don’t smell or look like this!”


“The bait that caught his pretty fish did. Besides, this was free.” She held out the crab. “Okay, take the hook and thread it all the way through the leg socket and out the back. Careful, the hook is sharp.”


Jane bit the bullet and did as instructed. She managed not to gag but couldn’t stop from wrinkling her nose. She let terms like ‘slip rig’ and ‘cinch knot’ float over her head. Where they belonged.


Samantha grabbed a rag from her tackle box. She leaned way over and quickly dipped it into a puddle of seawater that had remained after the surf receded. Then she grabbed Jane’s pole. “Here. For your hands.”


Grateful, Jane accepted the rag with a twitch of her lips. “Do you always come here at the crack of dawn?”


“That’s the best time. There’s a few feet of sand at the edge of the rocks now. But at high tide even this bench is underwater.”


Jane finished wiping her fingers and sheepishly exchanged the rag for her pole. “Thanks. Now what?”


“Now you cast like I did.” Samantha held her own rod between her knees as she demonstrated. It took a few tries, re-baiting Jane’s hook and untangling their lines, but eventually both teens were fishing.


Satisfied that she couldn’t do too much more harm, Jane sucked in a breath of clean, cool air. The seaside was beautiful in a rugged, natural way that seemed to burrow beneath her skin. Much like Samantha.


“So how is it that you’ve managed to live in Locklow your entire life and never been fishing?”


Jane shrugged. When her family went to the beach, it was to the big stretches of sand where they could sunbathe, build sandcastles and body surf among the summer crowds and beach tents. In truth, however, they hadn’t gone together as a family in several years. “I guess I’ve missed out on one of life’s finer things.”


Samantha grinned wildly. “Damn straight!”


Jane had never seen Samantha so relaxed, and it made her heart ache in a good way. She glanced around. “Is it always so quiet here?” There wasn’t another soul in sight.


“Sure. ’Cept when Sully comes with me.” Conspiratorially, Samantha lowered her voice. “He baited my hook my first time too. Teased me about it for days.”


Jane laughed. “Yeah, but what were you? All of ten-years old?”


“Around that, I suppose.” She made a swiping motion in the air that showed her lack of concern. “So what if you’re a newbie? We all are once.”


“Yeah. So what,” Jane agreed happily. Samantha’s easygoing relaxed confidence had a way of making Jane feel comfortable about herself. Like she fit in her own skin, and with her surroundings, and was enough of everything.


She enjoyed the feeling of the rough but cool stone against her thighs while the denim of her shorts protected her skin. The breeze buffeted her legs. Samantha had been right, absolutely no dresses while fishing.


Samantha braced her feet on the rocks in front of them. “Hey, this is sort of out of the blue, but I remembered a dream I had the other day with you in it. That’s been happening to me more and more often.”


Jane swallowed hard and unconsciously squeezed her fishing pole so tight it creaked. She couldn’t bear to think about her stalker now. Not in this new and happy place.


“No, no. It’s nothin’ bad.” Samantha reassured her with a soft pat on the knee. “I dreamt that you were little. Maybe five or six years old.”


Jane allowed her sudden surge of worry to melt away and focused on the calm, affectionate look on Samantha’s face.


“You had both these middle teeth missing.” Samantha pointed to her own lower middle teeth. “Like a Halloween pumpkin. So freakin’ cute!”


A tiny flush crept up her neck. “Uh, Samantha…” Jane rolled her eyes, but inside she wriggled with happiness. She even banished her mother’s voice from her head and kept from correcting Samantha with ‘lower center incisors.’


“You were. Anyway, you were telling your mom you wanted to go to school, but she wouldn’t let you.” Samantha chewed on her upper lip, obviously unsure. “I was just curious if that ever actually happened.”


Jane blinked slowly. “Jesus.” She sucked in a deep breath, her mind whirling. She’d never told anyone about that. “Just…how?”


Samantha smiled tentatively. “I know, right? Freaky! My brain is like a bottle whose cork has been loosened and now random stuff is startin’ to leak out.”


“Your brain is leaking?” Jane asked, amused.


“Kinda!” Samantha defended with a comical grimace. She reeled her line in a few feet.


“Does that mean you dreamt this when you were little too and are just now remembering it? Or that you dreamt it recently and are just now remembering it?”


Samantha paused. “I’m not sure.” For a moment it looked like not knowing was going to bother her, but then she visibly shook it off and relaxed again.


Surprised and more than a little relieved, Jane took stock of her friend. This was the first time that Samantha had mentioned her dreams without being so anxiety-ridden that it was palpable. If not full understanding, maybe this was at least the beginning of acceptance.


Jane admitted, “I did have a discussion like that with my parents at that age. Well, they talked and I listened. You know that Kyle and Chloe are about a year older than I am, right?”


“I figured, since they’re a grade higher and all.”


“When it was time for them to start school, my parents decided they weren’t quite ready. Chloe flatly refused to take orders from anyone but them, and Kyle was having major trouble with his letters and numbers, all of it.”


Samantha made a short grunting sound. “You’re clearly the pick of the litter.”


Jane’s cheeks hurt from smiling. “You do realize that when compared to Chloe and Kyle today, nobody else would consider me that?”


Samantha looked truly astonished. “Whaddya mean?”


“Never mind.” Jane decided then and there that Samantha was a treasure, and she was definitely keeping her. Besides, Sam had on her glasses again, and that always made Jane’s blood run a little hotter. “Anyway, since they weren’t ready to start school, my folks held them back a year. Then the next year, when I was supposed to start, my parents didn’t want us all three in the same grade. They thought it would be bad for Chloe and Kyle’s development to have their little sister in their class. So my parents decided to start me the next year.”


Unable to hold back a scandalized expression, Samantha asked, “Did you need to be held back? On your own, I mean?”


“Not at all.”


Jane glanced out at the churning water and gave her fishing line a needless tug. She could remember the discussion with her parents like it was yesterday. They’d patted her on the head and tried to bribe her by explaining that she’d have more playtime. But all that served to do was cement in her mind that they didn’t understand her at all. “I wasn’t exactly happy about it.”


Samantha’s eyebrows pulled together. “I’m sorry, Jane. I didn’t mean to bring up something upsetting.”


Jane shook her head. “I’m not upset. They had a point, I guess. It’s not like there aren’t interesting people in my class.” She gave a little wink. “And everything isn’t always about me, right?”


“But sometimes it needs to be about you,” Samantha insisted. “Just because they’re the squeaky wheels doesn’t mean you don’t need your own grease.”


Jane absorbed Samantha’s protectiveness like a dry wad of cotton. “You’re right,” she admitted. “Sometimes, I do. But it wasn’t a bad lesson to learn that you aren’t the center of the universe.” She poked Samantha’s foot with her own. “What about you? Tell me some sage wisdom you got from your family.”


“Oh, that’s easy. From Pops I learned that breakfast is the most important drink of the day.”


“Samantha,” Jane admonished, hoping to guide them out of such choppy waters. “I’m being serious.”


“Okay, okay.” Samantha’s jaw worked a few times, and she lowered her voice to a more reverent tone. “Don’t mistake kindness for weakness.”


Jane hummed her approval. “That’s nice. And sort of badass. Who said it?”


“My yaya said it to my father once. I was supposed to be in bed already, but I snuck down the hall to listen to them talking in the living room. Pops was being his typical dickhead self, and she wanted him to know that he could only push her so far.”


“The last person I’d consider weak is Leola Christos!” If she tried, Jane could still feel the strong but soft arms envelop her in a fierce hug that rivaled her granddaughter’s. It had been the most wonderful combination of velvet over iron.


Samantha lifted a sassy eyebrow. “I think the incident with the shovel probably convinced Pops of that once and for all.”


The girls shared small smiles. Just then, Jane’s fishing pole sprang to life with a few minor tugs and one sharp one that bent the rod nearly in half. Jane jumped to her feet in a panic. She never thought she’d actually catch a fish. She was here to spend time with Samantha. And if that meant holding a fishing rod…“Oh! Oh! What do I do?”


Samantha began furiously reeling in her own line. “Jerk back hard on the tip of the rod, then start reeling.”


Jane looked at her blankly.


“Turn the spinny thing!”


Jane obeyed, startled at the instant resistance on the line. “Oh my God! I have a fish! I have a fish!” She was almost too excited to remember to reel it in.


“Keep going!” Samantha threw her head back and laughed. Giving up on reeling in her own line, she wedged her pole between two rocks and jumped down onto the sand. Fearlessly, she waded almost up to her waist, directly into the surf, and ran her hand down Jane’s fishing line as she went.


“Where are you going?” Jane watched in amazement as her pole danced in her hands, and Samantha walked out into the ocean past the point where Jane felt comfortable.


“To get your fish,” Samantha called over the waves.


“But why—”


“Keep the tip of your rod pointed up! Keep reeling!”


“Crap.” Jane quickly adjusted her rod position and continued to reel. “But-but…You forgot your net!”


In answer, Samantha followed Jane’s line into the water with her hands and came back up with a large, flapping fish.


Jane had to blink a few times to make sure she was seeing right.


“Nice one!” Samantha gushed. “It’s a blackfish. I can’t believe you caught one in the surf. They usually like jetties better.” She began to slosh her way back toward the shore as the creature in her arms thrashed relentlessly.


Unable to contain her enthusiasm, Jane set down her fishing pole and carefully picked her way around a couple boulders before venturing onto the sand. Then she got a better look at what Samantha was holding. “What the—? It’s so ugly!”


The fish had dark green, not quite black skin with white splotches and an enormous head. Its belly was pale and led up to a relatively small mouth ringed with bulbous, rubbery lips.


“Yup.” Samantha sniggered. “This is at least eight pounds of tasty ugly. Wait ’til I show you its scraggly teeth.”


Jane’s feet froze. Surely she’d misheard. “You’re joking.”


Samantha’s eyes took on an impish glint. Gingerly, and using the hook as an aid, she pried open the fish’s mouth to display teeth that looked almost human and included molars. “I don’t think so.”


Jane began backing away from the hideous fish. “I-I-I—Throw him back!”


“Huh? He’s a keeper.” The fish twisted and slipped in Samantha’s grasp as she removed the hook with practiced hands.


Jane extended stiff arms straight out in front of her. “Keep that slimy thing and its disgusting teeth away from me!”


Samantha faux-pouted. “Aww…You’re hurting his feelings.” She began to advance on Jane, fish held out in front of her like a mucus-covered weapon. “He can’t help it if he’s ugly. You’ll feel differently about him with lemon and tartar sauce.”


“Keep away!” Jane squawked, laughing. She ran, sidestepping the odd rock, and Samantha merrily followed.


Samantha made a loud smacking noise. “C’mon, give us a nice smooch. You know you wanna.”


“You, yes.” Jane continued to back away, water rushing into her shoes, hands held up to ward off Samantha, ready to bolt if necessary. “But keep that thing away from me.” The thought of cold, slimy fish lips made her shiver. “My mouth isn’t getting anywhere near his!”


Samantha stopped dead in her tracks, her eyes suddenly intent. “You want to kiss me?”


Jane’s heart thundered in her ears as she replayed her words. Caught, she didn’t trust her voice, so she did the only thing she could. She slowly nodded.


Samantha cocked her head to the side, her eyes slightly narrowed. “But not with this fish in my hands?”


Another nod.


“Deal.” In a quick move, Samantha threw the fish back into the water and bolted for Jane. On the way, she bent and ran her hands through the water, then wiped them on her shorts before sweeping Jane into her arms.


It all happened so fast Jane barely had time to blink.


Cold water rushed up to Jane’s knees and her feet sank deeper into the sand. The tide tried its best to tug her away, but she was held firmly by Samantha’s long arms. Grounded.


Samantha snatched their bodies closer so that warm bellies were pressed tightly together. Jane felt a tremor start in her chest and travel all the way to her toes and heard Samantha’s quick uneven breathing at the very same time. The pull of the water almost caused them to separate and stumble but a swift shuffle of feet amid nervous laughter kept them upright.


Then, along with the tide, the rest of the world seemed to drift away, and it was just the two of them.


Jane’s head swam and a jolt of heat shot through her veins with the potency of a drug. Her heart thumped wildly. A soft hand that shook ever so slightly came to rest on her cheek and with gentle pressure tilted her chin upward to meet smooth lips in a kiss so tender, so soft but sure, it was almost impossible not to swoon.


The brush of lips was barely there at first, then as solid and real as anything Jane had ever felt. Her toes curled in her sneakers, and her soft moan was echoed by Samantha.


Panting, rosy-cheeked and elated, they ended the kiss reluctantly, foreheads still pressed together. Samantha’s breath tickled Jane’s mouth and another hit of heat assailed her, rocking Jane to the core.


Jane backed up a half a step and looked away, but the move was born more out of habit when she wanted to collect her thoughts than it was out of real awkwardness or shyness. She didn’t feel embarrassed. This felt right.


Samantha reached out to her and grazed her arm. “Hey.” The gentle touch and flash of white from Samantha’s megawatt smile unerringly attracted Jane’s gaze. “Wow.”


Jane’s own smile came unbidden. “Hey.” Jane’s mind scrambled for a bigger, more suitable reply than ‘wow.’ But she’d been upended by a kiss. She drew in a big breath to answer, but before she could utter a sound, an enormous wall of water crashed into them, swamping them completely and sending them tumbling up the beach like pieces of driftwood in the surf.


“Pah. Phfft. Wha—” It took a few seconds for Jane to realize that she was now on all fours, forehead pressed into the scratchy sand, choking on salty seawater. From the corner of her eye, she spied Samantha flat on her back a few feet away, chest heaving.


Amused but disorientated, Jane closed her eyes and hacked a few times before she felt Samantha’s hand running up her back and then smacking her between the shoulder blades.


“Are you…Are you okay?” Samantha wheezed. When Jane nodded, Samantha wiped the sand from her mouth and winced at what looked like road rash on her forearm.


“I’m so sorry, Jane. The waves…sometimes a big one is just lurking. I should have warned you.” Samantha’s glasses hung precariously off one ear, teetering there like a poorly placed Christmas decoration poised to fall.


Jane nodded and coughed again as she spat out the last remnants of ocean water along with a small gritty hunk of seaweed that left a slightly fishy aftertaste in her mouth. With a grimace, she ran her tongue against her teeth. “It’s okay.”


Samantha raggedly exhaled, but her body remained rigid with guilt, as though somehow something as inevitable as the rush of the tide had been her fault entirely.


Jane’s gaze softened with affection. “You don’t need to look like all the joy has gone out of the world, Samantha. I’m fine.”


This time, Samantha’s shoulders sagged with relief.


Jane’s eyes stung from the saltwater, and she was soaked to the bone. Sand had somehow gotten to third base without even asking her on a date, and one of her knees was scraped. Despite the morning sun, she was only seconds away from her teeth chattering. But when Samantha’s face burst into a warm, lopsided grin, she felt like she was soaring above the clouds. She couldn’t contain her smile. “How about you? Are you okay?”


Nodding, Samantha plopped down beside her. With a sigh, she plucked her glasses from her ear. Miraculously, they weren’t broken, but when she put them back on, they sat so crookedly and were so smudged with water and sand that she snatched them off again in disgust.


Jane laughed.


Samantha tented her knees and rested her forearms on them, wrists dangling. “I’m not seeing double anymore, and we missed crashin’ into the rocks. So that’s a good thing.” Then her gaze zeroed in on Jane’s lips, and her expression melted into something part wolfish, part stunned.


Jane was certain Samantha was reliving their kiss. Good! Her mind cheered. She wanted to make an indelible impression.


Suddenly realizing she was still on hands and knees, Jane eased down onto the sand and extended her legs. It wasn’t like she could get any dirtier or soggier. She trained her eyes on the mutinous surf, and the next time it crawled up the sand, it only nipped at the tips of her sodden sneakers. “You think that fish you threw back is out there laughing at us?” A chunk of wet sand dripped down from her ear onto her shoulder, creating a tiny spire.


Samantha flicked it off Jane’s shirt, eyes twinkling. “Wouldn’t you be?”


When their gazes met, both girls burst out laughing. Their next kiss was a collision of chilly lips and teeth from smiles that couldn’t be contained, their joy bubbling to the surface unbidden. When they broke apart again, Jane nuzzled Samantha’s nose, her body humming like a live wire capable of chasing away any chill.


“Sam?”


“Yeah?”


Jane’s brain short-circuited among kisses that were hot and soft and slowly devouring. She sighed happily and leaned into the warm fingertips caressing her cheeks and chin. “Wow right back at you.”




Chapter Fifteen


A week after her and Jane’s disastrous, delightful fishing trip, Samantha closed the cash register at her family’s shop and began bagging two sacks full of candy, postcards, and several umbrellas emblazoned with black cats on the handles. Her mind barely registered the bell above the shop door signaling another customer.


“Just in case, these will be perfect for tonight’s late walking tour,” Samantha assured the woman as she handed over the bags. Light clouds had just begun to mar the perfect blue sky, and the evening promised rain. “Enjoy the rest of your day in Locklow.” Her stomach growled and she grinned sheepishly. “And if you’re like me and haven’t had lunch yet, Mackelroy’s Fish Hut serves the best lobster rolls in town.”


“Thanks,” the woman said cheerfully and stepped aside for the next customer.


Samantha reached for a new box of plastic sacks beneath the counter.


“I’ll never get used to you with all that eye makeup on. Ya look like a hooker.”


Samantha’s head snapped up. “Pops? What are you doing here?” She half-glanced behind her. Her grandmother would be finished with the psychic reading she was doing at any moment. He couldn’t be here when Leola emerged. She wouldn’t allow it.


Jeremy smiled unrepentantly and held out his arms, palms up. “Is that any way to greet your old man? Don’t look so shocked. I told ya I’d come by more this summer.”


Samantha’s face turned to stone, and she lowered her voice despite the fact that they were alone in the front half of the shop. She couldn’t believe he had the nerve to show up here. “I could greet you with the cops, like you deserve.”


Jeremy’s lips thinned at the threat. “I was drunk, Samantha. I don’t even remember what I did or said.” There was no apology or regret in his words. Just cold facts.


“The problem is, I remember,” she hissed. Her stomach gurgled again, this time sourly.


Jeremy raised heavy eyebrows bifurcated by an old white scar. “Leola not keepin’ you fed?” Before Samantha could defend her grandmother, he bulldozed ahead. “Let’s go to Mackelroy’s like you told that stupid tourist.”


Her jaw worked. “I can’t afford to eat there.”


“My treat.”


Samantha blinked. She never in a million years thought she’d hear her father say those words. “You can’t afford to eat there either.”


“Shows what you know, little girl.” He flashed her a familiar smirk. “I took care of some business last weekend. I’m flush at the moment.”


“Business” never meant his day job, driving his gypsy cab. But it could be anything from keeping an eye on some thug’s cheating wife, to playing lookout for a Southie fight club ring, to providing a little extra muscle for neighborhood debt collection. He didn’t offer any additional explanation for the change in his circumstances, and Samantha knew better than to ask. It didn’t matter. No matter how much it was, the money would be gone in a matter of days anyway.


Jeremy’s finances blew as hot and cold as the wind. Though they did strongly favor the frigid.


She eyed him with open contempt. Despite the recent trouble he’d caused, he looked better than she’d seen him in recent memory. His perpetual stubble had been shaved away, and his normally disheveled hair had been stylishly cut. For the first time, she noticed that silver had sprouted along his temples.


He smelled like Old Spice soap, and Samantha hated that she found the scent endearing. His clothes, a stiff pair of old-school blue jeans and a gray T-shirt whose sleeves had been cuffed several times over his substantial biceps, reminded her again that she’d gotten her slender build from her mother.


He’d always looked a bit shorter than six feet because of his bulldoggish physique. And for a second, Samantha was astonished that he hadn’t plowed right through her grandparents’ front door when he’d nearly pounded it off the hinges.


“Good for you. Now go home, Pops. I don’t want you upsetting Yaya.”


“I’m here to take you to lunch.”


Samantha rose to her full height and looked him straight in the eye. She didn’t want to feel it, but it was there, brewing in the background: Fear. “No.”


The color rose in Jeremy’s cheeks. “What did you say to me?”


Just then Leola emerged from the back of the shop as she briskly escorted one of her regular clients out the door of the séance room with a sunny, “See you next month.”


Obviously recognizing the thick tension in the air, the man scurried past Samantha and Jeremy.


Leola moved alongside Samantha and rested her hand against her granddaughter’s lower back. She gave a gentle pat for support, and after a few deep breaths, Samantha leaned into the touch and began to relax.


“Leola,” Jeremy greeted stiffly. He glanced away from Leola’s penetrating, dark eyes. “My condolences.”


“What—?” Then Samantha remembered. Today was her mother’s birthday. She sighed. So that’s why Jeremy was back in town. “Oh.”


“Thank you.” Leola inclined her head, her clunky jewelry jangling with the motion. She had her headscarf on today and a silver broach of a half-moon that fit her mysterious fortune-teller persona to a tee. She focused on Samantha. “Is everything all right, moro mou?” she murmured as she stood on her tiptoes to give Samantha a light peck on the cheek.


Jeremy rolled his eyes at Samantha. “You’re a little old to be called someone’s baby, aren’t ya?”


Anger and embarrassment flashed hot inside Samantha. “Why do you have to keep coming back? Why can’t you just leave us alone? How is it you even have the nerve to show up here?”


For a moment, father and daughter could only stare at each other. Samantha wondered what he saw when he looked at her. They were not even intimate strangers. “You’re my daughter. I’m goin’ nowhere!”


Leola took Samantha’s hand and squeezed. “Shh…Everyone calm down. Everything is fine.”


She gave Samantha a meaningful look, and Samantha squeezed her hand back. She knew better than to antagonize Jeremy.


“I’m here to take Samantha to lunch,” Jeremy said flatly, daring Leola to complain. “After lunch, we’ll go to the graveyard and pay our respects to her mother.”


Samantha was certain she had somehow entered a parallel universe without knowing it. “Respects? You’re going to pay your respects?”


Jeremy’s eyes blazed. “I go every time I’m in town, little girl.”


Leola shook her head. “Not possible. Samantha’s working today, and we already went to the cemetery this morning.”


Even though Leola’s ability to lie so smoothly was a little startling, Samantha held back a self-satisfied smile. They hadn’t even discussed visiting her mother’s grave today, and the only reason she hadn’t eaten lunch yet was that she was going off the clock soon and would have the rest of the afternoon off until she had to work again for this evening’s walking tour. But Jeremy didn’t need to know that.


“She has to eat,” Jeremy persisted. “I have a right to see her, Leola. You can’t keep me from her.”


Samantha didn’t know what to make of her father’s sudden interest in her. He’d never especially cared about spending time together before, and they’d never gone to the cemetery together. Her stomach clenched uncomfortably. This was about more than her mother’s birthday. Something else was up.


Why couldn’t her magic dreams help her with him?


“And you’ll be buying her something to eat?” Leola clarified, skeptical.


“Yaya!” Samantha couldn’t believe her ears. She didn’t want anything to do with her father.


Jeremy couldn’t quite smother his sneer. “Ayuh. I said it, didn’t I?”


Leola covertly worried at a large faux-ruby ring on her middle finger. “She has to be back in forty-five minutes.”


“Whatever. We’re leaving in one minute.” Without another word, Jeremy stomped outside, his leather boots creaking as he strode out.


When the bell above the door confirmed that he was gone, Samantha whirled on her grandmother. “What the hell, Yaya?”


“Language!”


“Fine. Sorry.” Samantha blew out a disgusted breath. “But why would you want me to go with him?”


“Oh, honey, it’s not what I want! You know that. But he’s your father and he still has a right to see you whether we like it or not. Until you’re eighteen, when—”


“When I can never see him again.” Samantha closed her eyes and sighed wistfully, wishing she could speed up the clock. “Fifteen months and twenty-two days.”


Leola cracked a grin and glanced at the clock on the wall. “And twenty-one hours. Not that we’re keeping track.”


“No.” Samantha did her best to smile. “Not at all.”


Leola cocked her head to one side and gazed sympathetically up at her granddaughter. “Will you be okay?”


Samantha squared her shoulders. “I will. After I order a lobster roll the size of my head and send Pops packin’.” She didn’t feel okay. She felt shaky and furious. But maybe if she played the part convincingly enough—accepting, secure, forgiving—she’d start to believe it herself.


Leola gave Samantha a gentle shove toward the door. “You’re stronger than you think. Text me when he’s gone so I’ll know you’re okay.”


Samantha heard far-off thunder as she began to pad across the shop. She couldn’t stand the thought of Pappous waking up from his nap and walking all the way back into town to stand in the pouring rain. “I’ll be back in time to give the early tour. And since I’ll already be wet anyway, I’ll take the late one too. You and Pappous stay in tonight and have a nice evening.”


Leola started to protest but stopped herself at Samantha’s determined look. She smiled proudly and Samantha could feel the love. And that’s what she focused on as she and her father walked the five minutes to Mackelroy’s.


It wasn’t until Jeremy was opening the door and ushering Samantha inside the restaurant that her stomach dropped to her knees for the second time that day. Please, God, she prayed. Don’t let Jane be working this shift.


The lunch crowd had mostly cleared out, but the restaurant still had a few lingering customers enjoying coffee and berry cobbler. Samantha and her father were given menus and seated in front of one of the large bay windows that overlooked the docks. Samantha wanted to relax and enjoy the heavenly scent of fish, garlic and Old Bay Seasoning. But she couldn’t.


Jeremy set his menu down on the table and narrowed his eyes at his daughter. “Do you owe Patrick Mackelroy money or somethin’?”


“Huh?” Samantha set her menu down. She already knew what she was ordering. It also happened to be the quickest thing to prepare on the entire menu.


“Do you owe him or his cronies money? Ya look like you’re avoiding somethin’, and if you sink any lower in the booth you’ll be under the table.” He snapped his fingers as though just remembering something. “Doesn’t he have a weekly game goin’ somewhere?”


“Jesus. Do you really think teenage girls play cards with a bunch of old guys?”


Jeremy snorted. “Stay away from men and cards. You didn’t inherit my poker face, and yours is for shit.” He paused. “You sure you didn’t learn that the hard way?”


Samantha wondered if she could feign illness. “I’m sure.”


Jeremy looked doubtful. “Then what is it?”


When Jane walked up to their table, Samantha’s breath caught in her throat and her chest tightened. Shit.


“Welcome to Mackelroy’s Fish Hut. My name is Jane and I’ll be your server today.” She set down two tall glasses of ice water and straws.


Samantha’s face suddenly felt so hot she thought her head might burst into flames like the tip of a match.


Jane offered the pair a friendly, neutral smile. Only her eyes, and only because Samantha knew to look, showed a flicker of distress at Jeremy’s presence.


Apparently, Jane was the one with the poker face.


“We haven’t had a chance to look at the menu, sweetheart,” Jeremy said. “Can you come back in a few? And—”


“No!” Samantha fought the urge to clamp her hand over her mouth after her outburst. She lowered her voice when a few patrons from across the restaurant turned her way. “I mean, the waitress doesn’t need to come back. I know what I want. A lobster roll and a Coke. You want the same too, right, Pops? It’s the best. Besides, I gotta get back to the shop soon.”


Jeremy’s face turned sour. For a moment it looked as though he might protest, but instead he released a deep grunt. “Fine. Two of the same but add some fries and hush puppies.”


With a nod, Jane quickly scribbled down the order and headed for the kitchen, but not without a worried glance back.


Jeremy didn’t notice. He was too busy watching Jane’s ass as she walked away. He made a light clucking sound. “Where were girls like that when I was in high school, eh?”


Avoiding you. Samantha’s blood pressure jumped another notch. “So Pops,” she ground out between clenched teeth, trying not to notice the leer still plastered on his face. Surely if she stabbed him in the neck she could find a way to get away with it. “Why are you really here?”


Jeremy tore his eyes off Jane. He smiled and scratched his jaw. “Straight to the point, huh, kid?”


