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  For Pete, Soren, and Valerie,




  because you loved my stories first,




  and that made all the difference
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  THE NEW GUY




  Five minutes into my Calc test, I glanced up and caught the new guy staring.




  He sat across the aisle from me, his eyes locked on my glowy, see-through right hand and the pencil that hovered between my fingers, never quite touching them.




  I slowly set my pencil on my desk.




  His eyes tracked my movements, still staring.




  I raised my fingers and wiggled them at him in a cheesy little wave. Normally, that was enough to make people turn away and try not to notice my ghost hand. But not this guy. Instead, he looked up, straight into my eyes with this way-too-intense gaze.




  God, what was his problem? So I had PSS of the right hand. Psyche Sans Soma was a rare birth defect, but most people had at least heard of it. The internet had loads of stuff about PSS, and Sixty Minutes had done a whole segment on it for Christ’s sake. Besides, hadn’t anyone taught him that staring was rude?




  I curled my hand into a fist and flipped him off, glaring at him through my own finger.




  He raised his eyebrows and finally looked away, but I didn’t miss the smirk that played across his lips as he did.




  Why were the hot ones always such cocky, self-absorbed douche bags?




  Unfortunately, there was no denying he was good-looking. He had black hair, brown eyes, dark skin; not a tan but the kind that comes with your DNA. And he definitely had a nice body.




  He glanced up from his test, caught me checking him out, and smirked even wider than before.




  I felt the blush rise to my face and picked up my pencil, pretending to focus on the test, but after reading the next question four times, I still didn’t know what it said. What kind of a jerk comes into a new town and a new school, and spends the first day of his Calc class trying to make someone else feel like a freak? He was the noob; not me. He was the mid-semester transfer no one knew anything about except that he was from a school up near Chicago. And what was his name anyway? Seemed liked it began with a J. Or maybe an M.




  At least he’d finally turned his attention away from me, his pencil scratching out answers the way mine should have been. He didn’t even have to take the test. Since it was his first day, Mr. Giannopoulos had given him permission to opt out, but New Guy had said, “That’s fine. I’ll take it.” Very studious of him. And annoying. Who takes a test when they don’t have to?




  “Twenty minutes remaining,” Mr. G droned from his desk. Great. The test was twenty problems long, and I was only on number five.




  The clock on the wall behind Mr. G ticked louder and louder as I scribbled down answers.




  On question seven, my pencil tip snapped, the tiny mouse turd of lead rolling down the incline of my desk and dropping into my lap. I dug out another pencil from the coffin-shaped leather backpack at my feet, and that’s when I noticed that my ghost hand felt warm, which was weird. PSS wasn’t temperature sensitive. I’d held my hand over an open flame and stuck it in a bucket of ice, both times on a dare, and never felt a thing.




  I rolled the new pencil between my warm ghost fingers. Weird or not, I had a test to finish.




  “Ten minutes left,” Mr. G said when I’d only just answered question eight.




  Passion Wainwright, who sat in front of me, got up from her desk and turned in her test. She was done already? Then again, Passion was the best student in the entire senior class. She pretty much had to be because she was the local pastor’s daughter. Her parents had named her after The Passion of Christ, this Easter play her church did every year in which Passion always played the Virgin Mary. The part actually fit her pretty well, because despite being blonde and skinny and beautiful, guys did not pursue Passion Wainwright. She wore turtlenecks, long-sleeved shirts, and long pants, even when it was warm, as if her wardrobe were some kind of “Do Not Enter” sign. She had a permanent parental waiver against changing for gym class because showing skin and wearing vintage nineties gym shorts was against her religion or something. Most days, I just felt sorry for her. Except when she turned in her Calc test with ten minutes to spare.




  “Focus, Olivia,” I told myself, but the heat in my fingers was bordering on uncomfortable. I could always write with my other hand; I was ambidextrous. But if I switched, New Guy would think he’d made me self-conscious with all his staring. No way was I giving him that satisfaction. I gripped the pencil tighter in my hot little hand and soldiered on.




  Passion came back, sat down, and pulled out her Bible for a little light reading.




  I flicked a glance at New Guy, but he wasn’t there. He was up at Mr. G’s desk turning in his test. I hadn’t even heard him get up. I clutched my pencil and tried to answer question nine. I heard the rustle of New Guy sitting back down and caught a whiff of his cologne or deodorant—the smell of pine overlaid with a faint hint of smoke. It made me think of campfires, which made me think of how much my ghost hand felt like it was roasting over one.




  I looked down at it and saw that my fingers were shimmering around the edges. I yanked my hand under the desk, sending my pencil clattering to the floor.




  It landed in the aisle and rolled toward New Guy’s desk. He put out a foot, trapping it, and kicked it back my direction, his glance following its progress as it came back to me, bumping up against the thick sole of my boot. His eyes rose up my multi-buckled calf to my thigh, then to my lap, stopping at the spot where I was doing my best to hide my hand under my desk.




