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    CHAPTER ONE




    PHOEBE.




    Beautiful Phoebe.




    Through the glass watch Phoebe leave bus walk to house Phoebe green skirt green eyes skirt trailing hair flowing black and shiny in the sun. Brown leather boots beige scarf wearing colors no black Phoebe beautiful Phoebe. Halloween Phoebe in costume no costume.




    “Hey, Frankenstein. Get away from the window before the villagers go and get their torches.”




    Jimmy. Turn. Turn. Want to hit evil stepbrother Jimmy pound Jimmy turn can’t turn. Turn left move right. Left left left.




    “Don’t strain yourself. It’s your special day, Frankenstein! Happy Halloween!”




    Turn can’t turn Jimmy shoves fall falling heavy land hard head crack coffee table loud heavy body crash loud don’t feel don’t feel anything Jimmy grinning kicks ribs can’t feel get up can’t get up Jimmy laughs. Mom yells at Jimmy Jimmy yells back want to pound Jimmy. Hard. Get up. Can’t get up.




    “I said don’t strain yourself.”




    Standing over FrankenAdam laughing ceiling is the sky get up can’t two bulbs in ceiling skylight one burned out out get up Jimmy Jimmy sprays spits when he laughs get up can’t.




    Jimmy laughing. Mom cries get up can’t holds arm pulls can’t get up Mom crying can’t feel. Feel feelings Phoebe. Get up get up can’t get up.




    Get up.




    Get.




    Up.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    ALL PHOEBE COULD think about before going next door to Adam’s house was the night he died in her arms. The rose of blood blooming on the white shirt he’d worn to homecoming, his strangled cry as he came back from wherever it was the dead went.




    He’d only been dead for a few minutes, but despite the rapid return, control over his body wasn’t coming back quickly. Phoebe debated changing out of her school clothes before leaving, but didn’t want to waste the time. Since Adam’s death she’d become acutely aware of its value.




    Other zombies, or “differently biotic persons,” to use the politically correct vernacular, seemed able to overcome their physical issues as “life” went on. Tommy, who she had dated, and gorgeous Karen DeSonne walked and talked so well that they could practically pass for traditionally biotic. Even Colette Beauvior had “come back” at a much greater rate than Adam, partly due to her reconciliation with their good friend Margi Vachon. Somehow Margi had even convinced her parents to let Colette move in with them, and now the two were as inseparable as Phoebe and Adam.




    Adam, however, didn’t seem to be getting any benefit from Phoebe’s constant presence, which left her wondering what she was doing wrong.




    Phoebe dumped a half inch of sugar into a glass, took the rest of the morning’s coffee from the refrigerator, and poured it over the sugar. She stirred it with a spoon, then drank half in one swallow, hoping it would make the world look a little brighter.




    It had been nearly a month since Adam’s murder. His movements were still random, his speech only occasionally intelligible. Adam, her tower of strength, had been laid low, reduced to the helplessness of an infant. His long, once-athletic body was now awkward and shambling, and his thick limbs jerked as if they were being pulled by unseen strings. His broad shoulders slumped when he walked, which he was able to do only with great concentration.




    Phoebe took another sip and closed her eyes, rolling the cool vanilla-flavored coffee on her tongue. When they’d lifted Adam onto the stretcher, he’d looked at her, his arm flailing out helplessly as though he was trying to grasp something that would be forever out of reach.




    Phoebe dumped out the rest of her coffee. She scrawled a quick note to her parents and got her backpack, which she’d stocked with a few bags of Halloween candy in case any kids came to Adam’s house.




    Adam’s stepbrother Jimmy was leaving his house as she locked her door. He gave Phoebe a dirty look and muttered under his breath when she waved. She didn’t know what it was about Jimmy; he’d been unpleasant enough when Adam was alive, but now that Adam was dead, he was impossible.




    “Welcome to the morgue,” he said, slamming his car door and backing out so quickly his wheels kicked gravel.




