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To  the self I thought was broken,

and the person we became

   


Author’s  Note

Dear Reader,

I wanted to add a note on some of the content in this story, and to do that, I am going to share something a bit personal. When I was eighteen, I experienced emotional and sexual abuse. For years, even after I was able to get myself out of that situation, I felt completely isolated and alone. In my darkest times, I craved connection and understanding. The one place I was able to turn to was fiction, primarily young adult fiction. I found solace in characters who experienced pain similar to mine, but more importantly, I found hope in those who allowed me to envision a future free from it. Writers who didn’t even know me or what I went through somehow had the ability to make me feel seen. That is the power of stories: they create connection. For a brief, beautiful moment in time, we can share our pain and our rage and our fear and, above all, we can share our love and our hope.

Your Boyfriend Needs an Exorcist is not a product of my trauma, although there are feelings of anger, pain, and insecurity within it. Instead, it is a product of my own recovery, of how fiction and found family (and, in my case, therapy) put me on a path to self- worth and self-love. I wanted to explore some of this in the way I do best: messed-up body horror with a sense of humor.

I am not my main character, Schuyler, but like me, she deals with relationship-based trauma. It is referenced and spoken about, but none of it occurs during the present timeline of the story—because this book isn’t about experiencing that trauma. This story is about self-forgiveness. About giving yourself a second chance and learning that what was done to you doesn’t mean you aren’t deserving of love. I hope that all of you who relate to Schuyler, to me, know that you are strong, you are loved, and it is okay to do what you have to in order to survive. If you are in the position I was in, searching for connection and understanding in the pages of books, I hope you can find it. Whether or not it is from my words, I’m so proud of you for being here. For surviving. Things will get better.

I also understand that references to trauma can be extremely triggering. I urge you to take care of yourself. The wonderful thing about fiction is you can always step away. Maybe the story will serve you in the future, maybe it won’t. It will be here for you regardless. Please give yourself grace and always take the space you need to care for yourself and heal.

I appreciate all of you for taking the time to consider this book. For those who join Schuyler on her journey, I hope you have a good time. I hope you laugh and cry and maybe get a little creeped out. Regardless, I am forever grateful for this moment in your life we get to share. Writing for you will always be one of the best parts of mine.

With love,

Justine
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Smells Like Evil Teen Spirit
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One might not expect evil spirits to ugly cry, but I am currently unliving proof that we most certainly do. I’m deep in the shaking kind of crying, sobs bursting through me in a terrible wail lamenting the fate of the little woodland creature I just ate alive.

It’s hard to tell how long I sob—being dead really messes up your sense of time—and a part of me feels like I’ll never stop crying.

“Oh, Schuyler, did it happen again?”

I look over to the gate connecting my yard to my neighbor Papa Lloyd’s. Technically, his house belongs to the Miltons, a family with a wild number of children and dogs, but Papa Lloyd lived there up until his death. Fortunately, his life ended in a much less violent way than mine (he had a heart attack) so he’s just a normal ghost and doesn’t experience the unwanted bloodlust us evil spirits do. He’s kind and understanding and basically like the gay granddad for all the younger  ghosts on the street. Not that there are many of us. Just me and Key.

I can’t stop my heaving and sniffling as I speak, only getting a rough word out at a time. “I—Killed—Another—Rabbit—And—I—Didn’t—Want—To—And—I’m—So—Sad.”

Papa Lloyd looks over at my mess. “Oh dear.”

I sob again.

He breezes through the fence, crouching to sit next to me. I can’t feel the hand he puts on my shoulder, but it warms my unbeating heart to know that it is there. “Hey,” he says. “It’s okay, sweetie. Let’s get this cleaned up with a proper burial.”

We spirits look as we did when we died, so I can see Papa Lloyd’s tanned, wrinkled skin, his muscles from a lifetime of work, and the bright purple glasses he had on at the time of his death. What I can’t see are the eyes behind them. They say eyes are the windows to the soul, so I guess when you are just a soul, things look different from the other side of the window. There’s just bluish-white space where irises would be, but Papa Lloyd still has a way of showing his emotion despite this. Of showing his care.

My sobs subside to a quiet, restrained cry, and I nod. It isn’t easy to touch and move things as a spirit, but since Papa Lloyd has been around a while and I’m an evil spirit (which comes with additional pros and cons, like extra strength and blood-lust), we manage it. It also helps that the poor thing is no longer alive. The only time I can touch the living is during my attacks, and even then, I’m fortunately only strong enough to take out small animals like rabbits and squirrels.

Together,  Papa Lloyd and I dig a hole in the dirt with our fingers and scrape the rabbit remains inside before covering it back up.

“Would you like to say a few words?” he asks gently as we stand over the fresh grave.

I sniffle. “I’m sorry, Mr. Rabbit, for killing you like that. If I had control of myself in those moments, there are many other things I’d rather kill. Like a large number of mosquitos, or a politician.” I bite my lip, more tears leaking. “But I’m sorry it had to be you. I’m glad that your soul is not here with us and is able to move on, and I hope your next life brings you wealth, and happiness, and if you’re a human, a really nice butt . . .” Papa Lloyd makes a gesture for me to wrap it up. “Thank you for your sacrifice, Mr. Rabbit. May you rest in peace.”

“That was lovely,” Papa Lloyd says, wrapping me in a hug. Once again, I wish I could feel it.

“I hate that I’m like this,” I say into his shoulder.

“It’s not your fault, Schuyler.” He tries to pat my back, but it doesn’t quite work and he stops. “What teenage girl doesn’t turn into a monster when she gets emotional?”

I pull back and give him a look. “Ha ha,” I deadpan. “You know it’s not the same.”

He frowns, empty eyes sad. “I know, dear. But it is what it is. Someday, we’ll pass on and you won’t have to worry about any of this.”

“Yeah,” I say, hiding my uncertainty.

Everyone assumes death will answer questions about what happens after life, but us ghosts prove otherwise. We’re as clueless  as the living, still stuck on the same plane of existence—albeit in different ways. There are three different types of ghosts: your average ghostly apparition like Papa Lloyd; spirits who are mere echoes of their deaths, reliving it again and again; and the rare, powerful, and disgustingly messed-up capital-E Evil Spirits, like me. We’re the lucky few who died such a violent death, we’re forced to carry that violence and vengeance with us into the afterlife. It’s why I have my attacks. All the rage and bad feelings build up until their horrifying release, in which only blood and flesh, ripped directly from a living source, satisfy me. Bring me back to myself.

At least, that’s been my experience. I’ve never actually met another evil spirit. Everything I’ve learned about myself has been through Papa Lloyd, who has been around long enough that he was able to get info from an occult expert who used to walk her dog this way. It’s possible there are other evil spirits nearby, but none of us on Sycamore Avenue can actually leave Sycamore Avenue (another ghost thing: you’re stuck in the area where you died), so there’s no way of knowing.

But I sure hope there aren’t more.

When my best friend Key and I first died and found ourselves as spirits on this street, Papa Lloyd explained it like this: Spirits are the minority. Most beings who die move on to what really comes after. But some people get stuck. None of us are sure why we’re still here or what will happen to us when we do pass on. There are some living occult experts like the dog walker Papa Lloyd met who supposedly can help spirits get to the next realm, but they are few and far between. And I’m not sure I believe in people like that. If they do exist, none have made  their way to Sycamore Avenue since the nice lady with the Labradoodle moved back East.

To be honest, I don’t really care. I’m not someone who deserves to pass on. If anything, I already have more than I deserve here. I have my room in the attic of my old house, my tuxedo cat plushie Oreo, and Papa Lloyd and a best friend and the other neighbors. What more can I expect from an afterlife?

“Do you have any plans for today?” Papa Lloyd asks.

“It’s Thursday, so I’m going to join Mrs. Castillo when she watches our reality TV shows after her telenovelas later. There’s this one I love, Baker Matchmaker. It’s a dating show where a bunch of chefs come in and they choose a date based only on each other’s cooking. Plays on the way to the heart being the stomach or whatever.”

Papa Lloyd lifts an eyebrow. “Interesting.”

“They have queer contestants sometimes,” I continue. “It was cool to see a bisexual baker on last week, although she kind of played to the stereotype by making us look super indecisive.”

“That sounds lovely.” Papa Lloyd can’t hide his chuckle. “I’ll probably be watching over the dogs then, but let me know how it is. It’s a different world out there, with queer dating shows on TV.” He lets out a long breath. “Sometimes I wish I was still a part of it, just to see how different it is now.”

A long beat passes and sadness stirs in my gut. But I force on a big smile. Bad things happen to evil spirits when we get too emotional—the rabbit bones in the grave next to us speak to that—and I don’t think I can deal with another bloodlust breakout right now.

I  miss when my most stressful flare-ups were acne related.

“Let’s be real, Papa Lloyd. You can be reborn a thousand times, and you’ll be a fabulous gay queen in every single life.”

This gets him to laugh a real laugh, one that if I were to close my eyes, or look away, I’d believe the two of us are more than just echoes of the past.

I up the wattage of my smile. “Have you seen Key around?”

Papa Lloyd’s mouth goes flat. “No, but he always has a way of showing up when you want him.”

Almost as if on cue, his voice cuts through the air. “You don’t have to say it like that. I’m not her dog, just extremely reliable.”

Both of us turn to see Raymond Keyworth Jr., my best friend who refuses to go by any name other than Key and is the one real thing I have left from my old life.

Aside from the hollow eyes I remind myself used to be a light blue, Key looks the same as how I’ve always known him. Forever wearing a StarCraft T-shirt, zip-up hoodie, and sweatpants, along with a kind smile that never seems to part from his lips.

It’s a comforting, familiar smile. It also sends a painful twist in my gut.

Because I don’t deserve it.

“Did I miss another mealtime?” he asks, eyeing the fresh dirt and bloodied grass.

It’s almost funny but mostly horrifying that he refers to my transformative evil spirit bloodlust as mealtime. But it’s not like I can ask him to stop.

“Well,” Papa Lloyd says. “I’ll let you kids hang out. You know where to find me.”

“Surrounded by chaos and dogs?” I ask.

He chuckles. “So much for resting in peace, huh?”

After a quick goodbye to me and Key, Papa Lloyd floats back over to his yard. Key steps up to put his arm around my shoulder, even though neither of us can feel it.

“What was it this time?” Key asks.

I grimace. “Rabbit.”

He frowns, just slightly. “That sucks. But it was either him or someone’s pet.” He sighs. “I’m pretty sure rabbits can feel pain, so I hope you at least killed it quickly?”

I try not to think back to the sound of teeth tearing flesh. “It was a quick death.”

Key grins. “Well, that makes one of us at least.”

If I still had a beating heart, it would have stopped. Key and I died in the same car accident, but I passed before he did, and while the difference had probably only been a matter of minutes, I’d give anything to take away those additional moments of pain he had to go through.

Especially since it was my fault.

“Key . . . you know I’m sorry. I’m so sorry—”

“Hey, don’t get started on that again. I know you are. I’m just joking. The ghost thing brings out my dark humor.” His smile grows as he reaches out his hand to cup my chin and tilts my head up to look into the glow where his eyes used to be. “And you have . . . oh, all of eternity to make it up to me.”

I snort. “Thanks, Key.”

“Of course. I’m a very patient man.”

I tear my gaze away from his wavy brown hair and freckles and instead look back to the house. “Want to come over?”

Technically,  Key doesn’t have a house like I do. He didn’t live on this street. I offered to let him stay with me as literally the least I could do, but he just laughed and said he preferred to haunt the various houses without ghosts.

“Of course, Schuyler. Always down to spend time with you.”

The backyard connects directly to the living room, two floors under my space in the attic. As we walk in, I glance at the large clock on the wall. It’s already afternoon. Shit. Time passes weird when you’re a ghost. I should have the same twenty-four hours as I did before, but it doesn’t feel like it.

I imagine my heart pounding as I look to see if anyone is home, specifically the Castillos’ daughter, Wren. Key knows the family that lives here now, but he doesn’t exactly know I have a crush on Wren. Or that I’m bisexual at all. If Key saw me around her (even though Wren can’t see me), I’m worried he might start to suspect something.

It’s not like I think he’ll react badly or anything. It’s just that . . . being around Key makes me feel like the living Schuyler Thompson again. It’s a good thing, a great thing. So I don’t want to do anything to change that. To make things different between us. It probably isn’t a big deal, but I can’t help but build it up in my head as one.

Thankfully, the house is quiet. Empty.

“You good?” Key asks, clearly concerned.

I shake my head. “Um, yeah, sorry, lost in my thoughts. You know how I get after an attack.”

“Do I ever.” He laughs. “Sometimes I wish I was the one who had to deal with mealtime.”

I almost gasp. “No, Key, come on, you know I . . .”

I  deserve it, I want to say.

Key continues before I can. “It’s just . . . to see you, Schuyler Thompson, as . . . that? It doesn’t add up. You’re practically a cute little bunny yourself. I just feel like I’d be able to deal with that stuff a little better. So you wouldn’t have to.”

I shake my head. “I wouldn’t wish this on anyone, Key. Especially not you. You don’t deserve any of this. Shit, you shouldn’t be here. You should be an adult with kids and a mortgage—”

“No one can afford to buy a house anymore, Schuyler—”

“That’s not the point! The point is that you’d still be alive if it weren’t for me!” My voice echoes around the empty house. Even though I don’t have a physical form anymore, it’s like the sound fills the space inside me. Like I am made only of those words, that guilt.

The evil spirit in me perks its ears, the dormant hunger waiting for my emotions to once again fly off the handle. Key seems to sense this, putting both hands on the sides of my face.

“It’s okay, Schuyler. What matters is that we aren’t alone in this.”

He’s right. We’re here together, so I have all the time in the world to make it better. Even though I’m not sure how many years in the afterlife it’ll take to make up for all the years of actual life I cost him.

“You’re okay,” Key says, voice soft. “We’re okay.”

“I’m okay,” I say. I look back up to his face. “I’m sorry.”

He waves all my apologies off, but I know he secretly likes them. Sometimes I feel like it’s all I can really give.

“I know,” he says. “Now let’s do something fun before we endanger any more rabbits.”

I  force a smile. As much as I don’t want to think about my transformations or the death that comes along with it, I know that I should. Me and Key died the same way, yet only one of us became a monster.

Papa Lloyd said that just because the conditions are right to become an evil spirit, that doesn’t guarantee someone will. It’s a chance, depending on the soul. But I know the truth, even if Papa Lloyd and Key won’t admit it themselves. It isn’t bad luck. Or coincidence.

It’s my punishment.
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Haunt Me Maybe?
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There are few things that bond people like becoming ghosts together. Key and I were close in life, but our friendship got stronger in our afterlife. He was the one person I could confide in, the one person who understood me. Now, he’s also the one person I can talk with about our past lives. If I didn’t have him, I feel like there might not be much Schuyler left behind the monster.

He’s annoying when we play games, though.

“Come on,” I groan. “You can’t let me win once?”

Key starts resetting the chessboard. “That wouldn’t be fair to you. You’ve gotten a lot better since we died!”

“That doesn’t feel genuine when you’ve beat me four times in a row now.”

Key smiles. “I said you’ve gotten better, not that you’ve gotten better than me.” He double-checks that the board looks the way Mr. Castillo had left it earlier. “That will take you at least another . . . I don’t know, five to fifty years.”

I  drop my jaw open. “You won’t let me win for fifty years?” I stand from the couch. “That’s it, no more chess. I’m over it. I’m gonna burn this board.”

“No, you won’t.”

He’s right—I’d never. “Okay, but we aren’t gonna play it anymore. We’re going to play a game that I’m better at. Or at least one that requires less skill. Do you think they have Uno?”

Key stands up. “Tomorrow, maybe. I should get going.”

I frown. It isn’t like we always make plans or anything, but I was hoping Key was going to hang out for longer. My emotions are easier to control when he’s around.

“You don’t want to stay for Baker Matchmaker?” I ask.

He laughs. “I don’t know how you watch that stuff—it just makes me miss food. And I’m not into dating shows. I get way too much secondhand embarrassment from witnessing rejections.”

“Come ooon,” I say. “The rejections aren’t that bad. They literally sugarcoat them.”

“You would say that, heartbreaker,” he teases. “You haven’t been rejected.”

Maybe he’s right, but that’s only because I’ve never actually had the guts to tell anyone I liked them. In life, I had only been asked out twice. Once was actually by Key, who said he had feelings for me the summer before freshman year, but soon agreed that we were better as friends.

Not to mention, barely two weeks later he started dating Mallory Johnson, so I think he just wanted a girlfriend. If anything, it made us become better friends.

The other time I was asked out was . . . I don’t want to think about him.

“Well, not everyone gets rejected on the show! The point is the drama. And the food, mostly.”

Key makes a face. “We can watch something less . . . fake reality tomorrow. Besides, I have plans.”

I cross my arms. “Do those plans involve messing with that new couple who moved in a few doors down? You already caused, like, three different families to move out.”

Key practically turned haunting houses into his part-time job. He normally keeps to the other side of Sycamore, but he enjoys “welcoming” newcomers to the neighborhood.

“You weren’t complaining when I got that homophobic lady to move out of this house.”

Ugh. Ms. Gallagher was the worst. Key practically did community service by running her out of the house with his hauntings. Plus, it allowed the Castillos to move in.

“Well, we couldn’t have her living next to Papa Lloyd,” I mutter.

Key reaches out to squeeze my hand. “I’ll be back before you know it. Maybe we can check out a movie, or borrow some books from that writer down the street with the huge home library. Or I can finally convince you to come to that tech bro’s house and try the games on his amazing PC setup.”

Unlikely. The one time he tried to explain StarCraft to me, my brain shut down. It went completely over my head, other than the fact that Sarah Kerrigan made me think extremely gay thoughts.

I smile. “No on the video games, but yes to the other stuff. Thanks, Key.”

“Don’t miss me too much.”

I  roll my eyes at his teasing. “I’ll manage.”

With that, he heads through the wall to the outside. Key has invited me to haunt some houses with him, but that’s a hobby we don’t share. The only house I like to enter is the Castillos’, and that’s because it used to be my house. But I’m still respectful about it. I mostly keep to my room in the attic when they’re home, and when they’re not, I just watch TV since that’s my way to keep up with the world and my favorite thing to do. But any “hauntings” that happen in the house are purely accidental.

Like leaving the TV on, mostly. Or sometimes I make little adjustments, like finding things that Mr. Castillo is looking for and putting them in plain sight, or cleaning just a few of the dishes so Mrs. Castillo doesn’t notice much of a difference but still has less to do, or making the air a little chillier when Wren is about to leave the house without a sweater and I know she’ll need one. They’re helpful hauntings, if anything.

It’s the least I can do, since I’m sharing the house with them. I did it for basically everyone that lived here since my parents sold the place. Aside from freaking Ms. Gallagher, of course.

I eye the clock again. Maybe Key’s timing is for the best. Wren should be getting home from school soon, unless she has rehearsal with her band or something. If I had a heart, it would flutter at the thought of her. A ghost couldn’t ask for a better person to accidentally haunt. Although Wren’s a little older than me (well, older than living-me was) at seventeen, and she doesn’t know that I exist, it sort of feels like we’re friends. So I’m always happy to see her.

Time  already passes quickly for me, but sometimes, when she’s at school, I wish it would move even faster.

Wren Castillo is the most beautiful girl I’ve seen in my entire death. Unlike the Schuyler Thompson who once lived in this house, Wren is effortlessly beautiful. It isn’t like she looks like a model or influencer or anything, she just shines. Don’t get me wrong, there is an almost unbearable cuteness in the dimples she has when she smiles, how her wavy black hair falls over her shoulders, and the intensity of her deep brown eyes. But it’s more than that. It’s like she swallowed a star plucked out of the sky, and it shimmers from within her, casting a brilliant light everywhere she goes.

Whenever I see her (which, considering I haunt her attic, is often), it is like my inner Romeo comes out, and I wish O, that I were her sky, that I could have that star inside me. Wait. No. I mean . . . shit, I’m glad ghosts can’t blush.

Anyway, I was confirmed bisexual at first sight, and getting to know Wren only made matters worse. Yes, she’s achingly pretty, but it’s more than that. She makes me laugh, literally without trying. She likes to be cozy and stream shows and movies as much as I do. She plays bass guitar, which is like one of the all-time sexiest instruments. She’s a good friend, a good person.

And maybe I’m not either of those things, but I always wanted to be.

So how could I not admire her and respect her and, like, want to have her babies. Or whatever. It’s chill. I’m chill. I know nothing could ever actually happen between us anyway considering the whole I’m-Dead-and-Don’t-Have-a-Body thing. It’s a harmless crush.

I  bounce my leg. Is she coming home late today?

Maybe when she gets here we’ll read a new book together (I got very good at reading over shoulders) or she’ll brainstorm song lyrics with me (while I am, of course, entirely silent, I feel like I give off a really encouraging energy) or I’ll tell her about me and Key as she’s chatting with one of her friends on the phone and I can delude myself into almost believing the encouraging and caring words she says are for me.

Regardless of what we do, I’m just happy to spend time with her.

Maybe I should write her a poem in the meantime. It’s good to practice touching and moving objects, anyway. I find a pad of paper and a pen.


Roses are red

Wrens are brown

I like you so much

I feel like a clown



I scribble that out.


Violets are blue

Roses are red

I’d totally kiss you

If I wasn’t so dead



Okay, I literally couldn’t write a good poem if it re-killed me. But poetry isn’t the only way to be romantic. None of this matters,  really, but there is something so magical about having a crush. Possibility. Love. It almost makes a ghost feel alive.

Regardless, I have to destroy all evidence of this because if anyone saw my writing, whether it be Key or Wren or Mr. Castillo or Mrs. Castillo, I’d never be able to go on with my afterlife. I think I’d be embarrassed enough to let the evil spirit just take over.

Memories of blood, torn flesh, and dying, innocent eyes bring a wave of disgusted shame along with them.

Never mind.

“I have to bury these,” I say aloud.

I float through the wall and out to the backyard, quiet as I can so Papa Lloyd doesn’t notice. I dig a small hole in the dirt, where so much of my shame lies anyway. What’s one scrap of paper on a street that’s a graveyard of my sins?

At least this is just embarrassment stained with ink and not a horror stained in blood.

The sadness wants to grow into sorrow, the guilt wants to grow into pain, and it all wants to grow into rage, but I can’t let it. Instead, I focus on Wren, and the bad feelings fade away.

I can’t skip, but I’m skipping in spirit as I glide up to the house. From inside, I hear someone unlocking the front door.

Finally.

I practically launch myself into the hallway, ready to have a wonderful evening with just Wren and me and . . .

You’ve got to be freaking kidding me.

Wren is home. She’s taking off her Doc Martens, backpack hanging from her right arm which is extended against the door. She has the cutest smile, and strands of curly hair fall from her loose  ponytail. It’d be picture-perfect, if not for the fact that she isn’t alone.

Because next to her is Enzo Altamura.

Her boyfriend.
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Break Up with Your Boyfriend, I’m Bored
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For every nice thing there is to say about Wren Castillo, there is a not-so-nice thing to say about this more recent addition to her life. Enzo is distant, rude to the point of almost being mean, and I once overheard him say that a Tesla Cybertruck “looked cool.” I just don’t think there are any redeeming qualities, to be honest, other than the fact that he’s annoyingly handsome.

It’s like the universe was putting his stats together and leveled up the attractiveness so high that there wasn’t room for anything else. If they still give out senior superlatives in high school, he might be up for “Most Attractive” but could easily also win “Worst Attitude” and even “Most Likely to Torture Small Animals for Fun.”

Not that I can totally judge, but I’m not doing it because I want to.

Wren blows a curl from her face and adjusts her ponytail. “Ugh, my hair is refusing to work with me today. Maybe I should cut it all off.”

Enzo makes a face. “Why? So you’ll look like a dude?”

“Are you asking because you’d be into that?” Wren asks, playfully pushing him like he was joking.

He rolls his eyes. “I think it would look bad, but it’s your hair.”

I want to respect the Castillos’ boundaries by not punching their guests, but oh, it’s so hard.

It would be one thing for someone to talk like that to me, who has plenty of practice with passive-aggressive comments, but the fact that he does it to Wren, who is literal sunshine, is more than I can handle. And what I find even more frustrating is that Enzo has it all—good looks, strength, an amazing girlfriend, life—and he’s totally wasting it by being an apathetic ass.

Even in life, there were so many times I wished I were a guy instead of these assholes who take all their privilege for granted. I’d be so much better at it—probably a lot better than I was at being me.

“You don’t have to be mean about it,” Wren says to Enzo.

“I’m not being mean, I’m just being honest.” He sighs. “You’re starting to sound like my brother.”

Wren smiles. “How is Vinny? I didn’t see him today. Did he stay home sick or something?”

Enzo makes a face. “Who gives a shit? He’s fine.”

“I don’t understand why you’re like that with him. I think he could use your support, especially after all that stuff with Scott . . .”

“I’m not talking about this,” Enzo snaps. He runs a hand through his hair. “I need the bathroom. Just . . . drop it.”

“Oh-kay,” Wren says. “Fine.”

Enzo shrugs his backpack off onto the floor but takes his phone with him to the hall bathroom, so he might be gone anywhere from five minutes to nearly a full hour. I don’t know what it is about dudes and taking forever to poop—or choosing the toilet as a good place to sit doomscrolling. I would be more curious and less judgmental if he wasn’t being bitchy and leaving his literally perfect girlfriend alone.

Well, almost alone. Wren sighs, sitting down on the couch.

Man, she’s even gorgeous when frustrated. The little line that forms between her scrunched eyebrows as she types furiously into her phone would have any reasonable person immediately smitten.

“Is something bothering you?” I ask, joining her on the couch.

I know she can’t hear me. I know. But there’s a part of me that wishes so desperately that she could. That I could at least project my feelings enough for her to get some sense of them. With only the two of us in the room together, I can almost pretend. Imagine that I’m the one she’s dating, that I can give her all the attention she deserves. Make sure she never, ever feels alone. Not like I did.

I scoot closer to her. “Whatever it is, we can talk about it. If you want. I’m not trying to be egotistical, but I happen to be a great listener.” I laugh, since it’s kind of a joke. All I can do is listen. Wren drops her phone onto her lap.

“I’m so tired of this shit,” she mutters under her breath.

I  pretend she’s saying that to me. I guess, in some way, she is—she just doesn’t realize it. “I know what you mean. I’ve been dealing with . . . something frustrating as well. But maybe we can help each other.” Though I’m not sure she’d want to help me with my horrific need to consume living animals whenever I get too upset. “Or at least, be here for each other, you know.” I soften my voice. “I’m always here for you, Wren.”

Gently, I reach my hand out, like I can actually place it on her knee. But I misjudge the distance and slip right through her body. She jumps a little.

I freeze. Did she feel my presence? A chill? Something?

That’s when I notice her phone lighting up with notifications. Wren grabs it, frustrated expression back in place. Disappointment washes over me.

No. That was too much to hope for. I’m as invisible as always.

The toilet flushes. Not long after, Enzo walks out of the bathroom. “So, you wanted to talk about your day or whatever?”

Immediately after he asks, he flops down onto the plush chair next to the couch and checks his phone again. Before Wren can get a reaction out, he’s scrolling through and texting, attention fully on that little screen.

I hate him.

“Are you going to listen or just be on your phone?” Wren asks.

“It’s called multitasking. I’m listening.”

WHY IS SHE WITH HIM?

“I’m just a little stressed with everything going on,” Wren starts. She brushes a piece of hair behind her ear, and it immediately falls back and it’s so cute I think I die a second time.

“What’s going on?” Enzo deadpans, not even glancing up at her.

“Same as usual. I’m already worried about college next year and decisions coming in and trying to stay on top of everything and now Reggie is starting drama in the band group chat. She’s going overboard critiquing Rhea’s vocals, and not in the giving-shit sibling way they usually do. Like, it’s too much. We can barely practice. So Danny doesn’t want to show up most of the time since they are bickering so much . . .”

“Uh-huh,” Enzo says to his phone.

“And I don’t know how to fix things, but I feel like it’s all on me. Like I’m the only one who cares about Kitty Fight.”

“About what?”

“Kitty Fight?” Wren asks incredulously. “My band?”

“I still think that name makes no sense.”

“You’re such a goddamn asshole,” I say to Enzo.

“Are you sure you’re listening?” Wren asks at the same time.

Enzo finally looks up. “Yes, of course. I just have other things going on in my life, too. You can’t seriously expect me to give you all my attention?”

I want to punch him right in his stupid, handsome face. I want to see him bleed, see if that would be enough to get his attention. Anger starts to bubble inside of me, my fingers twitching.

“You shouldn’t have to be the only one responsible for your band’s success,” I tell Wren. “You shouldn’t have to make them care. I love Kitty Fight’s music and I know you four are doing something special, you more than anyone, and maybe Reggie and  Rhea just need a chance to see that. To see what your band means to people.”

Of course, they don’t hear any of that. It’s only silence for Enzo and Wren as he returns to his phone and she sits back on the couch, defeated.

“Why do you stay with him?” I ask.

It’s not a question I, who once lived as Schuyler Thompson, have any right to ask. Not with my past. Not with my death. But I’m not judging her for doing it. I’m just sincerely wondering. Because Wren Castillo is nothing like who I was.

Wren can’t answer, although her expression has me wondering if she is asking herself the same thing. She doesn’t stay on that long.

“Well, you’re here. Shouldn’t we do something together?” she asks.

Enzo sighs. “Do you want to make out or whatever?”

That’s probably my cue to leave. To float back up to the attic and lose myself in a book so I can pretend I don’t hear any sounds from downstairs.

Wren chuckles. “What a romantic proposal.”

“I don’t have that long before I want to leave, but you wanted to do something, right?”

He gets up and moves toward the couch, leaning over Wren.

“You literally have the best girl ever and you don’t care,” I say.

Wren crosses her arms. “You make it seem like kissing me is a chore.”

“You’re the one making it a chore,” Enzo says. Wren snorts like it’s a joke, but he didn’t say it like one. He continues. “Come on, Wren. It’s not like you wanted to go out with me for the romance.  Everyone knows what I’m like. You just wanted to be Enzo Altamura’s girlfriend.”

He leans in to kiss her, but at the last moment, Wren stops him. “What does that mean?”

Enzo rolls his eyes. “You know what it means.”

“You think I’m just using you to be popular or something?”

He actually looks confused. “I’m not shaming you for it. I’m just saying. I’ve already given you that, but you keep wanting more from me.”

“You’re not giving her anything!”

My anger burns, but it’s not just because of Enzo. I know that. Seeing Enzo reminds me of him. They’re totally different. Enzo’s disinterest is worlds away from the intense and controlling over-interest he gave me when I was alive. They are entirely different guys. Apart from both being white teenage boys, they don’t even look alike.

But I remember feeling the way Wren does. Or, at least, how she seems to. Like she’s small, like she isn’t enough, like she will never be enough.

And she deserves someone who can show her that she’s everything.

My yearning and annoyance and anger and regret mix together in a flammable cocktail of negative emotions, and there’s not enough cute thoughts in the world to stop it from igniting. Sharp teeth burst from my gums and the roof of my mouth. My jaw unhinges, tearing open at the corners and expanding farther than possible to make room for the size of my jealous, vengeful scream. The skin of my fingers rips and splits, bone extending and bending into pointed claws.

I’m  not powerful enough to attack a human, not even like this.

But when I lunge for Enzo, jaw wide open and claws outstretched, I don’t think. I’m lost to my emotions and seeing only red.
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Instead of sinking tooth and claw into Wren’s stupid boyfriend, though, I feel like I’ve smacked against a brick wall. And now I’m looking at Wren. Right at her. In fact, I’m leaning over her, one arm on each side. Confusion bubbles up in my brain, like I woke up after napping so long I can’t remember what time it is or where I’m at.

More than that, I’m feeling.

I feel the air around me, I feel the couch fabric under my palms. I feel a slight gurgle in my stomach. I feel Wren’s presence, her closeness. When I take in the way she looks, how beautiful she is when a slight scowl crosses her lips, I feel the excited beat of my own heart. Not the imagined memory of it, but the actual sensation.

What the hell?

I stumble backward, nearly tripping over the coffee table. I didn’t realize how dulled my senses had become in death. I think  I forgot. Suddenly, they’re back in full force. It’s all so bright and loud and—

“Enzo?” Wren asks me. “Are you okay?”

She’s looking at me. Her eyes are on mine, seeing me. Something shifts in my pants.

Wait. Enzo. Why is she calling me Enzo?

I look around, but I don’t see him. And when I look down, I see a body that isn’t mine. A living body. Enzo’s body.

Holy shit.

“Bathroom!” I squeak in a deep voice that feels strange coming out of my throat.

Without checking Wren’s reaction, I move to rush into the bathroom but smack my face against the wall. Shit. I can’t go through surfaces anymore. I’m in Enzo’s body.

I’m in Enzo’s body.

“Um . . . are you okay?” Wren’s voice asks again from behind me.

“I’m fine,” I say quickly, face heated and stinging as I carefully step through the doorway into the bathroom. I shut and lock the door behind me. When I look in the mirror, Enzo looks back.

“Oh, shit,” I whisper to myself. “Okay. It’s fine. You possessed Enzo for a minute, but it’s fine. Just . . . just leave.”

I try to will myself out of his body. It doesn’t work. I feel like I’m constipated and desperate to poop, but no matter how much I squeeze and move, nothing changes.

I lean in toward the mirror, touching the surface and watching in wonder as my actions make this boy in the reflection move.

“Enzo?” I whisper. “Are you still in here?”

Nothing inside of me, or him, answers. It doesn’t feel like he’s in this body with me, but how am I supposed to know what that feels like? It seems like in all the exorcism movies, the possessed person is there and fighting back.

“Enzo?” I whisper snap. “Are you there and fighting back?”

It sure doesn’t seem like it. There’s only silence, aside from the no longer familiar sensation of working organs.

Oh, fuck. Did I kill Wren’s boyfriend? Did I kill him and hijack his body? Oh god. Oh no. Rabbits and squirrels are bad enough. I can’t just go around accidentally killing teenage boys, too. Especially not this one! Wren is gonna be so upset. I have to figure out a way to fix this.

I try to calm myself down. Panicking isn’t going to solve the problem. I take in a deep breath—an actual breath. And it really hits me: I’m alive again.

I’m going to fix this and give Enzo his body back, of course, but in the meantime, it can’t hurt to explore a little, right? At least until I figure out how to, like, self-exorcize. I take another deep breath, flex my muscles. It’s strange to have a boy’s body. When I was alive, I always felt like I had to try so hard at being a girl, to the point where I’d sometimes wish I had been born a boy. In part because maybe things would have been different with Mom if I were, but . . . I guess I also felt like I’d be better at it.

Now I am a guy. At least, for the moment. Being alive feels similar to how I remember, but being in this particular body, so different from the one I had, is something entirely new.

I pull out the waistband of my pants and underwear to take a peek before snapping it back shut.

Jesus  Christ, I have a penis.

There’s a light knock on the bathroom door.

“Enzo?” Wren calls from the other side of the wood. “Is everything all right in there?”

I blink. What the hell do I do?

“Um, yeah, fine.”

I open the door. Wren’s leaning on the frame, looking unbearably pretty. All annoyance is totally gone from her face, replaced with concern. She steps up to me, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder. My dick twitches in excitement.

“What the fuck?” I ask myself at that new jump scare.

Wren frowns. “Okay, what’s going on? You’re freaking me out.”

If I’m freaking her out now, wait until she realizes I’m a dead girl possessing her boyfriend.

“I’m, uh, I’m feeling sick. Actually. Sorry.”

“Oh,” Wren says. “Let me take you home, then.”

“Sounds good,” I say, before I remember that by take me home she doesn’t mean the attic of this house and instead means whatever circle of hell Enzo Altamura crawled out of. “Wait, I don’t—”

“Come on, you should rest. We can hang out another time.” Wren doesn’t allow for any more protests, instead taking my hand. She pauses in front of the door, looking at me. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

Yeah, how to breathe. How to function. How to be a living freaking person.

“Backpack?” she presses.

“Oh, yeah, right. My backpack.” I feel more robot than boy as I snatch up the bag from the floor. “Thanks.”

We  continue toward the front door. I should probably think of some excuse to stop this, but she takes my hand again so instead my mind is occupied with, She’s holding my hand she’s holding my hand oh my god oh my god she’s holding my hand. It makes it hard for quick thinking, or any brain activity in general. And then, suddenly, we’re outside. I glance over at the Miltons’ front yard, thinking maybe Papa Lloyd would be there, but he must be inside still. Wait. Would I even be able to see him?

Desperately, I look around the street, panic rising up in me. What do I do? I’m in this asshole’s body and I don’t know how to get out and my crush is kidnapping me. I need help.

“Key!” I say loudly. “Key!”

He always seems to know when I need him, which is more often than not, because everyone knows I’m hardly good on my own.

Wren gives me a look, holding up the lanyard that has her car and house key. “Yeah, I got them?”

Suddenly, Key floats over from two houses down. He approaches with caution, face twisted in confusion. “Schuyler? Is that you?”

Thank god I can see him. Thank god he can tell it’s me.

“Uh, gotta puke!” I tell Wren, rushing over to a patch of dirt between the houses so I can pretend to vomit closer to Key.

Key is at a loss for words, sputtering until he manages a “how?”

“I don’t know!” I keep my panicked whisper low and fake some retching. “I just . . . I suddenly possessed this guy. It was an accident.”

Key  shakes his head. “Well, you gotta get out. Like now!”

“I know that. I’m trying, but it’s not working.”

“You can’t just live as some random guy,” Key says. “Who even is he?”

“He’s Wren’s boyfriend and he’s the worst, but that’s not the most pressing thing here, Key!”

“Sorry, sorry,” Key says quickly. “I’m not sure what to do. We have to get you out. I mean, you have to stay here. With me.”

A pang shoots through my heart. It’s so strange to feel.

“I know, Key, I . . .”

“What can I do to help?” he asks. “Should I try to push myself in, too?”

“No, I don’t want us both stuck in here. We don’t know what we’re dealing with.”

“Enzo?” Wren calls from behind me. “Do you need help?”

“No, almost done!” I call back to her before dropping my voice again so only Key can hear. “I’ll probably be kicked out of him when they leave the street, right? So I’ll be right back.”

Key still looks concerned.

“You can’t leave me, Schuyler,” he says. “I need you. I can’t be alone like this, I . . .”

I swallow. “I know. I’m not going to. My spirit can’t leave the street, so I promise I’ll be right back.”

I can’t read his expression, but I don’t have much time to figure it out as there’s a tap on my shoulder. I turn around to face Wren, who holds out a container of mints and a plastic bag.

“I think my parents would prefer if you barfed in your own bushes,” she says. “Let’s get you home.”

I  can’t say anything to Key in front of her, so I just give him one more desperate look before Wren leads me over to her car. She leans to strap the seat belt over my lap.

“You might have a fever,” Wren says. “You look red.”

“Maybe,” I say, voice cracking.

“Don’t worry, I’ll get you home, babe.”

Which is . . . where, exactly?

Wren pulls the car out of the driveway, turning onto the street. My breath starts coming out faster. I haven’t been in a car since . . .

I look away as we pass the telephone pole a few houses down. It’s still so hard to face. Being in a car for the first time since Key and I died definitely doesn’t make this easier. I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing away memories of those last moments.

I can’t think about it, I can’t think about it, I can’t—

We’re approaching the end of the street.

I’ll be kicked out of Enzo’s body any moment. I have to be. Right?

My stomach tightens as we get closer to the stop sign. I turn around in my seat. Key’s there behind the car, following us, expression clearly worried. I wish I could say something else to reassure him.

“Is something there?” Wren asks.

“Not really,” I lie. “A squirrel.”

“Oh, okay.” Wren lifts off the brake. “Apparently a bunch of squirrels and rabbits have been found dead in this area. There must be a coyote or something nearby.”

“Weird,” I say, face heating. “I can’t imagine why.”

Wren gives me a look. “Well, I just told you. Coyote.”

“Right, right, coyote. Definitely. Makes sense. Hope people are keeping their pets inside.”

That, at least, is a real hope that I have. I don’t want to accidentally eat someone’s best friend when I inevitably return to being an evil spirit.

Wren turns off Sycamore, taking a left. I brace for whatever impact is coming but . . . I remain in Enzo’s body.

Well, shit.

“I’ll figure out a way to help you!” Key’s voice calls. “Just . . . hang in there!”

Wren will hear me if I talk, so I can only put my hand against the window, nodding at him, until Key and his scared expression get farther and farther away.

A strange blend of excitement and fear bubbles up inside me. I’m not supposed to leave. I’ve been stuck on Sycamore since my death. This isn’t supposed to happen. But, despite myself, I can’t shake the wonder at getting to see past my street for the first time in so many years. It doesn’t look too different, since I hadn’t died that long ago, but it almost feels new.

“Since when did The Crab Shack close down?” I blurt.

When I was alive, my parents didn’t plan dinners out often, but The Crab Shack was a silly seafood restaurant that we went to every year on my birthday. I always got coconut shrimp, a crab boil, and a Shirley Temple with the syrup brought out in a hollow toy shark. Instead of the nautical theme I was used to, the restaurant was now some abstract art, hip-looking place called The Spot. The hell does that mean?

My chest sinks. The Crab Shack died too? It would have been a nice meal to have, just one more time, before I get out of this body.

Once  I figure out how to do that.

“It closed down like two years ago, at least,” Wren comments. “You can be so oblivious.”

“Ha. Yeah.”

I need to be less obvious. But it’s just been so long. It’s hard not to marvel at being alive again. I roll down the passenger window, adjusting my head so I can feel both the wind and sun on my face. It’s incredible.

Although it doesn’t erase the guilt over Key still being on Sycamore, not being able to feel any of this again. I shouldn’t be enjoying this. I should be trying to figure out how to get back.

But I mean . . . Key will understand. It’s not like this was on purpose. And I have to be pushed out of this body at some point. (Do possessions have a time limit?)

“How are you holding up?” Wren asks.

“I’m fine,” I say, before remembering my excuse for acting so weird. “Aside from the fact that I’m about one speed bump away from shitting my pants.”

She rolls her eyes but laughs. “Well, try not to get it on my seats.”

“I’ll run outside and shit in the first yard I see with an American flag.” I rub my chin and hide my confusion over the strange feel of it. “Or one with a dog. They might not know the difference.”

“Great plan, except I’m pretty positive you’d be caught on the doorbell camera.”

“The what?”

“The point is, try to hold it. We’re almost to your place.”

My  place. Which means Enzo’s place. Panic twists in my gut. I can’t go to Enzo’s house. What am I supposed to do there? What about his family? I don’t know anything about his personal life. And I don’t think his parents would appreciate me saying I stole their son’s body and that I don’t know where the hell his soul is at the moment, but I’m truly and sincerely hoping I didn’t kill him.

My palms sweat. I need to get out of Enzo. But before I do . . .

“I just want to say I’m sorry for earlier,” I find myself saying on Enzo’s behalf. “I’ve been pretty shitty to you, and you deserve a lot better than that.”

A look of surprise crosses Wren’s face. “Oh, um. Thank you.”

I don’t know what else to add. Wren deserves that apology, but she deserves it from her actual boyfriend, not the ghost temporarily possessing him. What the hell am I doing? If anything, I should be convincing her to dump his ass immediately, not swaying her to stay.