Samantha just waited, trying not to shred the napkin she was twisting in her lap.


“I’m moving back to Locklow.”


It felt like all the oxygen had just been sucked out of the room, and Samantha’s pulse boomed in her ears. “What? You are not!”


“I knew you’d be happy for me.”


Samantha blinked owlishly, uncertain whether that was sarcasm or cluelessness. “Bu…but you hate it here. Why would you want to spend more time someplace you hate?” Scenes of the havoc he could, he had, wrought on their lives cascaded inside her head, one after the other, like clips of a horror movie.


He turned his palms toward the sky. “I feel like I need a fresh start. I’ve been sayin’ this town needs a taxi service for years. Might as well be me who does it.”


She leaned forward a little, and the worn leather bench seat creaked under her shifting weight. “This isn’t Boston. You’d have to get a real business permit and pay taxes and everything. Besides, this wouldn’t be a fresh start. You left this place a long time ago.”


Her father fiddled with his straw as he spoke. “Boston…isn’t an option for me at the moment.”


Samantha quickly translated. He needed to lay low. God only knew what sort trouble he’d gotten into back in Boston. “Cops or lowlifes?”


Jeremy’s expression cooled ten degrees. “What difference does it make?”


But she knew exactly why he was being so cagey. If it was the cops, Samantha might just turn him in herself. A month ago, she wouldn’t have considered such a thing. But now…“What about Tanya?”


Jeremy slammed his elbows on the table, rattling the silverware, his eyes glinting with sudden anger. “How do you know about her? You been spyin’ me?”


“What?” Samantha swallowed hard. “Of course not! You mentioned her last time you were here.”


Jeremy seemed to relax a little. “Oh.” He waved one hand in a dismissive motion. “We aren’t together anymore. So good riddance to bad trash. I just need a place to stay is all.” He looked at Samantha expectantly.


He couldn’t mean…“So?”


“So I wanna crash with you. Just for a few days. Maybe less. When I said I was flush, that might have been a slight exaggeration.”


Samantha gaped while Jeremy placidly looked on. Then it hit her. It wasn’t just that he didn’t care about anyone’s feelings but his own. He really, truly didn’t see anything wrong with his request. “Are you crazy? After what you pulled the last time you were here? Pappous just repainted the front door yesterday! And Yaya spent money we didn’t have on a new, better deadbolt.”


She didn’t mention that Pappous had worked an entire Sunday afternoon installing another set of locks on her bedroom door. The only ones on any internal door in the house.


“Samantha…”


“How can you expect to stay someplace you threatened to burn down?”


He gripped the edge of the table in obvious annoyance. “Since when are you a drama queen? I had a few drinks and lost my temper. So what? Nothin’ actually happened.”


“Only because Yaya made sure of it! You took things too far this time, Pops. No amount of badgering or pleading will get you inside that house. Ever. Boston is your home.”


What she didn’t say rang out between them as clearly as if she’d screamed it in his face: Even if she or her grandparents actually had two nickels to rub together, they wouldn’t share them with him. She would make sure of it.


“So that’s how it is?” A thin, throbbing vein appeared in the center of Jeremy’s forehead. He wiped dots of sweat from his hairline with a closed fist. “Family takes care of each other!”


Samantha couldn’t help herself. “Are you shitting me?”


Angrily, he drew his head back in disbelief. “You would turn away your own father? I taught you—”


“The only thing you ever taught me was that I needed to protect myself.”


He threw his hands up in the air. “Well, yah, there’s nothing wrong—”


“From you.”


For a few seconds, there were no more words. Samantha and her father glared at each other across the table, both flushed, two sets of nostrils flaring, the small space between them was as wide and as dangerous as the sea.


Then something inside Jeremy snapped, his mouth twisted into a snarl and he shot to his feet. “You ungrateful little bitch.” He reached out and yanked Samantha up by her wrist, his meaty fingers tightening like bands of iron, so fast and strong that Samantha let out a surprised, pained yelp.


On the way up, she had knocked over her glass of water, and a small flood of icy liquid drenched Jeremy’s thighs.


“Christ!” Jeremy swiped at the front of his jeans. “Idiot!”


“Is there a problem here?” Patrick Mackelroy materialized at their table, a gleaming police-issue baton from his days on the force in Boston clutched expertly in one hand. Well into his sixties, and with a belly that extended a few inches over his belt, he still cut an imposing figure as he towered over Jeremy.


Jane stood right behind Mackelroy, fiery blue-gray eyes flashing as she shifted from one foot to the other. She looked as though she was just barely keeping herself from jumping into the fray.


A hush came over the restaurant, as quiet as a grave.


“Not that it’s any of your business.” Jeremy reluctantly peeled his fingers off Samantha’s wrist, his eyes never leaving Patrick’s baton. “But there’s no problem here. Isn’t that right, Samantha?”


Patrick looked to Samantha for an answer. She shook out her tingling fingers and cradled her wrist to her stomach. An angry red handprint was already blooming across her olive skin. “I’m-I’m okay.”


Jane narrowed her eyes at the quiver in Samantha’s voice.


Patrick gave Samantha a solemn, understanding nod. “I see,” he said evenly. He turned back to Jeremy. “I thought you might appreciate your sandwich boxed up to go. It’s up by the register, where my son Liam and his friend Veronica will cash you out.”


At the register, Liam, a younger and bearded version of his father, stood stone-faced in his stained kitchen whites. A scarred Louisville Slugger with the name Veronica written in bold black ink was now prominently propped up against the table next to him.


Jeremy pointed angrily at his daughter. “We’re not finished.”


Samantha just stood there in shock.


Fists clenched at his sides, Jeremy stormed past the cash register, daring Liam to stop him by the set of his jaw and hate-filled glower. He ran into a man entering the restaurant with his wife in tow. “Watch it, buddy!”


When Liam glanced at Patrick in question, the older man waved him off. Apparently, they weren’t interested in starting a brawl over two sandwiches. Or maybe they were just taking pity on Samantha. Neither man looked particularly averse to a good fight.


Samantha sank into the booth and pinched the bridge of her nose. A headache blossomed behind her eyes. What was she going to do? Jeremy couldn’t move back to Locklow. There would be no end to the trouble he’d cause.


But first things first. She’d just been stuck with a fifty-dollar lunch bill. “I-I’m really sorry, Mr. Mackelroy.” She rested her hand on the front pocket of her black work slacks. “I only have like ten bucks on me. But I can come back with the money. I promise.” She’d spent last week’s tips refilling one of Pappous’s blood pressure prescriptions. Maybe if she pawned her—


“Don’t worry about that,” Patrick instructed her kindly.


Shame washed over Samantha. “You-you don’t have to do that.”


Patrick’s face softened and his gap-toothed smile seemed genuine. He smacked his open palm with the baton a few times. “Doesn’t hurt to get my blood pumping every now and again. And a couple of lunches is still cheaper than joining a gym.”


He motioned to Jane with his thumb. “You’ve got a good friend in this one. She’s been watching your table like a hawk since you came in.”


The girls exchanged watery, knowing glances.


Patrick tugged down the crisp white bar cloth that was draped over his shoulder and slapped it on the table. He made quick work of the spilled water. “Take a break for a few minutes, Jane, while I box up that second lunch.”


Jane nodded gratefully. “Thank you.” She waited until they were alone at the table before she sat down alongside Samantha and reached out for her wrist. She held it as gently as she would a delicate butterfly. “You okay?” she whispered, her eyes glossy.


A lump rose in Samantha’s throat. Her father had yelled and threatened but never touched her in anger before. “My wrist?”


With a frown, Jane examined the body part in question. Her wavy red ponytail shifted over her shoulder. “Your everything.”


Samantha was certain her wrist was only bruised and would be fine. It felt more like she’d been punched in the gut anyway. “Not really.” Her jaw worked silently. “My asshole father wants to move to town.”


Jane nodded sympathetically but didn’t immediately complain.


Samantha was surprised by the lack of a negative reaction. She knew for a fact that Jane was scared to death of her father. She’d told her so. “I’m sorry you had to get Patrick and come to my rescue.”


“Samantha…”


Samantha had gladly taken on the role of Jane’s vigilant protector, convinced that her stalker was merely lying in wait and not gone, but now that the shoe was on the other foot, it felt painfully awkward. “And I’m sorry he wanted to come here for lunch. I tried to talk him out of it on the way over, but he wouldn’t budge. I wanted to keep him away from you.”


“You don’t need to be sorry, because nothing here is your fault.” Concern threaded with anger, colored Jane’s soft voice. “I’m just sorry that you needed rescuing from your own father.”


Samantha’s chest felt like it was caving in on itself. She almost protested Jane’s words, not wanting them to be true. But finally, she closed her eyes and nodded weakly. “Me too.”


“What can I do, Sam?” Jane brushed cool fingertips lightly over the bruised flesh. “Anything. Just name it.”


Samantha’s eyebrows lifted in hope. She desperately needed a hug but wondered, when push came to shove, how much Blackwell family drama Jane would really put up with. Not to mention that while they weren’t exactly standing in the middle of the town square, Mackelroy’s was a far cry from private. They were already sitting together. That should be enough, right? “I-I…Call me tonight? Please?”


“Of course.” Jane examined Samantha closely then leaned forward until her breath brushed hot against Samantha’s ear and caused the tiny hairs inside to stand at attention.


Samantha froze, confused but delighted by the closeness.


“Sam?”


“Yeah?”


“It’s okay to ask for what you need.” Then, without a second’s hesitation, Jane wrapped her arms around Samantha and pulled her close enough that it was hard to distinguish where she left off and Jane began.


Samantha exhaled unevenly and marveled at Jane’s tender brand of boldness. The simple hug threatened to unravel her. It sent sunshine shining straight into the heart of so many of her fears that they skittered away like cowardly ghosts desperately seeking the shadows.


Greedily, Samantha pressed into the embrace and buried her nose against the silky skin of Jane’s neck. She thrilled at the scent of Jane herself, and the thrumming of Jane’s lifeblood at the edges of sensitive lips. An overwhelming sense of peace enveloped her…but there was something else there too. Something more. Something that made her want to laugh and cry at the same time.


With a quiet whimper, Samantha laced her fingers together behind Jane’s back, holding her in place, not wanting to let go. She sank into Jane’s warmth and strength and helplessly chased after the blissful, unfamiliar feeling, even when it felt as though she was trying to grasp a puff of smoke.


As if sensing her internal struggle, Jane somehow tugged Samantha even closer and whispered calming words that made her melt and shiver. When Jane pressed her lips into Samantha’s hair, that mysterious, unnamed feeling inside Samantha filled her completely, expanding her heart and lungs without her needing to inhale. It took on shape and form and solidified into something achingly real.


This, a voice deep inside Samantha whispered, is love.


* * *


Samantha sat at her kitchen table staring off into space. It had been less than an hour since she’d left Jane at Mackelroy’s to finish her shift. Worry was making her skin itch. Normally she would think that Jeremy had just come up with a story about wanting to move back to Locklow as a means to weasel some money from her grandparents. Same old, same old. But something was different about things this time. He was serious.


Her head snapped sideways at the sound of knocking on her front door. Moodily, she decided to ignore it. If it was her dad, he could go to hell. She never intended on being home for him ever again.


Then a familiar voice forced a tiny smile to come out of hiding. “Keep your shirt on,” she muttered as she unlocked the front door. Its mechanism was heavier than the one Jeremy had damaged and didn’t squeak when it slid in and out of place. “’Sup, Sulls?”


“Hey,” Sully greeted warily. He peered inside the house behind Samantha and then looked at her sympathetically. “How are…things?”


“You don’t have to keep looking behind me. Jeremy’s not here. I’m alone.” Samantha scowled. Jane was sweet to worry about her, but she didn’t need a damned babysitter. “She called you, didn’t she? And asked you to come over?”


Sully rubbed the back of his neck and shifted the old newspaper delivery bag that was slung over one shoulder. When he’d quit delivering the paper years before, he’d never bothered giving it back. “Maybe.”


Troubled eyes rolled. “I’m fine, but you might as well come in since you walked over.” She stepped aside and Sully entered with an audible sigh of relief.


Respectfully, he stayed put on the doormat and waited for Samantha to hand him a towel that Yaya kept by the door for rainy days. He brushed it over his head to dry his hair, then wiped off his damp arms and shoes. “Don’t be mad at Jane. Your bae’s just worried about you. I am too.”


“My bae?” Samantha scoffed. “Seriously?”


Sully’s eyebrows lifted in disbelief. “You sayin’ she’s not? Cuz that’s news to me.”


She didn’t bother to answer that. They both knew how she felt. “I didn’t know Jane even had your number.”


“You don’t need to know everything about me. Hey!” He quickly darted out of the way of her swinging fist and successfully saved his shoulder. “Fine. We exchanged numbers a while ago. She gave me her new one earlier this week. When she dumps your grumpy ass, I plan on using her number to make my move.”


The teasing jab caused an unexpected pang beneath Samantha’s breastbone, but not because she thought Sully would ever intentionally hurt her. “When she dumps me?” Was it so obvious that would happen?


Sully’s smile faded at the somber look on his best friend’s face. “Man, I was just kiddin’.” He held his arms out wide in apology. “For real, Sam. C’mon.”


Samantha squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. She needed to get herself together. Every second she felt like her world was about to fall apart was a second lost to her father. “Yeah, I know.”


“You’re really not okay, are you?” He handed back the towel and Samantha motioned for him to follow her. There was never a question of whether he would.


The small cottage felt stuffy and oppressive. The rain had stopped momentarily, and Samantha wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to be in the fresh, salt-tinged air so they headed out onto her much-loved deck and she dragged in a deep lungful. She spent more of her time out here than anywhere else. Well, here and the fishing spot where she’d taken Jane. She’d never liked being cooped up inside school or the shop. The ceilings felt too low, the air too thick, the light too artificial.


She used the towel to wipe off the remaining rain droplets from a couple of chairs, then gracelessly flopped down. It wasn’t even dinnertime time yet, and she still had several hours of work in front of her tonight. She still hadn’t eaten lunch. Her stomach was in too many knots to even think about it. Some summer days felt like they lasted a month. “Hungry?”


Sully perked up. “Yeah.”


“Lobster rolls in the fridge.”


“Yaas queen!” His eyes widened in reverence, but he tamped down his excitement with visible effort. He couldn’t, however, stop himself from licking his lips in anticipation like a hungry wolf. He was perpetually starving. “But in a sec.”


Samantha was impressed. She could practically hear him salivating. “So Jane told you about my dad showing up?”


Slowly, Sully nodded. “Yeah. I mean he shows up unannounced every once in a while, right? That’s just Jeremy. I know he’s your dad and all. But he’s a total dickbag.”


And for the first time since Jeremy had walked into her grandparents shop today, Samantha laughed. “That dickbag wants to move back to Locklow.”


Sully blanched and whistled through his teeth. “Damn.”


“Exactly.”


After that, the pair went quiet for a while. Samantha watched as Sully shifted uncomfortably in his chair. She knew he didn’t really know what to say to her. Knew that he felt awkward. But he was here. He always showed up. And she loved him for it.


“Sam,” he finally offered. “You want my dad and his brother Cormac to talk to your dad and get this all straightened out? They will, you know. No questions asked.”


“And by ‘talk’ you mean they’ll have the shit beaten outta Pops, drive him in the trunk of your dad’s car all the way back to Boston, and dump him in some smelly alley garbage bin, right?’”


“Or maybe on the side of the road. It’s not like it’s been decided or anything.”


The corner of her mouth quirked, and she propped her feet up on the deck railing. She exhaled slowly and tried to push away most of the worry and upset that was making her feel sick. Even if Jeremy did come back to Locklow to stay, with people like her grandparents, Sully, and Jane, she’d be okay. If she told herself that enough times, it was bound to sink in, wasn’t it? “We don’t need to do anything right now. But I reserve the right to change my mind about it.”


Sully nodded. “Done.” A serious expression on his face, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Did he hurt you? Physically, I mean.”


She’d never heard his voice so tentative, and he’d never asked her that obvious of a question before. Not even once. Her tongue felt heavy in her mouth and for a second she held back, as though sharing more might change their relationship forever.


“Tell me, Samantha,” he urged quietly. “Jane said you had an argument, but she wouldn’t gimme any more details. I could tell by her voice somethin’ else was up.”


Samantha shook her head. “He just grabbed my arm and yanked me to my feet. Then he started talkin’ crap like always. Patrick Mackelroy showed up right then with a police baton, and Jeremy took off with his tail between his legs.”


Sully’s olive-green gaze narrowed and his nostrils flared. The color ran high in his ruddy cheeks. “He grabbed you?”


Samantha looked at him. Really looked, for what felt like the first time in ages.


Though still a bit wiry, he’d put on weight this summer. The days of receiving his hand-me-down blue jeans would now be a thing of the past. His work at his father’s fishing equipment repair shop was paying dividends in the form of a thickening neck and shoulders and in lean corded muscles in arms that were just beginning to stretch the confines of his wrinkled T-shirt.


His hair, always worn super short, was longer than she’d ever seen it and wanted cutting. But at the same time it looked good. Different. Like he hadn’t sat for his mom in the garage while she shaved it with the same clippers they used on their dog. Even his voice was a little coarser.


The transformation had surely been gradual, but with her attention firmly on Jane and if she was being honest, on herself, when she finally looked outward, time seemed to surge forward all at once, making the changes feel painfully sudden. When had Sully gone from being just a guy to almost a man?


Sully reached for his face, his eyes crossing as his gaze followed his fingers. “Do I have a booger on me or somethin’?”


Samantha chuckled affectionately. Some things would never change. “Nope.”


“Are you hurt?”


“Leave it just for now, Sully. Please?” Subconsciously, Samantha rubbed her tender wrist.


Gravely, he nodded, his eyes studying her intently, like a puzzle he could never quite manage to put together. “If that’s what you want. Okay.”


“So what’s in the bag?” Samantha motioned to the sack at his feet, knowing he would allow the change of subjects.


He brightened quickly and flashed a confident grin. “It’s the time-tested, patented, Sullivan family get-happy supply kit!”


She blinked dazedly. “You brought me cigarettes, rubbers and whiskey?”


“No, stupid. We were out of whiskey.” He reached out and gently pinched her leg, earning a yelp. “I brought you beef jerky, Lemon Heads, a packet of Kool-Aid.”


Samantha’s eyes lit up. She hadn’t had Kool-Aid in years! “Grape?”


Sully looked offended that she even had to ask. He began rooting through the bag. “And my trusty, old-ass Wii,” he continued. “Time to kill some zombies!”


“Wow. ‘A’ for effort and execution.” Samantha could have lived without every one of those things, even though she was secretly looking forward to the Kool-Aid. But that was hardly the point. “You know you’re the best, right?”


He beamed under her praise. “I know. How are things going with Jane?”


“Fine.”


“That’s all I’m going to get?”


“Okay, I think I like her more than she likes me.”


“No way. I’ve seen the way she looks at you. Why do you say that?”


Samantha chewed the inside of her cheek. “’Cause I like her a lot.”


“How much is a lot?”


Samantha rolled her eyes at herself. “I want to buy her a kitten.”


Sully’s ears pricked. “That’s lesbian code for some sex thing, right?”


“No, Sully! I want to get her an actual kitten. We were talking about Oliver the other day, and she told me she wanted one. Maybe, after a while, and if her folks actually liked me enough, they’d let her have one.”


“What does that have to do with you likin’ her more?”


“You only get people pets when you’re in a relationship.”


“I see.” But it was clear that he didn’t.


“I’ll watch it when she goes to college. I don’t think you’re allowed to have a cat in the dorms or whatever.” She wrung her hands. “And she’ll come back a few times that semester to visit. Then she’ll meet somebody, a cooler college kid. But she’s so nice she probably won’t want to tell me at first. I’ll just go on for a while thinking things are fine, when they really aren’t. Then she’ll just slowly stop returning my calls. And I’ll be left in Locklow alone forever. Miserable. With nothing but a broken heart. And a cat.”


Sully blinked a few times. “I doubt your life is going to be the shittiest Taylor Swift song ever.”


“Aren’t they all shitty?”


“Point taken. Where will I be in this fantasy of doom?”


Samantha waved a hand dismissively. “You’ll probably knock up some girl senior year, she’ll have twins, and be working three jobs just to pay the diapers and baby stuff. I’ll never see you.”


“Our futures sound so great, I can hardly wait.”


They both laughed.


“What’s all that?” She gestured with her chin at several tattered catalogs and envelopes that were sticking out his bag.


“Some of your mail was delivered to my house again.” Sully lived on the same street as Samantha, but well into town and nearer to the docks. Their addresses, however, only had a single digit that was different, and the lenses on their mailman’s glasses were as thick as a slice of bread. And still apparently not thick enough to deliver mail to the right house on a consistent basis.


Sully’s eyes danced with sudden merriment. “There’s a mysterious envelope in there for you. My guess is that the school realized your last semester’s disgustingly good grades were all given in error, and you have to repeat sophomore year.”


“Bzzz! Try again.” She relaxed in the familiar atmosphere of affectionate camaraderie. “What else ya got?”


“Pappous’s Playboy subscription now comes in plain envelopes?”


Sully peeled the crumpled wet towel from his face. “Dammit, Samantha! I have very sensitive skin, you know.”


Samantha chuckled evilly as she grabbed the mail. She began to dig through it. “Ugh. Why won’t these AARP people believe that Yaya and Pappous don’t want a free glucose meter? They’re like bulldogs who think ancient people are juicy bones! Not everyone has diabetes. And here are more stupid catalogs for stuff we’ll never buy.” She made a face. “What even is a freakin’ Finger Hut?”


“Sounds nasty.”


She nodded and began tossing junk mail to the deck. “Coupons. Yeah, I want those.” She stopped at a plain manila envelope with her name and address typed on the outside. This had to be what Sully was talking about.


A trickle of unease settled deep in the pit of her stomach. There was no return address. She opened it slowly and then pulled out the contents as though they might bite her. “Oh, my God.” She began to curse virulently, the words exploding out of her like bullets from a machine gun.


Sully jumped up and moved alongside her. His mouth opened and stayed that way, and he gripped the back of Samantha’s chair so tightly Samantha could hear it moan under his hands. “What kind of fuckery is this?”


It was a stack of 3x5 photos of Jane printed on glossy paper. Samantha shifted slightly to the side and looked at each of the other photos before handing them to Sully, in case they were too private to share.


Jane working at Mackelroy’s, her hair worn up in a messy bun, laughing as she took a little girl’s food order.


Jane, in a mint-green sundress, standing in her driveway and bookended by Chloe and Kyle, eyes smiling and arms waving in the air as though she was making a point.


Jane in her car, stopped at an intersection, sunglasses perched high on her head, lower lip tucked crookedly between her teeth, looking deep in thought.


“Is that…?”


“Me? Yeah. Unless I have a twin I didn’t know about.” The next photo was of Jane and Samantha in Mackelroy’s parking lot, talking. Jane was gazing at Samantha as though they were the only two people in the world. Samantha was sure she wore the exact same lovesick grin that day. Well, as sure as she could be. Her face on the photo had her eyes and mouth scratched out.


Sully hissed, “Son of a bitch!”


As she flipped from photo to photo, Samantha’s temperature ratcheted higher and higher until her blood transitioned from liquid to flames. She felt a sliver of fear, but this time not only for Jane, but for herself as well. Not because she was concerned that she herself was in danger, but because of the deadly impulses swirling inside her. She didn’t want her to merely catch Jane’s stalker. She didn’t want him to go to jail or be punished. She wanted him obliterated. Erased as though he’d never existed in the first place. And she wanted to be the one to do it.


“Samantha.” Sully’s worried voice broke through her murderous haze. “Whoever is doing this…”


Her eyes closed momentarily. “Yah, I know. They’re not just crazy. They’re not going to stop.”


The scene in the next photo was burned into her brain from a vivid dream. It was hauntingly beautiful, but the context still made her sick at her stomach. Jane sleeping, her lips gently parted. Moonlight streamed into her bedroom and caressed her face with the tenderness of a lover’s hand.


That some sick stranger had invaded that peaceful, private moment…Jane looked so innocent, and was so vulnerable, that a surge of undiluted fury rose up inside Samantha like a roaring dragon aching for battle. When she opened her mouth to groan out her dismay, she was honestly surprised not to see flames spewing out.


A message for Samantha was handwritten in scrawling block letters and in crimson ink. Just then it began to gently rain again, and the drops made the ink smear and run red like dripping blood.


She is mine!




Chapter Sixteen


Jane exited her car after a tiring day at work, her mind still on Samantha who’d left Mackelroy’s Fish Hut shaken by the encounter with Jeremy. As if that wasn’t enough to ruin her day, the rain was still coming down in fits and starts, and she was certain tonight’s Witches of New England tour would be miserable. But she knew that it would happen regardless, rain or shine. The Christoses didn’t have the luxury of cancelling because of inconvenience or discomfort.


When she thought of their quiet struggles, it tweaked Jane’s conscience and reminded her that the family she’d been born into made her truly fortunate in so many ways. She’d never wanted for anything tangible. There were things in her near future, at least, that were simply a given. College. Family vacations. Trips to the doctor that wouldn’t mean giving up something else. Movies when she felt like one and not only on special occasions.


Then again, she’d craved for so many things that weren’t tangible for so long that it had become her normal. It was a dull ache that was always with her, a faint cast like her own shadow.


It was the most pleasant shock of her life that her friendship, and now newly minted romance with Samantha was starting to fill in some of the cracks, a buffer to the hurt. Who knew what tomorrow would bring?


She locked the back door behind her, a tiny voice in the back of her mind reminding her of Samantha’s constant warnings to be cautious. Jane shook some of the warm rain from her arms and face. With an uncomfortable grunt, she tugged at her Mackelroy’s polo shirt and bra, its underwire digging into her ribs, ready for the moment of bliss when she’d slip out of these clothes and into a threadbare T-shirt and loose shorts.


Jane padded into the kitchen and gasped in surprise when she found a man she was almost sure was her father sitting alone at the island, staring off into space. For a split second something looked off about the scene—her dad wasn’t especially contemplative—and she wondered if it was really him. Jane nearly jumped out of her skin. Then, a second later, even after she realized she was wrong and had overreacted, she was left with a shaky feeling that made her want to cry.


Her dad’s hand was loosely clasped around an almost empty glass of white wine that was part of his nightly ritual after a long day. A year ago, he’d switched from the red he strongly preferred because he didn’t like how it stained his teeth.


“Dad?”


While the room wasn’t fully dark yet, it was cast in soft shadows. Troy’s head snapped sideways to face his daughter. “Oh.” He looked as surprised to see Jane as she was to see him. “Hey, honey.”


Jane stood there a little awkwardly. There were no cars in the driveway or garage, so she’d expected to find the house empty. She’d wanted some quiet time on her own to absorb what had happened at Mackelroy’s that afternoon.


A quick scan of the room, and she spied his leather suitcase propped up against the far wall. He and her mother were staying in Boston overnight before flying to their summer conference in Santa Fe in the morning.


Her brow furrowed, and she began to root around in the refrigerator for something that had nothing to do with the sea and that would serve as dinner. She tried not to feel uncomfortable around her dad’s presence. But it proved impossible. “Where’s Mom?”


Troy sat up a little straighter and steepled his fingers together. “She went to fill up the car with gas. My last appointment went late today, and I had some final packing to do. She should be back any minute to pick me up.”


Jane pulled out a block of cheddar cheese and some bread and butter. Comfort food was what she wanted, and a grilled cheese never let her down. She did her best to sound casual as she began to assemble her sandwich and heat a pan. “Dad, I haven’t heard from whatever creep was watching me since I changed my phone number. He must have given up, just like the police said he would. I’m sure that—”


“No more, Jane.” He held up a hand to stop her and gave her a stern, exasperated look. “We’ve gone over this again and again. Your safety is non-negotiable. It’s either stay at Captain Delgado’s home while we’re at the conference or come with us. It’s not too late to get you a ticket at the airport,” he offered neutrally.