    Phoebe let herself in. The kitchen smelled of this morning’s fried eggs and burned coffee. Dirty plates and pans were stacked up on the counter by the sink, and there were thick yellow smears on the vinyl cloth that covered the kitchen table.




    “Don’t mind Jimmy, Phoebe,” a voice called out from the hall. Adam’s mother walked into the kitchen, her once pretty face drawn, her cheeks sunken, and her eyes ringed with gray. “We all deal with life differently.”




    Phoebe nodded. The phrase was a mantra with the ex–Mrs. Layman, now Mrs. Garrity, and there didn’t seem to be an appropriate response to it.




    Phoebe watched her walk to the sink, where she moved one of the pans from the stove to the counter. Then she walked to the table with a sponge, went back to the sink and wet the sponge under the faucet. She made a single pass at one of the clotted stains, then dropped the sponge and made a half-hearted attempt to straighten a pile of newspapers that sat on the table.




    “Phoebe,” she said, “I’ve got to do some shopping. Some grocery shopping. Would you mind staying with Adam for a few minutes? A couple hours?”




    Phoebe tried to keep her smile even as she looked at Mrs. Garrity, whose hands were shaking like leaves. “I’d be happy to, Mrs. Garrity.”




    “Good. That’s great. Adam’s in his room. Great.”




    “Are you okay, Mrs. Garrity?”




    “I’m fine,” she replied. “Adam had another fall, that’s all. I’m okay now. He’s fine. I guess it doesn’t really hurt him. Falling, I mean.”




    It took her twenty minutes to find her purse, time Phoebe spent washing the stack of dishes and bundling the papers so they would fit in the recycling bin. She wanted to run down the hall to see Adam, but she wanted Mrs. Garrity to leave first. She was scrubbing the crusted layer of sediment from the table when Mrs. Garrity bustled back into the room.




    “Damn that Jimmy,” she said, oblivious to Phoebe’s efforts. “He took my cigarettes.” She walked out the door without saying good-bye to either Phoebe or her son.




    When Phoebe was finished and the dishes were left drying in the rack, she walked down the hall to Adam’s room. He was sitting on his bed, his back straight against the wall behind him and his long legs stretched out on top of the covers. His large hands rested on his thighs, and although he was staring at her, it didn’t seem like he was seeing anything.




    “Hi, Adam,” she said, aiming for a high level of perkiness, knowing that even on her best days she fell far short of bubbly—and this was not one of her best days. Seeing him there—his face and his big graceful body frozen into immobility—was heartbreaking.




    He would have been a professional football player, she was sure of it. Just one summer of karate lessons had given him a fluidity that, combined with his incredible size and strength, made him a force of nature on the field. He’d been the proverbial hometown hero, universally expected to get a free ride to the college of his choice on a football scholarship. All gone. Spent, along with his life.




    Because of her.




    She sucked in her cheeks and ordered herself not to cry. She’d vowed, along with her promise to bring him back, never to let him see her cry.




    “You’re looking big, as usual,” she said once she had regained control of her emotions. She walked to the bed and bent to give him a kiss on the cheek, letting her lips linger on his cool skin for a few heartbeats.




    “I brought bags of candy,” she said, “in case we get any rug rats tonight. Hershey’s minis, Reese’s cups, the good stuff. You know it’s Halloween, right? I know we don’t get many trick-or-treaters out here; most of the little ones hit either the Heights or Oakvale Manor. But maybe we’ll see a few.”




    He was centered on the bed and there was no room to sit beside him, so Phoebe climbed over his legs and sat across from him, her bent knees tenting over his calves. His head tilted toward her with slow purpose, like a door improperly set in its frame.




    She gave him what she thought was her winningest smile.




    “Remember that year you and I went out with Margi and Colette? We were all Catwoman and you were Batman? What were we, like, ten? Eleven?”




    She searched for any sign of remembrance, any flicker of recognition in his eyes, but they were flat and glassy.




    “I’ll say eleven. We got my dad to bring us to the Heights and the Manor that year. What a haul that was! I think Margi and Colette ate about a hundred SweeTarts just going from house to house. I didn’t have a single piece of candy until the next day. My parents wouldn’t let me have any until they’d gone through it all; they were fanatics about doing an inspection. Like they could detect by sight the myriad of deadly poisons, razor blades, and broken glass hidden in my Charleston Chews.”