  I followed his gaze, looking down at the pool of blue PSS energy, shapeless and pulsing, writhing at the end of my wrist stump. I looked back up, locking eyes with him.




  His expression was unreadable. He didn’t look surprised, or afraid, or alarmed. He just looked, his eyes fixed on my wacked-out hand, as if curious to see what it would do next.




  I gritted my teeth and tried to focus my PSS back into shape. I was not going to be this guy’s personal freak show. I could fix this. It was just mind over matter.




  But it didn’t work. If anything, the more I tried, the worse it got, expanding and losing even more definition. The burning sensation grew so intense I squeezed my eyes shut against it. All around me, I could hear the scrape and shuffle of students getting up and handing in their tests. I bent over my desk, trying to block my hand from view. For a moment, I thought about getting up and running out of class, but someone would see my hand for sure if I did that. Maybe if I took a deep breath, and calmed down, it would go back to normal on its own.




  As if in response to that thought, the pain suddenly eased off.




  I opened my eyes.




  New Guy was leaning over the edge of his desk, and there seemed to be something wrong with his neck. He kept jerking his head toward Passion. What did he want? An introduction to Virgin Mary the hotty? If so, his timing was utter crap.




  “Leave me alone,” I mouthed past clenched lips.




  He shook his head and gave an exaggerated nod toward Passion again, rolling his eyes in her direction.




  This time, I turned and looked.




  Something was crawling up Passion’s back.




  Not just one something. Five somethings. Five elongated, wisp-thin tendrils, winding their way up Passion’s chair, climbing her back, fluttering at the strands of hair that escaped from her ponytail, making a moving, barely-perceptible pattern of bluish light on the back of her white turtleneck so faint I could almost convince myself it was an optical illusion.




  But it wasn’t.




  It was my hand, my five fingers stretching impossibly and rising from under the front of my desk, groping the back of Passion Wainwright.




  I yanked my wrist in toward my body, but it made no difference. I couldn’t feel my hand, couldn’t control those fingers or call them back.




  Passion, intent on her Bible reading, shivered as if she felt a draft and absently brushed an undulating tendril away from her neck.




  The thickest finger, the one in the middle, rose up along her spine, stopping at a spot right between her shoulder blades. It held level for a moment, weaving back and forth like some ghostly snake dancing to the tune of an invisible flute. Then it dipped forward, slipping silently through the thin cotton fabric of Passion’s shirt and straight into her back.




  She didn’t make a sound as she went limp, her torso gently slanting toward her desk; the tendril of PSS embedded in her back the only thing holding her up.




  I didn’t make a sound either, didn’t move, didn’t dare. What if moving made it worse? Oh my God, a voice yammered in my head, you think this could get worse?




  I could feel New Guy’s eyes boring into the side of my head. Obviously, he could see my PSS skewering Passion. Why didn’t he jump up and scream and point? How could he just be sitting there so calmly?




  I had to get away. From Passion. From everyone. But if I bolted, would my PSS come with me or stretch between my wrist and Passion like some horrible, incriminating rubber band? What would that do to my hand? What would it do to Passion?




  I had no idea.




  And before I could figure it out, the bell rang.
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  A BAG OF BLADES




  All around me students slid from their desks and rushed the door. A short line formed in front of Mr. G’s desk, kids waiting to hand in their tests on the way out. Thankfully, they made a nice wall, blocking his view of Passion slanting oddly over her desk in the fourth row. But, any minute, someone would notice her, or see the faint PSS energy protruding from her back. Any minute, I was going to be in serious trouble.




  Suddenly, New Guy was crouching next to me. With his right hand he plucked my pencil from the floor while his left hand reached under my desk and grabbed my wrist stump. I tried to pull away, but his grip was firm. People didn’t touch me there. I didn’t even know this guy. What the hell was he doing? He squeezed my wrist between his fingers and it went abruptly and unexpectedly cold. And then he let go, standing up just as Passion did a face-plant into her Bible.




  “Mr. Giannopoulos, sir, I think this girl fainted,” New Guy said, putting his hand on her back, the picture of concern.




  I stared at his hand—his normal hand—but there was nothing else there, no elongated tendrils of PSS or gaping hole to indicate where they had been.




  I looked down in my lap. My ghost hand was back, normal as could be, glowing gently and nicely formed into a palm with four regular-sized fingers and one thumb. And there was something else in my lap—a clear plastic baggie full of a something grey and shiny. I had never seen it before, didn’t know what it was or where it had come from. Maybe New Guy had put it there—slipped it under my desk when he’d grabbed my wrist.




  “What the—?” Mr. G said in alarm, jumping up from his chair and rushing over. “Passion, can you hear me?” he asked loudly, gently taking her by the shoulders and restoring her to an upright position.




