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	To Katie and Maria: Without your help, this book would never be finished. 
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	Tears dropped from her chin and dampened the carpet of poppies beneath her feet. The same poppies that were supposed to bring her a lifetime of love and joy with Gavin would now see her through her death. 

	Their marriage never happened. Gavin was stolen from this world long before he should have been, and her soul had been crushed. What should have been the wedding of the year—with the sun setting against the white arch the officiant had set up for their ceremony in the glorious poppy field—became a day marked with tragedy. It became a day her heart would never get over, and her soul would never heal from. 

	She was meant to spend her eternity with one person. If Gavin wasn’t the one, she would wait patiently in the field until he showed up, however long it took. 

	A new life beginning became a rejected life ending, and the poppies witnessed it all.


“‘Words fall deaf on evil ears,’ my mother always said.”

	- Carter Thompson
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	She said her name was Maize, and I couldn’t stop staring at her. Her dirty blonde hair looked so silky, I wanted to run my fingers through it. Her cheeks flowed with a natural blush my fingers ached to caress. She paid me no mind, though, just continued collecting the poppies, clutching them to her chest and sniffing them before tossing them into the air. The flowers flit around her like red confetti, until they fell to the ground and mingled together in the field. 

	“I’m Carter. The poppies are early this year.”

	I had no idea why I said that. I only meant to introduce myself. It was true, though. The poppies usually didn’t bloom for another month. 

	Maize just smiled and nodded, tossing more flowers into the air. A few of the blossoms settled in her hair, and it stole my breath away. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen, and she wasn’t from around here. 

	She couldn’t be because I’d never seen her before. And a girl who looked like she did would have been noticed, and not just by me. Everyone would have noticed her. 

	The fact that I only ever saw her in the poppy field should have been a clue, but I was so captivated by her, it never crossed my mind I never saw her elsewhere. 

	Admittedly, I stayed pretty busy between my schoolwork and my real job—which I only had so I could pay for college. Neither left me much time for a social life, and it never bothered me until I met Maize. Time stood still when she was around. I never wanted to leave because I never knew for sure when she’d come back. 

	She showed up with the appearance of the first poppy, and I worried she would go away when the last one disappeared. I don’t know why I thought that. It was crazy thinking, but I was much too wrapped up in her—or maybe it was the idea of her—to really consider the bigger picture. 

	The time of year, the appearance of the poppies, and the fact that she never went anywhere but the field should have been obvious clues; red flags I happily ignored as long as I could spend time with her. Time stood still whenever Maize was around, and that was okay with me. 

	It was not okay with my boss or my teachers. My mother didn’t much care for it, either, but none of them mattered when she was there. 

	We didn’t even need to talk. We just picked flowers side by side and tossed them into the air, their blooms covering us like blood until we were one with the field. And maybe that’s when I should’ve run far, far away, but I didn’t. 

	That was my first mistake.

	“Where are you going?” my mother inquired.

	“Gardner’s Field.”

	“Please don’t. The poppies are in bloom, so it’s Maeve Hadley season.”

	I laughed. My eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “That’s just an old wives’ tale, Ma. The only thing haunting that field is ghosts of memories gone by. No one has disappeared from that field for as long as I've been alive.”

	Mom’s forehead wrinkled. “That doesn’t mean Maeve hasn’t shown up. Just do me a favor and stay away from the poppies. Please?”

	I shook my head. Mom was easily placated, but I hated lying to her. Somehow, she always knew. 

	“I’m not going to make any promises I can’t keep. I promise to be careful, okay? Besides, the girl I meet up with is named Maize, not Maeve.”

	“Maize, Maeve—they sound an awful lot alike. I heard she uses a different name every year.” 

	Mom sighed and looked at me in that way she always did when she caved. Her side lip rose, and she grunted. She’d reach out to ruffle my hair and stop herself like she’d just remembered I wasn’t a kid anymore. 

	“Carter, I just want you to be happy. No one will ever be good enough for you in my eyes. Pick someone who will treat you right, and I’ll try to accept her. I don’t think you’ll find her in a field of flowers, though.”

	“I don’t know, Ma. She’s…she’s pretty extraordinary.” 

	I smiled like I always did, and Mom patted my cheek like she always did. We had a good relationship when she wasn’t trying to run my life—like now for instance. She knew she couldn’t control who I fell in love with, but she stuck her twenty cents in there, anyway. I knew she meant well, and that’s what mattered most. 

	“Want me to drop you somewhere?” she asked as she grabbed her keys.

	I shook my head. “I’ll take my bike. It’s a nice day. Thanks, anyway, Ma.”

	“Well, be careful. Smooches.”

	She blew a kiss my way and rushed out the door. I watched her pull away before I stuffed a piece of toast in my mouth and rushed out behind her.

	It was a full day of classes, and I was about to be late. 
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	“Carter.”

	“Carter.”

	“CARTER! Earth to Carter!”

	Fingers snapped in front of my face, and the red petals and dirty blonde hair filling my mind disappeared in a puff of smoke.