    She thought she saw a faint twitch of his upper lip, but she wasn’t sure. The light in Adam’s room was terrible and her eyes stung. She slapped his leg, almost knocking one of his hands into his lap.




    “You like how I used ‘myriad’ in a sentence, huh?” It was a game they used to play, dropping little-used words into their conversations to try to get a laugh out of the other. A twitching lip wasn’t exactly evidence of high hilarity, but Phoebe chose to take it as a positive sign.




    “Then there was the year Margi threw her haunted house party,” she said, her voice trailing off as she thought of the other Haunted House, the one where Adam died.




    They had been having a party, Phoebe and her friends—the zombies who “lived” there. Karen had hung streamers and a disco ball. The zombies had been dancing and laughing and having fun, able to forget, at least for a little while, that they were dead.




    Tommy asked Phoebe if she wanted to take a walk, and she’d gone outside feeling happy, not only because her friends were enjoying themselves, but because she was with Tommy. Once they were alone in the woods he’d told her that the more loved a zombie was, the more alive they became. He’d been about to test his theory by kissing her, but his chance was ruined when Pete Martinsburg and his henchman, TC Stavis, came crashing through the brush. It turns out they hadn’t been alone after all.




    Adam looked up at her as though he could sense what she was thinking. His mouth opened and he struggled to speak, a guttural vibration humming up from his throat.




    He usually could tell what she was thinking, like they really did have the “telepathetic” bond that she had always joked about. Maybe that was why he‘d suddenly appeared that night in the woods, as Pete had taken slow and careful aim at the center of her forehead. Pete had sworn to destroy Tommy, but when he’d raised his rifle, it was her that he’d aimed at. When he’d pulled the trigger, Adam was there. Being there for her had cost him his life.




    “Ev . . . ry,” Adam said, his low, croaking, and dead voice filling his bedroom and calling her back to the present. Phoebe could count the number of words he had managed to say in the two weeks since his return—literally count them—because each night she’d gone home and inscribed them in her journal.




    She watched him try to open and close his mouth for the next two minutes before completing his thought for him.




    “That’s right, Adam,” she said, her voice soft. “Every day is like Halloween now.”




    She took his hand in both of hers and helped him off the bed and onto his feet.




    Tommy never got his kiss. Had she been about to kiss him? Among the many things that were unclear in Phoebe’s mind, that was chief among them. She’d been attracted to him, but she’d also been worried that he was using her, that it wasn’t her, Phoebe, that he’d wanted to kiss, but a living girl. Any living girl.




    Even so—what could a little kiss have hurt?




    She’d never know, not with Tommy, at least. She’d avoided him since that terrible night, when he’d just stood there like a graveyard statue while Pete Martinsburg leveled his gun at her head. Maybe she would find out with Adam. Holding him as his life drained away, she’d realized what she’d always known in her heart. That Adam Layman loved her, loved her so deeply and selflessly that he was willing to give his life for her, even when, to all outside appearances, she’d chosen another over him.




    And she’d realized that she’d loved Adam all along, but she hadn’t been in love with him. She’d always thought of him as a big brother, someone who was solid and dependable, someone in whom she could confide her deepest thoughts and secrets. Margi was always telling her that it was obvious to everyone in the world except her that one day she and Adam would be together. She herself couldn’t understand how she’d been able to overlook their connection for so long.




    And now?




    Adam loved her. He did. And she’d promised herself that she’d do everything she could to bring him back.




    She led him to a seat in the kitchen and started getting things ready for dinner. Phoebe didn’t know what she could do to hasten Adam’s “return,” but she did what she could to keep the Garrity household running as smoothly as possible as each member dealt with their grief.




    She cooked spaghetti for Adam’s stepdad, Joe, and Adam’s other stepbrother, Johnny, when they came home from the garage reeking of cigarettes, sweat, and crankcase oil. Unlike Jimmy, the remaining Garritys were kinder to Adam in death than they had been in life.