  Passion’s head lolled to one side.




  Mr. G looked at New Guy and said, “Call 911.”




  “She’s breathing,” Mr. G said as New Guy dialed, and I realized I hadn’t been. I’d been holding my breath, waiting for someone to discover I’d killed Passion Wainwright in Calc class. But she wasn’t dead. Mr. G said so. I took a deep, shaky breath.




  When Mr. G pulled Passion’s long white sleeve back, perhaps to check her pulse, he sucked in air between his teeth, like a reverse whistle. He quickly yanked her sleeve back in place, but not before I’d seen the long white scars and the fresh pink cuts crisscrossing the surface of her inner arm.




  Mr. G and I looked at each other. He knew I had seen it, and I could read the conclusion written all over his face; Mr. G thought he’d just discovered the reason Passion had fainted.




  I looked up to gauge New Guy’s reaction, but he was on the other side of Passion, oblivious, phone to his ear, apparently still waiting for emergency services to pick up.




  Passion gave a weak moan.




  Mr. G seemed to come to a decision. “Hand me the phone,” he said to New Guy. “Someone get Passion some water,” he ordered toward the crowd of students gathering in the hall outside the door. There was no class in Mr. G’s room last period, so at least students weren’t streaming in.




  New Guy handed his phone over to Mr. G just as the school nurse came pushing through the crowd. News of Passion’s faint had obviously made it to the main office at the other end of the building. Some random freshman brought in a Dixie cup of water. Passion was sitting up a little and seemed to have revived enough for the nurse to dribble some of it into her mouth. Coach Edmunds was doing crowd control in the hall, shooing kids to their next class. “Nothing to see here, folks. Move along,” his voice boomed down the long hallways. And Mr. G was on the phone with the 911 operator, talking them out of sending an ambulance.




  I felt like I was watching all this from a distance, like there was some kind of screen between me and everything that was happening.




  New Guy looked down at me, his eyes full of concern, as if I were the one who’d just been shish-kabobbed.




  In a groggy, slurring voice, Passion asked the nurse, “What happened?”




  Out in the hallway, the bell rang, signaling the start of the day’s last class.




  It was my chance to get away. I started to shift out of my desk, forgetting the baggie which began to slide off my lap. I caught it with my left hand and felt a sudden bite of pain. I looked down. One of the shiny grey things was poking through the plastic, its sharp-edged corner digging into my index finger. When I pulled my finger away, I could see the wound; a thin precise line of red where the blade had cut me. Cut me. And cut her. Cutter. Passion Wainwright was a cutter. That was why she wore long sleeves and didn’t change for gym. It had nothing to do with her religion. She’d just been hiding her scars. Passion Wainwright, the pastor’s daughter, was a cutter and my ghost hand had reached into her. I looked down at the baggie in my lap—a bag full of sharp, thin-edged razor blades. They hadn’t come from the New Guy. He hadn’t put them in my lap.




  “You two,” Mr. G said, looking at both of us. “Join me at the back for a minute.” It wasn’t a request.




  As soon as they turned away, I slipped the bag of blades down into my pack and zipped it up. Then I made my way to the back of the classroom.




  “Thank you both for your help,” Mr. G said, arms crossed, his face serious. “You acted very maturely, especially you, Marcus. Quite a first day you’ve had.”




  “I just noticed she was slumped over, that’s all,” Marcus said.




  New Guy’s name was Marcus then. He didn’t look like a Marcus. Marcuses went to private schools and had trust funds and traveled to Europe for their family vacations. He looked and smelled more down-to-earth than that.




  “You stayed calm,” Mr. G was saying, “and I’m sure you can both understand the need to keep this incident from becoming a major topic of conversation amongst the student body. I think Passion would appreciate your discretion,” he finished, nodding toward the front of the class where the nurse was helping Passion gather her things.




  “Of course,” Marcus said.




  Passion, finally lucid, was protesting weakly that she was fine; she didn’t need to go to the nurse’s station, but the nurse wasn’t taking no for an answer. She guided Passion firmly out the door. Did Passion’s parents know she was a cutter? They must. They were the ones who’d written her the note so she wouldn’t have to change for gym. But how could they know and not get her help?




  “Olivia?” Mr. G said.




  I looked up to find Mr. G and Marcus both staring at me.




  “Yeah, of course,” I said. “I won’t say anything.”




  “Good,” Mr. G nodded, looking at us pointedly one last time. “You’ll need passes to your next class,” he said, heading down the aisle toward his desk.




  “You’re in shock,” Marcus said, his voice low. “Just hold it together long enough for us to get out of here.”




  I barely heard him, barely noticed him move away from me. Mr. G had stopped at my desk and was looking down at something.




  “Olivia, is this your test?” he asked, pointing.




  “Uh, yep, it is,” I said, moving numbly toward him, trying to act normal, be normal.




