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    It had been a typical Saturday morning in Brooklyn. Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to make me suspect it was the day my life was going to change forever. Nothing at all.




    I’d gotten up early to watch cartoons. I didn’t mind getting up early if it meant I’d get to spend a few hours with Bugs and his friends. It was getting up early for school that I resented. Even back then, I hadn’t been too fond of school. My dad had to tickle my feet on weekdays to get me out of bed.




    Not on Saturdays, though.




    I think my dad felt the same. About Saturdays, I mean. He was always the first one out of bed in our apartment, but he got up extra early on Saturdays, and instead of oatmeal with brown sugar, which he made me for breakfast on weekdays, he made French toast. My mom, who’d never been able to stomach the smell of maple syrup, always stayed in bed until our breakfast plates had been rinsed and put in the dishwasher, and all of the counters were wiped down, and the smell was gone.




    That Saturday – the one right after I turned six – my dad and I had cleaned up the syrupy dishes and counters, and then I’d returned to cartoons. I can’t remember which one I’d been watching when my dad strode in to tell me goodbye, but it had been a good enough one that I’d wished he’d hurry up and leave already.




    ‘I’m going running,’ he’d said, planting a kiss on the top of my head. ‘See ya, Suze.’




    ‘Bye,’ I’d said. I don’t think I even bothered to look at him. I knew what he looked like. A big tall guy with a lot of thick dark hair that had gone white in some places. That day, he’d been wearing grey jogging pants and a T-shirt that read HOMEPORT, MENEMSHA, FRESH SEAFOOD ALL YEAR ROUND, left over from our last trip to Martha’s Vineyard.




    Neither of us had known then they’d be the last clothes anyone would ever see him in.




    ‘Sure you don’t want to come to the park with me?’ he’d asked.




    ‘Da-ad,’ I’d said, appalled at the thought of missing a minute of cartoons. ‘No.’




    ‘Suit yourself,’ he’d said. ‘Tell your mom there’s fresh-squeezed orange juice in the fridge.’




    ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Bye.’




    And he’d left.




    Would I have done anything differently, if I’d known it was the last time I’d ever see him again – alive, anyway? Of course I would have. I would have gone to the park with him. I’d have made him walk, instead of run. If I’d known he was going to have a heart attack out there on the running path and die in front of strangers, I’d have stopped him from going to the park in the first place, made him go to the doctor instead.




    Only I hadn’t known. How could I have known?




    How could I?
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    One




    I found the stone exactly where Mrs Gutierrez had said it would be, beneath the drooping branches of the overgrown hibiscus in her backyard. I shut off the flashlight. Even though there was supposed to have been a full moon that night, by midnight a thick layer of clouds had blown in from the sea, and a dank mist had reduced visibility to nil.




    But I didn’t need light to see by any more. I just needed to dig. I sunk my fingers into the wet soft earth and pried the stone from its resting spot. It moved easily and wasn’t heavy. Soon I was feeling beneath it for the tin box Mrs Gutierrez had assured me would be there . . .




    Except that it wasn’t. There was nothing beneath my fingers except damp soil.




    That’s when I heard it – a twig snapping beneath the weight of someone nearby.




    I froze. I was trespassing, after all; the last thing I needed was to be dragged home by the Carmel, California, cops.




    Again.




    Then, with my pulse beating frantically as I tried to figure out how on earth I was going to explain my way out of this one, I recognized the lean shadow – darker than all the others – standing a few feet away. My heart continued to pound in my ears, but now for an entirely different reason.




    ‘You,’ I said, climbing slowly, shakily, to my feet.




    ‘Hello, Suze.’ His voice, floating toward me through the mist, was deep, and not at all unsteady . . . unlike my own voice, which had an unnerving tendency to shake when he was around.




    It wasn’t the only part of me that shook when he was around, either.




    But I was determined not to let him know that.




    ‘Give it back,’ I said, holding out my hand.




    He threw back his head and laughed.




    ‘Are you nuts?’ he wanted to know.




    ‘I mean it, Paul,’ I said, my voice steady, but my confidence already beginning to seep away, like sand beneath my feet.




    ‘It’s two thousand dollars, Suze,’ he said, as if I might be unaware of that fact. ‘Two thousand.’




    ‘And it belongs to Julio Gutierrez.’ I sounded sure of myself, even if I wasn’t exactly feeling that way. ‘Not you.’




    ‘Oh, right,’ Paul said, his deep voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘And what’s Gutierrez gonna do, call the cops? He doesn’t know it’s missing, Suze. He never even knew it was there.’




