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    Fog. That’s all I can see. Just fog – the kind that pours in from the bay every morning, seeping over my bedroom window sills and spilling on to the floor in cold ropy tendrils . . .




    Only here there are no windows, or even a floor. I am in a corridor lined with doors. There is no ceiling overhead, just coldly winking stars in an inky-black sky. The long hall made up of closed doors seems to stretch out forever in all directions.




    And now I’m running. I’m running down the corridor, the fog seeming to cling to my legs as I go, the closed doors on either side of me a blur. There’s no point, I know, in opening any of these doors. There’s nothing behind them that can help me. I’ve got to get out of this hallway – only I can’t, because it just keeps getting longer and longer, stretching out into the darkness, still blanketed in that thick white fog . . .




    And then suddenly, I’m not alone in that fog. Jesse is there with me, holding my hand. I don’t know if it’s the warmth of his fingers or the kindness of his smile that banishes my fear, but suddenly I am convinced that everything is going to be all right.




    At least, until it becomes clear that Jesse doesn’t know the way out any more than I do. And now even the fact that my hand is in his can’t squelch the feeling of panic bubbling up inside of me.




    But wait. Someone is coming towards us – a tall figure striding through the fog. My frantically beating heart – the only sound I can hear in this dead place, with the exception of my own breathing – slows somewhat. Help. Help at last.




    Except that when the fog parts, and I recognize the face of the person ahead of us, my heart starts pounding more loudly than ever. Because I know he won’t help us. I know he won’t do a thing.




    Except laugh.




    And then I’m alone again, only this time the floor beneath me has dropped away. The doors disappear, and I am teetering on the brink of a chasm so deep I cannot see the ground below. The fog swirls around me, spilling into the chasm and seeming intent on taking me with it. I am waving my arms to keep from falling, grabbing frantically for something, anything, to hold on to.




    Only there’s nothing to grab.




    A second later, an unseen hand gives a single push.




    And I fall.




    

       

    




    One




    It was the first day of school after summer vacation, and everybody was pretty unhappy about it.




    Everybody except me, that is.




    Yeah, that’s right. Me. The girl who, at her old school back in Brooklyn, was voted Most Likely to Dismember Someone. Me, Susannah Simon, I was happy to be back in school.




    I know. It was freaking me out, too.




    But the truth was, being at school beat being at home. Because while I’d never exactly been what you’d call popular at school, at home certain people were treating me like I had the plague. And I am not referring to my three stepbrothers, either.




    It was tough going, though, the whole back-to-school thing. Even I, happy to be anywhere but home, had to admit that. It wasn’t eight in the morning yet and we were all standing around outside the Junipero Serra Mission in a thick September fog. It is sunny and pleasant almost every afternoon in the part of northern California my mom had dragged me to last year, but the mornings usually start out misty, thanks to the fog that rolls in every night from the Carmel Bay.




    So there we were, all nine hundred of us, shivering in the fog, waiting for morning assembly to begin so we could go inside our warm classrooms and start a whole new school year . . . another nine months of being taught things that would, I knew, have little or no use beyond the three-foot-thick walls of the seventeenth-century mission we were standing in front of. I mean, seriously, was it really going to be necessary for us to know how to diagram a sentence, or name all fifty states in alphabetical order, out in the real world?




    No, there really wasn’t anything to be happy about so early on such a grey, misty morning. Nothing at all.




    And yet I couldn’t really work up any kind of righteous indignation about the whole thing.




    And I sort of had to, because my best friend CeeCee was telling me a story about her aunt that involved a lot of, you know, pathos.




    ‘So she goes, “How dare you suggest that my niece can’t parallel park?”’ CeeCee, who resembled her aunt a lot more closely than she was willing to admit, did an imitation of her that involved a lot of hair-tossing and dramatic arm movement. As her aunt Pru was a professional medium, this was not entirely unwarranted. ‘“Don’t you know that in a past life, my niece was Cleopatra?”’




    ‘How come in people’s past lives,’ my other best friend, Adam, wanted to know, ‘they were always somebody famous? I mean, how come nobody was ever a serf, or something?’




    ‘Adam,’ CeeCee said, letting her arms drop to her sides, ‘you are completely missing the point.’