I grind my teeth, trying to think of a way to start that conversation.

“You have to poop that bad?” Wren teases.

“Life is pain,” I joke, voice hollow.

Wren stops the car on some random street. It’s right in front of a small, one-story house that looks like it has seen better days. The paint is peeling off the window shutters, the small porch has some cracked and missing planks, and the grass is overgrown and just about as brown as it is green.

“My house?” I say, only it comes out like a question.

“Last time I checked, yeah.”

I  don’t make an immediate move to step out. This is all so weird and happening so fast. I feel like I’m in some kind of messed-up dream, and I’ll wake up back in my attic, with my books and my constantly fogged up mirror and my plush cat Oreo. I can’t tell if that thought is relieving or disappointing.

“Wren,” I say, twisting toward her. “I have to tell you something important.”

I can’t tell her everything, but I can at least make up some excuse about why I can’t go into that house.

“Not now you don’t. Go to the bathroom and get rest.”

“But I really—”

“Go. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

She kicks me out of the car and after one final wave from her, she’s driving down the street, disappearing from sight. Leaving me alone, unsure of where exactly I am, in front of the house I apparently live in.
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It’s not like I can call anyone or have anywhere to go that isn’t Wren Castillo’s attic (which would not be easy to explain), so while I’m stuck in Enzo’s body, I don’t have any other choice but to enter his house. I slowly make my way up the creaking porch steps, careful to avoid the broken planks, and try to open the front door. It’s locked.

Shit. Keys. I probably have keys. I check my pockets. Sure enough, there’s Enzo’s phone, with his driver’s license stuck in the case, and a key ring with three keys. None of them seem to be a car key, which would have been easy to rule out. They’re all indistinguishable from each other. I try the first one. No luck.

Come on, come on. I don’t want to draw too much attention to myself. I hope this is actually the right house and not Wren playing a prank.

Thankfully, the second key works, and I’m able to push the door open.

The inside of the house, while small and with some clutter, looks  better than the outside. It looks like a home, lived in and loved, something the house I grew up in was never quite able to accomplish when my family occupied it. I take a deep breath.

“Hello?” I call in a shaky voice.

No one responds.

I creep inside, slowly shutting and locking the door behind me. I don’t know anything about Enzo’s family or his house. Didn’t Wren mention a sibling? Will I be able to guess which room belongs to him? Regardless, I can’t be too obvious that something’s wrong. I have to try and act like the normal Enzo as much as possible.

That’s the only plan. Act like an asshole.

“Mom!” An excited voice says, getting closer as it goes on. “Duchess finally had her kittens and they’re so freaking cu—” A dude runs into the room, immediately cutting off once he sees me. His expression falls to something like disappointed annoyance. “Oh. It’s you.”

I take him in. He looks almost exactly like Enzo, with the same brown eyes and handsome features. Only his hair is dyed a dark red in place of Enzo’s brown. He looks to be about my age before I died. I don’t respond right away, looking around the living room for some clue of what to say. My eyes catch a picture of Enzo, this boy that has to be his brother, and a middle-aged woman that shares their eyes.

Okay, don’t mention a dad.

“Um, hey,” I say, carefully avoiding a name. Shit. Didn’t Wren say his name earlier? Unable to remember, my mind races to catch up with what he says and, once I process it, I can’t help my  eyes from widening. “Wait. Did you say kittens? Holy shit, can I see them?”

Enzo’s brother looks at me with narrowed eyes. “You wanna see them?”

Crap, I forgot Enzo is an asshole that doesn’t care about anything. If dating Wren bored him, of course something as exciting as kittens still wouldn’t make him smile. I should make some sarcastic comment and go on my phone.

But newborn kittens? How can I resist that?

“Yeah,” I say, trying to play it cool. “I’ll send a picture to Wren or whatever.”

Enzo’s brother keeps looking at me weirdly, but he doesn’t say no. In fact, he remains silent as he walks toward the back of the house. I rush to follow, since it’s not like I know where to go. I’m led to the small, fenced-in backyard of the house, where a wooden enclosure sits on the grass near the back door. It looks built rather than bought, made with a few mistakes but a lot of care. The inside of it is filled with blankets, on top of which a tuxedo cat lies with a small litter of kittens.

They’re cuddled up against her stomach, tiny, furry little beans. My heart can’t handle it. I feel the unfamiliar rush of excitement as it beats a little faster.

“Oh my god,” I say. “She’s like a real-life Oreo.”

Enzo’s brother gives me a look. “Yeah? You see her all the time?”

Shit. I shouldn’t have said that. I don’t know how to recover, so I don’t say anything. Instead, I lean in to get a closer look. There are four kittens. One’s another tuxedo, one is all black, one’s gray, and the final one is an orange tabby. I love them. I  would kill for them. This has to be the reason I was able to possess Enzo and experience a taste of life once more. I can’t go back to being a ghost without holding at least one kitten.

I hold out my fingers, slow and gentle, toward the mama cat, the real-life Oreo, to see if she’ll allow me to pet her.

She barely sniffs before she lets out a hiss.

Enzo’s brother shoves me back. “You can’t touch them.”

“Why?” I ask.

His face twists in annoyance. “Because Duchess hates you?”

I know I should play it cool. I know I should act like Enzo, who probably would fight back. But I don’t feel like Enzo. I feel a lot like my usual self: helpless.

My eyes sting. I’m used to dogs not liking me, since they’re not a fan of the whole evil spirit deal, but cats normally don’t care! If anything, they tend to even like spirits. But this heartbreaking rejection is a reminder that I’m not Schuyler. I’m Enzo, who is such a huge jerk, cats like him less than a literal evil spirit. And I can’t figure out how not to be him. This thought turns out to be the final straw.

I start crying.

Enzo’s brother looks horrified. “Dude. What the hell?”

I wipe my eyes. At this point, I’m not sure if it’s just me or if Enzo’s body was long overdue for an emotional breakdown. I wouldn’t be surprised. Teen boys probably don’t cry enough.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just already so scared and I know I’m an asshole and I can’t blame her for not liking me and I’m assuming you also don’t like me and I can’t blame you for that either. I don’t know what to do. What if I’m stuck? Key’s probably so mad at me and why is this happening to me and why does my  dick get randomly hard at basically nothing and . . . and I’m such a monster.” I sniffle. “I just wanna go home.”

So much for my plan.

Enzo’s brother looks at me with hard, almost afraid eyes.

“Who are you and what have you done with my brother?”

He can’t tell it’s not Enzo in here, right? That’s just a thing people say when someone else is behaving out of character. He wouldn’t believe me anyway.

“I’m just . . . working on myself,” I lie, trying to backtrack. “My guidance counselor said I’m emotionally repressed.”

The boy next to me frowns. “You’re freaking me out. You aren’t acting like yourself or sounding like yourself and you sure as hell wouldn’t go to the guidance counselor.”

“You don’t know that,” I snap.

He narrows his eyes. “You punched me and called me a pussy because I checked a movie’s content warnings literally last week.”

God, I hate Enzo.

“People change?”

“Change into entirely different people?”

“Sometimes.” At least that’s the truth.

“Is this some kind of joke?” The boy leans back, trying to create some distance. “Are you trying to lure me into a false sense of security so you can prank me? Are you recording this? Did fucking Scott put you up to this?”

Who the hell is Scott? “No,” I say. “It’s not any of that . . .”

“Well, it’s either that or you’re some demon who didn’t do their research on who they were possessing.”

“I’m not a demon,” I mutter.

The  mama cat returns to a resting position. Ugh. This would be so much easier if I were holding a kitten right now.

“Why did you say it like that?” Enzo’s brother asks. He flinches away from me. “Are you something else? Doppelgänger? Body snatcher?”

“No, I’m obviously just Enzo.”

He makes a face, probably noticing the small amount of disgust I couldn’t remove from my voice. “I’m gonna tell Dad. He’s almost home.”

I think of the living room picture. He’s trying to trick me. “We don’t have a dad.”

Enzo’s brother gives me a smug look, crossing his arms. “Enzo would never say that. He’s the one who still wants a relationship with Dad, and if I say anything bad about him, Enzo calls me a little bitch and punches me.”

I can’t hide the concern. “How much does he punch you?”

Both our eyes widen with the accidental use of the wrong pronoun “he” instead of “I.” Darn it.

“I’m messing you with you,” I squeak. “I’m Enzo. I’m . . . working on myself. Like I said. I realize I’ve been a terrible person and I’m trying to be . . . less . . . terrible.”

Enzo’s brother looks like his brain is malfunctioning. “Enzo would never say hi to me when he gets home, would definitely never come to look at Duchess’s kittens, and would one hundred percent never cry about his dick in front of anyone.” He points at me. “I caught you, alien.”

The plan—or what little plan I had—has gone way off the handle at this point. For a second, I consider actually pretending to be an alien—a cover is a cover—but I’m pretty sure that’s a  bad idea. What if Enzo’s brother is just joking? He can’t really believe this is a body snatcher kind of situation.

Right?

“I’m not an alien! Don’t you realize how crazy you sound?”

“Trust me, anything is easier to believe than you being nice.”

“I told you, it’s self-improvement.”

“That’s a lie.” Enzo’s brother studies me, the silence stretching between us, before he speaks again. “What’s my name?”

I play with some blades of grass, twirling them around my fingers. “That’s a silly question. Of course I know your name. You’re my brother, dumbass.”

“So say it.”

Shit. Shit shit shit. How am I supposed to guess his name? I should have gone through Enzo’s phone before entering his house. It’s not like I can pull it out now and scroll through for clues.

I try to think of the most Enzo-like answer I can.

“Your name is Little Bitch,” I say.

His brother laughs. “Good one, I’ll give you that. But cut the shit. I don’t know how, but I know you aren’t Enzo. Hell, I’m not sure I care how, because this means my goddamn prayers were answered if I don’t have to deal with him anymore. Whatever messed-up, science fiction thing this is, I’m probably the only person who will believe you.”

I try to catch the lie in his face, but I don’t see one there. He seems serious.

Their relationship must have been terrible if he doesn’t care where his real brother is. Not that I can blame the guy—I’m hardly a fan of Enzo Altamura myself, and that was before I knew  how he acted at home. Enzo’s brother might be a bit . . . weird, but I do need help.

“You promise you’ll believe me?” I ask.

“Of course.”

I take a deep breath. “So I’m kind of an evil spirit that lives in the attic of your brother’s girlfriend’s house and I accidentally possessed him because he was being such an ass to her, but now I don’t know how to get back out.”

Enzo’s brother pauses for a long moment. “Okay,” he says.

“Okay? You believe me?”

He nervously chuckles. “Oh, hell no. ‘Okay’ as in there must be significant head trauma from whatever happened to you and we should probably go to the hospital.”

Dammit. So much for him being on my side. He must have been going along with it in order to see what game I’m playing. Which would be smart, if I was playing a game. Enzo’s brother starts to take out his phone as if to call for help, but I reach out and grab his wrist to stop him. The last thing I need is for therapists or doctors to get involved. They won’t know how to deal with this any more than I do. I can’t let him call anyone, but I can’t face this alone either.

“My name is Schuyler Thompson and I died years ago on Sycamore Avenue in a fatal car crash. I was fifteen. You can look it up and confirm it.”

Enzo’s brother looks between my eyes and my hand on his wrist. “Dude, you’re freaking me out. Are you seriously pretending to be a dead girl? That’s not funny.”

“No, what’s not funny is that your brother is dating the perfect girl and treats her terribly. What’s not funny is dying as a teenager  in a way so sudden and shitty and because of your own stupid decision that you are now doomed to an afterlife as an evil spirit, which, news flash, buddy, means that I lose my mind periodically and kill small animals on horrific hunting sprees. And what’s really not funny is that I’m somehow trapped in this crappy dude’s body with barely any idea of who he is or what he’s about. The only reason I’m here is because Wren dropped me off because she thinks I’m Enzo even though I haven’t left my old house and my street in . . . decades, and I had to leave behind the one person who has always been there for me. So I’m freaking the heck out right now and the only one who can help me is some random dude who doesn’t want to listen to me! That’s not fair and that’s not fucking funny. But I’m telling you the truth.”

“Wait . . . you kill animals?” With wide eyes, he puts himself between me and the kittens.

“I never hurt cats or dogs!” I defend. More tears prick my eyes. “Mostly squirrels and rabbits, if they aren’t pets. It’s not like I want to. It’s just . . . I have to, as an evil spirit. I don’t have control over it.”

He’s quiet for a moment, like he’s remembering something.

He bites his lip. “Why are you calling yourself an evil spirit? Are you evil?”

I cross my arms. “No. I mean, not particularly. It’s just like a species of spirit, I guess. A subgenre? I don’t know, it’s just what I was told by the other ghosts on my street, from what they heard. If you have a violent enough death with enough regrets, you can become one. Not everyone does but . . . I’m just lucky like that, I guess.”

He  frowns, talking almost to himself. “There’s no way she would have told you about any of that, but she did mention it was probably an evil spirit and not a coyote . . .”

“What?” I ask, jaw dropping. “Someone talked to you about evil spirits?”

A bit of relief rushes through me. I never expected there to be someone in town who actually knows about this stuff. Maybe after I get out of Enzo, I can ask her to come by Sycamore Avenue. The other spirits would love a human on our side again, especially one that knows enough about ghosts to help.

He doesn’t respond to my question, instead looking at me with caution. “You’re really possessing my brother?”

I nod.

“I swear. I know how it sounds. That’s why I couldn’t tell Wren and why she brought me here. But I need you to believe me. I need you to help me. At the very least, you have nothing to lose by going along with it for now. If I’m telling the truth, which I am, you and whoever this person is can help me end this possession. If I’m lying, which I’m not, she’ll be able to tell. Either way, you’re fine. Just trust me for a little. Then, I can go back to my afterlife and you can get your brother back.”

His face scrunches up. “Do I have to get my brother back? I’m assuming he’s still in there with you?”

I freeze, trying to figure out how to answer. “I’m actually not sure about that. I don’t feel him or hear him or anything. But I’m pretty sure I would know if I killed him. Right?”

The boy rubs his temples. “Fuck. Mom can’t find out about this.”

I blink, hope blossoming. “Does that mean you’ll help?”

“Only because there’s no possible way you could know about that evil spirit stuff otherwise.”

“And how do you know about the evil spirit stuff?”

He sighs. “We have a friend of the family, sort of like an aunt to me, that deals with ghosts and possessions and all that. Enzo never believed in it. But she’d talk about her job with me, and I know she’s been investigating a potential evil spirit in town. She’ll know if you’re legit and, if you are, how to help you.”

I practically jump to my feet. “You have an exorcist in the family? Why didn’t you say that earlier? Let’s go now!”

“Can’t. She’s out of town until Sunday, so we’ll have to see her at church.”

That makes sense for an exorcist, I guess. But Sunday is a pretty long time to have to wait.

Panic nearly closes my throat, but I manage to squeak out a question. “What the hell do I do until then?”

“Until then . . .” He sticks out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Schuyler the Evil Spirit. I’m your new brother, Vinny.”
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The Care and Keeping of Your New Stolen Body
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It’s wild how fast your afterlife can change. One minute, you’re hanging out with your ghost friend and writing bad poems about the living girl you like, and the next, you’re in a boy’s body feeding formula to a kitten with a little syringe.

Duchess apparently isn’t producing enough milk for the kittens, so Vinny enlisted me to help.

“You’re doing great,” Vinny says.

The orange tabby kitten, looking so impossibly tiny and fragile in my hand, sucks down more of the milk. He lets out a little squeak of a meow and I almost start crying again it’s so cute.

Vinny looks over at me. “Have you ever stimulated a kitten?”

I blink. “Have I what now?”

“To help them pee and poop, you basically have to rub a soft wipe over the genital area until they are able to go.” He held out a pack of baby wipes to me. “I’m guessing no. You wanna try?”

I hesitate. I’m barely used to touching anything at all, especially  not such delicate, perfect little beings. And when I was able to touch things in my spirit form, it mostly led to destruction.

“Can you show me first?” I ask.

“Sure.”

Vinny takes me through the action, the tuxedo kitten in his hand soon peeing onto the baby wipe. I carefully adjust the kitten in my hands. Duchess eyes me from where she sits close by. She doesn’t necessarily like what’s happening, but maybe she knows she needs the help and will take it from whoever, even me. She clearly adores Vinny, touching her foot to his leg, so he’s not the problem.

Carefully, carefully . . .

I gently rub the baby wipe over the kitten’s crotch until I feel warmth in the wipe.

“He peed!” I say. “I did it!”

Then I feel the warning of a related sensation in my own lower body. Oh no.

“I have a stupid question . . .” I start.

“Go for it.”

“Um . . . when you have a penis . . . is it a similar operation to go?”

There’s a long pause.

“Are you asking me if you have to jack off to pee?” Vinny asked.

My face heats red. “No! I mean, I worded it badly, I know you don’t have to do that but, like . . . how do you aim?”

Vinny puts a free hand on his forehead. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with my older brother.”

“With the girl spirit possessing your older brother.” I gently set the kitten back next to his glaring mama. “This is my first possession! How am I supposed to know how to aim?”

“Well, that might be one thing you have to do on your own. Just . . . hold it straight and go. And try not to pee all over the seat. If you do, clean it up or Mom will kill us both.”

Dying a second time at Ms. Altamura’s hand doesn’t exactly sound appealing, so I’ll have to figure this out. I’ve survived years of my afterlife as an evil spirit and I just helped a kitten pee. It has to be easy enough to do it myself.

“Wish me luck,” I say, getting to my feet.

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Can you at least point out the bathroom?”

Following Vinny’s directions, I shut myself in the bathroom and hope for the best. I’m a little squeamish touching Enzo’s dick, even though it’s technically my dick for the moment, but I get over it. The stream isn’t as straight as I assumed it would be, and aiming is harder than I anticipated. I do end up having to clean the seat afterward.

What an awkward chapter to add to my Ghost’s Guide to Accidental Possession.

How the heck am I going to keep this up until Sunday?

From outside the bathroom, I hear the front door of the house unlock. I freeze. If I couldn’t fool Vinny, there’s no way I’m going to be able to fool anyone else. I briefly consider hiding in the bathroom until Sunday, but then my panic sends me rushing out so I can maybe get back to Vinny first. Unfortunately, right when I step out, I run into her.

Ms. Altamura.

She  looks young, definitely younger than my mom. At least, the way I remember her. She has the same eyes as Vinny and Enzo, and Enzo’s brown hair, but it falls down past her shoulders in long waves. There’s a tired air about her, but also a low-effort beauty.

I don’t know what to say.

“Um, hi . . .” I awkwardly start before, a moment too late, adding, “Mom.”

The word feels so weird. I haven’t said it in a long time, since it’s a person I haven’t seen in a long time. A person I don’t want to think about how much I miss. My mom wasn’t perfect, not even close, but she was my mom. And in my death and what came after, I spent a lot of time wishing she was there. Just to be there. To say it’d be okay and give me a hug.

Not that I’d feel it.

She wasn’t a hugger when I was alive anyway. But . . . it’s the thought, I guess. There’s this desperate, childish want that springs up when you’re dying, a wish to be taken care of. Especially when you turn into a horrific monster.

Clearly, I’m not hiding my emotions well, because Ms. Altamura looks at me with immediate concern.

“Lorenzo?” I like the way his mom says his full name. It brings a weird sense of comfort. She immediately wraps her arms around me, pulling me into a hug with force, even though her head only reaches my chest. “Aw, honey, did something happen?”

I can’t answer. Because I can feel it. Her hug, her warmth, her love.

I don’t deserve it, but I definitely need it. I’ve needed it longer  than I’d like to admit. I know my mom loved me, because she was my mom and knew some kind of love was expected of her, but she had always been distant. They say a mother’s love is unconditional, but I never believed that. My mom’s love came with conditions. She showed her love only when I looked pretty enough, when I was feminine enough, when I was thin enough, well behaved enough.

If Amanda Thompson hated anything, it was a mess. Anything that couldn’t fit neatly in its specific place. Maybe that’s why she never knew what to do with me. She never would have allowed an unhinged display of emotion like I put on earlier with Vinny. If I even looked like I might get upset, she’d either ignore me or tell me to collect myself.

Ms. Altamura seems to be the opposite. If I’m honest, I don’t know what to do with that.

So I just hang onto her.

“What’s going on with him?” Ms. Altamura whispers to someone behind us. Vinny must have stepped back inside.

“Um . . . he had an eye-opening conversation with a guidance counselor,” Vinny says quickly. Apparently, my previous excuse wasn’t as bad as he made it seem. “After he fell down the stairs and hit his head.” Or maybe it was.

Ms. Altamura pulls away to look at me, examining my head for any bumps or cuts.

“Oh my god, Enzo. Are you okay?”

The pure concern in her eyes is so unknown to me, it threatens to bring up tears (as if I haven’t already cried enough today).

“I think so,” I start. “Just a . . . rough day.” Vinny gives me a look, and I try to pull myself together. I take a deep breath and put  on my best charming asshole smile. “Thanks, M-Mom, but I’m good. Totally fine.”

It’s that exact moment that blood starts wildly spurting from my nose.

I shove my hand up to cover it, but that doesn’t stop the mess from getting all over my shirt. Ms. Altamura springs into action, rushing over to the bathroom. I’m holding my bloody hands over leaking nostrils as Vinny watches with wide eyes.

“Is that because . . .?” he starts with a whisper.

“I don’t know,” I whisper back. “I told you this possession thing is new to me!”

Ms. Altamura returns with two tampons. “Jesus. Did you say you fell down the stairs?”

I take one of the tampons, removing the applicator and insert it into my nose to stop some of the blood. Ms. Altamura looks at me with surprise.

“I wouldn’t have guessed you knew how those worked,” she says.

Oh. Right. Enzo wouldn’t have had to use tampons.

“He always has a girlfriend, Mom,” Vinny interrupts. “And it’s not like we don’t have sex ed class.”

I carefully insert the second one into my other nostril. “Yeah.”

“I’m just glad they actually teach things in those classes,” Ms. Altamura jokes. She looks at me. “Lean forward, hon, you want it all to drain out.” She frowns. “That’s a lot of blood, though. Maybe we should take you to urgent care.”

“I’m fine!” I say at the same time Vinny says, “It’s fine!” Which totally isn’t suspicious.

Ms.  Altamura narrows her eyes, looking between the two of us. “Okay, what’s going on? You two are never in the same room without fighting. Did something else happen?”

Vinny gives me a death glare that clearly means I can’t tell Ms. Altamura the truth. Which, I understand. There’s no way she’ll be okay with it, and causing her to worry about Enzo won’t help us figure out how to get me out of his body and get him back in control.

Still, I need something.

“Well . . . when I fell down the stairs earlier, for a moment, I thought I’d get hurt. That I’d die.” I swallow, speaking slowly. It comes out a bit funny with my nostrils plugged, but I keep going anyway. “I guess, it had me thinking about . . . what if I actually died? I’d miss out on so much—I’d miss so much. I realized that I haven’t been the best brother, or son, or boyfriend. I have such great people in my life and I haven’t appreciated any of it. And I know I can’t just change and make everything up in an afternoon, but . . . I want to be better.” My face heats. I don’t know how Enzo is going to deal with this when he gets back, but at least it’s coming from a place in me that’s completely honest. “That’s uh, why I went to the guidance counselor after. He helped me see a lot of things I’m not proud of. So, I’m sorry.”

At least if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s apologizing.

There’s a long pause.

“Wow,” Ms. Altamura says. “You really did hit your head hard.”

My face heats more. “I mean, I . . .”

She reaches out to put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Enzo. That couldn’t have been easy to say and I know you  . . . have a lot of feelings to get through about us as a family, but that’s all I want. My two boys.” She smiles. “And however many cats are in the house now. Duchess had the kittens?”

“Yep,” Vinny says. His expression is far more unreadable, although when his eyes flicker over to me, he seems a little . . . impressed? Or perhaps just glad I didn’t immediately fall apart crying and admitting everything like I did with him. “Wanna see them?”

“Of course!” Ms. Altamura clasps her hands together. “But I also think we should do something nice for dinner. To celebrate both the new kitties and Enzo not dying.”

Guilt creeps through my veins. “Ha ha. Yeah.”

Another death glare from Vinny. “Yeah, Mom, that’d be awesome. Want me to order something?”

“Ooh yes, let’s get food from that amazing Vietnamese place. Doesn’t pho sound good?”

“Whatever you want.”

I don’t know what to say, instead focusing on the slight discomfort of the tampons still in my nose and the fact that spending more time with Ms. Altamura means more opportunities for me to slip up. How am I supposed to be a convincing Enzo when I barely know him? My invented come-to-Jesus moment will only do so much. Even aside from Enzo’s personality being totally unlike mine, I’ve never had a real family dinner before, let alone pho.

My parents weren’t “family dinner” kind of people. We only ate together on holidays, which would be an uncomfortable affair of extended family, or when Mom made Weight Watchers–approved meals for the two of us.

Do  people actually, like . . . talk during family dinners? Is it like TV where they ask about each other’s days? I swallow. TV never shows full meals, at least not without some drama or disaster happening, and I’ve had enough of that today already.

“Did the bleeding stop?” Ms. Altamura asks.

“I think so.” I carefully take the bloody tampons out.

“Gross,” Vinny says, making a face.

I roll my eyes. “Don’t be a little bitch.”

Ms. Altamura laughs. “Glad to know you didn’t completely change.”

Vinny sneaks me a thumbs-up before ordering the food off Ms. Altamura’s phone. I have him order for me since I don’t know what Enzo would usually get. I’m not picky anyway. After Ms. Altamura gushes over the kittens and I pretend to be super distracted by my phone (trying to read as much of Enzo’s recent texts as I can for intel), we meet at the kitchen table with the takeout bags.

I don’t know if it’s Enzo’s taste buds or a combination of us both, but turns out, pho is amazing. Even the tripe, which I only learn about after I already ate it, so I can focus on the flavor and keep enjoying it. After a few additional slurps of noodle and some of the meat, I carefully place the chopsticks down.

Ms. Altamura gives me a look. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Not really.” My stomach grumbles. “I mean, I shouldn’t finish it all now . . .”

Both Ms. Altamura and Vinny give me weird looks. Ms. Altamura opens her mouth to speak but Vinny cuts her off.

“You must still be feeling woozy from hitting your head because normally you can eat, like, two bowls.”

I  can pick up on Vinny’s hint. Right. Teenage boys don’t get glares from their moms if they finish their plate. I look over at Ms. Altamura, who is digging into her own bowl of chicken pho. It’s easy to believe that she wouldn’t do that kind of thing to a daughter either.

I have to stop thinking like I’m Schuyler.

Like, yes, I’m still Schuyler, but I don’t have to act the way I did when I was alive. For these next few days of borrowing Enzo’s body, I can act like him. At least, the not-terrible parts.

And living as Enzo tastes great. Seeing the bottom of my pho bowl, Ms. Altamura and Vinny start laughing and sharing stories around me . . . it’s almost better than living as Schuyler.

“What time is it?” Ms. Altamura asks Vinny. “We can’t miss the new episode of Baker Matchmaker.”

Excitement bubbles up out of me before I can stop it.

“You watch Baker Matchmaker?!”

Vinny kicks me under the table. “Uh, yeah, Enzo. We were just talking about it last week and you told Mom you couldn’t watch it because unlike her and me, you don’t have a vagina.”

Goddammit, Enzo.

“Um, yes,” I say slowly. “I did. I did say that. But I’m trying to be better. So I think I should try watching your stupid, gay show that seems like it could be a wonderful experiment on how love and personality can be shown through food. And because I’ve heard that Gwen needs to stop kidding herself into thinking Mark is an option when her chemistry with Samantha is so much stronger.”

“Oh my gosh, right?” Ms. Altamura laughs. “You’ve been watching it secretly, haven’t you?”

“Guilty,” I mutter.

Which isn’t a lie—it’s not like Mrs. Castillo knew I was watching with her.

“This is nice, isn’t it?” Ms. Altamura says, smiling. Her eyes almost look glassy. “Hanging out as a family?”

There’s a kind of cautious hope in the way she says it, like she can’t help but feel like the moment is fragile, fleeting, something that will be taken away. Or maybe that’s me projecting my own feelings.

“Yeah,” I say, “it is.”

Maybe it’s wrong of me to pretend to be Enzo, but isn’t what I’m doing for the better? When he returns to himself and sees how good he has it with the little changes I’m making . . . he’ll have to know that, if anything, I’m helping him out.
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Back to School Breakdown
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When I wake up the next morning, I almost forget everything that happened. Confusion clouds my mind when I open my eyes and don’t see the familiar attic with Oreo and my few other things, the unsettling feeling only worsening with all the still-foreign sensations of being alive. Of being Enzo. The yawn that tears through my mouth, the low rumble of my growling stomach, the fact that my boxers are tenting once again for no apparent reason (what is the deal with these things???). But I can’t help but smile. Even with the annoying parts, it’s magic.

I’m alive. Alive.

At least until Sunday.

I jump out of bed like the leading man in a musical, full of energy and with some too-long and unnecessarily joyful song in my heart, and rush over to the shared bathroom to pee (seated, because of the, uh, harder difficulty). I run my fingertips over my arms (hairier than I am used to but, unfortunately for the Schuyler  Thompson that once lived, not by all that much) and revel in the touch. I examine myself in the mirror.

“Enzo Altamura, you don’t know how lucky you are, you stupid piece of ungrateful shit,” I mutter.

When I was alive, it took me two hours in the morning to get ready between styling my hair and putting on makeup and picking out an outfit, and even then it felt like it was never enough. Mom always had us on some kind of diet, and it was like no matter what I did, I was still the unnoticeable kind of pretty. But Enzo can just wake up, put on deodorant, and look like a freaking magazine ad. No wonder he has an incredible girlfriend.

Wren. Shit. What do I say to her?

It’s probably better if I avoid her until Sunday. Then I’m gone and Enzo can get his body back.

I catch my own worry on Enzo’s expression in the mirror. I reach up to touch his face with his fingers. The long lashes, sharp jawline, straight nose. It’s not fair, really. But also . . . since it’s me, at least for the moment . . . a small wave of delight passes through me.

When I was alive, I forced myself to look a specific way. How Mom, how everyone seemed to want me to look. Feminine. Delicate. Pretty. But it wasn’t what I wanted. Sure, I love anything pink, but it was tiring always putting beauty above comfort; how I looked above how I felt. With this body, I can dress however I want. I can revel in the sensation of my short, thick hair. I don’t have to worry about looking too masculine, I can just enjoy it.

Looking at Enzo, at this new me, it finally feels easy, finally is right.

The  bathroom door is shoved open.

I let out a little squeal, covering my chest with my hands before I remember I don’t have boobs.

Vinny gives me a look. “Um, sorry, Schuyler. I forget you’re not . . . you do realize I can’t see what you look like, right? Just my brother’s body.”

I drop my hands. “I know, I just . . . I’m adjusting.” My face heats. “Not that I’m adjusting to, like, get comfortable. I know I’m only borrowing his body for a few days!”

Vinny frowns but changes the subject. “Do you have everything ready for school?”

I blink. “School?”

“Well, yeah, Mom won’t let you skip. You have to go.”

I yank him into the bathroom by the collar of his shirt, shutting the door behind him.

“What do you mean ‘school’? I can’t go to school!”

“You’ll be fine. Besides, don’t you think it’d be fun to see what high school’s like now?”

Now I frown. “You like high school?”

“Hell no,” Vinny says. “But it’s a lot easier for guys like Enzo.”

I didn’t particularly enjoy school when I was alive, especially not toward the end. But maybe Vinny has a point. Schuyler Thompson was bookish, quiet, too afraid to do anything or stand up for herself. I’m not Schuyler now, though. I’m Enzo Altamura.

Maybe it would be fun to try out high school as Enzo.

It’s not like I can do anything else anyway.

“Okay,” I say. “Yeah. I can do it. I can be Enzo at school.”

“Great.” Vinny gives me two thumbs-up. “Can you let me shit now?”

I rush back into Enzo’s room to look for his school things. Luckily, I didn’t take out anything from his backpack, so all the school stuff should still be there. I hope he didn’t have homework. Although, a couple of missed assignments probably won’t kill him. He never struck me as the studious type anyway.

After throwing on some clothes and once more cursing how Enzo can look good in anything with no effort, I walk out to the living room. Ms. Altamura is there, gathering her own things for work.

“Morning, honey. How are you feeling?” she asks.

“All good. Don’t even need more tampons.”

She rolls her eyes and laughs. “It’s almost like I’m finally getting the daughter I’ve always wanted.”

I try not to let my heart skip a beat at that. She doesn’t actually mean me, Schuyler. She’s only teasing. She might have wanted a daughter, but I don’t think she’d want a messed-up ghost daughter with a ton of baggage. Ms. Altamura deserves to have her son back. It’s my responsibility to do that for her.

“Ready?” Vinny asks, stepping up behind me.

“It’s nice to see you going to school together,” Ms. Altamura says.

“Someone has to keep an eye on me in case I’m concussed,” I say quickly. Sure, we had a nice time last night, but I still have to give Vinny a little shit. I need to be the New and Improved Enzo, not someone totally different. “Regardless, I probably shouldn’t be driving.”

Ms.  Altamura looks confused, and Vinny smacks my arm. “What?”

“Stop being a dick,” Vinny says. “You know Mom needs the car.”

Got it. Only one car.

“Good,” Ms. Altamura answers, smiling. She kisses us both on the cheek, standing on tiptoe to reach. “See you boys later, have fun at school!”

I trail after Vinny. It’s not until the front door shuts behind us that he looks at me. “Maybe let me do most of the talking if you aren’t sure about something?”

“How am I going to do that at school?” I ask.

Vinny just shrugs. “Just smile and nod at everything and say as little as possible. Everyone thinks you’re an idiot anyway.”

I consider that before nodding. He’s probably right.

“But what’s Enzo like at school? I know he’s kind of a dick to Wren, but I didn’t realize how huge an ass he was until I heard how he treated you.”

Vinny shrugs, not looking at anything. “Enzo has a specific reason he hates me. With everyone else, he just . . . doesn’t care. Or does his own thing, at least.” Vinny swallows. “So, just do whatever, I guess. It’s not like he acknowledges me at school anyway.”

I want to ask Vinny more about why Enzo hates him, because I can’t think of a single reason why he should, but it doesn’t seem like he wants to get into it. We only met yesterday, so I can understand if he doesn’t want to open up to a ghost who is essentially a stranger.

We start the walk toward school. While the high school’s location  hasn’t changed since I was alive, I’m not used to walking to it and especially not from this direction, so I let Vinny take the lead. Besides, I’m a little distracted both with the sensations of being alive again and the fact that in Enzo’s body, I can still see the dead.

I’m a ghost, sure, and I live with other ghosts, sure. But those are the ghosts of Sycamore Avenue. My ghosts. Papa Lloyd and Key and a handful of other friendly neighbors. The ones out here are strangers. There are so many more than I expected to see, and not all of them seem as friendly. They give hollow glares when they notice me looking and I try to pretend that it was merely a stray leaf or bug that caught my attention and not a severed neck or bloodied soul with their face stretched into a scream.

More than just the regular ghosts, there are Echoes, too. The third type of ghost I’ve heard about on Sycamore, but never actually seen. Like evil spirits, there’s no real answer on how someone becomes an echo. Just the right circumstances and the wrong luck.

There’s one at the intersection. Seeing him nearly stops my heart. A man, flung onto the road, skin scraping across the yellow center line, turning it red with blood. He shudders, goes still, and disappears, only for the loop to restart.

My breath catches in my throat. What if that had been me? Stuck in that pain and panic with my broken body shattered and crumpled in, blood and brain matter leaking from my skull, coating the thick telephone pole, pieces of glass and metal still cut into me. Knowing he’s at my side, his angry voice still in my crushed ear. Key’s pleading scream, sharply cut off somewhere  behind us both, flung where I couldn’t see him. One of the worst moments in my memory.

“Sch—I mean, Enzo?” Vinny asks. “Are you okay?”

It’s almost like I feel it coming, the evil spirit rising up and taking over, but that’s impossible, because I’m inside Enzo. I’m alive. It has to be just a regular, human panic attack.

“I need Oreo,” I say.

“Oreos?” Vinny asked.

“Oreo. It’s my plushie, the one thing I have from my old life, it’s . . .” I choke out the words through too-quick breaths. “I couldn’t take him from the attic. I need him.”

“Hey, hey, hey. Deep breaths, let’s do some deep breaths.” Vinny, stopped in front of me, meets my eyes. “We’ll get Oreo soon, I promise. Right now, I need you to breathe.”

I haven’t in so long. I barely remember how to control it now that the natural rhythm got thrown off. And the ghosts aren’t helping. Aside from the echo trapped in his death, it feels like they’re all looking right at me.

My nose warms with fresh, dripping blood. I can taste it, salty, metallic, and hot on my lips.

“Schuyler,” Vinny says slowly. “I need you to breathe.”

I suck in air, forcing myself to hold it, and then let it go. It doesn’t totally erase the panic, but it’s enough for me to at least be able to speak.

“I still see other ghosts,” I finally say. “Some of them . . . I can see how they died. There’s one here, showing his death over and over, and I guess it’s reminding me that . . . that I’m . . .”

I can’t finish the words. Vinny doesn’t make me.

“It’s okay,” he says. “Don’t look. And if you see them . . .” Vinny  reaches into a small pocket of his backpack and pulls out a crochet key chain of a cat’s face. “You can look at this instead. It’s not Oreo, but hopefully it works for the meantime.”

I take the cat key chain, holding on to it like a lifeline. It’s soft. Adorable.

“This is so cute,” I say. “Did you make it yourself?”

Vinny snorts.

“Okay, then who gave it to you?”

He can’t hide his resulting blush.

“A giiiirlfriend?” I ask, drawing out the word to tease him. I am his older brother for a few days, after all.

“Shut up.”

“Booooyfriend?”

His entire face is beet red at this point. “Sky, stop!”

“So you aren’t dating him yet, but it is a cute boy?”

Vinny looks just about ready to prove humans can spontaneously combust. The last thing I need is for the one person helping me to end up on the wrong side of the veil, or whatever it’s officially called. Vinny already started power walking to get farther away from me and I have to jog a little to catch up.

“Vinny! Hey,” I say, voice serious enough that he looks at me again. “Thanks. This helps a lot.”

Not just the key chain, but him. I never expected to have a friend through all of this, and I couldn’t have asked for a better one than Vinny.

He just rolls his eyes. “What else are brothers for?”
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Since Vinny is a year younger and a grade lower than Enzo, he can’t do much to help me once I get to homeroom. Guys greet me and girls smile at me and I try my best to not blush and duck my head. Instead, I take Vinny’s advice and smile and nod my way through it all. It’s hard to resist the instinct to walk with my body hunched inward and eyes on the ground, like Schuyler did. Enzo walks tall, gaze high, chest open. I have to remember that.

I’m not Schuyler Thompson right now. I’m not Schuyler Thompson.

Still, I almost miss it when Enzo’s name is called for attendance, but manage an awkwardly late “here” when people twist in their desks to look at me.

It’s fine. I’m doing fine. I think.

One of the guys next to me says something and I just smile and nod.

It seems to work well enough, because the conversation grows  around me and I attempt to seem engaged so no one notices I’m not exactly participating. Really, I’m completely overwhelmed. It’s total sensory overload. The school is almost exactly the same as I remember it in some ways, like the general layout, shitty lighting, lack of windows in the hallway, and noise levels, but there’s also so much that’s different.

I don’t have textbooks, I have e-textbooks on an assigned tablet that is indeed in my backpack. I’m not used to reading on a screen, and it takes me too long to figure out how to turn down the brightness setting so I can skim the last chapter my math book is open to.

Damn, I barely remember anything I learned when I was alive. Even if I did, I’m not sure it’s the same math I had been learning. It feels different, almost entirely new. Can math change? I died at the end of sophomore year and Enzo is a senior, so this is too advanced for me, regardless. I almost wish Vinny hadn’t been lying about helping me with schoolwork. I’ll definitely need it.

“You need to copy answers?” one of the dudes next to me asks.

“Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks . . .” I trail off awkwardly. I don’t know the names of any of Enzo’s friends. It’s not like they ever came over to Wren’s place, and none of the contacts in his phone had pictures attached. “Bro.”

“No problem, bro.”

Well, at least that worked. I quickly copy the answers he shows me.

“Do you think Mr. Wilson is going to care that I submitted my essay after midnight?” a girl next to me asks the person in front  of her. “It was only an hour late, so, like, what’s the difference, right?”

I blink. How do you turn in an essay at one in the morning? Do they email it or something? It’s not like I was living in the dark ages before computers, but I had still been forced to print out essays. My eyes feel a little watery, but I blink that shit back fast.

I can’t cry in homeroom.

Still. I feel out of sorts. My death pushed pause on me at fifteen (almost sixteen), and now it’s like I’ve been suddenly unpaused. But the world had gone on without a living Schuyler Thompson, so it’s like I time traveled or woke up in some different dimension.

All the teen shows I watch on TV basically make it seem like everything was the same, although I guess those aren’t exactly the height of accuracy since all the “teens” are people in their late twenties who look like they are in their early twenties at best.

I don’t know if I’m relieved or terrified when the bell rings.

Where the heck do I go for first period? I search through the tablet for a schedule as I walk out of the classroom. I almost slam right into someone heading toward me.

“Oh, Enzo,” he says, “I heard your girl’s looking for you. Maybe she needs a quick . . .” He makes a deep throating gesture.

Fucking tool.

I shove past him, intentionally knocking into him. Smaller than me, he stumbles hard and smacks roughly against the hallway floor.

That’s a power Schuyler never had. If a dude made a gross or mean  comment to me in my life, I would just take it. Or pretend not to hear it.

There were a lot of things I just took.

But Enzo . . . he doesn’t have to. And damn, do I like how that feels.

A few people look over in shock, but no one says anything.

“What the hell, man?” the guy asks. He scrambles to his feet and tries to shove me back, but doesn’t move me in the slightest. He twists his little rat face into a frown. “Did your brother say some shit again?” he asks, voice low. “You know he’s just a bitch ass snitch.”

A bit of anger rises up in my chest. Who the hell is this guy to say something about Vinny? I could punch him. I could make him bleed. I imagine it, claws tearing through skin, cutting open flesh like a ripe fig, skin practically peeling off muscle in strips. I can almost taste it on my tongue . . .

“What’s your problem, Scott?” A voice snaps me out of my near trance.

Wren.

My stomach twists at the thoughts that were just running through my head, the taste of bile shooting up my throat for a split second before I swallow it down and shove it all away. I’m not an evil spirit anymore. I can feel anger without also feeling the need for blood.

“Whatever, fuck both of you,” the guy, Scott, mutters before scurrying off.

Wren’s face is pinched like she caught a big whiff of something rotten. “I can’t believe you’re friends with that asshole.”

“I can’t either,” I admit.

Wren smiles at that. “Good. Never talk to him again. Block him. Seriously. I don’t think you know how shitty he actually is.”

I was so distracted by Scott, it’s only now that I remember I’m supposed to be avoiding Wren. Smiling and nodding might work with some people, but I don’t think I can pull that act with Enzo’s girlfriend. I have to get away from her.

I meet her eyes, ready to try and come up with some excuse, but my brain nearly overheats.

Wren looks beautiful as ever wearing a black T-shirt dress, hoop earrings, and her hair in a high ponytail.