Jane suppressed a shiver. “Be babysat like a six-year-old and forced to bunk with Aubrey, the pixie shrew? Or spend a week with hundreds of partying, middle-aged drunken orthodontists who are obsessed with malocclusions and other lame subjects?” When she heard herself she winced, glad that the twins weren’t here. They’d already be teasing her for being dorky enough to be right at home at the dental conference.


Troy looked taken aback. “What?” he spluttered. “If you saw the agenda you would change your mind.”


Jane rolled her eyes. “You are literally killing me, Dad.”


Troy made a face. “I don’t think the word ‘literally’ means what you kids think it means.”


Jane set down the knife she was using to slice cheese and turned off the gas burner. Dinner could wait. “Please let me stay at home in my own room.”


“No.”


Jane’s emotions began to rise. “Why are you punishing me? You’ve been angry ever since…” The words died on her tongue.


He gave her a direct look. “Ever since when?”


Jane steeled herself. “Ever since I came out to you. Ever since I disappointed you so profoundly that nothing’s been the same.”


For a second, Troy froze. Then his face fell. “That’s what you really think?”


“What else could I think?” This was finally happening and Jane was so ready. The high emotion of the day, of the summer, had built to the breaking point. “It’s been weeks, months even, and you still can barely look at me!”


“Jane, is this really necessary?” He sighed and looked at his watch. “Right now?”


Jane felt dismissed and her hurt swirled together with her anger. “Yes,” she said crisply. “It’s really necessary.”


His jaw worked stubbornly. “I don’t want to argue and then leave.”


“Then let’s not argue, but we have to talk about this eventually. So stop running away from it!”


His eyes flashed at her words, and for a second he looked like a man at war with himself, like he couldn’t decide whether to face her head-on or storm out of the room like a hurricane. When the decision was made, his body signaled the change like the shifting of the tide. The color rose in his cheeks until his face turned splotchy red and contrasted wildly with his blindingly white golf shirt. “Then let’s talk.”


Jane’s first instinct was to cower at the sudden surge of strength in his voice, but she held her ground, knowing that volume didn’t equate to being right. But he wasn’t all bravado either. Her father wore his confidence on his sleeve the way Samantha wore her determination. Boldly. Resolutely. He didn’t have to work on it or plan it. It just was.


“Of course I can barely look at you!” he said loudly, smacking the table in front of him with an open palm. “Everything has changed! Everything between us has changed.”


Jane’s chest constricted and her stomach roiled. Hearing it said aloud was somehow worse than silently suspecting it was true. “No,” she whispered. “You’re wrong.”


“According to you, aren’t I always?”


“Nothing has changed at all. At least nothing in me has. I’m just the same as always. You just didn’t know the truth.”


“And why is that?” he shot back angrily. “Why did I not know at all? Me? Your own father.”


The question was devastatingly simple, even if the emotions behind the answer were not. “Because I didn’t know myself. Not for a long time.”


“When?”


“When what?”


He leaned forward, hanging on her every word. “When did you know?”


Jane pushed away the food and took a seat across from her father. Her legs were too wobbly to stand. She squared her shoulders and gazed up at him to look him dead in the eye. Her confidence required work and was quieter. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t just as strong. “I might have always known there was something different about who I was attracted to and why.”


“But you just said you didn’t—”


“Just because I knew something was different, didn’t mean I knew what it was. And even after I did, it took me a while to accept it. I’m a person who didn’t fit in with the people who are supposed to love her the most. Do you think I wanted to make that even worse? For a while I would have done anything to fit in with the rest of you.”


He looked like he wanted to argue but instead asked, “When then?”


Jane stared at him in question. Why did the timing matter? “I don’t…” She made an irritated, slashing gesture with one hand. “Two years ago, I guess. I stopped trying to deny it to myself.”


“Two years? Jesus!” Troy looked grief-stricken and ran a shaky hand through his blond hair. She watched him do it, a familiar gesture, and wanted a different outcome than the one she knew was coming. When he was finished, his hair still looked disgustingly perfect. And for some reason that relentless perfection that came so easily, infuriated Jane to the point of tears.


She let out a sob she couldn’t hold inside no matter how hard she tried to swallow it back.


“Oh, no. Don’t cry,” he commanded, suddenly alarmed. He stood and backed away from the island. “I did not make you cry.”


Jane ruthlessly wiped at her eyes. “No, Dad. You didn’t. It’s all me. I am not perfect. Not a single thing about me is perfect.”


He drew his head back in disbelief. “And you think I am?”


She barked out a laugh that caused his eyes to widen in surprise. “Hardly! I think you think you are. I think you believe that you’re the universal arbiter of what perfection is and that the rest of the family should just shut up and measure up.”


Jane’s words flowed out of her, a maelstrom of frustration. “And God only knows how, because this part actually blows my freakin’ mind, but somehow Kyle and Chloe are exactly what you want. But me? I try. I’ve tried forever. But I can’t get close. I’m not popular. I’m not a star athlete. I don’t like to shop with Mom or golf with you. I don’t like parties or politics. I’ll never bring home Mr. Right because there isn’t one for me. I’m not the kid you want to show off to your friends.”


His mouth dropped open. “How-how can you even say that?”


There was genuine pain in his voice, but she didn’t want to hear it. She wouldn’t let him play the victim when she was the one hurting. “How can I not, Dad? Ever since I told you about liking girls, I’ve been even further away from whatever it is you think that I should be. And I can’t change it, and I can’t fix it. I don’t want to change who I am. But you make me feel like I should!”


“I never said that.” He shook his head a little manically. “I never said I didn’t want you to be gay. I’m not homophobic.”


How far in denial was he? “Then why do you make me feel awful about it? About myself?”


The silence was deafening, and he looked at her like she was a stranger, and the expression on his face tore at her heart, as though his eyes had claws.


Hot tears streamed down her cheeks and splashed onto the wooden island. He couldn’t seem to find any more words, and so Jane asked, “Why does it matter so much when exactly I knew that I was a lesbian? It’s not like it’s changing, so who cares?”


He licked his lips slowly and the skin around his eyes tightened. “Because I want to know when I stopped knowing you. I want to know the exact moment that I became some bumbling joke who didn’t know something so basic about his own daughter.”


His voice cracked as he spoke. “I want to know when you stopped telling me the important things.” A grimace twisted his face, making him look older than Jane could ever remember seeing. “Not teenage girl crap. The important things. I want to know when you stopped trusting me.”


This time it was Jane who didn’t know what to say. Then it dawned on her: His feelings were genuinely hurt.


He read her thoughts and laughed without humor. “Did you think it was all about you, Jane? That you were the only one who had things to come to terms with? Or that you were the only one who needed time to do it?”


“But it’s my sexuality and—”


“And you are my child! I care. I’ve earned that right. You think because you’re growing up that I’m supposed to just somehow stop being involved? That suddenly you’re just this separate person who marches to the beat of her own drum and who can just march right out of our lives without a backward glance?”


“Being who I am isn’t equal to marching away!”


The granite set of his jaw gave away his doubt.


“Dad, I have to decide who I am for myself. You don’t get to control that.”


“No. Nuh uh! Wanting to be a part of your life, Jane, isn’t the same as wanting to control you.”


Jane wanted to scream. “Then how come I can’t tell the difference? You want me in your life, but only on your terms, and you are controlling by withholding. Every time you look away from me when I’m talking to you, you’re telling me you’re disappointed. Every time you leave the room because I’m in it, you’re saying I’m not good enough!”


“I don’t do that.” But he had to look down at his hands when he said it.


“You do. And that’s you making sure I know that you are somehow right, and I am somehow wrong. That your path is the only one that’s good enough, and now that I’ve stepped off it, I’ve become a lost cause! You don’t have to agree with me, just love me anyway.” Her hands were shaking and she sat them in her lap so he wouldn’t see. “Please, Daddy.”


Troy dropped his lanky body back down onto the stool and lowered his voice, resigned. “You know what your mom and I talk about every single day of our lives?”


She shook her head. He had had the opportunity to say he loved her, and he’d just let it go by. That was his moment and he hadn’t taken it. Jane felt like she was going to throw up.


“You kids. Your hopes, your dreams.”


“Don’t you mean your hopes and dreams for us?” she said bitterly.


He squinted at her for a long moment and then finally nodded. “Yes. I guess I do, at least partly. Since you were babies, we’ve wondered what you’d be like when you got older. We’ve dreamed about all the great things you’d do someday. How could I not become invested in that after all the years of wishing and planning and wondering?”


Reluctantly at first, he reached out across the island and took her hand, connecting them.


The rebellious, hurting piece of her wanted to pull away, wanted him to feel the same rejection she did, but the bigger part of her craved his affection even amidst the turmoil swirling inside her. Especially now. When he squeezed her hand firmly, she instinctively squeezed back and both loved and hated herself for doing so.


His voice gentled and his eyes began to shimmer. “We have a million dreams and so much hope and love tied up in you kids. And you aren’t excluded from that because you aren’t tall like Kyle or don’t look forward to getting a manicure like it’s an event like Chloe. It especially applies to you, Jane. I do love you more than anything.”


Her heart began to pound with uncertainty. She desperately wanted to believe him, but nothing in his words meshed with her memories or insecurities. She wanted to throw her arms around his neck and hug him for saying what she’d longed to hear. She wanted to thank him. But something else entirely came out. “That can’t be right. It just can’t! I’m not like them. I’m—”


“You don’t need to be like your brother or sister.”


“But you’re proud of them.” She couldn’t help the resentment and envy that caused her to emphasize her last word.


Troy shrugged his acknowledgement, broad shoulders shifting easily. “I have more in common with them. I understand them on a basic level because we’re the same.” He blew out an exasperated breath. “Well, minus some of the stupid teenage antics that I pray they’ll grow out of soon. I was bad at their age, but I swear I was never quite this bad. Anyway, that doesn’t mean that I’m not proud of you too. Just exactly as you are.”


Jane’s head spun. “Then why do I feel so-so…separate? Different?” This went beyond her sexuality. She’d always struggled to belong.


He leaned back in his chair, causing their hands to separate.


For a second, she felt the loss of his touch like a physical blow and the sting of rejection. But then she looked at him more closely. He’d calmed down considerably, and his expression was almost tender and certainly more indulgent than she’d seen in weeks. She instantly fell into the comfortable familiarity of it, even if she hadn’t seen it as often as she would have liked. She remembered at once how much she liked it and how much she’d missed it. How it made her feel grounded and safe.


“I guess you feel different because you are.”


Jane bit back a whimper. I know!


“When you were little there was a particular Saturday morning that the town was having a fundraiser at the animal shelter, and you wanted to go and help out. You loved the kittens and puppies and genuinely wanted to make sure every last one was adopted. That place always tugged at your heartstrings. The rest of us wanted to go out to brunch.”


Jane kept looking at his face, as though that would somehow explain the wild change of subjects. “I give up. What are you talking about?”


He shushed her. “Just listen. I explained to you that I would write the shelter a generous check, and you made it clear that wasn’t the same. That we should both volunteer and write the check. You stood there, hands on hips, in a little yellow dress and white patent leather shoes and pigtails and made a grown man feel tiny.”


Unexpectedly, he smiled. “We compromised by going to brunch first, then hosing out the stinky kennels after we came home and changed clothes. Do you remember?”


She did. It was a true gem amongst her mostly baubles of memories because they’d all done something together as a family. And, best of all, it had been her idea.


“Just because we don’t always think like you, doesn’t mean we don’t know what and who we are. And we know what you are too. You are beautiful inside and out, Jane.”


Jane stopped breathing.


“I want you to really hear this once and for all. You are one of us. Just maybe a collection of different parts of us, maybe a lot of the best parts of us. You do belong and you always have. We need you to even us out when we forget what’s important and get too full of ourselves. And you need us to relax a little and make sure you’ll never, ever be tempted to the dark side.”


She drew her eyebrows together as she searched her mind for what her father would find heinous enough to earn that label. “Drugs?”


For an instant his eyes twinkled. “A mullet haircut. Even if they come back in fashion amongst, you know, your people. Don’t worry. You’ll thank us later.”


Jane burst out into unexpected laughter. If he wasn’t shallow, it wouldn’t be him. “And how would you know what’s popular among…” She paused to roll her eyes before saying the silly words. “My people?”


“Chloe told us the signs to watch for so that we could band together to stave off a possible…what did she call it?” His eyes clouded over, then he snapped his fingers. “Oh, yeah. A fashion apocalypse.”


“Ugh. Chloe.”


“Hush. She also told us that she and Kyle would be on the lookout to make sure no one gave you a hard time at school when you decided to let more people know about…” He swallowed but drove on, even though the twist of his lips told her the words tasted strange. “Being gay. They love you, Jane. But you have to know that living under the same roof with you is like living with some complex creature we don’t always understand.”


“That’s how I feel about them, only minus the complex part. But-but…They are ten times more horrible to me than the kids at school ever could be!”


Her dad chuckled, clearly unconcerned. “That comes with the territory. Different or no, you’re one of us, which means all the good and the bad. Really one of us, Jane. I guess I thought it was so obvious that it didn’t need to be said.”


Everything in her wanted to grab onto what he was saying like a lifeline. But…“If that’s true, then what happened when I came out to you? Why can’t you spend more than a few minutes in my presence without looking like you’re in pain?”


“Because I am in pain! It’s taken me seventeen years to build up the picture of you that I had in my mind. And it’s a great picture. It’s one of the greatest pictures I’ve ever seen. Then in one conversation you told me that the picture was fundamentally wrong. That I had been fundamentally wrong.” His hands tightened around his glass again. “And all I could think about was how much I love that damned picture…how much I would miss that picture.”


Jane couldn’t stop the fresh set of tears that felt blazing hot against her cheeks. “Being gay doesn’t change the entire picture. Don’t you see? I’m still me.”


“Intellectually, I know that,” he assured her, and maybe also himself. “I accepted a long time ago that I wouldn’t really understand some of the little personality quirks that make you…you. Like how you’d rather keep your own company than most other people’s, and how you appreciate your clothes but would rather have a new book than a new pair of shoes.”


Jane smiled in wonder. Even if he didn’t understand her, she hadn’t realized he even knew those things about her in the first place. Maybe her picture of him had been a little off too?


“But those are small things.” He gestured as he spoke. A trait they shared. “This is big. You made it crystal clear that I didn’t know you the way I thought I did. That I didn’t see this coming at all hurt my feelings, and maybe even my pride, which is arrogant, I admit. It made the ground underneath my feet seem unsteady. I’m not supposed to feel shaky. I’m the dad. I didn’t like it. And I didn’t react well.”


“Your reaction sucked.”


He smiled sadly. “I know.” Troy let out a ragged breath. “I felt like crap that you had to keep something so essential about yourself from me because you were afraid of what my reaction would be.”


“It wasn’t that,” Jane lied, shaken by his shimmering eyes. Vulnerable looked stunningly out of place on her father.


He quirked one eyebrow and merely waited.


“Okay,” she admitted. “I was scared to death.”


Troy flushed. “Well, that doesn’t put me in a very flattering light, does it? Self-absorbed, Type-A personality father whose own daughter is afraid to talk to him.”


He wasn’t exactly wrong, and she knew it was hard for him to admit. “Dad—”


“I can adjust my picture of you, Jane,” he insisted, looking stressed again. “But I’m not going to lie and say the changes aren’t a bit outside my comfort zone.”


Jane snorted out loud at the incredible understatement, but it was a relief that he was finally at least trying to get real with her. “A bit?”


“More than a bit,” he admitted with surprising candor. “But I know that doesn’t matter. The new picture will be just as good and just as beautiful as the one before. Maybe even better. But it’s going to take me some time.”


Jane’s gaze softened and she sniffed a few times. Things weren’t right between them. Not completely. Not yet. But they were better than they’d been in a long time, and he’d revealed things she’d never expected to hear. “Okay.”


“Okay?” he asked, clearly shocked.


“Yeah. Okay.”


He reached out and cupped her cheek. With his thumb, he wiped away the last of her tears. “I’m sorry, Jane.”


Her breathing hitched. “Me too, Dad.”


A wide, relieved smile stretched his bearded cheeks. “Now eat your cheese sandwich. They’re just as good cold.”


Nodding, she took an enormous bite and chewed slowly, physically and emotionally exhausted. She wanted a hot bath. She wanted to snuggle into her blankets and cry just because it felt good to start letting go of the hurt. But most of all, she wanted to see Samantha. And she couldn’t do any of those things the way things were now. “I need to ask you something. You aren’t going to like it.”


“What?” he asked. Nervousness had crept back into his voice, and he sat up a little straighter.


“Do I really need to go to the Delgado’s tonight? I can check in with you every night before bed instead. I want to stay here. This is where I feel the safest. Not in some stranger’s house.”


He groaned. Slouching, he rested his chin on his upturned palm. “Don’t make me the bad guy for wanting to keep you safe. Craig is the Chief of Police. His house is the safest in Locklow. If you don’t want to do it because it’s the most logical solution, consider it an act of pity on your mother and me. If something were to happen to you, Jane, we would literally die.”


Jane smirked. “I don’t think that word means what you think it means.”


Troy smirked right back. “In this case, honey, I’m afraid it actually does.”


* * *


It was just before ten o’clock when Jane hesitantly parked outside the Delgados’ house, her overnight bag resting quietly in the passenger seat of her car. The rain had stopped, but its scent hung heavily in the air. A thick fog had rolled into the streets of Locklow, overtaking everything and filling in every crevice and cranny. Outside looked more suited to a werewolf movie in Victorian London than a cheery seaside town.


The Delgado house was the most modest among a fairly impressive row of historical homes about two blocks from Jane’s. It was nearly as old as Jane’s, and its driveway was uneven, and the sidewalk leading to the front door was chipped and cracked. The bushes, however, had been precisely trimmed, and the house itself was in good repair and boasted a neat coat of pristine white paint. Lipstick on a long-faded beauty.


As she prepared to ring the bell, an old memory came to mind. When they were small children, Aubrey had gleefully recounted the tale of her Delgado ancestors: a young Portuguese couple, recently married, who in the late 1600s had boarded a ship from England that was bound for Massachusetts. It had been a Delgado who’d cinched the noose around a hapless Jane Hutchens’s neck in the autumn of 1693 after she’d been proclaimed a disciple of Satan. A witch.


Their shared history gave Jane chills.


It was Aubrey’s mother who answered the door, but Jane could see Aubrey and her sister Chloe milling anxiously in the background.


“Hi, Jane,” Mrs. Delgado greeted cordially as she stepped out of the way so Jane could enter. The house smelled like warm brownies, and Jane’s stomach grumbled approvingly. For as many times as Aubrey had been in her house, Jane had never once been here.


Mrs. Delgado was short like her daughter but easily forty pounds heavier. She wasn’t flabby, but stout in stature and muscular in a way that suggested thousands of squats. But at the same time, the woman exuded kindness. Her hair was light brown and surprisingly streaked with pink.


“Come in. Come in.” She motioned Jane inside.


Jane wiped her damp feet on the welcome mat and stepped inside, glad for the dry, cool air. “Thank you, Mrs. Delgado.”


She waved one hand in front of her as though shooing away an annoying fly. “Craig likes the whole ‘Captain Delgado’ thing. But you can call me Ramona.” Ramona shifted the basket of laundry she was holding from one hip to the other and gently patted Jane’s arm. “Your mom said you might stop over this week if you got a little spooked while she and your dad were out of town.” She smiled sympathetically. “You’re welcome to bunk with Aubrey and Chloe any time you feel like it.”


“Wha-what?” Jane’s jaw was only inches from hitting floor when Aubrey and Chloe quickly swooped in.


“Thanks, Mom,” Aubrey chirped. “We’ll take it from here.”


Chloe wound her arm through Jane’s and Aubrey grabbed her bag as they led her to the back of the house.


“Don’t say a word,” Chloe warned Jane under her breath as she practically dragged Jane alongside her in lockstep. “We’ll explain everything.”


Once inside Aubrey’s bedroom, and with the door shut, Chloe and Aubrey released twin sighs of relief.


Jane wasted no time. “What did she mean I might be stopping by? I thought my dad worked everything out with your dad?” She pointed an accusing finger at Aubrey. “I was told I didn’t have a choice. What have you done?”


Chloe rolled her eyes. “Since when does Dad telephone other parents? This was worked out by our moms.” She held her hand to her ear, her fingers spread wide to pantomime the shape of an old phone. “Ring. Ring,” she said.


Aubrey picked up her imaginary phone. “Hello?”


“Hi, this is Anita.” Chloe imitated their mother’s voice with eerie precision. “Troy and I were wondering if you could help us out this week? We’re going to be out of town. Could Jane pop over if she gets anxious about being on her own? We have everything already worked out, so I wouldn’t expect to see her much. But you never know.”


Jane’s eyes widened.


Then Aubrey hung up her imaginary phone and made a “call” of her own. “Ring. Ring.”


Chloe grinned demonically and “answered.” “Hutchens’ residence.”


“Hi, Anita, this is Ramona,” Aubrey said, her voice now an octave lower than normal and something far closer to Ramona’s. “I hear from Aubrey that you and Troy are going out of town soon. This situation with Jane is just terrible. Is there anything we can do to ease your mind? Why not have Jane stay at our place? We’ll never take our eyes off of her.”


Point made, Chloe and Aubrey each hung up their “phones,” but not without a giggle and a mutual high five.


Jane’s head spun. “Why would you do that?” Her legs felt weak, and she sat down on the bed with an uncoordinated thump. “Dad’s going to kill me if he thinks that I tricked him!”


“The party, Jane,” Chloe explained slowly, as if talking to a dull child. “I told you we were going to have one. It’s going to last until the sun comes up, and it’s going to be epic. We can’t have you stuck at Aubrey’s all night while the party is going on at our house. You might leave the room, and then Ramona could figure out that we left. You’re an awful liar.”


Chloe sat down next to her sister. “Look at it this way, you’ll be able to spend most of your time at home this week. All you need to do is show your face around here every once in a while, and Aubrey’s parents will think they’re doing exactly what Mom and Dad wanted.”


“Chloe,” Jane admonished, still painfully uncomfortable.


“What? There’s no harm in it. You said whoever had been texting you had stopped, right?”


Jane reluctantly nodded. She couldn’t tell Chloe and Aubrey about Samantha’s dream of someone photographing her from inside their house. Besides, neither she nor Samantha could know if the dream had already happened, would happen ages from now or wouldn’t happen at all. The dreams were depressingly vague.


Chloe gave a self-satisfied nod and brushed her hands together as if to signify a job well-done. “So now everyone gets what she wants.”


“You know what, Chloe?” Aubrey said contemplatively, her eyes narrowing slightly as she regarded her lifelong friend.


“What?”


“Most people can’t see it, but you’re smart AF.”


Chloe beamed and sucked in a breath to reply, but then the words sunk in and her smile morphed into a scowl. “What do you mean most people can’t see it? Throwing shade, Aubrey? Really? You’re saying that people think I’m stupid?”


Aubrey’s jaw worked. She clearly didn’t like being questioned, but Chloe’s High School Queen Bee status afforded her a bizarre level of devotion that Jane couldn’t fathom. “That’s not what I meant.”


“It’s what you said.”


“Oh, shut up!” Jane closed her eyes and rested her face in her hands. “Neither of you understand!” Things were finally on the mend with her dad, and this stupid lie, a lie she had no part in, could derail it all. Her father would never believe that she’d had no part in it and that he’d been tricked by just Chloe and Aubrey. His ego wouldn’t stand for that.


“Lower your voice,” Aubrey commanded briskly. Her gaze drifted to her bedroom door. “We do understand. Your uber nerdiness is just keeping you from being grateful.”


“Why should I be grateful? You didn’t do this for me!”


Chloe crossed her arms defiantly. “Don’t be all butthurt. It’s not like you’re not going to benefit.”


Jane’s ears pricked as she considered Chloe’s statement. She knew that her sister meant she’d benefit from being invited to their stupid party. But the real carrot was the possibility of lots of time with Samantha without having to worry about her father’s ridiculous judgments. Sometimes her parents concern felt like shackles whose links were being shortened one at a time.


Jane’s hands dropped away from her face just in time to see Aubrey’s gaze sharpen and then turn frigid. She wondered if Aubrey had just come to the realization that she’d get to spend more time with Samantha too.


Proving that miracles really did happen, Chloe was right—the lie had a silver lining. “I guess.” Jane’s voice was hesitant. This was wrong and she knew it. She could feel herself sliding down the slippery slope of temptation, but the lure of freedom was impossible to resist.


Aubrey pinned Jane with a smug look. “It’s settled then. You’ll keep your mouth shut because I know you’ll have fun with Samantha.”


A sliver of dislike for Aubrey dug itself firmly into Jane’s side then twisted. The petite cheerleader wasn’t being any more annoying than usual. Which was, admittedly, disturbingly annoying. And yet Jane found herself truly tempted to rake her nails across Aubrey’s face. Something she’d never done to anyone. Something so horrible she had never thought of doing it before. Still, her hand actually tingled with the desire to strike.


She hated that not only was she jealous of the intimate way Aubrey knew Samantha, but that Aubrey knew that she was jealous and enjoyed baiting her.


As Aubrey took in Jane’s pique, she released a small mischievous smile. A smile that acknowledged an unspoken secret. And then with her next blink, Aubrey’s expression was just as it was before. Conceited and rude. In short, normal.


“Jane, are you going to be a rat or not?” Aubrey persisted as though their wordless exchange hadn’t happened at all.


Jane wondered if there were tiny horns beneath Aubrey’s spikey hair. “I won’t tell.” Her deal with the devil was done, and Jane was already looking forward to a hot shower to scrub away the shame.


“Good.” Chloe carefully checked her lipstick in the mirror over Aubrey’s desk. “I just got finished being grounded for going to the Salem party. Totally worth it by the way.” She smacked her lips. “You should have come, Jane.”


“If only I’d been invited,” Jane deadpanned.


“Anyway…I don’t want the rest of my summer ruined because one look from Mom and you fall to pieces like…like…” When nothing came, she frowned. “Like you.”


Jane bared her teeth at her sister. “I won’t say anything. But if it comes out another way, I won’t lie to save your skin.”


Chloe snorted softly. “Calm down, Miss Straightlaced. Mom won’t believe you thought of it anyway.”


Jane was about to protest, when she realized Chloe was right. Again. It was downright unsettling. But it was also undeniable that there were some benefits to not being a natural-born troublemaker.


Aubrey made a gagging noise and snatched her purse off her dresser. “Now that this very special episode of Degrassi is over, can we go?”


“Go where?” Jane asked, glancing at a clock on Aubrey’s nightstand. “It’s almost ten.”


“Exactly. We have the entire night ahead of us, and we’re not staying here.” Aubrey said it like it was the most preposterous idea she’d ever heard.


Jane rolled her eyes. It had been an impossibly long day, and she was beyond exhausted. But despite that, she headed for the bedroom door, her phone already in her hand so she could text Samantha who was probably almost home from her late walking tour. Talking to her might be the only thing that would keep her sane.


Aubrey positioned herself between Jane and the door. “Not that way. My mom thinks I’m in for the night.” She motioned toward a large, low window. “This way.” With practiced ease, she began to pry off the window screen.


Chloe joined in, helping remove the screen as though she’d done it a thousand times. Then again, Jane realized, she probably had.


When the deed was done, Aubrey stepped through the window, wobbling a little on ridiculously high heels, with Chloe right behind her.


Jane hesitated, guilt already swirling around in her belly like a sour soup.


“Jane, are you coming? It’ll be way more fun if you come with us, but you can stay here if you want.” Chloe’s voice was now a loud whisper. “Just don’t let on that we’re gone. We’ll be back before dawn.”


“Dawn!”


Chloe chewed the inside of her cheek. “You’re right. I can’t commit to that.”


How Chloe had survived to age eighteen often mystified Jane. She glanced around the bedroom, uneasy in the foreign place. Still, she knew she should stay. She’d promised her father and mother before they’d left for the airport.