    ‘No, I’m not,’ he said. ‘And the fact that you used to be Cleopatra in a past life doesn’t exactly say much for your parking skills. I mean, Cleopatra didn’t know how to drive.’




    ‘The point,’ CeeCee said, emphatically, ‘is that now, thanks to Aunt Pru doing her usual nutcase routine, I have no chance whatsoever of getting my licence for another six weeks.’




    ‘Thanks to Aunt Pru’s inherent wackiness,’ Adam asked, ‘or your inability to parallel park?’




    CeeCee shook her head at him slowly, her long, white-blonde hair skimming her shoulders.




    ‘You don’t get it,’ she said. ‘Well, how could you? You come from a normal family. You have no idea what it’s like to be constantly humiliated in public by your own relatives. Tell him, Suze. Tell him what it’s like. Suze?’




    I wasn’t really listening, though. I mean, I’d heard CeeCee and all, but her words hadn’t registered. Instead, I’d just stood there looking at them, CeeCee Webb and Adam MacTavish, my two best – and pretty much only – friends; the first people to express any sort of kindness towards me when, the year before, I’d joined the tenth grade at the Junipero Serra Mission Academy mid-semester. I’d heard a lot of things about California before moving out here with my mom, who’d decided to marry the star of a cable channel’s home improvement show and bring me three thousand miles from everything I had ever known or loved. Most of what I’d heard about California proved to be at least semi-erroneous. Like that there were no palm trees north of Los Angeles, and that it never rained . . . and that all the people who lived there were vacuous, self-centered, plastic-surgery addicts.




    Nothing, it turned out, could have been further from the truth. Adam and CeeCee were two of the least self-absorbed people I had ever met. And vacuous? Hardly. They both got way better grades than I did.




    And yeah, they were probably the least two popular people in our grade, despite the fact that CeeCee was editor of the school paper, and Adam was the class clown. And yeah, whenever they got together – which was often – bickering ensued, on account of CeeCee carrying around a secret torch for Adam, and Adam being probably the only person in Carmel not aware of it.




    But it was friendly bickering. I liked it. It was comforting.




    And lately, I’d needed comforting. Which was strange, since for the first time in a long while, nobody, human or otherwise, was trying to kill me or any of my friends or family members. No supernatural forces were attempting to rip me from this dimension and fling me into another. No irate members of the undead were seeking to wreak justice by making me one of their own. All was quiet on both the spiritual as well as the material planes . . . which is something, you know, for someone in my line of work.




    I should, of course, have taken this as a possible sign that all was not as it should be. You know what they say about things being quietest before a storm.




    But can you blame me for being optimistic? I mean, for once in my life, things were actually going good for a change. I’d just turned sixteen, I was starting the eleventh grade, and hey – I was in love.




    There was only one problem. The guy I was in love with? Yeah, he didn’t appear to return the feeling.




    ‘Suze?’




    It was only after she’d said my name for what had to have been the fifth time that I finally noticed. Both CeeCee and Adam were staring at me uncomfortably.




    ‘Suze,’ Adam said, carefully. ‘Are you all right?’




    ‘Of course I’m all right,’ I said, shaking myself. ‘Don’t I look all right?’




    ‘Not really,’ CeeCee said. ‘I mean, you actually look kind of . . . weird.’




    I looked down at myself. I had dressed with particular care since it was the first day back and I knew that Kelly Prescott and her cronies would have on all the Prada they had scored on their summer vacations in Europe. Not that I could compete with Prada, of course, on my babysitting budget – not since a big chunk of what I’d earned over the summer had gone to buy a headstone for my boyfriend.




    Which was, you know, yet another not particularly bright spot in my little universe: the fact that Jesse, the guy I loved, was . . . well, technically speaking, anyway . . . dead.




    But was I bumming? No. Because when you are in love – even if that love isn’t returned and the object of your ardour happens to be a ghost – you don’t quibble over things like whether or not the guy has a heartbeat.




    And as for the clothes thing, with careful selections at one of the many outlet malls in Monterey, even on my limited budget I had come up with a new fall wardrobe that I had thought passable, at least.