“But how are you?” she asks. “Feeling better?”

I smile and nod.

“Good, because you were kind of a dick yesterday,” she teases. She then stands on tiptoe, leaning in toward me.

Alarms go off in my head. She’s trying to kiss me—which would be ideal if she knew it was actually me, Schuyler. But she thinks she’s kissing Enzo—only Enzo—and it feels gross to let her believe that. Unable to think of anything better, I reach out my hands and cover both our mouths to block the incoming kiss.

“Whuf argh ooo ong?” Wren says. Her lips move featherlight on my palm and my face heats. I drop my hand quickly. “What are you doing?” Wren repeats.

My mind races to think of any excuse that isn’t totally unhinged.

“I had an onion bagel for breakfast,” I say.

She snorts. “I don’t care about that.”

Wren immediately leans in for another kiss and I have to dodge her. “No, seriously, I can’t do that to you.”

“Fine,” she sighs. I let out a relieved breath. Until she reaches into her backpack and pulls out a tin of mints. “Fortunately, I got us covered.”

I’m trying to think of another excuse when she pops a mint into my mouth, fingertip pressing onto my lips. My heart skips in my chest.

“Uh, thanks, but I got to go to class.”

“Sure you do.” She wears a teasing smile. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know it’s our study hall.”

I don’t like the way she says “study hall.” It implies that she and Enzo don’t actually use it for studying.

“I have to work on homework . . .” I start. “It’s really hard.”

“Oh, I bet it is,” she says with a wink. Wren reaches out to take my hand, pulling me along.

“Seriously,” my panicked voice says quickly, “I need the time to study, like study study.”

“I got it,” Wren says in a way that makes it seem like she totally doesn’t get it.

Without drawing too much attention, I try to casually move my wrist out of her grasp so I can make a run for it and apologize later, but the girl has a death grip. All that bass playing has given her unreal finger control.

With Wren focused on leading us to “study hall,” I shoot off a quick text message.

SOS GF KIDNAPPING ME

Hopefully Vinny can get the message to come save me because clearly my plan to avoid Wren is not going well. I don’t know  where the study hall is supposed to be, but I definitely don’t think it’s outside the school.

My palms start sweating, but unfortunately, that’s not enough for her to let go.

“Um . . . where are we going?”

“To study,” Wren says, voice teasing.

Oh no, oh no, oh no.

Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Maybe Wren and Enzo do sneak outside, but it really is just to study. I mean, the fresh air might be motivating. Plus, it definitely seems quiet and peaceful enough to get some work done.

She leads me to the football stadium bleachers. A place where I can all but guarantee no actual studying happens. When she ducks underneath the bleachers instead of walking up to them, my concerns are essentially confirmed.

I got to get out of here.

“I don’t think we should be here.”

She rolls her eyes. “Come on, we’ve never gotten caught before. And isn’t the risk what makes it exciting?”

This girl is going to be the second death of me.

She pulls me close to her, our bodies pressed together, and I jump back like I’ve been shocked.

Wren frowns. “What is going on with you, Enzo? Yesterday you act like making out with me is a chore, and now it’s like you don’t want me at all.”

The hurt in her eyes makes my heart sink. The last thing I want is to make Wren feel insecure. I know what that is like all too well.

“That’s not it!” I exclaim. “Of course I want you, I just . . .”

Her  smile is immediate. “In that case, I don’t see a problem.”

Wren moves closer and, in my backing away, I accidentally trip on an empty energy drink can, falling onto my butt. Wren giggles, using that as an opportunity to climb on top of me. My heart is wild in my chest, my pants are feeling a little tighter, and I’m freaking out.

Where the hell is Vinny? I can’t check my phone to see if he responded. Not with Wren’s face so close to mine. I can make out the dark flecks in her brown eyes, looking right into mine. I can feel her breath. Her hands are on my chest, unintentionally pinning me down.

Oh my god oh my god oh my god.

She leans in for the kiss.

Without thinking, I headbutt her.

“Ow, what the fuck?” Wren snaps, rubbing her forehead.

“Sorry!” I gasp. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to!”

Her expression is equal parts hurt, confused, and annoyed. “What is your problem? Why don’t you want to kiss me?”

“I do want to kiss you, trust me! You are gorgeous and wonderful and kind and who wouldn’t want to kiss you? It’s not that, really, it’s just without consent . . .”

Wren interrupts my nervous ramble. “You have my consent. I’m literally initiating it. I would very much like to make out and forget about other things going on, so consider this consensual as hell.”

She makes another move and I have to desperately stop her with both my hands on her shoulders, leaning back away from her face.

“No, because you’re consenting to kissing Enzo, and I’m not Enzo, so there can’t be . . .”

I trail off, eyes widening in horror when I realize what I just said.

“I mean . . .” I struggle to think of an excuse, but I’m not sure there’s a smooth recovery from that one. “That’s not what I meant.”

Wren looks at me with eyes wide enough to match my own, seeming more confused than ever.

“Of course I’m Enzo. I mean, obviously I’m Enzo. Enzo Altamura. That’s me.” A nervous laugh bubbles up out of me and I internally cringe. “I’m making this much weirder and worse, aren’t I?”

Wren nods. She swallows, voice calm. “You have ten seconds to explain what kind of joke you’re playing before I actually get mad.”

“I’m not playing a joke, I just said . . .”

“Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

“It was just silly phrasing . . .”

“Seven . . . six . . .” she continues, clearly not buying it and looking more upset with each passing second.

My stomach is already clenched and sinking and I’m panicking and desperate, so as she gets to a louder two, I vomit out more words than I should say.

“I’m not actually Enzo. I just accidentally possessed him yesterday when he was being a dick to you. My real name is Schuyler Thompson. I died on your street a little while back. So, yeah, I am technically a ghost, but I know who you are because I’ve been haunting your attic for years now.”

A  moment passes, long enough for me to hate myself but not so long that I can fix anything.

The most optimistic part of me wonders if Wren will hear me out like Vinny.

Then there’s a sharp, painful sting on my cheek where she slaps me hard across the face. It takes a moment for my eyes to recover and when they do, I see her running the hell away from me.

Which, valid.

But a problem. Because I can’t let her tell other people what I said and get me in some kind of trouble. I have to be available Sunday so I can get exorcized, ideally without ruining Enzo’s life in the process.

“Shit,” I mumble, scrambling to my feet and running after her. “Wren, wait! I can explain!”

“Fuck you, Enzo!” she calls back, not slowing down.

I’ve longed to hear her say those words, but not like this.

Then Wren runs into someone, stopping in her tracks. My heart drops at the thought of her getting someone else involved until I recognize the dyed red hair.

“What the hell is going on?” Vinny asks.

“What’s going on is that your asshole brother made up some ridiculous bullshit story about being possessed by a ghost so he could break up with me or . . . I don’t know!”

Vinny twists toward me now that I’ve caught up with them, and thanks to Enzo’s body, I’m not even out of breath. His glare could kill quicker than Wren’s. “You told her?” Vinny snaps.

Wren’s mouth drops, looking between us. “Oh my god,” she says, voice in a quiet state of shock. “You got Vinny in on this? You both need help.”

She  starts to walk away but I quickly step forward. “Wren, you can’t tell anyone. Please.”

She turns toward me. “Oh, I’m going to tell everyone that you’re a complete dick who is pretending to be a dead person to get out of a relationship. Do you know how messed-up that is?”

“I wasn’t trying to end your relationship!” I bite my lip. “I mean, okay, I do think you should break up with Enzo because he genuinely sucks, but everything today is all on me.”

Wren makes a face like she can’t deal with me and turns to Vinny to yell at him instead. “And what the hell, Vinny? I thought you hated Enzo. Why are you helping him with this stupid story?”

Vinny doesn’t say anything for a long moment. “Well, I think it’s for the best if you do break up with Enzo. You’re right. He’s terrible. You deserve better.”

Wren narrows her eyes. “I know. We’re obviously broken up now.” She twists back to me. “And don’t think I’m going to keep this quiet. I’ll let everyone know that you are trying to fake a possession to manipulate me into breaking up with you instead of doing it yourself.”

I widen my eyes, looking past her and at Vinny.

“Do you have to do that?” Vinny asks. “Can’t you just let it go and move on?”

“Jesus Christ,” Wren mutters. “What the hell is wrong with you two?”

She moves away, closer to the school. I don’t grab her but I run in front of her, blocking her path. “I know, I mean . . . trust me, I know how this sounds. I don’t need you to believe me, just  . . . please don’t tell anyone about this? You can avoid me and hate me all you want but this has to stay a secret.”

Wren clenches her fists. “So you don’t care what I do as long as I don’t tell anyone you’re either the biggest jerk in the world or alarmingly delusional and actually think you’re a ghost?”

“Yeah,” I say, swallowing my own hurt, “basically.”

Wren looks at me, hard. “Are you being serious? You really think you’re possessed?”

“I don’t think I’m possessed, I’m the one doing the possessing.”

Vinny gives me a look that shows I’m not helping.

“This is so messed-up.” Wren rubs her temples with both hands before glaring at me again. “You could at least have the balls to break up with me for real. You aren’t even doing a good job of pretending you’re possessed!”

Before I can answer, my stomach violently churns. A burn buzzes up my throat and before I can stop it, I vomit up a horrendous black tar substance.

It feels sickeningly chunky coming up, with textures I don’t have the time to fully process.

The three of us glance down at the mess on the ground, dozens of dead flies floating on top of the nightmare puddle. Flies that were just expelled from my stomach.

Ew ew ew ew ew ew ew EW.

I gag.

“Oh god,” Vinny says, despite whatever I threw up making it clear there is no God here.

At about the same time, Wren’s eyes flutter and she passes out right in front of us.
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Ihold out chocolate milk and cookies to Wren as she slowly comes back to herself. Vinny rushed to the cafeteria to get them while I waited with her. She regained consciousness quickly but still seemed a little out of it. She remained silent and still while Vinny was gone and I attempted to clean up the frightening mess that I made.

“I don’t want your snacks,” she snaps.

“Come on, they are packaged. And snacks from a delusional jerkface boyfriend are still good snacks.”

Wren has to hide a smirk. “Only because I passed out.” She snatches the goods quickly and starts sipping the chocolate milk.

“I’m sorry,” I start. “This isn’t how I wanted things to go.”

“Oh, this isn’t how to tell your girlfriend that you think you’re a ghost?”

“I think it’s the exact opposite of what all the online articles said to do.”

Wren  doesn’t laugh. “Don’t think I’m enabling this delusion, but you do seem too funny and nice to be Enzo.”

I can’t help but smile.

Vinny looks between us, mouth in a tight line. “I understand this is tough for Wren and all.” He gives her an apologetic look. “And in my defense, I thought we agreed to not tell anyone about this, but . . .” He adjusts his glasses. “Are we not going to talk about the vomiting flies thing? Like, is that a normal sign of possession?”

I shrug. “How am I supposed to know?”

“Last night you were spewing blood from your nose, now you’re spewing . . . I don’t know what from your stomach. It feels like this is escalating, Sky. What happens next if it keeps getting worse?”

Vinny’s concern is real, but I don’t know how to answer.

“You actually believe this?” Wren asks Vinny. “I thought you were the smart and reasonable one!”

“What’s your smart and reasonable explanation for the fly vomit?” he deadpans.

Wren throws her free hand up. “I don’t know! Enzo’s clearly unwell, so he was probably eating flies for fun or something?”

I make a face as I remember the unpleasant sensation of them coming up. “I certainly was not. That’s disgusting.”

“Well, you think you’re a ghost, so.”

“Ghosts don’t eat flies!” Though I don’t say I have eaten other things in a terrible, bloody fashion. But Wren doesn’t need to know that right now. Or ever.

“Even if he was eating flies, that wouldn’t explain the vomit looking  like that,” Vinny says. He sighs. “Listen, you don’t have to believe us. But can you please keep quiet about this?”

Wren looks from me to Vinny and back again. Then, with a sigh, she nods before standing to leave.

This is probably for the best. While it would have been better for her never to find out, this will at least get Wren to stay away from me, and when Enzo is back in his body, it will keep her away from him. Which is a good thing. I swallow the sadness of knowing she hates me. Knowing how uncomfortable it will be back home on Sycamore Avenue, even if she doesn’t believe I’m there.

Back home . . .

“Wait!”

Both Vinny and Wren look at me. My face heats.

“Can I just ask one more favor . . .” I start.

Wren glares at me. “Are you joking?”

“Just one thing!” I say quickly. “Then I’ll leave you alone. Forever. You never have to talk to Enzo again after. I promise.”

Wren sighs. “What’s the favor?”

I rub my hands together. “So . . . there’s a stuffed cat in your attic, Oreo. He’s mine, from when I was alive. Could I grab him?”

Wren looks ready to slap me again.

I try my best to be calm but convincing. “If there’s nothing in the attic, I swear I’ll go to the nearest hospital and get help. But if the cat is there, you can at least see there’s a real chance I’m telling the truth, or you can run away and never speak to either of us. I just . . . I need that piece of my old life.”

Wren thinks for a long moment. She crushes the empty chocolate milk carton in her hands.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but fine.” She narrows her eyes at me. “When there’s nothing in that attic, though, I swear, I’m going to kill you.”

“Deal,” I say.

After all, I’ve already died from worse.
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It’s weird walking up to my house with Wren. Well, her house. It’s not mine anymore, I guess. I have to stop myself from slamming right into the outside paneling since I am currently limited by solid surfaces. Before I step through the doorway like a normal living person, I glance around the neighborhood. I don’t see Key anywhere.

We always joke that he comes every time I need him.

“Key?” I ask, hoping he’ll somehow hear me.

“Yeah, I got it,” Wren says, giving me yet another uncomfortable look.

She takes out her house key, but my Key doesn’t appear. Where is he?

Wren doesn’t say a word as she steps inside, only leaves the door open so I know to follow.

“Lead the way, then, ghost,” she says. “You should know where the attic is.”

It’s a test. Enzo’s never been to the second floor, per Mr. and Mrs. Castillo’s rules. I would know.

“Okay.”

It’s surprisingly strange, walking up the stairs. I haven’t gone up the stairs like this since I was alive. It’s a harsh reminder of how different everything is. This isn’t my house. My parents aren’t here.

Although,  to be fair, they weren’t here a lot when it was theirs.

“Second thoughts?” Wren asks. “Because I will call 911 if I need to.”

I realize I’ve stopped halfway up the stairs.

“No,” I say. “It’s just a little . . . weird.”

She doesn’t say anything, so I keep going.

The crawl space to the attic hasn’t been opened since the Castillos moved in, so I have to really yank on the handle. Enzo must strength train or something, though, and I accidentally pull it off one of its hinges.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Still not used to this body.”

Wren just watches me.

I pull down the ladder that leads up to the attic.

“Ladies first?” My voice shakes.

What is she going to think when she sees this space? My space? I haven’t brought anyone up here before, obviously. And the last person to even open the door was the father of the family who lived here before homophobic Ms. Gallagher and he took one look and said “fuck no” before closing it and never attempting to check again. Does it really look that haunted? Will I just scare Wren away entirely?

As long as I get Oreo back.

Wren doesn’t move, so I add, “Or I can just go.”

“No,” Wren says quickly. “I want to see what’s up there.”

Wren swallows. She starts up the ladder first.

“Don’t look up my dress,” she says.

“I wasn’t going to!” Although if she hadn’t said anything, I might have glanced. Accidentally! I blush at the thought. The last  thing I need is to see Wren’s underwear and get another violent nosebleed. She’d definitely make me go to the hospital then.

I follow Wren up to my room. She gets to her feet before pausing.

“This is my space,” I say, taking the last step. “Sorry it’s kind of a mess.”

Wren takes it in with wide eyes. I don’t know if she’ll immediately believe my ghost story, but at the very least, it looks like someone has been squatting in her house without her family knowing. I ready my hands in case she passes out again. She doesn’t, but probably comes close.

Her expression is conflicted, almost scared, trying to find the logic in this impossible situation.

And I’m forced to look at my afterlife through living eyes.

There’s the blanket on the floor I pretend is a bed, with Oreo sitting right on top of it. I let out a breath of relief that he’s okay. Next to the blanket is a pile of books I’ve gathered over the years. They’re stacked under the small attic window I use to watch the neighborhood.

There are also some unfortunate bloodstains on the wooden floor. My stomach clenches when I see Wren glance at those.

“It’s not human blood,” I quickly defend, although it doesn’t make it any better.

“What the fuck?” Wren breathes out.

“I know. It’s probably a lot to take in. But this became my room after I died. Since I died on this street, I can’t leave it, so I didn’t have a lot of places to go.” I look around the attic, realizing how empty it is. How sad it is. The number of things to show Schuyler Thompson had lived reduced to only a blanket, a  plushie, and some stolen books. A reminder that I never did anything worthwhile. Never accomplished anything. Never had the chance.

Well, I do have one more thing. It’s not much, but it might make Wren feel better about the situation, even if she doesn’t really believe me.

I lift the corner of the blanket and take out the photo.

“This is the only picture I have left of me. Right after I died, there was a memorial set up on the street for us, and I stole one of the photos. I can’t see my reflection as a spirit so . . . it’s nice to remember what my face looks like.” I frown. “Looked like, I mean.”

I hold out the photo to Wren. It’s not my favorite. My sophomore yearbook picture, which makes me look far too poised. But it’s still undeniably me. Bright brown eyes, overly toothy smile, long, wavy brown hair. I remember it took me forever to get the waves just right, to match my makeup perfectly to my pink, high-necked shirt I had thought made my boobs look bigger. “That’s the real me. Or, who I was when I was alive, at least. I died in a car crash the summer after my sophomore year. I’m sure you can look it up if you need to.”

Wren takes the photo, quickly flips to the back where Schuyler, Grade 10 is scrawled in my mom’s loopy writing. The only thing left of her.

“You know this can’t be real,” Wren starts, sounding almost helpless.

“I know it shouldn’t be,” I admit, “but—”

“But I don’t know what to think!” she interrupts. “Enzo couldn’t have known about this attic, let alone have the chance to  come up here. There was nothing natural about that vomit, and . . .” Wren swallows hard. “My parents told me some teenagers died in a crash on this block a while back. That one of them used to live here. Enzo wouldn’t know that, and Vinny would never help him with anything . . .” She holds her head like she’s trying to keep it from unraveling. “I shouldn’t believe you, I mean, I can’t believe you, but . . .”

My heart jumps. “But?”

“But I don’t know how to explain any of this shit!”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “I’m sorry.”

Wren lets out a deep sigh. “So, if you’re the girl that used to live here—allegedly,” she adds pointedly. “Was this your room?”

“When I was alive?” I shake my head. My parents and I never had the best relationship, but it didn’t get to the point of locking me in the attic. Although I wouldn’t be surprised if Mom had wrestled with the thought. “No. I had the room you’re in. I was the one that painted the closet pink.” I shrug. “Pink has always been my favorite color.”

Wren’s eyes widen. “Did you paint the . . .” Her voice trails off.

“Lilies?” I ask. “No, that was my dad. He was an artist, as a hobby. He is an artist, I mean. I don’t think he’s dead. But I’m not sure.”

Maybe that was the last confirmation she needed. Or maybe she’s so overwhelmed and freaked out her brain is temporarily going along with it for protection. Either way, Wren calmly looks back down at the photo.

“You’re really pretty,” she says.

My face heats. “Thanks. It took a lot of work.”

There’s  a long pause. I shift on my feet, nervous heart fluttering in my chest.

“I’m sorry for possessing your boyfriend,” I say. “I swear, I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know that was a possibility. But someone had to do something.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s like I said, I like you,” I admit. “And maybe I’m not the best at knowing what to do with those feelings since I died super young and never had the chance to come out, let alone be with a girl . . .” I trail off. I’m revealing more than I need to. “Well, so maybe I was a little jealous, too. But either way, the fact is you’re way too good for Enzo Altamura.”

Wren’s face displays a range of emotion from pity to interest to disbelief.

“You don’t even know me,” Wren finally says.

“I mean, I kind of do,” I say. “I’ve gotten to know a few things about you since you moved in . . .”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that you are an amazing bassist and Kitty Fight has the coolest music and you give so much of yourself to that band. It would fall apart without you. I know you’re a lot better at singing than you think you are. I know you have a really cute laugh, especially when you snort. I know you’re nice, and smart—definitely a lot smarter than me because I’ve seen your grades and you make it look easy—and I know you’re an incredible person. I know that you are someone who deserves so much love. And since I saw you, and started learning those things about you, I’ve wanted to know more. The things I can’t just see. The things you’d have to tell me.” I swallow, face entirely red.  The next thing I say is risky, and I probably shouldn’t say it at all. But it’s something I wish someone had said to me. “But does Enzo know you? Does he really care about you?”

Wren’s eyes look wet. She doesn’t respond right away.

“Enzo’s just . . .” Her eyes lift away from mine as if searching for the right words and maybe trying to put some distance between my face and what she wants to say. “He’s a good boyfriend.”

I can’t help but roll my eyes at that one. “Seriously?”

“He can be,” she says.

Well, I’ve certainly never seen it and definitely don’t believe it. Enzo has to be Wren’s first serious relationship. Like he had been mine. The reason why she doesn’t think Enzo is that bad (or, at least, won’t admit that he is) might be because she doesn’t know any better. Because she hasn’t seen what a decent relationship actually looks like.

“I’ll prove it to you,” I say.

“Prove what?”

“That Enzo is terrible and that you deserve better.”

Wren flops her arms to her sides. “And how can you prove that?”

I step toward her carefully. Reach for her hands. “I’m stuck in Enzo’s body until Sunday. Date me until then. Not him. And I swear that I, Schuyler Isabella Thompson, will be a much better boyfriend than him.”
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Schuyler Thompson (Finally!) Has a Girlfriend

[image: ]

      
Before today, if I had to pick the most beautiful word in the English language, I would have thought something like “serendipity” or “ethereal” or “luminescence,” but now I know the most beautiful word, perhaps not just in the English language but in the entire world, is okay.

It is so stunning, so intriguing, how one small word could hold the sound of bells in a gentle breeze, of a small bubbling waterfall and birdsong, of that start-up mmmrrrrrrrtttt cats make when you pull their attention from rest.

“Okay” isn’t okay. “Okay” is poetry.

Because “okay” means that, at least until I am exorcized from this body, Wren Castillo is my girlfriend. My girlfriend. Not Enzo’s.

I don’t care that Wren follows up those perfect four letters with, “I must be losing my damn mind, but yeah. Sure. I mean, I’ll try it. Until you’re supposedly back to being regular Enzo on Sunday. Wait . . . where is Enzo Enzo?”

I’m  too happy to answer, to care.

“Schuyler?”

“Yes, babe?” I ask. I frown. “Wait. Is that too much? I’m just excited. You’re right. We have to get to know each other a little more first. Sorry. Yes, Wren?”

Wren. My girlfriend. I have to swallow a squeal.

Her face is almost pink, betraying her somewhat frustrated expression. “Is Enzo in there with you?”

A bit of annoyance flashes in me, but not at her. At Enzo. Like, I’m borrowing his body, I know, and I didn’t exactly get his permission. But it also sucks that so much of this short time I have is wasted worrying about him. I don’t know where Enzo is, but he’ll be fine. He still has a whole life ahead of him.

“I guess. I don’t feel him or hear him or anything,” I admit, trying my best not to sound pouty. “Vinny’s friend just has to get rid of me, probably. Then I’ll go back to haunting your attic and you and Enzo can . . . well, honestly, at that point, you probably still should break up with him.”

For the first time, Wren gives me a smile that seems real. “Maybe if you convince me how bad of a boyfriend he is.”

My chest twists with nerves. I was only in one relationship, and it isn’t one I want to draw inspiration from. Does an awkward, insecure ghost like me really have a shot at sweeping a girl like Wren off her feet?

I mean, it’s not like she has to fall in love with me. She just has to see that Enzo’s behavior shouldn’t be the norm. The bar is so low. I should be able to prove that.

“Right. Is it cool if I take Oreo now?”

“What?”

I  carefully step over to my makeshift bed. It’s weird to feel the floorboards creak under my weight after floating across them for so many years. I grab Oreo, hugging him to my chest. I can feel him. The worn fur, the little wisp of stuffing escaping from a tiny tear below his ear, the smell of him, somehow still reminiscent of the lavender spray Mom would always stock.

Maybe it lasted the years, maybe it’s just in my mind. Either way, it feels so good to hold him, really hold him. This silly stuffed cat is a tether keeping hold of who I really am. Proof that Schuyler Thompson was here.

“You’re too cute,” Wren murmurs.

My heart thumps in my chest and my face flames. I drop Oreo to my side, but I don’t let him go. There’s no way I’m leaving him here. Not as long as I’m in this body, at least.

“We should probably go back to school,” I say.

Wren nods but doesn’t look entirely convinced. “I have no idea how I’m supposed to pay attention in class after all this.”

“It’s harder when you’ve been out of school for a while,” I admit.

“I can’t imagine.” Wren eyes me before speaking. “Does that make you, like, a lot older than me?”

“I was almost sixteen when I died,” I say, because that sounds so much more mature than saying I’m fifteen. “So, technically, I’m younger than you and Enzo. I don’t think you can age in the afterlife. I definitely don’t feel any older. Plus, time’s kind of weird when you’re a ghost.”

“Oh, okay.” Wren puts on a smile. “I don’t mind dating someone a little younger than me.”

I  use Oreo to hide my blush. “Well, I got everything so we should probably get going.”

My flirting skills might need some work. Or, a lot.

Wren gets into the car first, and with Oreo safely in my backpack, I’m about to follow when I’m yanked backward. The air is shoved out of me as I fall flat on the grass.

“Schuyler, what are you doing?”

I look up at the worried expression on Key’s face.

“Enzo?” Wren calls, rolling down the window.

“Uh . . . just a second! Vinny’s calling, and the vibration scared me. Still not used to these things, you know?” I pull out my phone and hold it to my ear, so I won’t look too unhinged talking to Key. “Oh my god, Key. I was looking for you. This is crazy. I’m alive. I pooped this morning!”

“Thanks for sharing,” Key deadpans. “As much as I’d love to hear about some random dude’s bowel movements, don’t you think we should figure out how to get you out of there?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I can’t get out on my own, but I found someone to exorcise me. I just have to wait until Sunday. In the meantime, I’m stuck.”

“Shit,” he says. “Okay. That’s fine. That’s good. At least we have a solution.” He paces back and forth. “I’m sorry I can’t do more. I’ve been pushing myself to try and get farther from Sycamore, so I can actually help you . . .”

“You can go out farther?” I ask. “How?”

Key looks a little embarrassed. “I said I’m trying, not that it’s going well. The important thing is getting you away from her. You know how good I am at haunting—I’ll make a distraction, and then you can run.”

I  blink. “What are you . . .”

“Just head down the street for now. There’s definitely places we can keep you safe until Sunday. The Milton family has that tree house the kids don’t use anymore. You can stay there.”

“Key, I—”

“Right. You don’t like bugs. It’s fine, we’ll find some place inside for you to stay. Or we can come up with a cover story for you. Regardless, I’ll protect you until we can get you to that exorcist.” He seems so earnest, so settled in his own idea, but I have to interrupt him.

“Key, I’m going with Wren.”

His jaw drops, expression completely surprised. “What?”

“I’m in Enzo’s body, I can’t just run away. He has a family, and a girlfriend, and . . .”

“You’re gonna leave me? To steal this guy’s life?” He shakes his head. “That’s not okay, Schuyler, you . . .”

He doesn’t finish the sentence. I know he’d never say it outright, but I have to wonder if he’s thinking the same thing I am. That I don’t deserve it. That I don’t deserve this chance to live again, albeit only for a few days.

“I’m not stealing his life,” I say, despite the guilt coating my words. “I’m just borrowing it.”

Key shakes his head. “That’s just an excuse and you know it. You think people won’t notice this douchebag is suddenly acting all girl-next-door? That that girl in the car will actually want to date you like this? And why would you want to pretend to date a girl anyway?”

I don’t know how to say it, not like this. I scratch my arm. “She knows it’s not . . . she knows I’m accidentally in the body for now. She’s okay with it, kind of. I . . . I really like her, Key.”

There’s a long pause. It makes me realize just how much emotion is revealed in our eyes. Key excelled at keeping his true feelings off his face, but his eyes always gave him away. Now that there’s only that dulled white light behind them, I don’t know what he’s thinking.

Does he hate me? Does he resent me?

I mean, could I blame him?

“This isn’t a good idea, Schuyler,” he says finally. “I . . . I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“I’ll be okay,” I assure him. “It’s only until Sunday. I swear. I’ll be back before you know it.” I start toward the car.

“Don’t leave me. Please.”

He sounds more vulnerable than I’ve ever heard him. Scared. His hands are clenched into fists, jaw tense, almost like he’s trying not to cry.

Should I stay with him? Ride this out here, together?

“Wrap it up!” Wren calls. “We’re gonna miss our next class, and I’m pretty sure Ms. Morton is just looking for an excuse to drop your grade.”

If I stay, it will have real-life consequences for Enzo. I already stole his body, and—even though he’s a massive jerk—I don’t want to ruin his life or anything. Key will be upset, but . . . it’s not the same. Key and I already lost our lives. The two of us, we’re hardly more than echoes to a world that keeps on moving. I have to keep up appearances for Enzo, who is still part of it. Who still has a life to live.

And, okay, maybe I’m doing it for me too, but it’s only a few days.  I have a whole afterlife to make it up to Key. Or continue to, anyway.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ll see you Sunday. I promise.”

I don’t give him the chance to respond. I can’t even look at him. Instead, I rush into Wren’s car, and let her drive off, leaving both my best friend and my death temporarily behind.
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The New and Improved Enzo Altamura
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To her credit, Wren doesn’t ask me about the fake call with Vinny. Maybe she doesn’t press because she can sense how bad I feel after my conversation with Key. I’m finally dating Wren, but Key’s right. It’s not real. It’s not mine.

And what makes me think I deserve her any more than Enzo does?

“Can I hold your hand?” Wren asks.

I glance at her, surprised. She’s driving with her left hand, right hovering over the center console, out to me.

I blink. “You want to?”

She shrugs. “You look like you need it.”

Carefully, I take her hand. It’s smaller than mine, but not as smooth as I expected, with callouses from hours of playing the bass. When I press my palm against hers, I do feel a little bit better.

She only lets go when she needs to, and then she returns it right back. My heart flutters with each graze of skin.

“Do you want to tell me a little more about yourself?” Wren asks. “I feel like you know stuff about me, but I don’t know anything about you.”

I look at the road in front of us. “We’re almost back . . .”

“Just something to start.”

My mind races over what I can say. I haven’t needed to introduce myself to anyone new in so long. I don’t even remember the last time a new ghost came to our street, and even then, I mostly just talk to Papa Lloyd and Key.

“Well, like I mentioned, I died at the end of my sophomore year when—”

“Not about that,” Wren says quickly. “I don’t need to hear about your death. I want to hear about you. What you’re into. Stuff like that.”

My cheeks heat once again. Jesus, I can’t believe I immediately went into how I died. Even without the full backstory—which I’m not sure I’m ready to give—that’s a total mood killer. Definitely not first date material. That’s gotta at least wait until the fifth date, right?

I swallow. I only have two days with Wren. We won’t be getting that far anyway.

“Um . . . I like the color pink, and I’m really into cute stuff. Like cats. And sea otters. I mean, anything cute. I also like reading. Any genre. I’ve always liked not being myself for a little.”

“You don’t say?” Wren says, cocking her eyebrow.

“Not in a possessing-people kind of way! More in an escape-my-real- life kind of way.”

“Why did you want to escape?”

The  question catches me off guard. I’m not sure how much I want to get into that, either. But I do want to be honest with Wren, so I try. “It was harder when I was alive. There were only so many acceptable ways to be, and trying to fit myself into one of those boxes felt like a performance. Like I was only doing it for the people in my life. Being who they wanted me to be. So there’s not a lot about myself . . .” I close my lips before I can say that I like. I’m supposed to be showing her how great I can be, not how insecure I am. “That I was able to explore. Before, you know.” I take a breath. “So, thanks. For letting me try for a few days.”

“I didn’t do anything . . .” Wren starts.

“You decided to believe me and to take a chance on me,” I say. “That’s not just anything, that’s . . . everything.” I put on a smile. “So I want to give you my all in return. At least, for the time we have.”

Wren’s eyes look a little glassy but it is hard to tell with her gaze locked on the road. She makes a turn, pulling into the school parking lot.

“Was that cheesy?” I ask.

“Yeah, super cheesy,” she says, pulling the car into a spot and parking it. She turns to her right, looking directly in my eyes. “But I like it. I like it a lot.”
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Classes go by without much issue, other than my being incredibly behind, but fortunately, Enzo isn’t exactly a model student. My complete confusion likely helped me pass for him more than my acting would. But the real test comes with lunch.

Vinny’s  advice was to just smile and nod, but I’m not sure how well that will work with friends. Especially considering I don’t know who my friends are except for that Scott guy, who probably doesn’t want to see me after I pushed him this morning, and I’m pretty certain I don’t want to see him either. My only plan is to shove as much food in my mouth as possible to avoid having to speak. Then Wren saves me.

“We’re at the usual spot, Enzo,” she says, taking me by the arm.

She leads me to the table where we apparently have sat since we started dating, mostly consisting of her friends: Porsche, a short girl painting her nails in rainbow colors; Jaime, a muscular boy in a crop top he manages to get away with by having a sweater tied around his exposed waist; and Moose, a gorgeous girl who apparently got the nickname in middle school due to a horse-girl-like moose obsession. Wren does not tell me what her actual name is.

“So you hit your head?” Jaime asks, eating from a Tupperware of Spam fried rice that smells delicious. We decided it was best to go with the fall story to explain my change in personality. “Do you have a scar?”

“Under my hair, I think. You can’t really see it.”

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” Moose says in a monotone that makes me question if she means it. “Did someone push you?” She almost sounds jealous, like she wishes she were the one who got to do it. I can’t exactly blame her.

“No, just an accident.” I swallow. At least that isn’t a total lie.

“Bummer,” Moose responds.

Porsche examines the nail she just finished, the last of her left  hand. “If you’re confused and shit, shouldn’t you have, like, gone to the hospital?”

“Can’t afford that,” I mumble, hoping it will shut her up.

It does, creating an awkward pause for the entire table. I don’t know if all of Wren’s friends have money, but based on the uncomfortable expressions on their faces, they either know they have more than Enzo’s family or Enzo is typically uncomfortable talking about finances. Either way, it works to my advantage.

“Well,” Porsche responds, voice tight. “Glad you’re okay.”

It doesn’t sound like she means it, either. Which hardly helps the current awkwardness. I try to fill it, desperately.

“Where’s um . . . Rhea and Reggie?” I ask. “And Danny?” Really the only names I know, since Wren’s band members have been over to her house for practice on occasion.

The entire table looks at me. Wren gently kicks my leg.

“You mean Wren’s band?” Moose asks. “They don’t go here.”

“They literally never went here,” Porsche adds.

“Are you sure you didn’t get brain damage?” Jaime’s the only one to look concerned from the three.

“I didn’t mean here,” I quickly blurt. “I mean, like, in life.” I turn to Wren. “Were you able to work out those issues? I know Reggie and Rhea were fighting and putting you between them.” I reach out to take her hand, relishing the feel of it in mine, even if I am mostly trying to sell a story to her friends. “I’m sorry for bringing it up out of the blue like that. I’ve just been worried because I know how much your music means to you.”

I’m focused on Wren, on her warm fingers and her now soft smile,  but I catch the shocked expression of her friends in my peripheral vision.

“We have practice tonight,” Wren starts, “so I’ll see how it goes. I know I should talk to them, but I’m afraid it will just make things worse.”

“You should tell them how you feel,” I say. “They care about you and they might not realize they’re creating a problem. I’m not saying to yell at them or anything, but you should be honest about your feelings. It’s important to do that because . . . I mean, you never know when you might miss the chance.”

Wren gets the meaning behind my words, coming from me and not Enzo.

There’s something I can’t read in her expression, but finally, she smiles. “Yeah. You’re right. Thanks, babe.”

“Can brain damage make you less of a dick?” Jaime whispers, causing Porsche to shove him with her still unpainted hand.

I don’t respond or care as my mind is too focused on internally screaming holy shit Wren’s so pretty holy shit holy shit she called me babe she called ME babe!!!

Wren squeezes my fingers and my heart races. It’s like all the awkwardness in the room dissipates. The rest of the noise, strange assortment of smells, tables around us . . . none of it exists. Or, at the very least, doesn’t matter.

Movement across the table finally drags my eyes away from Wren. Porsche takes out a new nail polish bottle. It’s a soft pink that sparkles even in the shitty cafeteria light. It’s something I would’ve jumped on immediately in the past, so much so that I can’t stop the words before they excitedly gush out of me.

“Oh my god, I love that color, can you do mine?”

Wren  goes quiet at this one—they all do.

“You want me . . . to paint your nails . . . pink?” Porsche squeaks.

I know I should shut it down, to pretend like I was joking and try to play macho. But the thing is . . . I really do. I haven’t gotten to change my style since I died and I miss it. Mom would’ve gotten upset if I’d had anything other than a French tip. I rarely got to try something just for me, and wasn’t I telling Wren how this is an opportunity to learn more about myself? Maybe borrowing Enzo’s body doesn’t mean I have to completely shut down Schuyler. It’s not like nail polish is anything permanent. Enzo will be fine.

“Yeah, actually,” I say. “If you don’t mind.”

Porsche is so shocked she doesn’t try to finish her own right hand. She gestures for me to put my hands out on the table and with wide, confused eyes, opens the bottle of polish to start with my right thumb.

“Are you feeling okay?” Moose asks, eyeing me warily.

“I’m feeling better than I have in a long time,” I admit. “Maybe better than I ever have.” I smile, unable to contain my excitement. “I mean, I’m getting my nails painted, I get to hang out with you all, and . . .” I keep my arms still as I turn to Wren, some hair flipping in front of my eyes. “I’m dating the most beautiful girl in the world. What more can anyone want?”

Moose narrows her eyes, like she isn’t sure what kind of game I’m playing, but Jaime looks delighted.

Wren’s face actually goes a little pink.

“Damn,” Porsche says, finishing my thumb. “Someone should have pushed you down some stairs a while ago.”

“Porsche,” Wren warns.

“What?” she snaps. “It’s true. I’ve never liked Enzo more than I do right now.” She admires her work. “Do you like it? I’ll keep going if you want. You look good in pink.”

I smile. “Yeah,” I say. “I do.”
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School Spirits
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As much as I want to spend more time with Wren, especially because the clock is ticking on how much time I actually can spend with her, I don’t want to get in the way of her music. She has band practice right after school, so I plan to meet up with Vinny to walk home. As I wait for him outside, I can’t help but admire my nails. Porsche did an amazing job, and the color looks stunning in natural light.

Plus, I learn that there’s something about nail polish on guys that really does it for me.

Not that I’m attracted to Enzo Altamura. It’s just . . . his body is nice. Even when I’m not possessing it.

All of a sudden, my skin crawls with the feeling of someone watching me. More than the expected glances from girls and curious looks at my hands I’ve been getting all afternoon. It’s something different. Something . . . intense.

“Enzo.”

I  turn toward the voice, but it’s only Moose. She does give me a look that is far from positive, but I still feel like I’m being watched by something way worse.

“What’s up?” I ask her, distracted. I try to look around for anything weird, but my vision is blocked by Moose shoving her face in front of mine, eyes blazing.

“What’s your game with Wren?” she snaps. “Are you trying to trick her into thinking you changed? Get her to stick around so you can keep fucking with her?”

I swallow. I should’ve known I was acting too out of character at lunch.

“I’m not tricking anyone. I have changed.”

Moose clearly isn’t buying it.

“Right, I’m supposed to believe that when you’re besties with Scott fucking Oswald.”

She’s talking about the guy from this morning, the one who apparently gives Vinny a hard time.

“Let’s get one thing straight,” I say, looking right at Moose. “Scott is a piece of shit. I found out what he did and I’m not forgiving him for that.”

Anyone who messes with Vinny has to go through me. That’s something I can tell Enzo, hopefully, once I give him his body back. Even he has to be a little scared of ghosts—maybe he’ll listen to me and stop hanging with such a massive tool and protect his little brother.

Moose is silent for a moment. “You mean it?”

“Absolutely. If he tries anything like that again, I’ll make him regret it.”

I  don’t need to be Enzo to do that. Hell, maybe if Key figures out how to leave Sycamore Avenue, I’ll take a page from his book and haunt the guy until he moves far, far away.

Not that I want to think of Key right now.

My gut twists with guilt but pulls taut in a way that is more than my usual shame. Suddenly I’m worried I’m going to throw up that black tar stuff again, so I turn to leave.

“Sorry, I gotta go,” I say quickly, pushing away from Moose.

Panic rushes over me in such a wave it makes me lightheaded, and I know it can’t be an upset stomach that’s causing me to feel this way. It’s something else.

I’m frantically searching for a quiet spot to get myself together when I see it. A ghost, but not just any ghost. It’s an evil spirit.

It’s the first evil spirit I’ve ever seen. It’s too far away to make out any details, past all the other students heading to their cars or rushing to the bus line. It’s completely still, faced in my direction. Looking at me. I can’t tell what it looks like, exactly, but I can see the familiar shapes of the transformation. That monstrous state.

Its jaw is unhinged and extended wide, rows of razor teeth forcing it open even when slightly relaxed. Its fingers curl, the bones of them burst through the skin to form long, sharp claws. There is something so utterly terrifying about the way the form is human, but not. A creature that shouldn’t exist. That doesn’t belong.

Me.

That’s what I look like.

That’s  my true self.

I can play pretend as much as I want, living out this sapphic high school fantasy, but I can’t outrun who I really am.

Vicious.

Disgusting.

A monster.

I don’t wait for Vinny. I need to get the hell away from all these people, from this place. From everything. It’s possible Moose says something from behind me, but I can’t hear it. Everything feels muffled, too far away to comprehend but at the same time, painfully and overwhelmingly loud.

I’ve barely gotten used to the natural feeling of breathing again, and my lungs now feel like they’re collapsing. My vision throbs and my skin itches. I want to tear it off.

I run.

I run until I can’t feel the evil spirit’s terrible, terrible gaze on me anymore. I don’t know where I am going, but it doesn’t matter.

I’m away. I’m safe.

Then I pull out Oreo from my backpack, hold him close, and cry.
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What’s a Few Weeks in the Span of a Life?
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Ialmost don’t recognize my own name as it’s called. There’s a voice, faded and distant, and for a moment, I pull Oreo away, looking into his sweet marble eyes like maybe someone possessed him, too.

“Schuyler!” someone repeats. “What happened?”

It’s Vinny. Seeing him, glasses askew on his concerned face, just causes more tears to spill. Damn, I really do cry too easily.

“How’d you find me?” I ask.

Vinny holds up his phone. “I made sure to share your location with me in case anything happens.”

I didn’t even know that was a thing.

“You’re the best brother ever,” I sob.

“Yeah,” he says, almost sounding surprised. “Yeah, I sort of am.” Vinny steps toward me carefully. “Now, do you want to explain why you’re crying behind a Taco Bell dumpster?”

I had been so lost in my panic attack, I didn’t pay attention to my surroundings. I’ve fallen to my knees on the pavement, a few  feet away from a dumpster, backpack at my side and Oreo in my arms. The people in the drive-through line are giving me strange looks. Man. I can’t remember the last time I had fast food.