“Jane?” Chloe prompted impatiently. “It’s now or never.”


Jane licked her lips nervously. She did want to see Samantha. And this was her chance. “I’m coming.” She gingerly climbed out the window and into the warm, foggy night. “What are we going to do with the screen? Hide it in the bushes?”


“No way. We’re putting it back on the window or else my mother will think we’ve been kidnapped by Jack the Ripper. Damn, Chloe, didn’t you teach your little sister anything?” Aubrey began to expertly replace the screen.


“Don’t you think I tried?” Chloe lamented as she helped Aubrey with a stubborn corner.


Jane held her tongue, and once the screen was back in place, the trio headed around the side of the house and toward Jane’s car. She felt both thrilled at her daring and a surge of stupidity for being dragged into one of Chloe’s schemes.


The drive was short and quiet, and Jane stopped her car on the street, prior to pulling into the driveway. Every light in the house was on, and there were several cars parked out front. She recognized them as belonging to her brother and his mouth-breathing friends, Dalton and Erik. “Great,” she murmured.


When she opened her car door, she was greeted by the pounding of loud music coming from their patio area. Her family owned an odd-shaped one-acre lot directly behind the patio that led into the forest at the edge of town on one side and to a quiet neighborhood street on the other. Generations ago, the lot had been allowed to return to its semi-natural state. The short, densely packed trees and gnarled bushes helped to buffer the loud music and were likely the only thing that kept the neighbors from a state of open revolt.


Aubrey and Chloe squealed excitedly as they followed Jane around the back of the house and into the patio area. Before she could reach the back door, Dalton emerged from the fog like a ghost. He was pushing a dolly that held not one, but two kegs of beer. Erik lumbered through the gate, his arms loaded down with folding patio chairs from the garage. Several enormous packages of red Solo cups were clenched between his teeth.


“Hey girls,” Kyle greeted happily. He had white Christmas lights slung over his shoulder like a mountaineer’s ropes, and he began to weave them through their fence as he moved to the music.


Jane glanced around in shock. “Tonight? The party is now? Mom and Dad have only been gone a few hours!”


Chloe grinned unrepentantly. “No time like the present. Well, almost present—people will start arriving around midnight.”


But despite Chloe’s words, Jane heard several more cars pull into the driveway and the sound of raucous voices growing closer.


Chloe clapped her hands together in excitement but also looked a little panicked. “Come on, Aubrey, I want to curl my hair. This fog is going to make it go flat.”


Jane groaned and started for the back door again. “So much for some private time with Samantha.” But when her phone buzzed with a text message, she couldn’t help but grin widely. Samantha had promised to call when she was finished working for the evening. Her tour must have gone slightly long.


Jane glanced down at her phone screen and stopped dead in her tracks. Chloe walked right into her back. And then Aubrey ran right into Chloe.


From somewhere behind her, Dalton and Erik began hooting and laughing at them.


“Christ, Jane.” Chloe glared down at her sister. She dramatically rubbed her knee and groused, “That’s going to bruise!”


Aubrey patted her enormous purse. “No problem. I have cover-up.”


Chloe laughed. “That’s because you’ll let anyone with a pulse suck on your neck like a vampire. Your hickeys have hickeys.”


Jane ignored the squabbling. “Shit,” she breathed quietly, closing her eyes. The text was from an unknown number. “Just…shit.” Her heart sank. This was supposed to be over. She didn’t want to see the message. But there it was, taunting her with its cheerful luminescence. Her phone buzzed again as a reminder of the same message. Mocking her.


For an instant, she felt like she’d brought this on herself by disobeying her parents. Then again, if that were possible, Kyle and Chloe would have been struck by lightning or contracted the plague years ago.


With a shaking finger and a silent prayer, she swiped across her phone screen. She swayed a little on her feet when she read the message.




I’d say I was back—





A few seconds later, the second part of the text was delivered with all the subtlety of an atomic bomb.




—but I never left







Chapter Seventeen


“Jane, open the door!”


Jane covered her ears with her pillow as someone banged on her locked bedroom door. The last thing she wanted was for one of the longest days she could remember to continue. “Go. Away!”


“You need to come to the patio. Now!”


The voice was urgent, but she didn’t want to go outside to the party that was raging. With her head under a pillow, she couldn’t make out the words to the songs that were being blasting from the speakers Kyle had set up out by the pool, but the thumping bass shook the house and made the wooden floors hum and vibrate.


Exhausted and grumpy, she just wanted to be left alone someplace she felt safe. But where is that now? Her mind whispered cruelly. She tried to push the thought of being unknowingly photographed in her own bedroom, her safe place, out of her head, but it wasn’t working. Every noise was magnified and every shadow made more sinister by the thought that nothing was private anymore, and her stalker could be hiding in any corner. Even a few old dolls from her childhood that she had tucked high on a bookshelf for safekeeping seemed to be watching her with beady glass eyes.


To make matters worse, Samantha hadn’t answered her texts, and there was now a parade of drunken teenagers not only jammed onto her patio but roaming through her house in search of a bathroom to barf in or a bedroom to bang in. Or vice versa.


Jane scrunched her nose at the thought.


Now she knew why Chloe and Kyle had thrown the party so early in their parents’ trip. It would take the remainder of the week just to make the property presentable again.


“Jane!” Her door shook. “Dammit, Jane. It’s Samantha. She’s in trouble!”


It took a few seconds for the words to penetrate Jane’s pillow and bad mood. When they did, Jane scrambled out of bed, threw open her lock and flung the door open so hard it slammed against the wall. She found Aubrey standing there, looking flustered. Something she’d never seen before.


Unceremoniously, Aubrey reached into Jane’s bedroom and grabbed Jane by fisting her T-shirt and simply yanking her out into the hallway.


Jane stumbled, but Aubrey’s small but sturdy body kept her upright. Shocked, she sputtered, “Aubrey! Wh-what the—?”


“Shut up and listen.”


Jane’s mouth clicked shut.


“Samantha and Sully showed up outside at the party. Then Sully and Erik got into it again over…I don’t know. Samantha tried to help, and Erik pushed her away. Then Sully went nuts and—”


Jane pried off Aubrey’s hands and darted down the hallway, her bare feet slapping against the wooden floors as she ran, the blood in her veins pulsing icy hot. Erik had actually laid his grubby hands on Samantha? A primal anger she’d never experienced flashed through her like a bolt of lightning. Fear and rage swirled together into a terrifying, heady mixture that made her limbs shake and her teeth clench tightly together.


She didn’t remember how she got from the hallway upstairs to outside the house. It was like she blinked her eyes and suddenly she was outside, out of breath and sucking in a large lungful of the damp night air. Without thought, she shoved her feet into a pair of her brother’s too-big flip-flops that had been left by the back door and stumbled forward.


Jane glanced around with wide eyes. Every resident of Locklow between the ages of 14 and 20 was drunkenly crammed into the patio, bushes and driveway, their hands in the air, pulsing to the music as one like they were part of a shared tribal dance that was somehow foreign to her.


Bodies moved in and out of the dense fog and deep shadows, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. The white lights that were strung along the fence made the fog glow eerily, but it couldn’t push more than a few feet into the darkness.


“Yaaasss! Best party ever!” shouted a disembodied voice from nearby. The flash of light from the shadows blinded Jane for a half a second, then the world around her came into focus again.


The scene was surreal.


Jane scanned the crowd for Samantha. Suddenly, a hand, Chloe’s, grabbed hers with surprising strength and began guiding her through the throngs of people and to the side of the pool, where Sully was swimming over to Samantha’s lifeless body. She was floating face down in the pool, her dark hair splayed out wildly and resting gently at the top of the water as it bobbed with the motion of the pool. Blood colored the water around her head.


Jane nearly passed out. “Oh, my God.” White dots danced before her eyes. She looks dead. The inconceivable thought rocked her to the core. But even as the disturbing notion crossed her mind, it was clear it wasn’t true. The people around her were anxious but not panicked.


“Bring her here.” Kyle crouched down at the edge of the pool and extended his long, muscular arms.


People were talking to Jane, shouting to her over the music. From her peripheral vision, she could see their lips moving but couldn’t hear them over the merciless noise or the frantic pounding of her heart.


Dalton and Erik stood by the pool and watched what was happening with dazed looks on their faces. Erik had his giant hand pressed against a nasty looking cut on his upper lip. It dripped blood and sent red droplets splashing onto the patio with disturbing regularity. When he saw Jane, his eyes widened and he approached her, his hands held up apologetically. He began to babble, but Jane couldn’t be bothered with the white noise.


She leaned forward and, with gritted teeth, forced herself not to jump into the pool herself. Sully had Samantha, and he would deliver her as quickly as possible or die trying. “What happened?”


Sully flipped Samantha face up, and Jane watched in horror as blood spilled down her face and neck from a deep slice along the slash of one cheekbone. Her eyes were closed, and her face was slack and pale. Jane’s vision wavered.


The music changed to something slower and more sensual.


Sully wrapped an arm around Samantha’s shoulders and backstroked to the side of the pool.


“Sully?” Jane demanded. “Talk to me! What happened?”


He shook his head angrily and spat out a mouthful of water. “Ask your brother’s son-of-a-bitch gorilla friend what happened. But do it now, cuz I’m gonna break a chair over his empty head when I get outta this pool!”


“Enough with the hate-boner you guys have for each other. Get over it!” Jane snapped, wincing when Samantha’s slick arms slipped through Kyle’s hands like wet spaghetti noodles. “Careful with her, Ky.” Her voice was wobbly.


When Kyle’s hands slipped off Samantha’s wet arms a second time, Dalton moved in to help. The boys carried Samantha a few feet from the pool.


Samantha’s hair hung down in dripping tendrils, and her long legs were limp, causing the heels of her sneakers to drag along the bricks and creating two jagged trails of water. They laid Samantha gently on her back and barely made it out of the way before Jane shouldered past them.


Fighting an all-out panic attack, she dropped down next to Samantha. Cold water soaked her knees as she gently cradled Samantha’s chilled face with both hands. Warm blood trickled between her knuckles and a purple bruise was beginning to bloom against the pale skin of Samantha’s cheek and jaw. “Sam…” Her throat closed before she could say more. She turned her head and placed her cheek a millimeter from Samantha’s mouth. Please let me feel her breath. Please!


It took a few seconds for the puffs of moist air to register over the sound of her own panting breaths.


Jane was so relieved she nearly wept.


Rihanna blared in the background.


“She’s breathing for sure, Jane,” Sully assured her as he pulled himself out of the pool and joined Jane. He pushed his sodden hair away from his eyes. “Her chest is going up and down.”


“She’s breathing. She’s breathing.” Jane repeated the words if only to reassure herself. Then her face grew hot as she noticed Samantha’s T-shirt was now see-through. She glanced around, her lips pulled tight against her teeth. She wanted to pluck out every single prying eye on behalf of her friend. While Chloe would relish prurient attention, Samantha would despise it.


Erik shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, his gaze glued to Samantha’s face. “You don’t think she’d, like, sue my family or something?”


“You did this?”


His face colored.


“I hope she does sue you!” Jane spewed loudly, unwilling to accept that he’d scarred Samantha’s beautiful face or worse. “Wake up, Samantha,” she coaxed. She grasped Samantha’s limp hand and threaded the long, slender fingers with hers. She squeezed firmly but got no reaction.


Sully’s eyes bored holes into Erik, and his anger overrode his fear completely. “Samantha’s jaw might be busted, and her cheek is gonna need stitches, you asshole. And you’re gonna pay for them.”


“What about my lip?” Erik shot back, removing his hand from his face. The cut was at least an inch long and revealed an unsettling amount of gum underneath.


Sully growled, “Call that payback for my chin earlier in the summer. But the point is, you have health insurance. She doesn’t.”


Erik released a dismissive grunt. “Not my fault. Hey, she wouldn’t sue just because she wanted a Sea-Doo, right?” His step-dad owned a watercraft store in Gloucester. “You saw. I-I tried to keep her out of things.” He gulped. “It was an accident.”


“It was Jane,” Dalton confirmed, his deep-set chocolate-brown eyes earnest and upset. He ran a nervous hand over his short afro and then carelessly threw gasoline on an already raging fire. “Erik tried to stop the fortune-teller chick from butting in, but she put herself between him and Archie. More than once.”


Sully’s expression turned feral enough for Erik and Dalton to each take a step back. “Her name is Samantha, dickasaurous! And don’t call me Archie.”


Jane dismissed the boys without a glance but grabbed the leg of one of Sully’s shorts and gave it a sharp tug just when he looked about to spring forward and start throwing punches. “Later. She might need you.”


“Wake up, Samantha,” she whispered into a damp ear. She squeezed her eyes shut tight, and her chest jerked with a soundless sob when nothing happened.


Kyle laid a hand on Jane’s shoulder and cast a worried glance at Chloe, who shrugged, helplessly.


Jane’s head snapped up, and she pinned her brother with a thousand-watt glare. “What happened to her?”


Kyle sighed loudly and rubbed the back of his neck with an open palm. “It was an accident. Erik and Dalton got into it over something.” He frowned down at Samantha. “She tried to stop the fight even after Erik pushed her out of the way a couple of times. Then there was a bunch of yelling and things got out of control. Erik swung around with Sully in a headlock, and Samantha took a hard elbow to the side of her face.” He winced. “And boom! Lights out. It sent her sailing backward into the pool. You could see she was out before she hit the water.”


Jane’s hands trembled, and she surveyed the rest of Samantha for other injuries. I just found you, her mind lamented. You can’t be seriously hurt. You don’t deserve it. “Why hasn’t someone called an ambulance?” she said mostly to herself, her brow deeply creased. Then more loudly, “We-we should call an ambulance.”


Just then, Samantha stirred with a light groan but didn’t open her eyes.


“That’s it,” Sully cheered. “C’mon, Sam!”


“Samantha.” Jane’s chest felt like it might cleave in two. Tears burned her eyes.


“Hang on, Jane. Your friend is waking up on her own,” Kyle said confidently. He swallowed hard at his sister’s terrified expression. “This happens in football a few times every single year. Just give her a few more seconds.”


“What the hell, Kyle? Call an ambulance!” Was she supposed to just sit here and do nothing but wait? She’d do it herself but her phone was upstairs. “What if she hit her head on the side of the pool? Or ran out of oxygen while she was in the water?”


Kyle crouched down next to Jane and forced her to look at his face by cupping her trembling chin. “None of that happened.”


Jane jerked away from his hand and smoothed her own over Samantha’s cheeks, willing her with every ounce of her being to wake up. “Please, Sam,” she openly begged. “Please.”


The teenagers around them finally seemed to decide that what this was more captivating than their beers. A crowd gathered quickly, then pressed in closer and closer, ogling, whispering amongst themselves and shouting to other kids to come and see. Two got so close that they actually ended up in the pool, with a little help from Aubrey.


With a stern look and the point of a single imperial finger, Chloe unceremoniously ended the hapless swimmers’ night out.


Jane suddenly felt like a celebrity being assaulted by paparazzi. Flashes from dozens of cell phone cameras went off non-stop, and someone called for everyone to shut up because it would ruin the quality of his video. A wave of nausea, then claustrophobia crashed over her. She leaned farther over Samantha’s lanky body, blocking her from the gawkers and their incessant phones.


Walls that didn’t exist began to close in on her, making it harder and harder to breathe.


The music pounded. Samantha’s blood, hot and sticky, coated her fingers. People pressed closer, and Jane felt their weight against her breastbone.


It was all too much.


Jane covered her ears with her hands and closed her eyes. The move smeared Samantha’s blood on her own face, and she could smell its rusty tang. Her stomach clenched and roiled. “Stop!” The word exploded from her without permission and was more of a wailed command than a cry.


The music instantly died.


Everyone around Jane froze for a moment. Astonished, they collectively held their breath. Even she was shocked that the world seemed to have gone silent as if on cue.


Then Aubrey appeared from out of the fog.


She glanced quickly at Samantha, but mainly focused on Jane, her expression questioning. With a long-suffering sigh, she turned to the people gathered around Samantha and opened her arms wide. “What? I unplugged the speakers and killed the tunes.”


Everyone exhaled, and the party roared back to life.


Jane shuddered and forced herself to calm down. She had to focus. Carefully, she smoothed her fingertips over Samantha’s eyebrows. The small hairs were soft and damp. “Open your eyes, Samantha. It’s time to wake up.”


Samantha groaned again, but her eyes remained firmly closed.


Chloe pursed her lips. “We need to get everyone out of here. Party’s over.”


Dalton took the initiative and let out a loud whistle that would surely be heard down the block. He yelled for everyone to go home, but only the few people closest to him could be bothered to even pause in their festivities.


Aubrey threw him a smirk and jumped up on a deck chair. Her deep bellow seemed impossible for someone her size. “The cops are coming! Run! It’s the cops!”


Curse words exploded into the night air like firecrackers, and the crowd began to scatter in all directions, knocking over deck chairs and plastic cups that held warm dregs of beer. “Cops!” was echoed into the house and kids came pouring out like ants escaping a colony, some half-dressed and a few holding bottles of liquor from their parents’ home bar.


“Dammit!” Kyle stood. “Go get that.” With a jerk of his head, he motioned for Dalton to collect the retreating bottles of wine, and the burly teen jumped into action. He darted off into the night.


“Samantha.” Jane tried brushing her fingers over Samantha’s cheeks again and gently slapping them. Why wasn’t she waking up? Jane shook Samantha’s shoulders. Something had to be really wrong. “Come on!” Nothing. “Kyle.” she paused and glared up at her brother with desperate, flashing eyes. “If you don’t call 9-1-1, I will.”


Reluctantly, Kyle nodded and reached into his back pocket for his phone.


* * *


When Samantha arrived at the party, things spun helplessly out of control. Stupid, taunting words flew back and forth like punches. Then real punches took their place. Things between Erik and Sully escalated into raw violence before Samantha could stop it. She tried, but Erik batted her away like she was nothing but an annoying mosquito. Kids around them cheered when Sully went down with a brutal strike to his eye.


Erik grabbed Sully. Two seconds later he had Sully in a wicked head lock. Sully gasped helplessly as Erik lifted him off the ground as easily as a child playing with a toy.


With a snarl, Samantha dove back into the fray and tried to pry Erik’s hairy boa constrictor of an arm from Sully’s throat. “Son of—”


Erik gritted his teeth and sweat poured off his temples. “Get off me!” With a loud grunt, he suddenly jerked sideways and something detonated against the side of Samantha’s face.


The world exploded into a sea of bright white stars.


Then she was floating.


The sun felt warm against her skin, and she tipped her head toward it, basking in its golden glow. She’d been here countless times, and the familiarity of the quiet beach soothed her better than any lullaby she’d ever known. It was peace and freedom, and it was hers alone…almost.


Samantha’s knees threatened to give way when she saw a toddler crying at the edge of the rough surf. The little boy’s hair wanted cutting, and when the wind shifted, his bangs flew into his eyes and stuck to tear-stained cheeks. He swiped at his face to clear his vision and gazed up at her across an expanse of sand with watery eyes.


Their eyes met and held, and with one look, he reached inside her chest and yanked her heart out through her throat.


She began to run toward him.


“No!” he cried when the water surged up to meet his bare feet. He stumbled out of its path, falling to his knees before getting up and defiantly facing the sea head-on. Gulls swarmed around him. When he angrily waved his fist, squashed chunks of bread fell from his hand onto the damp sand. The greedy birds swooped down to steal them, fighting and squawking to claim their prize.


A dog barked.


Samantha knew what was going to happen the second before it did.


The tide began to roll in, fast and fierce, and clumsily, the little boy started to run toward the water instead of in the opposite direction. 


“Stop!” Adrenaline sang through her veins, and the cold sand stung the bottoms of her feet.


Footsteps, loud and confident sounded from somewhere behind her. In an instant, they were right on her heels. But she was faster.


“Samantha!”


The voice was familiar, but she didn’t stop running. She couldn’t. She had to get to him.


She was so close.


The boy screamed and choked as the surf grabbed him and began to swallow him whole.


Samantha barreled into the water in a blind panic. She lunged for him…


“Samantha!” 


The scene changed.


Shaken, Samantha gasped, surprised to no longer taste the salty sea mist or feel the wet sand between her toes. Wildly, she glanced around for the little boy, felt bereft at his loss, but she wasn’t at the beach anymore, and he was nowhere in sight.


It was dark and quiet in the house except for the faint sound of music coming from somewhere above her head. This was familiar. She’d been here before in her dreams and once while awake. Jane’s house. And before she realized what she was doing, she found herself at the top of the stairs and on the second floor.


Jane’s room was just down the hall.


The barest hint of moonlight streamed in from a far window to take the edge off the blackness. The music was a bit louder here. Enough for her to tell it was coming from the third floor.


Samantha forgot how to breathe when a black shadow emerged from a door next to Jane’s room with something in its hand. A phone. For a second, she was sure she was seeing a ghost, but the floor creaked quietly with the shadow’s steps. And ghosts didn’t walk; they floated, right? The figure lingered outside Jane’s bedroom door, laughing so quietly she could barely hear it. Gloating.


Samantha’s mouth dropped open at the sight. Jane’s stalker. A growl burst from her chest, and she bolted down the hallway, her muscles still warm and loose from her sprint at the beach. She half expected the shadow to disappear as she skidded to a stop alongside it, but it didn’t seem to know that she was there at all.


When the shadow turned to leave, she looked it dead in the eye. Recognition threatened to turn her legs to jelly. “You!”


* * *


“Samantha. C’mon, wake up. That’s it.”


The first thing she was aware of was the light, minty scent of Jane’s shampoo mixed with chlorine. Then she felt the heavenly sensation of cool fingertips gently tracing her face. She knew she’d been dreaming, but the dreams seemed impossibly far away now, their images as fuzzy as a mirage.


Samantha blinked a few times, first with exaggerated slowness, then normally. She wanted to say something immediately, to shoot out her questions like a machine gun. But her tongue was too heavy and her mouth too cottony. “Wh-what happened?” she rasped.


Weakly she began to sit up, then gasped for breath as she was pulled into the fiercest hug of her life, by both Jane and Sully at the same time. “Oh…Uff! Okay. Maybe…” She coughed. “Yeah, guys not so…not so tight.” But if anything, four arms only squeezed harder. “I’m f-fine. I…think.”


A throbbing pain where Samantha’s jawbone met her ear registered just behind a searing sensation on one of her cheeks. It felt like someone had cut into her cheekbone using a blowtorch, and she closed her eyes and hissed in agony. “Christ.”


“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” Jane murmured, her lips hot against Samantha’s neck. Even as the side of her face ached, the crushing hug was unexpectedly nice. Though the feeling of Sully and Jane’s hearts beating against her chest, as fast as rabbits, added a flash of worry to the mix.


Sully pulled away first. He scrambled to his feet awkwardly and shoved his hands in his back pockets, rocking back on his heels. He suddenly found something very interesting about his sneakers and sniffed a few times. “I’m, uh, glad you’re okay, Samantha.”


Samantha felt a surge of affection for her friend. Her rock. But why was he dripping water everywhere like a wet mutt? She glanced down at herself and wiggled her toes inside sodden shoes. Why was she?


Then for some reason, and without an ounce of warning, Sully dove into the swimming pool. Cold droplets from his splash pelted her back, and she shivered at the unexpected sensation.


“You’re okay,” Jane whispered, but Samantha couldn’t tell if the words were directed at her or at Jane herself.


The rest of her surroundings seeped slowly into her consciousness. She watched in puzzlement as her classmates scrambled wildly around the patio like frenzied bees from a disturbed hive. They haphazardly snatched up their belongings and disappeared into the night so fast they might as well have been chased by demons.


Samantha frowned. She remembered trying to free Sully from Erik’s headlock and then nothing. Had she slipped and hit her face on the patio? Was that why nothing made sense?


Jane loosened her hold on Samantha, but not before she pressed a long, shaky kiss firmly against Samantha’s temple.


Samantha leaned into Jane’s touch like a contented cat being petted.


“I’m so-so glad you’re awake,” Jane whispered hoarsely. She sniffed and wiped her wet cheeks with the back of one hand. “You scared me half to death.”


“What—?” She searched Jane’s face for answers and cringed at the taste of blood at the edge of her lips. Oh God. She did her best not to gag. She hated blood.


“You were knocked unconscious.”


Okay, that would explain why it felt like she had tried to stop a moving truck with her face. “How l-long was I out?”


“Only a minute or two, I guess.” A lost look crept into blue-gray eyes. “It felt like forever. Are you okay?”


Wordlessly, Samantha nodded. Jane’s distress was so earnest and vulnerable it left a lump in Samantha’s throat. Then she spotted a smear of blood on one of Jane’s cheeks. “You’re hurt?” She reached out to touch the spot but stopped short so she wouldn’t accidentally do more damage.


Jane grabbed the extended hand and held it against her own chest. “It’s not mine.”


Then, as she took her next breath, Samantha’s mind backfired like an old Chevy, and her dreams rushed forward in fits and starts. There was a sandy beach and a boy crying, but then another unrelated scene pushed past the waves and the squawking gulls, and she saw someone lurking outside Jane’s bedroom.


“Samantha, your face is still bleeding.” Jane worriedly wiped at Samantha’s face with a gentle thumb, then with the sleeve of own her long-sleeved T-shirt. “You need a doctor.”


Samantha did her best to smile reassuringly but ignored the last statement. There would be no doctors unless she was dying. Still confused, she glanced around as she quietly submitted to Jane’s tender ministrations. The patio was now nearly deserted and looked like a tornado had whipped through it.


Aubrey stood off to the side, obviously brooding. Her slender arms were crossed over her chest, and she regarded Jane with a curious but cool detachment, the way a scientist might look at a bug under a microscope.


Sully climbed out of the pool with Samantha’s black-framed glasses clutched tightly in one dripping hand.


“If her glasses are busted, it’s not my fault,” Erik insisted from the shadows. “They were probably made in a shitty sweatshop in the first place.” He stepped forward, along with Dalton, and Samantha’s brain locked onto the suddenly familiar image like a laser beam.


“Shut up, Erik,” Jane warned, her eyes shooting daggers at him.


Realization thundered through Samantha. “Bastarde!” She seethed murderously at Erik, the Greek in her voice as thick as the tension around the pool. It hurt her jaw to speak, but her fury overshadowed the pain flooding her senses.


Jane jumped at the outburst and then insisted on helping Samantha up as she stood on wobbly legs. She bit her lower lip. “Careful.”


Samantha was torn between pushing Jane away to get to Erik quicker and pulling her closer to never let her go. Either way, I’m going to kill him.


“Guess I don’t need to speak a foreign language to understand that.” Erik sighed and petulantly pressed his hand against his torn lip. “But, hey, don’t be mad at me. You should have minded your own business. I tried to stop you from getting in the middle of things. But even though it’s not my fault, I’m still, like, sorta sorry.”


Samantha nodded as she slowly walked toward him, her feet growing steadier with each step. Anger pulsed through her and her adrenaline spiked. Her senses sharpened, and she could feel the blood pulsing through her veins, hot and fast, making her extremities tingle. The sound of the rushing breeze was magnified against her eardrums, and her vision tunneled. “I accept your apology.”


Erik gaped. “Y-you do?”


“For that, yes.” Samantha didn’t stop until they were face-to-face. Well, in this case Samantha’s eyes lined up with Erik’s chin.


“Samantha?” The worry and warning in Jane’s voice was unmistakable. It set off more clanging bells in Samantha’s head and reminded her of someone calling her name on the beach at sunrise and a crying boy from her dreams. But now wasn’t the time to dissect those thoughts, and so she ruthlessly pushed them away.


Samantha glowered at Erik. “But I could never forgive you for creepin’ around and taking pictures of Jane while she slept.” She watched in satisfaction when her words registered, and the blood drained from his face, leaving it a chalky white.


“Bu—”


Samantha hauled off and punched Erik in the nose so hard, the jolt shook her shoulder in its socket, and she heard a satisfying crack when she connected.