    Judging by Adam and CeeCee’s expressions, however, I’d been wrong.




    ‘What?’ I said, fingering my black capris and pale blue sweater set. I knew the sweater set, something my mother had helped pick out, was a bit much, but I had wanted to make her happy. That’s the thing about feeling the way I’d felt lately: I kept finding myself wanting to make other people happy, on account of the whole being in love thing, and ended up doing things I would never, in a million years, have done before in my pre-in-love-with-a-ghost state. Like buy pale blue sweater sets.




    ‘It’s too Renée Zellweger, isn’t it?’ I asked, worriedly.




    ‘Not your clothes,’ CeeCee said. ‘You. You’re acting all . . . I don’t know.’




    ‘Creepy,’ Adam suggested.




    ‘Yeah,’ CeeCee said. ‘Creepy Almost like you’re happy to be back in school.’




    Oh, what was the use? Why was I even trying to fight it?




    ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I can’t help it. I am happy to be back in school.’




    CeeCee and Adam exchanged worried glances.




    ‘Suze, why?’ CeeCee wanted to know. ‘What on earth do you have to be happy about? We still have two years of high school left. Two years of incarceration with a bunch of synaptically challenged individuals who actually care about – and have opinions on – lipgloss and organized sports. You can’t seriously expect us to believe you’ve accepted this.’




    ‘I can’t help it,’ I said again. ‘I’m just happy to be back, OK?’ To tell the strict truth, I was pretty happy to be alive, having had a particularly close shave with the Grim Reaper just a month earlier. Hey, you’d be happy to be starting eleventh grade, too, if the alternative was an urn. ‘Can we please move on to another subject?’




    CeeCee and Adam continued to stare at me, however.




    ‘Maybe,’ Adam offered, after a moment’s silence, ‘it’s that Jake’s gone off to college.’




    CeeCee snorted. ‘Jake hasn’t gone anywhere. Has he, Suze? The only place he made it into was a junior college over in Pacific Grove. Am I right?’




    ‘That’s not true,’ I said, finding myself in the odd position of defending my eldest stepbrother, Sleepy – known as Jake to the rest of the world. ‘He made it into one of those tech schools in the Valley. It’s just that his dad won’t pay for him to go anywhere that isn’t fully accredited.’




    CeeCee rolled her violet eyes. ‘Whatever. He’s not even moving out. So it can’t be that.’




    Since I did not want CeeCee and Adam – even though they were my best friends on the West Coast . . . on any coast, really, with the exception of Gina, back in Brooklyn – examining too closely the reasons I was so glad to be away from home, I started to say something about how I was just filled with eager anticipation for all the opportunities afforded by a new school year . . .




    ‘That’s it,’ CeeCee said, when I was through. ‘I’m drinking bottled water from now on because there’s obviously something in the local tap that is turning formerly normal, clear-thinking individuals into gibbering idiots.’




    ‘Speaking of which,’ Adam muttered as Kelly Prescott, resplendent in beige suede, despite the fog, came bearing down upon us.




    ‘Suze.’ Kelly, though she had to have been bummed about what the mist was doing to all that suede, greeted us calmly. ‘CeeCee. Adam.’




    ‘Hi, Kel,’ Adam said, with obviously forced enthusiasm. ‘Have a nice summer? Didn’t see you much around the country club.’




    Kelly eyed him as if he were a caterpillar that had landed in her cobb salad. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Well, we spent most of the summer in Majorca.’




    ‘Oh, yeah?’ Adam looked interested. ‘I heard they’ve got lots of civil unrest down there. What were you on, some kind of peace-keeping mission?’




    Kelly’s look of disapproval deepened. ‘Majorca is a resort island off the coast of Spain, you freak.’




    ‘Oh.’ Adam shrugged. ‘I was wondering. You’ve never really struck me as the humanitarian type.’




    ‘Yeah,’ CeeCee said. ‘How many sheep had to die to make that outfit you’ve got on, anyway?’




    Kelly pointedly ignored what she tends to refer to as my ‘little friends’ and said to me, ‘Listen, Suze, I just thought I’d let you know, in case you hadn’t already heard, I’ll be supporting someone else as candidate for class vice-president in this year’s election.’