    Mr. Garrity, Adam’s stepdad, who he used to call the STD for short, surprised everyone by the way he’d responded to Adam’s death and return. Prior to Adam’s death, Joe had treated him with all the affection one reserved for the proverbial redheaded stepchild, seeing him as an inconvenient interloper in a house already cramped with two other teenage male bodies. It was as if Joe did not want to spare the extra percentage of his wife’s love. The STD exhibited a complete change of heart after Adam’s death, which seemed to galvanize him into a frenzy of parental activity and responsibility. He drank less. He insulted less. He threw reporters off his front lawn, then pursued them in one of the many rusted hulks clustered in and around his driveway, literally chasing them out of the neighborhood.




    He began to refer to Adam as “my son” instead of “my wife’s moron kid.” Adam did not appear to mind Joe’s new name for him, but Phoebe wasn’t sure if it was because it was something he’d longed for, or because it was too much effort to correct him. Confusing as his epiphany was, Joe’s new ’tude was refreshing in an age where many biological parents refused to let their undead youths return home.




    “Where’s Mary?” Joe asked, a line of sauce trickling from the corner of his mouth like stage blood. He’d gotten so used to Phoebe’s presence that the whereabouts of his wife were no longer the first thing on his mind when he got home.




    “Grocery shopping.” Phoebe refilled Johnny’s soda on her way to get herself some spaghetti.




    Joe’s tanned and weathered face crinkled around the eyes, his fork halfway to his lips, and Phoebe was aware of his scrutiny.




    “You’re a good girl, Phoebe,” he said. “I can’t tell you how much we all appreciate what you’re doing for my son. He does too.”




    There it was again. Joe called him “son.” Phoebe turned back to the stove and dug her lime green fingernails into her palm until the pain allowed her to push her emotions back down. She couldn’t believe this was the same man who used to belittle Adam and push him around.




    After dinner, Johnny and Joe lumbered off to watch TV. Phoebe helped Adam down the hall to the kitchen, sitting him where he could see the costumes of any trick-or-treaters. Little kids in costumes could cheer just about anyone up, and if Phoebe’s attention couldn’t bring Adam further into the world of the living, then maybe candy-snatching children could.




    A handful came: a Disney princess, a pirate, a lion in a stroller who giggled without cease when Phoebe dropped a Krackle inside the grinning orange sphere on her lap.




    Adam was far enough away that he was hard to see in the dim light of the kitchen, but there was a pint-size vampire who spotted him when Phoebe turned back from the door to get her bag of candy.




    “That a dead guy?” he said through the screen door, nearly tripping on his cape as he pointed at Adam with chocolatey fingers.




    Phoebe considered her response, wondering where the little boy’s parents were. She didn’t think that anyone let their kids out without a phalanx of parental guardians swarming around them.




    “That’s Adam,” she explained, opening the door and dropping a couple of Special Darks into his pillowcase.




    “Hey, Adam,” the kid yelled. The little vampire turned back to her. “He’s dead. Like me!”




    Then he leaped down the steps, cape flapping behind him.




    She looked back at Adam and again she saw the lip twitch, which lightened her heart. The doorbell announced a new group of trick-or-treaters.




    Phoebe opened the door, and was startled to see three teenage boys in horrific zombie costumes. Except they weren’t wearing costumes.




    “Trick . . . or . . . treat,” the closest said, a strange mirthless grin on one side of his face.




    “Takayuki,” she said, taken aback but still reaching automatically for the bag of candy. Takayuki had always gone out of his way to make her feel uncomfortable, and she hadn’t seen him since Adam’s death. “How have you been?” Her voice broke, betraying her nervousness.




    “Dead.” The comment put a mirthful, malevolent glint in the dull eyes of his companions. One of them was Tayshawn, who had dropped out of their Undead Studies class, but Phoebe didn’t recognize the other two. Zombies were always showing up at the Haunted House, attracted mostly by the writing on Tommy’s blog, mysocalledundeath.com. Phoebe hadn’t been back to the house since Adam died.