“Oh . . .” I swallow the huge lump in my throat. “Can I tell you over a Crunchwrap Supreme?”
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I am starting to wonder if there is any problem a Crunchwrap Supreme can’t solve.

Okay, maybe it doesn’t actually solve my problems, but it certainly makes me feel a lot better. Between that and the Mexican Pizza I still have to eat, and Oreo on my lap with a napkin draped over his head like he’s Mother Mary, I can finally breathe again.

Vinny got some kind of bowl, which I think is sort of sacrilege since the whole point of Taco Bell is getting bad but delicious food in fun shapes.

“You saw an evil spirit?” Vinny asks, voice low.

I nod.

“And you’ve never seen one before?”

“No, I’m the only one I know of, so it sort of came as a shock.” I take another bite of my emotional support Crunchwrap. “From what I understand, there aren’t a lot of us that even exist. It’s kind of random. There are certain conditions that turn someone into an evil spirit upon their death, but it doesn’t guarantee you become one.”

Vinny chews as he thinks. “How’d you know it was an evil spirit?”

“It was transformed. I couldn’t see it well, but I could tell that much. Evil spirits look like every other spirit . . . most of the time. Normally, I look like myself. Or, like, the ghost version of myself anyway. But when I get overly emotional, this bloodlust takes over and it changes me into a monster. That’s when I’d . . . eat those animals.” I cringe, the last part coming out as a whisper. “To see someone transformed like that. It scared me.”

“I’m sorry, Sky,” Vinny starts.

My throat is tight. “I’m just . . . I’m so scared to go back. I hate being an evil spirit! I don’t want to have to keep killing innocent little woodland creatures! It’s disgusting and gross and I feel so terrible.” I lower my voice. “I eat them raw, Vinny. Like, what the fuck?” I gesture to my Crunchwrap. “I want to be able to eat Taco Bell and paint my nails different colors and get to have friends and go to prom! And kiss a girl like Wren and learn to drive a car and . . .” I trail off before my voice gets too loud. “There’s so much I want to do, and I won’t be able to do it all before Sunday.”

I don’t expect Vinny to have a response to this. I know I’m complaining about something that doesn’t have a solution. Everyone dies, and you can’t bring back the dead. It’s literally the two rules of life. The fact that I got this little taste of being alive again is more than I deserve. I became an evil spirit for a reason—because that’s what I deserve.

“Why do you have to do it all before Sunday?” Vinny asks.

“Um, because that’s when I can get exorcized? Remember?”

Vinny’s jaw is tight, enough that I can see it twitch under his skin. “Yeah, but does it have to be Sunday? We don’t know how long an exorcism takes to prepare. What if we can’t do it that day? Maybe you’ll get extra time.”

I  hate the way hope blossoms in my chest. I shake my head. “Vinny, I can’t . . .”

“Why not?” His voice cracks. He rubs his eye beneath his glasses. “Do you know how much it sucks having Enzo as a brother? If he’s not ignoring me, he’s tormenting me. And letting his stupid friends do the same. And our mom has sacrificed so much for us, but he treats her like shit, just like Dad—” Vinny pauses. Takes a deep breath. “Enzo sucks. You’ve been a better brother to me in one fucking day than he’s been my entire life. So excuse me if I’m not in some huge rush to give him his body back.”

I want to hug him, but the Taco Bell employees are already giving us odd looks. I don’t think it’s typical for two teen boys to be tearing up over beef and queso. Still, it’s clear that Wren isn’t the only one in Enzo’s life who deserves better.

Vinny’s voice softens. “What if we delay the exorcism a little? Just like a week or two?”

A week or two doesn’t sound that bad. I mean, that’s like the length of a vacation, right? If anything, Enzo’s soul can be well rested and get some time off before he gets back to his body. He has the rest of his life—can’t I get a few more days?

Before I can answer, my phone lights up with messages.

From Wren.

Your advice worked!

Reggie and Rhea said they’re

going to try to be better about the

bickering

Thank you

I can’t believe I’m saying this

but . . . I think I’m happy you

possessed Enzo?

My heart throbs. I can’t believe I’m doing it, but my thumbs press the letters before I can overthink it.

I’m so glad things worked out

[image: Smiley face emoji.]

Vinny thinks I might have to

borrow Enzo’s body a little

longer, actually

Just a week or so while we figure

out exorcism stuff haha

Vinny gives me a look, but I don’t respond. I can’t take another bite of my Crunchwrap. My heart beats in my throat and if not for that feeling, I’d be convinced I ripped it out of my chest and shoved it into my phone for Wren to do with as she pleases.

When three dots appear, I’m ready to throw up. Or pass out. Maybe both.

Okay :)

I’m not admitting to anything yet,

but . . .

Schuyler Thompson, you MIGHT

just be a pretty good boyfriend

Aside  from Taco Bell, there is another reason to keep living. My chest feels like it’s filled with helium and I can’t stop the smile from spreading across my face.

“Just another week or so,” I agree.

Vinny grins wide, and for a moment, everything is perfect.

Then my lips rip open and a surge of vomit spews from my mouth and onto the table.
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Well . . . Shit

[image: ]

      
I’ve always tried to be somewhat of an optimist and look for silver linings when things are at their most terrible. Even as my throat burns like the flames of hell scraped it red and raw, I can find the bright side of things.

One, The Exorcist–level projectile spew made it so Oreo remained unscathed on my lap.

Two, my Mexican Pizza was boxed and to the side, so I can hopefully still indulge in that later.

And three, Vinny wasn’t in the worst of the line of fire.

However, there were also some major negatives. Namely:

One, his food certainly was.

And two, along with the large number of dead flies dotting the inky bile, wiggling and writhing maggots were added to the mix.

“Oh my god,” I groan. “Ew, ew, ew, ew. Fuck!” Against my will, I glance back down at the sight. At the squirming, bright white creatures from hell. “Oh my god,” I say, gagging. “I can’t look at that.” I gag again.

“Then stop looking!” Vinny opens up the napkins, trying to cover the mess.

I shove Oreo into my backpack so he doesn’t have to be subjected to this. I begin to feel dizzy and I blink, trying to focus my eyes. A pulsing pain starts in my fingertips. I glance down at my shaking hand. The very tops of my fingers are bleeding, something sharp poking out of the skin.

No. No. That’s impossible. I’m not an evil spirit anymore. I’m alive. I can’t transform if I have a pulse, right?

Am I imagining it? It’s the only explanation. In my panic, I’m seeing things. Experiencing some kind of post-traumatic phantom pain. I glance over at Vinny, who has his eyes locked on my hand in horror.

Shit.

“I have to get out of here.”

I don’t give Vinny a chance to respond. I take the mostly clean Crunchwrap paper and wrap it around my bleeding hand. Throwing my backpack strap over my shoulder and clenching my jaw from the pain, I get to my feet. I sway slightly before making a beeline for the door.

“I’m so, so, so sorry!” I yell to the worker nearest me, but I rush out before they can respond.

The door is shoved open behind me, Vinny rushing to my side.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

I shrug, breath coming out too fast as I approach a full-blown panic once more. “I don’t know! It feels like when I transform into my evil spirit–self, but that should be impossible, because Enzo isn’t an evil spirit!”

“Just an evil shit,” Vinny mutters.

“Not the time!”

“Sorry! Sorry!” He blinks, looking at the blood-soaked wrapper. “I . . . uh. What do we do?”

“I don’t know, Vinny, but we got to do something because I just threw up bugs again and I’m pretty sure my finger bone is in danger of splitting through my hand as we speak.”

Vinny takes his own deep breath like he’s also in danger of hyperventilating. “Is that what normally happens during a transformation? Is there more?”

“Yeah,” I admit. “Worse stuff happens. We have to stop this.”

“There’s an urgent care around the corner. Let’s go there.”

I look at him. “Do you think they’ll be able to help me?”

“Well, shit, I don’t know, Sky, but there’s not a fucking demonic care center anywhere within walking distance, so I’m not sure what the next best move is.”

“Fair enough,” I respond, then grit my teeth as the bone under my skin seems to sharpen.

We have to move fast.

My head is still spinning, so Vinny holds me up as we half stumble and half speed walk over to the urgent care. There aren’t a lot of people waiting, but both the woman working reception and the two people seated in the waiting room eye me with a tinge of terror as we push through the door.

How bad do I look?

I catch a glimpse of myself in the reflective surface of the check-in desk. My skin is pale, my lips are still slightly stained with that tar-like vomit, my blood has soaked through the Taco Bell wrapper, and both corners of my mouth are starting to split like I’m the fucking Joker.

The  woman seated closest to me opens her purse to take out an N95 mask and slips it on. I wonder if she happens to have a rosary or something in there, too. It’d probably be more helpful in this case.

“My brother needs help,” Vinny says.

“Can I get an ID?” the woman asks.

“I thought this is urgent care?” Vinny snaps.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I say. I reach into my pants to fish around for ID but can’t find it. Where does Enzo keep his ID again? Blood smears over my clothes and I accidentally scratch myself with growing claws.

The other person in the waiting room stands, horrified. “Call the cops! They need to get out of here.”

“I’m going to get a doctor,” the woman at reception says.

The person who wanted to call the cops pulls pepper spray out of her purse. “Get out! I’m not catching whatever it is you have!”

The woman in the mask crosses her arms. “He clearly needs help.”

“He’s disgusting and unnatural,” the first woman complains. “Who knows what he’ll do?”

I’m feeling worse and worse, the corners of my mouth dripping with blood as they split. The transformation will finish soon and something tells me the doctors won’t be able to help with it anyway. The lady without the mask might be a bitch, but she’s not entirely wrong.

As a spirit, I only had the power to harm small animals. But Enzo isn’t a spirit, and he’s able to touch anything and anyone around him.

I  push away from Vinny and run outside, heading straight for a tree-covered area where I can hopefully find a squirrel or something to stop this in the only way I know how.

“Sky!” Vinny yells from behind me.

I don’t turn back, in so much fiery pain as my mouth splits further. I need to hurry, I need to hurry, I need to—

I trip over something heavy and fall flat on my face, mouth open.

Blood rushes over my tongue. It has a different taste to it. Not so metallic, but rich. Warm. I can almost feel it surge through me. My stomach growls, a hunger awakening in the same way it does every time I first sink my teeth into furry flesh. I slide my knees up into a better position, but my head stays low, close to the meat. My mind clears as I bite down into the creature I fell into, letting more of the blood and muscle sinew slide down my throat as my teeth tear through it. As I feed, I feel myself returning closer and closer to normal. The bone shrinks back into my fingertips, the split skin forcing itself together and healing entirely. My lips are still covered in blood and matter, but they are no longer sliced at the edges, and the pain is entirely gone.

In fact, I feel amazing. Alive.

Like I had never transformed at all.

“Schuyler?”

For the first time since we met, Vinny’s voice is tinged with fear. Horror.

My vision clears as I take in my surroundings.

And my eyes land on the bloody mess that had once been human.
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OH NO NO NO NO NO
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It’s hard to make out the distinct features because his body had been torn apart so badly, but through the wreckage, it’s still clear. The blond hair over a shredded face, the severed foot still inside a men’s tennis shoe, some waxy looking white skin on the limbs separated from just an absolute red mess of innards.

I stumble to my feet.

No.

I reach over to the nearest tree, shooting my arm out to steady myself.

No.

My eyes burn as tears start to form, and a sharp wail escapes my throat.

No no no no.

“Hey,” Vinny says, walking over to me. His eyes are wild with shock and his skin has taken on a bit of a greenish shade, but his expression is steady. He grabs me roughly by both shoulders, forcing  me to look at him. “Hey,” he repeats. “It’ll be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

“Okay?” I snap. “Vinny, I killed someone!”

He puts on his most reassuring smile. “No, he was definitely already dead. I saw you, Sky, you just tripped over him and uh . . . ended up eating a bit of the corpse, yeah, but you didn’t kill him.”

I blink, looking down at the scene. Vinny’s right. I didn’t kill him. I tripped over the foot that had already been severed and landed right on a bloodied limb. “Sorry, but that doesn’t change the fact I ate his freaking arm.”

Oh god. Oh god. Saying it aloud made it all the more real. That mean lady was right. I’m a disgusting, unnatural monster and now I can add cannibal to the list. My stomach twists in horrific disgust. I feel like I swallowed a stone along with all that flesh.

“I’m gonna throw up,” I mutter. “I’m gonna throw up parts of a human man because I just ate some of his arm.”

“Yeah,” Vinny says. “You sure did. And that’s unfortunate. For sure. But. Let’s focus on what we do now. He was already dead, somehow. And based on the looks of it . . .” He forces himself to uncomfortably swallow as he looks over at the remains. “No one is going to think a human did that.”

“Because it wasn’t a human,” I say. “It was that other evil spirit.”

That much is clear to me. Even though I’ve only seen the remains of the poor rabbits and squirrels I’ve made my victims before, the similarities here are obvious. It was either the evil spirit I saw earlier that caused this carnage or there’s an evil spirit  infestation in town. Neither option makes me feel any better, because if the other spirit took out a human as a ghost, it’s a lot stronger than I am.

“There’s nothing we can do about that at the moment,” Vinny starts. “All I know is that we have to get the fuck out of here right now.”

Which is how we both end up in the back seat of a ride-share, in what has to be the most awkward car ride in all of history. I’m almost surprised the driver, a nice older man named Ramiro, let me inside his Prius. After running from the crime scene like bats out of hell (or, evil spirits out of hell?), my T-shirt was sacrificed to the cause of getting blood off my arms, hands, and face. It mostly worked, aside from the fact that I only had a hoodie with a broken zipper to partially cover my bare chest and my emotional-support stuffed animal clutched in my stained hands. Vinny was a little better, aside from the bit of blood splatter we had to wipe off him.

The first few minutes of the ride had passed in complete silence.

“So . . .” Ramiro finally says. “You boys get into a fight or something?”

From his light tone, he’s definitely trying to make a joke, ease some of the tension by teasing us. But Vinny and I add to the awkwardness by sharing a look because . . . I mean, it’s not entirely off?

“You should see the other guy,” I joke back. Only then I remember the other guy, and it isn’t funny at all, so I swallow a gag, unable to hide my own horrified expression.

“We train MMA,” Vinny says quickly. “My brother here is losing  it because he’s cutting weight and he’s hungry all the time. Has a fight coming up and we got our ass handed to us in camp today.”

I have no idea what any of those words mean, but given I was some sort of evil spirit hangry, it feels like more of a partial lie rather than a complete one. Not that I should be worried about fibbing when I just went full Hannibal Lecter (if he were a turkey vulture and not just a villain) on that poor corpse.

I ball my hands into fists. At least it doesn’t seem like that dead guy got stuck as a ghost. From what I remember, my spirit was thrown outside my body right at the moment of death, and I was witness to the aftermath. If this guy hadn’t moved on, his spirit still would have been close by. So the fact that he wasn’t there is at least reassurance he passed on.

If Ramiro notices my near disassociation as I stare at my hands in shock, skin still rubbed pink in places and a dried reddish brown caked in the edges of my nails, he doesn’t draw too much attention to it.

“Ah, you do UFC?”

“No, we do MMA,” Vinny clarifies. “UFC is a fighting promotion, but it’s not the sport. That’s like asking if someone does NBA.”

I glare at Vinny because while I appreciate him committing to the story, it doesn’t really matter. We have bigger problems than defending our fake fighting background.

Like what happens when that body is found.

Sure, Vinny is convinced that no person would assume a human did that to the guy. And they’d be right. It wasn’t a human.  But I doubt the cops have a paranormal division that can clock it as an evil spirit kill. They’ll have to investigate it as a messed-up homicide and there’s a good chance that will lead them back to me.

Well, Enzo.

I can’t be the reason he’s sent to a life in prison. Which is why Oreo is not in my backpack, and the severed forearm I snacked on is.

My backpack sits heavy with the weight of what I did, and while the body part is wrapped up in both my already soiled shirt and a glittery pink, stretchy textbook cover I found in the lost and found after biology class, I’m a little worried about potential leakage.

“Do you think Porsche will redo my nails Monday?” I whisper glumly.

While most of the pink held on, it will likely come off when I have to do a deep scrub to remove the leftover dried blood. It looked so good too . . .

“Enzo, to be honest, I think that’s the least of our problems.” Vinny must notice something in my expression because after a moment, he adds, “I’m sure she will, though.”

He’s right. I’ve got a much bigger problem in my backpack we have to take care of first. Luckily, Ramiro is pulling up in front of the Altamura house.

“Good luck with your fight,” he cheerily says.

I give a shaky thumbs-up before dashing out of the car.

Fortunately, Ms. Altamura is still at work, and Duchess is sleeping with the kittens (Vinny has his neighbor, Mr. Walker, keep an eye on them while we’re at school and Ms. Altamura is at  work), so we have the house to ourselves to clean up the rest of the mess.

The two of us stare at the oddly shaped, stretched-out book cover for a long time.

“What do we do with it?” I ask. “Bury it?”

Vinny thinks for a while. “Should we freeze it? What happens if you have another, um, attack?”

I can’t think about that at the moment. “I don’t know how you expect to explain a severed forearm to your mom. And even if we could, I don’t think that would work anyway. As a ghost, I tried eating frozen meat or roadkill, but it didn’t work. It has to be at least reasonably fresh and there has to be some element of violence.” I swallow. “The only reason this panned out is that the other evil spirit must have killed the guy right before I stumbled in.”

It’s oddly coincidental, but that’s the only explanation. That evil spirit was watching me at school. What if he followed me? What if he wanted me to come across that body?

But . . . why?

Vinny nods. “Okay. I think we have to burn it. If there’s any bone left, we can bury that.”

He sounds so matter-of-fact, like we’re talking about what to make for dinner or something. Schuyler Thompson, what have you done to this poor kid?

“How are you not freaking out?” I ask.

“Oh, I am freaking out, but I’m dissociating so I can keep my shit together because panicking and fainting isn’t exactly helpful to you.” He sighs, forcing a smile. “Like it or not, you’re my brother-in-possession, so we’re in this together. Plus, Mom and I  watch a lot of true crime. Good for desensitization and learning how to dispose of a body.”

Despite everything, it is kind of heartwarming that he’s willing to help me. I can’t argue with his logic either. If I distance myself from the situation, pretend we’re in a movie or dealing with props, maybe I can stomach what we have to do. What I’ve already done. Bile rushes up my throat, but I swallow it down.

I need to focus.

“Won’t it be weird if we suddenly start a fire out back?” I ask.

Vinny swallows. “I have an idea, but Enzo’s going to kill me if he comes back.”

I give him my most reassuring smile and put a hand on his shoulder. “Enzo will kill you when he comes back.”

Vinny’s frown only deepens, but he nods. “Right,” he says. “Well, we’re gonna do it regardless. To be honest, it’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.”
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Boys with Daddy Issues
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Idon’t know what to expect from Vinny’s plan, but I’m still surprised when he joins me in the backyard with a box of random stuff. He doesn’t say anything at first, and I don’t know if I should ask. Is it even okay for me to question what’s in the box when he’s only doing this to help clean up my mess?

We set up a makeshift bonfire in the dirt, careful to clear the area of anything overly flammable.

“You think this will work?” I ask. “Are you sure we shouldn’t use the grill?” I point toward the small, circular grill on wheels that’s pushed up close to the back of the house.

Vinny looks at me with serious eyes. “I’d rather not have my future burgers tasting like forearm.”

I let out a nervous burp that burns.

There is a good amount of random stuff scattered around the backyard of the Altamuras’ home. I find a pile of cinder blocks and use some to make a wall for the fire. They’re a lot lighter  than expected, at least in Enzo’s body, but the spiderwebs stringing through the holes make my skin crawl. Vinny finds an assortment of dry wood and crumpled up paper to get the fire going. He scatters them around the sparkly pink wrapped forearm. Then he adds a few of the items from the box. A vintage looking jacket, baseball cards, fishing line, a few recipe cards that seem to be for casseroles written in blocky handwriting, and some Guns and Ammo magazines. Is he trying to summon a Midwest demon or something?

“How much lighter fluid do I pour on?” I ask, grabbing the container next to the base of the grill.

Vinny shrugs. “Enough.”

I don’t know what that looks like, but I give it my best, pouring the fluid and letting it entirely soak through the mess of things.

“Ready?” I ask.

Instead of answering, he ignites a lighter and sets fire to a piece of paper, tossing it into our strange bonfire. The flames catch quickly, tearing through the pile.

Together, Vinny and I watch it burn.

“You can ask, you know.”

I force my eyes away from the flames to look at him. “Huh?”

“You can ask,” he repeats. “The stuff from the box. That’s the shit my dad left behind.”

Oh. Oh.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” I ask.

Vinny wipes at his face.

It takes him a moment to start, almost like he’s been waiting so long to get into it, he’s not even sure where to begin. He flops down  into the grass, sitting cross-legged and staring into the fire. I join him.

“Enzo was an accident. Mom was still in high school. Dad wasn’t. I don’t think he wanted her to keep Enzo, and honestly, I don’t know why she did. I mean, he was twenty-four. She might have been the age of consent or whatever, but that’s still like a fucking crime.” His jaw tenses, hands balling into fists. “But Mom loved him, and my grandparents wanted her to have their support. They believe a baby is a blessing no matter what.” He snorts. “So, my parents got hitched, and it wasn’t that long before they had me. Mom doesn’t talk about Dad, but according to Enzo, they started fighting more after I was born. When I was five, they got into it again and he left to cool off like he always did, and he . . . he just didn’t come back. Mom couldn’t find him anywhere. His side of the family refused to get involved, so it was pretty clear they were covering for him. It’s like he disappeared off the face of the planet. Mom wasn’t even twenty and had to figure out how to support us all.”

Disgust and anger burn within me, lapping against my torso like the fire consuming the last remainders of that sorry excuse for a man.

“What a piece of shit,” I say. “He doesn’t deserve to be called your dad—more like a deadbeat sperm donor. I hope his ass is haunted, wherever he is, and when he dies, I hope he gets turned into an echo.” Vinny looks at me, confused. “Sorry, an echo is basically when someone is a ghost but stuck in a loop of their last moments. It’s the worst. But so is your dad, so . . .”

I don’t expect Vinny to laugh at this, but laughs sputter right out of him, seemingly more out of surprise than delight.

“Sorry, sorry.” Vinny catches his breath enough to continue, “It’s just nobody has responded like that before. Most people just pity me.”

I shrug. “If you wanted pity, you shouldn’t have come to a dead girl.”

He grins through wet eyes. “No, no. It feels good to hear someone say my dad was a total piece of shit.”

“Like a huge piece of shit,” I add. “Like worse than the Taco Bell shits we’re gonna have later.”

He snorts. “Right?!”

“The maggots I vomited up earlier are superior to him.”

Vinny grins as tears leak down his face. “One hundred percent.” He rubs his cheeks dry and his smile fades. “Enzo wouldn’t agree, though. He misses him. Like, he knows he fucked up, sure, but it’s like he wants Dad to come back and pretend nothing ever happened and be our parent again. I think that’s why he hates me so much. In his mind, I’m the reason Mom and Dad started fighting, and so I must be the reason Dad left.” Vinny looks away from me. “I think Enzo was trying to find him. He didn’t log out of the laptop once, and I saw him trying to reach out to people with our dad’s last name. I don’t know if anyone actually got back to him, but if he brings that asshole back into Mom’s life . . . I’ll kill him.”

I almost say that it might be a little too soon for threats like that considering there’s a human arm just a few feet in front of us, but I decide to let it slide.

“You don’t want to see your dad again?”

Vinny shakes his head. “Hell no. If he ever showed his face again, I’d probably thank him for giving me genes that made me big  enough to beat the shit out of him for what he did to Mom.” He sighs. “I probably shouldn’t say that.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Have you forgotten you’re talking to a literal evil spirit?”

He snorts. “You say that, and, like, I get it. It’s a subcategory of ghost. But you aren’t evil, Schuyler. You aren’t a bad person. You’re just a person who’s been put in situations where you’ve had to do bad things.”

I can’t look at him. My throat closes and stomach squirms with a raw, new, frightening emotion I can’t name. I don’t know what to do with it. I don’t know what to make of that.

Because he doesn’t know.

He doesn’t know.

That it’s all my fault. That it’s always been—

“What about you?” Vinny asks, possibly sensing my panicked discomfort. “Do you want to find your parents? We could look them up.”

I shake my head. “That’s a big no. It was hard right after I died, seeing them . . . But they moved out of our house almost immediately. They never were very good at dealing with uncomfortable emotions, so I think it was easier for them to just leave. Honestly, we weren’t that close when I was alive. Mom was . . .” There’s too much I could say and I’m not sure where to begin. “She loved me,” I defend immediately, “but she didn’t always show it well. She wanted me to be her perfect idea of a daughter, and I just wasn’t. It was hard to constantly be trying but never measure up. Dad was always kind of in his own world, so he didn’t care much, if he even noticed at all.” I sigh, breathing in to prevent any tears from falling. “And besides, their daughter’s dead.  They had to grieve that. I don’t want to undo whatever they did to move on.” My eyes catch the remnants of the pink package, already mostly blackened with ash. “Plus, I’d like them to keep believing I’m in a better place.”

No matter how rocky or distant our relationship was, having them see me like this, like the monster I am . . . I think that would kill me again.

“What are you boys doing?”

Both of us snap around at the voice of Ms. Altamura, scrambling to our feet like we were caught doing something wrong and want to hide the evidence. Which probably made it weirder. Ms. Altamura, still in her work clothes and holding her large purse and keys, looks at us in confusion.

“Burning all of Dad’s shit,” Vinny blurts.

A range of emotions passes over Ms. Altamura’s face, like a movie fast forwarded in ten-times speed.

“Oh,” she finally says. “You’re okay with that, Enzo?”

It’s almost like she’s bracing herself for an answer she can’t bear to hear. It’s probably wrong of me to interfere so much with Enzo’s life when I’m going to be giving him his body back shortly, but I can’t hurt her the way he would. Maybe Enzo will see the changes and how much better things are now and realize how awful he’s been?

I can only hope.

“Yeah,” I say. “I am. And . . . Mom? I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve made it seem like I blame you and Vinny for what happened with Dad, but it was just tough, knowing he chose to leave me, and I let that get in the way of appreciating what I have.” I smile. “One badass, beautiful family.”

Ms.  Altamura’s eyes water, which makes mine do the same.

Despite the height difference, she pulls me into her arms with a strength someone her size shouldn’t be able to possess.

“Who are you and what have you done with Enzo?” she jokes.

Vinny gives me a wide-eyed panicked glance.

“Ha ha, Mom. I just told you I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. Like I said . . . I was going through some things, and I took it out on the two of you. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she says brightly. She pulls away, enough to look up at me with those shining eyes and place her warm hand on my cheek. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. I’m always here if you need me. I’m just glad to finally feel like I have my son back.”

Is it possible for a heart to break and mend at the same time?

I know I shouldn’t hold on to it, but this is a feeling that I want to bottle and carry with me. A mother’s love. Pure and unconditional.

Ms. Altamura doesn’t know what she’s saying. She doesn’t know her son isn’t really here right now. And soon Enzo will get his body back, his life back.

But this moment . . . it’s mine.

“You come here too,” Ms. Altamura says, using her right arm to grab Vinny and squeeze us both in a group hug. “I love you boys, so much.”

My eyes burn. “Love you, too.”

Ms. Altamura gives us one more big squeeze before letting us go. “Now, you two put this out and clean everything up. I’ll get dinner started.”

“Sounds good, Mom,” Vinny says.

The fire has been going long enough to make everything we burned unrecognizable, to the point where I can almost convince myself it was only Vinny’s dad’s stuff all along. Still, we bury whatever is left. By the time we are finished, my chest is hot with sweat trapped under my shirt and my stomach is growling.

I start to head inside when I realize Vinny isn’t following. I turn back to him, to see him staring at his phone.

“What’s up?”

His eyes are wide. “I told her everything and she’s coming back early. She’s on a red-eye and will see us in the morning.”

“Who?” I ask, though I realize it immediately after.

The family friend that knows about evil spirits. The one who will exorcise me from Enzo’s body and send me back to my eternity on Sycamore Avenue.

“Where are we meeting her?” I ask, pretending the sinking feeling in my stomach is only hunger.

“A place both of us could use.” He gives his most charming smile. “We’re going to church.”
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The walk is pretty long, and by the time Vinny says “here it is,” my shirt is already drenched. The church is exactly what I expect, and gives all the full gothic, blood of the lamb, intensely Catholic vibes. My parents had been raised some kind of Christian, but they weren’t practicing enough to actually go to church, just enough to invite people over on holidays like Easter and Christmas and to know the words when some family member wanted to say grace. I’m sure I passed by this church in life since it looks old as hell, but I apparently hadn’t paid enough attention to remember it.

Never thought I’d actually have to be saved, but, well, here we are.

“She’s waiting for us inside,” Vinny says.

I follow Vinny up the steps to the church entrance. He steps in first, passing through the large wooden doors. I cross the threshold and immediately scream. My skin scalds, starting to blister up raw and red, aching everywhere.

Oh  shit. I’m literally bursting into flames.

Vinny’s eyes go wide, and he pushes me back out the door. Immediately, the pain subsides as my body heals on its own, first to an angry sunburn and then back to Enzo’s slight tan, like nothing happened at all.

Do I just heal like that for everything now? I completely recovered from the whole evil spirit takeover of yesterday, but I’m not sure if it’s only supernatural stuff that prompts this Wolverine-like recovery. That’s something to test later, as I don’t think now is the time to injure myself outside a church in broad daylight. I’m lucky there isn’t a mass going on and no one was around to see my satanic combustion.

“Well,” Vinny starts. “Change of plans. I’ll tell her to meet us outside.”

“Good thinking.”

We head to a café across the street. It has sort of a fifties diner feel, but more elevated. We’re seated at one of the plush red booths. I’m examining my arm, looking for any signs of the burn marks from earlier when the waitress, a middle-aged woman with a perky ponytail and a very noticeable chest, places three water glasses on the table. She also sets down the menus, which are comically large and contain a huge array of options. She barely walks off before she’s replaced by another person, blowing in like a storm and plopping into the seat to Vinny’s left.

It’s a nun. Dressed in the full habit and everything. She has to be at least in her early sixties, although it’s hard to make out features aside from her striking green eyes and the wrinkles beginning to form across her face.

“Sorry, had a consultation at that church, didn’t think about how  it wouldn’t be a good location to meet. Honestly, you’ll want to avoid any kind of spiritual place. No churches, synagogues, temples. I don’t even want you walking into a gym if there’s some dude calling it his church. This isn’t a Christian thing. You’re nondenominationally fucked from any kind of belief. But sorry it took so long. That asshole Padre Michael can talk for hours. Squirrelly little weirdo but got quite the goddamn mouth on him.” The nun looks around before taking out a vape pen and taking a drag. She blows out the smoke in a continuous soft trail before pointing the back of the pen at me. “You must be the spirit.”

I’m completely taken aback by her . . . as a whole. “Um, yes, ma’am. I mean, sister?”

She snorts. “Pretty polite for an evil spirit, huh? Did this little shit not give me a proper introduction?” the nun asks, gesturing to Vinny with her thumb.

He shrugs. “We’ve had stuff going on.”

The nun rolls her eyes. “Well, all right, kid, introduction’s on me, then. I’m Sister Maria Lucia. Me and Ms. Altamura go way back. I went to her parents’ church and used to babysit her. Plus, I did an exorcism for her great-aunt over in Pittsburgh and, trust me, nothing brings people closer than removing a demon from a loved one.”

“So, you’re really a . . .”

“Nun?” she asks with a raised eyebrow. “Yeah. I mean, technically I was asked to leave my convent due to my interest in the occult . . . among other things. Behavioral issues, whatever. So officially, perhaps not, but it’s not like Jesus ever broke up with me. And it sure doesn’t stop all sorts of people and churches from  bringing me in to deal with their problems. Everybody talks shit until they got their own fucking demon, you know?” She waves it off. “I don’t care. They didn’t like Jesus much when he was around either. So am I a good nun? Maybe not. But I made a commitment, and if there’s one thing I am good at, it’s stopping the forces of evil with spirituality. And fucking logic. Because, contrary to current belief, you actually need both, and a lot of modern-day Catholics like to pretend the latter doesn’t exist.”

I am both a little scared by and a little obsessed with her.

“And I’m . . . the force of evil you need to stop?” I ask softly.

Sister Maria Lucia can’t answer right away, as the waitress walks up to take our orders. Vinny and I both order quietly. I pick the first thing I see on the menu, not paying attention.

“You have mimosas?” Sister Maria Lucia asks the waitress.

“No alcohol here, sister,” the waitress says.

“Then just an orange juice, hon, thanks.” With this, she looks back at me. “I’m not saying you’re a force of evil, kid. Just that you’re caught up in them. It’s my job to get you uncaught from that shit. That’s what I’m trying to do.” The glass of orange juice is set on the table and Sister Maria Lucia pulls a flask out from what I assume is her boot, adding a bit of a clear liquid to the glass. “A screwdriver works, too.”

Vinny sighs. “Do you have to drink this early?”

Sister Maria Lucia glares at him. “You’re damn right I do. When you deal with the forces of evil for a living, you see some unimaginably awful things. And when you see as much shit as I have in my long life, you smoke and you drink and you tell judgy little teenage boys to mind their business.”

“Well, he’s now seen some shit, too.” I swallow.

Sister Maria Lucia shrugs. “I’d offer you both a sip, but you’re underage. Come back tomorrow and I’ll give you church wine, I guess. Not that the Blood of Christ does enough to rid the night terrors. Trust me, I’ve tried.” She takes a large swig of her makeshift cocktail and smiles. “Now, what did you say your name was?”

“Schuyler,” I say. “Schuyler Thompson.”

Sister Maria Lucia mulls that over. “You were that teenage girl that died on Sycamore, weren’t you?”

I don’t know if I should be flattered that my death is still somewhat infamous.

“I knew there was an evil spirit in town, so I was looking up tragic deaths,” Sister Maria Lucia explains. “You were one of the possibilities I had narrowed down. You and the two boys who died with you, that is.”

Vinny looks over at me, a question in his eyes. My heart pounds in my chest.

“Key’s not an evil spirit,” I say. “He’s normal.” Guilt pings through me as I think back to our last conversation. How I left.

“And the other one?” Sister Maria Lucia asks. “What was his name?”

She starts to say it, and panic rushes over me.

“No!” With the look they give me, I know it was too loud, too fast. I try to recover the moment. “I mean, no, he didn’t come back. He passed on.”

Sister Maria Lucia nods. “Well, there’s that, then.” For the first time since she arrived, the nun puts on an expression that’s soft.  “I’m sorry, Schuyler. Given . . . everything, something tells me you suffered more than just a car crash.”

My eyes threaten to burn but I force it down. I don’t want to talk about my death. Because then I’ll have to tell her and Vinny everything. Then I’ll have to admit what I did.

“I’m sorry for possessing Enzo,” I say instead. “It was an accident.”

Sister Maria Lucia waves away my apology. “I don’t care about that. We can figure that out. But I do need you to be honest with me, Schuyler. How many people have you killed and eaten?”

My eyes widen and my heart practically stops in my chest. Her voice is entirely serious, like a doctor asking about symptoms to make a diagnosis. Vinny spits out his water on the table, unrolling his napkin to quickly clean it up.

“I told you, I’ve been doing this for a long time, and I know squirrels aren’t going to cut it while you’re in that body. Possession amplifies a spirit’s power and considering you’re not currently transformed and rampaging, you must have killed at least one person.”

“Sister,” Vinny starts, “I don’t think—”

She shushes him before turning back to me. “If I have to do damage control, I need to know where we’re at.”

“I haven’t killed anyone!” I whisper yell. It’s too loud, because it’s at that exact moment the waitress returns with the plates, a confused and freaked out expression on her face. It’s far too quiet as she cautiously sets down the food.

“Why do we have to run lines for your stupid play?” Vinny whines.

He’s  definitely the better liar, and it’s enough to get the waitress to visibly relax as she continues on to her other tables.

“I haven’t killed anyone,” I repeat, quieter this time. “But . . . you mean I’m still going to transform as Enzo?”

Sister Maria Lucia nods. “Yep. For now, at least. What you are currently experiencing is actually a partial possession. Your soul is not fully integrated with Enzo’s body. Until that happens, you’re sort of a blend between human and evil spirit. So you will continue to transform and consume living flesh, just as you did in spirit form, only with more power and much hungrier.”

I blanch. I don’t want to do that. What happened yesterday was already more than enough. The last thing I need are repeats. If that’s the case, I can’t stay in Enzo’s body for as long as I’d hoped. I’ll deal with going back to my normal spirit self, even if it means giving up on being with Wren.

“Okay, so I just have to leave Enzo’s body, right?” I ask. My heart clenches but I power through. “You can just exorcize me today.”

“What? No!” Vinny starts, but Sister Maria Lucia doesn’t look at him.

“We could, if Enzo’s spirit was in there with you. But he’s not. So, until we find him, we can’t exorcize you, or we’ll be leaving his body ripe for any old spirit to take over. Including one that might not be so willing to give it back.”

“How can you tell Enzo isn’t in here with me?” I ask. While that had felt like the case, I was hoping it was just my inexperience in not knowing the difference. “Where is he?”

Sister Maria Lucia shrugs and downs the rest of her drink. “I don’t know. I just know what it looks like when two spirits are  in the same body, and that isn’t happening here. Which means you either have to find where he went, which will not be easy, or you have to fully gain control of the body for a total possession.”

I feel like my world is crumbling around me. Again. All the expectations I had for this possession—a quick turnaround, a no-stakes second chance at life, just borrowing a body to easily give it back—are all wrong.

“So we have to find Enzo’s soul before I can leave his body?”

“Or we risk something worse coming along to possess him, yes. Which is why you need to stay put in there.” Sister Maria Lucia continues, “Now, I haven’t personally dealt with partial possessions before, so I’m going to call up some contacts and get back into my books to see what I can find about complete integration. In the meantime, you try not to make too big of a mess, okay?”

“Complete integration? I can’t stay like this! Aren’t you two worried about Enzo’s soul?” I ask. “You’re his family.”

Vinny rolls his eyes, like that’s answer enough.

“Sure, I’m worried about him, but we have to address the bigger problem,” Sister Maria Lucia says. She frowns, eyeing me carefully. “Finding Enzo’s spirit will be like finding a needle in a haystack. It will take a lot of time, which will lead to a lot more bodies on your end. The best solution is to get you in total possession, stop your transformations and bloodlust, and then worry about Enzo.”

Extreme guilt snakes through me. Not only have I pretty much stolen Enzo’s life, but now I’ll be abandoning Key for who knows how long.

He’s  never going to forgive me.

“So, do you want the bad news or the worse news first?” Sister Maria Lucia asks.

My jaw drops. “That wasn’t the bad news?”

“No, the bad news is that if you don’t figure out how to complete the possession soon, the evil spirit side will take over and Enzo’s body will die.”

My blood runs cold.

“Um, how soon is soon?” Vinny asks.

“I can try to calculate exactly how long you have based on when you have your next transformation,” Sister Maria Lucia says. “But you have to remember, this is all very taboo and there aren’t a lot of recorded cases. I’ll do the best I can, but . . . I mean you definitely have less than two weeks. And that’s an optimistic estimate.”

All this new information is giving me whiplash, and it’s hard to wrap my head around. I have less than two weeks to figure out how to complete the possession, and while that messed-up countdown is happening, I also have to worry about killing people because of my unwanted bloodlust.

My stomach drops. “Wait . . . if that’s the bad news, what’s the worse news?”

“Other strong spirits will be able to sniff you out. As long as you remain unintegrated, evil spirits can force their way in and fully possess that body instead.” She adjusts her habit, letting out a big sigh. “Fortunately, since you’re obviously the evil spirit behind the local animal attacks, I don’t think there is a stronger force in town that would pose a real threat.”

Which would be reassuring if it weren’t for the evil spirit I  saw at school and the mangled corpse we stumbled upon yesterday.

“About that. What if . . .” I start slowly, choosing my words carefully like that could make them feel a little less real. “What if there was another evil spirit? One strong enough to not just kill squirrels and stuff, but, like, a grown man?”

I expect Sister Maria Lucia to laugh, say it’s no big deal or that the very idea of it is impossible. To give some kind of reassurance. Instead, her eyes are shadowed in a look I can only describe as haunted as she takes out her flask again and throws back a swig.

“Then,” she says, voice hard, “you’d be fucked.”
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Until Sister Maria Lucia gets back to us with answers on how to complete the possession, the only thing I can really do is try to suppress the hungry evil spirit within me and lie in Enzo’s bed, listening to the same Sad Songs to Cry to in the Shower playlist on repeat. I know I should go back to Sycamore and update Key on what’s going on, but he’ll just be even madder at me, and I can’t handle that right now.

Ms. Altamura came in to check on me last night. The immense guilt from knowing I essentially slammed her son’s soul right out of his body and into god-knows-where just made me shut down more. I think Vinny wanted to give me space, or maybe was just distracted by the kittens, but his worry has also been clear.

Even through my wallowing, it’s hard not to perk up at a text from Wren.

Hey, wanna have our first official

date today?

Going  on a date should be a definite “no” considering I don’t know when my next transformation will hit me. But refuse my gorgeous dream girl asking me out?

I mean, I’m only human.

Mostly. I think.

Yeah!

Where should we go?

What do you like? Movie? Food?

My mind is racing with all the different possibilities. I want to pick something romantic. Something she’ll remember. Something that’s way more thoughtful than anything Low-Effort-Enzo would have thrown together.

What about the aquarium?

If I learned anything from queer reality dating shows, it’s that sapphics love aquariums.

Ooh, sure! I can get you in fifteen?

She throws in a cute gif of sea otters, so I know I did something right. I can’t stop myself from smiling wide.

See you soon

I’m feeling so good, I add a heart emoji without overthinking it.  Like, sure, everything else kind of sucks because, yeah, I literally gnawed on a radius bone two days ago and am a walking wet-dream fleshbag for every nearby spirit with a penchant for possession, but that stuff doesn’t feel quite so pressing anymore.

For this one blissful moment that will hopefully turn into one blissful day, I can just be a regular teenage girl on a date.

Or, a semi-regular teenage boy on a date.

I don’t have time for technicalities. I have to get ready.

I tear through Enzo’s closet to find something a bit more suited to my personal tastes. Way in the back, almost like it was discarded as an unwanted gift, I come across a bright pink V-neck.

“Cute,” I say, immediately pulling it out and shoving it on. I pair that with some black pants I find that aren’t too dressy but a step or two up from completely casual, and wear sneakers (also shoved deep in the closet) that have pink and blue accents.

It’s still annoying that Enzo can pull off basically anything with next to no effort, but I at least feel comfortable in this. When I was alive, I always wanted to dress more comfortably, gravitating toward simple and masculine cuts, but I never would’ve gotten away with wearing any of it. Although I would probably still have gone for a cropped cut and high waist, it’s a lot easier to feel comfortable in this body and these clothes.

I lift the shirt to my stomach, which is flat and hard. Even Mom wouldn’t have found anything to say about Enzo’s appearance, and she was an expert at picking apart mine.

Douchebag asshole. He has it so easy. Although I should probably figure out how to work out, so I don’t lose his strength while  borrowing his body. That’s a problem for later. His muscle mass won’t matter if my evil spirit kills him.