Erik dropped to the patio bricks in a massive heap and began to howl louder than a bear with its paw caught in a trap. Blood squirted from his nose in bursts, and he cradled his face in both hands.


“Hell, yeah!” Sully let out a loud whoop of approval and did a double fist pump.


Jane and Chloe gasped.


“What the hell?” Kyle lunged between Erik and Samantha and stiff-armed Samantha backward before she could do more damage. He left his hand pressed against her upper chest, his fingers curled in her T-shirt. “Are you crazy!”


Samantha cradled her hand and tried not to cry like a little girl. Holy mother of God, that had hurt. Was it supposed to hurt that much? Then she remembered her wrist was still sore from her encounter with her father. “Maybe you should think more about your own sister and less about your asshole friend. He’s been stalking her.” Sneering, she gestured to Erik with a jerk of her chin, causing a trail of crimson blood to drip down her cheek and jaw and onto the patio like a leaky hose.


“Get real, nutcase.” Kyle dismissed her with a haughty look, but she caught the tiny flicker of doubt in his eyes. “Why would Erik stalk Jane? He sees her all the time.”


Erik continued his low keening.


Sully handed Samantha her glasses, and she put them on. Then he sidestepped Kyle but not without prying Kyle’s hand off of Samantha’s chest. “Don’t touch her.”


Kyle bristled but reluctantly dropped his hand.


“I’m okay, Sully.” But Samantha wasn’t. She burned with anger.


Dalton looked confused about whom he should go after first, Samantha or Sully, and whether he could retaliate against a girl at all. He chose Sully, and teeth bared he surged forward ready to fight on his friend’s behalf.


But he froze like a child with his hand caught in the cookie jar when Jane’s voice, so flinty it was almost unrecognizable, cut through the chaos. “Don’t even think about it, Dalton.”


Sully loomed over Erik like a guard dog and hummed approvingly at Erik’s now-crooked nose. “Good one, Sam. I wish I’d done that.”


Jane’s glare should have melted Erik on the spot. “All this time it was you, demanding my attention and scaring the crap out of me? You’ve barely said ten words to me, and I’ve known you all my life!”


Chloe and Aubrey flanked Sully, their faces eerie masks of restrained rage.


“I didn’t do anythin’,” Erik insisted as he choked a little on his own blood. His deep voice sounded unusually nasal. He leaned forward as if to push to his feet.


“Stay where you are until we figure this out, Erik.” Kyle rattled off the order like a general who expected his troop to obey. And he did.


“How do you know Erik took pictures of Jane?” Chloe asked Samantha. She looked ready to believe, and Samantha knew it would take far less to convince her than it would Kyle.


“Yeah, how?” Aubrey chimed in.


“I-I-I…” Samantha paused. She couldn’t say exactly how. It was on the tip of her tongue, but they’d never believe her. They’d call it crazy talk from gypsy trash. A feeling of frustrated helplessness washed over her. “I know he did it. You need to trust me.”


“Seriously? We don’t even know you.” Kyle’s words were pointed but not overly harsh. It was the truth.


Samantha opened her mouth but couldn’t think of a rebuttal. Because I have sporadic psychic dreams, and I’m in love with your sister didn’t feel like the right choice. Yeah, no. And even though she had the actual photos, that didn’t mean Erik had taken them.


Jane moved alongside Samantha and took her hand. A slight lifting of her eyebrows asked her if she’d seen Erik in a dream.


Samantha nodded miserably. What good were her dreams if no one believed her when she tried to use them to help? For a second she wondered whether Jane would ask for more evidence, but her insecurity evaporated with Jane’s resolute nod of acceptance.


Jane turned to her brother. “I know her and she’s not lying. If you don’t believe Samantha, Kyle, then believe me. Please.”


“You’re sure?” Gone was Kyle’s endless teasing and sarcasm and in its place was a quiet intensity that could have almost passed for thoughtfulness. “He’s a dumbass, but he’s one of my best friends.”


Jane’s chin quivered for a second, and Samantha felt like she was witnessing a private moment between the pair. “I’m sure, Ky.”


Sully wrung out the bottom of his T-shirt, not caring when pool water streamed down Erik’s back and he yelped. “Show everyone the pictures, Sam.” He jerked his thumb down toward Erik. “This turd stain mailed them to Samantha just to mess with her head and scare her away from Jane.”


Jane blinked hard at Samantha and a wisp of betrayal entered her expression. “Sam?”


Samantha swallowed guiltily. She should have called Jane right after she’d gotten the photos, but she’d wanted to talk about them in person. It was time to go back to the police, no matter how much Jane protested.


Jane lowered her voice. “You never told me you got any photos.”


“It only happened today, and I brought them to show you.” But Samantha suddenly realized she had no idea where they were. Her eyes clouded over as she tried to remember what she’d done with the paper grocery sack that held the photos and served as her overnight bag. She’d abandoned it in the wake of Sully and Erik’s fight.


“They’re here somewhere.” Samantha pressed the heel of her hand against her cut cheek with a soft hiss of pain and began to search for the paper bag.


Her mind still felt a little fuzzy, and it seemed like ages ago that she’d arrived at the party, especially now that the patio looked like the remains of a haunted fraternity party, with the fog rolling over the patio as though propelled from a smoke machine. She half expected Freddy Krueger to jump out of the bushes


Early in the day Samantha had vowed that the stalker, no, Erik, her mind supplied jarringly, wasn’t going to get anywhere near Jane tonight. So when Jane had texted that she was leaving the Delgado house and going back home for the night, Samantha had gotten permission to sleep over. She just hadn’t told Jane she’d invited herself over yet.


“I’m not waiting around for you to unveil some bullshit proof that doesn’t exist,” Erik announced boldly. He moved to stand again, but both Kyle and Sully each braced a hand on top of one of Erik’s massive shoulders and shoved him down in tandem. He let out a loud “uff” when his knees thudded against the patio floor.


“Yes, you are.” Kyle’s nostrils flared. “Now that I think of it, you asked me the other day if Jane was at home, for no reason at all. Why should you care whether she’s home? So help me God, Erik, if you’re the douchebag creep who’s been stalking my sister…”


Chloe’s voice was as hard as steel when she finished for her twin. “We’ll call Aubrey’s dad to come arrest your sorry ass.”


It was clear that Erik wanted to obey Kyle and save his own worthless hide but didn’t know how do both at the same time. When he tried to get up a third time, Aubrey stuck her face right in his. “Even all of us together might not be able to hold down your gigantic, steroidal body for long, Erik. But I’ll bet we could drag you the few feet over to the pool and dump you in.” She waited a beat for effect. “I know for a fact you can’t swim.”


Erik’s eyes shaped twin moons, and he dropped back on his haunches, speechless.


Dalton, who had been watching the scene with wide eyes as though it was the world’s most complicated tennis match, looked like he was about to puke. “That’s it, man.” He shook his head. “I’m out.”


“Bro?” Erik said beseechingly, giving his friend a wounded look that almost pulled at Samantha’s heartstrings. Almost.


“Look.” Dalton began walking backward toward the gate, his hands held up in surrender. “I hope you didn’t do this. But if you did, I can’t help you.” He seemed truly sorry, but determined. “I gotta bounce.” Then he disappeared into the fog.


Samantha began rooting through another pile of paper plates with pizza crusts stuck to them and red Solo cups. The pain in her jaw left her a little nauseated, and she swallowed back bile. “I dropped it here somewhere as soon as Erik went after Sully.”


She wiped a thin stream of blood from her face with an impatient hand and smeared it across her already ruined shirt. Face wounds bled a lot, adding drama to the trauma, but this was ridiculous. Samantha was starting to look as though she’d crawled straight out of a slasher film.


Jane lifted several deck chairs and looked underneath for the paper sack. “You should go to the hospital for your cheek,” she said quietly as she pushed aside a pizza box. She eyed Samantha worriedly. “I don’t care about the stupid photos. My stalker is caught, and that’s good enough for me! You need stitches, and the bruise on your face is spreading.”


“Sure,” Samantha agreed sarcastically, her anger mounting at the thought that someone had taken not only her stuff but, more importantly, the photos of Jane. “Maybe I could get an MRI. I hear they give those out for free now. Next, I should see a dentist on the off chance I screwed up my bite.”


Samantha kicked apart a small pyramid of Diet Pepsi cans, and they noisily scattered across the brick floor. “Or maybe an orthodontist would be better? Heard of any good ones in town?”


Jane frowned, clearly confused at the ire being thrown her way. She grabbed Samantha’s hands to stop their frantic searching and pinned her in place with a disappointed look.


Samantha’s heart dropped to her knees at the sight. Something in Jane’s eyes was old and young at the same time, and something about it made Samantha’s eyes well.


“Sam—?”


“I’m sorry,” Samantha blurted. Hurting Jane for something that wasn’t her fault was unacceptable. “I didn’t mean to be a bitch.”


It took a moment to appear, but finally a small but lopsided smile transformed Jane’s face. She reached out and lovingly squeezed Samantha’s arm. “I know.”


They both began searching, pausing for only a second at the sound of Dalton’s car peeling out from somewhere on the street out front.


“There!” Excitedly, Jane pointed a few feet away to the fence line and some lush bushes. Underneath sat a tattered paper bag that was tipped on its side with some of its contents strewn haphazardly around it.


Samantha snatched the bag up and dumped out its few remaining items. She brushed aside a clean pair of shorts, a generic stick of deodorant and her toothbrush. The pictures were gone. “Shit!”


She whirled and glared at Erik and held up the empty bag accusingly. “Did you take them?” Samantha stormed back to him, her chest rising and falling fast.


“No.” Erik shook his head wildly. “I swear! I didn’t know you brought them. I never even saw them.”


“I never saw him with a bag,” Kyle confirmed. “He’s been with me since you got here.”


Samantha threw down the empty sack. Double shit! Jane ran a calming hand down her back, and before Samantha could launch into a full rant, she paused and let out a shuddering breath instead. Don’t lose it.


Jane continued the soothing motion of her hand. “Check his phone.”


Erik swallowed so loudly it rang out across the patio.


Sully unceremoniously stuck his hand into the back pocket of Erik’s jeans.


The big teen tried to squirm away, but Kyle held him firm.


Sully couldn’t get past the first screen. “Passcode?”


Erik flipped him off.


Kyle’s cheeks turned splotchy red the same way Jane’s did when she was agitated. “Don’t dick with us, Erik! Aubrey wasn’t kidding about the pool.”


Erik’s defiance melted like a Popsicle in July, and he released a kicked-puppy whimper as he rattled off a series of numbers that was undoubtedly his birthday.


After only a few seconds of flipping through screens, Sully let out a virulent curse. “You sick bastard.” He held the phone up for everyone to see. Its bright screen sliced through the night with devastating precision and illuminated a photo of Jane sleeping that reminded Samantha of a Disney princess under a spell.


Chloe sucked in a disturbed breath. “You were in her room while she slept? Who else have you been watching? Were you ever in my room?”


“No! Wait!” Erik barked, holding up his hands in case someone decided that now would be a good time to hit him again. “It’s not what you think.”


“You’re a sick, twisted freak! You’ve been hounding Jane all summer,” Chloe snapped. “That’s what I think. I also think you’d better start praying they sell K-Y Jelly in the prison commissary, because someone with your tight, football ass is going to be very popular.”


Despite the fact that she wholeheartedly agreed about prison, not Erik’s ass—Samantha actually shivered at the words. She was truly shocked. What were the chances that Chloe actually knew the word commissary?


“Call the cops, Aubrey.” Kyle’s lips twisted into a sneer.


Erik began to freak out, and a northeaster burr that was mostly absent from his speech was flung forward. “I-I haven’t been stalkin’ her! Okay, okay! I took the photos just once! One time. And I-I gave out Jane’s phone number a couple of times. But it wasn’t for me. It was for the money. That’s all! Honest to God, Kyle. She’s not even naked in the pictures. Look for yourself. Look again,” he pleaded pitifully. “I wasn’t in her room. I was in the storage room next door. The one that used to be your bedroom. I used a small hole I had poked in the wall when I was, like, eleven. Your old poster of Beyoncé is still up there and it hides it.”


Sully handed the phone over, and Kyle flipped through the screens with his thumb while he kept one furious eye on Erik. “This is all kinds of screwed-up, but he’s right. The only photos of Jane are a couple of her sleeping. There are no texts to her old or new number, and she’s not in his contacts.”


Regardless, Aubrey stepped away from Erik like he was a pile of toxic waste. “He could have erased all the evidence.”


Kyle cocked his head. “Sure, but if he was erasing evidence then why keep the pictures of Jane sleeping?”


“Because he’s an idiot!” Sully’s wet sneakers squeaked as he shifted up on the balls of his feet and put more weight down on Erik’s shoulder. He looked like he was trying to shove him right through the patio floor. “Because he’s hot for Jane. Because he wanted a trophy of what he’d done like some nasty serial killer. Because he needed something to jack off over if he couldn’t have the real thing.”


Everyone groaned in disgust.


“Jesus, man, I did not!” Erik complained, his face screwed up as though he was sucking a lemon. “I’m not like that.”


Sully squeezed Erik’s shoulder hard. “Sure you are.”


Chloe snorted. “Let me get this straight, Erik. You were going to sell pictures of just Jane sleeping and no naked breast or ass shots?” She didn’t bother to wait for him to answer. “Yeah, right.”


“Hey!” Jane protested. “Is that so impossible to believe someone would want a photo of me that wasn’t pornographic?”


“Yes,” Aubrey and Chloe answered flatly and in unison.


Samantha asked for the phone with an extended hand and then confirmed what Kyle had said. “This isn’t all of the photos. There were others besides the ones of Jane asleep.” Dread pooled in her belly.


Sensing that something was wrong, Jane inched closer to Samantha.


“Why can’t I remember?” Samantha whispered as she tried to push more of her dreams to the forefront of her mind. She tried so hard that she felt dizzy, and sweat collected in the sharp hollow of her throat. But they would not be rushed. The only thing that made the dreams tolerable was their potential to help Jane. And now they might not do even that much.


“It’s okay,” Jane reassured her soothingly, voice barely above a whisper. “Focus on what you do remember.”


Samantha nodded. In her dreams, she’d seen a faceless someone practically drooling over pictures of Jane. She’d felt their delight and a sick sense of ownership. She’d assumed it was that same drooling freak who had taken the photos. But what if he or she hadn’t? What if Erik had taken them for the stalker? What if she’d seen both Erik and the stalker in her dreams and wrongly assumed they were the same person?


“Christ,” Samantha hissed, wishing she had someone else to punch. Every answer only brought more questions. In a burst of frustration, she let loose a Greek curse so vile her yaya would have come after her with a wooden spoon if she’d heard.


Jane stepped away from Samantha to boldly poke Erik in the chest. “Assuming you’re not lying about why you took the phone numbers and photos, Erik, who paid you?” Any relief she might have felt only moments ago at having her stalker caught was now obviously long gone. She was nearly shaking, but Samantha couldn’t tell if it was from fear or anger. “I want a name.”


Samantha wound her arm around Jane’s curvy waist and pulled her close. She willed them both to calm down. Their emotions were running too high for things to end well.


Erik shrugged a massive shoulder. “I dunno. I never asked for a name or anything.”


“Seriously, dumbass, you’re going to have to do better than that!” Sully took the opportunity to smack the top of Erik’s head with an open hand.


Erik squawked in outrage. “I’m telling the truth, Archie.” Erik grabbed the hem of his own shirt and wiped the blood from around his nose and mouth. He scowled and spat a few times, his saliva nothing but a red spray.


Samantha wondered if she’d actually broken his nose. She really hoped so. Even if he wasn’t the person who’d been stalking Jane for the entire summer, he deserved far more than what he’d gotten for sharing her private information and for peeping into her room and for helping some sicko feed his obsession.


“Talk.” Sully nudged Erik’s back hard with a bony knee.


Erik coughed. “Okay. Okay. Just before school let out for the summer, I found a note pinned under the windshield wipers of my car. It offered me fifty dollars for Jane’s phone number.”


“How’d you get my phone?” Jane demanded.


“I didn’t. I, um, I got the number off Kyle’s phone.”


“What!” Kyle socked Erik in the top of the shoulder, and Erik began to whine to again. “Keep talking!”


“I’m sorry!” Erik said. “I emailed Jane’s number to some stupid-sounding Gmail addy. The next day, I found a note with money in it under my wipers. That was it. I never heard from the guy again until recently. He asked for a few pics of Jane sleeping and her phone number again; I guess she changed it or whatever.


“How much money did it take to turn you into a mutant?” Aubrey wondered out loud.


Erik’s thick eyebrows drew together. “Fifty for the phone number at the start of summer. Then two-hundred for the number again and the pics.”


“That’s it?” Kyle roared disgustedly. “You spied on my sister for a lousy two-fifty!”


Erik’s hands balled into fists. “I don’t get an allowance as good as yours. And the pictures didn’t have to be boob shots or anything. The dude just wanted shots of her sleeping. That’s all. What’s the harm in a photo like that? And it’s not like her phone number is top secret!”


Sully smacked Erik’s head again. “You’re sure it was a guy?”


“I assumed.”


Samantha rolled her eyes. It probably never occurred to Erik that he could actually get a job and earn the money himself, or that photos and phone numbers were only the tip of a much darker and potentially dangerous obsession for the person who wanted them so badly. “You’re sure you didn’t see the guy when he paid you?”


“What payment? I got stiffed the second time. I did just like I was told and sent him everything. I haven’t heard from the guy since.”


Samantha began to grasp at straws. “Do you at least have the notes?” Maybe the police could look for fingerprints.


Erik shook his head. “Why would I keep them?”


Chloe stepped out of her spiked heels and absently kicked them aside. She slipped into a pair of ballet flats that she’d stowed by the back door. “You deserved to get stiffed by the stalker, you idiot.”


Erik lifted his palms to the sky. “I didn’t even know there was a stalker. I still don’t know what you’re talking about. I figured it was just some dorky kid that liked Jane and was too scared to ask her out. I couldn’t be sure I’d be paid, but the money sounded good, and then I remembered the peephole. That made taking the pictures easy. I hang out with Kyle and Dalton in your house all the time.”


“Not anymore,” Kyle said darkly.


“So my stalker is really still out there?” Jane bent at the waist as though in pain, a disbelieving look on her face.


Samantha kept her voice calm when all she wanted to do was scream loud enough to drown everything else out. “I’m sorry, Jane, but yeah, I think so. I don’t know why, but I believe the shit sack.”


“Shouldn’t Samantha ask her granny who the stalker is?” Erik shot back. “Isn’t she a voodoo queen or somethin’?”


“I’d be happy to hit him again,” Sully offered Samantha hopefully.


“Not if I kick him in the balls first,” Samantha said coldly.


“No!” Erik squawked, pushing his large thighs closer together. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


Chloe tossed a beach towel at Samantha, who thanked her with a soft grunt. She dipped a large chunk of it in the pool and then used it to wipe some of the blood from her face and neck. She pressed the dry end against her cheekbone and bit back a sob at the fiery pain.


“You are a shit sack, Erik,” Kyle told him in no uncertain terms.


“Whaddya mean?” Sully poked Erik hard in the shoulder. “A shit sack would be a step up for him.”


Erik had the gall to look offended.


“Why would anyone believe Erik isn’t responsible for everything, not just the sleeping pics?” Sully wanted to know. “Left any notes lately, Erik?”


“I—”


Samantha’s eyes turned to slits. “How do you feel about cats?”


Erik looked confused. “I hate ’em.”


“See!” Sully crowed. “And if he didn’t want to catch a glimpse of Jane naked, then he wouldn’t have been looking through a hole into her room at night!”


“I didn’t!” Erik swore vehemently. Sweat dripped from his temples and down his thick neck in rivulets. “I don’t like Jane that way.”


Sully looked at Erik as though he was from Mars. “Surrre you don’t. Sorry Jane and Samantha, but any guy with eyes and balls would look at Jane naked if he had the chance.” He kneed Erik in the back again.


Chloe and Aubrey grudgingly murmured their agreement while Kyle wrinkled his nose.


“I’m not…I mean, I don’t…” Erik let out an explosive breath and screwed his eyes tightly shut, his face the very picture of mute anguish. The teen looked as though he was unraveling from the inside out. “I like Dalton, okay? Like like, you know?”


Sully and Kyle exchanged confused glances.


“Ha! Called it!” Chloe announced with an air of superiority. “Diary entry after the Homecoming game two years ago.”


Aubrey nodded respectfully. “It’s true. She did.”


Erik was now on the verge of tears. “I’m sorry I took the pictures. I’m sorry I gave out Jane’s number. I’m not a stalker. I just wanted the money so I could get some wicked shoes or just something. I’ve resorted to doing stupid stuff for Dalton to finally notice me. And Jane?” He looked up at her, his gaze edged with desperation. “I’m really sorry.”


Frustrated, Samantha ran her hands through her hair, forgetting that it was wet and catching her fingers on a snarl. Erik’s story was so crazy it had to be true. She was furious enough with him to want to grind his bones into powder, but she wasn’t sure that he’d even committed a crime. He wasn’t trespassing while he was inside the Hutchens’s house, and although the photographs of Jane were invasive, they were still rated PG.


Suddenly, the sound of snapping twigs from the bushes just beyond the fence captured her attention.


Everyone followed her gaze.


Samantha squinted hard and rubbed the front of her glasses as though that would somehow help her see through the thick fog. Someone was out there. He was out there. Hatred made her blood rush faster and fear drew icy fingers up her back and grabbed her by the throat. This was their chance to get him.


Sully abandoned Erik completely and took a few steps in the direction of the noise. His body was stretched taut like the string of a bow, begging to be released.


“Over there!” Aubrey whispered loudly and tilted her head toward another cluster of bushes whose branches were rustling a little too much for it to be the breeze.


Then Jane said what they were all thinking, her voice low and halting. “Someone else is here. Watching us.”


Determined to end this nightmare once and for all, Samantha tossed the bloody towel aside and grasped Jane gently by the shoulders. When their gazes locked, raw energy pulsed between them, reminding Samantha of the mutual attraction that boiled just below the surface.


Samantha sighed softly and forced her mind back to what needed to be done. “Would you stay here if I asked you to?” Discreetly, she motioned toward the bushes and waited until it was clear that Jane understood what she was about to do.


Emotion swirled in Jane’s eyes as she gazed up at Samantha. “Would you?”


Neither girl bothered to answer.


Without another word, they darted toward the noise, running side by side.


The rest of the group brought up the rear, even a lumbering Erik, as they plunged headlong into the fog to face whatever lay just out of sight.




Chapter Eighteen


The boys rapidly moved to the front of the group as Kyle showed them the quickest way through the back gate behind the garage and into the woods. They could hear someone running in front of them and moved like a pack of wild dogs ready to overtake their victim.


Neither the breeze nor most of the fog seemed able to penetrate the underbrush. Maybe a hundred feet into the woods and one of Jane’s borrowed flip-flops caught on a tree root for the third time. She stumbled, but Samantha caught her just before she went down hard. She hissed, sure that she’d cut one of her toes and the side of her foot.


Samantha pulled her close, and for just a second, Jane sank deeply into the damp embrace and wished they were anyplace else.


Chloe and Aubrey, who like the boys, were able to use their cell phones as flashlights, rushed past them, clearly determined not to be left behind by the muscle in the group. Jane didn’t have her phone with her, and Samantha’s had been ruined in the pool.


“Are you okay?” Samantha whispered, concern woven between her words.


Jane cursed under her breath. Walking in flip-flops through the tangled bushes and gnarled, fallen tree limbs would have been painful and difficult in the daylight. At night it proved impossible. “I can’t—”


“Your shoes. I know.”


Jane heard Samantha’s frustrated sigh. It was too dark to clearly see her face, but that was changing fast as her eyes began to adjust to the lower light.


“Jane, we can go back to the house. The boys will catch the stalker. They’re all spoiling for a fight, especially Erik. We’ll call the cops to come help, and the freak will have no place left to run.”


But the police wouldn’t search the woods, and both girls knew it. They still had no real evidence. Even the photos were gone. “No, Sam. Go with them.” Jane began to push her away.


Samantha snorted harshly and tightened her grip around Jane. “You’ve gone batshit crazy. If you think I’ll leave you, I won’t.”


“The stalker is in front of the boys and heading in the opposite direction of the house. I can still see the patio lights behind me. I’ll be fine. Go now or you’ll lose everyone.” Samantha’s body felt hot against hers, and even as Jane asked her to go, she leaned into her touch, wanting her to stay. Jane was terrified.


“No.”


“Catch him.” Jane stopped speaking as she heard her brother shouting directions, and Sully’s answering call as they split up to drive their quarry in one direction. “That’s how you can help me.”


“But—”


“I’ll head straight inside the house and lock the door. I’ll meet you there when you come back. “Please, Sam. I want him caught. Let the boys do the actual grabbing but end this!”


“Nuh uh. We need to stick together.”


“We are together. Through thick and thin. I promise. Sully is probably losing his mind that you aren’t leading the charge.”


“I—”


Jane intentionally hardened her voice. “If you won’t go, then lend me your shoes, because I will. And I will leave you standing right here as I do it.” It was a lie, and her stomach twisted at its telling. But, if the other kids were brave enough to run toward the danger, all on her behalf, the least she could do was not run away from it.


Jane refused to be the weak link.


Samantha stiffened at Jane’s harsh words. “Ugh! You’ll go straight back?” she finally said, and Jane wished she could go after whoever had caused them both so much grief.


“I promise.”


Jane stepped back, expecting the taller girl to separate from her. Instead, Samantha crushed their mouths together in an earth-shattering kiss that caused the hair on her arms to lift and her toes to curl.


Samantha’s tongue wound around Jane’s, and they moaned into each other’s mouths. A staggering flash of heat in Jane’s lower belly made her whimper helplessly. Her fingers disappeared into inky tresses, and the heady sensations that rocketed through her were almost enough to make her forget where she was and what they were doing, and that she was scared out of her wits.


“Be careful,” Samantha whispered against Jane’s lips, their mouths a hairbreadth apart. And then she was gone, rushing in the opposite direction with an athleticism that Jane herself had never possessed. Jane reached up to feel dampness on her cheek. She closed her eyes when she realized what it was. Samantha’s blood.


She reached out to a branch to steady herself when an image of Samantha floating face down in the pool, blood coloring the water around her head swam before her eyes. God. She was convinced that she’d be seeing that awful vision in her nightmares for ages to come.


Jane listened hard, hoping to tell when Samantha rejoined the group. But she couldn’t. Then she stood there, truly alone, and the normally soothing sounds of the forest seemed to grow louder and louder and take on a sinister quality. Despite sternly ordering herself to calm down, her imagination began to run wild.


What if the stalker somehow lost the boys and doubled back to come after her? What if he went after Samantha before she caught up with the others? What if he is watching me right now?


The night grew eyes.


She managed a few shaky steps that felt like they took eons. A sickening thought struck her gut like a fist: What if the stalker had a knife or a gun? She’d envisioned the boys tackling him and recognizing him as a student from one of her classes. But what if it wasn’t that at all?


With every breath she regretted telling Samantha to leave her. How could she make sure Samantha was okay if they weren’t together?


Jane willed her feet to move faster, but they were impossibly heavy, like they were sinking into quicksand, even though she knew that couldn’t be true.


From somewhere to her left, two branches knocked together and she froze mid-step, swallowing a gasp. Leaves to the right of her rustled loudly, and she spun to face the sound, her hands lifted in self-defense, her heart lodged somewhere in her throat.


But nothing happened. No one jumped out of the bushes to grab her. No one whispered her name. She let out a shuddering breath and slapped at a bug that had decided to make a snack out of her arm. The small sting seemed to make her entire body itch.


She began walking again and heard what sounded like a squirrel darting across the path behind her. To be certain, she spun to face it, but it was too dark to see if she’d been right. Sweat gathered at the nape of her neck and broke out across her back. Stop it. You’re just scaring yourself!


