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To child me—I'm sorry, let's start again.


And to anyone who's been told to stay still—don't you fucking dare.










  
  
Content Note




Two things about this book before you get into it. 

First, Tied to Life is meant for a mature audience and contains sensitive material, including but not limited to:

A character being the result of an unwanted pregnancy, beheading, deadnaming, explicit sex scenes, homophobia (external and internalized), on-page violence against animals, parent-child verbal and physical abuse,  pressure to medically transition, self-harm (scratching), terminal illness of a pet, and transphobia (external and internalized).

Second, the cat.

The whole premise of Tied to Life is that the main character wants to save his dying cat. Whether he manages to do it is literally the biggest spoiler I could give you, but I know some people just need to know if the cat will be all right, so I’m going to answer that question now.

If you can go into the book without knowing and trust that whatever happens is what’s best for the story, I’m begging you to turn the page now and not read the next paragraph.

Okay, hopefully only the people who absolutely need to know are still here. Here’s the spoiler: the cat will be all right in the end, but only in the end. She’s going to be very sick and die violently on-page, and then she will return to life and live happily ever after with the main couple.
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When my parents called, I quit my job and put Melody and me on a plane across the country. 

I didn’t even think about the fact that she was dying.


      [image: ]It was on a Tuesday in September when I found my new name tag in the break room. The fact that it was Tuesday was written in my bones—my only day off was Wednesday, and there was a particular sensation to six days of eleven-hour shifts. My feet hurt. My eyes stung and blurred from using my sleep hours to empty moving boxes.

I felt and looked sick. Half dead, but it made my chest expand every time I saw myself in the mirror. No one could think I wasn’t giving this my all. No one could doubt that I was working myself to the bone.

Or so I’d thought.

I looked down at the name tag again, my deadname neatly printed black against white. I didn’t have time to breathe deep; though if I had, I probably wouldn’t have crashed through the kitchen door. “What the fuck is this?!”

Time & Thyme, the diner my parents had taken over a couple of years ago, was preparing for lunch, the stench of reused oil filling the kitchen. My mom was in her all-black server uniform, cutting up potatoes on the counter. She didn’t even look up when I crashed in.

I pointed the name tag at my dad, breaths sawing in and out of my mouth like a serrated blade. Red was already creeping up his neck; he was too pale to hide his anger. We both were.

“Your tag,” my dad said, and it was a threat.

My tag. That I’d been waiting for them to give me for almost two weeks of work, that had the wrong name written on it. My mom’s tag glistened on her chest—metal, like the other waitress’s. Mine was a piece of paper behind a clear plastic guard.

I’d thought they’d finally understood.

“Fuck you,” I spat, feeling hot and cold and weak. “I’m not gonna wear this.”

My mom scoffed. “What instead?”

A pang hit my chest. You know. She still didn’t look up, like the conversation bored her even more than the potatoes.

“You will wear whatever the fuck I tell you to wear,” my dad said, “and I won’t hear another word about it. Understood? Now get the fuck into your uniform before—”

My hands moved. I didn’t even get to tell myself to stop before they ripped the paper out of the tag and flicked the wheel of my lighter. My deadname caught up in flames.

For a split second, both my dad and I watched the fire as it swallowed it up. A terrible thousandth of a second in which I knew what I had done. And what was going to happen.

“You little bitch.”

I whirled, dodging just in time, and dashed across the kitchen. Seeing a guest check pad, I shot for the pen and ripped the end of a check, scribbling ‘CHERRY’ on the back.

I put it up between my dad and me like a shield.

“Womanly enough?” I blurted out. I hated how unsteady my voice sounded. I hated, hated, hated—the corner of the check bent when I slipped it inside the plastic tag. “It’s a stripper name at the end of the day, isn’t it?”

This time I couldn’t dodge.

The name tag clattered on the floor when my back hit the kitchen wall, my dad’s finger stabbing the center of my chest. Hard. “Watch your fucking—”

“Is it not my name now?!” It came out as a high-pitched squeak, making me push my tongue piercing into the roof of my mouth until it hurt.

Cherry was my name. My last name, the one I’d gone by for close to a decade now. “It suits her. Slut.”

Fear wouldn’t let me look in my dad’s eyes. My gaze was on his mustache instead, his finger crushing my breastbone. I didn’t want to breathe.

“You,” he spat, his voice calm enough that the hair on my arms stood on end, “should be very fucking grateful. I—your mother and I are being very generous by letting you work—”

“Generous, my ass,” I hissed, my eyes down. “You’re just broke.”

It was anybody’s guess why my dad’s nostrils flared. If it was because I’d interrupted him again, or because I’d seen right through his bullshit, or because he had been holding onto that information until delivering it hurt the most.

Maybe it was all three at once.

I tried to be angry that he thought I was stupid enough not to put two and two together. I only felt pain.

Even though I’d been nothing but a waiter—a good waiter—ever since I’d dropped out of high school, the only reason my parents had asked me to take this job was that I would be cheaper than their last server. That I was okay with having no contract, long hours for little pay, and only asked that I could eat from the diner to make up for it.

I’d known from the start that I was a desperate choice. I’d just thought I could make myself worth trusting for once.

The tinkle of the front door’s bell saved me from whatever my dad would’ve replied. His eyes cut to the kitchen doors. “Go get in your uniform,” he barked, and let go of me.

My sternum hurt when I picked up my name tag from the floor. It would bruise. It always did.


      [image: ]I was on edge all the way through lunch, scratching repeatedly at the side of my left thumb to keep myself from screaming.

Half an hour into it, I caught a guy staring first at my ‘CHERRY’ name tag, then at me. He was well-dressed and stupidly handsome, with gray-blue eyes and dark blond hair. He hadn’t even looked at me when I’d come to take their order earlier, too busy staring at his friend across the booth. But he was alone now, and he stumbled over his words to thank me as I set their drinks on the table.

It was all I could do not to growl at him like a dog.

As soon as the diner emptied after lunch and I got the all clear from my dad, I burst through the back door and shoved a cigarette between my lips, lighting it up with unstable hands.

I took a long, shaky drag and looked up. The sky was covered in thick gray clouds. I didn’t even notice I was scratching my thumb again until the skin broke.

With a grimace, I sucked on the blood. All the way down to where my pointer finger didn’t reach anymore, the side of my thumb was covered in shiny, wrong-looking skin, cracked and inflamed.

To the bone. One day I would scratch myself to the bone. The thought made me lightheaded, but it was better than the alternative.

I was through my first cigarette and onto the second, barely beginning to calm down, when the door next to me squealed open and my whole body tensed.

My mom eyed the sky for rain before turning to me. I thought she might ask for a cigarette. She didn’t. I didn’t look at her. Before moving to this island, I hadn’t seen her in years, and the thought of glancing directly at her sent my heart tripping every time.

We shared height and build—stick figures with a few inches on my shorter dad—and dark brown hair that she’d dyed a touch too red to look natural; mine was hot pink. I’d inherited my eyes from my dad, but since they were also brown, it didn’t make a difference: they could’ve been hers.

My mom had had me young, and she’d never looked her age on top of that, but she’d never taken it as a compliment when a stranger commented we could be siblings.

She stepped closer and flicked my name tag. “Cherry,” she read.

“What about it?” I hissed, smoke coming through my teeth.

“Nate,” she replied, mocking my chosen name, the one she’d never bothered to use, and I felt it in my spine. I clenched my jaw against looking at her as she crossed her arms. “Usually, when you pull stuff like this, at least you pretend to believe it. This is just sad.”