My anxiety spikes, and I try to focus on the date.

I peek under the waistband of my pants. Do I need to shave?

My face immediately heats. Dear god, I can’t believe I’m actually thinking about shaving my balls. I don’t know how to do that! The thought of cutting myself there pushes a visible squirm through me. Not to mention the immense embarrassment I feel despite being alone. It’s not like Wren and I are going to do anything. It’s the first date. In a public place.

I slam my face into a pillow, like that can remove the annoying thoughts, and then grab my stuff. I head over to where Vinny is, next to Duchess and her kittens.

“I’m going on a date with Wren,” I say. One of the kittens, the orange tabby, gives an angry little squeak. One of the others has a paw shoved in his side; he must be annoyed. Gosh those squirmy little babies are the cutest things I’ve ever seen. “Have you named them yet?”

“Yeah, these are Mothman, Bigfoot, and Nessie,” Vinny says as he points to three kittens before landing on the orange tabby. “Mom wanted to name this one, so he’s Snugglebug. Which could have been a lot worse considering she named her sons Lorenzo and Vincenzo.”

I don’t admit that I actually think it’s cute because something tells me Vinny won’t appreciate that.

He glances back up at me. “You’ll be okay out by yourself?”

I nod quickly. “First sign of evil spirit stuff and I’ll get the hell away.”

“Call me if you need me, okay?”

I  smile. “Thanks, man.”

He rolls his eyes. “You got it, bro.”

My chest feels warm but then flutters with nerves when I see a new text from Wren.

Here

She’s here, I’m queer, and my mind’s in a panic. I’m going on a date!!! With Wren!!!

I sprint out to the street, where she’s waiting in her car.

Fuck, she’s beautiful.

She’s wearing a blue jumpsuit, her hair in a messy bun, some curls falling onto her shoulders, and my heart skips. She smiles upon seeing me, and I melt. I’m surprised the puddle I become manages to walk to the passenger door and get in the car.

“How are you holding up?” she asks.

I force a smile. I can’t tell her the complete truth. Or, even, most of the truth.

“It’s been . . . a little difficult adjusting. But I’m happy to be here. With you. Now.”

At least it’s not a lie.

“Me too.” She puts the car back in drive. “Do you want me to call you Schuyler? Enzo? I’m not really sure with the situation . . .”

“Sky is fine,” I say.

I don’t mind being called Enzo. I mean, I sort of am Enzo until I can figure out where the hell his soul went. But it’s a little different with Wren. I want to know she’s talking to me. Not just this body, the boy she was dating, but the person (ghost?) on the inside.

“Okay, Sky,” she says. “Ready to look at some fish?”

“You make it sound so fun.”

“It is fun, and I love that we’re doing it, but it also is looking at fish.”

“There aren’t just fish!”

And I’m right. When we walk together into the aquarium lobby, it’s made immediately clear that there is plenty more than just fish. There’s also otters, sea lions and seals, penguins, and while Wren doesn’t have any idea of this part, ghosts.

Quite a few ghosts, really.

My heart thuds in my chest, and a much more terrified kind of nerves takes over, but none of the spirits here are the evil spirit from the other day. Most of them seem reserved, peaceful, at ease.

Their empty eyes all look right in my direction, though.

“You okay?” Wren asks.

She reaches out to take my hand in hers. My heart pounds for a new reason.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just nervous.”

She lifts an eyebrow. “You were so convinced you’d get me to fall for you. Having second thoughts?”

Her teasing makes me smile. She’s so easy to talk to, although a part of that might be the time I spent around her without her knowing. In a kind of messed-up way, it feels like we’re already close. “Oh, I’m not nervous about that. I’m actually a little afraid of penguins. Being with you doesn’t scare me at all. It feels nice.”

She almost goes a little pink. “Penguins?”

“I don’t trust any bird that doesn’t fly.”

“You must shit your pants at the idea of an ostrich.”

I  put on my most serious expression. “You’d be a fool not to.”

Wren laughs, playfully bumping into me as we walk, and my skin pleasantly tingles. There’s something that feels so easy and natural about being with her. Like Enzo wasn’t the one dating her, but it was me the entire time. Maybe my delusions are catching up with me, but it’s better than focusing on all the bad things.

As Wren takes pictures of the silliest-looking fish and grabs my hand to pull me to different displays, it almost feels like this is the kind of moment I was meant for. Why I came back. It’s something out of a movie, or a made-up self-insert romance I would have imagined before bed in my actual life.

It’s like a dream, but it’s not. Something I’m reminded of by the soft and steady pressure of Wren’s palm against mine.

“Holy shit,” I breathe out. “They’re perfect.”

We stop in front of the otter tank, otters being high up on my list of very favorite animals because they are undoubtedly cute as hell.

One swims right in front of me, a fuzzy, incredible rocket, and tears form in my eyes.

“You really like otters, huh?” Wren asks.

“I would kill a man for any of these little guys,” I joke, but my expression falls when I realize that’s not funny coming from me. Not that Wren knows about what happened Friday.

She can’t know.

“Oh, same,” she says. “You know they can have pet rocks?”

“Stop, I’m gonna cry more.”

One of the otters dives down to the bottom of the pool to grab a toy, clutching it in his cute little paws. I can’t stop my delighted, open-mouthed smile, not caring if people look.

I  only break my stare to sneeze.

“God bless you,” the woman next to me says with a smile. Then her expression turns to shock.

Does she know Enzo?

Wren leans in close to me. “Uh . . . Sky? I think your eyes are bleeding?”

I wipe at the wetness I assumed were tears to reveal a bright red staining my fingertips. Shit. “That’s what I get for staying up all night gaming,” I say. “Ha. Ha. Ha.”

The woman doesn’t scream or get involved further, just slowly steps away. I internally apologize to any possible children she has that will no longer be able to play video games.

“You okay?” Wren asks.

“Yeah,” I whisper. “Just, uh, some annoying possession side effects.” I force a smile. “I haven’t thrown up all weekend, though.”

I don’t add that I haven’t thrown up since my scavenger meal. There’s some things Wren doesn’t need to know. Especially when this is only temporary.

“No problem.” She pulls out a package of wet wipes from her purse and uses one to dab at my eyes.

“Are you wiping my tears with toilet wipes?” I ask. “It’s so romantic.”

She pouts. “I don’t carry around tissues. That’s not going to help the IBS.” She folds the wipe to hide the bloodstains. “Not that I should be talking about poop related things on a date.”

“Why not?” I ask. “We all do it. Well, not as a spirit. Be honest, is it weird that I even missed pooping?”

“Pooping amounts to, like, a solid third of my problems, so I do not relate.”

“Perks of being a ghost, then. No IBS.”

“What a dream.” Barely a moment passes before Wren bites her lip. “Sorry, is that insensitive, since you’re . . .”

I shrug. “I don’t mind. I’m here now, just as likely to get diarrhea as the next guy.”

Wren rolls her eyes but she’s smiling. She grabs onto my hand again. I hope it isn’t too sweaty. As much as it pains me to stray away from the otters, we still have a lot of aquarium left to see.

As we turn into the next exhibit hall, my heart clenches in my chest, breath stopping in my throat.

It’s him. It’s him.

It can’t be him. But it’s his same mousy brown hair, same narrow chin and black glasses. My head spins. The guy looks in our direction and it’s not him—of course it’s not him—but I can’t rein in my breath and the floor tilts under me.

He’s gone, I remind myself. He’s dead and he didn’t come back.

There are times I almost wish he had to suffer as an echo, but I was always secretly glad that he never came back as a ghost. Because if he had stayed with Key and me . . . I can’t even stomach the thought.

My breathing is suddenly too fast. I want to pull off my skin but settle for pulling at my already loose V-neck.

Without a word, Wren leads me through the doors to an outside area, where there is a somewhat secluded bench near the seal enclosure. She keeps my hand clenched in hers, sitting right next to me, waiting until I’m able to speak.

“Are you okay? Did something happen in there?” Wren asks. I nod. “I’m sorry, I thought I saw . . .” I can’t finish.

“Someone from your life?”

“My ex,” I choke out.

A pause between us passes as I catch my breath, focus on her touch. I try to slow my breathing, taking a deep breath and holding it before letting it out.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Wren asks.

No, not really. There was one time I tried to speak about it, when I was alive. I started to tell my mom about the things he did to me and she immediately shut it down. Said I couldn’t lose him, because I wouldn’t do any better than him.

That I was lucky.

That I should’ve been grateful for what I could get, for a chance to prove that I was normal.

I know Wren wouldn’t say that, but still. I don’t know how much I should say, I don’t know how much I will say, but I feel like I need to say something. Not to just appease Wren, but for me. To try one more time.

“Ever since I can remember, I was sort of desperate for love. I guess I . . . I never felt seen or understood at home, and I would read all these romance books and it just seemed so nice. Being loved that much. But people weren’t interested in me like that, you know? It’s not like people hated me or anything, they were just indifferent. Like . . . like no one noticed whether or not I was there, or at least, they wouldn’t care when I was gone.” My eyes burn, but it’s like I can’t stop talking. The words pour right out.

“Then, at the start of sophomore year, there was a new boy, and he started to give me attention . . . it was just like in the books,  at least at first. I fell way too hard, too fast. I think it was the idea of it that got me, mostly.” I swallow. “It felt like, finally, you know, I had this thing I’d wanted for so long. This great romance, this relationship. But . . . it changed.” I can’t look at her. I’m looking at my free hand, squeezing it and mashing the fingers together. “He would get jealous, freaking out at me for talking to other guys and making me cut off contact with them, even if it was for a school project or something. Meanwhile, he was sexting other girls behind my back. But if I ever called him out or anything, he’d play the victim and cry and threaten stuff and . . . he just constantly made me feel so bad about myself. He’d make me go to these college parties where I wouldn’t know anyone except him, and then he’d ignore me the whole time. If I was allowed to bring my best friend, which wasn’t often, he’d get him drinking, usually way too much, and I’d still end up alone. I know that feels like nothing but . . . he just made me constantly feel like I wasn’t enough. And the things he’d pressure me into doing just to try to prove that I was enough . . .” I can’t say it. I know I’m being vague, but I can’t bear the details. Even this much is hard. My voice is shaky and I try to steady it. “Seeing someone that looked like him just . . . really shook me, I guess.”

Wren meets my eyes. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Sky. What an emotionally abusive piece of shit.”

I let out a sharp laugh despite myself. I understand what Vinny meant when he opened up about his dad. There is something super validating about another person saying aloud that the person who hurt you sucks. Everyone always acted like he was such a nice guy. He hid his true colors well, so it feels especially good to hear someone say otherwise.

“He was in the car when we . . .”

I don’t finish the sentence. I don’t have to.

“Did he survive?” Wren asks, a line forming between her eyebrows.

“None of us did, but he didn’t stay as a spirit. Just me and Key.”

“Key?” Wren asks.

“My best friend.” My voice falls. Is he still my best friend? I’ve been so terrible, leaving him behind and not trying to go back to see him. “My ex would sometimes let him come along because Key always had weed and booze money. Not that they really got along. Key, uh . . . he was in the car then, too.”

There are still things I don’t say. Things that might change her opinion of me. The usual guilt and self-disgust bubbles up in my gut. I ignore it.

“I’m so sorry,” Wren says. “But I’m glad only you two stayed and not your ex. I hope he’s rotting in hell.”

Relief washes over me when she doesn’t ask for more details on the accident. On the how, on the why. I steer the subject away from the crash to keep it that way.

“That’s why this”—I gesture between us—“is so important to me. This chance. I know it’s gotta be weird for you, and probably more than a little messed-up. But I never had a good experience with dating. I didn’t get to meet someone like you when I was alive. If I had . . .” I trail off, looking for the best words that don’t betray too much. “Maybe I wouldn’t have been so afraid to be myself.” Maybe I could have liked myself. I don’t say that part, although it feels like the thing I mean the most. “So, thank you,” I finish instead.

Wren  wipes at a wet eye. “You don’t have to thank me. I’m not exactly doing this for you. Or, at least, not because I feel bad for you.” She leans in closer to me. “I like you, Sky. You. I’ve tried so hard to make it work with Enzo, to not feel like a failure that . . . I feel like I’ve been sort of forgetting myself along the way. But since talking with you that afternoon, even before I realized it was you, I feel more like myself again.” She smiles. “I feel happy.”

My heart flutters, so excited it’s practically in my throat. She’s so close to me, her eyes sparkling in the sunlight.

“Is it okay if I kiss you?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says, almost breathless. “Um, yeah. Yes.”

So I lean down and I kiss her, our hands still intertwined. It’s soft and sweet and leaves my lips tingling.

Even the freaking seals behind us start barking. It feels like approval, like a real rom-com instead of the horror movie I normally live in.

Which means it’s probably not a good time to mention the Enzo’s-soul stuff. Or my evil spirit stuff. Or the other evil spirit who might try to take over this body stuff.

I just want this moment.

Allowing myself to be a little selfish, I shove those things away so that I can hold on to the happy fluttery feeling and hug her back.
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So Much for Being in a Rom-Com 
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Mondays are usually filled with dread and fatigue and a general cocktail of bad vibes, but there’s something especially off about this morning. Maybe it’s that the weekend went too smoothly, felt too normal and perfect after the fucked-up events of Friday that I can’t trust what will happen next. I haven’t seen any signs of that other evil spirit, but I still can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched. Like he’s stalking me from the shadows, waiting for a precise time to strike.

It certainly doesn’t help that every ghost I see follows my movement like I’m the Wagyu beef of bodies. The few spirits that do attempt to get close are easy enough to swat away, but it has me on edge.

What happens when the evil spirit tries?

I do my best to avoid any ghost, just to be safe, while also trying not to draw attention to myself as I dodge things no one else can see. Especially because Enzo Altamura attracts an amount  of attention that Schuyler Thompson would have only dreamed of, but in practice, doesn’t actually enjoy.

It also doesn’t help that this morning I woke up with another nosebleed. Not to mention, Sister Maria Lucia hasn’t gotten back to us yet with any advice on how to fix my janky possession.

So, yeah, it’s a little hard to care about Heart of Darkness. If we had to read an old ass book, The Exorcist would at least be a little more helpful. I flip through the pages in the borrowed book that’s definitely older than me, and that’s going off my original birth year.

I’m surprised they haven’t made this digital, too.

The English teacher, Mr. Turner, walks past me. “Mr. Altamura, I didn’t receive your essay in Submittable.”

I look at him blankly. “In what?”

There’s a few snickers as some of the dudes around me think I’m playing dumb on purpose. Mr. Turner isn’t pleased.

“Get it in this week, or I’ll give you a zero. I’m still docking points for it being late.”

Guess I’ll have to throw something together. If I can figure out what the essay is supposed to be on. Maybe Enzo actually started it? I’ll have to search through his tablet later.

“Sure thing,” I say.

Then my arm starts shaking so violently it taps against the desk. It’s loud, loud enough for the entire class to turn in their seats.

“Mr. Altamura . . .” Mr. Turner starts with a sigh.

“I’m not doing this on purpose!” It doesn’t sound convincing. I know because snorts and laughs sound throughout the room. I don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing that people think I’m  messing around to distract from class. My hand keeps shaking and my fingertips start to throb.

Oh no.

Oh SHIT.

“May I be excused?” I ask quickly.

My mouth aches. Sharpened teeth split through the meat of my throat. Blood slides down, nearly choking me.

“Dude, you okay?”

“He doesn’t look so good . . .”

“I’m sure Mr. Altamura is fine.” Mr. Tucker gives me a warning glare.

My fingertips break open, small cuts with blood only just leaking through.

“I’m not messing around,” I try to say, but the words are garbled from the blood and pain. My vision darkens around the edges and I know there’s no stopping this. I can’t wait for Mr. Tucker’s permission. I have to get the hell out of here before someone gets hurt.

I spring out of my seat, shoving past Mr. Tucker. He stumbles and I hear him smack against the floor and curse, but I’m already out of the room. I didn’t grab any of my stuff, but thankfully, my phone is in my pocket. I pull it out, trying to press on Vinny’s name to call him, but bones are already pushing through my fingertips, scratching against the screen and coating it in blood.

I continue to stumble through the hall, moving as fast as I can.

“Call Vinny!” I shout at the phone. “Call Vinny, dammit!”

Blessedly, the call goes through. Vinny’s voice is low. “Dude, I’m in class.”

“AND I’M FUCKING TURNING.”

“Shit,” he whispers. “Head outside. I’ll find you. I have a plan.”

I rush out the front doors, ignoring those in the office that give me looks as I pass. I pray no one chases after me. I can’t risk anyone noticing this. I don’t know what would happen if someone from the school found me transforming, but none of it is good.

I don’t stop moving until I put some distance between myself and the school, past the football field and to the wooded area that borders the campus. My fingers are all bloodied, the bone curving into claws. My teeth are growing, shoving through my gums and sharpening as the edges of my mouth tear open.

I’m losing more of myself. I have to do something quick.

“Enzo!” Vinny calls, running after me.

“Don’t get too close!” I warn. I can’t trust myself like this.

He slows to an awkward stop, a few feet away from me. To my right, I sense movement. I don’t want to do it, but I don’t know what choice I have.

Tears fall from my eyes, from more than the pain of transformation. I dart over and slam my hand against a tree trunk, catching a poor squirrel in my claws. I sob as I kill it quickly, then sink my teeth into the flesh.

“I’m so sorry,” I groan. “I’m so sorry.” I wait for my bones to retract, for my teeth to dull. But the change isn’t reversing. It’s only getting worse. “Why isn’t it working?!” Snot runs down my nostril and into my unhinged jaw.

Vinny, hands out like he’s in a Jurassic Park movie and trying to tame a dinosaur, steps toward me.

“Sky, it’s not enough. It’s like Sister Maria Lucia said. You . . .” He looks apologetic. “You need to kill someone. A person.”

My  eyes widen so much they sting more than my split lips. “What the fuck, Vinny? I can’t just kill someone!”

“Well, you clearly don’t have a choice. I, um, I gave this some thought over the weekend, just in case, and I have some . . . options.”

“Options for what?”

“People to, um, eat.”

“Vinny, that’s so messed-up! We can’t just decide who gets to live or die.”

Vinny holds up his hands in defense.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures, Sky. And I was logical about it. Like, the White House is too far . . .”

A growl escapes my splitting lips. “Not the time, Vinny.”

“Right, so there is Mr. Meyers, who’s like ninety and can’t have much time left anyway—”

“Vinny!”

“Okay, okay, I do have another option. You know Scott? He’s Enzo’s worst friend. Girls warn each other not to leave drinks unattended around him because he . . . well. One girl tried to press charges, but she ended up dropping it and switching schools. That’s how unbearable he makes things for people—for me, too. I caught him once at school. He had cornered this freshman and she was clearly uncomfortable, so I stepped in to stop him. I reported him, and because of that, he’s made my life hell. Not that it even matters. Nobody does shit about it. Not when I made that report, not when there’s video footage, not even when there’s bruises . . . He’s never going to stop, Sky. Not unless we stop him.”

I try to look at him through the pain. “He hurt you?”

Vinny  nods sadly. “He’s hurt a lot of people.”

Both Wren and Moose also mentioned Scott was a terrible person, so I know Vinny is telling the truth, but . . . Can I do this? Is it really okay for me to decide if he deserves to die?

Ethics and reason slip away as my bloodthirst surges. The squirrel’s body drops from my red-stained hand. I can’t hurt Vinny. I won’t hurt Vinny.

I don’t think I have a choice.

“I figured you might be more open to that option,” Vinny admits, sensing my agreement. “So I might have set a small trap.”

“What?”

A voice breaks through the air from behind me. “Where are you, you stupid little bitch?”

Oh, Vinny. What did you do?

“It’s our only option, Sky,” Vinny says quickly. “I know it’s not right, but . . . I don’t know what else to do. It’s either him or you, and I choose you.”

My vision is getting more and more cloudy. My entire body flares with pain.

Scott appears, phone out and face twisted in anger.

“I’m going to fucking kill you—” His threat stops when he notices me there, too. “Enzo? What the hell is this?”

I don’t respond.

“Sky,” Vinny says when I hesitate to make a move. “We don’t have a choice.”

“Enzo, you need to get your freak of a brother to shut up before I make him shut up for good. Did you see what he sent me?”

He’s  threatening Vinny. He hurt Vinny. He hurt girls. Girls that might have been like me. Like I used to be.

It doesn’t matter. Vinny’s wrong.

We do have a choice.

But this is the best one.

I turn around. “Fuck you, man,” I say.

Scott looks annoyed.

Scott looks like prey.

The rest of my thoughts, logic, and humanity escape me as I let the evil spirit take over.

And I don’t need to say anything at all.

I just eat.
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Past the Point of No Return
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By the time I regain enough of myself to truly comprehend what I’ve done, it’s too late. It’s actually far past too late. “Too late” is no longer in the room with us. “Too late” fully left the building, boarded a plane, and got the hell out of here because it’s a complete and utter mess.

What remains of Scott isn’t pretty, looking almost exactly like the body we came across Friday, confirming that it was the work of the other evil spirit.

A monster. Like me.

Stunned, I glance down at my hands, fingers outstretched. The bone is back where it should be, the cuts all healed. But they are completely coated in blood, not to mention some other matter I can’t stomach identifying.

I did this.

I killed a guy.

It feels like the world caves in around me, like a vacuum opened up in my gut and is sucking air from the inside. There’s a  strange mixture of complete, exploding panic and a detached hollowness competing in my mind, creating a conflicting storm of horror.

A sob chokes out of me.

“Are you, uh, done?” Vinny asks. He’s turned in the opposite direction, hands now easing away from his ears.

“Vinny,” I wail. “What the fuck? What the fuck?”

He rushes over to me, and though his face turns a ghostly white, blood completely draining at the sight of the massacred carcass on the ground, he swallows whatever terror he’s feeling and puts both hands on my shoulders. “You had to. And he was a piece of shit. Think of all the girls you saved by doing this.”

“That’s not . . .” I start. “That doesn’t make this okay.”

“Maybe not, but it makes it better than the alternative of killing me, I hope.” He swallows, bracing himself for the next words. “We’ve got to clean you up and get an alibi together, okay? I don’t think anyone will believe a human could do . . . that. But just to be safe.”

I shake my head. “This is too much, Vinny. I can’t.”

“You can,” he says. “It sucks. But you can. Because we have to.”

I can’t argue with that. There’s no undoing what I did to Scott. There’s no turning back time or piecing him back together. I have to live with it. As long as I am able to keep living on this borrowed time, that is.

“Okay,” I whisper.

He nods.

My tears don’t stop, and my stomach remains lead, but I listen  to Vinny. There’s not much we can do to ensure my DNA isn’t found, but considering Enzo hasn’t committed any crimes before, would they really look?

A person couldn’t do this. A person didn’t, not really.

Mind numb, I strip down to my boxer briefs and ball up my dirty clothes before we rush into the nearest bathroom outside the football field. It’s the most desperate sink shower of my life, and it takes a lot to clean me up, but Vinny snatches some cleaning supplies along with lost and found clothes, and I change.

Looking in the mirror afterward, it’s almost like nothing happened at all.

If only.

“Now we have to get the fuck out of here,” Vinny says.

We calmly walk back to the front office. He seems confident, and since he’s the one with a plan, I let him do the talking.

“Did you get the call from Maria Lucia Rossi?” Vinny asks the receptionist. “We were able to get her the medication.”

The woman smiles. “Yes, Sister Maria Lucia called and explained everything. That stain remover worked? I can’t believe the communion wine leaked in her car!”

“Yeah, neither can I,” I mutter. Vinny glares at me.

“Worked like a charm,” Vinny said.

“You boys sign back in and I’ll get your passes.”

I raise an eyebrow without trying to look too surprised. I know Vinny had to come up with some excuse when he came in to get me a change of clothes, but I didn’t expect it to work so well. Getting Sister Maria Lucia involved was also genius. While the wine spill is a little over the top, I guess no one has reason to doubt a nerd and a nun.

“Oh, by the way, I thought I heard a scream outside?” Vinny shifts his expression into total concern. “When we were walking in. I don’t know from where, but definitely nearby. With all that coyote activity, I’m worried someone’s pet got attacked or something.”

The front desk woman bites her lip. “There has been a lot of weird animal activity lately! I bet it’s climate change. Running those poor creatures out of their homes. I’ll make a report, just in case.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Jones.”

Mrs. Jones hands us both our passes. I’m in a daze as we walk out of the office. Being alive again still hardly seems real, and everything that’s happened since has been either a total dream or complete nightmare. It’s too much for my brain to handle.

“I should get back to class,” I say, voice a quiet monotone.

“You sure you’re okay?” Vinny asks.

I give him a look.

“Well, not okay, but . . . you won’t be too weird?”

“I’ll try to act as normal as possible.” I swallow. Force myself to meet his eyes. “Do you really think things will turn out fine?”

When I figure out where the hell Enzo went and give him his body back, I would like to at the very least ensure he isn’t in prison for life.

“We’ll make them fine,” Vinny promises.

I’m not sure that’s something he can do, but I choose to believe him anyway. At least enough to get me through the day.

Which is easier said than done.

Because of course, it doesn’t take all that long for Scott’s remains  to be found, which basically puts the entire school on lockdown. Sirens wail in the distance and parents are called, with an announcement saying classes will be ending early.

Act normal. I remind myself.

I feel anything but normal. I don’t even feel real. Panic surges steadily within me. I’m sitting in class, but my heart races like I’m being chased. Like all this pent-up energy is firing through my veins and I have to keep it down, keep it quiet. I think I manage to maintain control, at least enough so the other students don’t know how freaked out I am.

“Something happened near the football field,” someone says. “What?”

“How should I know?”

Guilt coats my intestines, slimy and thick.

I happened. A monster. A complete fucking monster.

“My mom’s here,” I say, though no one’s paying attention. I just need to get out of the classroom. Out of here. I keep picturing the red stains on my hand, and the anxiety pulses through me with such force it’s making me sick. Nausea rolls across my stomach and throat in waves, and I momentarily worry about vomiting flies in front of everyone before I remember that the attack should’ve stabilized me enough to avoid that for a little while.

I hate it. I hate all of this.

I’m walking without purpose through the crowded halls. It seems they couldn’t keep everyone contained to the classrooms. Students are making calls and the hallway to the main office where everyone is getting signed out is complete chaos.

“Enzo!”

I  glance up and see Wren standing with Porsche, Jaime, and Moose. They all wear varied expressions of fear and concern, but still perk up when they see me, waving me over. I don’t deserve to be near them, to be with Wren. My stomach twists tighter, to the point where it’s likely the closest I’ll get again to a period cramp.

“Hey,” I say weakly, forcing a smile.

Wren immediately throws her arms around me, yanking me into a hug. “I was worried something might’ve happened to you! You weren’t answering my texts.”

I haven’t looked at my phone. “Sorry, I’m just sort of . . . in shock, maybe.”

It’s sick of me to take solace right now, I know it is, but her touch feels so good. I want to melt into her. I want her to protect me. I want to cry and sob and bitch about how none of this is fair.

But I’m the problem, aren’t I? I’m always the problem.

Still, I don’t push Wren away. I can’t.

She’s the first to create some space. “Have you seen Vinny? Is he okay?”

“Yeah, he’s okay,” I manage.

“Aw, you took off your nail polish,” Porsche tsks. “It looked so good.”

“I know, I loved it, but . . .” I definitely can’t say anything remotely close to the truth, so I borrow one of Vinny’s previous lies. “Vinny got me to go to this MMA gym with him. It got all chipped so I took it off but . . . maybe you can paint them again soon?”

She smiles. “Of course! I’ll do more of a design if you want. I can bring my tools.”

Moose  crosses her arms. “Um, maybe step on the brake a little there, Porsche. It seems like something serious is going on.”

Jaime leans forward, speaking in a stage whisper. “Do you think someone died?”

My heart stops.

Wren rolls her eyes. “Come on, Jaime. I’m sure it’s nothing like that.”

There’s not enough air in the room. I’m a fish out of water.

He purses his lips. “I’m going to ask around. Someone had to have heard something.”

“UGH,” Porsche groans as she looks at her phone. “My mom’s here. She has the worst timing.” She stands on tiptoe to hold Jaime’s cheek. “Please text me every update.”

He shrugs her off but blows a kiss. “You got it.”

“I’ll do your nails tomorrow, Enzo,” Porsche promises. “Ciao ciao, everyone!”

With that, she’s off. Jaime is still furiously messaging people for answers, and I’m so focused on his expression, like someone will tell him the actual truth and he’ll know and he’ll look at me in the disgust and horror I should be looked at with.

Not the care and concern Wren is showing me now.

She leans her lips in close to my ear. “You seem off. Is this stuff reminding you of . . . your death?”

Oh. She thinks I’m being triggered by past trauma. Not that I’m a freaking demon, which I used to deny, but now seems more and more like the actual truth.

I hate myself. I disgust myself. I wish I could escape this body, though I know that would only invite something worse in.

Plus, there’s still a part of me that doesn’t want to leave. That likes  being Enzo. That likes being with Wren. That likes having a family.

It makes me feel worse, knowing I’m a poison to these people. That I’m ruining their lives, too.

“Oh, shit,” Jaime breathes out. His gaze meets Wren’s first. “Someone died. I told you!”

I try to match my expression to Wren and Moose’s shocked faces.

“Who?” Wren asks.

“Scott Oswald.”

Moose crosses her arms. “Sexual predator Scott is dead? Good.”

“We shouldn’t say that . . .” I start, voice weak.

Moose eyes me, almost looking confused, even hurt. “Of course the straight white guy defends him. Excuse me if I’m not about to shed tears because some piece of shit rapist finally got what’s coming to him. And here I actually believed you when you said you understood.”

“Sk—Enzo didn’t mean it like that,” Wren starts.

“No,” I say quickly. “It’s okay. I’m sorry. I do get it.” I feel like there’s a little worm inside my chest. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s just what had to happen.”

All three of them look at me in shock as too much time passes. It’s almost like Moose can see through my skin, studying me in a way that makes me itch. Finally, she gives a small curl of her lip and a nod, which I think is about as high of an approval as she can give. The world doesn’t seem to spin as much. Maybe what I did was terrible, but is it possible that the circumstances make it understandable, like Vinny was saying? That, in some twisted  way, I did sort of right a wrong? Scott hurt girls, enough to give himself a reputation, so . . .

“What did happen?” Wren asks.

My heart beats a little faster. What if the police found something? What if someone saw me and Vinny, or the office realized our story and Sister Maria Lucia’s call was a little too convenient?

“Holy shit, it was a bear attack.”

Moose snorts.

“No, I’m serious,” Jaime continues. “Lisa T. literally overheard the cops saying it. They are, like, one hundred percent convinced. Apparently, someone who lives near the school reported a potential bear sighting this morning, too.”

“There’s been a lot of things like that lately,” Wren says. She looks over at me. “We were just talking about it! Coyotes mostly, but I guess more animals are coming down from the mountains or something.”

“Wild,” Moose says.

“Yeah,” I agree. “Wild.”

Is this seriously happening? Are we actually going to get away with this?

“I need to find Vinny,” I say, pulling out my phone. I ignore all the missed messages to open up my chat with him.

Apparently it was a bear

Oh? So strange

I can practically hear his relief and envision the smug smile he’d give from being right.

I’m  close to office

With wren and friends

I’ll head over

Be safe, bro

Although I’m sure this will all blow over soon

That’s probably the most honest thing he messaged. I have to wonder if he means because people will chalk it all up to a freak bear encounter and immediately move on, or if he means that we’ll figure out this possession thing.

“He’s coming,” I say aloud, although I’m not sure any of them are listening, as Wren, Jaime, and Moose are already in the middle of another conversation.

I have to hope Vinny is right that all of this will be over soon.

Because if it isn’t . . .

I’m scared of what I’ll do next.
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I’m a fool for thinking I had any hope of forgetting about Scott’s death. When Vinny and I got home, it was all over the news. Probably to make me feel better, Vinny showed me the different girls coming forward on social media about Scott’s fucked-up behavior. Moose shared multiple posts praising the bear, and she wasn’t the only one. The animal was gaining a reputation as a feminist icon. So while half the takes were about the horrific tragedy and calls for the bear to be shot on sight, the other half were thanking Mother Bear for her service and telling people to throw honey at any predatory men. Any dude bringing up disgusting calls of “your body, my choice,” now was being met with responses of “your body, my bear.”

“We should note some of these names just in case you need more options,” Vinny says, scrolling misogynist creep social media like it’s my own personal Uber Eats.

Returning to school the next day is even worse. Immediately, they pull us all into the gym for an urgent assembly. My palms are  sweaty. I hope I don’t have to sit through a memorial for Scott or the chaos that it might bring up between students on different sides of the debate.

Vinny sits in front of me, photoshopping a picture of a black bear with hearts around it onto a newspaper layout with the headline BEAR-Y IRONIC: APEX PREDATOR EATS SEXUAL PREDATOR.

“Seriously?” I snap.

He turns to me with innocent eyes. “We have to be normal, Enzo. This is normal.”

There is nothing normal about this.

The principal steps in front of the microphone then, along with someone dressed like they work at a national park.

“Quiet, quiet,” the principal says. “This is very serious. In light of the tragedy that occurred yesterday, we are here to stay firm in saying that your lives are of utmost importance. Which is why I need all of you to pay complete attention to our wonderful guest here, Park Ranger Linda.”

As Park Ranger Linda steps forward, the intro slide of a presentation illuminates the screen.

BEAR SAFETY.

I don’t think I know the meaning of “normal” anymore.

Park Ranger Linda goes on about bears, and while a lot of the information seems to boil down to respect wildlife and don’t be an idiot, I’m not able to focus on the presentation. It’s not like there’s an actual bear. Even if there were, and the resident who reported that sighting didn’t just mistake a large dog or something for the animal, I think a bear is the least of my worries. I have to squeeze my hands to stop them from shaking  as the assembly closes, with a reminder to not go off on our own.

At least that’s pretty good advice.

“Hey, handsome,” Wren says, kissing me quickly on the cheek after she finds me. My skin buzzes and it’s like all bad thoughts evaporate in her light. “I wanted to officially invite you to Kitty Fight’s show tomorrow night.” She hands me a printed card with the venue information. “It’s a bar, but they’ll let minors in for the show. They won’t let you drink, but I promise it’ll be so fun, you won’t even care. I know it’s a Wednesday night, which is random as hell, but we aren’t exactly big enough to get booked on weekends yet, and I’d love you to come see me perform.”

I don’t admit that I’ve seen her band rehearse at home, because that’s weird and entirely different from a real show. At a bar. The idea of drunk people around me sends an uncomfortable squeeze through my stomach, but the excitement of seeing Wren’s band live outweighs it. I mean, going to a concert at a bar sounds so adult and cool. I’ve never done anything like it.

“Yeah, of course,” I say. “I’ll be there.” I tuck the card safely in my backpack.

This second chance at life is limited, and I want to be able to enjoy all the time with Wren that I can get. At this point, she’s one of the few good things about this whole mess.

“Awesome,” she says. “Also, do you and Vinny want a ride home after school? I don’t love the idea of you two having to walk. With the bear attacks and everything.”

I blink. “Attacks?”

“Yeah, didn’t you see the news? There was someone else who got mauled before Scott. A random middle-aged white guy or something.”  She adjusts her own backpack, looking thoughtful. “I wonder if he was a creep, too? Maybe this bear really is accidentally serving justice.”

“They know for sure it was also a bear?” I ask.

“Well, yeah, it looked exactly the same, supposedly. Plus, there were bite marks on bones that were obviously not human teeth and some parts were reportedly unable to be recovered . . .” Wren whistles. “Ugh. It’s all so gruesome and gross. Like, I feel bad for the bear. It can’t help its nature, but still. Scary way to go, you know?”

It can’t help its nature. I wonder if Wren would say the same thing about me.

An icy panic washes over me. But it’s not because of what Wren said. It’s a warning that sprouts from the pit of my stomach. The hairs of my arms raise. I don’t know how I know, exactly, but it’s clear to me:

The other evil spirit is nearby.

I look around desperately, trying to spot it in the crowd as everyone slowly files back to class. There’s too many kids in the hall. There’s too many targets.

I can’t let anyone I know get hurt. Especially not Wren and Vinny.

My only chance might be to lure the spirit away.

I push against the crowd, ignoring Wren’s confused call, and open the gym doors leading outside. I’m almost surprised no one tries to stop me, given we were literally just warned about going off on our own.

Little do they know it’s actually a worse idea to buddy up with me.

The  chill nestled inside my gut, like I swallowed snow, only worsens. The spirit has to be close. I move farther and farther away from the building, but not in the direction of the woods where Scott was found. That would be a little too suspicious, although I guess I could play macho dumb and say I was going after the bear myself.

I’m almost to the nearest parking lot, still no one else in sight, when it feels like my heart completely freezes over. I’m breathing in ice, the shards cutting against my throat on the way down.

It’s here. It’s close. And it’s different from me. Worse than me. The same, but stronger.

I choke, eyes wide and muscles rigid. I’m frozen in my tracks. I can’t move.

It appears in front of me. The evil spirit is entirely covered in blood, so much that it’s impossible to see its form. Was there another victim? My stomach twists at the thought.

Through the horrific blood cover, I can make out its eyes. The empty glow. Its mouth splits open, revealing all the rows and rows of red-stained teeth spiraling down to its stomach. Its claws are out, fingertips torn. I can feel the ghost of that pain brushing against my own.

“What do you want from me?” I ask. I hate that my voice trembles.

It doesn’t answer. Its mouth can’t close with those teeth, but it doesn’t make any motion to speak. It simply takes a step forward. I want to run. My entire being is telling me to run, but I can’t.

I’m still frozen.

It’s  moving slowly toward me, getting closer and closer.

Close enough to make out the features behind the blood. The familiar freckles, the sharp slope of his now-unhinged jaw that can no longer make that easy smile. My heart stops, my mind can’t make sense of it.

Key.

It’s Key.

“No,” I say. “No, you can’t . . . you aren’t . . .”

He’s now inches away from me, and it’s unmistakable. He’s transformed, and he’s drenched in blood, but the evil spirit in front of me is my best friend.

“You did this to me, Schuyler,” he finally says.

I shake my head. I couldn’t have done this. You’re either an evil spirit or you’re not. You can’t change in the afterlife . . . can you? “But . . . how . . .”

“It’s your fault,” Key repeats. “I tried to get stronger for you. To push myself for you, and you left me. Like I don’t matter. Like I’m nothing. You made me this way.”

“No . . . no, no, no, no, no.”

He had been trying to save me, and I left him behind to play at being alive again. We may have died the same way, but Key was too good to become an evil spirit like me. Then I broke his trust and his heart and caused his emotions to spiral, and that fulfilled whatever condition he had been missing to turn full evil spirit. It’s my fault. It is, it must be, just like everything else. Just like his death.

“I didn’t mean to do anything!” The words escape me before I can stop them.

He doesn’t respond to that. Instead, he reaches out a hand toward  me. Through the shivering cold, I can sense him trying to force his way into Enzo’s body. One claw slits open the skin right above my clavicle, blood running down the front of my shirt. My eyes start to roll back in my head, my vision going dark.

A deep, hollow sadness overwhelms me.

Past that, a burning rage. Key’s rage.

Had it always been there? Waiting?

The heat of it does nothing to stop the cold. It’s a cold I’ve never experienced before. It’s a cold that reaches the marrow of my bones, an unnatural frost.

A part of me almost slips away and I desperately pull it back. I can’t feel anything through the painful, freezing sting. I can’t see. I can’t hear.

Nothing. I can do nothing. I’m not strong, not compared to him. Not compared to what he’s become. To what I made him.

“Do you really deserve this body, Schuyler? After what you’ve done to me? What you keep doing?”

I’m sorry, Key, I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry but please. Please stop, please let me go, I need more time, I need more time, I’m sorry.

I don’t know if I say it aloud. I don’t think I can. There’s no air coming into my lungs. Am I praying it?

This feels like the end. If it is, if this is the last breath I’ll take as Enzo, I’ll use it to hold on to the wonderful things I was able to experience. To hold on tightly to the things I suddenly got, but am already so desperately scared to lose.

I think of the warmth. The warmth I never experienced in my first life. Porsche painting my nails. Jaime smiling at me. Moose giving me that small nod of approval. Wren’s touch, her kiss.

Duchess  and the kittens. Ms. Altamura. Vinny.

How fucking wonderful it feels to feel. To be alive.

I can’t lose it. Not without saying goodbye.

Key lets me go. My eyes drop and adjust, foggy at first, but with a few blinks, I regain my vision.

“You’re right, Schuyler,” he says. “You need more time. It’s what you deserve.” His too-wide mouth with razor teeth almost curves into a smile, a messed-up mirror image of the one so familiar to me. “I can break you so much further.”

I want to throw up. This doesn’t feel like Key. Is it because he turned? It has to be the evil spirit talking. There’s no way Key would want to hurt me. It’s not like I wanted to hurt him.

But, then again, I did anyway.

Over and over again.

“I’m sorry, Key,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

I don’t know if he hears me. But for a moment, it’s almost like I see a shift in his face. Something that looks safe, familiar, like him.

It is a split second before it’s lost again in the blood and the rage and this strange monster wearing my best friend’s face.

There’s a flash of movement, and I’m shoved onto the pavement.

When I glance up, Key’s gone.

My skin looks ghostly white, veins so dark under my skin to the point where they show through, but I soon start to regain Enzo’s normal coloring. The cut on my neck heals closed, the bloodstain on my shirt out of place.

This is a nightmare. This has to be a nightmare.

I get to my feet, only to hear the sound of things falling on the  ground. Key ripped open my backpack. I quickly go through everything. Most of my things, including my tablet, are fine.

I can break you so much further.

The invite from Wren is gone.
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Iwait until we’re home to tell Vinny everything. He listens carefully, or at least, as intently as he can while also taking care of the kittens. I don’t blame him for not stopping. I kind of want to be holding on to those sweet, cuddly beans, too.

“So . . . not only is your best friend an evil spirit now, but you think he wants to hurt you?” Vinny asks slowly.

I shrug helplessly. “Maybe.”

“But why would he do that?”

My chest aches, anxiety spiking. I should tell him everything. Should tell him Key didn’t have a choice, because I ruined everything for him in both life and death. But if I tell Vinny about my past, he’ll blame me, too. And I can’t have him mad at me. I can’t have him hate me. Not when Key does already.

“He must have been jealous,” I find myself saying. “Even though I didn’t enter this body on purpose. We died at the same time, so to see me living when he isn’t . . .”

“That’s reason enough to kill you again?” Vinny looks unconvinced. “We can’t let that happen, Sky. You’re my family.”

My heart wants to lighten at his words, but I don’t let it. If Key is right about anything, it’s that none of this is actually mine. It’s Enzo’s.

“I think it’s the evil spirit taking over.”

It’s the only explanation. I mean, I don’t want to kill woodland creatures or even badly behaved boys, but being an evil spirit doesn’t give me much of a choice. And the Key I know wouldn’t want to hurt me, not even if I deserved it. He must be losing himself to the evil spirit side. If me abandoning him caused him to turn, like he said, I have to figure out some way to stop him. Save him.

“Shit,” Vinny says. “Do you think he’s going to come here?”

I swallow. “I think there might be another place he tries first.”

“What’s that?”

“Wren’s show tomorrow. He took the invite.”