The patio lights in the distance suddenly shut off, ripping her from darkness and plunging her into utter and complete blackness. She shivered. Their lights were on a timer. Or had someone purposely shut them off?


Terror rattled her bones. It was darker than the inside of a tomb, and she was alone in the woods with a madman out there somewhere who thought she lived inside his brain.


She spun around again and realized with horror that she had only a vague sense of which way to walk to get back to the house. Her heart began to pound painfully.


As children, and against her parents’ strict orders, she and her siblings had snuck into this woodlot to play pirates. They’d hunted for hidden treasure on a regular basis, a secret map drawn in crayon and clutched tightly in her hand, Chloe and Kyle fighting over who would be made to walk the plank into the pool later. But she’d never been here in the dark.


The familiar place felt completely foreign now.


Jane slowed her steps, unable to even see her feet in front of her. The sound of twigs snapping alongside her caused her to jump but not stop. If she kept walking, she’d either hit her property or the street behind the woodlot.


So suddenly she couldn’t move to stop it, a thick arm snaked out from behind Jane and wrapped around her chest. Then a hand clamped firmly over her mouth, and she was yanked against a large, sweaty body.


Something metal poked into her back. A gun?


“Jane,” the voice whispered directly in her ear, lifting the small hairs on the back of her neck and arms. “Don’t scream, okay?”


For a moment, she was sure she was going to faint from fear alone, but when she didn’t, she began to madly struggle and scream against the hand.


The arm tightened around her until she could barely wheeze. “Stop it.” The words were a harsh whisper. “It’s me.”


Jane stilled, her mind racing to place the voice. “Er-nie?” she garbled against his hand.


She felt the figure behind her nod, and the arm around her chest loosened a bit, and she pulled in as much air as she could manage. “Ayah. That’s right. It’s me Ernie.”


But he couldn’t be the stalker! She’d checked his phone. He’d never texted her.


“If I take my hand away will you not scream? You can’t scream, Jane.”


She nodded wildly and the second the sweaty hand was removed from her mouth, she sucked in a large breath to scream her head off. “Hel—”


Ernie clamped his hand back around her mouth. “You lied to me!” He sounded wounded and angry.


“Jane!” She heard Samantha’s worried voice somewhere in the distance. “Where are you?”


“Shh…” Ernie warned. “If you scream, she might get hurt. I know you don’t want that.”


“Jane?” Samantha’s voice started to grow more and more distant, which meant she was going the wrong way.


Good, Jane thought, even though she was barely holding it together. Don’t let him hurt Sam.


“Okay. She’s gone now, I think. I need to show you something.” Ernie’s voice was low and urgent. “C’mon.”


“Mm-kay,” Jane mumbled, hesitantly. Sweat dripped into her eyes and mixed with tears.


Ernie removed the hand from around Jane’s chest but not the one clamped tightly over her mouth. With his free hand, he turned on his phone but kept it pressed mostly against his leg. It gave off enough light so that they could see just in front of them to walk, but not so much that anyone would be able to see them easily.


The fog was back.


They walked a surprisingly short distance in lockstep, his steamy body pressed tightly against hers, and then the woods changed into a very small clearing. Jane instantly felt the temperature drop, and a light breeze against her sweat-slicked skin. There was more light here, and Jane could see what she was sure were headlights in the near distance. That meant they were in the stretch of space directly between her patio and the street behind her house.


Ernie seemed to hesitate, but he finally lifted his phone and shined its flashlight to the ground in front of them.


Jane’s gaze darted around in wonder. It was a small campsite, complete with a tiny tent, a fire pit and loads of trash. Fast food burger wrappers and soup cans, a pair of sneakers, empty and half-crushed Coors beer cans, and a few dirty T-shirts littered the grassy floor.


Ernie let go of Jane’s mouth and stepped in front of her. He held one finger to his lips. “Shhh. We need to be quiet. It won’t be safe here for long.”


Quaking, Jane let out a shuddering breath. She didn’t particularly care whether Ernie felt safe from the pack that was hunting him. She looked for his gun, but only saw his camera around his neck. Was that what she’d felt against her back? “You don’t have a weapon?”


“What?” His eyes went round with shock. “I would never hurt you!” He gave her a devoted look.


Relief sang through her, making her knees weak. She made her voice as gentle and vulnerable as possible. “You promise?”


He nodded earnestly, and Jane wanted so badly to believe him. “Here.” he reached around his waist and pulled out a large envelope from the back of his pants. It was wet with sweat. He glanced down, clearly embarrassed. “Sor-sorry. It’s sticky out tonight.”


Even with him without a gun, she knew she should be running from Ernie’s sad-looking lair but curiosity compelled her to reach out. He was breathing heavily, and he seemed to have even more trouble walking through the woods than she did. She almost felt sorry for him.


Jane peered inside the envelope, unable to make out the images, but certain of what they were. It was the photos that Samantha had brought over to show her. “You took these from the party?”


He nodded and grinned boyishly. “I didn’t want just anyone to see you that way, Jane. Samantha left her sack on the ground and everything spilled out. She shouldn’t have done that. That’s when I knew I had to save you.”


Shit. Ernie sounded off his rocker, and Jane’s gaze flickered up to the lights in the distance again. If she could keep from tripping and falling flat on her face through this last bit of woods she could outrun him and be on the street in maybe twenty seconds. The run would tear up her feet, but it would be worth it.


She began to plan her escape in her mind. “Umm…I didn’t see you at the party.” She hoped she didn’t sound too distracted.


He lifted his chin a little in defiance. “Nobody ever notices me. But that doesn’t mean I’m invisible!” He grabbed his camera and caressed it the way you might a small, furry pet. “You might not believe it, but I see things nobody else sees.”


Jane frowned. She’d hurt his feelings? “That’s not what I meant, Ernie.”


“I know what you meant.” He stepped closer to her. “There are more, ya know. More photos, I mean, in the tent.” Ernie scrunched up his pudgy face. “They aren’t very good.”


There was no way she was getting in the tent with him. “Why were you spying on me?”


“I wasn’t! Well, not at first. Don’t you see? I saw what was happening, and I saw you with Samantha.”


“O-kay. I think I do understand. I—”


A body came flying out of the fog and tackled Ernie. One second he was standing in front of her and the next second he just wasn’t. It took a few breaths to recognize the grappling figures. “Samantha!”


“Go!” Samantha and Ernie rolled over the tent with two loud uffs.


“Help!” Jane began to scream at the top of her lungs. Where were the boys? She couldn’t just leave. She tried to help Samantha, but the duo rolled away. “I—”


“Run, Jane!” Samantha tried to pin down Ernie, but he was too big. They rolled a few more times.


“Stop!” he bellowed. “My-my camera. You’ll break it!”


“I’m gonna crush your…damn…camera!” Samantha’s head snapped up, and Jane caught a flicker of light reflecting off her eyes. “Get help!”


The look of desperation in Samantha’s eyes sent Jane running.


As predicted, she did fall a few times, and when she lost one of her flip-flops, she screeched in pain. “Help!” Then, before she knew it, she burst free from the underbrush and trees and onto the very end of a city street. She turned and glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to see Samantha. But she didn’t.


When she turned back, Jane ran headlong into Jeremy Blackwell.


* * *


“Whoa! Hey, hey, are you okay?” Jeremy reached out and firmly grasped Jane’s shoulders.


Jane was stunned. He was the last person she expected to see. “I-I—”


He frowned down at Jane, and his eyes sparked with sudden anger. “You’re bleeding. Who hurt you?”


“I…No, it’s not mine.”


He searched her face. “You’re Jane, right?”


She was relieved that he remembered her. That would make things easier. “I’m a friend of your daughter’s. I waited on you at Mackelroy’s today.”


“I remember.”


Jane glanced back into the woods, her chest heaving. “Mr. Bl-Blackwell, it’s Samantha.”


“Sam?” He glanced around, and his jaw turned to granite. “What about her?”


“This sounds crazy, but Ernie Tupper has her in the woods and—”


“The fat kid photographer from the newspaper has her?” Jeremy let out a bark of unexpected laughter. “Then it’s Ernie who’d better watch out.”


Jane frowned, confused. How could he think this was funny? “You don’t understand. We have to go back for her and call the police! She’s trying to hold him, and he might hurt her.”


Jeremy’s face shifted into something more serious. “Okay, okay.” He peered hard into the pitch-black forest. “Can you lead me back to where she is?”


Jane wanted to shout yes, but doubts assailed her. She’d been so turned around, and then she’d fled in a blind panic. “I-I think so, but it’s so dark in there.”


“Then we should call the cops. I don’t have a phone, but you live just on the other block, right?”


Jane nodded, relieved he understood. Hot tears blurred her vision. She shouldn’t have left Samantha. They should have never separated from each other at all.


“Good. We’ll call from your place. C’mon, my car is right here.” Jeremy’s old car was parked crookedly along the street. About fifty feet away, under a streetlight, Jane recognized Ernie’s beat-up black pickup truck.


Jeremy grabbed Jane’s hand, and they rushed to his car together, though he was a little more sluggish than she’d expect.


Please be okay, Samantha, Jane chanted mentally for the second time that night. “Mr. Blackwell, what are you doing out here? It’s got to be three a.m.”


Jeremy snorted. “Shouldn’t I be askin’ you that, kid?”


For a moment Jane thought she would just tell him everything. But she didn’t have all night. “It’s a long story.”


Jeremy shrugged as he opened his car door. He wobbled slightly, then righted himself. “I’m in town for a while and stayin’ across the street with friends.” He pointed to a small, cheery white house whose lights were off. “I came outside for a smoke, and I heard someone callin’ for help.”


He smelled like stale beer, but Jane ignored the uneasy feeling he gave her. She knew she was right to be afraid of him after he’d tried to break through the Christos’s door and after the way he’d grabbed Samantha at lunch. But she couldn’t let her fear keep her from helping Samantha now.


Pain spiking through her cut foot, she limped around to the passenger side and slid into the car. She kicked aside the rubbery shreds of her last flip-flop as she closed the door behind her. She automatically reached for a seat belt, but there wasn’t one.


Jeremy fired up the car and the V8 sputtered, then died. He tried again, with the same result. Cursing, he made a third attempt, and it backfired loudly as it roared to life.


He pressed down hard on the gas, and the force pushed Jane back in her seat. With sickening comprehension, it suddenly registered that he wasn’t altogether sober. Her parents rarely drank more than a glass of wine and absent obvious signs like slurred speech or falling down, she had no idea what to look for.


“Wait, Mr. Blackwell, don’t your friends have a phone?” Her eyes strayed to the house across the street, then back toward the woods and Samantha. “That would be quicker.”


“Sure, but they’re asleep.” He focused straight ahead, his hands tight on the steering wheel.


“But this is an emergency!” The white house flew by, and she swore inwardly. “Stop, Mr. Blackwell. We can just knock on someone’s door. Anyone’s. Any phone will work.”


“Calm your liver. We’ll be at your place in just a minute. Samantha will be fine. She may be skinny, but she’s like a junkyard dog, scrappy as hell.” He made a sour face when he said his daughter’s name, and he sounded like a Southie gangster as he made a wide U-turn at the end of the cul-de-sac, his tires unexpectedly squealing.


Something else wasn’t right, and it made Jane queasy. The inside of the car was stifling and smelled like stale beer and smoke. But not cigarette smoke, campfire smoke. Her belly clenched when she looked down and saw a pile of beer cans. Coors beer cans that were crushed just like the pile of cans at the makeshift campsite in the woods behind her house.


Her stomach dropped to her knees, and tiny stars invaded her vision as realization punched her in the gut like a heavyweight champion.


“How-how?” Jane paused. “You don’t smoke, do you?”


Jeremy shook his head and failed to bite back a sly smile. “Nah. I quit years ago.”


Oh. My. God. “How do you know where I live?”


Jeremy smirked and his eyes glinted off the streetlights. “Well, well…That didn’t take any time at all. Too smart for your own good, I’d say.”


Jane’s mind was a hurricane. Samantha had said that Jeremy was spending more time in Locklow. Had he been here all summer?


Had Ernie really been trying to save her as he claimed?


Then, through a fog of disbelief, the pieces of the mystery began to fall together. Ernie had been whispering while they were in the woods to keep from being heard by Jeremy, not the other kids. He was afraid Jeremy would hurt Jane, and he must have seen Jeremy stalking her while taking his photos for her father’s campaign. Jeremy had been the one to hire Erik. But…“Why? I don’t understand.”


Jeremy’s lips peeled back from his teeth, and his gaze seemed to catch fire. “Don’t act like you don’t know! You’ve been teasing me for years.”


Jane’s jaw sagged, and she did her best to control her bladder. One scorching look from Jeremy Blackwell was more menacing than being snatched in the middle of the night by Ernie Tupper and marched through the dark woods like a prisoner. “Stop. Stop the car.”


He ignored her.


“Please!” she yelled, her voice breaking.


Jeremy reached over and grabbed a fistful of Jane’s hair as he growled. He shook her hard, rattling her teeth. “Don’t you ever raise your voice to me, girl. No more women are gonna raise their voices to me. Ever.” For a second, he lost focus on the road, and the car ran up onto the sidewalk.


A hiss of pain exploded from Jane. She held up her hands in supplication. “Okay. I won’t.” She went limp and softened her voice. “I’m sorry.”


“Ah.” He righted the car and released his grip. “That’s better.”


Jane’s hands flew to her head, and she rubbed her burning scalp.


The advice from her self-defense class rang out in her head: Never get in a car with a stranger. Once you do, they’ll take you someplace quiet, and it won’t matter if you scream. Jeremy was heading in the direction of her house, but it didn’t make sense for him to take her there. She had to get away before they got to wherever he was going.


She felt like a fool. A terrified fool who’d willingly slid right into her drunken stalker’s car. The Darwin Awards were too good for her.


Jane did her best to remain calm but was sure if he looked, he’d see her pulse slamming in the throat. It was making her light-headed. “Wh-what do you m-mean I’ve been teasing you?”


“Why are you askin’ stupid questions? Duh! The cemetery? The flowers you put on Celine’s grave? You couldn’t stay away, year after year. You came other times too. I was waitin’ and watchin’. Ya think I didn’t notice? I saw you readin’ on a blanket under the big tree, waitin’ for me.” He sighed wistfully. “You were like a sweet piece of fruit just waiting to get ripe enough to be plucked.”


His mouth twisted into a dreamy, almost disoriented smile. “Looking so pretty and fresh.” He let out a low whistle and shook his head. “You were maybe twelve-years old when I first saw you sitting there in a yellow dress. I could have taken ya right then.” He side-eyed her and leered. “I almost did.”


He seemed to be talking mostly for his own benefit now, reminiscing, and Jane could do nothing but listen in horror and disgust and repress a full body shudder.


His knuckles went white on the steering wheel and his nostrils flared. “It wasn’t easy, but I waited. I’m no kiddie diddler. You’re just the right age now, and your body is full-grown. Celine was twenty when I met her. That was too late. She already had her own mind, and she turned on me when that Greek bitch Leola made up lies about me.”


Headlights shone in the rearview mirror. His gaze flicked up briefly, but then dropped back to the deserted road, unconcerned.


“But that won’t happen with you, Jane. Because I will love you better than I did Celine. Anything I did to her, she made me do. But that’s in the past. You’ll love me better than she did, right?”


Jane recoiled. What had he done to Samantha’s mother? “Uh…”


“Right?” he demanded, slamming his fist against the steering wheel so violently she heard the sharp sound of plastic cracking.


“Yes,” Jane shot back quickly. “I-I will. Of course I will.”


An idiot could tell she didn’t mean a word of what she’d said, but Jeremy didn’t seem to notice. “Good, because you’re not supposed to be with that ungrateful brat Samantha. You’re meant for me.”


Jane’s mouth felt like it was full of dust. She could hardly speak. “Where are we going?”


“The cemetery. I want Celine to see me with you. That bitch will be so jealous.”


Holy shit. Erik was greedy and stupid. Ernie had a crush on her and a misguided hero complex. But this was insanity, or maybe drunken insanity. Jane’s chin began to quiver as fear crawled over her skin like a hairy spider.


“I tried to get your attention with sweet texts and notes, but you ignored me. That’s your parents’ fault. Rich damn snobs. They made you think you were too good for me. But you made me take things to the next level. You had to go and bring Samantha into things.” He pinned Jane with a glare. “You get that everything that happened after that was your fault, right? Not that I didn’t enjoy skinning that damn cat.”


“I understand,” Jane answered robotically. Her body tingled in anticipation as she eyed her door handle. The door was unlocked.


“But you won’t piss me off like that anymore because we’re together now.” His eyes dared her to disagree.


“Together. Yes.” Oh God. I’m going to do it. Oh God. Jane balled her hands into fists and forced a neutral expression.


Jeremy reluctantly began to slow down. He’d have to stop at the upcoming intersection and yield to another car.


Now!


Before the car had fully stopped, Jane grabbed the handle of the door and pushed as hard as she could, shoving the door open at the same time. Closing her eyes, she jumped into the darkness.


“No!” Jeremy bellowed.


The car swerved wildly, and a warm breeze blasted against Jane’s face to the sound of screeching brakes.


* * *


By the time Samantha had finally pinned Ernie to the ground, she was covered in sweat from them both as well as dirt, leaves and chunks of dry twigs. And she’d caught enough of his desperate screams to begin to comprehend the unthinkable.


This was her father’s campsite? Her mind instantly recoiled at the idea, and she hadn’t believed Ernie. But by the light of his cell phone, she saw a crumpled pile of the clothes her dad had worn earlier that day at Mackelroy’s, and a grungy blanket she recognized from the trunk of his car. Worst of all, inside the tent were a million snapshots of Jane.


Ernie explained that he’d been watching Jeremy watch Jane, though he hadn’t really been sure what was happening at first. He’d seen Jeremy enter the woods earlier that evening around the time the Hutchens twins’ party got into full swing.


That meant Jane was still in danger.


Panic ripped through Samantha like a buzz saw, and she came crashing out of the trees and back into the neighborhood behind Jane’s house. “Jane?” It had only been a few moments since Jane had tore off in search of help. More than enough time for something awful to happen. Samantha whipped around in circles, desperate to spot her.


Jeremy’s clunker rumbled by.


“Fuck!” she roared as she caught a glimpse of Jane and her father.


She prayed that whatever Jeremy said, Jane would just go along with it and not try to fight him. When challenged, he could be as dangerous as he was irrational.


A few seconds more and Ernie joined her, panting and perspiring. He bent at the waist, a bit of his belly hanging over his belt, his camera dangling from his neck and almost on the ground. His chest heaved and his eyes followed Jeremy’s sedan. “My-my truck. We can follow. It’s parked over there.” He pointed wearily.


“Yes!” Samantha nodded and they took off. On foot, Ernie was awkward and plodding, like a jumbo sea turtle that was out of his element on land. But Ernie’s pickup truck was his ocean. He floored it and spun the car around with the ease and confidence of a Nascar driver.


They barreled down the quiet neighborhood street and quickly made up for lost time.


“Where is he taking her?” Ernie asked Samantha. “Back to her house?”


“Don’t hurt her. Don’t hurt her,” Samantha mumbled, tuning out Ernie, her horrified eyes glued to the old sedan on the road in front of them. Why in the world was her father fixated on Jane? Yes, she was pretty and smart. But that wasn’t enough to—


“Samantha? Where?”


“How should I know?” she snapped after being torn from her colliding thoughts. “Maybe if you’d called the police when you knew he was following Jane this wouldn’t have happened at all. Ever think of that, Einstein?”


Silence crackled between them.


“But I didn’t know for certain until recently,” he said, obviously wounded. “You can’t go around accusing people if you don’t know.” He nodded to himself. “I would lose my job if I did that.”


Even from the corner of her eye, Samantha could see his cheeks flush.


“Besides, how could I say I knew that your dad was following Jane when I was sort of watching her too? Even after she already said she couldn’t go out with me.”


Samantha held her tongue. This wasn’t his fault. It was hers. Her father. Her mess. Somehow her own personal apocalypse had spilled over onto Jane. No matter what happened now, there would always be this ugly stain between them. She felt like she might die.


But there was no doubt in her mind that she’d get Jane away from her dad. It would happen because she would make it so. The only question was how much hell they would all have to go through in the process and how much blood there would be. Jeremy was cruel enough, and clearly crazy enough, that nothing short of pure force would work.


The very thought made her physically ill but no less determined.


“He won’t take her back to her house,” Samantha said, her resolve growing with each passing second. Help her. Get her back. The words were evenly spaced in her mind and quiet, though they felt like thunder. “If he’s been watching Jane tonight, then he knows that Kyle and Chloe and everyone else are still around.” By now Sully would be pulling his hair out as he searched for them. “The highway maybe? Pops might try to take her to Boston.”


Ernie’s wooly worm eyebrows crawled up his forehead. “Boston? That’s kidnapping!”


“No shit, Ernie. It’s already kidnapping!” Samantha wiped at the sticky blood on her cheek that was now covered with bits of bark and dirt as Jeremy whizzed past a stop sign in the distance as though it wasn’t there. “Just don’t lose him.”


“I won’t. He’s slowing down now.” Ernie punched his accelerator.


“Call 9-1—” Samantha watched in horror as Jane jumped from the moving car in front of them and tumbled a few times before ending up face down. “Jesus! Stop!”


Ernie slammed on the brakes and came to a skidding stop about fifty feet behind Jeremy.


“Jane!” Samantha didn’t bother to shut her car door as she bolted toward the fog-draped shadow on the ground that wasn’t moving. At the same time, her father got out of the car, slamming his door with a loud curse that caused her to change direction and put herself squarely between Jane and Jeremy. He would get to Jane again over her dead body.


Jeremy stopped cold in his tracks. He looked majorly surprised to see her but only mildly annoyed. He clearly didn’t think Samantha could stop whatever he had planned.


He was very wrong.


“Jane, are you okay?” Samantha called over her shoulder. She didn’t dare let her eyes stray from her dad, and she strained to hear Jane moving. Her heart didn’t start beating again until she did.


“You let that fat nerd cut open your face?” Jeremy slurred just his last word and squinted at his daughter through the fog. Bitter disappointment was written across his face. “Weak.”


She blinked slowly at him. The ringing in her ears hadn’t completely gone away since Erik’s elbow connected with her face. That was the only explanation she could come up with for what she thought she heard. “What the hell? What the hell! That’s all you have to say to me after kidnapping my…friend?” She tried to hold her anger inside, but it roared and thrashed, like a lion straining against its chain.


“She’s going to be my friend,” Jeremy mocked. “I’ve put in the time to get her. You haven’t.” He was lit up like an actor on stage by Ernie’s headlights, and somehow he seemed bigger than he had earlier that same day.


“You’re drunk.” Samantha’s stomach churned even harder.


Jeremy held his index finger and thumb close together. “Li’l bit. But I didn’t kidnap her. She got in the car with me all on her own.”


“Sure she did.” Samantha dripped with revulsion as she rose to the balls of her feet. She considered trying to tackle him. But Jeremy wasn’t soft and slow like Ernie. He was a block of thick-corded muscle, and she’d only be able to hold him for a few seconds at most. “She never asked you to stop the car?”


The muscle in his right cheek twitched. “Back off. This isn’t your business.”


He was wrong again. “Stay away from her, Pops. I mean it.”


“Or what?” Jeremy laughed. Not a chuckle or snigger but a real belly laugh, the kind she hadn’t heard from him in years. The malicious kind that didn’t convey an ounce of humor but sent chills racing across her skin.


Samantha had been convinced that once she saw the face of Jane’s stalker, her dreams would come into sharper focus. But when she looked at the man before her, he was as much a stranger as ever, cloaked in shadows just like her nightmares.


She heard Jane groan from behind her and the light tapping sound of small bits of gravel hitting the road as Jane stood up. Samantha remembered she needed to breathe only after she began to feel woozy. “Jane?” Her voice was uncharacteristically high.


“I’m okay.” A soft whimper. “At least, I think so.”


Samantha’s knees felt rubbery with relief. “Run.” It was nearly impossible to say when all Samantha wanted to do was pull Jane close and never let her go. “Run!”


Jane gasped. “Wh-what?”


Jeremy took a step forward. His eyes widened and his gaze darted to Jane. “No. Don’t you go anywhere!” he ground out. “And be quiet.” Thick trees lined the roadway, and the old houses were set deep on large lawns, but his gaze still flickered around in worry.


Samantha ignored his order. “Run!” She felt Jane’s hand slide gently up the back of her T-shirt, and her mouth dropped open. Jane had actually come closer to the danger?


“Not this time, Sam. I won’t leave you with him.”


“Jane,” Samantha warned frantically. Why wasn’t she already running to the nearest house? “Go now! Run!”


“No.”


Samantha felt the absolute conviction of Jane’s steadily spoken word in a jolt that went all the way to her toes.


Jeremy pointed at Samantha and seemed to relax. “You think Jane’s stayin’ put to be with you, don’t ya? I can see it by the stupid lovesick look on your face. Hate to burst your bubble, but she turned her ankle jumpin’ out of the car like a damned idiot. She limped over to you slower than Leola. She can’t run anywhere. And why would she want to? She knows she belongs with me.”


Jane squared her shoulders. “Never.”


Jeremy’s eyes glinted maliciously. “Samantha can beat it for all I care. But you are mine and you stay here. And you both keep your voices low, or I’ll make sure you’re too busy eatin’ your teeth to scream.” Fog swirled around his head as he swayed a little to one side.


He pinned his daughter with a glare that made him look older and rougher than she’d ever seen him, even when he was far more intoxicated. “Samantha knows I will do it, too. Make Jane understand.”


Samantha swallowed hard and did her best to push her fear to the back of her mind, alarmed that she truly didn’t think he was bluffing. It was cooler out on the street than it had been in the woods, but a bead of sweat still slid from Samantha’s temple and down her neck, liquefying a tiny stream of dried blood.


Jeremy glowered as she hesitated. “Tell her!”


She closed her eyes for a moment. “He’ll do it.”


She prayed that Ernie was smart enough to have already called the police even if he was too chickenshit to leave the safety of his truck now. How long would it take them to arrive? Stall.


 


Samantha leveled the most hateful glare she could muster at her father—No, at Jeremy. She could barely think of him as her father before. And certainly not now. “What makes you think Jane would ever want to be with the likes of you? She’s actually a good person.”


“You think you’re better than me now because she’s given you the time of day?” Jeremy cocked his head to the side. “We’re cut from the exact same cloth. Exact. Leola can lie to you about that. And you can lie to yourself. But that doesn’t make it true.”


Samantha flinched as his words hit home.


“No, Sam. Don’t listen to him,” Jane whispered, her mouth so close that Samantha could feel warm puffs of air against the back of her neck. “That’s not true.”


“C’mon Jane.” Jeremy motioned with one hand for Jane to join him to head back to his car. “We can leave and start our new life together.”


Samantha snorted. “When did you go full-on nutso? She’s not going with you.”


“Bitch! I shoulda drowned you when you were born.” Jeremy’s patience snapped, and he surged forward to yank Samantha out of his way. It was Jane’s voice that stopped him short.


“Wait! Aren’t you going to tell her what you did to Celine?”


Thoroughly distracted, Jeremy stilled, his still extended arm in mid-air.


Samantha’s mouth went slack and she gaped at Jane. “Wh—what?”


Jeremy’s expression quickly shifted from surprise to angry defiance. But mixed in with it Samantha could see flashes of guilt. What had he done?


Jane hopped fully alongside Samantha and wrapped her arm around her friend’s waist. Samantha took the hint and shifted her hip a bit as she tightened her grip around Jane to help keep her upright.


The difference in their height was magnified with Jane in bare feet.


Jane subtly tugged her backward to put more space between them and Jeremy. “In the car earlier, he said anything he’d done to Celine had been because she’d made him.”


Samantha’s stomach threatened to rebel, and acid shot up her throat and into her mouth, making her gag for a moment. On the heels of sickness was a cold fury that made her vision go blurry for just a second. “Did that include pushing her off the rocks and killing her?”