    The boy next to Takayuki was wearing a long silver earring and sunglasses with dark lenses. His shaved head gleamed like a second moon in the porch light. When he smiled, he revealed teeth that had been sharpened into rough points. He was wearing a leather jacket similar to Tak’s, but the cuffs were stained and spattered with red, as were the tips of the fingers on his bone white hand. There was a very tall fourth boy lurking behind them, his face cast in shadow.




    Phoebe reached into the bag and withdrew a few pieces of candy. Tak was the person who had “avenged” Adam, but his presence generated no warmth in her. Whatever it was that drove him to hunt Pete down, his motives were unlikely to have had anything to do with her, Adam, or any of the other “beating hearts” that Takayuki disdained.




    “Where are your Halloween bags?” she asked, holding the candy in front of her, feeling foolish. The dead had no use for chocolate. They had no use for her either.




    Tak looked over his shoulder. “George,” he said, “come trick . . . or-treat from the nice . . . soft . . . beating heart.”




    Tak and the other boys moved aside so George could ascend the steps. The boy wore a tattered brown jacket, jeans with shredded cuffs, and a soiled T-shirt with holes big enough for Phoebe to see where patches of flesh were missing from his rib cage. He looked at her as he limped up the stairs with a big plastic trick-or-treat bag that had a garish jack-o’-lantern blazing beneath a green and warty witch. The boy was not a pretty sight. He was missing an ear and half his nose, and his hair looked as if it had been washed with sewage. He smelled as if he’d been washed with sewage.




    But the scariest part of him was his eyes. They were like no other zombie eyes she’d ever seen. No matter how flat or glassy the eyes of the differently biotic were, there was always at least a glimmer of intelligence within. Not so with George. There was nothing in his eyes. Nothing at all.




    Holding her breath, she forced herself to hold his non-stare. Some of my best friends are dead, she told herself. This boy may be more dead in appearance, but he’s no less a person than they are.




    He looked at her, or looked through her, she couldn’t tell, and opened his bag. She dropped in a piece of candy, but the noise that it made when it landed was not the familiar paper on paper sound wrapped candy made. She glimpsed inside the bag and saw a round wet lump of red and gray fur, and a curling tail.




    She shrieked, jumping back.




    The dead pretended to laugh. “Can Adam . . . come out . . . and play?” Takayuki asked.




    Her heart was beating wildly as she looked over her shoulder to where Adam sat with his back to the wall. He looked like he was trying, but failing, to speak.




    “No,” she stuttered. “We’re spending the night at home, thank you.”




    Takayuki cracked his knuckles, making sure she could see the ones that were no longer covered with skin.




    “Someday,” he said, “he will . . . want . . . to be with . . . his own kind.”




    “He is,” she said, regaining her composure. Tak was just another bully, and she was sick of bullies. “I’m his kind.”




    “Sure,” Tak said as he and his companions began to fade into the night. “Happy . . . Halloween.”




    

       

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    SPEAKING WITH the dead was always disconcerting, but speaking with Karen DeSonne was positively otherworldly. Karen’s eyes were like diamonds; Phoebe swore she could see refracted rainbows in them when they were out from under the fluorescent wash of the school’s lighting. Even in darkness they seemed to twinkle like far off stars.




    Phoebe started eating and was about to ask Margi if she would trade her peach for a yogurt, when she saw Karen from across the crowded cafeteria, her long mane of platinum hair bouncing with each clipped step. Phoebe looked down at her food with sudden interest, even though she knew staring into her salad would not ward off the conversation to come.




    “Here’s . . . Karen,” Colette said, after peering into Phoebe’s yogurt as if she couldn’t believe she’d ever eaten anything that looked like that. “She’s on . . . a . . . mission.”




    Even with her head down, Phoebe was aware of boys from the surrounding tables craning to get a better look at Karen and her micro skirt and high boots. At one time it was considered impolite to stare at the dead, back in the days where the term of choice was “living impaired.” Impaired no longer, the differently biotic could be gawked and leered at just like any other teenage girl. Phoebe wasn’t sure if Karen liked the attention or thought it perverse, but if she had to guess, she’d go with liking it.