    I shrugged. Even if I had been capable of caring about anything besides Jesse, the information Kelly was imparting would not have ruffled me.




    ‘Fine,’ I said.




    ‘I want you to know it’s nothing personal,’ Kelly said. ‘I mean, except for the company you keep . . .’ Her gaze slid towards Adam and CeeCee. ‘. . . I think we made a good team last year. I believe it’s time for our class to move in a new direction, however, and I’ve found someone who will run with me as vice-president whose values are, shall we say, more reflective of my own.’




    ‘Great,’ I said. ‘Go for it.’




    Kelly blinked heavily mascaraed eyes. ‘Are you serious? You don’t mind?’




    ‘You could kick her in the head,’ I heard CeeCee mutter, ‘and she wouldn’t mind.’




    While this wasn’t strictly true – I hoped – it more or less summed up how I felt about the matter. My tenure as class vice-president had been brief – I’d been elected to the position shortly after starting midyear at the Mission Academy – and though I had enjoyed it, I would not miss it. It had seemed strange to me, at the time, that a group of people who did not even know me would elect me to a position of such power.




    That, of course, was before I got to know them and realized they all assumed that anyone who talked faster than they did was automatically smarter than they were.




    ‘I’m so glad there aren’t any hard feelings,’ Kelly gushed. ‘I have to admit, I really didn’t think you’d be this reasonable about it. I mean, you do have a reputation, Suze, for being a bit of a—’




    A blast from a whistle sounded, long and shrill.




    ‘All right,’ Sister Ernestine, who’d been assistant principal at the Junipero Serra Mission School longer than any of us had been alive, shouted from the raised dais to one side of the flagpole. ‘Lines, people. Lines!’




    I had been shocked my first day at the Mission Academy to learn that first thing every morning the student body was expected to fall into lines outside the school according to grade and sex. Really. Then we had to stand there – outside – for the Pledge of Allegiance, morning prayer and announcements. Only during a downpour were we allowed to skip assembly and head straight indoors to our first-period class.




    ‘I know you are all excited to see one another after summer vacation,’ Sister Ernestine announced through the school megaphone, ‘but that is no excuse for this kind of disorganization. Get . . . into . . . your . . . lines!’




    As the Mission Academy hosts grades K through twelve, there was always a lot of confusion down at the far end of the courtyard while the younger kids tried to fall into line. This usually meant that the upper grades had a few extra minutes to chat before being commanded to silence.




    ‘Really,’ Kelly said, as we wandered over to where the rest of the eleventh grade was standing. ‘I want to thank you for being so understanding about this.’




    ‘No problem,’ I said.




    Kelly peered more closely at my face. ‘Wait a minute. You are OK about it, aren’t you?’




    ‘Sure, I am,’ I said. ‘Why?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ Kelly said. ‘You just . . . I don’t know. You look kind of . . . funny.’




    CeeCee said, in a bored voice, ‘She’s been looking like that since she got here today. She won’t let the rest of us in on the joke.’




    ‘There’s no joke,’ I said. Because there really, really wasn’t.




    ‘Yeah,’ Kelly said. ‘Whatever, Simon. So listen. How’s Jake doing? It must be pretty quiet at your house with him gone.’




    It always took me a minute to figure out who people were referring to when they said the name Jake.




    ‘Uh,’ I said. ‘Not really. Sleepy – I mean, Jake – has always been pretty quiet.’ Excessive nappers tend to be this way. ‘And anyway, he hasn’t gone anywhere. He’ll be commuting to college from home.’




    Kelly was shocked – pleasantly so, you could tell.




    ‘Really? Commuting? So is he keeping his job? You know, at Peninsula Pizza?’ I could practically see the wheels of her mind spinning. Kelly’s crush on Sleepy had reached almost legendary proportions around our house. Sleepy, who thought of only two things, sleeping and surfing – oh, yeah, and saving enough money to buy his own Camarro – paid Kelly no more mind than if she’d been, well, his kid stepsister’s mortal enemy. ‘So if, like, I ordered a pie, he might still be the one to deliver it?’




    ‘Stranger things have happened,’ I said.