    ‘Because his grandmother died before she had a chance to tell him,’ I reminded him.




    ‘Then he won’t notice, will he?’ Despite the darkness, I could tell Paul was smiling. I could hear it in his voice. ‘You can’t miss what you never knew you had.’




    ‘Mrs Gutierrez knows.’ I’d dropped my hand so he wouldn’t see it shaking, but I couldn’t disguise the growing unsteadiness in my voice as easily. ‘If she finds out you stole it, she’ll come after you.’




    ‘What makes you think she hasn’t already?’ he asked, so smoothly that the hairs on my arms stood up . . . and not because of the brisk autumn weather, either.




    I didn’t want to believe him. He had no reason to lie. And obviously, Mrs Gutierrez had come to him as well as me, anxious for any help she could get. How else could he have known about the money?




    Poor Mrs Gutierrez. She had definitely put her trust in the wrong mediator. Because it looked as if Paul hadn’t just robbed her. Oh, no.




    But like a fool, I stood there in the middle of her backyard and called her name just in case, as loudly as I dared. I didn’t want to wake the grieving family inside the modest stucco home a few yards away.




    ‘Mrs Gutierrez?’ I craned my neck, hissing the name into the darkness, trying to ignore the chill in the air . . . and in my heart. ‘Mrs Gutierrez? Are you there? It’s me, Suze . . . Mrs Gutierrez?’




    I wasn’t all that surprised when she didn’t show. I knew, of course, that he could make the undead disappear. I just never thought he’d be low enough to do it.




    I should have known better.




    A cold wind kicked up from the sea as I turned to face him. It tossed some of my long dark hair around my face until the strands finally ended up sticking to my lip gloss. But I had more important things to worry about.




    ‘It’s her life savings,’ I said to him, not caring if he noticed the throb in my voice. ‘All she had to leave to her kids.’




    Paul shrugged, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his leather jacket.




    ‘She should have put it in the bank, then,’ he said.




    Maybe if I reason with him, I thought. Maybe if I explain . . . ‘A lot of people don’t trust banks with their money—’




    But it was no use.




    ‘Not my fault,’ he said with another shrug.




    ‘You don’t even need the money,’ I cried. ‘Your parents buy you whatever you want. Two thousand dollars is nothing to you, but to Mrs Gutierrez’s kids, it’s a fortune!’




    ‘She should have taken better care of it, then,’ was all he said.




    Then, apparently seeing my expression – though I don’t know how, since the clouds overhead were thicker than ever – he softened his tone.




    ‘Suze, Suze, Suze,’ he said, pulling one of his hands from his jacket pocket and moving to drape his arm across my shoulders. ‘What am I going to do with you?’




    I didn’t say anything. I don’t think I could have spoken if I’d tried. It was hard enough just to breathe. All I could think about was Mrs Gutierrez, and what he’d done to her. How could someone who smelled so good – the sharp clean scent of his cologne filled my senses – or from whom such warmth radiated – especially welcome, given the chill in the air and the relative thinness of my windbreaker – be so . . .




    Well, evil?




    ‘Tell you what,’ Paul said. I could feel his deep voice reverberating through him as he spoke, he was holding me that close. ‘I’ll split it with you. A grand for each of us.’




    I had to swallow down something – something that tasted really bad – before I could reply. ‘You’re sick.’




    ‘Don’t be that way, Suze,’ he chided. ‘You have to admit, it’s fair. You can do whatever you want with your half. Mail it back to the Gutierrezes, for all I care. But if you’re smart, you’ll use it to buy yourself a car now that you finally got your licence. You could put a down payment on a decent set of wheels with that kind of change, and not have to worry about sneaking your mom’s car out of the driveway after she’s fallen asleep—’




    ‘I hate you,’ I snapped, twisting out from beneath his grip and ignoring the cold air that rushed in to meet the place where his body had been warming mine.




    ‘No, you don’t,’ he said. The moon appeared momentarily from behind the blanket of clouds overhead, just long enough for me to see that his lips were twisted into a lopsided grin. ‘You’re just mad because you know I’m right.’




    I couldn’t believe my ears. Was he serious? ‘Taking money from a dead woman is the right thing to do?’




    ‘Obviously,’ he said. The moon had disappeared again, but I could tell from his voice that he was amused. ‘She doesn’t need it any more. You and Father Dom. You’re a couple of real pushovers, you know. Now I’ve got a question for you. How’d you know what she was blathering about, anyway? I thought you were taking French, not Spanish.’