I don’t know how, but Key is now able to leave Sycamore Avenue. He had to have been extremely upset with me in order to turn into an evil spirit, but to become powerful enough to leave the spot where we died? To kill humans in spirit form? A bit of bile rises up my throat. What had I done to my best friend?

Vinny pales. “The spirit is going after Kitty Fight?”

I nod. “I might be the target, but everyone could be in danger. We have to go to the show. Maybe I can try to talk to him there, get past his evil spirit side and reason with him. At the very least, we can make sure no one else gets hurt.”

“I’m in,” Vinny says, almost too quickly.

I need to make sure that Key doesn’t hurt another innocent person again. But it isn’t like I’m some kind of hero.

I’m just as bad as him. With what I did to Enzo. That blond guy. Scott.

I’m just as much a monster that needs to be stopped.

I didn’t realize I was squeezing my hands into fists, until I see the red half-moon slits in the meat of my palms. My fingers relax and the marks quickly start to fade. Even that isn’t right. Isn’t human.

I’m unnatural.

Tears leak from my stinging eyes. I want to pull out my hair, pull off my skin, do something with all these horrible feelings that I can’t run fast enough or far enough to escape.

“Sky?” Vinny’s voice is soft. Concerned.

It only churns my stomach more. He shouldn’t be giving me any of that.

“It’s nothing,” I say. “I’m fine.”

“I’m glad but . . . didn’t you say your friend was covered in blood when you saw him?”

I nod.

“Whose blood?”

My hair rises on end. That’s a good question.

Vinny beats me to checking the reports on his phone. “There’s been another victim. A Raymond Keyworth?”

Shit. Shit.

“Apparently a real piece of shit because people are thanking the bear again.”

“Raymond Keyworth was his dad,” I say, voice quiet. “He was  so mean to Key, even in front of me, other people. It was just . . . Raymond Keyworth wasn’t a good father. It’s why Key hates his name.”

“Okay, but—I don’t get it. If your friend took him out, why was he still transformed when you saw him? Wouldn’t he have changed back?”

The question pierces me. My instinct is to defend Key, but Vinny is right—it doesn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t he have gone back to his usual self?

“Maybe . . . maybe he doesn’t want to,” I say, but I can hardly believe the words coming out of my mouth. My stomach knots, angry and defensive, like someone else had been the one to say it.

I was convinced Key was just losing himself to the evil spirit, but what if that isn’t the case? He always hated his dad. Did he use the evil spirit to get revenge on his dad and now can’t get out of it? Maybe he’s just not thinking clearly, considering when I’m transformed thinking isn’t exactly my strong suit, either.

Or . . . maybe he does want to hurt me because of how I hurt him. What I took from him.

Everything, basically.

The familiar guilt and panic all rush up in me and through me. How am I supposed to fight back against Key when he’s right?

“Hey,” Vinny says. “It’s okay. It seems like his dad was terrible, so maybe he’s also trying to control his . . . urges?”

“No, this was different. It was personal.” I sigh. “That’s one of the things Key and I would bond over, when we were alive—bad parents. My mom was pretty controlling.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrug. “Normal stuff, you know. Like, she’d pick what I’d wear, what I’d eat. I always wanted to cut my hair short, try sports, but she wouldn’t let me do any of that. Said it would make me look manly and unattractive. She wanted the best for me, but only in the way that was best for her, if that makes sense.”

When I died, it was easy to focus on the good moments with Mom. Now, it feels like I can only remember the bad. It’s like a flip-book of memories, passing in fleeting glimpses I haven’t wanted to think about in years. Torn fabric, shattered plates, that cold, unchanging glare.

“Maybe that’s why I ended up so emotional in death,” I joke. “I wasn’t allowed to show my feelings in life.”

Vinny looks at me like I told him something horrific. “Uh, I hope you know that’s not normal. Or, it shouldn’t be, at least.”

“It was a different time,” I mumble.

“Not that different,” he presses. “Besides, that’s not an excuse. You didn’t deserve any of that shit. You deserve to be yourself. Always.”

Do I even know who that is?

When I wasn’t Mom’s version of Schuyler Thompson, or his version of Schuyler Thompson, or Key’s version of Schuyler Thompson, what was left? Was there anything?

“All right, enough about terrible parents and evil spirits,” Vinny says, picking up on my racing thoughts. “I think we need to lighten the mood a little, and I have an idea of what might do the trick.” He grins. “And give you a quintessential teen experience you might not have had.”

He  sets down Snugglebug at Duchess’s side before walking out of the living room. I hear the sound of him messing around in the kitchen. Duchess looks over, eyes wide. Snugglebug lets out a little mew as he cuddles up against his littermates. I don’t know what to expect, but Vinny returns with a bottle of red wine.

“Snuck this from Mom’s stash. Our nonno’s homemade wine. It’s sweet, but surprisingly strong.”

I have the simultaneous thoughts to tell him that it’s not my nonno and to tell him that I don’t really drink, but thinking them both has me saying neither. Besides, I kind of like the way he so easily slips up in including me as a part of the family. And stealing alcohol from a parent is a teen experience that I never had.

With what Key threatened, I don’t know how many more of these I’ll get.

“Okay, yeah,” I say. “Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me,” Vinny responds. “Thank Nonno.”

“Can we call him? I’d be happy to thank him for real.”

“I mean . . . maybe you can talk to him. You still see ghosts, right?”

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. It’s been over a year now,” Vinny says. “I miss him, yeah, but this is a nice way to honor him. And it’s not like this shit will last forever. He didn’t use preservatives or anything, so we’re doing Mom a favor making sure she doesn’t have to drink it all herself.” He pops open the bottle. “Plus, Nonno would be heartbroken if his new grandchild never got to taste his wine. Trust me.”

You’re  nobody’s grandchild. You’re not family. You’re a leech. Tell him that.

I smile. “In that case, how can I refuse?”

Instead of getting wine glasses or mugs from the kitchen, Vinny takes a swig directly from the bottle and then passes it over to me.

For some reason, sharing the wine from the same bottle feels like a kind of oath. One saying we’re real brothers.

I look at the bottle. I don’t have a lot of good memories of alcohol. In many moments of my life, I absolutely hated it. Resented it. But it wasn’t because I was the one drinking.

Maybe I can quiet all those thoughts by making a better memory.

I throw back the bottle and take a small swig. The wine still has the cut of alcohol I expected, but it is sweet. Easy to go down, my chest warming after I swallow.

“Thanks, Nonno,” I say, lifting up the bottle.

Vinny grins. He leans back against the couch, his expression shifting.

“I’m sorry you have to go through . . . all of this,” he starts. “I know it isn’t easy and I hope Sister Maria Lucia finds a way for you to get that full possession or whatever.”

“Yeah,” I say. “And then we can find Enzo.”

I pass Vinny the bottle back and he’s expressionless as he drinks. He chugs a lot more than that first sip.

“Easy there . . .” I start, but Vinny turns to me, face hard.

“Why do we have to find Enzo?” he snaps.

The  room is so silent, I can hear my own heartbeat. Even Duchess and the kittens are completely quiet. It’s like they’re all waiting for me to provide an answer I’m not sure I have.

“Because this is his body,” I say finally.

Vinny’s eyes look glassy, though he seems more frustrated than sad. “I don’t get it. Why do you care about Enzo? You don’t even know him.”

I almost correct that I do know him, and I don’t particularly like him, but that isn’t going to do anything to help my point. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t just take over his life. It’s not like I asked. It’s not like I meant to . . .”

“Exactly, you didn’t mean to, so no one can blame you!” Vinny crosses his arms. “I don’t want Enzo to come back. If he comes back . . .” He swallows, the anger fizzling into something softer. “Then I go back to having a brother that hates me. That is fine with me being freaking tormented. If he comes back, then . . . then I go back to being alone.” He wipes his eyes, quickly, like I won’t notice, before taking another sip of wine. “Maybe you possessing Enzo and his soul dipping out or whatever, maybe that happened for a reason. Because things are better this way. I don’t want you to go back to being a ghost. I want you to keep being my brother.”

I can’t help myself. Tears spill from my eyes, and I’m not nearly as good as Vinny is at hiding them.

“Isn’t that what you want, too?” Vinny asks.

“I can’t . . .”

“I didn’t ask what you think you should do or have to do. I asked what you want.”

He  leans the wine bottle toward me and I take it.

If I’m not thinking about what’s the right thing to do, if I’m not thinking of Key and what I did, then what do I want? I don’t know if I’ve ever thought about that much, in my life and afterlife alike. If I ever allowed myself to really think about it.

“I want . . .” I swallow. Guilt coats my throat enough that the words almost stick, but I speak them anyway. “I want to be normal. I don’t want to be an evil spirit. I don’t want to be alone. I want to have this family and these cats and this house that feels like a home. I want to be Wren’s boyfriend and I want to be your brother.”

My hands shake and I drink more of the wine. It’s like I’ve uttered a curse, and my body is bracing itself for some kind of backlash.

“You could be my sister, if you want,” Vinny says. “Your body doesn’t change who you are.”

“I know, but maybe I want it to? I like being a boy. Or, at least, being a boy in my way, I guess. I weirdly feel more comfortable as Enzo than I did as Schuyler.” The truth of those words buries into me. More memories from my life come into focus and begin to shift and reshape, giving a kind of clarity I didn’t have back then. An oh moment as it clicks into place. I always thought it was the pressure from my mom that made being a girl feel so impossible, and while that was definitely part of it, maybe there was something more. Something deeper I didn’t dare consider. I tap my nails against the side of the bottle. “Do you think that makes me a little trans?”

Vinny  shrugs. “Sorry, I’m cis and I honestly have no idea. I’m not sure there’s a typical way to figure out if you’re trans, but if there is, this is definitely not it.”

He’s right about that much.

“I don’t know,” I continue, face slightly heated. “Maybe terms don’t matter. The point of it is, you’re the best brother ever, Vinny, and no matter what happens . . . I’m really glad I got to be your brother back.”

There seems to be some kind of argument behind his eyes, but Vinny holds it back.

“Yeah,” he says. “Me too.”
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Lorenzo Altamura Comes Out
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Idon’t know how anyone is able to focus on classes with all the bear safety posters that have been put up throughout the school. Along with them, FREE MOTHER BEAR and MAMA BEAR SAYS EAT THE RICH signs were added by Moose and other students after Raymond Keyworth’s death. Apparently, his terrible behavior extended beyond Key to include infidelity, poor treatment of women at his company, and tax fraud to top it off. I don’t know if Key meant to or not, but both the bear fan club and fear have been spiking from his latest kill.

I don’t think the school administration knows how to handle it. Gym classes were moved inside for the time being, but that doesn’t seem like nearly enough to lessen the tension in the halls.

Or maybe that’s just me, able to feel the additional blank eyes of spirits watching me. Fear passes through my veins at the idea of one of those gazes belonging to Key, which isn’t great considering I’m supposed to face him tonight at Wren’s show.

But  it’s hard to forget that cold seeping down to the depths of me. How hopeless I felt, how weak I was.

How weak I still am.

“Hey, cutie,” Wren says. She reaches out to take my hand, pulling me in enough that she can kiss me on the cheek. “You excited for the show tonight?”

I give a real smile at the sight and touch of her, though my buzzing anxiety doesn’t quite match her description of excitement.

“Of course,” I say anyway. “I’m glad I’ll get the chance to see you perform before . . . you know.”

Her own smile twitches before she turns, walking with me and squeezing my hand. “Speaking of, I guess, is there anything else you want to do? Maybe something you didn’t get the chance to do before?”

I don’t know how to answer that. It feels like there’s so much I never got the chance to do. How do you make up a lost lifetime in a few days?

I think back to Vinny’s buzzed conversation with me last night. Does it have to be only a few days? Sure, I still have to find Enzo after all this, but what if she thinks I’m horrible for wanting to stay in Enzo’s body long term?

Even if I am, I don’t know if I can handle her thinking it.

“I don’t know . . .” I start, looking for a way to test the waters. “It might not be possible, but I never got to go to prom.”

“Oh, really?” Wren asks. “Hmm.”

She doesn’t seem upset about it, but she also isn’t suggesting that I keep Enzo’s body until spring, so I’m not sure how to take it. Is it too much to ask for your girlfriend to be excited over the idea of you possessing her ex for longer?

Maybe  it doesn’t sound as normal or great when I phrase it like that . . . but still.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Wren says, leaving it at that. “But in the meantime, my parents will be out of town Friday. Would you, um, maybe want to come over?”

She looks so nervous and vulnerable asking, and I know my face is turning bright red.

Is she suggesting what I think she’s suggesting?

I don’t wait to find out. “Yes. Yeah. I would, uh, I would really like that.”

She smiles shyly. “Great! Okay, I’ve got to head out to prep for the show tonight,” Wren says finally. “You sure you and Vinny don’t want a ride home?”

“Yeah, we’re good. He wants me to stay after with him for something,” I say.

It isn’t a lie. Vinny did say he wanted to stay late, although I can’t imagine why. Unless the school has a demonology or occult club I don’t know about, there’s probably not anyone that can help us.

“Just be safe, okay?” Wren tightens her soft grip on my fingers.

It’s not like I have to be worried about a bear, but I can’t tell her that.

“I will,” I say. “And I’ll protect Vinny.”

At least that’s the truth.

Wren smiles, lifting on tiptoe so she can kiss me quickly. My heart flutters and my lips buzz from the fleeting touch. I want to pull her in and kiss her harder, but we’re still in school. Maybe  making out with Wren would help my nerves, but now’s clearly not the time.

With one last wave, she heads off, and I walk over to the classroom where Vinny asked me to meet him. He’s awkwardly standing outside the door, looking like he wants to disappear.

“Um, what are we doing here?” I ask.

“I know this . . . experience has brought up some confusing feelings for you, so I thought this group might help,” Vinny says, pointing to the door. “It’s where the Rainbow Club meets. Basically the school’s Queer Student Alliance.”

I try to look into the room, but most of the windows are covered up in paper. Still, my heart skips nervously. I never got to do anything like this when I was alive, not even as a closeted “ally.” I had always been too afraid, too in denial about myself.

Can I make up for that now?

“Are you part of the club?” I ask.

“Oh, no, I’m not one of those,” Vinny says quickly.

I frown. “Gay?”

“Social,” he corrects.

Well, that tracks. Vinny looks down.

“I thought you already guessed it, but . . . I am gay. Mom and Enzo know. I think Mom always sort of knew and Enzo didn’t care. He hated me regardless of my sexuality, which is better than him being against it, I guess.” He shrugs. “I just don’t talk about it a lot because I feel like I don’t fit the expectations of what people think a gay guy should be. Like, I’m quiet, I don’t like talking to people, or parties and things like this stuff.” He points to the door. “There’s, like, this expectation that  if you don’t get involved in your community, you’re a failure but . . . it’s just not me.”

“I don’t think there’s one way to be gay or anything,” I say. “I mean, clearly, I am a new kind of gender fuckery. But thanks for telling me, Vinny. I didn’t mean to assume or anything.” I reach into my backpack and pull out the crochet kitten. “Which, by the way, you can have this back.”

Vinny takes it, clutching onto the small cat like a lifeline.

“You ready?” he asks.

“You don’t have to do this,” I say. “I mean, are you out at school?”

He shakes his head. “A lot of people assume, but not really. But it’s fine. It’s not like stepping into the room makes you automatically gay. We’re just gonna sit in. Maybe it’ll help you.”

I try to hide my relief. I want Vinny to be comfortable, and I definitely don’t want to put him in a situation he isn’t ready for, but there’s a large part of me that wants to go in. I’ve never been in a group of all queer people. It’s not like Papa Lloyd and I had regular meetings.

My chest pangs at the thought of him.

He has to be worried about me. I should go see him and let him know I’m okay. Warn him and the other Sycamore ghosts about Key, if they don’t already know. I never hurt any of the other ghosts, but Key isn’t himself. I don’t know what he’s capable of.

“Sky?” Vinny whispers, voice low. “You ready?”

I nod.

Then together we open the door and step inside.

It’s not an exaggeration to say the entire room turns to look at us. Most of them drop their jaws. I think one girl immediately  starts texting, which seems pretty shitty, but I guess I can’t assume she’s telling everyone the Altamura brothers just walked into Rainbow Club. Sort of seems that way, though.

Fortunately, the boy standing in the front of the room is Jaime, and he’s all smiles. I also recognize Moose in the front row. I’m not sure if that makes it better or worse. Sometimes, it feels like it’s almost easier to be honest and open in front of strangers.

Though maybe not so much in front of strangers who think they know me, which is the case for the rest of the room. But I don’t focus on that. Instead, I think about how all these different faces are my people. Are like me. Something I never got to explore.

“Enzo!” Jaime says. “And his little bro. Welcome to Rainbow Club!”

“What do you want?” Moose asks.

Jaime sends her a death glare. “We are welcoming to everyone, Moose.”

She just grunts a little in response. Jaime clasps his hands together and turns back to me.

“I, um, I wanted to get advice on something,” I ask, eyes nervously darting around the room. The door is at least shut behind us. “I think . . . I don’t know, maybe I’m sort of trans?”

There’s an audible gasp. I find myself blushing.

Jaime puts a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you for saying that aloud. You came to the right place, Enzo. Is Enzo still your preferred name? We can also use she/her pronouns in this room if you want.”

“No, I mean more transmasc,” I blurt, before remembering my situation.

“Fuck you, Enzo,” Moose says. “This club isn’t a fucking joke.”

“Moose!” Jaime snaps. “You are not being very welcoming and clearly Enzo is in a state of . . . um, questioning. We should hear him out.”

“So you’re gonna let a cis straight guy make a mockery of us?”

“I’m not straight,” I quietly correct. “I’m bisexual.”

Another audible gasp and other people in the room start cheering and snapping. It’s weird, but I guess it also feels kind of good? To get to say it out loud, in front of people, and be welcomed for it. I open my mouth to speak more.

“You don’t have to tell them anything,” Vinny whispers from slightly behind me. “Not if you don’t want to.”

I give him a thumbs-up before going back to address the room. “I’m sorry, I’m . . . I’m not good with all the identity terms and stuff. I don’t mean to offend anyone. I guess what I mean is that I like being a boy. I do. But there’s also something of a . . . feminine spirit inside me.”

Maybe that’s a little on the nose, but the other Rainbow Club members are nodding along like I’m saying something totally normal. Vinny covers a sharp laugh with a cough. But it’s not far off from how I felt when I was alive. As Schuyler, it was like femininity was something I had to perform. Some cosplay people forced on me that never fit right. It’s not like I wanted to be completely masculine; I still love pink things and cute things and some makeup. But maybe there is a space in between?

“You came to the right place, my friend,” Jaime says. “And it’s okay if you don’t find one label that fits. Not every color of the rainbow is labeled. There are some shades we can’t even see.” He turns to Moose, his tone doing a full 180. “Now, apologize, bitch, he’s queer!”

Moose doesn’t look fully convinced. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. You’re just protecting your space.”

She eyes me, once again, almost like she’s seeing through me. Does she know I’m not being totally honest, even if I’m coming from authentic, but different, feelings?

Jaime doesn’t seem to notice any of the weirdness.

“Now I can officially welcome you to Rainbow Club, Enzo Altamura,” Jaime says. “And your brother?”

“I support it, but no thanks,” Vinny says quickly.

“That’s fine!” Jaime says without missing a beat. “You’re still welcome to stay for today. Does anyone else have something they want to share on the topic of gender?”

With that, Vinny and I take our seats and blend into the group. I don’t do much talking, mostly listening, especially to the other students that specifically have some advice for me. It’s exciting to hear people talk about different identities and feelings. Someone talks about different types of gender fluidity, which I’ve heard about on Baker Matchmaker, but never got a full explanation. Hearing them talk about their experiences awakens something in me. In life, I was constantly put into a box and had to conform to what others wanted me to be, so the idea of something different . . . something out of that control . . .

It’s exciting. It’s electrifying.

I  feel seen, I feel heard, something that I have been wanting for so, so long.

I feel like I’m not alone, but part of something bigger.

And, despite the fact that in the shadowed pit of my stomach I know I don’t deserve it, I feel hope.

It’s a feeling I don’t want to lose.
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Vinny and I arrive at the bar early, where black X’s are drawn onto the backs of our hands in marker that will probably still be there days from now. Walking in, it feels like a scene from a movie, despite the stage still being set up and the bar looking empty. Wren told us to show up early to say hi to the band before their set. Which also gives me a chance to scope out the place and ensure there isn’t any evil spirit activity happening.

My stomach is in a complete knot over having to face that cold again. More than that, though, is the weight of having to face my own guilt.

“Do you sense anything?” Vinny asks.

I shake my head. There’s a ghost staring at me from under one of the stage lights, looking like she’s mouthing the words to a song, but she seems harmless enough. Nothing worth potentially freaking out Vinny over. I don’t think he knows how many ghosts are around at any given moment.

Still,  I keep an eye out, scanning the bar and mentally making note of the exits as we head toward the stage to see the band. My heart flutters at the mere sight of Wren holding her bass guitar. She’s so hot, it’s sort of unfair.

Especially when she spots me, smiling and waving us over. At least I recognize the band members from the times they’ve come over to Wren’s house for practice. There’s Rhea at the mic, Reggie with her guitar (which helps tell them apart because they do look exactly alike and even have the same semi-goth style). Then, there’s Danny on the drums. While the rest of the band is tuning and warming up, he looks to be crocheting something.

Oddly adorable, considering he’s a pretty muscular dude with two forearm tattoos he supposedly got from his cousin and what seems like a permanent scowl on his face.

Wait . . .

I turn toward Vinny, whose cheeks are already the slightest bit pink.

“The crochet cat guy is Danny from Kitty Fight?” I ask.

“Stop talking right now or I’ll go evil spirit on you,” he whisper yells back.

“I don’t know why you’re embarrassed, it’s cute.”

Vinny glares at me. “He doesn’t know I like him. I don’t even know if he’s gay.”

“Of course he’s gay. He crocheted you a kitten.”

“Straight dudes can crochet.”

“Sure, of course, but they don’t gift said cute crochet to the boy they like.”

His face just reddens more, to the point where it almost matches his dyed hair.

Now  I know why Vinny was so eager to come tonight. I give him a big knowing smile as we walk up to the band and Wren pulls me in for a hug. She smells amazing. Which is impressive considering it’s already getting hot in here.

“It’s the boyfriend.” Rhea sounds like she just stepped in dog poop. “And . . .?”

“Vinny,” Danny greets.

“You know him?” Rhea asks.

“Yeah.” Danny quickly puts his in-progress craft back in a bag set slightly off to the side. “He studies a lot at the coffee shop next to my MMA gym. We hang out there sometimes.” He smiles at Vinny. “Haven’t seen you there in a bit, though.”

Vinny scratches the back of his neck. “I’ve been busy with . . . family stuff.”

That’s a polite way to put it.

Reggie has wide eyes. “Coffee Shop Boy is Enzo’s brother?”

Aw, if Vinny has a nickname like that, there’s no way whatever he and Danny have going on is straight.

“Yeah,” Danny says. “So?”

Neither Reggie nor Rhea seem to have anything to say about that, so they just shrug and get back to their own things. Danny steps around his drum kit to walk over to Vinny.

“I’m glad you could make it,” Danny says. “Missed having you around.”

I don’t want to be a total third wheel or cockblock, so I turn toward Wren and give the two boys some distance.

“How’s everything going?” I ask her.

“Good enough,” she admits. “Still a little bit of tension but we’re doing better. I think it’s going to be a great show.”

“You nervous?”

“Me? Nah.” She lifts a hand to my chin and runs her thumb along my cheek. It’s an electric kind of ticklish. “If anything, you seem more nervous than I am.”

She’s probably right.

“Not nervous, just excited,” I lie.

“I’ll see you after the show?”

“Of course.”

It’s getting closer to start time and they’re the first band to perform. While the show seems to be pretty low-key, I don’t know what it takes to prepare, so I don’t want to be a distraction. Instead, I wait for my blushing brother to find a good spot in the audience. We aren’t right up front—I’m a lot taller than I’m used to being, and I don’t want to block people’s views. But we’re not so far back that Wren might think I don’t care.

I love her music.

What I don’t love is the idea of someone in her band being the next victim of Key’s evil spirit freak-out.

The mere thought of it has me feeling like I swallowed a cocktail of rage and fear. My fingers twitch for a moment, but then rest. I take a deep breath. I’m fine. It’ll be fine. I’ll talk some sense into him and we can figure this out.

At this point, the venue is getting crowded. My senses are going into overdrive. There’s sound from the speakers, sound from the incoming crowd getting their drinks. The air gets hotter as more and more bodies pile in front of the stage. I’m on high alert, but I can’t spot any sign of Key.

“Hey, everyone,” Rhea says into the mic. “So lovely to be here with you all, even on a work and school night. That’s right, some of  us up here are minors, so let’s not be weird. That being said, I think we need to turn up the mood a little.” The music starts behind her, Reggie, Wren, and Danny all springing into the opening song. “We’re Kitty Fight, meowtherfuckers!”

She laughs, the somehow-already-buzzed crowd laughing and cheering with her before she breaks into the opening lyrics of the song. Rhea does have a great voice, especially for the band’s pop punk style. But I barely pay attention to her. I’m entranced by Wren. Her face illuminated and shining with both focus and a pure love of being up there, making music. Her fingers moving so quickly over the frets and strings it’s like they are gliding without thought.

It also sort of makes me blush, but I can blame that on the heat.

I pretty much fell in love with Wren the moment I saw her walk into my house, but if I hadn’t, I would have in this moment.

The crowd pulses around us, loving the sound and the energy. By the time the first song ends, the floor in front of the stage is packed. There’s people all around me, bumping into me, cheering and jumping and sloshing their beers.

Wren beams. I see her look in my direction and even though I’m not sure if she can make me out with the stage lights on, I blow a kiss.

The next song starts.

Vinny says something to me. It’s hard to make out, but I think his lips say outside. I step forward to follow him, but he shakes his head.

“Just need some air,” he yells into my ear. “I’ll be right back!”

I don’t love the idea of letting him walk off alone, but he motions  for me to stay put. It’s not like there’s actually a bear, and I know he’s smart enough to run at the first sign of evil spirit activity. I try to focus back on the music.

But my mind strays from what’s happening around me.

Would Vinny be able to see Key? Or would he not realize until he’s icy cold and being eaten alive?

My stomach is lead, acid rising.

No. I can’t let that happen.

I have to stay close to Vinny. Make sure he’s safe. I’ve messed-up so much with Key, with myself, but I refuse to do the same to my brother.

I push through the crowd, worry clouding my vision. Vinny just stepped outside, he’s definitely fine. But that doesn’t stop me from imagining the worst outcomes possible. Key’s teeth sinking and tearing into his flesh, blood splattered across the ground—

No. It’s fine. He’s fine. Key wouldn’t.

Right?

I make it to the back door, pushing it open under the glowing red exit sign.

“Get away from me,” a familiar voice says. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do. I saw you eyeing up my girlfriend. Making her laugh.”

“It wasn’t like that, dude, calm down.”

I turn toward the voices. We’re in the alley behind the bar, near the dumpsters. A man, probably in his early twenties or so, has backed Vinny into a wall. He looms over him, face set in a scowl.

“Dude, come on, I’m not into your girlfriend or anything, I’m not even—”

“What did you say to her?”

The guy’s voice is loud and angry. He stumbles as he presses up closer to Vinny, grabbing the collar of his shirt. The guy is drunk.

It reminds me of him. The jealousy, the anger, the accusation. The thick stench of vodka.

How many times had he pushed me up against a wall like that?

My arms are shaking. As the anger flickers inside my chest, it’s like my entire insides are a pressure cooker. Something has to give to let all the tension escape.

My fingertips split open, blood leaking out.

“I didn’t say anything!”

Vinny looks afraid, upset, stuck. He reminds me of myself.

My mouth unhinges, lips splitting. I can feel the trails of blood and saliva falling in strands from between my growing teeth.

“I could kill you, you know that?” The guy slurs. “She left because of something you said, and I could kill you right now.”

He’s right.

He could.

But so can I.

My claws shove through both sides of his neck as I pull him back toward me. Blood slaps onto the concrete under him like rain. Vinny’s eyes widen in something like shock, awe, fear, disgust, and relief.

Or maybe that’s me projecting.

I  give him enough time to look away, as it only takes a moment.

My vision goes red and I’m losing myself to the want. To the hunger.

I pretend it’s not me. I pretend it’s not real.

Then I feed.
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While we at least had the foresight to bring a similar looking change of clothes for me, along with some wipes to clean up the blood, there’s not much we can do about what’s left of the man.

Leaving him and walking back in would be too suspicious. So instead, we do what any reasonable person would do upon seeing a sight like that.

I try to shove my fingers down my throat and gag.

“You’re gonna have to go farther than that,” Vinny says unhelpfully.

I want to snap at him, but considering he just went through something messed-up, I keep my mouth shut. Metaphorically. My mouth is in fact pretty wide open as I brace myself for the next attempt. It sucks, but it works, as I heave up bile next to the dumpster. Thankfully, it is free of maggots and anything that looks like human meat. At least my evil spirit form seems to digest everything quickly.

Once  it’s done, we call 911 to report the bear attack.

The show is essentially shut down as cops arrive and block off the entire alley, but Wren and the rest of the band can’t get to us while we go through questioning. Vinny talks about how the dude was threatening him when they caught sight of the bear. He ran in to get help and assumed the drunk guy followed, but he must have tripped or thought he could take on the bear or something. By the time he grabbed me and we came back out, the guy was already torn apart. And that’s when I puked, as innocent people do upon seeing something like that.

I don’t necessarily expect them to buy it, even though we have no weapons and should not be capable of doing, well, that to anyone. But, along with the fact that it’s apparently very reasonable for a drunk man to wholeheartedly believe he could fight a bear, there’s a couple that were smoking on the other side of the building who insisted they saw a bear running out of the alley.

There was a non-zero chance they had popped hallucinogens before the show, but that didn’t seem to matter.

Everyone was convinced the bear had struck yet again.

The cops have us call Ms. Altamura to come pick us up, but she doesn’t answer. A bit of worry shoots through me, but I remind myself that she picked up an evening shift at the medical call center she works at and won’t be able to check her phone. One of the cops offers to give us a ride home, which makes me more nervous, but Vinny accepts, probably not wanting to look suspicious.

My phone lights up with a succession of messages from Wren.

Sky, what’s going on??

There was a bear attack?

Are  you okay????

Yeah we’re ok

Pretty scary tho

I’m such a lying piece of shit.

Can I see you now??

Officer is taking us home since

mom’s at work

But we’ll talk soon

Be safe

Ok. . .

Tell me once you get home!!

I’m sorry about the show

WHO GIVES A SHIT ABOUT THE

SHOW

You could have been hurt!!

Before I can respond, the officer leads us to his car. I let Vinny sit up front, so I’m shut into the back seat like they know I’m guilty. It doesn’t help with my anxiety, but I remind myself that we’re just getting a ride home.

They can’t know the truth. Even if they were looking for evidence, the truth is impossible. People don’t want to believe the impossible. They’d rather believe in a bear. A serial killer bear might be unlikely, but at least bears exist.

When the car pulls in front of the Altamura house and the officer opens the back door so I can get out, my stomach is still filled with swirling acid.

“You boys be safe,” the officer says. “And stop going out on school nights.”

“I think we’ll stop going out at all,” Vinny mutters.

The cop laughs. Without much of a second glance, he pulls away, driving down the street and out of sight.

We stand there for a moment, and it’s like I’ve dissociated from my body. Like the dream of seeing Wren perform was slashed into a nightmare and I’m still waiting to wake up.

Before we get inside, I turn toward Vinny.

“You okay?” I ask.

He nods. “Yeah. It was so stupid. That guy’s girlfriend asked me if she could call a ride from my phone and pay me back in cash. I think it was so he wouldn’t see where she went. The Uber picked her up, and the guy totally freaked out on me. He was wasted, though.”

My throat is tight. I could have used someone like Vinny so many times. Emotions I don’t want to deal with begin to bubble up with all these reminders of things I want to forget. “Yeah.”

“Not that being drunk is an excuse. Plenty of people are drunk and don’t try to fight high schoolers.” Vinny lets out a long breath. “I’m glad you were there. Even if you had to . . . do that. You helped me.”

It’s hard to think of it as helping Vinny when I was sort of helping myself, but maybe he’s not entirely wrong. It doesn’t matter what that dude had been drinking. That girl was scared enough to ask a stranger for help. The dude clearly was a possessive, shitty asshole.

I don’t know if that’s reason for a death sentence, but it’s too late to take it back now.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I say. “I just wish . . . I want these attacks to end.”

Vinny looks sad at that. “Yeah. Me too.” He swallows nervously. “And I know it sucks, but I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t come out. I know loud idiots like that are usually all talk, but still. He was bigger than me. He could’ve done something. So, maybe, it’s all for a reason, you know?”

He looks so hopeful, like he wants me to agree. But I don’t think that any of this is happening for a reason. It’s not like I died the way I did and became an evil spirit so I could protect Vinny. Maybe a part of me wishes it were like that, to have some noble cause as explanation, but it’s not true. Sometimes you’re just cursed to die young and accidentally possess a body but not fully so you’re some demonic and cannibalistic human evil spirit hybrid.

What can be the reason for that? Besides a bad thing happening to a bad person.

If there’s any reason for what I’ve been through, it’s punishment.

“I don’t know if I can believe that,” I finally admit. “But when this is over . . . you’re still gonna be my little brother and I’m still going to protect you. I promise.”

That, at least, gets him to smile.

We walk up to the front door, and it pushes right open, not having been latched. My heart pounds in my chest.

The inside of the house is a mess. The living room furniture is torn, items all scattered about. The kitchen seems to be okay, but that doesn’t erase the panic ripping through me.

Ms.  Altamura and Sister Maria Lucia are both on the now-ragged couch, Duchess and the kittens sitting next to them. All eyes turn to me and Vinny with serious expressions.

“Glad you two could make it,” Sister Maria Lucia says, “because we really need to talk.”
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My heart pounds in my chest. How much does Sister Maria Lucia know? How much does Ms. Altamura know?

Clearly not that much, thankfully, considering she’s still able to look at me without fury and disgust. I guess that has to count for something. I’ve been hoping Sister Maria Lucia would get back to us soon, but I didn’t expect her to be here with Ms. Altamura. And nothing about this explains the state of the house.

“What happened?” Vinny asked.

“An evil spirit broke in and tried to attack your mother,” Sister Maria Lucia answers. “I would’ve appreciated the heads up on that, by the way.”

I’m such an idiot. Key didn’t take Wren’s invite because he was planning on attending—he took it so he’d know when I was out of the house. While Vinny and I were at the bar, Ms. Altamura was alone, defenseless. Yet another thing that’s my fault.

Vinny  rushes over to his mom. “Are you okay?”

She waves him off a little. “I’m fine. I know this sounds crazy, but whatever it was . . . it couldn’t get past the cats. Snugglebug kept hissing at it and bought me enough time to call Sister Maria Lucia.”

“The kitten saved you?” I ask.

The nun crosses her arms from next to Ms. Altamura. “Cats are great spiritual protectors, but I arrived just in time. They can only do so much.”

I blink. “So, you stopped him?”

Despite myself, I feel a pinch of worry for Key. Did Sister Maria Lucia force him to pass on? I know if I can just pull him from the rage, he’ll be the same goofy friend I’ve always known. He has to be. I need to make this up to him, to fix things between us.

“Hell no,” Sister Maria Lucia exclaims. “That’s one strong spirit. I was just able to get him out of the house.”

I shouldn’t be relieved, but I am. Still, I can’t believe how badly I messed-up. I put Enzo’s family in danger. For a fleeting moment, I wonder if I should just let Key take over Enzo’s body. He deserves this second chance at life more than I do. Although with how easily he let the evil spirit side take over, I’m not sure how much I can trust him to not keep claiming victims.

I swallow. Not that I can really talk.

“I’m okay,” Ms. Altamura says. “I’m definitely not letting anyone else take this one, though.” She uses two fingers to pet Snugglebug, who happily leans into her touch.

Sister Maria Lucia has her eyes locked on me.

“I’m going to talk to Enzo alone,” she says.

“Why alone?” Vinny asks.

“None of your business, that’s why I’m excluding you,” she snaps. She looks back at me. “Come on, kid. Let’s talk.”

Sister Maria Lucia walks me all the way to Enzo’s room, shutting the door behind us. She takes a seat at the bottom of Enzo’s bed, so I pull out the chair at his desk. I can’t help but feel nervous, like I disappointed her, especially with the way she’s looking at me.

“How much did you tell her?” I ask, voice desperate.

Sister Maria Lucia sighs. “I didn’t tell her anything about you, calm down. I just said that it seems an evil spirit grew an attachment toward you, that I’ve been looking into it. It’s not entirely a lie. He does want in Enzo’s body.”

She’s clearly waiting for me to respond, to tell her the things I should have but couldn’t. I don’t say anything. Finally, she speaks again instead.

“Bear struck again, huh?” She says the question simply, almost like she’s asking about the weather, except there’s enough sarcasm to make me flinch.

I nod. “He was going to hurt Vinny.”

“You don’t have to confess all the details, I’m a nun, not a priest.” Sister Maria Lucia forces a smile. “I’m not going to make you do any Our Fathers or Hail Marys. I’m just here to help. I wanted to talk to you about your little partial possession problem.”

A bit of hope sparks within my heart. Maybe I’ll be able to shake off the horrible, evil spirit parts so I can focus on helping Key and finding Enzo.

“What did you find out about it?” I ask.

“Normally, this kind of thing happens when there are two souls in the same body, and the original soul is fighting against the possessing soul. But since Enzo’s soul is not in his body, the reason you’re not in full possession is all you.”

I blink. “Excuse me?” I ask.

“It’s a mental block,” Sister Maria Lucia explains. “I don’t know enough about you to know the exact reason, but there’s something internal stopping you from fully completing the possession. Whatever that is, you need to fix it, kid.”

Frustration rises up inside me. “That’s stupid, there’s not a mental block, and even if there is, that doesn’t help me. What the hell am I supposed to do?”

Sister Maria Lucia isn’t affected by my outburst. Her tone hardly shifts. “Maybe you have some inner demons you need to face. Some emotions you haven’t processed. It’s not good to hold in all those big feelings. It makes you sick.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snap. A lie.

She raises an eyebrow. “All right, you wanna know what I think? I think there’s a big part of you that doesn’t believe you deserve to be alive. That doesn’t think you’re worthy of this opportunity in front of you.”

The words cut deeper than any physical pain I’ve been through, and that’s saying a lot.

I want to get defensive. I want to argue. I’ve spent so long wanting to be seen but now this freaking nun is seeing me in a way I don’t like. Thinking I don’t deserve to be here is one thing, but hearing it from someone else feels different.

“Well, maybe I don’t fucking deserve it,” I mutter. “Maybe I’m not worthy.”

“That, I don’t believe.” At this, Sister Maria Lucia’s face shifts into something a bit sadder. “Our pasts do not define us, but we carry them with us. We can’t pretend they don’t exist. You can’t just leave that part of you behind. She’s still you. And she’s hurting. Unless you allow Schuyler to feel everything she needs to feel, you won’t be able to be Enzo.”

I shake my head. Ghosts are supposed to have unfinished business. At least that’s what all the movies say. I’m here because I killed myself and my best friend. There’s no amount of afterlife therapy that will change that. Facing my unfinished business means facing my death. Facing him.

And I can’t do that.

Maybe that’s hurting me. Maybe I don’t believe that I deserve a second chance. But how am I supposed to when everything about me, everything I’ve done, screams that I don’t? That I’m a monster? That, even though I know other people treated me badly, sometimes it feels like there’s not a person I hate more than Schuyler Thompson?

Everything is my fault, and Sister Maria Lucia expects me to have the audacity to think I deserve a second life? A chance at happiness?

No. I can’t. I don’t.

And still, it’s easier to blame someone else than to admit any of that.

“This is Enzo’s body,” I insist. “I’m only borrowing it. The whole point is that I’m supposed to find him again. Give him his life back.”

Sister Maria Lucia is silent for a long moment. I can’t read her face at all. It feels like years pass before she speaks.

“When a spirit possesses a body, the majority of time, the original spirit stays in the body with them. The possessing spirit will torture the original soul to the point where it feels it has no choice but to leave, to pass on. But the original soul will fight. It will hold on until it can’t hold on any longer. There’s only one scenario in which the original soul would leave the body immediately.”

“And what’s that?”

“It wanted to.” She sighs. Sister Maria Lucia’s eyes are hard, but they look glassy in the light. “I don’t know where Enzo’s spirit went, but that boy chose to leave. Which means you aren’t going to find him, and even if you did, he probably won’t want to come back.”

Enzo is just . . . gone? He chose to leave his body? To leave his family? Wren? His whole life?

“Stop using that damn boy as your excuse,” Sister Maria Lucia snaps. “This is his gift to you. The least you can do is protect it. And the family that comes with it.” She stands up from the bed, brushing lint off her black skirts. “Figure out your shit, because for better or worse, you’re Enzo Altamura now.”
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After Sister Maria Lucia left my room, I didn’t move. My body felt heavy with the burden of knowing Enzo wasn’t coming back, and I couldn’t face the Altamuras.

I can break you so much further.

The last words Key spoke to me echoed in my head.

Family was a tough subject for both me and Key. The ones we had in life were pretty shitty, but the little family unit we’d forged in death had been nice. Comforting. Familiar. Then I left him behind. The only true family he’d known abandoned him. No wonder it set him off. No wonder he lost himself. I hate how much I get it, how much I am to blame.

If something happens to Ms. Altamura or Vinny because of what I did to Key, I won’t be able to forgive myself.

My nerves sent me to the bathroom twice before school, and I’m starting to regret telling Wren that I missed pooping. While the sensation is a reminder of being alive, anxious shits are  not exactly the definition of a fun time. Especially when I’m already running a little late.

After scrubbing my hands clean, I grab my backpack and head to meet Vinny by the door. Ms. Altamura already left for work, but Sister Maria Lucia is still in the house, working on setting up her wards so it’s harder for malevolent spirits to enter. It gives me a bit of a headache, and as she passes by with some material, my nose starts to bleed again.

“Don’t worry,” she says, “that’s about the worst you’ll get with the partial possession.”

Headaches and nosebleeds I can deal with, especially if it will keep Enzo’s family and the cats safe. It’s the other symptoms of my partial possession that I’m having a lot more trouble with. Namely, the bloodlust and cannibalism.

Those, I can really do without.

Sister Maria Lucia gives me a look, almost like she can read my mind. She does seem to have high spirituality or whatever, so for a second, I’m a little worried she can. I brace myself for her reminder that it’s a mental block and that all this will end if I just face my past.

But I don’t know how.

I can’t.

“Ready?” Vinny asks.

I nod and race out the door. I don’t think I’ll be able to focus at school, but it has to be better than makeshift trauma therapy with a sarcastic nun.
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I can admit when I’m wrong, and I was wrong: School is not better.

The  latest attack only escalated the bear frenzy. While fortunately, Vinny’s identity was protected, word did get around that the latest victim had been trying to beat up a minor before thinking he could take a literal bear. His girlfriend apparently came forward to expose his history of violence and anger toward women saying she would “choose the bear.” Stories and theories spun easily from there. There are already students in shirts with slogans like Mother Bear Takes Out the Trash and BEWARE THE BEAR, CREEPS!