    But the truth was, I wasn’t even paying attention to the conversation any more. This was because I’d spotted Father Dominic over by the flagpole. Since he was just about the last person I wanted to get into a conversation with these days, I ducked behind a pack of sophomores and tried to look as if I hadn’t seen him. Although I could easily hide the true reason I was so happy to be back in school from my friends, I wasn’t so sure I could keep it from Father Dom. He knew me – and Jesse – too well, damn it.




    ‘So who do you think Kelly is planning on nominating for junior class vice-president?’ CeeCee asked, careful to lower her voice so Kelly wouldn’t overhear.




    ‘Who do you think?’ Adam sounded bored. ‘Her hunchbacked assistant, Igor.’




    CeeCee glanced in ‘Igor’s’ direction. ‘No way,’ she said. ‘Debbie Mancuso is not assistant chief executive material. Even Kelly must be able to see that. Besides, Debbie’s not popular enough to swing the geek vote.’




    While my friends assessed the political climate of the junior class, I continued to avoid Father Dominic’s eye. I did this by scanning the people around me. The same old faces from last year. Maybe everyone was a little tanner. Some people were a little thinner, some a little heavier, some a little blonder, some a little darker. But overall, little seemed to have changed over the course of the three-month break.




    Until I saw the new guy.




    I wasn’t the only one whose gaze was drawn to the tall, broad-shouldered boy standing off to one side of the junior class. I’m sure I wasn’t the only one who noticed that his white Oxford T showed off his tan to perfection, and that the sleeves were just short enough to reveal a set of biceps that my body-building-obsessed stepbrother Brad – otherwise known as Dopey – was sure to envy. I doubt I was the only one who observed that crystalline droplets of fog had collected in his thick dark curls, or that his long black eyelashes only enhanced the piercing blueness of his irises.




    I was definitely not the only one, however, who knew who he was. Because when CeeCee, who’d noticed him at around the same time I did, went, in tones of wonder, ‘Who is that?’ Kelly Prescott replied, unable to keep her own admiration for this godlike apparition from her quavering voice, ‘That’s who’s going to be your new vice-president. He’s new, I just met him. Isn’t he hot? His name’s Paul. Paul Slater.’




    Only, of course, Kelly didn’t have any idea just how hot Paul Slater was. Whereas I knew only too well. Paul Slater was New-York-City-sidewalk-in-July hot. Molten lava hot. Fiery pits of hell hot.




    Because that’s where he’d come from. Hell.




    And that, I knew, was where he was going to try to drag me the very first chance he got: into hell.




    Suddenly, I didn’t feel so happy to be back at school any more.




    

       

    




    Two




    ‘Hi, Suze.’




    That’s what Paul Slater said to me. Hi, Suze. Like the last time I’d seen him, he hadn’t been trying to off my boyfriend. Or the guy who would be my boyfriend, anyway, if he had a lick of sense.




    Something like that doesn’t tend to foster a sense of real good feelings about someone. You know what I mean?




    ‘Hi,’ I said back to him, then turned around and started digging blindly through my backpack, as if looking for a compact mirror. Really, though, I just wanted to avoid that ice-blue gaze of his . . .




    And not let on that the very sight of him had set my heart beating faster than a rabbit’s with fear.




    ‘You know him?’ CeeCee seized my arm in a grip that hurt as she came up and whispered into my ear. ‘How do you know him?’




    ‘I babysat for his little brother this summer,’ I said. ‘You know, while I was working at the resort.’ Not only was I not smiling any more, but I actually felt a little queasy. Well, staring into the face of the devil can do that to you.




    Not, of course, that I believed in that kind of thing. Devils and angels and all of that. But evil? That I believe in. Because Paul Slater pretty much epitomized it.




    ‘Did you two go out or something?’ CeeCee glanced over at Paul. ‘Why is he looking at you like that?’




    I found my compact, and opened it up. ‘Like what?’ I asked, aiming the little mirror so that I could see Paul in it, standing a little behind me, grinning as if at a secret all his own. I hoped he couldn’t see how badly my hands were shaking.




    ‘Like . . . I don’t know.’ CeeCee sounded suspicious. ‘Like he likes you, or something.’




    ‘He doesn’t like me,’ I said, snapping the compact shut and slipping it back into my bag.