  Mr. G scooped up my test paper and added to the pile on his desk. Then he began digging in a drawer for his pass slips.




  Marcus was gathering up his things.




  I walked to my desk, picked up my backpack, and put it over my shoulder. My arms were doing what arms do. My legs were moving my body around. My eyes were seeing things. But it didn’t feel like it was me doing any of it.




  Marcus was already at Mr. G’s desk getting his pass. He took it and headed out the door, not even giving me a backward glance.




  Maybe I’d imagined what he’d said. About me being in shock. About us getting out together. No, holding it together. That’s what he’d said. He’d told me to hold it together.




  I found myself at Mr. G’s desk holding out my hand for a pass. Not my ghost hand. It was tucked behind my back, my body a solid barrier between it and him. At least, I hoped.




  He finished scrawling his messy signature on the little yellow slip but, instead of handing it to me, he looked up. “Passion will be okay,” he said. “We’ll make sure she gets some help.”




  “Yeah, I know,” I nodded, staring down at the pass, wondering why he wasn’t giving it to me.




  “Gossip could really hurt her though.”




  “Mr. G, I won’t say anything.”




  “Good,” he said, finally handing the pass to me.




  I slipped it into my pocket and moved out into the hallway.




  A shadow separated itself from behind the door and Marcus said, “Come on,” taking my arm and steering me down the hall in the wrong direction, away from my Honors English class.




  I stumbled along next to him, trying to keep my body between him and my ghost hand, trying to understand where we were going and why we were going there.




  We rounded the corner to the Science Wing and he pulled me toward the south exit doors which opened onto a patch of asphalt and the school’s collection of trash dumpsters. It was also the favored place for stoners to smoke during lunch hour.




  Just shy of the doors I stopped in my tracks, planting my feet shoulder-width apart like I’d learned in self-defense class.




  “Let’s go,” Marcus said, tugging my arm.




  “I’m not leaving with you,” I said. “I don’t even know you.”




  “What do you mean? I just helped you back there,” he said, letting go of me.




  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I know you.”




  “Fine. I’m Marcus,” he held out his hand.




  I didn’t shake it.




  “Listen,” he said, obviously frustrated. “You’re in shock and you’re in danger, especially after what you just did. That’s all you really need to know.”




  “In danger?” My mind was beginning to clear, but I still had no idea what he was talking about.




  “Trust me,” he said, glancing up and down the hall. “We need to get out of here now.” He turned toward the doors again, apparently assuming I’d follow.




  “Wait,” I said. This time I was the one grabbing his arm. “My hand—I—just tell me what you did to fix it.”




  He stared down at me.




  I became aware of the roundness of his bicep through his shirt, of its smooth solidity under my fingers. He was taller than I was, but not by much. My mouth was about even with his chin, and I could feel the warmth of his body radiating toward me, perfumed with his wood-smoked scent. The phrase “smoking hot” flitted through my mind like a moth, and I batted it away. It was very warm in the hallway. Or I was warm. Shit! My ghost hand was warm.




  “It’s happening again,” I said, letting go of him and backing away. I couldn’t help looking down at it. It was shimmering around the edges, just like before.




  “I can help you,” Marcus said, “if you come with me.”




  “Help me now!” I cried. Searing heat blazed up my arm as my fingers stretched away from me, twisting and straining towards him.




  “We’ve got to get out of here first,” he insisted. “If they see us together, I’ll never get you out.”




  He wasn’t making any sense.




  One of my PSS fingers was almost touching him.




  He extended his hand toward it, completely unafraid.




  Was he crazy? Hadn’t he seen what I’d done to Passion?




  I tucked my ghost hand in toward my body, whirled away from him, and ran.
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  RESCUE FROM THE RESTROOM




  I charged into the girl’s restroom at the end of the hall, glancing under stall doors and checking for feet. Thankfully, they were all empty, so I chose one with a working latch and locked myself in. I sat down on the toilet seat, trying to catch my breath, and looked down at my hand. It still had tentacles instead of fingers. If anyone saw that, I was screwed.




  I dug Mr. G’s pass out of my pocket. As usual, he’d neglected to fill out the time on it, which gave me a few minutes to play with. But if I didn’t show up for English soon, I’d get reported to the office, and my mother would find out. And I could not explain any of this to my mother.




  I stuffed the pass back in my pocket and tried not to freak out. Part of me wanted to run. Run and keep running. But another part of me knew that was stupid. I couldn’t run from my own hand. Maybe I should have gone with Marcus. He had made my hand go back to normal, but I was pretty sure of one thing; leaving school with some guy I didn’t know without telling anyone was a very bad idea, no matter what he was promising.




  Still, I wasn’t done with Marcus. He had a lot of explaining to do.




  First though, I had to make it through the school day without my hand going postal again. And for that I needed help. Help I could trust. I needed Emma.