She said ‘usually.’ We’d barely talked in years. “I’m not pretending shit.”

“You aren’t,” my mom said with an amused noise. “That’s my point. You’re not even trying this time. You might be finally outgrowing this shit.”

When she didn’t get a reply, she gestured up and down my body without fully uncrossing her arms. “You still look like this after all this time. I was actually surprised when I saw you. If it’s for real, shouldn’t you be—”

“Why don’t you piss the fuck off and go try to fix your shitshow of a marriage instead? I—your mother and I are being very generous,” I said in a poor impression of my dad. “Sounds like you’re making real progress in him remembering you exist.”

My mom blew air through her nose. “Sad,” she repeated, and patted my arm in a way that made me want to twist her wrist. Instead, I fixed on the wedding ring gleaming on her finger.

“It’s a small town,” she said. “Try not to get arrested. And get back inside, you’ve got stuff to clean.”

When the door clanked behind her, I punched the wall, the pain reverberating down my inflamed thumb. To the bone. Stubbing out my cigarette, I followed her inside and tossed the butt in the trash.

“Try not to get arrested.”

Like I hadn’t been at the diner day in and day out, waiting for them to give me a plastic name tag. There weren’t enough tables I could forcefully wipe down to burn my anger. My pain. It was all still burning inside as I walked back to my apartment hours later, my backpack over my shoulder.

Try not to get fucking arrested. Try not to ruin everyone’s reputation again, Nate. Like I hadn’t been on my feet for over sixty hours that week. Like I had slept. My hands shook. What do you fucking want from me?

Halfway between my parents’ diner and my apartment stood a cemetery. As I passed by it, I noticed a laminated piece of paper taped below the metal sign with the opening hours. It hadn’t been there that morning.

‘From 10/1 to 11/1, closing at 4 p.m.,’ it said. ‘Security guards stationed after close. We apologize for the inconvenience.’

Brimrey Island. Of course they needed extra security, but these people’s stupidity only fueled my anger. We weren’t even halfway through September; they might as well scream that the cemetery was unguarded now. But don’t do anything about it, okay? We trust you. And don’t—

“Get arrested.”

Pain pierced through my chest. I worked my jaw, feeling my eyes burn. “Fuck you,” I whispered.

I clasped the iron bars of the gate and climbed it.
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My backpack hit my spine, a current of pain zipping up my leg when I landed on the other side of the gate and my phone slipped out of my pocket. It banged against the stone pathway. 

“Fuck.”

I picked it up, lighting up the screen. My chest contracted when I saw Melody on my lock screen, a ray of sunlight turning her eyes to melting gold—it was cracked right through. “Shit.”

I angled the phone, searching for more cracks. I was rubbing at the center one when a sudden, hot smell crawled up my nose like a spider. My head snapped up, all the hairs on my body standing on end. It was something like…

Burnt sugar?

I looked around. There was no one on the street behind me. No car had just passed by. In front of me, the cemetery lay in shadow, lit only by the streetlights on the other side of the wall.

“Hello?” I whispered, clutching my phone tight.

A gust of wind blew out of the depths of the cemetery, carrying the intense scent through my hair. It was definitely coming from inside, but I couldn’t see anything. Goosebumps raised my skin.

“What the fuck?” I mouthed, just as a sudden, loud meow made my heart jump out of my chest.

I turned on my phone’s flashlight, but I couldn’t see anything. No cat, no source of the smell. I turned it back off, taking a careful step forward; someone might notice a flashlight from outside.

I stopped myself before I took another step. “Wait. This is how people die, isn’t it?”

Or got possessed.

Or abducted by aliens.

I pocketed my phone as I started following the stone path into the shadows. I searched for the cat as my eyes adjusted, but it didn’t meow again. Maybe it’d just passed through?

The cemetery got darker. I could’ve sworn the temperature dropped too, and I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets, wrapping the oversized layer closer around me. I wore it almost every day; the black denim had relaxed around my shoulders and was covered in so many patches you could barely see it anymore.

The smell of burnt sugar was replaced by newly turned earth, and the cold started to seep into my veins. What was I doing? I’d jumped the gate, trespassed, only because…

“Try not to get arrested.”

Only because I was angry. My throat started to close up, constricting my airways. I swallowed, looking around me as I walked. Gravestones, withered flowers, crosses dimly lit by the streetlights outside. I only realized tears were streaming down my face when it all became blurry.

What was I doing? “You’re not even trying this time.” My nose was running. I wiped it so violently my septum and medusa piercings yanked at my skin, sending pain through my face. I sniffled and kept walking, faster now. “You still look like this after all this time.”

An owl hooted somewhere out of sight. I was starting to tremble again, and I couldn’t keep quiet no matter how hard I pressed my lips into a line, how much I tried to scratch at my thumb to stop. My breath was shaky and loud. I had to take a gasping gulp through my mouth because nothing would come through my nose.

And once I opened my mouth, I couldn’t close it again. I couldn’t, I couldn’t. Please, I can’t. I wheezed and stumbled through the ache in my chest because I shouldn’t have jumped—I should’ve been—“If it’s for real, shouldn’t you be—”

But I wasn’t, and I was trying to twist my mother’s wrist when I promised myself I never would again. I was biting her. Him. I’d set the name tag on fire, the one that had taken them two weeks to give to me. And how could I blame them? Two weeks couldn’t erase everything I’d done, and now I’d dug myself further, when I was supposed to do the opposite. I shouldn’t have barged into the kitchen. I should’ve just let it be, I—

The stone path had turned to gravel crunching under my boots, and I tripped and skipped, regaining my balance only for a second before crashing against an ice-cold wall. I was hyperventilating.

I went down, pushing myself hard against that wall. I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t want to. I wanted to go with Melody, home. Whimpering, I ran my hands through my hair, tugging hard at the strands. My forehead thumped against my aching knees, legs pulled tight into my chest.

My face burned. I was sobbing, and then choking. Every sip of air I tried to take hurt more than the previous one. My throat was scraped raw as I desperately tried to stop coughing and breathe.

When I finally managed to hold back a cough, I spat next to me. My mouth tasted like iron. I kept forcing myself to breathe slowly until I stopped coughing entirely.

I wasn’t crying anymore. There was a soft ringing in my ears.

I looked around for the first time. I was curled against some sort of family mausoleum, my backpack squeezed against the wall. There was a narrow wrought-iron gate beside me. I forced out one last cough just to feel the pain and let my head hang between my raised knees. It weighed a ton.

For a while, I only sat there in the odd, sudden quiet of my mind, feeling my lungs move the rest of my body and the snot trickling down my nose. I was exhausted.

Six days a week. Two weeks.

I pulled my lighter out of my pocket and ran my thumb over the metal wheel, too slowly to trigger the flame. I couldn’t find the energy to light up a cigarette or get up. Instead, I licked my salty lips and closed my eyes for a second.

When I next blinked, I felt groggy and disoriented. There was a thin crust down my nose, and my eyes had swollen.

“Fuck,” I groaned. The soreness of my muscles made me wince. I couldn’t believe I had fallen asleep at a cemetery. The lighter had slipped from my fingers at some point.

It was only when I went to grab it that I saw the hand.

At first, I just stared. My head was full of cotton, and I couldn’t process the arm that was sticking out the narrow mausoleum gate next to me. A hand with a pinky-finger ring, now frozen, reached for my dropped lighter.

