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      In the beginning, there's Lira.

      Lira leaned outside the gates to the school. It wasn’t like he made a habit of picking up high schoolers.

      Hands in his pockets, he says, “Hey, kid, you smell like death. How’d you like to never die?”

      Willow looks up sharply, eyes narrowing as he tucks a strip of hair behind one ear with a narrow hand. “What’re you, on crack?”

      “No, but I can get you high if you want to.”

      Willow crosses to the other side of the street. He says, “Stay away from me, pervert.”

      Lira looks up at the sky, toothpick tucked into the corner of his mouth. It’s some indeterminate part of daytime. The sky is a halo of grey, the kind that seems to loom closer to the earth than usual. Lira can smell petrichor in the air. He chews bluntly on the end of his toothpick, pulverizing it into a fine brush.

      “Well that could have gone better,” he muses, eyes still turned heavenward.

      

      Willow hustles past the weirdo.

      It looks like it’s going to rain, and his body feel heavy. He feels every footfall as his clean, white sneakers touch the ground. His legs are neat tucked inside his skirt, lean and long. The straps of his backpack curved against his lean, birdlike chest make him feel even heavier, the weight of his books weighing him down, pulling him toward the earth.

      His cellphone vibrates in his pocket, and he hurries to pull it out, glancing behind him in the direction that he’d come. He clicks the call answer button automatically, barely registering the name ID before bringing it to his ear.

      The guy who’d talked to him is still standing there, leaning back against the railing of the bridge. He’s got his hands tucked in his pockets, and he’s not looking at Willow anymore.

      Spoke too soon.

      While Willow is looking, the man’s eyes suddenly cut to him. Although they’re standing quite a good ways apart—Willow has walked quickly and put quite a bit of road between them—their eyes still meet. It feels jarring, like an unpleasant electric shock, when they do.

      Lira takes one of his hands out of his pockets and raises it in a greeting, and Willow flinches as soon as he sees that hand start to move.

      “Hello?”

      Says his mom’s voice on the other end of the line.

      Willow’s fingers feel a little numb. There’s a nippy Autumn chill in the air. It looks like it’s going to rain.

      “Sorry,” Willow says, dragging his eyes away from the weird man and picking up the pace even further. He walks quickly away. “What was that?”

      This road has a gentle slope to it that’s deceiving. If you’re going downhill, you’ll barely notice it at all, it’s so gradual. Even uphill, it doesn’t look so bad, until you start to feel it in the burn as it murders your calves and thighs. The bridge is a gentle curve that overhangs a river that doesn’t always exist. During the rainy season, it picks up steam and starts to babble underneath the road, running over muddy rocks and between leaning trees.

      He’s going downhill, so soon the crest of the hill and the man standing on the sidewalk against the guardrail both disappear from view.

      “I asked if you’re going to need a ride. The weather forecast says it’s going to rain. Do you want me to send Antony to pick you up?”

      Antony is their family’s driver. He’s worked for Willow’s family since he was small.

      Willow pinches the phone between his cheek and shoulder. His cool cheek smudges the glass. “No, that’s okay. I already left the school. It’s not raining out here. I think I can make it home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Willow had declined automatically. It would be nice to get a ride, actually. His body still feels uncomfortably heavy, and he’s exhausted. The school day had taken a lot out of him—way more than he’d thought, and he feels like he might fall asleep standing up if he closes his eyes. He doesn’t want to worry his mother, though.

      “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Okay. I’ll make sure dinner’s ready for you when you get there. I’m not going to be home tonight, but you can eat with your father—oh, just start without him if he’s not there. Don’t bother about waiting up for either of us. He’s a big man who can take care of himself.”

      “Okay,” Willow agrees. “Love you.”

      “I love you too. Oh, shoot—” the sound of his mother’s voice gets thinner as she pulls the receiver away from the phone. He has an impression of her in his mind’s eye, the way she always is. Vibrant coral-red lipstick. A short string of pearls clasped around her creamy white neck. “I gotta go. Stay safe on your walk home. Call Antony if you need anything.”