  Emma Campbell had been my best friend since third grade when we’d discovered we both had a crush on Eric Meyers. Emma’s mom, Charlotte Campbell, was Greenfield High’s drama teacher, so Emma always spent last period helping backstage with whatever school play was in the works.




  I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans. The battery was low, but I tapped out a text to Emma and pressed send.




  Four minutes later, my phone chimed a return message. Good. Emma was already on her way with a hall pass from her mom.




  I looked down at my ghost hand. It was still all blurred around the edges, like someone had attacked it with a crimping iron. Why was it doing this to me? An image flashed in my head from some bad horror film—a severed hand with a bloody stump dragging itself down a long hallway by its fingernails. Except this was worse. My evil hand was still attached to me.




  The restroom door banged open, and I yanked my legs up, listening while Brittany Randolph and Leah Hodge used the toilets, washed their hands, and shared a quick cigarette and some mindless chatter. They were freshmen, so I didn’t pay much attention to them until they mentioned Passion Wainwright.




  “Maybe she’s pregnant,” Leah said, “That can make you faint and shit.”




  “You actually think the Virgin Mary screwed someone?” Brittany sneered. “Not likely. I don’t think she’s pregnant. I think she’s schizo.”




  “Well yeah, but—”




  “No, I don’t mean just praise-Jesus crazy. I mean so messed up in the head she needs a shrink. My dad saw her coming out of Dr. Black’s office the other day.”




  Dr. Black’s office. The way she said it made my mother’s workplace sound like a crack house. So, Passion had been seeing my mom and, as usual, I was the last to know. Dr. Sophie Black, psychologist extraordinaire, took her doctor/patient confidentiality very seriously. She never told me anything, which was pretty ridiculous in a town so small and nosey you couldn’t take a crap without the neighbors overhearing and asking you how it had all come out. Still, that meant Passion’s parents did know about her cutting and had gotten her some help.




  After Brittany and Leah left, I lowered my aching legs, only to hear the door open again. I left my legs where they were and hoped for the best.




  “Olivia?”




  “Emma, I’m in here.” I wagged my foot under the stall door. My backpack zipper was undone a little, so I slipped my phone into it. Then I opened the door and ushered Emma in. “What took you so long?” I asked. There wasn’t much room. It was a challenge just getting the door closed again.




  “I got here as fast as I could,” she said, looking concerned. “What’s wrong?”




  “My hand,” I said, holding it out.




  “Whoa.” Her eyes grew wide. “What happened to it?”




  “It went like this in Calculus, and I couldn’t control it.”




  “It went like that and Mr. G didn’t send you home?”




  “He didn’t see it,” I explained, “but I can’t go to English like this.”




  “No, you can’t.”




  “Any ideas?”




  “Um, let’s see. How about this?” Emma said. “I’ll go tell Mrs. Baxter my mom wants your help on the production crew like last year. Then we sneak to the auditorium and hide you backstage until school gets out.”




  “I think that would work. Oh, Em, thank you,” I said, throwing my arms around her.




  “Hey, it’s nothing. You’ve rescued me lots of times,” she mumbled into my shoulder.




  I looked down, saw my ghost hand pressed against her back, and pulled away, stumbling against the toilet.




  “What?” Emma asked, staring at me.




  “I need you to promise me something, okay?” I said, putting my hand behind me. “If my hand starts going weird, you have to get away from me. Don’t stay. Don’t argue. Don’t wait to see what happens. Just run.”




  “What in the world happened in Calc? Hey, I heard Passion Wainwright fainted and—Oh my God! Did your hand have something to do with that?”




  “Just promise me,” I demanded.




  “Fine. I promise. But only if you promise to tell me everything.”




  “I’ll tell you,” I said. “Just get me out of English.”




  “No problem,” she said, opening the stall door.




  I shut and latched it behind her. Then I sat back down, relief washing over me. Emma was an amazing best friend. I didn’t have a clique or a group like most people. I was more of a loner like my dad, who had been a self-proclaimed introvert and artist. Not a wealthy or well-known artist, but a good one with a little studio gallery in our back yard and the occasional big city exhibition. He had actually been one of my best friends and understood me in a way my mother never would. And he had been a buffer between the two of us.




  But not anymore.




  He’d died of cancer four years ago.




  Four years for my relationship with my mom to become what she referred to as “strained”, but that was just psycho-babble for the sad fact that we couldn’t stand each other. Our relationship had never been peachy, but after my dad died, it had gotten much worse.




  Don’t get me wrong. I love my mom. But despite the fact that she has a PhD in psychology, she doesn’t understand me at all, and that drives her crazy. And then there’s the issue of my ghost hand. My dad had always been fascinated by it, but my mother has never been able to hide her disappointment. My parents never came right out and told me, but I know the reason I’m an only child is that my mother didn’t want to risk having another baby with PSS.