Whoever has been printing those works quickly.

Not everyone is on Team Bear, as those rocking the T-shirts do get in arguments with other students. Some stocky boy has an IT’S BEAR SEASON shirt, so apparently both sides have T-shirt printers.

There’s also at least three different students that offer to sell us cans of bear spray out of their backpack before we can make it to homeroom.

“This is wild,” I say.

“Seriously,” Vinny agrees. “You should see some of the online conspiracies. Some dude is saying liberals made all the bears gay and woke through the water supply, which is why they are attacking straight white men.”

A group of people passes, and their eyes fall on me as they whisper to each other. In fact, it feels like everyone is looking at me. More than the usual number.

Do they somehow know? Did someone say something about seeing me at the bar last night?

“Did anyone see us at the show?” I ask Vinny in a whisper. “Do people know we were there?”

Vinny  startles like a deer in headlights. “What? Why?”

“Because people keep whispering and looking at me.”

Vinny blinks, glancing back down. “Oh. Um, I don’t think that’s related.”

“What do you mean?”

Reluctantly, Vinny pulls something up on his phone and tilts the screen toward me. Someone posted a picture of me in Rainbow Club, thankfully with Vinny out of the frame aside from just a floating hand, and the caption: Powerful double coming out by our very own Enzo Altamura! Surprised his gf wasn’t there to support but we love to see it! #YouGoBiKing #Bicon #RainbowClub #GenderIsFluidButAbsAreSolid.

“Who posted that?” I ask.

“Her name’s Lena.” Vinny bites a lip. “She’s a self-proclaimed ally.”

“That tracks.”

“This is why I don’t do clubs like that,” Vinny continues. “I’m sorry, man.”

It’s messed-up for her to post that without permission, like extremely, but at the same time, I can’t bring myself to care with so many other things going on. “It’s whatever, that’s the least of my worries right now.”

Enzo’s gone.

He might not want to come back.

It’s like my stomach fills with stones. Or maybe it’s the flies again. Either way, I resist the urge to projectile vomit all over the place.

Vinny just shrugs. I don’t know how much Sister Maria Lucia told him, if anything, but he doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest.  “We should probably head to homeroom, but let me know if you need anything, okay?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He probably means if I have another evil spirit flare-up. I really hope it doesn’t happen again too soon. Especially because the bear can only show up at the exact place we are so many times before it gets a little suspicious. Hell, it already is suspicious, just no one is bothering to connect the dots.

As Vinny walks away, my right hand trembles and I can’t seem to make it stop. I try to grip my backpack strap, but that’s only effective in making my bag shake a little, too.

This is all too much.

“Hey! Are you okay, babe?”

Wren runs up to me, immediately grasping my hands. It stops the shaking, but despite her wide, warm brown eyes and gorgeous, soft smile, it only worsens my anxiety.

She doesn’t know what I did to Enzo. That he’s gone. That I’m not going to find him and give him his body back, because I can’t.

What will she say if I tell her?

“I guess I’m a little shaken up,” I admit.

She nods, eyes understanding. “Yeah, me too, honestly. But oh!” She shrugs her backpack off one shoulder so she can undo the zipper enough to reach inside. “I got you this. Got a deal on two of them and figure it can’t hurt.”

She hands me a can of bear spray.

Tears start to well up in the corners of my eyes as I take in the label. She honestly thinks it’s a bear. She doesn’t know that I’m practically a fucking serial killer at this point.

Guilt  eats away at me, and it’s like my body is riddled with holes. I’m exposed and open and people are staring. It’s too much. It’s all too much.

I have to get out of here.

Wren calls after me as I race down the hall. I narrowly avoid running into other people, but I don’t care. I keep going. I run straight out of the high school and I don’t stop running.

Not when people give me strange looks.

Not when spirits give me hungry ones.

In Enzo’s body, I almost feel like I can keep running, keep going. He has more strength, speed, and cardio than I ever did, and even as my breaths come a little heavier and sweat breaks out across my skin, I feel strong, I feel alive.

And I shouldn’t.

Because I’m neither.

As much as I wish it were possible, running forever isn’t an option. I manage to resist the urge to run home—my home, Schuyler’s home—because it isn’t mine anymore. I couldn’t even get inside. So instead, I find myself running to Enzo’s house.

Which I guess now is my home.

Since I’m Enzo.

The thought is both wonderful and devastating at the same time, and the former only makes the feelings of the latter harsher.

Thankfully, when I step inside, no one is around except Duchess and the kittens. The living room has been cleaned up, although the furniture is still torn, but I don’t mind that as I curl up on the couch.

It’s then that I allow myself to cry. To really cry.

“I don’t deserve this,” I sob. “I don’t deserve to be Enzo.”

Duchess and most of the kittens are asleep. It’s only Snugglebug that’s awake, big amber eyes looking right at me. He wobbles over with his tiny kitty legs before reaching his wet nose out to press it against my face. His small tongue licks up some tears.

I have to smile and giggle though my tears don’t stop.

Gently, I pet him on the head. “Thanks, little guy. But you’ve only seen the good in me, you haven’t seen all the awful shit I’ve done.”

He snuggles up next to me. It’s not like he can understand what I’m saying. If he could, he wouldn’t come near me. And I wouldn’t blame him.

I sniffle. “How am I supposed to protect Vinny and Ms. Altamura? How am I supposed to protect anyone when I couldn’t protect myself?”

Obviously, the cat doesn’t have an answer.

The problem is, I don’t either.
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Vinny doesn’t rush up to ask why I wasn’t at school when he gets home. I hear him walking around the house, probably checking in on the cats and maybe Sister Maria Lucia’s wards, until there’s a soft knock on my door.

“Can I come in?” he asks.

I don’t answer. But when he slowly turns the knob and peeks inside, the dyed red of his hair entering first, I don’t stop him.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time in your room,” he says.

“It’s not my room,” I correct.

It is now, I guess. At least, that’s what Sister Maria Lucia wants me to accept. But it isn’t right. I’m not the one who put this room together. I definitely would’ve done it differently. Enzo’s room doesn’t have much personality. It’s neat enough, but in a way that feels like he didn’t have the energy to make it messy. Other than the nondescript bed, desk, and secondhand dresser, there’s not much of anything.

It’s almost like he wanted it to be temporary.

The  only out-of-place thing is Oreo, who stays on top of my pillow when I’m not squeezing him against me.

“You could make it yours,” Vinny says simply. “You could make it Schuyler’s.”

I swallow. “I’m not sure I’m Schuyler anymore either.”

It’s true. As much as I’ve tried to hold on to the girl I was when I died—or, at least, the parts of her I didn’t hate—I can’t pretend like so many things haven’t changed since then. That I haven’t changed since then. In many ways, for the worst.

But also . . . in some ways, for the better.

Schuyler would’ve never stood in front of a crowd of people and admitted she was bisexual. Schuyler would’ve never been able to fight back against anyone. Schuyler would’ve never confessed her feelings to Wren, and definitely wouldn’t have had the courage to kiss her.

I did. I do.

So I don’t fully feel like Schuyler Thompson anymore. In some ways, Schuyler Thompson feels like an entirely different person. A girl I used to know.

A girl I failed.

But what does that make me? Because I sure as hell don’t feel like Enzo either.

“I don’t know who the fuck I am,” I say to Vinny.

Except I do know. I’m a monster.

That’s not what Vinny says, even if it’s what he should say.

“You’re my brother,” he says instead. “My sibling.”

I open my mouth, but I’m not sure how to respond. I think I’ll start crying again, which annoys me.

“You don’t have to be Schuyler, and I honestly don’t want you  to be Enzo. You’re you. Whatever name you want to go by doesn’t matter. Whatever gender you want to identify as doesn’t matter. The point is, you don’t have to be anyone. You can be whoever you want to be.”

My eyes water. Dammit.

I hate the way my heart swells at the words, like I deserve them. Like there’s a future where I can call this body my home, these incredible people my family, and live out a whole life like I had just assumed I’d be able to. In any way I want. Like I could keep going to school and the Rainbow Club, where I can figure out if I’m genderfluid or genderqueer or whatever other terms they were suggesting. Like Porsche could paint my nails in pinks or blues or blacks and Jaime and Moose could banter with me and Wren could keep being my girlfriend and prom date and so many other firsts.

Like I’m not a soiled soul on borrowed time.

Like I could be anything more.

My voice is soft. “What if what I want to be isn’t this?”

Vinny shrugs. “Then we’ll just have to figure out a way to change it.”

I know what he means. To finish the possession so the evil spirit gets under control. The one thing I’m not sure I can do.

But if anyone might understand . . . wouldn’t it be Vinny?

Maybe I can find a way to tell him everything. To unload it all so he can hear it and listen and understand. So he can know why I shouldn’t be saved. Why I became an evil spirit and why I should remain one.

I’ll say it and it will be out in the world and it’ll be real and I won’t be able to take it back.

And  he’ll know.

He’ll see me and he’ll know.

It’s terrifying, but for the first time in my entire afterlife, it feels like an option. It’s something I desperately don’t want to do, but something I think I can do now.

“Vinny, there’s something you don’t know about me,” I admit. “And I’m scared to say it, because then you’ll understand why I don’t deserve any of this.”

His face twists into something of worry and confusion. “I could never believe that.”

I shake my head. “But you might.”

“Only one way to find out.”

I bite my lip. I’m scared. I’m so scared.

That’s always been my problem. I’m scared and I’m weak and I don’t do anything about it.

“I may not know everything,” Vinny starts when I hesitate, “but I’m glad you want to trust me with it. If you’re ready, I hope you can trust me enough to know that I’m here for you no matter what.” He puts a hand on my shoulder. “I mean, honestly, Sky, it can’t be worse than what we’ve gone through this week.”

I almost laugh, even though it isn’t that funny.

So I tell him everything instead.

“When I died, there were three of us in the car. Me, Key, and . . . my boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend, I mean. He didn’t come back. Key and I had been friends for a long time, and my ex tolerated Key, for the most part, because he could take advantage of him, his money. They both liked to party. Drink. A lot.

“I don’t think Key noticed how my ex was with me. He had his own problems he was trying to get away from at these parties,  but I never liked going out like that. My ex wasn’t a fun drunk. He was mean, insecure, he’d blame me for things I didn’t do and get mad and . . .” I press my lips together, take a deep breath before I continue. “I can’t drive. My dad sort of taught me how, but I was always too scared to do it. So, when my ex would drink at parties, he’d still drive. He was a little older than me, so most of the time I didn’t know anyone else, and he’d make me get in the car with him or he’d leave me there. Just being inside a car at night was reason enough to give me a panic attack. I hated it, but I kept doing it. I couldn’t say no to him, I couldn’t go against him, I couldn’t stand to make anyone mad at me.”

“Schuyler, that’s terrible of him, but that’s not your—”

“Please let me finish,” I interrupt. I have to get it all out before I lose my nerve. “The night it happened, we were all going to go back together. My ex promised he wouldn’t drink too much, but of course he did, and Key was messed-up too, so he asked me to drive. But I was too scared. I never drove outside of practicing with my dad, I didn’t have a license, I wasn’t ready. I wouldn’t do it.”

“Fine. I’ll drive. Just get in the car, Schuyler.”

“I don’t think you should be driving, babe . . .”

“Key’s passed out. We gotta get home. Do you want me to leave you here?”

“But I don’t know anyone and we’re in the middle of nowhere. You can’t—”

“I’m sure you’ll find some guy to take you home. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Babe, no—”

“Then get in the fucking car.”

“I should have driven anyway. But he got in the car and Key was in the back seat—he barely knew what the fuck was going on—and I . . . got in the car. I let him drive. Like all those other times except this time was different.”

I take a deep breath. The memory keeps coming back up, thick and sour like bile. I see his face, I feel my fear, my disgust at myself.

“My ex got crazy when Key came to and started joking around with me. He was jealous because he was convinced half the time that I was cheating on him with Key. But we never did anything like that, ever, we aren’t like that. Normally, he’d get over it, especially if Key’d pay for their drinks, but he . . . he was really mad then.”

“You two are fucking, aren’t you?”

“What? No, I’d never. We aren’t—”

“You think I don’t know what the guys say about you? About girls like you?”

“Fuck, dude, calm down, it’s all good. If Schuyler had hooked up with me, she definitely wouldn’t have needed you.”

“You stupid piece of shit—”

“He reached back to . . . I don’t know, hit Key or something. And he wasn’t watching the road, he wasn’t controlling the wheel. I tried to grab it but I was freaked out and I didn’t know what I was doing and . . . I lost control of the car. He was going too fast and I . . . I turned us right into that fucking pole.”

I’m sitting there, with all of it. The pain. The memory of my body breaking and the impact of metal and glass and wood.

The pain of dying.

The pain of waking up as something different.

Something  terrible.

“It’s my fault, Vinny. I was too scared to drive, too scared to stand up to him, too stupid to not crash us. I didn’t just kill the two of us, I killed Key. And he got stuck here with me. And now, I left him. I left him because I wanted a second chance at life even though it was my fault. I took his life and then I left him behind for a taste of a new one. I betrayed him. I’m the reason why he turned into an evil spirit. Everything is because I’m just selfish and scared and weak.”

I can’t bring myself to look at Vinny. I’m so much bigger as Enzo than I was in my body, but I feel smaller than I have in a long time.

Vinny’s voice is soft when he says, “Schuyler, none of that was your fault.”

“No, it was, I—”

“No,” Vinny interrupts, firm this time. “No. You were in a terrible, tragic accident. You had an awful, shitty boyfriend. He chose to drive when he shouldn’t have. He manipulated you and made you feel small and unsafe and it sounds like he emotionally abused you so you couldn’t stand up to him. That’s not being weak, Sky. That’s surviving. Everything you did was to survive, and you aren’t the reason why you didn’t.” Vinny grabs my shoulders and looks me in the eye. “What happened is not your fault. It’s your ex’s. Not yours. And I need you to say it.”

I shake my head. I can’t. I can’t lie more than I already have.

“Hey, look at me.” Reluctantly, I do. “Didn’t you basically tell me it wasn’t my fault for having a piece of shit dad? This isn’t your fault either, and I need you to say it.”

His eyes hold mine. How isn’t he disgusted? He shouldn’t be this  nice to me. But the look he’s giving me right now isn’t just nice—it’s loving. Unwavering. He believes what he’s saying. He believes in me.

And that makes me want to believe in myself, too.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I say.

Then I start crying. Like full-on ugly crying. It’s some kind of release. I don’t know if I entirely believe it yet. I don’t think I can, but even just hearing it, just saying it, makes me feel lighter.

Vinny pulls me into a hug, letting me cry more.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that. I really am.”

I am too. I am sorry and I am angry and I am so many confusing and conflicting emotions, but instead of shoving them down and desperately not thinking about it, I let myself feel them. Even though it hurts.

We sit there for a few minutes. Then there’s loud, angry knocking on the door.

I pull away from Vinny with wide eyes. What if it’s the police? Key? I’m not ready to deal with anything else at the moment.

“It’s fine,” Vinny says, as if reading my thoughts. “It’s probably just a delivery.”

The knocking becomes more of a pounding, not lightening up.

“That doesn’t sound like a delivery.”

“Maybe they just have a tight schedule.” Vinny puts his hands up at my glare. “Okay, okay, we’ll check it out. But it’s going to be fine.”

We move together to the front door, slowly, like we have to prepare for something. I eye the different protections Sister Maria Lucia put up to make sure they are all still in place.

Then  I open the door.

It’s not the police, or Key, or anything that makes sense. Confusion bubbles up in me because it’s . . . Moose?

“Um . . . hi,” I start. “Everything okay?”

She cuts right to the chase. “I know there’s no bear. I don’t know how, but it’s you. You’re the one killing all those assholes.”

Well . . .

Shit.
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Idon’t know how to react, so Vinny does it first. He yanks Moose into the house, closing the door behind her. Then, realizing that probably seems far too suspicious, tries to play it off with a smile.

“What are you talking about?” he asks. “You sound crazy.”

Moose snaps toward him. “Don’t call a woman crazy.”

“Don’t say crazy things?”

I step between the two of them, holding my hands up. “Hey, let’s just talk calmly. We’re in some stressful times, so it’s totally natural to have high emotions and say things that we don’t really mean.”

Moose crosses her arms. “I was at Wren’s show. I got there late, but when I walked up, I heard you in the alley. You’ve been acting weird as hell lately, so I went to check it out. And I saw you changing out of clothes that were covered in blood.”

I look over at Vinny before looking back at her.

“It was blood from the bear attack,” I try.

“Then why did you change before you called to report it? And why did you say you were inside when it happened when I was watching you the whole time? You never went back inside, Enzo.”

Moose’s evidence hangs between us. I try desperately to come up with an excuse. But nothing comes.

“You can’t tell anyone,” I say instead.

Vinny smacks my arm. “Don’t just admit it!” he says at the same time Moose yells, “I fucking knew it!”

“Well, what am I supposed to do? She’s not an idiot! She saw!”

“She doesn’t know you’re killing people!”

“I’m not killing people, I’m killing boys.” I look between them, waiting for a reaction. “Seriously, you two haven’t seen Jennifer’s Body? Is it that old?”

“Now’s not the time! She’s gonna tell everyone.”

“We don’t know that.”

“You trust her? You barely know her.”

“Well, what do you suggest, Vinny?”

“HEY!” Moose yells between us, forcing both me and Vinny to turn back to her. She clears her throat, regaining some composure. “First of all, I’m still here. Second, you two are terrible villains. Third, I’m not trying to tell everyone or turn you in. That’s not why I came here.”

I stare at her, blinking. That’s not what I was expecting, and based on Vinny’s confused expression, he’s in the same boat. Finally, I manage to find my voice.

“Uh, why are you here, then?”

Moose rolls her eyes. “I want to know how you do it.”

“What?”

“How are you able to take out creeps like that? It’s gnarly as hell. Fucking brutal. It’s incredible. Do you know how much good we can do? How many girls we can protect?”

“No,” I say. “No, it’s not like that. I mean, it’s kind of like that.” Vinny did hand select Scott, after all. “But it’s not something you want to be involved with, trust me.”

“But it is.” She leans in close to me. “What are you, some kind of were-bear?”

“I’m sorry, a were-bear? Like a fucking werewolf?” Vinny asks.

Moose throws her hands up. “Well, I don’t know! But you can’t just be some regular teenage boy and kill people like that.”

I press my lips together. We clearly have to tell Moose something, but what? Can I tell her that I’m an evil spirit possessing Enzo? If she’s ready to believe in were-bears, she should be able to get on board with that.

“Um, Enzo?” Vinny says.

“What?” I snap. “I’m thinking.”

“A little too hard, maybe. Your nose and mouth are bleeding.”

I reach up and feel my face. It’s wet and warm from thick lines of blood. Oh no. I just turned last night! I shouldn’t be changing again this soon. But Sister Maria Lucia warned it would only get worse the longer the possession remained incomplete. And it seems like my evil spirit is creeping closer to completely taking over.

“Oh shit,” Vinny says as my fingertips start to split. “He’s turning.”

“Turning?” Moose almost looks excited. “So, he really is a were-bear?!”

My  sharpened teeth all split through my gums, filling my mouth with metallic blood that spills over my lips.

“Holy shit,” Moose says, eyes wide.

“We’ve got to restrain him!” Vinny quickly searches the room for something, anything that might be able to stop me.

Shit. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to kill Moose, and I refuse to hurt Vinny. I have to stop this. I have to.

The pain worsens, my claws growing.

It’s harder and harder to think clearly.

Moose is frozen in place, watching in horror. Vinny rushes over with duct tape, doing his best to restrain my arms. I try to push down the bloodlust, to not hear the sound of it rushing through his veins.

Not Vinny.

Not Vinny.

I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

The hunger is too much to take. I launch forward toward Moose. Even without my hands, I’m able to bite into her leg. She screams as I sink my teeth down, pulling up flesh and letting the blood wash over my tongue.

“Dammit, Sky!”

Vinny tries to pull me off her. Skin and muscle tissue tear as I pull the bite with me and swallow it down. It’s not enough, I need more, I need more—

“Sky, listen to me. You need to control this. You got blood, you got violence, I need you to come back now.”

A growl rips out of me over Moose’s screams.

It’s not enough, I’m not—

“Come on,” Vinny begs, arms wrapped around mine in a body lock. “Please. I need you to get back to yourself.”

My tongue cuts open as I lick the blood off my lips.

But my gaze is able to focus on Vinny. I feel a bit of myself come back. Maybe, for now, it can be enough. Just to hold me over. Just until we can figure something out. My claws start to shrink back in.

“Oh, thank god,” Vinny says, relaxing his grip on me. “You did it!”

I’ve controlled it for now, but I can feel the rage, the emotions, the evil spirit lurking and ready for its next release. But, for now, maybe he’s right. I did it.

“He just ate my fucking leg!”

Oh. Right. Moose.

Shit.

“I’m sorry!” I say. I immediately try to rush over to her but don’t have my arms to help me up. “Vinny, dammit, try to stop the blood and I’ll call for help!”

I know it’s more than a simple cut—way more—but at the moment, I’m just glad I didn’t get her neck or chest or something.

“Does this mean I’m going to be a were-bear now?” Moose asks as Vinny grabs a blanket and presses it firmly to her leg. Her excitement about potentially becoming a were-bear apparently outweighs the pain.

“No, I’m not . . .” I sigh. “I’m calling 911, then I’ll explain. Just . . . try not to bleed out in the meantime?”

I break free of the duct tape and phone for help, with the assurance an ambulance would arrive soon. I do tell the operator it was another bear attack, but that we scared it off before the  victim lost consciousness. They ask me to stay on the line, but I hang up quickly.

“We have to bring her outside,” I tell Vinny, wiping the blood off my mouth and face.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to move her?”

“Probably not, but do you want to explain how a bear got in through the front door?” I crouch down behind Moose’s back. “I’m so sorry. I promise I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Is it hard to control your were-bear side?”

“Yeah, yeah, it really is.” I meet her eyes. “I’m so sorry, but we’re gonna make sure you’re okay. Help is coming. So . . . were-bear with me?”

She laughs a little. She must be losing a lot of blood.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

Vinny keeps pressing down on the wound as we (to the best of our abilities) lift her enough to drag and carry her out the front door and into the grass. The bloodstains inside give a totally different story, but I have to just hope the police don’t ask to step inside.

I squeeze Moose’s hand as sirens finally approach.

“I really am sorry, Moose. I didn’t mean to.”

She shrugs, eyes fluttering. “Honestly, if this is the price I have to pay for Scott being dead, I’ll fucking take it. If just this is this bad, imagine how horrible it was for him.” She laughs.

I can see it in her eyes. I don’t have to ask why she feels that way.

I get it. I do.

“I’m so sorry,” I say again. This time, it’s for a different reason.

Paramedics swoop in, taking the place of me and Vinny and getting Moose stable and into the ambulance. With the last of her strength, she starts screaming bloody murder about the bear.

Instead  of relief, I only feel worse.

I could have killed her. What if she doesn’t fully recover and can’t walk again? What the hell is wrong with me? How could I have let that happen?

Vinny calls Sister Maria Lucia, who promises to rush over and help handle the fallout. Apparently, she’s handled worse. I don’t want to know what that means, but the “when there isn’t a body, it’s far easier” I overhear is multiple kinds of alarming.

But after she arrives and we tell her everything, she remains just as cool. Even when we show her the mess we left behind in the living room. She’s not happy about it or anything, but aside from a big swig from her flask, her expression doesn’t change much upon seeing all the blood. I can only imagine the kind of stuff she’s seen before if this isn’t enough to faze her.

“Well,” she says finally. “At least there weren’t any other witnesses. I don’t know how you convinced that girl to keep to the story, but it seems to have worked.”

“She thinks I’m a were-bear who targets predators and shitty men.”

Sister Maria Lucia blinks. “Okay. Sure.”

“How can we help?” I ask.

She raises an eyebrow so high that it almost disappears under her habit. “You two aren’t going to do anything. You did the right thing by calling me. I’m going to finish taking care of this. Take the cats into one of your rooms and stay in there until I tell you to come out. Understand?”

We both nod.

“I said, do you understand?”

Both  Vinny and I give our yesses out loud, and Sister Maria Lucia nods.

“Okay, good. Now go. I’m going to call my cleanup guy. He’s secretive, so you can’t come out until he’s done.”

I don’t want to know the kind of guy she calls for this scenario, let alone how she met him. But I’m not going to lie, it’s a major relief to not have to handle it myself. Vinny scoops up the little cat bed with Duchess and the kittens resting on top of it and starts to head into his room.

I take a step to follow.

“Schuyler?” Sister Maria Lucia calls.

I look back at her, even though it’s almost strange to hear my real name at this point. Her expression is grim, the lines on her face more pronounced, like she hasn’t been getting good sleep. Or much sleep at all.

“This can’t continue,” she says softly. “It’s only going to get worse.”

I know she’s right.

“So, what do I do?” I ask, tone high and desperate.

“You have to complete the possession,” she says. “Because if your little evil spirit friend tries to take over that body, I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure he can’t.”

I don’t have to guess what she’s implying, but I ask anyway. “Even if it means killing Enzo?”

For the first time since she walked in the house, Sister Maria Lucia’s cool exterior slips. Something pained, almost horrified, but so, so tired flashes across her face.

“Whatever it takes,” she confirms.

And with that, she sends me away.
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School is canceled on Friday when news of the bear attacking Moose spreads. She’s stable but needs emergency reconstructive surgery for the part of her leg I devoured.

I’m thankful she’s alive. Although I know how close she was to dying.

All because of me.

The school doesn’t say the reason behind canceling classes, but word is that they’re bear-proofing the campus and installing more cameras outside, plus doing some internal investigations.

Sister Maria Lucia stayed the night with us. She and whoever she called managed to get the blood cleaned up before Ms. Altamura got home from work, and she used the excuse of adding more protections as her reason for hanging around another night.

Time passes in a blur as I help reset some of the wards (causing more of a headache and one major nosebleed) and stew in my own cloud of self-hatred and disgust. How did I let it get this far?  How am I so useless that, even when the issue is apparently just in my head, I can’t fix it?

“Too late” already happened at least two deaths ago. I don’t know where I am now. On the fast pass track to hell, maybe.

We’re still on for tonight, right?

I could use a distraction after what

happened to Moose.

And I definitely don’t want to be

alone.

I stare at Wren’s texts for a long time before I’m able to make sense of the words.

It’s Friday. The night her parents are out of town and the night she invited me to come over because her parents are out of town which doesn’t necessarily mean anything but certainly suggests something.

I ignore the excited and nervous dick twitch.

I shouldn’t.

I shouldn’t.

But if I’m going to have to face a second death or be pitched out of this body because I was too shit of a ghost to properly possess someone, can’t I at least have this one last thing?

Yeah

I send a heart emoji to hide my current mental state.

Can’t wait ;)

My  heart races.

That winky face definitely suggests the thing she seemed to be suggesting.

I try to breathe on a count of four to calm myself down. Just this one thing. I’ll give myself just this one last thing, and then Sister Maria Lucia can go ahead and kill me because I know that’s what I deserve. Because I can’t keep going on like this.

I can’t.

But I can at least lose my sapphic virginity before I die again.

Even if I’m not just a girl anymore, I’m still saying it counts.

Making that promise inside my mind, I start getting ready. As I pick out clothes, it sort of feels like I’m preparing for a funeral rather than potentially getting laid by my girlfriend. Maybe it’s sort of both?

After all, Enzo Altamura is all but dead, and his body will soon follow.

Just one last thing.

I awkwardly knock on Vinny’s bedroom door. I hear a few footsteps and he opens it.

“Everything okay?” he asks.

No. Of course not.

“Um, yeah. I, just, uh . . .” I clear my throat. “Do you have any condoms?”

He pauses for a second, like his brain is lagging.

“I can’t tell you how desperately I wish I had a need for them, but no.” He rolls his eyes as he breathes out a sigh. “You do, though. Underwear drawer.”

Probably should have dug around in there better. I checked the  nightstand and Enzo’s backpack, but I didn’t think of potential places other than those.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll need them soon with the way Danny was looking at—”

Face completely red, Vinny slams the door before I can finish the sentence.

“Thanks!” I say through the wood.

Returning to my room, I fish around in Enzo’s underwear drawer until I find a buried box of condoms and bottle of lube. Neither of them is expired, which seems promising. I grab them both and toss them into my bag.

Just in case.

Not saying it’s happening for sure.

But better to be prepared, right?

My phone lights up with another notification, causing my heart to jump into my throat.

Want me to give you a ride?

That phrasing does nothing to lessen my blush.

It’s cool

I’ll be over soon

There’s a bike in the backyard. I don’t know if it’s Enzo’s or Vinny’s, but I don’t think he’ll mind either way. I could use the time to cool down, force some air on my face. Savor that little extra experience of feeling.

Before I don’t get the chance again.

A  different kind of guilt fills my stomach. What is Vinny going to say if he finds out I’m giving up? That I’m not strong enough to complete the possession?

He’ll hate me. For real this time.

Maybe that’s better.

I slip out of the house, quiet as the ghost I really am, and snatch up the bike and helmet. With my backpack secured over my shoulders, I push my foot off the ground and start pedaling. It’s been a while, so I start off shaky, not quite trusting my balance. But the faster I go, the easier it gets.

It comes back so naturally.

It’s not fair, how easy it is to readjust to the world of the living. Almost like my death never happened at all.

Ghosts continue to watch me as I pass by. The ones that aren’t too lost in the echoes of their deaths, at least. I see a few of them. A woman with glass sticking out of her face. A man whose chest seizes as he coughs and falls to the floor, over and over and over.

How is any of that fair? What do they need to be freed from that cycle?

I keep pedaling, so hard that my thighs start to ache.

I can break you so much further.

Key flashes in front of me, empty eyes staring ahead and overloaded mouth tearing wide apart to reveal layers of teeth. They are tinged in blood, with bits of fresh flesh hanging between them.

I almost crash into a bush, just managing to get my foot firm on the ground before completely tumbling.

There’s nothing there.

I can break you so much further.

Isn’t  that what Key’s doing? By making the Altamura house unsafe. By going after the people helping me. By knowing that he is a monster like me, but so much better at it.

Because despite becoming a monster, some things don’t change.

And the biggest of those is how weak I am.

How scared and spineless I am.

How I’d rather run away, give up.

Maybe I can get Key to be himself again. Vinny was able to reach me when I was turning. Maybe I can do the same for Key, so he can take over Enzo’s body peacefully. That way Sister Maria Lucia doesn’t have to kill it. He’ll probably be strong enough to complete the possession.

Sometimes the best option is to give up. To know when you should quit.

I’m already back on Sycamore. It hasn’t been that long, yet there’s a part of me that really feels like a lifetime has passed since this was my home. I slow my speed, taking in the individual houses.

Then I reach it. The telephone pole.

The one that was once filled with flowers and photos of me and teddy bears that rotted in the rain. The one that was once showered with glass as metal bent against it, my body pushed and crushed somewhere in between.

The one that soaked in the blood of Schuyler Thompson before she became something horrible.

I stop, staring at it. Cold rises in me. Not the extreme ice of the evil spirit, but something uncomfortable enough to burn. To remind me that this is where I died. That I am dead.

I  am dead.

I am a dead girl in a living meat suit. A bittersweet fluke the universe wants corrected.

“Hi there,” a voice says. “I’ve been wondering when you’d come back.”

Papa Lloyd stands behind me, in his same glasses and outfit as always. With his same blank eyes and the same wrinkles around him, deepening with his warm smile.

I forget myself, dropping the bike to rush over to him, only for my arms to slide right through his form, an icy chill passing over me as all the hairs on my forearms rise. Awkwardly, I step back.

“You recognize me?” I ask softly.

His smile widens. “I’d know that soul anywhere. Besides, not every day a living teenager can clearly see ghosts, and news of what’s been going on has spread across town. Although most of us spirits here know there isn’t really a wild bear on the loose.”

My excitement is put out like a candle. He knows. They all do.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Papa Lloyd shakes his head. “You don’t have to apologize to me, Schuyler. I know you’re trying your best.”

The guilt tastes like pennies in my mouth. Am I trying my best?

“Plus,” he says, expression grim. “It’s not just you. We saw what happened to Key.”

I shake my head. “That’s my fault, Papa Lloyd. I never should have left him.”

“Schuyler Thompson, that boy is not and has never been your responsibility, and you don’t owe him a goddamn thing.”

I  jump at the rage in his tone. Papa Lloyd actually looks angry. I’ve never seen him angry before.

“What? But I’m the reason he’s dead, why he turned—”

“No, you are not. But he might be the reason you think that.” Papa Lloyd doesn’t let up, his voice surprisingly hard. “He constantly guilts you, makes you apologize. He doesn’t let you have a moment of peace. It’s why I’ve never liked him. You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Schuyler.”

I shake my head. Key has every right to be mad.

Doesn’t he?

Vinny said it isn’t my fault, Papa Lloyd is saying the same . . . but does that make it true?

“But if I keep trying to live when he can’t . . .” I mumble. “It’s so . . . it’s wrong. It’s selfish. And with what I’ve done? Papa Lloyd, it got so messed-up.”

“Is it really that wrong?” Papa Lloyd asks.

He has to be joking. My eyebrows squeeze together. “Um. Yeah. Obviously.”

“The killing people part isn’t right, okay, I’ll give you that. But I don’t think wanting to be alive is such a sin.” His voice is gentle. “If anything, that’s what we’re programmed to do.”

There are so many ways I can respond to that. To say, sure, to a point, but there has to be a line drawn somewhere and the line comes firmly before eating other people. But I don’t get into any of that. Something else escapes my lips instead.

“Do you want to be alive again?”

Papa Lloyd laughs. “Well, I don’t know about that. I lived a good life, one that was a lot longer than I expected. I faced a lot of hardship, and I lost a lot, but I loved and I was loved so deeply  and beautifully and . . . that sometimes feels like more than I had ever thought I’d be able to ask for.” He reaches a hand out toward me, like he wants to place it on top of mine, before remembering that he no longer can. “Honestly, I’m just tired. I want to move on to whatever is next. Whether it is another life in a different body or an afterlife in a different realm or breaking into stardust and spending eternity in the skies, I’m ready.”

It’s beautiful, the way he says it. The way I can see the hopeful light of the next adventure in his face. It’s an acceptance I don’t know that I’ll ever be able to feel.

Tears sting the corners of my eyes. “Shouldn’t I be ready?”

Papa Lloyd gives me a smile. “Everything has its own time. I’ve always thought you had more life left in you.” He nods over to my old house. To Wren’s house. “Why don’t you forget about everything else, about everyone else for once, and just go live it?”
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My stomach is in knots as I knock on the front door of what used to be my house. It all feels so strange, like I wandered into some absurdist movie or alternate dimension. There’s a sense of dread lining my gut that I can’t make go away.

Although when Wren opens the door, I don’t notice it so much.

She’s smiling, her curly hair tied up in a high bun, with a few strands falling loose around her shoulders. Even her sweatpants and T-shirt are enough to set my heart into double time. She reaches out to grab one of my arms with both of hers, pulling me inside.

“Come on,” she says. “I have a surprise for you!”

She leads me into the kitchen, where there are two glasses on the counter, filled with a clear soda. There’s a maraschino cherry plopped in each, which makes it look pretty fancy. Her sparkling eyes don’t diminish, and I wonder if I’m missing something.

“Soda?” I ask. “Um, thanks.”

She snorts. “It’s not just soda, hold on.”

Wren skips over to the other side of the kitchen, where she pours something. I can’t see what she’s doing with her back facing me and blocking the action. Then she turns around, something carefully held in each hand.

Little hollow plastic sharks, filled to the top with grenadine syrup.

“The Crab Shack sharks!” It’s too late to hide the excitement in my voice. “Where did you get these?”

“I randomly found some my dad had saved and washed them out. I remember you had that whole thing about being sad The Crab Shack closed, so I thought you might like this.”

I’m speechless. I close my fingers gently around the shark. It’s exactly how I remember it. When I would beg my parents to let me get the Shirley Temple just so I could have the shark toy along with it. The way the drink would bubble up, fizzing so much it cleared my nose. The squishy belly of the shark and its empty eyes, keeping me company the entire dinner as I feasted on coconut shrimp and crab boil. It was one of the only times I was able to eat what I wanted, to have some semblance of a normal family, being together. I don’t remember a lot of purely happy moments from my life, but Wren brought one back for me.

“Ready?” Wren asks.

We carefully move our sharks over to the glasses, tilting them so the red syrup rushes out of their wide open mouths and splashes into the soda, spreading in swirls until the entire drink is clouded crimson.

My  eyes start to sting again. I open my mouth to start to speak.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Wren warns. “We should try it first. I’m not sure how much syrup you’re supposed to use.”

I lift the glass and take a sip. Unlike the shark, the flavor is different from what I remember. It’s overly sweet and a little too red, definitely with more syrup than necessary.

“It’s perfect,” I say. “Thank you.”

I take Wren’s fingers in mine, stepping closer to lean forward and press my lips against hers. She reaches around my neck, pulling me down toward her to deepen the kiss.

She tastes sweet, like sugar and bubbles.

Wren gently pulls away. “I may have another surprise, though.”

“Yeah?”

My mind races with possibilities. Everything from the racy (cute bra and underwear?) to the completely unhinged (she did some research on evil spirits and has a body upstairs?). Not knowing what to expect, I hold on to her hand, carry my drink in the other, and follow her.

All the way up to the attic.

My attic.

But it looks entirely different. The regular lightbulbs have been replaced with tinted ones in shades of blue, pink, and purple. Fairy lights twinkle from where they hang on the walls. There’s a large speaker in the corner, and a small table set up with bowls of chips and pretzels and ice. The center of the attic is cleared as a makeshift dance floor. On top of where my bed used to be, clothes are laid out. A few dresses and a suit.

“You said you wanted to go to prom, and I know you might not have that kind of time, so I thought we could have our own.”

There aren’t any words as I take it all in.

“Wren . . .”

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted a dress or a suit, but you’re too tall for any of my dresses . . .”

“A suit’s fine,” I say quickly.

I mean it too. I always wanted to try out a suit, but that never would have been allowed as Schuyler. Not with my mom or ex.

Wren smiles. “You can help me pick out my dress?”

I nod, and she pulls out her phone to start the music. I catch that she named the playlist Wren and Sky’s Prom Night which is quite possibly the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. A relatively upbeat song I don’t recognize starts playing. I walk over to the clothes.

“I think the red dress,” I say.

“So if someone drops blood on me it won’t stain?”

“Maybe let’s avoid blood.”

I’ve seen enough of it recently for a lifetime.

“Fair point,” she says, looking down but still smiling. “Turn around.”

I do, picking up the pieces of the suit that she set out for me. With our backs turned to each other, I start taking off my clothes, and I hear the rustling of her doing the same. My heart beats loud in my chest, palms dotting with sweat. Even though I can’t see her, there’s something about knowing and hearing and the peripheral movement of her sweats hitting the floor. I’m down to my boxer briefs before I slide on the dress pants. I throw on the button up dress shirt and feel the burning of eyes on me.

My face heats. “Are you peeking?”

“No,” Wren says in a way that implies, yes, she was.

Still, I finish all the buttons and put on the suit jacket. While it’s not exactly my size—the sleeves and pants are a little short and it’s all a touch tight—it works well enough. I’m not going to lie. I like it the way it feels. I like the way I feel.

“Can I turn around again?” I ask.

“Yeah. I’m ready.”

I spin slowly on my heel and it’s one of those movie moments. The breath is kicked right out of me. She looks incredible. The red dress hugs her hips, with a slit on the side riding up her leg. The top of the dress is high around her neck, but reveals both her shoulders, and I’m starting to think I have a thing for high-cut tops, actually.

“Holy shit, Wren,” I breathe out. “I mean . . . holy shit. You look beautiful.”

She looks away for a moment, smiling, and I swear, that expression just makes my pants even tighter.

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” she says.

Wren walks up to me slowly, grabbing the tie I left on the blankets. I force my eyes up toward the ceiling when she bends down, but as she tosses the back of the tie around my neck, I have to look back at her.

Only her.

She has one hand on either side of the tie, looking straight at my chest.

“I’m not going to lie, I have no idea how to tie this,” she admits.

I laugh. “Honestly, me neither.”

Instead of bothering with attempting, Wren pulls down on both sides of the tie so I lean forward, bringing me into a kiss. Then  the tie is forgotten. A slower song starts on the playlist, so Wren keeps her arms around my neck, and I put my hands on her waist. I don’t know how to dance, but I feel like most high school slow dance songs really just require awkward swaying, and I can do that much.

It doesn’t feel uncomfortable, though. Not with Wren’s eyes looking up at me and her body so close to mine.

“I’m sorry I can’t dance with your real body,” Wren says.

I lift my shoulders in a shrug. “It’s okay. This is as real of a body as I’ve had. And it’s still, you know, me.”

She thinks it over slightly, then nods. “I’m glad it is. I really, really like you. As Schuyler, as Enzo, as my boyfriend. I just like you.” Her fingers glide down the side of my neck and onto my chest. “Do you have to leave? Like if Enzo is . . . somewhere else . . . can’t you just stay?”

I pause, looking at her. So badly, I want to agree. To tell her the truth about everything and stay in this body and stay with her.

But that can’t happen.

I can’t tell her about Enzo because that means telling her about everything else. I want her at least to remember me for the good times when I’m gone.

“I can’t,” I finally say. “But I’ll never forget this.” I swallow. “I’m not expecting you to say anything, because I know it’s probably way too fast, but . . . I love you, Wren Castillo. I think I fell in love with you from the moment I saw you. And maybe people don’t believe in that kind of love, maybe you don’t believe in that kind of love, but I do. No matter how many afterlives I live, I won’t forget that.”

She  doesn’t say it back, but she pulls me in for another kiss, and in my heart, it sort of feels like the same thing. This kiss is different, deeper, like there is a part of her that knows we’ll have to soon let go. She breaks away only to sit down on my bed, the dress falling open on either side of the slit to show off her slightly bent legs.

There’s no pretending I’m not hard now.

Wren takes my hand and guides me down on top of her, kissing me again. This time, we explore a bit more with our hands, clumsy and frantic. I take off my suit jacket and she pulls on the dress shirt so fast one of the buttons pops off. My face has to be red, heart racing as I undo the rest of my buttons and kiss her breathlessly.

Then she removes my pants. When she slides off her own underwear, a rush of blood flushes my whole body.

“Did you bring condoms?” she asks.

“Um, yeah,” I say.

My voice is high pitched and nervous as I stumble over to my bag, naked in my tenting underwear. I grab a condom and the lube, not that I know what to do with it but maybe having it will make it seem like I do?

“Um, is this your first time?” Wren asks.

Or not.

I blush. “Not really? But my first time was . . . not great. Plus, I don’t have any experience, you know, as a top.”

Wren smiles. “I can tell you what I like. Guide you through it.” Oh. My. God.

“Um, yes. Yeah. Absolutely.”

I return to her, kissing down her neck and moving around her  dress to leave little kisses up her leg. I don’t have to start with the new equipment. I want to ease into this. And Wren seems to be enjoying it, which is great.

I’m getting close to the top of her thigh and closer to completely losing my mind when I notice blood drip onto her brown skin.

I pause.

“What’s wro—oh, did you get a nosebleed?”