	“What?” I answered with a bit more sharpness than I meant to.

	Jodi blanched. “What’s wrong with you, snapping my head off like that?”

	Jodi was my on-again, off-again girlfriend. We were currently “off” but still met for lunch on campus as often as we could. We’d been there for each other since we met in kindergarten. Our affection for each other was much less romantic than people believed, but that had often worked in our favor, especially when we didn’t return the feelings of whomever was chasing us at any given moment. We were each other’s safety nets, and we always would be. 

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. What’s up?” 

	Jodi’s right eye narrowed as she studied me for a moment, but the slow growing smile gave her away. She never stayed mad long.

	“I said you’re a million miles away. Where are you?”

	I chewed my upper lip. I had a feeling Jodi would demand to meet Maize if I mentioned her, and I wasn’t ready to share Maize with anyone yet (which should have been another clue I conveniently ignored). 

	“I, uh, I was just, uh, trying to remember if I finished that essay for College Comp or not. I really need the grade.”

	Jodi looked at me with narrowed eyes again. She knew I was bluffing. I always fumbled my words when I lied. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s the paper about?”

	Shit. “Um.”

	Jodi huffed. She pushed her lunch tray to the center of the table aggressively. “Look, Carter, I’m not sure what’s going on with you, but you’ve been blowing smoke up my ass for days now. I know you weren’t thinking about some stupid homework assignment with that dopey, lovesick smirk on your face. Who is she?”

	My face was on fire. “It’s just, uh, an idea of someone, not a real someone. I was, uh, just thinking about a future someone, that’s all.”

	Jodi’s eyes rolled so loud I heard them rotate in their sockets. “Uh huh.” 

	She reached out and pressed her hand against my forehead. 

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	“Looking for the lump on your head where you done bumped it when you fell out of bed last night.”

	“I didn’t fall out of bed last night.”

	Her eyes rolled again. “You must’ve really taken a tumble. You seem to have forgotten who you’re talking to.”

	I didn’t know it was impossible for my face to get any hotter, but it did.

	“What’s her name? C’mon. Out with it.”

	Jodi had always been super pushy. It was a part of what made our dynamic so special. She’d get pushy, and I quietly cleaned up the fall out that always resulted from her headstrong nature. 

	“There isn’t one,” I insisted, doing my best to ignore my burning cheeks and look her in the eye. 

	Jodi shook her head. “Wow. She must be awfully special that you won’t even tell me about her.” She rose and gathered her food tray. “Fine. But you can’t hide her forever. Not from me.” Her chin cocked in resolve as she walked away. I knew I was in big trouble. Jodi was on a mission. 

	“I’ll see you this afternoon,” I said.

	She laughed. “Uh huh. See you this afternoon.”

	I really did have the best of intentions to meet Jodi after classes ended for the day, but I’d forgotten she had a longer day than I did. When she wasn’t waiting for me after my last class, I breathed a sigh of relief. I could slip off to the poppy field unnoticed, and that was where I really wanted to be. Jodi would figure it out eventually—she always did—but for now, I could enjoy the secret of Maize for a little longer. 

	I just hoped Maize would be there.

	And she wasn’t there. 

	Not at first. I was so busy looking for her, I couldn’t be sure when she showed up. It was like I blinked, and there she was in a place I’d just looked away from.  

	“Maize,” I said softly. 

	I didn’t really expect her to answer. She hadn’t any other time. 

	A smile slit her face as she tossed some poppies into the air, and her eyes closed. Bliss marred her clear complexion, and it looked good on her. I joined her, grabbing handfuls of poppies and tossing them into the air, waiting for the reward of her attention. 

	Just as I was about to give up, her eyes opened, and she looked at me.

	“Carter,” she said. 

	My name sounded so sweet slipping from her lips the way it did. 

	“Maize,” I answered. 

	She laughed, a clear bell-like sound, and tossed another handful of poppies into the air. 

	“Carter,” she said again with a little more urgency at the end of my name.

	“Maize,” I answered, trying (and failing) to match her serious tone. 

	She pitched a handful of poppies directly into my face, tipped her head back, and laughed until tears ran down her cheeks. Then she swallowed and laughed again. 

	“Carter.”

	“Maize?”

	She flicked another poppy in my face before settling her weight against me. Dirty blonde hair spread across the shoulder of my denim jacket as her fingers plucked delicate petals from the heart of the flowers and tossed them into the air. She didn’t try to catch them this time. Instead, she let them remain wherever they landed, which seemed to be wherever we sat. 

	“Carter,” she whispered.

	I laughed this time. If all we had in that moment was an exchange of names with the weight of her head against my arm, it was enough. I was going to stay as long as she wanted me there, and I didn’t dare move for fear of breaking the spell.

	“Maize,” I whispered back, planting a kiss on the top of her head. 

	She didn’t move away, only snuggled in closer, her focus still on gathering poppies. These she kept in her hand though, deciding not to toss them. 
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