  The restroom door banged opened, and Emma’s voice chimed, “It’s me. Mrs. Baxter was a piece of cake.”




  “Thank God.” I pulled my backpack over my shoulder and exited the stall. My hand looked almost back to normal if you didn’t look too closely.




  The halls were pretty empty, and Emma and I made it to the auditorium without any trouble. When we got back stage to the prop room, I collapsed into a ratty, overstuffed chair, while Emma rummaged through a giant chest overflowing with bad wigs, weird hats, and feather boas.




  “Here,” she said, holding out a long, black, satiny opera glove. “For camouflage, just in case.”




  “Thanks.” I took it and slipped it on, flexing my PSS inside the satin, testing its obedience, molding it to the shape of the glove. My hand seemed completely back to normal. Still, I rested it on my knee where I could keep an eye on it. In the new glove, it looked like someone else’s hand, like some villainous overdressed imposter.




  “Now,” Emma said, flopping into a beanbag, “tell me everything.”




  4




  TELLING EMMA




  I was just telling Emma how Marcus had stared at my hand and it had gone all warm, when Mrs. Campbell stuck her head in the prop room door.




  “Girls,” she said, “I’m desperate for backdrop painters. Come help.”




  We couldn’t exactly refuse, since helping her was sort of my whole cover story. Of course, we weren’t the only ones painting, so I couldn’t tell Emma anything then. I thought someone might comment on my opera glove, or Mrs. Campbell might ask me to take it off to paint, but everyone was way too occupied speculating about Passion Wainwright to notice anything else. The paint crew had all kinds of theories about why she had fainted. She was pregnant or mentally ill (Thanks Leah and Brittany). She was anemic. She was a vampire. Her dad sexually abused her. She was a lesbian. She was sleeping with Mr. G. (not sure why any of those last four would make someone faint). And the final theory of the day, she was a cutter. I knew Mr. G would blame me for that one, even though I hadn’t told a soul. Maybe when he heard he was sleeping with her, he’d understand the true irrepressible nature of the high school rumor mill and cut me some slack.




  Anyway, Mrs. Campbell finally figured out what everyone was talking about and put a stop to it.




  Usually, I was a pretty good painter. I got that from my dad. But when the final bell rang and Mrs. Campbell came over to take a look at what I’d done, she stared at it in surprise and said, “Olivia, are you all right?”




  No, I was not all right. I couldn’t stop worrying about Passion. I was terrified my hand was going to impale someone else. I was paranoid about getting caught at school with a backpack full of razor blades. And now I sucked at painting. But I couldn’t tell Emma’s mom any of that, so I just said, “I’m a little tired.”




  The rest of the paint crew left to go home, but Emma’s mom was our ride, so the three of us stayed and finished repainting my lame backdrop together.




  After that, Mrs. Campbell locked up the auditorium, we piled in her mini-van, and she dropped me and Emma off at their place on her way to pick up Mr. Campbell from work. It was their monthly date night, and I always slept over at Emma’s on date night. Finally, Emma and I would be totally alone. Even Grant, Emma’s older brother, wouldn’t be home. He’d recently left to start his freshman year at Indianapolis University.




  Emma opened the back door, tossed her backpack on a kitchen chair, and crossed to the fridge. “Let’s get you some food. You’re looking kind of pale. And then you can tell me what happened in Calc.”




  I closed the Campbells’ back door and started to toss my backpack too, but then I remembered the blades. I needed to get rid of them, but I couldn’t just throw them in Emma’s kitchen trash. Someone might see them. I needed someplace no one would find them; maybe I could bury them or something.




  “Coke and Cheetos, or Fanta and Funyuns?” Emma asked, her head in the fridge.




  “Fanta and Funyuns? That’s disgusting.” My stomach roiled at the thought. I sat down at the Campbells’ kitchen table and set my backpack at my feet.




  “Coke and Cheetos it is then,” she said, emerging from fridge with two Cokes clutched in one hand. She snagged a large bag of Cheetos out of the cupboard with the other, kicked the fridge door closed, and sat down next to me. “You okay?” she asked handing me a soda.




  “Not really,” I said. This was our Friday ritual. Emma’s house. Plenty of junk food. Talking about anything and everything that crossed our minds. And it always made me feel better, no matter how bad the week had been, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to help this time. If I had been in shock, like Marcus had said, it was wearing off and whatever came after it felt an awful lot like needing to cry and hyperventilate at the same time.




  “So tell me,” Emma said gently, just as a muffled ringing rose from my bag.




  We both stared down at it.




  “Your phone,” Emma said, looking at me expectantly.




  It rang again, but I didn’t move. What had I been thinking when I’d put my phone in with the blades? That was just the problem; I hadn’t been thinking.




  The phone rang a third time, insistent, unrelenting.




  “Are you going to answer it?” Emma asked.




  I reached down and unzipped the bag a little.