Jeremy let his arm drop and drew his head back slowly.


Samantha squared her shoulders and prayed with everything in her that she’d hear police sirens soon. “Don’t look so surprised. It’s been the talk of the town for years. Did you actually do it?” It wasn’t everyday a local went headfirst off one of Locklow’s grassy cliffs and onto the rocks below.


Jane took Samantha’s hand and squeezed it hard, conveying love and support in equal measures with the tender gesture.


For the first time, Jeremy seemed more upset than angry. “Ya never asked me what happened, even after all these years.”


“Maybe I didn’t want to know.”


“And ya do now?”


Grimly, Samantha nodded, though she knew it wasn’t true. She didn’t want to know. But she supposed it didn’t matter much now. Stalking Jane and carelessly snatching her up as though she was a weed from the garden was unforgiveable. Regardless of what he told her about her mother, there was no way back for her and Jeremy now. Though it might make her hate him a hair less if she knew he wasn’t a murderer.


“It’s not what you think,” he insisted.


“Then tell me what to think!”


“Everything that happened that day was a horrible accident.”


“More! Tell me more.”


From far off, Samantha heard the first wail of police sirens.


Jeremy turned toward the sound and ran a brisk hand over his stubbly cheeks. He let out an explosive breath. “No time.”


Samantha shook her head. “Make time.” Her hands balled into fists, and she lifted them without thinking about what she was doing. “Dammit, Pops, have the balls to tell the truth. Just this once.”


Jeremy visibly bristled.


“Well? C’mon!”


“Samantha, don’t.” Jane’s voice was low and urgent.


The sirens’ blare grew louder. In less than a minute the police would be there, and maybe they’d shoot her father. And maybe she wouldn’t blame them. “Don’t do what, Jane? Antagonize him? He’s batshit crazy. A batshit crazy stalker. Who knows what will set him off and what won’t?”


“Celine was just like you.” Jeremy sneered. “A smart mouth. Always complainin’. Never listening. Nothin’ was ever good enough.”


“Tell me what happened on the cliff!”


“It was an accident!”


“What was?”


Then, without warning, Jeremy lunged for Jane. But Samantha was there first, thrusting herself in front of Jane at the same time as she pushed her away. Jeremy swung a paw in her direction, but she was able to shift out its way. Then she kicked as hard as she could and her sneaker connected solidly with the inside of one of Jeremy’s thighs, high up on his leg. He cried out and yanked her to him as they both crashed onto the pavement.


Her face smashed into his broad chest, and the cut on her cheek opened again, burning as though flames licked it.


Jane began to scream for help even as she jumped back into the fray and tried to pry Jeremy off Samantha. “Get off her!”


Miraculously, he allowed it but then simply took the opportunity to stand to his full height and grab Jane by the wrist. He gave a tug so sharp Jane shrieked. “Let’s go. Now!”


Samantha tried to stand, but he batted her away like an annoying bug, sending her sprawling flat on her back, her shoulders biting into the road as she skidded.


“No!” Jane twisted wildly in his grip, howling the entire time at the top of her lungs. She dug her heels in, but Jeremy began to drag her away. “Help!” Then Jane abruptly switched directions and somehow slipped out of his meaty grasp. Clumsily, he reached for her but got nothing but air.


Dizzy, Samantha stood on shaky legs and in a half a dozen steps launched her entire body at Jeremy. It was like running into a brick wall, but the impact put more space between him and Jane. It also knocked the air from Samantha’s lungs as she and Jeremy tumbled to the pavement together again.


She dragged in an excruciating breath as porch lights finally began to turn on.


Ernie revved his engine once. Twice.


Flashing police lights shone from the end of the street.


Panting, Jeremy was up first. He wiped blood from his lip and glanced around for Jane who was out of reach and still screaming for help. His head snapped in the direction of the sirens. He was clearly torn as to whether to make a last attempt to grab Jane or make his own escape. “I’ll be back for ya, Jane. Promise.” Finally, with a bark of frustration, he began to quickly limp toward his car.


Samantha’s kick had been well-placed.


“No!” Samantha wailed. If he got away now, Jane would forever worry that he was lurking in every dark shadow. Samantha took off after him.


“Samantha!” Jane yelled as she grabbed her from behind and snatched her back just as Ernie’s truck whizzed past them, so close the breeze it created lifted their hair.


The sound of the truck hitting Jeremy was a sickening crash of metal and glass and screaming tires as Jeremy flew a dozen feet into the air as though launched from a cannon.


Then he lay motionless on the ground, a heap of twisted limbs and torn flesh.


Ernie’s engine went silent. His headlights cut out, and they were all plunged back into shadows.


Samantha’s heart roared in her ears and her chin trembled. Had that actually happened? “Holy—”


Jane gasped and pulled Samantha to her in a desperate hug, turning her away from Jeremy’s crumbled body. “Don’t look. Okay?” She pressed a fierce, shaking kiss against Samantha’s uninjured cheek, then the corner of her mouth. She locked steady arms around Samantha’s slender torso, molding their bodies together like Velcro. “Don’t look.”


But Samantha couldn’t see anything now anyway. Tears blurred her vision and she stood there, stunned, as chaos erupted around them in the form of police cars and worried neighbors who’d finally been drawn from their air-conditioned slumber.


After everything he’d done, she shouldn’t care about Jeremy at all. Her entire life had been haunted by his disruptive, hurtful presence. Him getting hit by Ernie’s truck should have been like a vicious bug finally splatting against a windshield. But it wasn’t, and her chest jerked with the force of her raw sob.


Ernie exited his car but didn’t try to approach Samantha or even Jane. Instead, he glanced helplessly at Jeremy, then sat down in the middle of the street and put his head in his hands.


Samantha closed her eyes and soaked in Jane’s presence. She buried her face in Jane’s neck and soft hair and drew in a deep breath that smelled like sweat and shampoo and safety.


Between breaths, Samantha murmured the only thing she could think of in that moment: “I’m sorry.”




Chapter Nineteen


“A plastic surgeon? Are you craz—No. Just no. Sew it up here, Doc. It’s not like you haven’t given me stitches before.”


“On your elbow, Samantha Blackwell. Not your face!”


“Then don’t do it. I’m sure they sell butterfly bandages at the Dollar Store.”


Leola, who had been quiet for several moments, finally spoke up. “Don’t you sass your doctor, moro mou. I still have a wooden spoon in the drawer back home with your name on it!”


From her seat in the hallway just outside the exam room, Jane winced at the impatience in Samantha’s voice, the doctor’s equally grumpy reply and Leola’s mounting frustration. They were all in at Locklow’s tiny urgent care clinic where the doctor on call had been awakened to check on the girls and to see if they needed to be taken to the hospital in Gloucester.


Jane waited impatiently in an uncomfortable plastic chair. She had two skinned knees, a skinned palm, a few small cuts on her feet and a painfully twisted ankle. She was sore and shell-shocked. Out of nowhere, she would start to tremble as her body came down from its adrenaline-fueled nightmare.


Samantha’s situation, however, was a bit more concerning. She had a mild concussion and needed stiches on her cheek, but neither the doctor nor Leola could convince the stubborn teen that she should head to the hospital.


Perhaps it was because that’s where they’d rushed Jeremy as two EMTs worked furiously to restart his heart.


The rest of the evening’s mostly hapless players were clustered in a dimly-lit waiting room at the end of the hall. Sully restlessly prowled around the room like a tiger in search of a meal. Chloe nervously played with her hair alongside an ever-unreadable Aubrey. A yawning Kyle was huddled around the water cooler with a stoic Captain Delgado, who had taken their formal statements only moments before. And Thommas Christos sat a few chairs away from them all, snoring loudly.


Ernie had been taken down to the police station to be interviewed by another officer. Though after Samantha, and then Jane, had steadfastly insisted that Jeremy had darted directly in front of Ernie’s truck, and that Ernie squashing him was completely unavoidable, it seemed unlikely that he’d actually be charged with a crime. Ernie had saved Jane, and neither girl would play a part in him being punished for it.


“Fine! Go ahead and give her the stitches, Doctor. But don’t blame me, Samantha, if you end up looking like Frankenstein later. Oh, I’m sorry doctor. I didn’t mean you would do a poor job. I-I. Just…never mind.” Leola huffed loudly as she exited the room. The closing door swallowed up the shrill zing of the hospital curtain that surrounded the exam table.


Leola scrubbed her face with one hand and quirked a fond but slightly sad smile down at Jane. “Sometimes Samantha likes to dig in her heels.”


“I can see that.”


“We had a mule that was like that back in Greece. It took a while, but we finally figured out how to deal with him.”


“Really?”


“Mmm. We shot him.”


Jane snorted with unexpected laughter.


Leola dropped tiredly down in the chair. She went to pat Jane’s knee but stopped short when she caught sight of the bandages. “How are you? And not just physically.”


“I-I…”


Jane didn’t have a clue as to how to even start to answer that question. She felt as though she could sleep for days, and yet her mind was still idling high like a jet ready to take off. The threat was gone, but wisps of fear and unease still swirled around her as ethereal and toxic as smoke. Her worry for Samantha was making her anxious enough to wring her hands but equally uncertain as to how to comfort her. Or whether she’d even be given the chance once her parents joined the fray.


“Jane?”


Leola’s voice shook her out of her tailspin. “Umm…Sorry. Unsettled is the best way to describe it, I guess.”


“Mmm.” Leola nodded slowly. “Have you gotten ahold of your mother and father yet?”


Jane rolled her eyes and groaned. That was a phone call she’d like to forget as quickly as possible. “I got off the phone with them a few minutes ago. It took me forever to keep them from turning right back around and coming home. But they’re still cutting their trip short. That means I’m currently under lock and key with Captain Delgado until they get back in a few days. At this point, if I go to the ladies’ room alone, I’m pretty sure he’d follow me inside.”


The creases in Leola’s forehead deepened. “After everything that’s happened, you don’t want to see your parents?”


Jane shook her head. “No, it’s…it’s not that. I do. It’s just…” She pushed aside the wedge of guilt that was firmly lodged in her side and went with the absolute truth. “I would love for them to hug me and tell me everything is going to be okay. And they’ll do that. But they’ll also smother me, not with love, but with worry and rules that they think I need to muddle through. And that’s more than I can take right now.”


Jane turned her head toward the exam room that contained Samantha. It had gone suspiciously quiet.


“I’m sure your parents only want what’s best for you.”


“Sure. But sometimes they forget that I still need to breathe.” It was an odd problem to have, Jane decided. Her parents could be dismissive and stifling all at once.


“I see.” Leola snorted softly. “So what is it that you do want?”


Jane shifted uncomfortably in her chair and willed the older woman to understand. “I want to be with Samantha. I want to finally spend time with her without there being a boogeyman in the background making everything awful.”


She knew she sounded like a child who didn’t want to be denied her favorite toy. But everything felt so much more urgent than that. Like there was an invisible rope that connected her and Samantha, and when it was stretched too far, it was like wearing skin a size too small. “I know it doesn’t make sense. But I feel like I need to be with her right now. And I think Samantha needs it too.”


Leola lifted a cottony-white eyebrow. “It makes perfect sense, Jane. I’ve been in love. I still am in love. I know exactly how it feels.”


Jane’s face heated. “You know about us?”


Leola crossed her eyes, and Jane laughed despite herself. “Lord yes, manari mou. I’m old, but not so old that I don’t recognize the desperate, doe-eyed looks you girls keep giving each other. It’s sweet, actually.”


Jane swallowed thickly, remembering what the Greek words meant: My little lamb. Leola wasn’t mad. And that left her deeply relieved.


Leola reached into the handbag that was slung over the back of the chair and pulled out an old phone. “Now, put your father’s phone number into my phone and then get in there and see to my granddaughter. It’s been quiet for far too long. I’m afraid Samantha has caused that poor lady doctor to give up the will to live.”


Jane stood up so quickly she saw stars, then she hissed at the pain it caused her knees, feet and ankle.


“Slowly. She’s not going anywhere.” Leola held out her phone.


“Why do you want my dad’s number?” Jane began punching the keypad.


“So I can call him and arrange for you to spend the next few days with us. Or at least until your parents return.”


“Really?” Jane’s heart leapt at the prospect. “I would love that!” Then reality reared its snickering head. “But my dad would never—”


“Shh. You let me worry about him.”


* * *


Jane awoke with a start. With her pajama tank top plastered against her damp skin, she shot up out of bed and stumbled a step before remembering exactly where she was. “Oh, my God.” Her entire body hurt, and the beginnings of a headache thumped behind her eyes.


Then the events of just a few hours ago came roaring back to her, and she swayed under their weight.


“Samantha?” Her raspy whisper was barely louder than the hum of a small oscillating fan that gently ruffled the curtains and then her hair. It wasn’t particularly hot in the small house, but she hadn’t ever lived without air-conditioning before, and the warm, moist sea air felt heavy in her lungs.


With the back of her hand, she rubbed gritty eyes and peered down at the floor through the bluish light of early dawn. She couldn’t have been asleep for more than an hour. Samantha’s pallet was there alongside her twin bed, a mess of tangled sheets and a mostly flat feather pillow. It was closer to the bed than it had been the night before, and Jane realized that Samantha must have moved it to be nearer to her. The thought made her heart stutter with adoration.


Samantha, however, was gone.


Jane told herself not to worry, but she quickly decided that was impossible. Not after the night they’d had. Not after the summer they’d had.


As quiet as a church mouse, she exited the tiny bedroom and limped down the hall. “Samantha?” she whispered, her gaze sweeping over the room.


“She’s outside, honey.”


Startled, Jane sucked in a quick breath. “Mrs. Christos?”


Leola leaned back against the kitchen counter, a small china tea cup clasped between two gnarled hands. “Call me Yaya, if you like. Sully does.”


“I—” She stopped her automatic response, which was to say that she couldn’t or shouldn’t. That was way too intimate, and the WASP in her rebelled at the idea. Then she reconsidered. Why not? She’d never had anyone to fill the grandmother role in her life, and Leola practically exuded comfort from her every pore. “Samantha won’t mind?”


Leola’s easy smile was full of affection. “Of course not.”


Jane’s gaze shifted toward the door to the deck, her mind on her friend.


Only a few hours ago the doctor had barely finished stitching Samantha’s cut when Captain Delgado had gotten the call that Jeremy hadn’t survived the…accident. At least that’s what it was being called for now. His death couldn’t exactly be considered a surprise. Just remembering the sound of his body collapsing in on itself as his bones splintered and broke was more than enough to make her ill. But even though her gut told her that no amount of CPR and electric shocks would bring Jeremy back to life, she’d still felt the jolt of shock at hearing he couldn’t be saved.


Death was so real and just so…permanent. What Jane wouldn’t give to go back and change one of a hundred tiny details, any one of which could have changed their fate and made last night turn out very differently.


Upon receiving the news of her father’s death, Samantha hadn’t cried or railed. She didn’t appear to be in shock or even angry. Instead, she’d nodded and shrugged and pulled inward, like a turtle retracting into its shell out of some misguided notion of self-preservation. No amount of tender persuasion by Jane could get her to talk about it again until sleep had finally overtaken them both.


“Samantha’s not on the deck, Jane. She’s down by the sea.”


Jane took a step toward the back door. “Then I should—”


“Give her some time. Trust me. She needs it.”


Jane gnawed on the inside of her cheek. That’s not what she wanted, but she was pretty sure Leola already knew that.


A painful twinge flared to life beneath Jane’s breastbone as she thought of the taller girl standing on the shore, as solitary as a statue, the wind lashing her dark hair against her back. “I don’t…She can’t…I just don’t want her to be alone. I-I can’t even stand the thought.”


But “alone” didn’t just mean by herself. It meant unsupported. It meant separate. It meant adrift in a sea of doubt or uncertainty or pain, without anyone she could unconditionally rely on.


It meant the way that Jane had felt too many times but somehow didn’t when she was with Samantha.


And, somehow, Leola seemed to understand that too. “Samantha’s not alone, sweet girl.” She smiled reassuringly. “Not at all. Thommas and I adore her. Her dreams are our dreams. Sully worships the ground she walks on. His only regret from last night is that she is hurting. He will always be there for her because he truly understands and loves her for exactly who she is, even though she can’t love him back in quite the way he’d like. That boy is the kind of real friend that lasts.”


Leola met Jane’s curious gaze with a challenging one of her own. “And you’re in love with her.”


The statement was simple, declarative and utterly true. Jane physically froze in its wake but her mind screamed, Yes! How could I not be?


Samantha was endlessly fascinating and steadfast, and one pretty smile from her filled Jane’s chest with fluttery butterfly wings and sunshine and moonbeams and all manner of nauseatingly wonderful things. Jane lifted her chin a little, and certainty grafted itself to her bones. In that charged moment, she felt as though she could draw the first, truly deep breath of her life…and then just let it float away, the air could go from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. And though she hadn’t realized it, every breath before this one had been pale and shallow in comparison.


“I’m in love with her.”


Just saying it was delicious, and the joy of it ignited her insides.


Leola’s dark eyes twinkled softly, and Jane saw a sweet sliver of Samantha hiding in them.


“Good.” Leola turned and dumped what smelled like tea in the sink. “Come sit with me for a few minutes while my granddaughter takes the blame for things she shouldn’t, curses as she throws rocks into the water and tries to think of all the ways she can make up for her father.”


Jane could picture Samantha doing every one of those things, though she desperately hoped at least part of what Leola said wasn’t really true. None of this was Samantha’s fault, and it was horrible to think that someone so good was taking the blame for someone who only thought of himself.


It was nearly impossible not to give in to her heart’s longing and rush out the door, but the manners that had been bred into Jane since birth had her automatically pulling out a chair for herself before she’d even agreed to sit down. Reluctantly, she took a seat at a small but sturdy wooden table that was covered in a red-checkered cloth.


“How long have you known about me and Samantha?” Jane asked.


Leola opened the back door and sighed dreamily when a cooler breeze sang through the kitchen. She stood there for a moment as the first rays of golden morning sunshine poured into the room and made her snowy white curls glow. “The first time I knew you girls had feelings for each other?”


A nod.


Leola turned back to Jane and cocked her head to one side. “Are you sure you want me to answer that? It’s not a simple story.”


Another nod. Mutely, Jane prepared to hang on Leola’s every word. Or at least do the best she could, considering that half her heart was brooding somewhere down near the waves.


Leola padded slowly across the kitchen and retrieved a tin of cookies from the cupboard. She sat down across from Jane and nodded for her to take one.


Jane silenced the warnings about starches and cavities in her head and happily obliged.


Leola leaned back in her chair and spoke with the same mesmerizing, storyteller tone she used when she’d read Jane’s fortune weeks ago. “Throughout my family’s history, be it from small New England shops like ours or caravans of mule-drawn wagons or the caves of the Pindus Mountains of Greece back in ancient times, we’ve always been in the business of knowing the unknowable. It’s our way. We have certain…gifts. They run stronger in some than in others and can show themselves in many different ways. And some of us, fortunate or not depending on your point of view, don’t have these gifts at all.”


“Samantha’s mother Celine…” Leola continued, her eyes going a little unfocused. “She had strong magic. So strong it was unwieldy and unpredictable. But clearly, she wasn’t able to use it to help herself.”


Jane’s mouth dropped open slightly at the word magic.


“Her dreams could sometimes foretell the future.”


Jane inhaled a bite of cookie and began to choke and cough. “Like, like—” And then she caught herself.


“Like Samantha.” A beat. “Close your mouth, honey.”


“But…” Jane swallowed hastily and wiped at her mouth. “You know?”


“I didn’t know for certain that the time had come until the look on your face just now.” Leola gestured toward the ocean. “But it was just as inevitable as the tide out there.”


Jane shot to her feet and once again forgot about her tender knees and ankle. She cried out at the searing sensation that licked at her damaged skin.


Leola reached out to help her. “Are you—?”


“How could you?” Jane shifted petulantly out of Leola’s reach. Her ire rose along with the color in her cheeks. “You knew she would have these dreams and how-how confusing and unsettling they’d be, and you didn’t warn her? How could you not help her?”


“Of course I’ll help her! But there are things you don’t understand yet yourself.”


Jane closed her eyes and willed herself not to scream. “Samantha will feel betrayed.”


“Betrayed?” Leola’s voice cracked. “Surely not.”


Jane shook her head incredulously. “She’s been suffering with this, and you knew and did nothing.”


“Jane…It’s not like that. I would never allow Samantha to needlessly suffer. I’ve been quietly, and in a million little ways, preparing her for this her entire life.”


Leola worriedly twisted a large ring on her right middle finger. It seemed to be the only piece of her “fortuneteller” jewelry, other than her silver wedding band, that she wore off the job. “Ever since she was a little girl, she refused to believe in anything beyond the rational. I tried to bring up the subject again and again, but she always shut me out. It was easier for her to believe that the family business amounted to nothing more than swindling than in something beyond what she could truly grasp as rational. If I had told her about her dreams before they revealed themselves to be true, she wouldn’t have believed me.”


“Bu—”


“She wasn’t ready.”


“Ready or not, it happened!”


“Samantha’s journey is her own. That’s the way it’s always been with these things. But she knows she can come to me.”


Jane shook her head fiercely. “You’re wrong. At first she thought she was having some sort of a mental breakdown! Then she didn’t want to end up in some psychiatrist’s office with you footing some enormous bill. She’s needed you for weeks but wouldn’t come to you.”


The color drained from Leola’s face.


“All she wants is to protect you and Mr. Christos.”


Leola looked skyward for assistance. “I didn’t…If I had known…I’ll talk to her today.” She glanced back down with so much sincerity and regret shimmering in her brown eyes that Jane’s anger couldn’t help but begin to melt under Leola’s resolve.


Though her belly still clenched with worry, she sat back down. Samantha would forgive her grandmother. She loved her too much to do anything less. But that didn’t mean the initial hurt wouldn’t be real or that a little of the unshakeable trust she had in Leola wouldn’t be broken. It couldn’t have come at a worse time. “Maybe I should go outside and—”


“It’s only been a few minutes. Patience isn’t your strong suit, is it?” A small, apologetic smile played around Leola’s lips and removed the sting from the words.


Jane winced at the blunt reminder but couldn’t bring herself to be too embarrassed. “Not especially. No.” She wasn’t ashamed that she wanted to help. Then she mentally played back what Leola had said and sat down again. “What did Celine’s dreams have to do with me and Samantha?”


“Everything,” Leola breathed reverently. “She dreamt of you girls together before Samantha was even born. Her marriage with Jeremy was already going downhill at that point, but once she’d seen a vision of Samantha in her mind’s eye, she knew she could never be content without making sure she came into this world.”


Leola’s expression filled with unconcealed fondness when she spoke about her daughter. “She also knew you two were connected. That connection didn’t have to be romantic, of course. Your friendship alone would have still been remarkable. But now it appears you might have both.”


Jane didn’t know why, but she blushed so hard that Leola chuckled.


“Yours and Samantha’s paths were always meant to cross and then run together as one. Though not without a few twists and turns along the way.”


The enormity of what Leola was saying was hard to comprehend. Weeks ago Jane would have dismissed this fated notion as absurd. But how could she do that now? “For how long will our paths be the same?”


Leola shrugged. “That’s up to the both of you.” Then her brows drew together. “From the moment you were in the same first-grade class, you were drawn to each other like opposite ends of a magnet.”


Jane relentlessly searched her mind but could only grasp bits and pieces from that time. “I wish I could remember, I just don’t.”


“I’m not surprised. You were so young.” Leola’s expression began to change as her smile slipped away. “Part of Celine’s dream was that when you two truly came together, Samantha’s heart would break. Celine didn’t know how or why. She just knew with certainty that it would happen. So she decided to throw fate a curveball and have Samantha transferred out of your class at school.”


“To put us on different paths?”


“Exactly. It’s what she wanted, and so with a phone call every year, I’ve made sure you didn’t have any of the same classes, ever.”


Jane bit back a growl at the thought of anyone keeping her and Samantha apart.


Leola suddenly looked very weary. “Please understand, it wasn’t that I wanted you girls apart. It’s that I thought I was doing what Celine would have wanted and that I was keeping Samantha happy in the process. I should have known that what would happen, would happen. With or without my intervention.”


“I would never hurt her.”


“Hush.” Leola patted the back of Jane’s hand. “I know.”


“Maybe…Samantha’s hurting because of Jeremy’s death. Did Celine see that?”


Leola shrugged a shoulder that had rounded with the passing of time. “Not that she told me.”


“Are you saying Samantha and I are fated to be together?” She wasn’t sure she could let herself truly believe in something so romantic but improbable.


Leola scrutinized Jane for a few seconds before speaking. “I believe there is a plan, but there is also free will. And one can always intervene and change the other.”


Jane drew her head back sharply. “What does that even mean?”


Leola steepled her fingers. “It means that what happens is up to you both.”


Exasperated by the fortune cookie answers, Jane grumbled, “Why can’t you people dream about lottery ticket numbers or something really good?”


Leola laughed, but it held an uncharacteristically bitter edge. “Don’t think we don’t all wish it worked that way. It just doesn’t.”


“So you have dreams about the future too?”


Leola shook her head. “Not at all.”


“But…are you really a fortuneteller?”


“I’m really…let’s just say, I’m very intuitive but not exactly psychic.” Leola scrunched up her face in disgust. “If I was, I would have gotten my daughter and my grandchildren far away from Jeremy Blackwell before he caused all the damage to this family and you. And before you ask, I don’t think he ever physically harmed Celine. The police were certain her death was truly an accident. Rain had caused the rocks on the path of the cliff to be unusually loose, and one wrong step was all it took.”


Jane swallowed thickly. While she didn’t have a particularly close relationship with her mother, she loved her dearly and couldn’t imagine having grown up without her.


“If Jeremy had contributed to Celine’s death in even a tiny way…” Leola’s voice broke and trailed off, and before Jane’s eyes, she transformed from a mild old woman into a lioness. “Well, he wouldn’t have been around to keep causing the trouble that he caused recently.”


The room went quiet after that, each lost in thought.


A voice from the other side of the room shattered the silence. “That’s an interesting bedtime story, Yaya. Too bad you never told it to me before.”


Jane and Leola’s attention darted sideways to Samantha, who stood in the open back doorway, eyes blazing with anger, face painted in misery. Jane realized that Leola had left the back door wide open as they spoke. What she wasn’t sure of was whether it was done on purpose. Nothing seemed accidental anymore.


“How could you, Yaya? You kept this from me my entire life?”


“Samantha,” Jane began desperately as she pushed to her feet. “Just hear her—”


Samantha lifted a hand up to stop Jane before she could really begin. “I don’t want to listen to her,” she rasped harshly, her breathing fast.


Leola stood with a slight groan. “Sweetheart—”


“No.” Samantha was mutinous. “Not telling me is the same thing as lying. I don’t care what you say. It’s exactly the same. You’re the one who taught me that.” Her chin quivered. “I trusted you!”


Leola sucked in a sharp breath. Samantha’s words had drawn blood as surely as a scalpel.


Jane could feel Samantha’s pain as if it was her own, and her stomach roiled. “Sam, come sit down. I know you’re mad, but—”


“No,” Samantha snapped. “You don’t know.” She wouldn’t even look at Leola, who was too stunned to do much more than stand there and stare helplessly as things went from bad to worse.


Samantha pinned Jane with a devastated, teary-eyed look. “I just can’t, Jane. Not right now.” Then she spun on her heel and marched out the back door without another word.


Jane whirled on Leola, her anger flaring to life again in the face of Samantha’s distress. “Now I know for sure you’re not psychic. Because even I saw that coming.” She started for the back door.


“You’d better get your car keys first. Samantha’s a fast runner. If she’s headed for town instead of back to the beach, you won’t catch her without your car if she doesn’t want you to.”


Grudgingly, Jane nodded and went in search of the purse Chloe had retrieved for her while she was being questioned by Captain Delgado the night before. Her keys weren’t inside, and she fought the urge to chuck the bag across the room. Then she remembered she’d left them in the ignition of her Kia.