The blood is thick as it runs down my nostril and past my lips, falling onto her. I immediately shoot up, getting off her and holding my hand over my nose. It’s warm, wet, smelling and tasting metallic. Then the sides of my mouth start to hurt.

No. Please no, not now. Not now.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Wren starts. “It happens. Let me get you . . .”

“No!” My throat burns. Inside it, the extra teeth pulse under my flesh, ready to rise. “No, I have to go.”

Wren looks like I just slapped her, and my chest aches along with my mouth. “What? Why?”

I don’t have time to answer. My fingertips are starting to burn. Instead, I shove on the clothes I came in, going for speed and accidentally getting blood on them in the process.

“Whoa, hold on, Sky, you don’t have to run out over this. I don’t mind.”

“I have to go, Wren.”

My fingertips and mouth split as I turn toward the attic exit. Something stops me. It’s Wren, her hand gripped tightly on my shirt.

“Let me go,” I say.

I can’t look at her. I need to get away.

“Can you just calm down and explain what’s going on—”

I twist around forcefully. “Because if I stay, I’ll hurt you!”

Her eyes go wide and teary as she takes me in. The splitting lips, the additional teeth already starting to sharpen and grow from my gums. The bones protruding out of my fingers like bloody knives. The horrific, grotesque mess of me.

She sees me for who I am.

And she flinches back in horror.

Wren is smart—it’s one of the things I like about her—and I can see as she begins putting the pieces together. “There . . . there wasn’t a bear . . . the whole time people were getting killed like that, getting eaten . . . Moose . . .” She sways a little, skin looking almost waxy and sick. “It was . . .”

“Me,” I choke out. “It was me.”

It all hurts, but I grit my teeth to keep myself together. To delay the inevitable.

I should have just run.

The look on Wren’s face is an understandable one. One of fear and disgust as she watches me transform and realizes all the things that I’ve done. Realizes the monster that I am. “Evil spirit” might have felt like a faraway and abstract idea to her before, but now it is terrifyingly real.

The look on Wren’s face is understandable.

But that doesn’t make it hurt any less.

“Get out,” she says, quietly at first, but then with more force. “Get out!”

I’m breaking and splitting and shattering, but I listen.

I’m gone.
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My tears start to mix with blood as my claws and teeth finish forming. I must be wild-eyed and terrifying as I sprint out of the Castillo house, desperately looking around for an escape route. But I don’t know where to go. If anyone else sees me . . .

Wren’s horrified expression flashes in my mind. Her shouting at me to get out.

I don’t blame her. I can’t blame her.

But damn, the tears keep falling.

“Schuyler, this way!”

My head shoots up toward the direction of Papa Lloyd’s voice. He’s at the edge of his property, gesturing to an area covered in greenery. I don’t know what else to do, and I can’t maul and eat a ghost, so I rush toward him.

“Cut through this way,” Papa Lloyd commands. “Don’t let anyone see you.”

I don’t know if I nod or not, I’m too dizzy.

“Don’t give up,” he says, voice cracking, and something tells me he’s not just talking about running.

My eyes burn, but I don’t look back at him. I’m falling apart enough as it is. I keep pushing forward, moving through the wooded area, trying to keep hold of myself and stay in the shadows.

I thought I could have one thing just for me, one good thing to take with me when I leave this body, but instead, today was a reminder of how much of myself is lost. How whatever is left is not worth it.

I need to get to Sister Maria Lucia. I need her to kill me.

My claws cut into my own leg as I try to reach for my phone, only to realize I left it at Wren’s house. I left everything there. Shit. I’ll have to run back to the Altamuras’. I just have to hold on long enough so that I don’t attack. Just enough so that I can be stopped for good.

It’s what has always needed to happen, since the day I entered this body. Since the moment I died and came back as a monster.

I run, despite my dizziness and hunger. I press forward through the trees, pushing myself past my limit as my throat screams for relief. For blood.

I stumble onto a path and my humanity falters when my eyes fall on a girl, staring right at me.

It’s impossible, but it’s me. Me. Schuyler Thompson.

At least, she looks just like me. The same brown hair reaching past her shoulder blades, perfectly wavy from nearly an hour with creams and a curling iron. Even the same beauty mark on the side of the nose, big enough it almost looked like a piercing.

In shock and salivating, I step up to her.

As  I get closer, one thing does appear different about her. In pictures of me, the one that I kept, my eyes looked bright and hopeful. This girl’s brown eyes look tired. Dead.

Is that how I looked before I died?

More than that, she’s so small. So frail. So weak. I approach, looming over her, and she doesn’t do anything to stop it, to run away. She just freezes, lets it happen.

She freezes and lets it happen.

And I hate her for it.

Rage and regret and pain overwhelms me. I can’t even see anymore. It’s like this girl, me, somehow grasped onto the remaining humanity I had and squeezed it until it popped.

I’m gone, and all that’s left is the monster.

It attacks, it feeds.

And when I come back to myself, whatever the hell that means, I’m left only with a dead body and the weight of what I did. What I keep doing. I look at me, dead on the ground, bloodied and torn apart, and I sob.

I cry and I cry and I cry because I didn’t fucking deserve that. Schuyler Thompson was weak and she let things happen to her, but she never should have been treated like that in the first place.

“I’m sorry,” I say to my dead self. “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you.”

My bloodied hands grab onto my face, my vision starting to clear through the tears. Of course, the body on the ground isn’t me. Schuyler Thompson’s body is probably bones by now. She doesn’t really look like me. Just some other white girl with brown hair.

Dead  eyes.

My stomach clenches and I throw up. It’s more of that black sludge, dotted with flies and squirming with maggots. I can taste the hair and slime on my tongue, which causes me to heave up more burning bile. The monstrous parts of me may be satiated, but they don’t feel as far away as they once did. I can sense the monster just under my skin, ready to take complete control.

“What happened?”

I turn around, and she’s there. The girl. Her ghost. The white space where her eyes used to be widens as she takes in the sight of her body on the ground.

“I’m sorry,” I manage to say. “Fuck, I’m sorry, I didn’t . . .”

There’s no roundabout reasoning to justify this. This girl wasn’t some predator or evil dude. I don’t know who she is.

Was.

What have I done? What the fuck have I done?

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I . . .”

I start running again. I can’t look at her, I can’t stay with her. I’m too far gone.

This needs to end.

This all needs to end.

I’m not far from home. From Enzo’s house, I mean. I have to get there and I have to make sure that the messed-up monster formerly known as Schuyler Thompson stays dead for good.

Tears and blood drying on my face, I dart around trees and over fences until I make it back to Enzo’s street.

Immediately, I feel cold. A heart-stopping, deathly kind of cold.

A  scream rips through the quiet.

No.

No.

As it turns out, even at your rock bottom, things can still get worse.
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When I hear that scream, nothing else matters. I sprint over to the Altamura house without thinking. One of the windows in front is broken. I rush inside to take in the scene. Once again, it’s a mess. There are glass shards on the floor, various burn marks. A cross that was hung on the wall is now upside down and on fire.

I never considered myself a demon . . . but maybe the same doesn’t apply to Key. Not anymore.

Vinny is there, shielding Duchess and the kittens. Ms. Altamura is next to him, Sister Maria Lucia in front of them, wielding a blade that seems to be dripping in holy water.

“Is everyone okay?” I ask. “What happened?”

“He’s here,” Vinny starts, “but we can’t see him—”

“What happened to you?” Ms. Altamura interrupts, scrambling to her feet to come near me. “Did you get hurt?”

I can’t answer. She’s forced back down to the ground as if something  yanked her. All the hair on my skin stands on end and I can suddenly see my breath.

“Finally,” a voice says. “The guest of honor has arrived.”

I turn around to where Key stands. His blank eyes bore into mine, and I stare back at the monster who used to be my friend.

“Stay away from him!” Vinny yells.

With a flick of Key’s hand, the skin on Vinny’s jaw slices open, like a small arrow was shot at him. Blood pours from the wound, and Sister Maria Lucia immediately tears off a piece of her habit to press against it.

“Leave them alone!” I shout. Finally, I move. I walk toward Key, blocking him from my family. “Key, this is between us. Keep them out of it.”

The split corners of his lips turn upward. “I wouldn’t have had to involve them at all if you hadn’t been so goddamn selfish, Enzo.” He spits out the name, lacing it with sarcasm. “You think you deserve all this? This life? After what you did to me? I think we’d both agree that I deserve to live more than you do.”

Sister Maria Lucia twists toward me. “Do not let him in.”

Key clicks two of his claws together, freezing her lips shut. It’s power I’ve never seen from a spirit before. The kind of power I can’t imagine having. The kind I have no way of fighting.

The flaming cross falls to the floor, catching it on fire. Vinny tries to smother it with the bloodied fabric he peels from his chin.

Claws touch the base of my face as the spirit pulls my attention back to him.

“You never deserved to die, Key,” I tell him. “You deserve to live. But you have to promise me that you’ll leave them alone. I need them to be safe.”

Something  like a laugh escapes from him. “You’ve always cared so much about other people. But what about me, Schuyler? When is it going to be me?”

“What are you talking about, Key? I’ve always cared about you—”

“No,” he says dryly. “You haven’t. Do you know how hard it was for me to have to watch you date that controlling shitbag? To have to hear about you opening your legs for him? When I was right there the whole time? And when finally, finally, it’s just the two of us stuck together for all eternity, you still treat me like some fucking kid brother. And it was fine, Schuyler. Because I’m a patient guy. I’m a nice guy. I put in the time and the effort and I cared. But that still wasn’t enough for you to give me what I deserve.”

Looking at him now, I frantically search for a part of Key I recognize, a ghost of the smile that had always felt so familiar and comforting.

Now, it only feels haunting. Tainted by what Key said. What he did.

Was that smile even real?

It feels wrong hearing Key speak about me like this, to the point where my brain is struggling to accept it’s real despite him saying it right to my face. I know he asked me out once, but we had gotten past that, I thought. But this whole time, he believed he was entitled to me. Our entire friendship was some sick long-game, only he was playing for my body—even when that body was dead and buried.

But that’s not the part I’m stuck on.

“You knew?” I ask, taking a step back. “You knew how he was  treating me and you . . . didn’t stop him? If you saw what he was doing, why didn’t you say something to him? To me? To help me?”

Key is surprisingly quiet for a moment. “I knew you’d leave him eventually.”

“And it didn’t matter how hurt I got in the process?”

“It wouldn’t have happened in the first place if you hadn’t rejected me.”

It didn’t matter to him whether I got hurt or not. If anything, it was better. The more hurt I got, the more I would rely on Key. The more “nice” he would seem in comparison. The more unlike he was to the boy who took my body, the more willing I’d be to give it to him.

A little fucking on the nose, considering where we are now.

I thought Key was my friend, but Papa Lloyd was right.

He never wanted that. He just wanted to use me. He wanted me to be the Schuyler Thompson he liked best. The submissive, weak, emotional, broken girl.

But that was never the real Schuyler Thompson.

“Fuck you, Raymond,” I say.

“Oh, Schuyler,” Key says, voice dripping with condescension and annoyance, “if you would’ve done that years ago, we wouldn’t be in this whole mess.”

He closes his claws to a point and shoves them directly into my chest.

I choke, blood shooting out of me like a scene from Mortal Kombat. Ms. Altamura screams, but it all sounds so far away. I choke, eyes rolling back in my head as Key lifts me off the ground. His claws separate, pushing my skin and insides out of  the way. Some of my ribs bend and crack as he forces open a hole directly to my heart.

I think everyone’s screaming at this point. I’m definitely screaming. The pain is so great, my consciousness ebbs in and out. Even with my body trying to heal itself, it’s too much. It’s all too much.

An icy chill passes over me as Key begins to climb inside.

He forces his way into me, and my heart freezes over, pain firing through every nerve ending. I scream and I scream, still levitating in the living room. There’s noise and flames and blood and ice.

Then he’s entirely in.

I fall to the floor as the hole in my chest closes.

There’s a long pause. Everyone is silent.

“Is he gone?” Vinny asks.

“No,” Sister Maria Lucia says gravely. “He’s trying to take over the possession.”

GET OUT, SCHUYLER.

It’s not my voice.

He’s in my head. He’s in my body. I’m not alone in here, I can feel his presence, his violence, his rage his rage his RAGE.

GET OUT

GET OUT

GET OUT

Just like Wren said. Just like anyone would say.

There are yells, for me, I think. Maybe meows. But I can’t hear them over the screaming in my own mind. My head hurts. I think it might explode. I press my palms to the sides of my temples to keep it together, but it doesn’t stop the pain.

The  agony of emotions.

Of memories.

I scream. Sister Maria Lucia starts muttering something in Latin, I think, approaching us. She thrusts her knife forward, aiming for my torso. Key forces control, breaking my bones and snapping me out of the way. I howl in pain as the knife misses and hits the wooden floor next to me. I regain enough of my vision to watch Key force clawlike bones out of my fingertips and directly into Sister Maria Lucia’s stomach.

“No!” I scream, willing the claws to retract, but that only makes it worse. Sister Maria Lucia clutches the wound. “Call 911!” I scream, not sure exactly what else to do.

Then my eyes roll back into my head, black ink seeping from the sockets.

I can’t see. I’m trapped in my own head.

Key has full access to my soul, Enzo’s mind. He yanks out all the emotions I don’t want to feel. He forces up all the memories I don’t want to think about. All the things I’ve tried so hard to suppress.

The loneliness. The insecurity.

Him.

It all plays in my mind like some horrific movie, flashing in a loop I can’t escape.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it!”

I can make it stop, Schuyler. You just have to be a good girl. You just have to give up.

Give up. Isn’t that what I decided to do anyway? To give up and just let Sister Maria Lucia kill this body. That would be what’s best for everyone.

Wouldn’t  it?

Yes, it would. You don’t deserve to live again. Not after what you did to me.

I don’t.

Not after what you did to so many people.

It’s my fault.

I mean, shit, just now, you killed a nun.

Everything is my fault.

No one will ever love you. No one ever really did. Not your parents, not him, not Wren. You had me, Schuyler, you did, but you went and ruined that, too.

I let out a long wail. Why does that hurt as much as my death? Why is he right?

I want it to end. To let it all go. I can feel myself sinking, like water rushing over me, putting on pressure, becoming more than I can bear. Maybe if I keep sinking, I can find my way out of this body, away from this pain.

“Enzo!” A voice cuts through my ongoing nightmare.

Vinny. It’s Vinny. I can’t go without saying goodbye. I can’t. I force my eyes open, force myself back to the surface of my mind so I can see him one last time.

“Vinny?” I choke out.

Both he and Ms. Altamura sit over me. Vinny grips my hand and Ms. Altamura has my head in her lap.

“You can’t let him win,” Vinny says through tears. “You can’t leave me.”

“It . . . It hurts,” I cry.

“I know, Enzo,” Ms. Altamura says. “But I need you to get through it. I need you to fight this.”

Tears  start pouring to the point where I can barely see the two of them anymore. She doesn’t know who I actually am.

“I’m not—”

“It’s okay,” Vinny interrupts. “It’s okay. I need you.”

Key snarls from within me, trying to pull me back down. I resist.

“Stop acting like you aren’t part of this family!” Vinny continues. “You are!”

“Whether you like it or not,” Ms. Altamura teases. “That’s how family works.”

I feel a soft warmth in the crook of my neck. There’s a flash of orange tail. Snugglebug. He purrs against my skin. Between him, Ms. Altamura, and Vinny, I can’t deny the feeling.

It’s love.

NO.

My head wants to split again.

“I don’t deserve it,” I choke out.

“Says who?” Vinny asks.

“Says me. You know what I did!” My lower lip trembles. “What I’ve made you do. I’m a monster.”

“No.” Ms. Altamura stops me with that word. She sounds angrier than I ever heard her. “Enzo, you aren’t a monster. Even if you were, that doesn’t mean we want to lose you. It’s this evil spirit, not you, baby. You have to fight him.”

I shake my head. “But I—”

“You did what you needed to in order to survive.” Her eyes are hard. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t paying enough attention to see what was happening to you. But I need you to fight back.”

“But what if I’m a bad person?” I ask. “What if I don’t deserve forgiveness?”

“Do you really believe that?” Ms. Altamura asks.

Yes.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“You went through terrible things that made you angry and lost; we all have in this family. But that doesn’t make you a bad person. That just makes you human. What’s important isn’t the things you were forced to do to survive, it’s what you will choose to do with your tomorrow. Please let yourself have one, Enzo. Please choose yourself.”

I never had much of a choice in life. My mother made decisions for me. Or he did. And I always let them. No matter how I felt. No matter how many little deaths it made me suffer before my real one. Even in that actual death, I let Key’s guilt trips dictate how I spent my afterlife. I put all of them before myself. But now, maybe I can choose me.

NO NO NO.

Anger courses through me like a shock of electricity as the spirit’s hands pull me down under the waves, into the depths of my borrowed body. The sensations of the living world slip away.

And everything goes black.
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Idon’t know where I am, but the pain is suspended. It’s like I can feel the ghost of it, ready to come back at any moment, but for now, it’s all still. Quiet. In this strange, hollow darkness, I take a breath.

It feels like it’s been a long time since I have.

“Well, you sure made a mess of things.”

I glance up at Enzo Altamura. The real one. I can immediately tell from his cocky smile.

“I thought you weren’t in this body.”

“I wasn’t. But I popped back in for a sec before you made a stupid decision and ruined everything.” He crosses his arms. “It was my body, so I think I should be the one to decide who gets it.”

I look down, away from his eyes. It’s then I realize, in this subconscious place, I’m back in my Schuyler form. It feels weird. But then again, it never really seemed to fit.

“And there’s no way in fucking hell I’m letting that pussy ass snake friend of yours possess my body.”

I  look up at Enzo. “What?”

“Thinking he deserves ass because he was nice? Letting his best friend get fucking abused and assaulted so he could play hero? Look, as a piece of shit myself, I know a piece of shit when I see one, and that dude is like, next level. Fuck that guy. He’s a sorry excuse of a man. You’re a much better one.”

I snort, despite myself. “Now you suddenly care about women?”

“I’ve always cared about women, Schuyler. The problem is I didn’t care about myself. I didn’t want to let anyone get close enough to hurt me, to leave me like my dad did. It was better if I hurt them all first. Even my family.” He sighs, walking up to me and putting a hand on my shoulder. “I’m not good at sharing feelings or any of this girl shit, you know?”

He really is Enzo. “Sharing feelings isn’t girl shit.”

“Oh my god, just let me say my bit.”

“Fine.”

His hand gives my shoulder a squeeze. “What I’m trying to get at is . . . I’m proud of you. What you did to make things better for Vinny. For Mom. For me, I guess. That’s why I can’t let you give up. I want you to keep being Enzo.”

I finally look back into his eyes. “But what about you? You’re in your body again, you can have it back—”

He laughs. “Don’t worry about me. I got a new setup. It’s a much better fit.”

He found a different body? If it’s one he’s happy with, I don’t know if I should ask. Probably some rich playboy or something.

“But your family, you can’t just leave them.”

“Please, you heard how Vinny talks about me. And . . . and you’ve  made my mom happier than I’ve seen her in years.” Enzo clears his throat, hiding the crack in his voice. “I haven’t gone far. I’ll be able to keep an eye on them, make sure things are good. But you’re the brother and son they always should’ve had.”

“Enzo, I can’t—”

“You deserve this shit,” Enzo says firmly, dropping his hand. “And even if you didn’t, fuck it, who cares? I’m giving you permission. Be as selfish as you want. Who’s to decide what you deserve anyway?”

I can’t help myself. I pull him into a hug. It’s more noticeable how much bigger he is than me when he hugs me back.

“Thanks, Enzo,” I murmur into him. It’s too small a statement for the immense gift he’s given me, but I don’t know what else to say besides, “Sorry for hijacking your body.”

He shrugs. “I’m over it.” He then pulls me a little tighter. “I’m sorry you had to go through so much. I’m sorry all these douchebag guys took advantage of you. And I’m sorry you had to deal with it alone.” He sniffles.

I almost pull away. “Are you crying?”

“No, fuck you,” he says quickly, hugging me harder so I can’t see his face. “Look, I never got to say this to my mom, but maybe you can tell her: It wasn’t your fault. You just gave your heart to the wrong person. I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough to protect you, but don’t think for one moment that you aren’t loved. That you don’t deserve the entire world.”

Now I’m crying, too. It’s honestly surprising it took this long.

“I’ll be sure to tell her that,” I say, wiping a tear away.

“As long as you believe it about yourself, too.”

“I’m trying,” I admit.

“I’ll take it.”

Finally, Enzo pulls away. “I do have one more piece of advice before we say goodbye, Schuyler Thompson.”

“Oh?” I ask. “What’s that?”

“Fuck what other people say—sometimes violence is the answer.” He gives me that asshole grin. “Now get that little bitch out of your body.”

   

   
      
35

The Greater of Two Evils

[image: ]

      
Igasp, coming back to the surface of myself. The pain is in full force again, almost knocking the breath out of me entirely, but I let myself feel it. I deal with it.

So I can get this fucking leech out of me.

YOU DON’T DESERVE TO LIVE, SCHUYLER.

“And you fucking do?” I snap aloud, pushing myself up.

I don’t have to prove myself to Key. I don’t have to prove myself to anyone. I’ve done terrible things, but that doesn’t mean I don’t deserve this second chance.

I want to take it.

GET OUT!

“No, you’re going to get out. Enzo gave me this body and I’m going to fight for it.”

Sister Maria Lucia is in no state to do an exorcism with Vinny tending to her wounds, which means I have to force him out my own way.

I’m no nun. But I am an evil spirit.

I  focus on feeling, truly feeling, those emotions I tried so hard to ignore. The frustration and the betrayal and my rage. I lean into them, until the bone splits through my right hand, sharpening into those familiar, messed-up claws.

I smile, my teeth sharpening, and plunge my claws into my own chest.

Vinny swears and Mom screams, but I dig through the pain until I find that chill around my heart. Then I grab onto it and yank. I struggle to pull Key out, my skin tearing open and blood gushing as veins pop to make room for the expelling form.

YOU CAN’T DO THIS TO ME, SCHUYLER, YOU OWE ME!

I dig my claws in deeper. Another rib snaps.

I GAVE YOU EVERYTHING, I WAS ALWAYS THERE FOR YOU, YOU OWE ME!

“I don’t owe you shit,” I say, coughing a bit from the pain. “And I’d rather die again than even think about sleeping with you.” My skin makes a shlorping sound as the rest of the spirit is pulled from the bleeding hole in my chest. Now, Key is the one dangling in the air. “You thought I was weak, an easy target ready for the taking. But I’m tired of assholes like you taking and taking and taking from me. It’s time I take what I deserve.”

I squeeze my claws into his head, forcing all my anger and pain into him. The betrayal from my ex, from my mom, from Key. The fear and the hurt and the anger and the sadness. All the things they did to me. The ones he knew about and the ones he didn’t. Key screams and shrieks and deflates.

He looks so small. So weak.

“Schuyler . . .” he whimpers.

“Bye, Key,” I say, final and hard.

Then, with a violent wail, he’s gone.

See you in hell, motherfucker.

My body slumps, relaxes. My muscles and veins relace together, linking and regrowing. The torn, bloody skin flaps back into place, closing neatly over my chest. My hands return to normal.

“Goddamn,” a weak voice says. “You really did it.”

I glance over to Sister Maria Lucia, who is pale, but holding on. There’s the sound of sirens outside. I don’t know what it means for me, but as long as Sister Maria Lucia gets help, I don’t care.

“Sorry it took so long,” I say. “A complete possession is harder than you’d think.”

“Well, i-it’s about damn time,” she mutters. “I’m not getting any y-younger.”

She coughs a little, and I go to her side, but feel a rush of dizziness that sways me. Fatigue hits me like a massive weight.

“I think I’m gonna . . .”

Before I can finish saying it, I pass out.
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The New Tomorrow
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It’s been a long time since I’ve been inside a hospital. I don’t even remember, really, since it’s not like I made it that far in my death. There’s a kind of tension hanging over the waiting room. It’s pretty busy, but Sister Maria Lucia got in quickly given the severity of the wounds.

While we’ve been told she’ll make it, I still want to see her. Just to be sure.

Vinny has his hands clasped together, elbows bent on his knees. Mom uses one hand to rub his back and keeps the other on my shoulder. When paramedics arrived at the house, they gave me a checkup, not that we told them about the majority of what actually happened. It was believed that I passed out due to the shock of witnessing a near-fatal bear attack, so after getting my vitals taken, I was given a high-sugar, high-electrolyte drink and a pat on the head, basically.

Sister Maria Lucia lost a lot of blood, so we’ve been waiting in  the emergency room for a while. It feels like some kind of purgatory after everything that happened earlier.

“Altamura family?” a voice calls.

We all look up at once, three panicked meerkats.

“She’s stable and keeps asking for you,” the doctor says. He makes a face. “And whiskey, which, obviously, you can’t give her.”

Vinny lets out a long breath of relief. Sister Maria Lucia asking for a drink is probably one of the best signs that she’s feeling like herself and doing okay. We all follow the doctor down the busy hospital hallway. It’s busier from my perspective, since I’m still able to see all the spirits. Some of them seem confused, maybe still not quite aware what happened to them. I know all too well what that is like. I can’t do much to help, not without drawing too much unwanted attention to myself, but I try to offer a reassuring smile when I can.

“Here we are,” the doctor says.

He leads us inside the room, giving us some space. Sister Maria Lucia looks so different out of her habit. She’s under blankets in her hospital gown, hooked up to various IVs and machines.

Mom rushes forward first. “Sister! Are you okay?”

“Now that I’m on enough painkillers to take down a horse, I’m doing great,” Sister Maria Lucia answers.

Vinny snorts. “We’re glad.”

“I’d hug you, but I don’t want to hurt anything,” Mom starts.

Sister Maria Lucia reaches out her hand to take Mom’s. “This is fine. I’m just glad to see all your tired, stressed-out faces. Makes me feel better about how bad I must look.”

Even I know that she means she’s happy to see us.

Sister  Maria Lucia looks between Mom and Vinny. “Now, you two go out in the hall for a bit. I want to talk to Enzo alone.”

Vinny opens his mouth to protest, maybe thinking Sister Maria Lucia is ready to cuss me out for technically being the one to do this to her, but Mom puts a hand on his shoulder and leads the two of them back out into the hall. There’s a long pause as I stand in the hospital room, her green eyes locked on me.

“I’m sorry,” I say finally.

She rolls her eyes. “I know it wasn’t you.”

“Still, it kind of was.” I walk forward, taking a seat in one of the chairs near her bedside. “I feel so guilty. For everything I did when the possession wasn’t complete, for what I did to you, for the stuff I did as a spirit.”

Sister Maria Lucia looks at me carefully. “You were probably raised Catholic, huh? Force fed guilt from day one.” She snorts. “But honestly, that guilt is a good thing. Proves that you aren’t what you did. I think it’s the motivation you need to work toward forgiveness.”

I swallow. “From God?”

“No, from me,” Sister Maria Lucia snaps. “This shit isn’t fun.”

I roll my eyes, knowing full well I’ll do whatever she wants me to.

“You know, this isn’t about any one religion,” Sister Maria Lucia continues. “I obviously had a Catholic upbringing, but I don’t agree with a lot that the church does. It’s not like any one person has it all right. There’s a lot about life and death and the universe that none of us will ever understand. What’s important is belief. Having hope and faith in something. That’s what gives you power, and that’s what I need you to hold on to.”

Hope  and faith. It makes sense that there’s not any one right way to have it, but the existence of it, in anything, allows us to make it through the darkest times, allows us to vanquish the most evil of spirits. I don’t know if I have those feelings regarding any specific religion or anything. But I do have hope in the future again, and faith in my family.

Maybe even myself. Or I’m starting to, at least.

“I won’t forget that,” I promise.

Her eyes narrow. “I hope you don’t think that’s all you have to do on your path to forgiveness, because it isn’t. Not even close.”

I blink. Is there a typical punishment for this kind of thing?

“Once you turn twenty-one, you’re going to owe me so many drinks.”

I snort. “I don’t know if that’s going to make up for all this.”

“I think I get to be the one to decide that.” Her eyes soften a little. “You’ll have to live with what you did, there’s no way around that. But I don’t think you should be held responsible for what you were forced to do as an evil spirit.” She makes a face, shakily lifting a hand to point at me. “That being said, I better not hear about any shit like that happening again, no matter how badly people suck. I’m not cleaning up any of your messes from this point forward.”

“What if I get possessed by another spirit or demon?”

“That’s a different story. We’ll talk if it comes up, God forbid.”

I laugh. “Okay.”

Sister Maria Lucia puts her hand on mine. “I am proud of you. And I can’t wait to see the man you become.”

My eyes start to tear up again. I’m almost surprised I can still cry with how much I’ve been doing it lately. Even if I’m Enzo Altamura  now, there will always be those Schuyler Thompson parts of me.

I like that, though.

I can’t wait to see the man I’ll become either. For her. For me.

But I still feel like there’s more I can do. I may have stopped one evil spirit and finalized this possession, but that doesn’t mean I can ignore all the other ghosts when I still see them. The ones stuck in their death loops. The ones that are waiting for whatever comes after.

“Can I ask you one more favor?”

Sister Maria Lucia makes a show of rolling her eyes. “I guess, sure.”

“Can I study under you? The occult, exorcisms, whatever I can.” Sister Maria Lucia looks shocked at that, so I explain further. “I can still see spirits, so I think I’ll be able to help people. Both living people that might be dealing with possessions, like you do, and unliving people that need help moving on. I think that can be my way of doing something with this life, with this second chance.”

My heart beats nervously in my chest as I wait for her answer. Fortunately, her big smile says everything.
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Sky and Wren
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Afigure stands at the front door of the Altamura house as we turn onto our street, and panic rises within me. Is the spirit back? Did the police realize a bear attack isn’t actually what happened?

As we get closer, my anxiety only worsens. Because it’s Wren.

“Hi, honey,” Mom says, getting out of the car first. “Can we help you with something?”

“Um, hi, Ms. Altamura,” Wren says. “I just wanted to talk to Enzo.”

Mom smiles. “Why don’t the two of you head inside? Vinny and I have to pick up the cats from the neighbor’s place anyway.”

I glance at her with horrified eyes, but neither she nor Vinny try to save me. Instead, both of them start walking over to the neighbor’s, leaving me alone with Wren. I quickly get out of the car and step up next to her.

“Do you want to come in?” I ask.

I  can’t assume she wants to be alone in the same room with me. I wouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t.

“Sure,” she says.

I feel a flutter of hope, but it’s still hard to read her. There’s a weird feeling between us, like the air is thicker and forming a dense wall. We’re close, but I know we’ve never really been farther apart. I unlock the front door and Wren follows me inside. I lead her to my room but I keep the door open.

She sits at the edge of my bed. I don’t join her. I keep standing. She reaches out, and for a moment, I think she wants to take my hand. Then I see the phone I left at her place in her grasp. I take it, careful not to touch her. The silence between us is so thick and uncomfortable, I feel like I’m choking on it. Finally, Wren speaks first.

“Vinny called me,” Wren says. “He explained a lot.”

Her voice is tight.

“Oh,” I say.

“I lied to the cops,” she adds. “About seeing the bear.”

I can’t meet her eyes. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know.” She looks up, almost smiling. “Although word on the street is that there is a Neighborhood Bear Watch being established. So we’re finally safe now, I guess.”

I lean back against the wall behind me. “I mean, that’s true. The bear is gone.”

“Because you completed the possession?”

I nod.

“So you get to stay now? As Enzo?”

“Yeah,” I say.

She smiles for real that time, a small one. Her eyes are watery. “I’m glad about that, I really am.”

The  way she says it squeezes my stomach. It’s the kind of tone that makes it feel like a but is inevitable.

Wren wipes her eyes. “I know it wasn’t your fault, and you were just doing what you had to, but . . . I don’t know if this is something I can get past, Sky. It’s all just . . . too much.”

She’s breaking up with me. I get it, I mean, of course I get it. But, damn, does it hurt. I clench my jaw to hold back any tears. I don’t want her to see me cry. I don’t want her to feel bad for doing what she needs to do.

“I know,” I whisper. “I mean, I figured. I get it.”

Her eyes widen. “I’m not going to tell anyone, though! I mean it when I say I’m happy for you. I just . . . I don’t think we can be together. I think I need some time to myself and to figure out me, honestly.”

“Then, I’m happy for you, too.” And I mean it.

She swallows, throat moving over a lump. “Even though it hurts?”

“Yeah,” I agree. “Even though it really hurts.”

Wren stands, brushing off her pants to create some motion of finality. She is holding herself together well. We both are.

Then she pulls me into one last hug. It’s tight and desperate, but a goodbye. I allow myself to savor the feeling of her one last time. We’ll still see each other around, and she’ll always be my first love, but things will be different. Soon, I’ll have to let go.

“Thank you,” Wren says. “Regardless of what happened, you showed me that I deserve better. That I deserve to be loved. And I’ll always be grateful for that, Sky. I hope you find someone that can make you feel the same way.”

My eyes burn. There’s a part of me that wants to ask why she can’t  be that person, but I know that isn’t fair. She doesn’t owe me anything.

“Thank you, Wren,” I say.

She breaks away, gives me one last sad smile, and that’s the end of Sky and Wren. Of Enzo and Wren. Of us.

Once I hear the front door close, I let myself cry.

Almost like apparitions, Mom, Vinny, and Snugglebug peek through the door.

“I’m guessing it didn’t work out?” Mom asks softly.

Still crying enough to lift my shoulders with each shaky breath, I move my head to signify that no, it didn’t.

“Aw . . .” She steps forward, pulling me into a hug. “This must finally be karma for all the hearts you’ve broken.”

I roll my eyes. “Wow, Mom. You remember I was just almost killed by an evil spirit?”

“I didn’t say we wouldn’t help you get through it.” She looks between me and Vinny. “I think we can all use some comfort food. And maybe some Baker Matchmaker?”

“Hell yeah!” Vinny says before he looks down. “What do you think, Snugglebug?”

“Meow!”

Even though it still hurts, I can’t help but smile. Being alive means that I’ll be hurt, that I’ll love and I’ll get my heart broken, that I’ll have regrets. But I’ll also have people I love to get me through it. My family.

I’m just grateful to know that I’ll have a tomorrow, at least for a while.

That’s more than enough.

That’s everything.
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Some Time Later
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My second life is pretty different from my first. Aside from the new body, there are a lot of other changes, too. I’m more open about myself and the things I like, always having my nails painted and being an active member of the Rainbow Club. I’ve now officially come out as bisexual and genderfluid. Well, I’m still figuring out the gender stuff, but Jaime, Moose, and the rest of the club are actually great support. (Apparently, the “ally” who outed me is also no longer welcome to attend meetings.) I’m doing better in school, and I’m also giving back to the community.

Not with the Neighborhood Bear Watch. That’s a group that has been popular enough.

I’m giving back in my own way.

“You sure you don’t need anyone to come with you?”

“I’m good, Mom,” I answer. “This one is important to me and I want to handle it alone.”

Mom and Vinny can’t really do anything to help me with my  actual work, but they have gone on a few trips for emotional support. I meet up with Sister Maria Lucia for training, but she isn’t quite ready to get back out in the field. Which means I’m being sent out for just about everything, despite the fact that it has taken me some time to get it right.

Or get it at all.

There’s not a lot of legitimate study guides on dealing with the paranormal.

Mom has Snugglebug curled up on her lap. He’s already getting so big, and although he’s cuddly, he is also kind of a dick. It’s adorable.

“You can’t move anyway,” I say, pointing at the orange tabby.

“That’s true. Good luck!” She blows me a kiss and smiles. “Oh, and I really love your nails like that.”

Porsche painted little cat faces over the blue polish. It does look pretty great. While I don’t hang out with them at lunch anymore, since that would be a little weird with Wren there, Porsche does my nails at the Rainbow Club meetings or after I help Moose with physical therapy (because I owe her that much). She’s doing better, although she was upset to hear that I lost my were-bear abilities.

“Thanks, Mom. I’ll see you soon.”

I head outside and grab the bike, securing the helmet over my head. I double-check my bag to make sure all the necessary supplies are still inside.

Nerves bubble inside me. This is what I’ve been practicing for.

I’m about to get on the bike when my phone lights up. It’s Vinny.

Is  today the big day?

About to head out

Where are you?

I’m with Danny

Told you that you’d need those

condoms

I ignore whatever embarrassed string of expletives my brother sends back. It’s really cute how things are moving along between him and Danny, even if he keeps trying to convince me to take an MMA class, and going to his shows with Vinny is another reason for Wren and me to cross paths.

It still hurts, but I know there will be a time when it isn’t so bad. When maybe I can talk to her and smile at her and see her with someone else and not feel anything. When maybe I’ll have someone else who can see me. Love me.

I like to think it’s not just possible, but that it will happen.

Sooner than later would be nice, but in the meantime, I’m happy to have the time to myself. Especially since Sister Maria Lucia is a tough teacher and keeps me plenty busy. Although I suppose I’m also a pretty stubborn student.

I throw my leg over the bike and head off. It’s still so incredible, to feel my body move and my muscles work to push me forward. To feel the air and the sun kiss my skin. To feel alive.

I never want to lose sight of that. To forget how magical it is when it becomes my normal again.

I bike through the neighborhood, passing houses and dogs and people that can see me. Some recognize me, calling out to say  hey, or we see you, bi king! which is actually a pretty smart play on words. I breeze past a sign for the Neighborhood Bear Watch that proudly states there have been zero bear attacks since it was founded.

I mean, it isn’t wrong.

To my left, I notice a rabbit hop into the bushes. There seems to be more rabbits and squirrels out and about these days. That makes me feel better.

I bike past the place that used to be The Crab Shack, but admittedly is pretty good now, too.

Then I reach my destination.

Sycamore Avenue.

It’s still so strange to be back here as Enzo, especially after everything that happened. I get off my bike, walking next to it, so I can take my time down the sidewalk. I’ve probably walked this street hundreds upon hundreds of times, yet there are parts of it that still feel new.

The spirits on the street recognize me, calling out either Enzo or Schuyler as they wave or give reassuring smiles. I’ve checked in on how things are going, but I haven’t told any of them what I’ve been practicing. What I’m here for.

My path continues past the pole. I can’t look at it now without fury. I can’t think of the person who caused my death without anger, but I think that’s okay. Some people deserve our anger. I never needed to forgive him, and I don’t think I ever will.

I only needed to forgive myself.

I stop at the pole. I don’t want to waste too much time, but there’s one thing I’ve been meaning to do. I pull out a pocketknife from my bag and start carving.

Schuyler  Thompson lived here

Because so much more happened on this street than just my death, and that’s not how I want everyone to remember her.

I reach a hand out and trace the letters. In some way, it’s like a goodbye to my past self, but at the same time, I know I’ll always carry her with me.

I approach the house I used to live in. The house where my now ex-girlfriend and forever first love still lives.

And I walk right past it. To the house next door.

Papa Lloyd sits on the front porch steps, watching the world go on without him. It takes a moment before he looks over to me. His smile is bright. I’m going to miss it.

“Enzo,” he says. “What brings you over to this side of town again?”

I pull off my helmet, gently setting my bike down. “I actually wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Yeah?”

I sit next to him on the front porch steps. Hopefully the family who lives here now isn’t home, but I’m sure I can come up with an excuse.

“You know, I don’t think I would have made it in my afterlife without you. At the very least, I would’ve never gotten to this point. I would’ve given up. You were the one who helped me hold on to hope. To life. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

Papa Lloyd’s smile trembles. “Come on, kiddo. You’re going to make me tear up.”

I smile. I’m already tearing up.

“I’ve been doing some studying and a whole lot of practice, and I think it’s about time I pay you back.” I stand up, holding out  a hand toward him. “So, Papa Lloyd . . . are you ready for whatever comes next?”

His face fills with wonder. “You can help me pass on?”

I nod. “I’m basically a medium slash exorcist now. What do you think? Are you ready?”

Papa Lloyd looks back to the street, takes it in. Then he turns back to me. “I’m ready.”

As much as I’ll miss him, I’m ready, too. For this goodbye. Because I’m no longer afraid of endings. If anything, I’m not sure I believe in them at all.

It’s all just transitions, to whatever comes next. As scary as that is. There’s not some big ending, just a bunch of small ones that lead to new beginnings. I think I’ll have a while before I reach my next ending.

For the first time in a long time, I’m excited for the journey there.



 
    
        EPILOGUE

        The Soul Formerly Known as Lorenzo Altamura
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The Soul Formerly Known As Lorenzo Altamura has never been happier.

In his previous life, he was never truly happy. He got by, sure, but he had never enjoyed it. It almost felt like there was a piece of him missing, like everyone else got some kind of guidebook on how to be a proper human and he just so happened to show up late and missed it. He had never been attached to anything. Not his life, not his friends, not even himself.

That might have been why once he was given the opportunity to escape it all, he jumped on it. Or rather, jumped the hell out of it. And, without intending to, jumped into a new body. A new life.

One that was so much better.

It took some getting used to, that was for sure. Things were extremely different. They looked different, felt different, he even thought differently. It was all entirely new. But through that, The Soul Formerly Known as Lorenzo Altamura experienced something he had never felt before.

Pure.  Unfiltered. Joy.

The Soul Formerly Known as Lorenzo Altamura blinked as the rays of sunlight hit his side, making him feel deliciously cozy and warm. He yawned, stretching out his limbs over his head. It felt so nice to move like that.

Then he jumped down from the windowsill.

“Good stretch, handsome,” a familiar voice said.

It was a little odd to see his old body, but the soul now inhabiting the body of Enzo Altamura gave good chin scritches, so he didn’t really mind.

“Yes, that’s my sweet sunshine boy,” Vinny added. “Have a nice nap, Snugglebug?”

Vinny gave Snugglebug a nice pet, and Snugglebug rubbed against him—before immediately biting and attacking his leg. Vinny just laughed through his ow! and gently pushed him away, before scratching his ears again.

No one ever got mad at him. He was far too handsome, far too cute. Far more superior than anyone else in his family, and frankly, the planet. It was about time he got that respect and admiration.

Oh yes. The Soul Formerly Known as Lorenzo Altamura was much happier as a cat.

It was the perfect existence. He had no responsibilities, no stress. He could be as much of an asshole as he wanted and everyone still treated him like the god of the household. As Snugglebug, he got to stay with his original family, too.

You couldn’t pay him to go back. The Soul Formerly Known as Lorenzo Altamura was Snugglebug now, and he loved every moment of it.

He  jumped onto the counter, where someone had left a glass of water sitting out.

Fools.

He lifted his paw, hitting the side of the glass.

“Snugglebug, no!” Enzo said.

Snugglebug, yes. He maintained direct eye contact as he smacked the glass right off the edge of the counter, letting it shatter on the floor. He watched as his old body gave a loving shake of the head and cleaned the mess up.

Hahahahaha!

He jumped past his siblings, strolling through his domain to reach the bed. He sprawled out right in the middle of it, taking up as much space as he wanted. There were so many wonderful new places to nap. Humans didn’t know coziness like he did. It was a gift.

He licked the pad of his paw, flexing his claws.

“Should we give him a Churu?” Enzo asked. “He might need a snack.”

“Sure, I’ll grab one,” Vinny answered.

He truly lived so deliciously.

Snugglebug made excited biscuits in the blanket, awaiting his treat.

He was happy.

Life was good.
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