“H-Hey.” A disembodied voice came from inside the tomb. “I’m sorry, I…”

I shot to my feet, backing away from the mausoleum so fast I tripped and almost fell backward. “What the fuck?!”

“Wait! Wait, wait, wait, please, I need help!” I fumbled for my phone, fingers shaking so much I couldn’t tap on the flashlight. “Please! I know this is—”

The sudden, bright light made me wince. I forced my eyes wide, but I could only see the dust floating in the path of the beam, the light reflecting off the two metal signs on the mausoleum wall. It took me a second to make out the figure behind the gate.

Headless.

The headless figure behind the gate.

My body took a step back on its own, heart racing. There was nothing above the collar of the figure’s white shirt. Nothing. The light just shone through.

“H-Hey,” the voice repeated.

I ran for my life.
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Apounding headache made me squeeze my eyes shut as soon as I tried to open them in the morning. I didn’t know what time it was; I had no alarms set for Wednesdays since Melody had no issue waking me up when she wanted food. 

With a groan, I rolled over, pulling the sheets with me, and rubbed the sleep from my puffy eyes.

Early morning light streamed through the half-closed blinds; I’d never liked total darkness. The pipes groaned as someone in the apartment above turned their shower on. I patted the narrow, scratched-up nightstand in search of my phone, and the grogginess fled from my body.

The crack.

I sat up straight, a pang shooting through my skull, and slapped a hand over my pulsing eye before inspecting the line across Melody’s picture on the screen. “So it was real.”

A long, gurgling meow snapped me out of my quickening thoughts. Melody was standing on the runner rug that let her know she was in the kitchen.

‘In’ the kitchen. There were no proper rooms in this apartment, other than the bathroom, and the kitchen was made up of a little counter space, a stove, and a sink, topped off by a fridge about two steps away from the side of my bed.

I dragged all the bedding with me to get to her.

“Hey, girl,” I whispered softly, offering her a hand to sniff. “How’s my favorite girl?”

Dying. She’s sick.

I pushed that thought down as fast as I could. My lip quivered when Melody made a face at the smell of reused oil on my skin. She hated it but still let me caress her back.

“Breakfast? You want breakfast?”

Since ferrying my car to the island would’ve cost more than the car was worth, I’d sold it for scrap before coming here and used some of the money to buy Melody a nice automatic feeder. It only went off while I was working, though. In the mornings I gave her her kidney-friendly wet food, which was where all my tips from the week prior had been spent. On that, and treats.

Melody meowed again when she heard me open the upper cabinet, knowing her food was coming, and ran for her bowl next to the fridge.

Her food smelled terrible, but I waited close by while she ate, redirecting the urge to tap my finger on the fridge toward scratching at my thumb.

“I think I saw something last night, girl.” There was no mistaking the crack when I checked my phone screen again. I had been to the cemetery. “I don’t know.” I rubbed at the itchiness on the side of my chest with the ball of my hand.

It had been years since I last got high, and while I had fallen asleep next to that mausoleum, the headless figure, climbing out of the cemetery, running back home…it all seemed real.

And I’m on Brimrey Island.

My eyes widened. I was on Brimrey Island.

Melody moved out of the corner of my eye, leaving her empty bowl. I rushed to freshen her water as she rubbed herself against my legs, meowing again. Instead of heading to the bathroom, I selected her brush from the drawer under the TV, which was full of her toys. I knocked it lightly on the TV stand to call her and flopped down on the two-seat couch.

All the furniture had been here when I arrived. The apartment was meant for seasonal rental, but the landlord had been happy with me keeping it for a couple of months as long as I paid the same price. The furniture was modern-looking but cheap and weathered, greige with navy pops of color.

There was so little storage space I’d struggled getting all my stuff in here, even after I’d gotten rid of most of it to save money when I moved. The only part of the apartment you couldn’t see from the front door was my double bed tucked against the bathroom wall.

Melody jumped onto my lap with one of her little gurgles. She loved the brush. Every time I had to apologize for taking her to the vet, the brush was my go-to. In my last apartment, she used to go straight to where it was stored every time she felt she was entitled to compensation.

She purred as I ran it through her long gray hair, and the thought returned: I’m on Brimrey Island.

Brimrey was a small chunk of land full of hills and beaches, nothing to write home about. Except it was reported to have the most paranormal and cryptid sightings per square mile in the country. By a landslide.

I’d always been skeptical about it, hadn’t even given it a thought before moving here last month. To me, it was clear: if so-called Freak Island was a real thing, the government would make sure no one knew.

And Brimrey rolled in its fame like a pig in mud. ‘Welcome to Freak Island’ signs everywhere, souvenirs, even the taxis had giant cutesy mothman stickers.

The Brimrey Island Paranormal Investigation Society had an affiliate marketing program where they paid local businesses for promoting their guided tours. There was a stack of their leaflets at my parents’ diner, and on my first day my mom had made me memorize a script to parrot to any tourists that stopped by. After a couple of years living here, she had no issue identifying them for me. It was always like that with small towns and outsiders, I knew; I’d grown up in one too.

All of that—on top of how high property value seemed to get the closer it was to a supposed paranormal hotspot, based on my rent—made this whole thing simply too convenient for the island’s economy to be real.

Or so I’d thought.

There was a thread of electricity running through me when Melody realized I was done brushing her and hopped off my lap. She went straight to sharpen her claws on the only moving box that remained next to the tiny dining table in the corner. I’d left it there on purpose because she liked scratching it more than the scratching post next to the TV. I was sure I’d executed the fastest move in history, not wanting to confuse Melody by leaving boxes all around the apartment.

I knew I needed a shower, or at least to have some breakfast, but I barely tried to resist the urge to pick up my phone. Biting my nails, I typed into the search bar one handed, ‘Is Brimrey Island real?’

A Reddit post with that same question as a title popped up. The topmost comment was someone saying, Can’t you see it on the map?

OP has never seen a map, said a reply.

I flicked a dirty look at the usernames before scrolling down the thread. Someone said their college roommate twenty years ago had grown up in Brimrey and said it was all a scam for tourists, but others were adamant there was something paranormal going on.

The tours are money grabs but the stuff is real, someone said. Go during the off season and you’ll have better luck not getting scammed.

Two answers below that one, someone had posted an affiliate link to one of said tours.

Another user said, You should look into the history of Brimrey. People like to say it’s a modern marketing tactic, but there are centuries-old records of it being haunted.

I went there with my ex-girlfriend (then gf) 5 years ago. The hotel we stayed at was haunted. This person linked to a ten-paragraph post they’d made about the experience.

Skimming through it was enough to tell there was nothing paranormal going on there, but through the replies I found myself down a rabbit hole of posts from people who had been to or lived on Brimrey Island and had seen weird stuff. Heard weird stuff.

A thing with many eyes in the woods, a song coming from an empty bathroom, a glimpse of a mermaid-like tail while diving. Shadow figures. Waking up in a different room from the one they’d gone to sleep in, clothes smelling of rotting fruit.

Before I knew it, the whole day had been swallowed by a research spiral, and my heart was pounding hard with understanding. What I’d seen the night before was real.

I’d met someone who’d come back from the dead.
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Melody was sick. It was something I didn’t allow myself to think about. Melody was dying—something I pushed down as soon as it resurfaced again. I didn’t act on these things. I didn’t allow myself to, but that night I ran to the cemetery. 