    I didn’t answer him right away. That’s because I was frantically trying to think of a reply that wouldn’t include the word I least liked uttering in his presence, the word that, every time I heard it or even thought it, seemed to cause my heart to do somersaults over in my chest, and my veins to hum pleasantly.




    Unfortunately, it was a word that didn’t exactly engender the same response in Paul.




    Before I could think of a lie, however, he figured it out on his own.




    ‘Oh, right,’ he said, his voice suddenly toneless. ‘Him. Stupid of me.’




    Then, before I could think of something to say that would lighten the situation – or at least get his mind off Jesse, the last person in the world I wanted Paul Slater to be thinking about – he said in quite a different tone, ‘Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m beat. I’m gonna call it a night. See you around, Simon.’




    He turned to go. Just like that, he turned to go.




    I knew what I had to do, of course. I wasn’t looking forward to it . . . in fact, my heart had pretty much slipped up into my throat, and my palms had gone suddenly, inexplicably damp.




    But what choice did I have? I couldn’t let him walk away with all that money. I’d tried reasoning with him, and it hadn’t worked. Jesse wouldn’t like it, but the truth was, there was no other alternative. If Paul wouldn’t give up the money voluntarily, well, I was just going to have to take it from him.




    I told myself I had a pretty good chance at succeeding, too. Paul had the box tucked into the inside pocket of his jacket. I’d felt it there when he’d put his arm around me. All I had to do was distract him somehow – a good blow to the solar plexus would probably do the job – then grab the box and chuck it through the closest window. The Gutierrezes would freak, of course, at the sound of the breaking glass, but I highly doubted they’d call the cops . . . not when they found two thousand bucks scattered across the floor.




    As plans went, it wasn’t one of my best, but it was all I had.




    I called his name.




    He turned. The moon chose that moment to slip out from behind the thick veil of clouds overhead, and I could see by its pale light that Paul wore an absurdly hopeful expression. The hopefulness increased as I slowly crossed the grass between us. I suppose he thought for a minute that he’d finally broken me down. Found my weakness. Successfully lured me to the dark side.




    And all for the low, low price of a thousand bucks.




    Not.




    The hopeful look left his face, though, the second he noticed my fist. I even thought that, just for a moment, I caught a look of hurt in his blue eyes, pale as the moonlight around us. Then the moon moved back behind the clouds, and we were once again plunged into darkness.




    The next thing I knew, Paul, moving more quickly than I would have thought possible, had seized my wrists in a grip that hurt and kicked my feet out from under me. A second later, I was pinned to the wet grass by the weight of his body and his face just inches from mine.




    ‘That was a mistake,’ he said, way too casually, considering the force with which I could feel his heart hammering against mine. ‘I’m rescinding my offer.’




    His breath, unlike my own, wasn’t coming out in ragged gasps, though. Still, I tried to hide my fear from him.




    ‘What offer?’ I panted.




    ‘To split the money. I’m keeping it all, now. You really hurt my feelings, you know that, Suze?’




    ‘I’m sure,’ I said as sarcastically as I could. ‘Now get off me. These are my favorite low-riders, and you’re getting grass stains on them.’




    But Paul wasn’t ready to let me go. He also didn’t appear to appreciate my feeble attempt to make a joke out of the situation. His voice, hissing down at me, was deadly serious.




    ‘You want me to make your boyfriend disappear,’ he asked, ‘the way I did Mrs Gutierrez?’




    His body was warm against mine, so there was no other explanation for why my heart went suddenly cold as ice, except that his words terrified me to the point that my blood seemed to freeze in my veins.




    I couldn’t, however, let my fear show. Weakness only seems to trigger cruelty, not compassion, from people like Paul.




    ‘We have an agreement,’ I said, my tongue and lips forming the words with difficulty because they, like my heart, had gone ice cold with dread.




    ‘I promised I wouldn’t kill him,’ Paul said. ‘I didn’t say anything about keeping him from dying in the first place.’




    I blinked up at him, uncomprehending.




    ‘What . . . what are you talking about?’ I stammered.




    ‘You figure it out,’ he said. He leaned down and kissed me lightly on my frozen lips. ‘Good night, Suze.’




    And then he stood up and vanished into the fog.




    It took me a minute to realize I was free. Cool air rushed in to all the places where his body had been touching mine. I finally managed to roll over, feeling as if I’d just suffered a head-on collision with a brick wall. Still, I had enough strength left to call out, ‘Paul! Wait!’