    ‘I don’t know, Suze,’ CeeCee said. ‘He’s totally staring. Kelly and Debbie are talking to him, but you’re the one he’s looking at.’




    ‘He doesn’t like me,’ I repeated, firmly. ‘And believe me, the feeling is mutual. Better stop talking, Ernestine’s looking this way.’




    Sister Ernestine had, indeed, aimed her megaphone in the direction of the eleventh grade, and suddenly called, ‘Kelly Prescott, we’re all waiting on you.’




    Kelly, instead of being embarrassed – like a normal person would have been – simpered her way back into line, clearly delighted to be the centre of the entire school’s momentary attention.




    When Kelly had melted into her place in line, Sister Ernestine placed her right hand over her copious bosom and began the pledge. I, along with the rest of the student body of the Junipero Serra Mission Academy, dully recited the words along with her. But I wasn’t thinking about what I was saying.




    Instead, I was wondering, with an uncomfortably racing heart – I could feel its frantic pounding beneath my fingertips – what was going on. What was Paul Slater – a guy I’d thought I was well rid of when he’d gone back to Seattle with the rest of his family, when their vacation at the Pebble Beach Resort was through – doing here? If the Slaters had enjoyed their stay in Carmel so much that they’d decided to move here, why had I not seen Paul’s little brother, Jack, in line over by the fifth graders? Was Paul here on his own? And if so, why?




    And why, out of all the schools in Carmel – the public high school, or Robert Louis Stevenson, where the kids of all the most fabulously wealthy families in Carmel went, a category into which Paul and his family would surely fall – had he had to pick mine to enroll in?




    Even as I was thinking this, Father Dominic took the megaphone from Sister Ernestine, and, the pledge and morning prayers being over, started in on the morning announcements and his welcome-back speech. Father D’s deep, rich voice, in contrast to Sister Ernestine’s thin, shrill one, was like a restorative to my badly jangled nerves. I suddenly found myself wishing I’d spilled everything to him a long time ago – everything about me and Jesse, I mean.




    Except, of course, that he’d never understand. How could he? I mean, Father Dominic’s a mediator, like me (and Paul): a liaison between this world and the next for the spirits of the dead. You can imagine my surprise when, as a new student last year, I’d realized there was someone on earth besides me who could see and speak to – and even feel – ghosts. Our job, Father D’s and mine, is to help those restless spirits who haven’t yet moved on to their final destination, for whatever reason, to hurry it up. It takes an open mind, and sometimes a tight fist, but we get the job done, Father D and I. The peninsula is about as ghost-free as you can get thanks to us, with maybe one notable exception.




    For a long time, of course, I’d assumed we were the only ones, me and Father Dominic. Then along had come the Slaters, a family with not one but two mediators in it: Paul as well as his little brother Jack. How many others of us there might be out there we have no way of knowing, but, as far as I’m concerned, there’s already one too many mediators as it is.




    Still, open-minded as Father Dominic might be about the paranormal, a liberal thinker on the topic of boy-girl relations Father Dom is not. How could he be? Yeah, he’s a mediator, but he’s also, let’s face it, a sixty-something-year-old Catholic priest. How jazzed was he going to be when he found out I’d been playing tongue hockey with a guy who’d been dead for two hundred years, give or take a few decades? Yeah, not so much.




    I mean, Father D had gotten way bent out of shape the first time he’d ever even heard that the house my mom and stepdad had bought and renovated in the Carmel Hills had, unbeknownst to them, come complete with its own ghost – the spirit of a handsome mid-nineteenth-century Spanish rancher who’d been murdered in the room he’d rented for a night, back when our home had been a boarding house for lonesome cowboys and schoolmasters and the like.




    Was it my fault the room Jesse had been murdered in just happened to be my bedroom? And was it my fault that I was now forced, for the first time in my life, to live with a roommate who happened to be of the spectral – but hot – variety? Father D had been way unsupportive of the whole thing . . .




    At least until he’d finally met Jesse, who had, on several occasions, saved my life – not to mention Father Dominic’s. After that, Jesse seemed to sort of grow on him.