She emerged from Samantha’s bedroom to see Leola worriedly gazing out the front window.


“Jane, please tell Samantha…Tell her that I’m sorry and that I’ll be waiting to talk to her. The shop is closed today. There’s been a death in the family. I’ll be here when she’s ready.”


* * *


“Samantha?” Jane called as she exited the Cape Code cottage. She squinted in the bright sunlight. She couldn’t see her anywhere and wasn’t even sure which direction she’d headed. Guessing Samantha would go to the docks to watch the trawlers getting ready, she loped unevenly to her car.


She let out a surprised yelp when she opened the door and saw someone sitting in the driver’s seat, watching her with an enigmatic smile.


“Aubrey? What are you doing here?” Jane’s gaze wandered down the pebbled road, but she still couldn’t catch sight of Samantha. Maybe she should call Sully. He’d be the one most likely to know where she was.


“I need to talk to you.”


“I can’t, Aubrey. Now get out of my front seat.”


“No.”


“I need to—”


“I’m not giving you a choice. I’m tired of waiting for you to figure it out on your own. So I’m just going to tell you.”


“Tell me wha—You know what? Fine. Whatever.” Jane moved around the car and climbed into the passenger seat. “You can tell me whatever you want but drive us into town while you do it. I need to find Samantha.”


Aubrey shifted into reverse and spun the car around. “Samantha tore off down the road a couple of minutes ago. She looked pissed. Was that your doing?”


“No. I…I’m surprised you didn’t go after her yourself. You always seem so interested in her.”


Aubrey’s smile widened. “She’s hot. Why shouldn’t I be interested in her?”


Jane grunted unhappily, but she couldn’t fault the evil pixie’s logic. “Why are you going so slowly?”


“Oh, right.” Aubrey hit the gas, but after only a few seconds more, she jerked the steering wheel to the right and drove them right off the road.


“Hey! What are you doing?”


“I’m explaining something to you that’s long overdue.”


“You’re going to mess up my tires. Stop the car.”


“You can thank me later.”


“Aubrey, I’m warning you, stop the damn car!” Jane desperately grabbed for her seat belt and struggled for a few seconds to click it into place.


“Nope.” In fact, Aubrey accelerated. The small car wasn’t made for off-roading, and it lurched heavily from one side to the other as they traversed some jagged rocks they had no business driving over.


Jane grabbed the side of her seat with both hands. “What is wrong with you?”


“We’re almost there.”


“Dammit! There is no there, we’re in the middle of nowhere!” There wasn’t anything around them but grassy cliffs. “I’m three seconds away from punching you in the face. I’m not going to let myself get kidnapped twice in the same twelve-hour period!”


“Okay.” Aubrey chuckled and slammed on the brakes. They both jolted forward. “Now we can talk.”


Jane glared. “You’ve lost your mind.”


“Huh. That came sooner than I expected. Save that thought though, because I have a feeling it’s going to come up again. Okay, here it goes.” Aubrey drew in a deep breath and lifted her chin as though she was speaking to a large crowd and not solely to Jane. “You’re a witch.”


“Oh, yeah?” Jane’s hands curled into fists. She was more than done with this horrible person and her stupid blue-tipped hair. “Well, you’re a little bitch. A rude, snarky, slutty, nasty little bitch that I’d like to shove down my garbage disposal one inch at a time!”


Aubrey’s eyebrows lifted. “Snap. But you’re missing the point. You’re an actual witch.”


Jane had a sudden flash of memory of Aubrey saying the exact same thing on the playground years ago, and Mrs. Delgado worriedly interrupting the exchange. “Haha. I’m Jane Hutchens the witch. It wasn’t funny then and it’s not funny now.”


“I’m not joking.”


How was it that everyone had gone insane at once? Was their water tainted? Was there an unseen epidemic going around Locklow that rotted people’s brains? Jane reached into her handbag and grabbed her phone. “I’m calling your father to come pick you up and cart you away to a padded room, hopefully far, far away. I know you’ll enjoy your happy pills.”


Aubrey knocked the phone from Jane’s hand. “You’re not listening to me!”


“Hey!”


“You’re a witch! A real, honest-to-goodness, since the day you were born, can do spells and has powers, witch. It should have been Chloe. It’s always the oldest girl. But for some reason it skipped her. This time it was you.”


“Wha…” Jane’s voice faded away. Aubrey was deadly serious, and she didn’t actually look any more crazy than usual. For a second she remembered Samantha’s early, fruitless denial about her dreams. But this wasn’t anything like that. Right? Right. “I’m sorry to disappoint you. But I’m not a witch.”


“The hair, the face. Haven’t you seen the drawings of your own ancestor? You’re her twin. You’re truly a Hutchens and everything that comes with it.”


“You drove me out here to claim my red hair makes me a witch? In that case, Ireland is full of them, and Ronald McDonald is the king of the witches.”


“You are. Every eldest Hutchens girl is. There just hasn’t been one for five generations. You should have had someone to help you and teach you all about this, but you didn’t because all the knowledge is passed through the females in the Hutchens line. And there weren’t any.”


Jane’s eyes narrowed. Her father was one of three boys. And his brothers only had sons. Her paternal grandfather was one of two boys, who both only had sons too. She didn’t know about the generations before that, but she had always heard that she’d come from a family of all boys on her dad’s side, until she and Chloe, that is. “How do you know about my family?”


“My mom keeps the records for the local coven,” Aubrey said as casually as if she was talking about the records for the local book club.


“You mean the group of women who volunteer at the animal shelter?”


Aubrey nodded. “That’s one of the charities. Right now there are twelve members and when you take your place, you’ll be lucky number thirteen in the coven.”


“It’s a coven coven?” Jane spluttered. She’d heard the term applied to that local group, and it was always accompanied by snickers. “Let me guess. They wear pointy hats and have broomsticks and cauldrons full of whatever goes in cauldrons.”


“Don’t be silly. We like modern fashions and prefer cars.” A beat. “Now.”


“We?”


“We,” Aubrey confirmed a little smugly.


“Give me my car keys,” Jane demanded. “You’ve had a break with reality, and I feel badly for you. I really do. But I need to find Samantha and someone to shoot you with a tranquilizer dart.” Aubrey’s blue hair dye had clearly soaked into her brain.


“I knew you would be like this. I knew it! Obstinate and blind! I tried to explain it to my mother that you were too stupid to realize what was right in front of your face without help. But would she listen? No.”


“Aubrey—”


“Don’t you see? You made Erik let go of Sully in the parking lot of Mackelroy’s Fish Hut earlier this summer. You. Not Erik. That gorilla didn’t even know why he dropped Sully. Couldn’t you feel the power flush through you when it happened? The icy hot sensation rushing through your veins? And you cut out the music at the party last night without lifting a finger. It wasn’t me. I lied so no one would know. It was you.”


Jane was sure her brain was about to short-circuit. None of that could be true because…because…because she couldn’t deal with it being true on top of everything else. Everyone except small children and rubes had a limit on how much of the impossible they could absorb, and she’d already exceeded hers. Besides, Aubrey was a liar. She reached for her door handle, intent on making her escape.


“Oh no you don’t.” Aubrey punched the gas and the force slammed Jane back in her seat. “I can see we’re going to have to do things the hard way.”


“You mean this isn’t the hard way?” Jane braced her hands against the dashboard as they drove over more rocks. “Aubrey! I will kill you if you wreck my car!”


“You see that grubby bush out there?” She stopped the car again.


Confused at the wild change of subject, Jane warily trained her eyes on the bush in the distance. “Yeah. So?”


“Do you know what will happen if I drive past it?”


Jane looked again. The bush was the last thing she could see before the ocean out in front of them. “Wh-what-what do you mean, past it? Past that is the edge of the cliff and then nothing but the rocks and ocean at the bottom.”


“So you do know,” Aubrey chirped calmly. “Good. But you can stop me. All you have to do is command the car to stop. But you can’t just think it, Jane. It takes more than that. And as much as I hate to admit it, I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough yet. But you are. It’s more than wanting something to happen. You have to compel it. Use your whole mind like it has invisible hands. You can do it.” Aubrey reached alongside herself and clicked the automatic door locks, so Jane couldn’t escape. “I know you can do it. Because if you don’t…”


“Aubrey, no!”


Aubrey slammed down on the gas pedal, and the small car flew forward. “Did you ever see that old movie Thelma and Louise?” she asked calmly.


“No. What are you…Holy shit! Stop!” Jane grabbed for the wheel and began to wrestle Aubrey for it. But Aubrey had a death grip on it and the gas pedal pushed all the way to the floor.


Jane screamed and her heart pounded like a jackrabbit’s. I’m going to die!


“Make it stop.” Aubrey yelled over Jane’s panicked screams. “Don’t…No! Don’t-Don’t try to stop me. Make the car stop.”


“I’m not…I can’t. Stop! You’re going to kill us!” The car lurched to one side and then the other as it raced across the uneven grassy flats before the cliff. Jane made a fist and swung at Aubrey’s face. But the shorter girl was ready for it and clumsily deflected the blow.


“Ouch! Christ, Jane! That hurt.”


“Aubrey!”


Aubrey gulped loudly. “Do it now or we’re going to go over!” Tall grass whipped against the car as the bush grew closer and closer. “Stop us. Stop the car!”


“Hit the brakes!”


“Stop us!”


“Hit the—”


“No! Stop us before it’s too late!”


The ocean loomed out in front of them, and Jane screwed her eyes close as she tried with all her might to turn the steering wheel. But it was locked in Aubrey’s hands.


“Jane, oh my God! We’re going to go over!” Aubrey let go of the wheel and took her foot off the gas. But they were already going so fast that wouldn’t keep them from flying off the edge. “Here we go!”


Wild desperation on the heels of an eerie calmness swept over Jane. No, we aren’t. She saw the brake pedal slamming down in her mind. “STOP!”


The girls jerked forward against their seat belts as the car came to a sliding halt in a cloud of dust and less than a dozen feet before the edge.


Then they sat there in stunned silence. Two sets of panting breaths echoed in the car. Stars invaded Jane’s vision, and for a few seconds she was sure she would pass out. She still felt the tingle of energy buzzing through her veins, but it was mixed with a burning sensation in her belly.


“Whoa. I told you.” Aubrey’s voice was a mix of awe and self-righteousness.


“You-you, God, I can’t breathe.”


“Sorry not sorry?”


Jane couldn’t distinguish one confused thought from the next. “I-I-I stopped the car? This isn’t some kind of trick?”


“You saw it with your own eyes.”


Oh, God. “Unlock the door. Now.”


Aubrey took a look at Jane’s face and scrambled to hit the lock. “Don’t puke on me. Outside. Outside!”


Jane stumbled out of the car and bent at the waist, she wretched so hard tears dripped from her eyes. There wasn’t much in her stomach, but what was there ended up in the grass. When she was finished, she got back into the car.


Aubrey wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”


Jane dug out some mints from her glove box. She crunched two at a time. “Turn the car around.”


Aubrey nodded, but instead of turning the car around, she drove straight past the bush.


Jane gasped and let out another scream. “No!” After all this, she was going to die anyway?


But instead of going off the cliff, the car merely rolled slowly down a steep hill that was unseen from their original vantage point.


“There was no cliff?” Jane accused, her teeth clenched tightly, her entire body quaking.


“Well, there is one. But not right here.” She pointed farther down the hill. They were well away from the actual edge. “You think I would chance going off a cliff? What if you wussied out? What am I? Crazy?”


Jane was astonished that Aubrey had driven over the edge just to be mean. Without pausing to think about what she was doing, she socked Aubrey’s stomach so hard that Aubrey slammed on the brakes and began to wheeze.


“Ow! God, why are you so strong?” Aubrey clutched her stomach. “There’s no need for violence. I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


“Did that hurt?”


“Yes!”


“Good.”


Jane punched her again in the exact same spot.


“Uff!” After another moment of moaning, Aubrey hissed like a viper. Side-eying Jane the entire time, she began driving again but this time on the actual road. “You do know my dad is the Chief of Police, right?”


But Jane didn’t hear a word. Her mind spun like a tilt-a-whirl at the fair. I stopped the car. Me. With just my thoughts. I don’t know how, but I did. Holy shit.


The world as she knew it didn’t exist at all. Witches were real. Psychics could tell the future. Fate was at least partially a thing, and sometimes dreams really did come true.


If Sully turned out to be a leprechaun, Jane wasn’t sure she could survive it.


“Come over to my house soon and sit down with my mom. She’ll explain more.” For once, Aubrey seemed genuine.


For a second Jane was distracted by the odd fact that Aubrey’s face was so much prettier without the stern, calculating edge. Something Samantha, thank God, didn’t seem to possess at all.


“Do I need to tell you to keep the witch stuff to yourself?”


That got Jane out of her stupefied fog. “What about Samantha?” I need to tell her.


“The psychic? I’m sure she’ll figure it out eventually, so why not? Just don’t tell my mom you told her.”


Jane goggled. “You know about Samantha?”


Aubrey’s impish grin went back to being enigmatic. “Like I said, come to my house and we’ll talk. It’s time our coven had its permanent leader. I hate that frizzy-haired bitch Wanda who gets off on her temporary position. My mom will help with your training.”


“Wait.” Jane grabbed the sides of her head and dug her fingers into her scalp. “I’m the leader of the witches?”


“I know, right? It really should have been me.” Aubrey sighed. “But it’s not, and there’s nothing I can do about it.” Her expression chilled a few degrees. “For now.”


They pulled up to the Christos house, and Aubrey slid the car into park. “Are you going after Samantha looking like that?”


“Like what?” Jane automatically smoothed her disorderly hair.


“Aren’t those pajamas?”


Dumbfounded, Jane looked down at herself. She was in pajamas and barefoot again. Why did she never have appropriate footwear during emergencies?


Aubrey rolled her eyes. “Here.” She stripped off her T-shirt. “We can trade.”


Jane recoiled. She didn’t even want to talk to Aubrey, much less wear her clothes. “No, thanks.”


“You’d rather go inside to get some clothes and explain to Mrs. Christos why we’ve been driving around in circles? She’s been watching us the entire time.”


Sure enough, a baffled-looking Leola was staring curiously at them through the front window.


“Ugh,” Jane murmured begrudgingly. The last thing she wanted to do was delay finding Samantha by having to deal with Leola. “Fine. Trade.”


The girls exchanged shirts. Aubrey’s smaller T-shirt stretched tightly across Jane’s chest and accentuated her already generous breasts.


Aubrey sniggered.


“Shut up.”


“Apparently Samantha will be thanking me later too.” Both girls exited the car. Aubrey slid out of her sandals. “You might as well borrow these too.” She pushed them forward with neon red, polished toenails.


Jane glanced up, surprised at Aubrey’s generosity. “Really?”


“Christ, it’s not a diamond ring. Take ’em.”


Samantha stepped into the sandals and climbed into the driver’s seat. She rolled down her window and before Aubrey could get back into the car, hit the gas. The car jolted forward a few feet.


Aubrey put her hands on her hips. “Seriously? You want me to walk back into town barefoot over the rocks?”


Jane smiled wickedly and stuck her head out the window as she spoke. “Yes. Yes, I do.”


“Fine. Mrs. Christos will let me inside, and I’ll borrow some shoes from Samantha.” She winked suggestively. “We’re the same size.”


Jane wiggled her toes in the too-large borrowed sandals as her ears went hot at the thought of Aubrey even knowing Samantha’s size or worse that they might have had an occasion to trade clothes. “Aubrey?”


“Yes?” Her wide-eyed, innocent expression looked as out of place as a parka in the desert.


“You and your too-big-for-your-pint-sized-body-feet aren’t going to ever get closer to Samantha than her old borrowed sneakers. So enjoy them.” She paused and made certain she had the other girl’s complete attention. “Then stay away from her.” Jane’s voice dropped an octave of its own accord. “She’s mine.”


Aubrey blinked a few times, then quirked a half-smile. The last thing that Jane heard was a respectful “Now that’s more like it.”




Chapter Twenty


Samantha sat cross-legged beneath the low bow of the giant oak tree in front of her mother’s grave. She was painted in dappled sunlight, and her tears had long since dried on her cheeks. Part of her wanted to unravel completely, but a bigger part was too tired even for that.


She’d asked her mother’s advice on how to make sense of everything, but there’d been no reply. Apparently psychics were real, but ghosts were not. She wasn’t sure whether she felt cheated or relieved.


A wave of lethargy swept gently over her. She leaned back onto the soft grass and finally unclamped the iron hold she had on her mind and allowed it to freely wander.


One moment she was angry, the next lost. The minute after that she was focused on her throbbing head and tired eyes and the way a butterfly’s paper wings brushed softly against her outstretched leg, but she was too tired to care.


Next came Yaya and a gust of anger, Sully as loyal as ever, and Jane, always Jane for whom she still couldn’t come up with the right words to express the combination of giddy joy and smoldering desire that engulfed Samantha at the mere thought of her. They all took their turns marching through her mind and eliciting a multitude of scattered emotions. And eventually, finally, her father rudely inserted himself among her cascading thoughts.


He had always been unkind and selfish. Always seemed to care more about a brother she hardly knew or a can of beer than he did about her feelings. She wasn’t even sure he realized she had feelings. He’d always been out of reach in every way and yet still managed to pop in and out of her life and disrupt things like a diabolical dog unwilling to drop a contested bone solely because it was his.


And she hated him for it.


But she loved him too.


Even now she could slip into her younger self’s skin and smell the scent of his aftershave as she nuzzled his neck in a hug good-bye.


Then he had crossed the line into unforgiveable and gotten himself run over in the process, and something irreparable and irreplaceable disappeared.


Hope.


Far in the recesses of her mind, there had always been the tiniest shred of hope that he would change, a wispy dream that he would realize his mistakes and somehow make things right between them. And now that was gone. And with it, fled the last chance that things would be different. Their last chance.


It was done.


Samantha’s eyes fluttered closed, and she laid back deeper into the soft grass. She cursed herself for running away from Jane when all she really wanted was to run toward her. She wanted a real relationship. If only Jane could forgive her for, well, everything. If only she could convince herself that she would add to Jane’s life instead of take away from it.


Just when it felt like it was too late and self-doubt would swallow her whole, something deep inside her pushed forward and demanded that she listen. With Jane, it was not too late. She still had a chance, and only a fool would let it slip away. Their chance was still on the table. In life, and even in death, her father had taken so much from her. But Jane, Samantha decided, would not be one of those things. She wouldn’t let her be.


Resolve stronger than any she’d felt before expanded her chest like helium and settled there comfortably. She began to drift away…


The small boy, barely out of diapers, wiped awkwardly at his wet cheeks as the sea breeze kissed his pink face. The salty spray had caused an errant curl to stick to his forehead, and it unstuck itself as he tottered through the sand, determined.


Their eyes met and Samantha’s heart twisted, not with pain, but with unconditional love.


He was hers.


No. The part of her that knew this was a dream caused her to shake her head. That wasn’t quite right either.


The toddler hadn’t followed her order to stay on their beach blanket as she chased after a recalcitrant puppy, and now he was too close to the sea. She should have known. Even at the age of two-and-a-half he had his own mind.


She began to run toward him, her feet slapping loudly against the sand. She got tired quickly these days, and she grunted a little under the effort.


The surf pushed up the shore and nipped at his small toes. “No!” he cried. Gulls flew all around him and picked at the mushed chunks of bread that fell onto the sand from his sticky fingers. They startled him further and caused an onslaught of frustrated tears.


A puppy barked and nipped at her heels as she ran.


The little boy turned and stared at the sea that was alive with motion and spread out in front of him like an undulating blanket.


“Stop!” His mother was going to kill her for not paying enough attention. The guilty thought came unbidden.


Footsteps sounded from behind her.


“Samantha.”


She heard that voice every day. It was her favorite of all the voices on the planet. And right now it was lightly scolding.


“Samantha!”


She was so close to the boy. But this time there was no fear that she wouldn’t get to him in time. No real danger. She’d never gotten this far into the dream, and it didn’t appear to be stopping.


The water retreated, and the boy hiccupped a few times and stopped crying. He grinned at her with familiar gray-blue eyes and a crooked smile.


Her heart sang.


Not her son. Their son.


Samantha scooped him up and, laughing, tossed him in the air a few feet before catching him with delight. Then Jane ran up alongside them. She glimpsed Jane’s face and chuckled again at an arched eyebrow raised high on her forehead and meant as punishment. “Sorry.”


Samantha couldn’t help but drink in the sight of her. The tiniest of lines, from years of laughter, crept out from the corners of Jane’s eyes. Her already boisterous hair was cut a few inches shorter and hopelessly tussled from the wind. The roundness in her cheeks had given way to the lean planes of adulthood.


She’s older, Samantha realized with a start. Maybe in her early thirties, give or take a few years, and even more beautiful.


“Should you really be sprinting now?” Jane teased as she reached out with one hand and tickled their son’s ample belly. He laughed wildly and rested his head on Samantha’s shoulder with a sigh of contentment.


Jane reached under Samantha’s stretchy tank top and placed a warm palm on her protruding belly. A resounding kick came from inside of her, and Samantha’s eyes widened in pure awe.


“Well, good morning to you too, sweetheart.” Jane laughed as she spoke directly to Samantha’s stomach. She glanced up. “You know that now that she’s awake she’s going to kick you until you come and rest.”


Jane playfully nudged Samantha’s shoulder with her own and gently wrapped a loving arm around her alarmingly large waist. “C’mon. I have cold water in the cooler and some galatopita in a Tupperware container. I think I’ve finally perfected the recipe.” Without hesitation, she pushed up to her tiptoes, slid her fingers around the nape of Samantha’s neck and captured her mouth in a soft but thorough kiss.


Samantha sank into it, and a tiny, helpless moan escaped her throat without her permission.


Jane laughed airily. Like this was no big deal. Like they would kiss a million more times. Her voice went a little husky. “Hold that thought.” Then she cleared her throat and turned a more serious gaze on her son. “And you, little man, need to do as you’re told.”


The boy scowled at his mother’s stern tone, but that didn’t stop him from beginning to squirm to be held by her. He leaned forward, chubby arms outstretched recklessly, and Jane took him from Samantha and settled him expertly on one hip.


Frozen in place, Samantha laid her hands on her own belly, where a baby girl wiggled.


Love consumed her.


This had always been just out of reach, snatched away at the last second. But now it seemed so possible. If she were daring and determined, this could be her life. She wasn’t ready to think about a happy ending. But a happy beginning? Yes, please. Yes, please, so long as it was with Jane.


“Sam?”


“Sam?”


“Samantha?”


When Samantha opened her eyes, she was greeted by Jane’s worried face.


“Are you okay?” Jane asked as she sat down beside her. “If you lie out here too long the grounds keeper might run you over with his lawn mower.”


Samantha could hear the light hum of his ride-on motor somewhere in the distance, though he was nowhere to be seen. She sat up and gazed down at her perfectly flat stomach. She was relieved but also felt a sliver of loss. Then she reached up and traced the unlined skin around Jane’s eyes with wonder.


“Umm…” Jane crossed her eyes, trying to see Samantha’s fingers. “What are you doing?”


Samantha drew her hand back and smiled reassuringly. “Nothin’.”


“You didn’t answer my question.”


Samantha took Jane’s hand and threaded their fingers together. “Didn’t I?”


“No. Are you okay?”


“I’m a little banged up.”


“Not what I meant.”


“Oh. Then, no, I’m not okay. But I will be.” Confidence radiated from her. “How about you?”


Jane sighed, and Samantha could see she was thinking of everything that had happened…and maybe even something else. “The same.”


Samantha braced herself, and she couldn’t help but look away from Jane’s gentle eyes. “Jane, I’m so sorr—” A fingertip pressed against her lips stopped her.


“Don’t. You don’t have anything to apologize for. You’re only responsible for yourself, Samantha. And you saved me.” Jane gave her a devoted look. “At every turn, it was you who helped me.”


“But—”


“No more buts. I want to go forward instead of backward.” Jane squeezed their joined hands. “Please?” She held her breath.


Samantha answered her with a searing kiss. “Yes,” she finally murmured against Jane’s mouth. “Only forward from now on. I promise.”


Jane sighed dreamily and touched her own lips once they’d parted. “Wow. What was that for?”


Samantha beamed. She could do this. She would fight for it. “It was for the galatopita you brought to the beach just for me.”


Jane’s eyebrows drew together. “I’ve never done that.”


Samantha merely shrugged. You will.


“When I found you sleeping here, I called Leola. She’s waiting for you, and you’re going to forgive her.” Jane’s eyes blazed in a way that was meant to offer no choice, but her voice wavered a teensy bit. “She loves you and didn’t mean to make things harder for you. Please. You’ll only hurt yourself by holding onto the anger.”


“I know,” Samantha said, lifting their joined hands and placing a quick kiss on the tender skin on the inside of Jane’s wrist. The sting and anger of Leola not telling her about her dreams was still there, simmering under the surface. But it was buffered by so many years of love and sacrifice that it was cooling quickly. Even when scars remained, she knew they could remind her as much of the healing as they could of the pain. “You’re right.”


Jane gave her a skeptical look. “That was easy.”


“It’s about time something was, doncha think? Besides…” Samantha gazed up through the leaves and at the brilliant blue sky. “I’m starting to think that being with you is a little bit of its own happy magic.”


Jane’s smile started out as confused but then reached unheard brightness. She nibbled her lower lip a bit. “Do you remember when Leola read my fortune earlier this summer?”


“Of course.” The change of subject surprised Samantha, but she rolled with it.


“She used a big crystal ball, and looked and looked, but finally told me that it couldn’t reveal my future.”


“The blind side of the moon.” Samantha hadn’t heard the phrase used since she was a little girl. After all, clients expected results for their money. “That’s what it’s called when the crystal ball is dark and refuses to reveal anything at all. It means your future is still unwritten or too uncertain to see.”


“That’s exactly what Leola said.” Jane fidgeted a little with the hem of Samantha’s shirt. “She also told me something else. Something I haven’t forgotten but didn’t really understand until now.”


Samantha reached out and tucked an errant strand of hair behind Jane’s ear as she nodded for her to continue.


“She said, be strong. Have faith. And remember…Love is the thing that sees you through the blind side of the moon.”


Their gazes met and a lump grew in Samantha’s throat. “Will you be my girlfriend?”


Jane cocked her head quizzically. “I haven’t been your girlfriend?”


“Uh…” Samantha began to flounder.


Jane batted her eyes dramatically.


“I-I…Oh.” Hazel eyes narrowed. “You got me.”


Clearly unable to contain it any longer, Jane burst out laughing. “Yes, silly. I would love to be your girlfriend.” She cupped Samantha’s cheeks with both hands. She used her thumbs to stroke the soft skin, skirting the white bandage on one. Her expression turned serious. “I love you.”


A surge of happiness sang through Samantha, and her pulse sounded loud in her ears. In that moment, no one could convince her that flying actually required wings. “I love you back, Jane. So friggin’ much.” 


Their next kiss was electric and didn’t end until the grounds keeper’s mower sounded close and loud enough to make them both jump. Flustered and red-faced, they both stood and apologized, but the man was so old he probably couldn’t see more than ten feet in front of his mower anyway. He looked surprised to see them and gave them a friendly wave before he changed directions completely.


“Careful.” Samantha steadied Jane as she slowly limped down the seashell path. “Jane?”


“Yeah?”


“Don’t get me wrong, you always look great and all, but that T-shirt is an odd choice.” Samantha snatched her gaze away from the crop-top tee that was so tight it was positively obscene. She wasn’t complaining. Far from it. She just couldn’t decide whether she wanted to cover Jane up or rip it off.


Her thoughts must have been plain for all to see, because Jane gave her a saucy wink. “I’ll keep it just for you. That reminds me. Aubrey told me something you’re not going to believe.”


“Puh-leeze. After this summer so far? Nothing can shock me.”


Jane’s eyes glimmered with amusement. “Bet you’re wrong.”


“Try me.”
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