    That’s when someone inside the Gutierrez household flicked on the lights. The backyard lit up bright as an airport runway. I heard a window open and someone shout, ‘Hey, you! What are you doing there?’




    I didn’t stick around to ask whether or not they planned on calling the cops. I peeled myself up from the ground and ran for the wall I’d scaled a half hour ago. I found my mom’s car right where I’d left it. I hopped into it and started my long journey home, cursing a certain fellow mediator – and the grass stains on my new jeans – the whole way.




    I had no idea that night how bad things were going to get between Paul and me.




    But I was about to find out.




    

       

    




    Two




    He’d done it. Finally. Just like, deep down, I guess I’d always known he would.




    You would think, what with everything I’d been through, I’d have seen it coming. I’m not exactly new at this. And it wasn’t as if all the warning signs hadn’t been there.




    Still, the blow, when it came, seemed to strike like a bolt out of the clear blue.




    ‘So where are you going for dinner before the Winter Formal?’ Kelly Prescott asked me in fourth period language lab. She didn’t even wait to hear what my answer was. Because Kelly didn’t care what my answer was. That wasn’t the point of her asking me in the first place.




    ‘Paul’s taking me to the Cliffside Inn,’ Kelly went on. ‘You know the Cliffside Inn, don’t you, Suze? In Big Sur?’




    ‘Oh, sure,’ I said. ‘I know it.’




    That’s what I said, anyway. Isn’t it weird how your brain can slip into autopilot? Like, how you can be saying one thing and thinking something entirely different? Because when Kelly said that – about Paul taking her to the Cliffside Inn – the first thing I thought wasn’t Oh, sure, I know it. Not even close. My first thought was more along the lines of What? Kelly Prescott? Paul Slater is taking KELLY PRESCOTT to the Winter Formal?




    But that’s not what I said out loud, thank God. I mean, considering that Paul himself was sitting just a few study booths away, futzing with the sound on his tape player. The last thing in the world I wanted was for him to think I was, you know, peeved that he’d asked someone else to the formal. It was bad enough that he noticed I was even looking in his direction, let alone talking about him. He raised his eyebrows all questioningly as if to say, ‘May I be of service?’




    That’s when I saw he still had on his headphones. He hadn’t, I realized with relief, heard what Kelly had said. He’d been listening to the scintillating conversation between Dominique and Michel, our little French friends.




    ‘It got five stars,’ Kelly went on, settling into her booth. ‘The Cliffside Inn, I mean.’




    ‘Cool,’ I said, resolutely ripping my gaze from Paul’s and pulling out the chair to my own booth. ‘I’m sure you two will have a really great time.’




    ‘Oh, yeah,’ Kelly said. She flipped her honey-blonde hair back so she could slip on her headphones. ‘It’ll be so romantic. So where’re you going? To eat before the dance, I mean.’




    She knew, of course. She knew perfectly well.




    But she was going to make me say it. Because that’s how girls like Kelly are.




    ‘I guess I’m not going to the dance,’ I said, sitting down at the carrel beside hers and putting on my own headphones.




    Kelly looked over the partition between us, her pretty face twisted with sympathy. Fake sympathy, of course. Kelly Prescott doesn’t care about me. Or anyone, except herself.




    ‘Not going? Oh, Suze, that’s terrible! Nobody asked you?’




    I just smiled in response. Smiled and tried not to feel Paul’s gaze boring into the back of my head.




    ‘That’s too bad,’ Kelly said. ‘And it looks like Brad’s not going to be able to go, either, what with Debbie being out with mono. Hey, I’ve got an idea.’ Kelly giggled. ‘You and Brad should go to the dance together!’




    ‘Funny,’ I said, smiling weakly as Kelly tittered at her own joke. Because, you know, there isn’t anything quite as pathetic as a girl being taken to the junior–senior Winter Formal by her own stepbrother.




    Except, possibly, her not being taken by anyone at all.




    I turned on my tape player. Dominique immediately began to complain to Michel about her dormitoire. I’m sure Michel murmured sympathetic replies (he always does), but I didn’t hear what they were.




    Because it didn’t make any sense. What had just happened, I mean. How could Paul be taking Kelly to the Winter Formal when, last time I’d checked, I was the one he was hounding for a date . . . any date? Not that I’d been especially thrilled about it, of course. But I did have to throw him the occasional bone, if only to keep him from doing to my boyfriend what he’d done to Mrs Gutierrez.




    Wait a minute. Was that what was going on? Paul was finally getting tired of hanging around with a girl he had to blackmail into spending time with him?