    Halloween had been pretty much a nonevent at Oakvale High. In years past there might have been jokes about the differently biotic already being in costume, but no longer—maybe because Halloween seemed superfluous in an age where the dead walked the earth. But a subtle shift was taking place among the students in adapting to what some called “the second chance” and still others called “the undead plague”—an acceptance. There were still those like Pete Martinsburg who feared or hated the differently biotic kids, but most regarded them with no more interest than they would anyone else.




    That was the reaction they had for most db kids, anyway. The reaction they had for Karen was special, and no different than they had for any other girl as flat out hot as she was. Phoebe thought of the grisly quartet that had stood on Adam’s doorstep last night and couldn’t believe how far ranging the differently biotic experience could be.




    “Phoebe,” Karen said, her voice breathy, as though it had taken her effort to cross the room at such a speed. “Hi, Margi. Colette.”




    “Hey, K,” Margi replied, lifting her diet soda in a silent toast. The usual clinking of her dozen-odd silver bangles was muted by her newest fashion fad, which was to twist thin wristlets out of electrical tape. Colette waved.




    “Phoebe,” Karen repeated, and Phoebe lifted her head. “How much longer are you going to ignore Tommy?”




    “We’re fine, K,” Margi cut in. “Thanks for asking. And yourself? Really? No, I didn’t watch the game last night. Colette and I handed out six bags of candy. We were both Hannah Montanas. I’m afraid I did not know that you were such a fan of NBA basketball. Isn’t that interesting, Pheebes?”




    Phoebe watched Karen swivel toward Margi, imagining her diamond eyes flashing into life like twin lasers.




    “I’m not in the mood, Margi,” she said. “I just had to endure about an hour of . . . interrogation about whether or not I . . . defaced the school last night.”




    “Did you crack?” Margi said. “Did you sing like a canary?”




    “Funny. I don’t even know who did . . . it.”




    “Yeah, you . . . do,” Colette said, frowning.




    “What did ‘they’ do?” Phoebe asked.




    Karen and Colette exchanged a glance before Karen answered.




    “They . . . spray painted the side of the school.”




    “What did they spray?”




    “‘Adam Laymon . . . no rest, no peace.’” Karen’s crystalline gaze was steady and unflinching. “Over a drawing of a . . . tombstone . . . and an open grave.”




    Phoebe frowned, thinking of the boy with the stained cuffs and hands.




    “Did they use red paint?”




    Karen nodded. A tense silence followed until Colette broke it a few moments later.




    “I guess they . . . will be . . . talking to me . . . next.”




    “Could be,” Karen said. “They already spoke to Tommy and Kevin. Strange how they don’t even . . . consider . . . that a trad may have done it.”




    “A trad . . . didn’t do it . . . and you . . . know it,” Colette said. Karen shrugged




    “You know who did it?” Margi asked. None of the other girls answered her.




    Karen sighed, turning back to Phoebe. The sigh sounded realistic even though Karen didn’t need to breathe.




    “Phoebe, don’t you think you’ve left you and Tommy . . . unresolved?” she asked. “Don’t you think he . . . deserves . . . a conversation at least?”




    “Deserves,” Phoebe said. She didn’t feel good about avoiding him, but that didn’t mean that she thought that he “deserved” anything.




    “He hasn’t . . . been himself . . . since you stopped talking to him.”




    Phoebe poked at her wilted salad. She didn’t like the hitch in Karen’s speech. Karen wasn’t like most differently biotic people. She could usually converse without any of the pauses and stops that marked typical zombie speech patterns. Phoebe had noticed that with “highly functional” db kids like Karen and Tommy, pauses meant they were feeling emotional, or as close to emotional as the dead could be.




    “I’ve been really busy, Karen,” she replied. It sounded lame even to her. “I go over to Adam’s every night, and I . . .”