The mausoleum I’d fallen asleep at was all white, marble and stone, with twin columns and the name ‘ST. JAMES’ carved in great letters. My dropped lighter was gone. Blood rushed through my veins.

Shielding my flashlight with a hand, I read the signs on the tomb: ‘Oliver Shohei St. James 1980–2003’ and ‘Randall Wayne St. James 1952–2020.’

“Hello?” I called out. I could barely hear myself above my pulse. “Is there anyone in there?”

There was no answer. I swallowed and tried again, saying that I was the one from the night before. Still, not a single sound came from inside. Biting cold crept down my spine, and I curled my fists.

I had not imagined this. This had happened. This was real. Someone had died and come back to life, which meant—

My throat contracted. Gritting my teeth, I sat down in front of the tomb and waited and kept calling out to whoever was inside the tomb.

No answer.

The next night, I jumped the cemetery gate again. And the next. And the next, and the very next night. No matter how quiet the mausoleum was, I sat there every single night because I was going to talk to him—or else.

If it killed me, or him, or both of us, I was going to talk to Oliver St. James.

Finding out it was him in there had been so easy.

Googling Randall Wayne St. James had surfaced a headline about his death from COVID in 2020. The article was headed by a picture of a white man with a strong jaw, dressed in a suit and tie. He was talking to a young woman of Asian descent that had a vague resemblance to him, mainly in her carefully groomed, bushy eyebrows. Her light-brown hair was styled in perfect salon waves. I scrolled past the picture to get to the text.

Randall had died the day before the article was published, after a brief hospitalization. “His daughter, Alice St. James, is expected to immediately step up as the new COO of Calla Resorts, but investors seem concerned about the loss of the company’s main public figure.” I realized then that I was on the website of a financial magazine. My eyes swept over the article—it was full of speculation about the company’s future performance.

My mouth wouldn’t close when I tapped out of the site, thumbs flying over the keyboard.

Calla Resorts was a subsidiary of a larger Japanese hotel brand. The CEO was Hiyori St. James, daughter of the owners of the larger company and widow to Randall St. James. There wasn’t a lot more relevant information out there—not on the St. Jameses as a family.

Which was fine.

Many people were rich but not gossip-famous.

But.

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

When I’d looked him up, there were only a handful of news articles about Oliver St. James that the search engine managed to unearth from the early 2000s, and they all said the same:

He had committed suicide.


      [image: ]I set up a murder board.

Oliver St. James had committed suicide? He was laid to rest in a small ceremony and his loved ones asked for privacy? My ass.

He had been beheaded; I had fucking seen him. And it was so outrageous, so ridiculous, that the eldest son of a loaded family could have his head chopped off and not make the news—that the only news he made was a lie about how he had died. His family had to be hiding this on purpose.

Come the fuck on. Did they think I was stupid? Did they think everyone on this planet was stupid? Was everyone on this planet fucking stupid?

The only question was why they were hiding this, and the answer was probably related to the fact that Oliver was still alive and kicking after losing his head.

And if none of the St. Jameses wanted to tell me how this was so, I was going to find out myself.

If there was a one in a million chance that I could save Melody, I’d burn down the world just to risk it.

In truth, I didn’t know if Oliver was the eldest child. I guessed it because in the most recent picture I’d found of his sister—now pinned to the center of the murder board—she looked nowhere near forty-three, which was how old Oliver would’ve been now.

I could be wrong, but running with theories was the only thing I could do.

There was nothing out there. Whatever had happened, the family must’ve put a lot of money behind hiding it. I couldn’t even imagine the NDAs that had been signed.

I expanded my research and started looking into anything Brimrey-related in search of clues on how Oliver was not dead. I watched every video, listened to every podcast at double speed, all the true crime. Websites, social media posts, news articles. I sat through so many segments sponsored by the Paranormal Investigation Society I wanted to set fire to their headquarters.

Two weeks passed of researching and going to the cemetery every night without finding anything that seemed like a thread.

I was pretty sure Alice had killed him.

It clashed with my theory that the family was involved in the resurrection, but using Occam’s razor and all, it was the most straightforward explanation. If Oliver hadn’t died, it would’ve been him taking their father’s place in the company in 2020. Wasn’t that how that shit worked? A rich, probably conservative family, a firstborn child, a man.

It was a no-brainer: Alice had killed her brother to get his place in the family hierarchy and so she wouldn’t have to share the inheritance. Fine, but that didn’t fucking matter.

Because it wasn’t helping me save Melody.
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“Oliver fucking St. James, if you think I’m going to leave this cemetery without talking to you…” My fists tightened around the cold iron bars of the mausoleum gate. The air smelled of dust and humidity. “If you think I will ever let you rest, you don’t know the first thing about me.”

Gritting my teeth, I waited for an answer I already knew wasn’t coming. Two. Fucking. Weeks. Of coming here every night. The inside of the tomb was pitch black as a car rushed by in the distance.

I stuck my face between the bars. “You said you wanted help. I can fucking help you,” I hissed. “But you have to get out and talk to me! I won’t leave you alone until you fucking talk to me, do you hear me? Oliver!”

I let go of the gate, hands shaking with fear. I whirled around, walking out onto the gravel path and kicking. Shit. Shit, shit. My eyes burned as I squeezed them, my hands in my hair.

“If you don’t—” Come out, I will call the police.

A loud bang crashed through the night, sending the nearby birds flying in a flurry. My eyes flew wide open, but I didn’t move.

“D-Did you just say you’ll help me?” came a quiet voice behind me.

The next second, I’d lunged for the mausoleum gate, my heart thundering. He was here. Oliver startled and let go of the bar he’d been clasping, retreating into the shadows.

“You help me, I help you.” He’d actually replied. After all this time, he was talking to me. “What do you need?”

“C-Can you get me out of here?”

I shot a quick glance at the chain that wrapped around the iron gate, at the padlock. It was a little rusty, like it hadn’t been touched in years. Three years. Since his dad’s death.

“Done,” I said. “But you do something for me.”

My fingers were tingling as I heard Oliver pant. He was desperate to get out of there. This couldn’t have panned out better for me: I didn’t need to threaten him and risk him realizing that I would never call the police because it was likely to backfire. Dangling freedom in front of him would be enough.

I’m coming, my girl. I’m finally coming.

“Of course,” was the immediate, breathless reply from behind the bars. “Anything. I—”

“You’re gonna tell me how you came back to life.”

Heavy silence fell over the cemetery. I shoved my trembling hand into the pocket of my jacket, feeling my insides swirl.

“So?” I blurted out after a couple of seconds.

“I…” There was another small pause. “I can’t tell you that. I…don’t know how it happened.”

A wave of cold crashed over me. Then, heat. He was lying. He had to be fucking lying. What, to protect…who? I set my jaw. “You know I know your family is lying about your death, don’t you?”

“What? They’re—what are they saying?” Even through my anger, I heard the genuine surprise in his voice. He didn’t know? He wasn’t lying to protect them, then? My mind was racing, drawing circles in different directions.

“They said you killed yourself.”

“What?” It was more of an exhale than a word.

“You killed yourself. You’re the son of Randall and Hiyori St. James, owners of Calla Resorts. You killed yourself in 2003. That’s what your family told the press.”

“I did not!” Oliver shouted. I jumped, the blood draining from my face.

“Quiet!” I hissed.