    Well, good. Right? I mean, if Kelly wanted him, she could have him.




    The only problem was, I was having a hard time not remembering the way Paul’s body had felt as it had lain across mine that night in the Gutierrezes’ yard. Because it had felt good – his weight, his warmth – despite my fear. Really good.




    Right sensation . . . wrong guy.




    But the right guy? Yeah, he wasn’t a real pin-the-girl-to-the-grass kind of person. And warmth? He hadn’t given off any in a century and a half.




    Which wasn’t his fault, really. The warmth thing, I mean. Jesse couldn’t help being dead any more than Paul could help being . . . well, Paul.




    Still, this asking-Kelly-to-the-dance-and-not-me thing . . . it was freaking me out. I’d been bracing myself for his invitation – and his reaction to my turning it down – for weeks. I’d even begun thinking I was finally getting the hang of the back-and-forth nature of our relationship . . . as if it were a tennis game at the resort where we’d met last summer.




    Except that now I had a sinking feeling that Paul had just lobbed a ball into my court that I was never going to be able to hit back.




    What was that all about?




    The words floated before my eyes, scrawled on a piece of paper torn from a notebook, and were waved at me from over the top of the wooden partition separating my carrel from the one in front of it. I pulled the piece of paper from the fingers clutching it and wrote, Paul asked Kelly to the Winter Formal, then slid the page over the partition.




    A few seconds later, the paper fluttered back down in front of me.




    I thought he was going to ask you!!! my best friend, CeeCee, wrote.




    I guess not, I scribbled in response.




    Well, maybe it’s just as well, was CeeCee’s reply. You didn’t want to go with him, anyway. I mean, what about Jesse?




    But that was just it. What about Jesse? If Paul had asked me to the Winter Formal, and I’d responded with something less than enthusiasm to his invitation, he’d have let loose one of his cryptic threats about Jesse – the newest one, in fact, about him apparently having learned of some way to keep the dead from having passed on in the first place . . . Whatever that meant.




    And yet today he’d turned around and asked someone else to go to the dance with him instead. Not just someone else, either, but Kelly Prescott, the prettiest, most popular girl in school . . . but also someone I happened to know Paul despised.




    Something wasn’t right about any of this . . . and it wasn’t just that I was trying to save all my dances for a guy who’s been dead for 150-odd years.




    But I didn’t mention this to CeeCee. Best friend or no, there’s only so much a sixteen-year-old girl – even a sixteen-year-old albino who happens to have a psychic aunt – can understand. Yes, she knew about Jesse. But Paul? I hadn’t breathed a word.




    And I wanted to keep it that way.




    Whatever, I scrawled. How about you? Adam ask you yet?




    I looked around to make sure Sister Marie-Rose, our French teacher, wasn’t watching before I slid the note back toward CeeCee, and instead spotted Father Dominic waving at me from the language lab doorway.




    I removed my headphones with no real regret – Dominique’s and Michel’s whining would hardly have been riveting in English; in French, it was downright unbearable – and hurried to the door. I felt, rather than saw, that a certain gaze was very much on me.




    I would not, however, give him the satisfaction of glancing his way.




    ‘Susannah,’ Father Dominic said as I slipped out of the language lab and into one of the open breezeways that served as hallways between classrooms at the Junipero Serra Mission Academy. ‘I’m glad I was able to catch you before I left.’




    ‘Left?’ It was only then that I noticed Father D was holding an overnight bag and wearing an extremely anxious expression. ‘Where are you going?’




    ‘San Francisco.’ Father Dominic’s face was nearly as white as his neatly trimmed hair. ‘I’m afraid something terrible has happened.’




    I raised my eyebrows. ‘Earthquake?’




    ‘Not exactly.’ Father Dominic pushed his wire-rimmed spectacles into place at the top of his perfectly aquiline nose as he squinted down at me. ‘It’s the monsignor. There’s been an accident and he’s in a coma.’




    I tried to look suitably upset, although the truth is, I’ve never really cared for the monsignor. He’s always getting upset about stuff that doesn’t really matter – like girls who wear miniskirts to school. But he never gets upset over stuff that’s actually important, like how the hot dogs they serve at lunch are always stone-cold.




    ‘Wow,’ I said. ‘So what happened? Car crash?’




    Father Dominic cleared his throat. ‘Er, no. He, um, choked.’




    ‘Somebody strangled him?’ I asked hopefully.




    ‘Of course not. Really, Susannah,’ Father Dom chided me. ‘He choked on a piece of hot dog at a parish barbecue.’