    “I know all about Adam, Phoebe,” Karen said. “Adam isn’t here, and there’s no reason why you couldn’t give Tommy five minutes of your time. You know, like you used to every day before algebra class back when the two of you were . . . dating?”




    Phoebe blushed and set her fork down. She heard Margi tell Karen to take it easy, but she lifted up her hand before Karen could say more.




    “I’m sorry, Karen,” she said. “It’s just really hard.”




    “It’s hard,” Karen repeated, her voice growing husky. It was amazing, what Karen could do with her voice, altering the flat monotone that marked the speech of the dead. Phoebe raised her head so she was staring into the blank lights of Karen’s eyes. “You think it’s hard.”




    “I know what you’re going to say, Karen. I know.”




    Phoebe knew that the differently biotic had to work at expressing emotions on their faces. She knew from being with Adam since his death that he could have emotions trapped deep within his still heart that his body would no longer convey. She’d spent long hours helping him walk or exercise in the hopes of bringing back a range of motion to his stiff limbs, long hours just sitting holding his hand or leaning against his arm. The time together might make him happy, or grateful, or sad, but Phoebe didn’t know. Adam couldn’t show it. Yet.




    Karen was better at nuance than any of them, as good as some living kids, almost. But if Karen felt any pity for Phoebe, there was no sign of it on her cold, beautiful face.




    “Adam needs me right now, Karen,” she said. “His mom said he fell again. . . .”




    “He fell?” Margi asked. “I didn’t think he could, like, walk yet. Without help.”




    “He can’t. He tries, of course. He’s stubborn.”




    “That isn’t being stubborn. It’s being smart. He isn’t going to . . . come back . . . by sitting around on his can all day and night.”




    Phoebe wasn’t sure if Karen was being practical or cruel. “He needs me, Karen. I just don’t . . . I don’t think I have anything left for anyone else.”




    Tommy never needed me the way Adam does, Phoebe thought.




    Karen put her arms on the table in front of her, palms up. Phoebe couldn’t help but notice how smooth and white they were, like she had been carved from a single piece of white stone.




    “I know Adam needs you, honey,” she said. “He always did.”




    Phoebe hesitated, then placed her hands on Karen’s open palms, relieved that the subject of Tommy was dropped for the moment. Karen’s hands felt warmer than hers, which Phoebe could never understand no matter how many times she experienced it.




    “Awww,” Margi said. “See, we can all play nice.”




    Karen smiled, looking embarrassed. “I know it’s hard, sweetie. I guess I should be asking how I can help instead of bullying you.”




    Phoebe felt a tear roll down her cheek, but Karen was holding her hands so it made it all the way to her jawline before Margi leaned over and wiped it away with the edge of her napkin.




    “I don’t know,” Phoebe said, crying openly now. “Adam . . . Adam isn’t like you, Karen. Or like Tommy. Tommy told me that you and he came back more because . . . because you were loved, and I’m trying with Adam, but it just isn’t working.”




    “He’s more . . . like me,” Colette said. “It will . . . take time.”




    The girls fell silent as Principal Kim walked over to their table and asked Colette to follow her. As Colette rose, Principal Kim looked at Phoebe and noticed she’d been crying.




    “Phoebe?”




    She turned, embarrassed.




    “Um,” she said, “yes, Principal Kim?”




    “Are you all right, Phoebe?”




    “Yes. I’m fine, thank you.”




    Principal Kim gave a slow nod. Phoebe prayed that she wouldn’t bring up counseling again: counseling for this and that. Because your friends are dead, because your friends aren’t dead. Because they are dead and then they aren’t dead and how do you feel about that? How do you feel? How do they feel? How can they feel?




    Principal Kim’s silence was worse even than the mandatory counseling that they’d made Phoebe go to for the first week after Adam was killed. Margi and Karen were looking at the table, compounding the air of guilt that seemed to hang over their lunch.




    “Um, is there anything else, ma’am?” Phoebe said, finally.




    The principal thought a moment before answering her question. “You wouldn’t know who vandalized the school last night, would you?”




    “No,” she said, the lie passing her lips with surprising ease.