      He doesn’t have time to agree again before the line clicks shut. He tucks the phone back in the pocket of his pleated skirt and gives another look behind him. The man isn’t following him. There’s nothing there but the empty street and the sidewalk rising behind him. The grey sky up above.

      While he’s looking up, he feels the first cool, stinging patter of water droplets against his face. One lands on his cheek, another right beside his eye. One drops in the middle of his forehead. While he’s looking up, one of the drizzling raindrops falls right into Willow’s hazel eye, and he blinks rapidly.

      It’s starting to rain.
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      Willow’s family lives in a mansion. It’s undeniable. It’s also not as obvious as shows like “Famous Cribs” would have you believe. The kinds of mansions that exist in places like Allister are more low-key than things in Beverly Hills. His classmates might bat an eye at it, or they might not.

      Willow gets home before his father. The house is empty when he gets there. He steps inside the foyer with a small sigh. It had rained after all, and he had gotten wet. He drops his bag on the ground and toes off his shoes, wandering into the kitchen toward the smell of something savory.

      The light is on in the oven, and Willow investigates. He pulls open the oven door to see a roast glistening in a pan surrounded by small, shrunken carrots and potatoes pearling in fat. The oven is set on low to keep it warm. The cook who made it is already gone.

      Willow closes the oven again and runs a hand through his long hair, pushing it away from his long face with its narrow nose, elongated eyes, and elegant lips. He leaves it alone and first goes upstairs to take a shower.

      Willow’s room is a little messier and more lived-in than the rest of the house. His parents believe in granting children privacy and encouraging their natural gifts and inclinations, so he’s been able to decorate it how he sees fit. There’s a retro lava lamp in one corner, on the bedside table next to his bed. On the clean, recently laundered carpet, there are a few pieces of clothing from his closet, flung out in a hurry to get dressed. Weird art pieces, prints, and posters dot the walls here and there with white Christmas lights clinging to the trim just below the ceiling.

      He flings his bag into a corner and ties up his hair en route to the bathroom.

      He still looks pretty in the bathroom mirror, despite everything. Willow has a rare beauty, the kind that sometimes comes out of a plastic surgeon’s knife, for those born very lucky with the right features to subtly rearrange, but never out of any amount of cosmetics.

      It’s too bad that Willow got the shit end of the stick in every other way when it comes to genetics. He has cancer, and he’s crazy. What a winning combination.

      Willow bares his teeth at himself in the mirror and then sighs. When he sticks his hand to the back of his neck, he can feel fever rising. He clicks his teeth with annoyance. It was only a little bit of rain.

      The steam from the shower billows through the room, turning everything foggy and obscuring Willow’s face in the mirror. Halfway through the shower, Willow feels dizzy and has to sit down. He lets the falling water from the rainwater showerhead sluice over his shoulders, dripping down his spine and onto the marble ground. All of it trickles down the drain along with a faint pink tinge of blood.

      

      By the time Willow feels well enough to stand, his skin has gone pink from the heat. His mom would scold him for sitting in the hot water for so long if she knew, and his dad still isn’t home by the time he pads back downstairs to the kitchen in his fluffiest bathrobe.

      This is how Willow copes. When he feels his worst, he tries to make sure that everything else at least feels good.

      Not that this is his worst. This isn’t even close.

      It seems like too much effort to carve meat from the roast, so Willow makes do by scavenging roasted vegetables off the platter and shoving a piece of bread in the toaster.

      He loafs around on the couch, slumping earthward as he stabs random vegetables and chews them mechanically. It’s not that they’re not good. It’s just that Willow is never hungry.

      As he sits and zones out into space, he can’t help think about that weird guy he had seen earlier by the bridge…

      What a weirdo. Creep. It’s not like Willow’s never seen those before…

      He falls asleep on the couch without meaning to. It’s late by the time his mother gets home.