“I didn’t kill myself. I would’ve never. Never!” he repeated. I shushed him again, and he lowered his voice. It filled with desperation. “Please, believe me. I didn’t.”

“I know you fucking didn’t.” Also, what do you care if I believe you? “You don’t have a fucking head. You didn’t do this to yourself.”

He was finally whispering too. “I didn’t.”

Anxiety coursed through my every muscle. What if someone had heard Oliver’s shout? I couldn’t think fast enough. He didn’t know what his family had said; he didn’t know how he’d resurrected. Was that true?

“How did you die, then?” I asked.

I heard Oliver shift. “I…I don’t know that either. I don’t remember anything.”

My lips parted, but before I could decide he was lying, Oliver blurted out, “B-But I have theories!” He clasped the iron bar, musty air blowing through the gate when he got close. “Please, just listen to me. If you get me out of here, I can find out how I came back to life. I-I have ideas, okay? I don’t think it was because of something someone did to me. If it was some kind of experiment or purposeful necromancy, whoever did it would’ve come to check if it worked. They would’ve done something with me. Right? It makes sense, right? I think something happened—something about the way I died caused this. And that’s why I don’t remember that either. But there has to be a way. If you get me out, I promise…”

Desperation swallowed the end of his sentence, and my jaw tightened. He wanted to get out too badly to risk lying, and he had clearly wondered about what had happened. He was right: if it had been purposeful, why would he still be in that tomb?

When I took too long to reply, Oliver insisted, “W-We can figure this out together if you let me out. I won’t leave your side until we do.”

No shit you wouldn’t. If his family didn’t know about his resurrection—and I was starting to discard that possibility—he didn’t have anywhere to go. And he couldn’t just stay out in the open. Unless I took him to my apartment and hid him there, he would go from tomb to zoo cage in less than twenty-four hours.

“N-Not like I could,” he murmured, as if he’d read my mind. The gate shook a little. “Listen, I can make this happen. I know I can. Whatever happened to me was not a miracle. There’s an explanation.”

I kept my voice cold. “How do you know it wasn’t?”

“I’ve seen a miracle before,” he said. “This isn’t like that.”

That should’ve meant less than nothing, but he sounded so certain that my heart thudded. If it wasn’t a miracle, if there was an explanation, I could make it happen again, couldn’t I?

“Please.” He sounded like he was about to start crying. “Please, help me. I won’t cause you problems. I won’t—I promise I will do anything. Anything. Just, please, I—” His voice broke. “Please, my father is…”

In there with him. Goosebumps raced all over my skin. His father’s dead body was in there with him, and he knew it. I looked down at the chains.

“Fuck it,” I whispered, and dropped to my knees; they ached from work. I pulled out my phone, turned on the flashlight, and pushed it toward him. “Hold it. Pointing down.”

Oliver barely had time to grab the phone before I was digging into the hidden inside pocket of my jacket for my bobby pins. If my parents knew I still carried them with me…but after I’d locked myself out of my apartment once, I decided I should keep them.

I opened and bent two of the bobby pins, sticking them into my mouth while I inspected the padlock. Cold was climbing through the ripped knees of my black jeans up my thighs. Like I had thought, the lock wasn’t particularly sturdy. With enough blunt force it would cave, but that would make too much noise, and someone would notice the damage in the morning.

“Do you know how to open that?” Oliver asked. The light in his hand was shaking, even though he was making obvious efforts to stop it.

I pulled the makeshift lockpick from my lips. “If you shut up, I might do it faster.”

It’d been a while since I’d last picked a lock, but it was like riding a bike, and Lizzie had taught me well. There hadn’t been a lock that could resist her. Of any type.

I pushed the bitterness down into my guts and tried to focus, but soon I got impatient and started making stupid mistakes. The picks bit into my fingers as I tried to lift the pins inside the lock. My hands were sweating. It smelled of metal.

When I felt the last of the pins lift, my heart jumped. I turned the bobby pin I was using as a wrench, and the lock clicked open.

“Yes,” I whispered, scrambling to my feet. Adrenaline rushed through my veins. I tossed the bobby pins back into my pocket and unwrapped the chain from around the gate handle, snatching my phone from Oliver.

I opened the gate.

Oliver had made a weird noise when the padlock clicked open, and it took him a few seconds to move now. When he stepped out, it seemed as if he didn’t trust that he wouldn’t slam into some invisible barrier.

His second step was a little more confident, and the third one I missed because my mouth had fallen open.

“Holy shit,” I breathed. That’s how he talks.

Oliver did have a head; he was cradling it in his arm like a baby.

“Wait!” he exclaimed, reaching out to me as if he thought I was going to run. “Please, don’t—I promise I’m…”

“Let’s go,” I interrupted him, a little breathless. This is so fucking cool. “You’re coming to my apartment.”

Worry spiked inside me when I thought about him getting close to Melody, but I’d fought bigger people than him. If he gave the slightest clue that he might hurt her, I was gagging him, tying him to a chair, and sticking his head in the fucking freezer.

I’d turned my flashlight off and my eyes weren’t yet used to the darkness, so I couldn’t see his expression, but there was a caught-off-guard pause before he said, “Y-Yeah,” and I thought I could hear a smile pulling on his lips. “Of course. Thank you, uh…”

Ignoring him, I went to close the mausoleum back up, but not before checking everything looked normal inside. When I turned around, Oliver was right behind me. I almost jumped out of my skin.

“I’m Oliver,” he said, extending a hand toward me with a smile I could barely see. “But you already knew that.”

I stared at his hand for a second before I shook it, my eyebrows rising. I was expecting it to be either bony or squishy like a bloated corpse, but his fingers were soft and firm. His skin was as cool as if he’d been spending time outside in the winter, not as if it’d been twenty years since his heart had last beat. He was wearing that ring on his pinky.

All of it was so utterly normal I prolonged the handshake for an extra, unnecessary second.

“Nate,” I said when I remembered what I was supposed to be doing. “Nate Cherry. Everyone calls me Cherry,” I added; it tasted like acid.

“Cherry,” Oliver echoed, letting his hand fall.

“A stripper name at the end of the day.” “You’re not even trying this time.” “Nate.”

Oliver let out a quiet laugh through his nose. “That’s a fun last name,” he said. “Mine sounds too highbrow. Where do you live?”
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Iushered Oliver into my apartment, my body as tight as a violin string. It felt like a miracle that we’d made it here without getting caught, Oliver awkwardly holding his head on his neck. 

My sigh of relief hadn’t made it out my mouth when Melody meowed, climbing off my bed, and I tensed right back up.

“Oh!” Oliver exclaimed. “And who’s this distinguished gentleman? Or lady?”

He crouched and reached a hand toward Melody, and my heart almost stopped. “Don’t touch her!” Oliver jumped. “She’s blind. You’ll startle her.”

“Oh,” he repeated, and let out a nervous giggle that was cut short when Melody’s whiskers brushed his outstretched fingers. She sniffed them. “Hi,” he said softly. “Sorry I was so careless. You can’t see anything at all…?”

The scare had drained the heat from my body. I didn’t like strangers around Melody; she was so vulnerable and elderly. “Melody. She was born blind.”

“Melody,” Oliver echoed, and she gave a long meow, searching for me. I clicked my tongue to call her. Oliver laughed again; his mood had changed drastically the second he’d stepped out of the tomb. “I see why you chose that name.”

On top of her permanently staring, striking yellow eyes, Melody had been born with a weird repertoire of sounds she was capable of making. Her meows made her seem more like a songbird than a cat.