  Thankfully, my phone was resting on top of the blades, so I pulled it out quickly and answered, “Hello?”




  “Where are you?” snapped my mother. “I expected you home half an hour ago.”




  “What? Why? I’m at Emma’s. You know I always spend the night at Emma’s on the Campbells’ date night.”




  “Yes, I do,” she said, “which is why I reminded you three times this morning that I needed you home by four tonight.”




  “Well, I guess I forgot. Why do you need me home?”




  “I want to talk to you,” my mother said, her voice backed by a strange, low buzzing.




  “Um, okay. Aren’t we talking now?” The buzzing was getting louder. I pulled the phone away from my face and looked at it. The battery was almost completely dead. I was losing the connection. “Mom, my phone’s about to die,” I said, but my mother was talking over me.




  “This is not something to discuss over the phone. It’s important.” My mother’s lectures were always important. To my mother. I glanced at Emma, rolling my eyes, but Emma wasn’t looking at me. She was staring at my backpack.




  “Do you hear that?” she asked, leaning forward and looking down into it.




  “Oh, shit!” I said. The buzzing wasn’t coming from my phone. It was coming from the blades.




  “What did you just say?” my mother demanded.




  “Shoot, I said ‘shoot’” I lied.




  Emma was staring wide-eyed at the blades, now buzzing like a hornet’s nest. “What is that?” she asked, looking up at me.




  I shook my head, leaned over, tried to zip up the backpack with one hand, and dropped my phone.




  “Just a sec—my mom—the phone,” I said, picking the phone back up only to find it had hung up.




  The blades buzzed, vibrating against my legs through the leather bag.




  Emma reached into my pack, grabbed the top of the baggie, and tried to pull it out. It resisted, the zipper of the pack not quite open enough, and then it came away with a tearing sound, razor blades cascading into the depths of my backpack in an avalanche of sharp metallic whispers.




  “Sorry,” Emma said, the shredded, plastic baggy hanging limply in her hand.




  My phone rang again.




  “Mom, I dropped my phone,” I answered, having to talk loudly over the noise the blades were still making. “And it’s almost dead. Can’t we talk tomorrow?”




  “I have clients tomorrow,” she said, her voice clipped and cold. “I expect to see you home in half an hour or there will be consequences.”




  “But that’s not fair. I—”




  The phone gave a little chirp, flashed a low battery message, and shut itself off.




  I looked over at Emma.




  “What are those things in your bag?” she demanded, shaking the torn baggy at me. “And why are they making that noise?”




  “They’re razor blades,” I said.




  “Razor blades?” I could see the wheels spinning behind her eyes, making connections, jumping to conclusions.




  “They’re not mine,” I said. “I think my hand pulled them out of Passion. And I have no idea why they’re making that noise.”




  5




  THE DARK MAN




  “Em, I’m sorry, I really have to go.” I was standing under the glow of the Campbells’ front porch light. I’d told Emma what I could—a very condensed version of what had happened with my hand and Passion and Marcus and the blades. Of course, she had a lot of questions. Questions I didn’t have time or answers for. In the end, she’d offered to keep the blades hidden at her house until we could figure out what to do with them. But as much as they scared me, the thought of leaving them with Emma scared me even more. I didn’t know what they were, or why I had them, but I knew I couldn’t just dump them in my best friend’s lap. And while we talked, they’d grown quiet in the bottom of my pack as if they were listening, as if they were aware and didn’t want to be given away.




  “You will call me,” Emma said, “First thing tomorrow we’ll get together and figure this out. Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you home?”




  “Nah. Then you’d just have to walk back by yourself. And my mom is going to be pissed when I get there.”




  “Okay,” she said. “But be careful, and don’t do anything stupid.” She hugged me and I hugged her back, still careful to keep my ghost hand far away from her.




  I stepped off the porch and walked down the Campbells’ front walk, looking back at Emma twice and waving.




  As I rounded the first corner, the street lights of Greenfield were just flickering on. The wind was whipping up swirls of fallen leaves on the grey, shadowed sidewalks. I loved fall, especially at night. The sharp, crisp, tingle in the air made me feel better, somehow hopeful, even despite the nightmarish events of the day.




  I set off down Vine Street. My house was on the other side of town from Emma’s, but in Greenfield that was only a fifteen minute walk. The dark wasn’t an issue. I’d been walking between my house and Emma’s since third grade, day and night.




  At the end of Vine, I turned onto Locust Street. At the end of Locust, I veered off the obvious street-course home and headed up Sunset Hill Drive toward the cemetery, the huge oaks that lined it burying me in their darker-than-night shadows. I often cut through the cemetery during the day when the gates were left open for visitors. They were usually locked at dusk, but it was worth a try.