    Whoa! Poetic justice! I didn’t say so out loud, though, since I knew Father Dom wouldn’t approve.




    Instead, I said, ‘Too bad. So how long will you be gone?’




    ‘I have no idea,’ Father Dom said, looking harassed. ‘This couldn’t have happened at a worse time, either, what with the auction this weekend.’




    The Mission Academy is ceaseless in its fund-raising efforts. This weekend the annual antique auction would be taking place. Donations had been flooding in all week and were being stashed for safekeeping in the rectory basement. Some of the more notable items that the fund-raising club had received included a turn-of-the-century Ouija board (courtesy of CeeCee’s psychic aunt, Pru) and a silver belt buckle – estimated by the Carmel Historical Society to be more than 150 years old – discovered by my stepbrother, Brad, while he was cleaning out our attic, a task assigned to him as punishment for an act of malfeasance, the nature of which I could no longer recall.




    ‘But I wanted to make sure you knew where I was.’ Father Dominic plucked a cellphone from his pocket. ‘You’ll call me if anything, er, out of the ordinary occurs, won’t you, Susannah? The number is—’




    ‘I know the number, Father D,’ I reminded him. Father Dom’s cellphone was new, but not that new. May I just add that it totally sucks that Father Dominic, who has never wanted – nor has the slightest idea how to use – a cellphone has one and I don’t? ‘And by out of the ordinary, do you mean stuff like Brad getting a passing grade on his trig midterm, or more supernatural phenomena, like ectoplasmic manifestations in the basilica?’




    ‘The latter,’ Father Dom said, pocketing the cellphone again. ‘I hope not to be gone for more than a day or two, Susannah, but I am perfectly aware that in the past it hasn’t taken much longer than that for you to get yourself into mortal peril. Kindly, while I’m away, see to it that you exercise a modicum of caution in that capacity. I don’t care to return home, only to find another section of the school blown to kingdom come. Oh, and if you would, make sure that Spike has enough food—’




    ‘Nuh-uh,’ I said, backing away. It was the first time in a long time that my wrists and hands were free of angry red scratches, and I wanted to keep it that way. ‘That cat’s your responsibility now, not mine.’




    ‘And what am I to do, Susannah?’ Father D looked frustrated. ‘Ask Sister Ernestine to look in on him from time to time? There aren’t even supposed to be pets in the rectory, thanks to her severe allergies. I’ve had to learn to sleep with the window open so that that infernal animal can come and go as it pleases without being spotted by any of the novices—’




    ‘Fine,’ I interrupted him, sighing gustily. ‘I’ll stop by PETCO after school. Anything else?’




    Father Dominic pulled a crumpled list from his pocket.




    ‘Oh,’ he said after skimming it. ‘And the Gutierrez funeral. All taken care of. And I’ve put the family on our neediest-case roster, as you requested.’




    ‘Thanks, Father D,’ I said quietly, looking away through the arched openings in the breezeway toward the fountain in the centre of the courtyard. Back in Brooklyn, where I’d grown up, November meant death to all flora. Here in California – even though it’s northern California – all November apparently means is that the tourists, who visit the Mission daily, wear khakis instead of Bermuda shorts, and the surfers down on Carmel Beach have to exchange their short-sleeved wetsuits for long-sleeved ones. Dazzling red and pink blossoms still fill the Mission’s flower beds, and when we’re released for lunch each noon, it’s still possible to work up a sweat under the sun’s rays.




    Still, temperatures in the seventies or not, I shivered . . . and not just because I was standing in the cool shade of the breezeway. No, it was a cold that came from inside that was causing the goose bumps on my upper arms. Because, beautiful as the Mission gardens were, there was no denying that beneath those glorious petals lurked something dark and . . .




    . . . well, Paul-like.




    It was true. The guy had the ability to cause even the brightest day to cloud over. At least, as far as I was concerned. Whether or not Father Dominic felt the same, I didn’t know . . . but I kind of doubted it. After his somewhat rocky start to the school year, Paul had ended up not having nearly as much regular contact with the school principal as I did. Which, given that all three of us are mediators, might seem a little strange.




    But both Paul and Father D seem to like it that way, each preferring to keep his distance, with me as a go-between when communication is absolutely necessary. This was partly because they were – let’s face it – guys. But it was also because Paul’s behaviour – at school, anyway – had improved considerably, and there was no reason for him to be sent to the principal’s office. Paul had become a model student, making impressive grades and even getting appointed captain of the Mission Academy men’s tennis team.
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