As soon as she’d checked on me, Melody went to give Oliver a second sniff, her fluffy gray tail high in the air. It boded well for him. Melody was vulnerable, but not stupid; she could read people’s energy as well as any other animal.

I, more than his energy, was suddenly very aware of Oliver’s smell and overall state. Mustiness, grime on his clothes and on his gelled-back dark hair. I shouldn’t have expected any different: he hadn’t washed or changed in twenty years.

Twenty fucking years in that tomb.

Oliver made a high-pitched noise, re-centering me. Melody had lost interest in him, and he’d stood up to look around the place. “Um?” he started. “What’s—”

Before I could react, he’d crossed the apartment straight for the murder board hung on the wall. Oh. Shit. I dashed after him.

He stood in front of it and held his head up, eyes wide and flying all over the board. The pictures of his family. Alice and Randall. I’d only found one of his mother from a long time ago, none of his grandparents. Hotels, dates, questions I’d asked myself scribbled on the back of guest checks.

Oliver was quiet for a long minute, then he let out a breathless, pinched laugh. “I’ve never had a fan before.”

Heat rushed to my cheeks. I wasn’t a stalker. “Since you decided to ignore me for two fucking weeks, I had to try to find out myself.”

Oliver whirled. “What?” Confusion filled his voice, and I took a step back. God, he stunk. “What do you mean?”

“What do I mean, what?”

“Two weeks?” he repeated.

“It’s been over two weeks since I first saw you.”

The information slowly processed behind his eyes. “And you’ve been…trying to talk to me? I…” His brows drew together. “I’ve not been awake. I didn’t know you…”

I gaped at him. Was he fucking with me? But he seemed sincere. More than that, he seemed flustered.

“I—I…” He gathered his head tight into his body. “You’re not serious. I just woke up tonight. You’ve been…?”

“What do you mean you just woke up?”

Oliver visibly tried to calm down and succeeded, taking a step away from me and looking around the apartment. “I’m not usually awake. I’m not sure how to explain it. I go to sleep, and it’s like I can choose not to wake up for a while. Months? The seasons change, usually. But during this time of year, I can never stay asleep for that long; I’m not sure why.”

“You haven’t been awake for the past twenty years?”

Oliver’s lips parted. “Twenty…? No. No, thank God. I don’t even know how much time passed between when—it happened and when I woke up for the first time. I thought it was a nightmare, then.”

I was still trying to process what he’d just said. He didn’t know I’d been trying to talk to him. He could’ve just not woken up today either. He could’ve not woken up in—“Months,” the vet had said. “It’s difficult to predict the evolution, but if you need an answer, I would say a couple of months.”

I felt faint. Must’ve looked it too.

“I’m sorry,” Oliver said. “I was just—when you ran away from me, I thought you might tell someone.”

I wanted to rip my hair out. It could’ve been too late for Melody. It could still be too late. Oliver didn’t even know how to keep her alive; the only thing we had was his gut feeling that it had to do with the way he’d died.

“I’m sorry I thought you might do that,” he added, his voice small.

I snorted, my throat hot. “What I don’t understand is why you would talk to me in the first place. You didn’t even try to hide when I caught you.”

I’d mulled over that these past weeks, too. He’d taken a massive risk talking to me. Yes, I’d already seen him, but if he’d immediately hidden, I might’ve blamed my imagination. And I highly doubted he had asked for help from others before me, or I would’ve found a story about him on the internet.

“It…” Oliver’s lips twisted, unsure. “It was because I heard you crying.”

My stomach dropped.

“You sounded like…It didn’t seem like you were in the cemetery for any other reason than you were grieving. And there was no one else around, so I thought—”

It was awkward to threaten Oliver when his face wasn’t where it should be; still, my finger was less than an inch from his chest before I realized and stopped it.

“If you ever bring that up again,” I hissed, curling my finger hard into a fist. I fucking hated it. “I will crack your skull. Understood?”

Oliver put his free hand up, eyes blown wide. “Got it,” he quickly said. “Never again, man.”

Man. Everything vanished when that word left his mouth, and I studied his face for a moment before stepping back, my heartbeat racing.

Oliver dug into the pocket of his funeral suit and offered me something. “This is yours,” he muttered. My lighter. “I’m sorry I took it.”

I’d already bought a new one, but I pocketed it.

Oliver turned to look at the murder board again, asking, “What year is it again?”

“Twenty twenty-three.”

I saw Oliver’s throat move as if he was swallowing—the part of his throat that was still attached to the rest of his body, that is. I couldn’t not stare.

“She looks so grown up.” He was talking straight to the board, the cork muffling the sound. “She dyed her hair.”

It took me a second to reconnect. “Alice? How old is she?”

“Six years younger than me. I—” He interrupted himself, whirling toward me. “Are there any more pictures? Do you have pictures of Lily?”

“Lily?” The name wasn’t even familiar. A girlfriend? He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

Oliver’s eyes shone with urgency. “My little sister, Lily. She is—she was born in ninety-seven. Do you have any pictures of her? Is she okay?”

I furrowed my brows, scratching my chest. “There’s three of you? Are you the eldest?”

Seventeen years was one hell of a gap between children. How come I’d never heard of this Lily? Maybe she just wasn’t in the family business at all. Rich, not gossip famous.

Oliver nodded—tried to nod, the attached part of his neck bobbing. It was so striking I almost forgot everything else.

“I’ve not heard anything about her,” I said slowly. Tension tightened Oliver’s dirty face, and I found myself adding, “But she has to be alive. She’s not in the mausoleum.”

“Right,” he murmured, and pushed a smile into his face. “Right, that’s true.” He turned that smile on me like I’d been looking for one, taking me by surprise.

The words blurted out of my mouth. “You have to take a shower.”

Oliver’s mouth fell. “O-Of course, sorry. I—” He stepped back, and then something happened that I could’ve never imagined.

He blushed. Under the grime of his face, his cheeks pinkened.

But you can’t have blood.

“The bathroom’s there, I assume?”

Before he could leave, I grabbed the sleeve of his suit. “Wait.” Then I corrected myself before I asked about his blood. “You need clean clothes.”

I headed for the only closet in the apartment, knowing this was going to be an issue. His shoulders were only a little broader than mine, so a big hoodie would do, but I mostly only wore black skinny jeans, and a quick glance at his thighs was enough to know that that wasn’t happening.

I ended up finding a pair of worn, black sweatpants and was grabbing a clean set of towels when my heart skipped. Shit. Was there anything in the bathroom he shouldn’t see?

I rushed in first with the clothes and towels as an excuse, and saw I’d left my skin-colored tape and the fabric scissors on the counter. I shoved them in a drawer just before Oliver stepped in after me.

“Don’t take too long,” I blurted out.

He gave me a little smile. “Thank you.”

I disliked closing the bathroom door because I didn’t want Melody accidentally bumping into it, but I supposed my open-door policy had to be over. I clicked my tongue to call her over, but she only meowed as if saying, ‘I don’t want to move. You come.’

Melody was an unusual cat for many reasons, not least of all because she consistently acknowledged people when they called.

She’d returned to my bed, nestled on top of my now-hairy pajamas. After opening a window to air out the apartment, I sat next to her and ran my hand down her back, listening to the shower turning on.

“Man,” Oliver had said. Shit.