    Though I wasn’t sure how thrilled Father D would be about the recent shift my heretofore platonic relationship with Jesse had taken.




    Not that he really had anything to worry about. Father D, I mean. My virginity was in no great peril. Unfortunately. Not because Jesse happens to be a ghost. I mean, for anybody else that might be a problem. But for a mediator, it’s no biggie. Because while to the rest of the world ghosts are ephemeral beings lacking in substantive matter, to a mediator a ghost is as solid as you or me. Jesse and I could, if we wanted to – and believe me, I did want to – do the nasty.




    The only problem is that when the last time your boyfriend went out for a night on the town it was in a horse and buggy, and the fiesta ended at nine or whatever because everybody had to get up early the next day to feed the chickens, the chances of any pre-marital action taking place are exactly nil. Jesse’s an old-fashioned guy. Very old-fashioned. Like no sex before marriage old-fashioned.




    In fact, we’d been living together – well, more or less – for more than eight months before he ever even kissed me. And if it hadn’t been for Paul and some of his dirty tricks, I might still be wondering what Jesse thought of me. You know, whether he liked me as just a friend or what.




    Happily, thanks to Paul, I’d found out it was the latter. Or at least, it had been, until I’d managed to blow it somehow.




    Come to think of it, I guess I owed a lot to Paul Slater. If he hadn’t tried to have Jesse exorcized into nonexistence – for reasons I still don’t think I fully understand – and if I hadn’t had to risk my life to save him, Jesse might never have tried to kiss me that morning in my bedroom, when I’d been standing there trying to convince him that the only reason I’d done it – risked my life for his – was out of a sense of fair play. Not because I was in love with him. No way.




    Which, of course, could not have been further from the truth.




    Something I think both of us found out, the minute his lips met mine. You know, that I was pretty much warm for his form, however much I might have pretended otherwise. Because you don’t stand there with your tongue in someone else’s mouth, the way Jesse and I were doing, for like five whole minutes, if you’re not at least semi-attracted to the person.




    Of course, the fact that that first kiss had yet to be followed by any others, and that Jesse seemed to be pointedly avoiding me, sort of leads me to believe that perhaps my ardour is not, in fact, returned.




    Which I used to consider the worse thing that had ever happened to me . . .




    Until now. Because Paul’s showing up here at my school? Yeah, that did not bode particularly well. Not for Jesse, and not for me. Because Paul . . . well, let’s just say that for a mediator, Paul isn’t all that tolerant of the undead.




    ‘Traditionally,’ Father D was saying into the megaphone, ‘autumn is a time for endings. Ending of summer. Ending of warmth. Ending, in the case of flowers and leaves, of life.’




    Whoa, Father D, I started thinking. Way to bum us all out on the first day back at school.




    But Father Dominic wasn’t finished.




    ‘For students and teachers, however,’ he went on, ‘autumn is an exciting time of learning and experiencing new things. Autumn, for those of us in the academic field, isn’t an ending at all, but a time for new beginnings – a new start. So I beg you, children, not to squander this gift autumn has brought you. Take advantage of the fact that it is a new year, a new chance for you to excel, to show everyone what you can do. Make a fresh new beginning, starting now, today. I don’t think any of us will regret it. Run along now.’




    We were dismissed. The younger kids were led off in neat rows towards their classrooms in the single-storeyed, four hundred-year-old adobe building. The rest of us milled around comparing class schedules – we’d received them in the mail the week before – trying to see if we shared classes with any of our friends.




    Except for me, of course. I was beating a path towards the dais, trying to catch Father Dom before he got back to his office and was too busy with the administrative tasks of being principal to see me.




    Because what I had to ask him was why on earth he had ever let Paul Slater – who had only too recently tried to kill me (well, OK, maybe not directly, but he certainly hadn’t done too much to try to save me) – into this school.




    Only I guess I wasn’t quick enough. Not because Father Dom left the dais before I got there, but because someone took hold of my arm and prevented me from getting to him at all.




    ‘Hey,’ Paul said with an easy smile, when I whipped my head around to see who had dared lay a finger on me. I am pretty much known throughout the school as a person you don’t mess with physically. One too many tiffs with Brad, who was in my same grade, had made that pretty clear to everyone.
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