      She finds her youngest son stretched out on their white sofa, mouth lightly parted, dead to the world. His face is turned into one of the beige throw pillows, a plate of food balanced precariously on his stomach.

      Lily smiles a soft, fond smile, one reserved solely for her only child. She toes off her shoes with a small sigh and crosses the living room, taking off her heavy earrings as she walks. The silky fabric of her black dress pants swishes against her slender legs as she walks. She carefully takes the plate from her child’s stomach and sets it on the glass end table.

      While she’s at it, she presses a hand against Willow’s forehead. Her pretty, perfectly rouged lips turn down slightly. He feels warm.

      Willow presses closer to his mother’s cool hand without waking, a body moving in instinct. His face contorts in delicate displeasure, and then beautiful grey eyes open to a nearly identical set.

      “You’re back,” Willow says, yawning and sitting himself up on the couch. He automatically folds his legs beneath himself, blinking unhappily against the lone light in the room.

      Even if it’s dim in here, he can already tell it’s going to give him a migraine.

      His mother reaches over and clicks off the lamp without missing a beat.

      “I managed to leave before the fifth toast,” his mother says wryly. She’s always going to benefit dinners for the nonprofit she runs.

      “Where’s dad?” Willow asks around a yawn.

      “Must be still at work.”

      Lily runs her hand a few more times through her son’s hair, and Willow drowses into the touch.

      “Are you still hungry? I can heat something up for you?”

      Willow shakes his head. His body is a little sore from sleeping on the couch for however long it’s been, and he stretches out both his neck and his arms. “No, I think I’m just going to get up to bed.”

      Lily nods her acknowledgment on her way to the kitchen. She sets her earrings temporarily down on the counter where they make a hard, bright noise against the dark quartz marble. “Just let me know if you’re feeling bad in the morning and need me to call your school.”

      Willow stifles another yawn. “Got it.”

      Lily stands in the kitchen, her arms braced against the counter, and listens to the muffled, gradually retreating sound of Willow’s feet retreating up the stairs. She sighs softly.

      Lily Manchester looks a lot like her son. He takes after her, with the same grey eyes and the same long neck and dancer’s build. But unlike her more artistic son, Lily has always felt more at home in the boardroom than in front of an instrument or easel. Her silk socks slip quietly over the floor as she looks to see what there is for dinner. She clicks her tongue softly at the sight of a roast completely untouched. She’ll have to speak with the cook about making sure to portion it out next time.

      It’s important that Willow gets enough protein, but if it’s too difficult to get at the food, he just won’t eat.

      She thinks about cutting a slice for herself, but in the end, she just sighs and puts the whole thing in the refrigerator for cook to deal with tomorrow. Like mother, like son. Maybe the cook can make sandwiches out of it.

      She pours herself a glass of the very dry, crisp white wine in the refrigerator, swirling it around in the glass before taking a gulp and letting it wash away the disgusting, cloyingly sweet taste of the dessert wine at dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Willow feels like hell warmed over in the morning.

      It had just been a bit of rain. It really shouldn’t have made him feel that bad, but he wakes with a fever burning through him. He feels dizzy. It worsens when he tries to step out of bed, so much so that the room spins cartwheels around him. He doesn’t get more than two steps before he has to admit defeat, collapse back onto the bed, and lie back down.

      He lies flat on his back, eyes closed, panting until the dizziness subsides a little. His mouth is unbearably parched, and his cheeks are stained with a red flush.

      He wonders if his mom is still home and listens carefully.

      He can’t hear anything from anywhere else in the house, which doesn’t necessarily mean anything. The walls are thick. Maybe no one is home.

      “Mom?” Willow calls.

      He wants someone to bring him something to drink, and maybe a cool compress for his head.

      The silence in the room doesn’t answer back. The quiet blares back at him, filling up his ears.

      “Mom?” he tries one more time.

      His voice croaks a little on the end, and it sounds too loud in his quiet room. Still, everything is buzzing.
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