When I noticed my leg had started bouncing, I forced myself to press the sole of my boot hard onto the floor. Swallowing, I bent over to unlace them and tested my voice, holding a note for a few seconds. On cue, Melody meowed, harmonizing with me as she liked to do. I wasn’t a singer, but over the years I’d managed to get control of my voice and keep it pitched low.

I kicked my boots under the bed next to my backpack, nerves tingling under my skin. My mom had said that I still looked like this and she was…right. But I could still pass as a man. Once the most obvious stuff was out of the way, most people’s perception of what you were hinged on body language, tiny behaviors, how you talked, walked, sat.

It might be a problem. It might become a huge problem to have Oliver at home, but for now it was all right. And if it became a problem, it wasn’t like he had any option other than staying with me. And he knew it.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I went searching for some clean sheets to put on the couch for Oliver.

The TV was quietly rattling off news. I always left it on while I was out so there was some steady noise for Melody to navigate the apartment more easily. She’d mapped it out surprisingly fast, especially for a cat that old. My girl was so smart.

She gave another long meow as I moved stuff around, and this time I harmonized with her. I was draping a blanket—also covered in cat hair—over the couch when the bathroom door clicked open and Oliver came out in a cloud of vapor.

“Hey, um,” he started, making me look up. “What should I do with the…?”

I had been talking to him up until now, but it was as if I was seeing him for the first time. Without those twenty years’ worth of grime on him, he didn’t look…dead at all.

A little sick, maybe, but his skin was still golden and warm, flushed from the hot shower. He had his sister’s bushy eyebrows, though uncared for, and his damp, dark hair was curling in the same waves I’d seen on his dad.

Oh. Oh, he’s cute.

“The suit?” he finished.

I wanted to slap myself. Luckily, I didn’t need to remember the first part of the question to understand. “Leave it wherever,” I said.

He smiled a little. “Okay.”

He returned to the bathroom, and my eyes latched on to the back of his neck. The wound looked rosy and clean, no blood in sight. How the hell is he blushing—oh my god, what is this guy? I wanted to take a closer look, and pinched my thigh hard to keep myself in place.

When Oliver came back, he was tugging a little on his clothes. “It’s weird,” he said with another smile. It was a cute smile. I pinched myself harder. “I don’t remember the last time I wore something comfortable that wasn’t pajamas. I was always on call for my father, so I ended up wearing a suit all the time. This almost feels wrong.”

“Well, you’re not on call for anybody now, are you?”

I felt a stupid twinge of regret when Oliver’s smile flickered. “I…” he trailed off, eyes downcast. There was a hint of confusion in his brows, something else I couldn’t name in his voice. “No, I guess not?”

Forcing my eyes away from him, I gestured toward his bed. “You’re sleeping on the couch tonight. Make sure you wake up in the morning.”
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“No moving furniture, including that cardboard box,” Oliver repeated, counting with his fingers, head in the crook of his arm. “No touching her without making sure she knows I’m there, no picking her up. If I have to pick her up, I put her right where I picked her up from or by her food bowl so she knows where she is. No closing the bathroom door, no making loud, sudden noises that could scare her…” Oliver’s dark brown eyes slid up as he thought. “She can have a treat, but just one. Did I get it all?”

“Play with her if she wants to. Her toys are under the TV,” I said, pointing. They all had little bells inside so she could find them. “Don’t bother her if she’s tired.”

Anxiety balled in my chest at leaving Melody alone with a stranger, even though she seemed to already be taking to him. I didn’t want to go to the diner; I wanted to grill Oliver for clues, but I couldn’t bail out on my parents. If I wanted to make up for my name tag outburst, I had to work twice as hard.

“Sweet,” Oliver said. “We’re gonna have so much fun, right, Mel? I’ve never had a cat. Only dogs.”

Oliver flashed me an excited smile that I looked away from. “She’s a weird cat to start with.”

I was tying my boots at the end of the bed, him leaning against the back of the couch in front of me. My gaze landed on his bare feet. Last night I hadn’t realized, but my sweatpants were too short on him. A little tight too. My eyes drifted up.

And flew wide. I looked back down and pulled unnecessarily hard on my shoelaces. I hadn’t even thought about it, but did he have any underwear? Not twenty-year-old boxers, please. God, was he wearing nothing then? Under my clothes?

Okay, shut up, I told myself.

I pushed to my feet, casting a glance at Melody so I wouldn’t cast it elsewhere. I grabbed my backpack with my uniform from under the bed.

“Say something if she meows,” I said, slinging it over my shoulder. “She might be asking where you are.”

“Roger that.”

I hated closing the apartment door behind me, but texting my mom once I was out of the building was even worse. I’d decided to leave early that morning so I could stop by the cemetery, but I’d just realized I could use the extra time on something else.

I stared at the cracked screen for a few seconds, willing her to reply fast so I didn’t have to think about it anymore. Of course, she didn’t. Scratching at my thumb, I pulled out a cigarette and started for the cemetery.

The gates were wide open when I arrived. The trees inside were starting to turn orange, and the air smelled of approaching fall. There were a few people there: an old man with a cane staring at a grave, a couple taking their baby granddaughter for a stroll.

According to the internet, there was a cemetery office that was supposed to be open to the public, but when I found it, the door wouldn’t budge. A vector art sign read, ‘Our rest is not your horror story. Please, respect our loved ones’ grief.’ Another handwritten sign announced, ‘WE’RE NOT A TOURIST OFFICE.’

They must’ve closed for the season to prevent whatever the fuck people came here to bother them with. Shit.

Gritting my teeth, I stepped away from the office. What now? I checked my phone; still nothing from my mom, and I had time until my shift. Hearing a lawnmower somewhere deeper into the cemetery, I decided I might as well try.

I followed the roar through the winding paths until I saw a man in a baseball cap and a dark blue janitor jumpsuit. Despite the cool air, he was sweating, and he wiped the back of his hand over his forehead when he noticed me. Once he realized I was heading for him, he turned the handheld lawnmower off. The air smelled of grass and gasoline.

“Hey, sorry,” I said. “Can I ask you a quick question?”

He gave me a once-over, and his lip curled, but he gestured a go-ahead with his chin. Something twitched inside me. I forced myself to smile. “Do you know if this cemetery keeps records of the people who are buried here?”

They should, but I hadn’t been able to find anything, and Oliver had confirmed to me that he didn’t know the exact date of his death either.

The janitor straightened. “Why you wanna know?”

His too-familiar tone dug into my skin; he thought I was bad news, like everyone always had. I pushed my bitten nails into my palm. He wasn’t right about me. I was being pleasant.

“I just wanna check a date. It’s not on the grave.”

“Maybe it’s not there because you’re not supposed to know it. You thought about that?”

I was being very fucking pleasant. He had no idea. “Look, I don’t want to bother you. Do you know someone I could talk to about this?”

He looked like he wanted to laugh in my face. “You know what you should do? You should leave the dead alone.” He turned the lawnmower back on. “Fucking freaks.”

He spat on the ground, and something snapped inside of me. He started pushing the lawnmower away. “Leave them alone!” he threw over his shoulder.

And the words burst out of my mouth. “When I find something else to fuck!”

“Freak!” he yelled back. “Get out of my town!”

It took all I had to turn around and leave, and I almost ran into the old couple with the stroller. They looked at me like they’d just watched me kick a puppy. I felt a pang.

“What are you staring at?” I barked, and they hurried away.