  Emma thought the cemetery was creepy, but it was one of my favorite places. Before my dad had died, we’d spent a lot of time there together. He’d liked to take etchings of the tombstones, or sketch stone angels, or tell me bizarre stories of death and woe to match the names and dates on the tombstones. Once, we’d even had a picnic on the top of an old sarcophagus and watched the sunset. And now that my dad was in the cemetery, how could I be afraid of it? Dead people weren’t scary. They were just people; mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, wives and husbands. People someone loved and missed. Emma didn’t get that. She’d never lost anyone she loved.




  Halfway up Sunset Hill, a car approached, bathing me in the beam of its headlights. I waved as it went by, and the driver waved back. Everyone in Greenfield waved.




  At the top of the hill I came to the gates of the Sunset Cemetery, huge, wrought-iron and locked up tight with a chain and hefty padlock. I gripped the bars and rattled them a little. My dad would have known what to do about my hand.




  The blades started buzzing again, vibrating against my back. Why were they doing that? It was so random. I slipped off my backpack, set it on the ground, and reached for the zipper with my ghost hand.




  Pain shot up my arm into my elbow and I yanked it back. What the—? It had felt like a jolt of electricity. I glanced up and down the street, an instinct born purely of embarrassment. Did anyone see that?




  And that’s when I saw him.




  At the bottom of the hill, a dark figure was coming up the sidewalk. His head was bent, looking at something in his hand—a phone or an iPod maybe—so I couldn’t see his face. But I knew the moment I saw him that I didn’t know him. He wasn’t just a tall man in dark clothing taking a brisk stroll through a quiet rural town at night. He was a strange man.




  That in itself wasn’t so alarming. Out-of-towners did occasionally show up in Greenfield. Relatives. Tourists. People just passing through. This man didn’t look particularly threatening. He wasn’t even looking my way. But with every step he took, the buzzing of the blades grew sharper and louder and more insistent, as if they were trying to warn me of something.




  The Dark Man lifted his head, his face cast in shadows by the overhanging trees, but I felt the moment he noticed me. I felt myself become seen.




  He quickened his pace.




  And I knew he was coming for me.




  I threw my backpack over my shoulder. Thankfully, it didn’t zap me again. The blades wouldn’t shut up though, rattling at my back. I turned to the cemetery gates and pushed my ghost hand through the satin glove, straight into the rusty old padlock. It was a trick I’d used before to help kids open their lockers. My PSS pulsed against the metal workings inside the lock until it clicked and released.




  I fumbled to pull the lock off the chain, at the same time looking over my shoulder.




  He was halfway up the hill.




  The lock came loose in my hand, and I tugged at the hard loops of the chain, hoping for enough slack to make a gap in the gates I could fit through. One more tug and I slammed my shoulder against the right gate, turning by body sideways and jamming my knee against the left gate, widening the gap. I pressed myself between them, ducking my head under the chain, but I only made it halfway. I’d forgotten to factor in the backpack. It was stuck. I was stuck.




  I pushed, metal digging into me, not caring if the backpack tore or the blades spilled out. He was coming. I could hear him, the thud of his footfalls contending with the wild thumping of my heart. I pushed again, straps biting into my shoulders, and then the backpack gave way, slipping through the bars, and I was on the other side. Instinct screamed at me to run, but I didn’t. I forced myself to reach between the gates, slip the lock back on the chain, and snap it closed with a satisfying click. He wasn’t going to make it through that gap; he was way bigger than I was.




  If I took off down the narrow, paved road of the cemetery, I’d be out in the open. Instead, I scurried to the side where the gates were hinged into an old stone wall and ducked down, crouching behind a bush. The wall was massive, with tall shrubs and hedges growing so close to it that it was green and frilly with moss. But the cemetery caretaker, Mr. Jackson, worked very hard to make sure nothing grew directly against the wall to dig roots into old mortar and pull away stone. Because of this, there was a thin, dark gap, almost like a deer trail, running along the entire inside perimeter of the wall. I knew I could follow it all the way to the south gate because I’d done it just for fun when I was ten.




  I sat, huddled in the dark, the backpack still buzzing angrily between my shoulder blades. Would he be able to hear that from outside the gate? It wasn’t that loud. More like a sensation even, than a sound. It just felt loud to me because it was right against my back. Maybe he wasn’t even following me. Why would he? Why would anyone? When he’d looked up at me, I’d been so sure. But suddenly, it seemed ridiculous.




  If he walked past the gate, if he kept going, I’d know. Just a strange man out for an evening stroll. No reason to get freaked and go tearing through the cemetery. From where I was I couldn’t see much outside the gate, but I’d know if he tried to open it.




  I waited, the evening breeze brushing my face, the quick intake of my own breath punctuating the night.




  Suddenly two pale hands slipped through the gate, gripping it and rattling it exactly the way I had. He rattled it again, harder. He might still give up. Just because he wanted in the cemetery didn’t mean he was after me. Maybe he’d come to visit a dead relative. At night. In the dark.
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