      [image: ]I knew I shouldn’t. I knew I fucking shouldn’t, but I had to play my classical music in my earbuds on the way to the diner. I couldn’t take it. I was going to burst. “When I find something else to fuck!”

Why did you say that? You’re supposed to be past this. You’re supposed to—I caught my upper canine tooth between my fingers, struggling to breathe. Maybe if I pulled my teeth out, the pain would finally be enough to shut me up. The thought was relieving enough.

Mom still hadn’t replied to my text by the time I made it to the diner after stalling and buying tobacco. She didn’t speak to me at all until an hour later, when she walked past me in the dining area with a tray full of dirty dishes and leaned into my ear to hiss, “You’re driving me fucking crazy.”

It took me a second to understand what she was talking about. I hadn’t even noticed I was clicking my pen.

It was like being hit on the side of the head. I blinked, trying to clear my eyes, blood rushing in my ears. It was my childhood kitchen table. It was my unfinished homework. The hand with the pen only moves to write, the other stays flat on the table, feet flat on the floor. No bouncing, no moving, no making noises. “Stop that.” “Stop crying.” “One day you’ll thank me for this.”

Please, be true. Please, work. Please.

I was suddenly so dizzy I could barely write down the table’s order. Their voices were coming from underwater. I drove my nail into the side of my thumb so hard the skin cracked.

The next time my mom and I happened to meet in the kitchen, she ripped the pen from my hand and gave me one that had a cap instead. It felt like she was ripping off skin.

I curled my fingers around my new pen, feeling each of them like a wound. “You haven’t replied to my text.” My own voice sounded as distant as the guests’ had. “You think I’m having fun with this? You think Mommy doesn’t have anything better to do? I’m trying to straighten you out before you get into real trouble.”

My mom flickered her brown eyes at me. “Make it quick and you can go on your break.”

She tossed me her car keys and a department store coupon that was about to expire. She had both in her uniform pocket—she had already intended to give them to me from the start; she just hadn’t bothered telling me.

I didn’t care about wasting my lunch break. I could comfort myself about this situation knowing I hadn’t lashed out at her, but that wouldn’t make me able to eat.

My trip to the department store was short and single-focused, and the handles of the heavy plastic bags cut into my fingers on the way back home after closing the diner.

Melody gave one of her singsong meows as soon as I opened the door.

“Hey, gi—” I cut myself off when I remembered Oliver was here.

“Hey,” he said, leaping up from the couch. There was some nature documentary on the TV; he was lucky it wasn’t a smart TV and therefore easy to understand. “I didn’t know when you were coming back. Melody has been great all day. Napping like a baby, right, Melly?”

I set the bags down and bent one aching knee to the floor to let her smell me; my joints had been acting up for a couple of days now—old strains, no rest. Melody put up with the oily stench on my skin and rubbed herself against my palm. It didn’t matter how many times I washed my hands.

“How was your day?” Oliver asked.

I straightened and tossed my backpack in the direction of my bed. “I bought you clothes,” I said, jutting my chin toward the bags as I took off my boots. “Get changed, and we can talk about how we’re gonna do this.”

Oliver blinked. “You what?”

His surprise pierced my chest. But of course he was surprised, I reminded myself. Who would expect me to be kind? Who would expect me to have an innocent question about a grave? Of course I would take this poor guy, who had nothing, and still give him nothing.

“Get changed,” I repeated, stripping off my jacket.

Oliver grabbed the bags and headed to the bathroom without another protest. As soon as he was out of the picture, I gave Melody a warning and picked her up, letting myself fall on my bed with her in my arms. She didn’t actually mind being picked up; I’d just told Oliver not to because I didn’t trust him not to confuse her.

I buried my face in her hair as my eyes burned. What is wrong with me? I wanted to ask her. Why can’t I fix this?

I didn’t know how many times I’d asked her that, ever since I’d been seven and she was pushed into my parents’ arms by an uncle who’d had a litter. Back then, the kids in my class had discovered they could hit me and then accuse me of starting a fight and the teachers would believe them. My parents believed them too. There was nothing I could do that would make them believe I was innocent.

I remembered the day I’d stopped trying like it was yesterday.

If only I hadn’t.

Melody started writhing in my arms. I put her down next to her water bowl, and that was when I noticed the open dish rack next to the kitchen sink, full of cups and glasses that’d been in the sink when I left.

I turned around. My bed had been made, and the laundry that had been scattered through the apartment was folded on the pillow. Someone had dusted the TV stand too, and put all the random stuff I had around in a neat line on top of it.

“What the…?” I whispered. The only thing out of place was a little ball Melody was now chasing. All that napping Oliver talked about must’ve given her energy, I thought with warmth in my chest.

The bathroom door opened.

“How can this be so—whoa, danger!” Oliver cried out when Melody zoomed past him chasing the jingling toy. “You’re speeding,” he scolded her, then returned his attention to me, running his free hand over his chest. “You bought me the softest T-shirt on Earth?”

I’d tried to. Buy him comfortable clothes, that is. There was something about how he’d reacted to my hoodie that I couldn’t shake off.

“You’re not on call,” I murmured. Plus, choosing things that were meant to be loose or could be adjusted had saved me from the headache of sizing.

Oliver gave an incredulous exhale, smiling. He scratched lightly at the embroidered lettering on his lavender T-shirt. I hadn’t realized that all the clothes I’d bought him were light-toned until they were ringing me up. The opposite of what I would ever wear.

My subconscious had been right about the colors, though; he looked less ill. It seemed, too, that I’d eyeballed his size right, which was good because there was no adjustable or meant-to-be loose underwear.

“Thank you,” he said. “You really didn’t need to—”

“Do you need scissors for the tags?”

He blinked at the interruption. “Oh. No, I’m good. I went with my animal instincts and used my teeth.”

There was a pause. His animal—

I pressed my lips tight, holding back a smile with all my might. “Right,” I said, clearing my throat and scratching at the itchiness on my chest. “Did you clean my apartment?”

“I didn’t move anything,” he quickly replied. “I just wanted to make myself useful, you know? And to thank you for yesterday. And for trusting me to stay here, with Melody.”

Slowly, I looked at him. He’d actually been careful not to do anything that would be bad for my cat, and he wanted to ‘make himself useful.’

For a moment, I wondered if I’d gotten this wrong and this wasn’t the guy I’d been searching for. Shouldn’t a millionaire be a little more entitled?

“The other stuff in the bags is for you too,” I told him, meaning some toiletries. The only things I’d gotten for myself were some shaving paraphernalia to scatter around the bathroom—I hadn’t even owned a razor in years—and that was all in my backpack.

Oliver’s lips parted. “Really?” He rushed back to the bathroom like a child on Christmas morning.

I felt my brows draw together. Maybe this wasn’t necessarily how he was. Maybe it was the effect of having been trapped in that tomb all this time, even if he’d been asleep for most of it. Just being outside, having things again, must’ve felt like an actual miracle to him. It—

Something clanked against the floor.

“Oliver?”

He didn’t reply. I peeked into the bathroom. His new hairbrush was on the floor, and he had something else in his hand. It took me a second to realize what it was—I’d been given one of the Paranormal Investigation Society leaflets at the department store and just shoved it inside one of the bags and forgotten about it.

Oliver had opened the leaflet and was standing still as a statue, the color gone from his face.

“Oliver?” I repeated. He didn’t look at me. A sudden tremor coursed through his body. “Oliver!”

He turned around then, pale and wide-eyed, whispering, “I think I’ve remembered something.”
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