    “I know you spend a lot of time with the differently biotic students,” she said, looking at Karen apologetically. “With Adam, and with other kids that don’t go to our school.”




    “You don’t know that a zombie did it.”




    “No, I don’t,” she said. “But I thought you might know if someone was . . . upset with the situation.”




    “Everyone should be upset.” Phoebe’s eyes were burning, but she refused to cry again.




    “Of course,” Ms. Kim’s voice was soft. “Understand, I’m more interested in getting people the help they need than I am in punishment. You realize that, don’t you? All of you?”




    Karen said she did, and Phoebe nodded. She was afraid to use her voice.




    Ms. Kim held her gaze. “Well, I’m sure you’ll let me know if I can help. Let’s go, Colette.”




    They watched her leave, Karen shaking her head. “You get a few questions, we get interrogated. That’s fair.”




    “I’m sorry,” Phoebe said, rubbing at the corners of her eyes. “Thank God, I don’t have mascara on today.”




    “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Margi said, as eager to derail the conversation as she was. “And what’s with the new wardrobe too?”




    Phoebe looked down at her light green blouse, shrugging. “I just thought it was time for a change.”




    “A change?” Margi said. “I barely even recognize you half the time now. What are those—slacks? Blue jeans? And all the colors . . .”




    “She doesn’t want to look like she’s in mourning,” Karen said.




    Phoebe, her tears under control, pursed her lips. Sometimes it really did feel as if Karen was walking around inside her head, because she’d nailed her motivations exactly.




    “Whaaaat?” For someone as fashion conscious as their pink-haired friend, Margi had a tendency to overlook the obvious.




    “She doesn’t want to look like she’s in mourning. When she’s with Adam. Out with the blacks and the grays, good-bye gauzy skirts and ruffled sleeves. Good-bye, Morticia Addams, hello, girl next door.”




    “I didn’t think it was that obvious,” Phoebe said,




    Karen conveyed sympathy with a slight turn of her eyebrows. She really was amazing. Such an actress.




    “Don’t get me wrong, honey. Earth tones work for you. But you have such nice creamy skin, and that beautiful black hair—you’re a knockout in black. White, too. And you could give red a chance.”




    Phoebe thought of the dress she wore for homecoming, a simple, straight sheath so white it shimmered. She ruined it on the muddy earth kneeling over Adam’s body as he died. Tommy knelt with her, and he might have held her, or he might have tried to help Adam. She couldn’t remember much about that night except for her dirty dress and the blood spreading across Adam’s chest.




    He’d said her dress was like moonlight.




    She shuddered.




    “I’ll try, Karen. I’ll try to talk to Tommy.”




    But later, when she saw him lingering by the doorway to their algebra class, the one that they’d once shared with Adam’s killer, Pete Martinsburg, and Pete’s flunky, TC Stavis, she found she couldn’t try at all. He stood so straight and tall, with his shoulders broad and his face strong and angular. He looked like a sculptor’s idea of a young god. Like Karen, he looked as though physical perfection could only be achieved through death.




    She watched him for a moment. Watching him, with him not knowing she was watching, gave her a weird feeling in her stomach.




    You should have saved me, Tommy, she thought. You. But you didn’t.




    Her breath caught as he turned suddenly and saw her, his gray-blue eyes finding hers even through the passing crowd. Her insides did a somersault, and she turned around in a hurry and marched off toward the nurse’s office.




    But he caught up to her. Even Adam had talked about how quick Tommy was for a dead kid.




    “Phoebe . . .”




    “Oh hi, Tommy,” she said, not stopping. I’m not ready for this.




    “Phoebe, can we—”




    “I’m not feeling very well, Tommy. I’m headed to the nurse’s office.”




    “You’re . . . sick?” his said, his face a mask of concern. Literally a mask, as expressiveness did not come as easily to him as it did to Karen.




    “I’m sick,” she said. What right did he have to be concerned for her?




    “I’ll . . . walk . . . with you.”




    “So now you want to move,” she said, her anger flashing, the words out before she could stop them.




    “What?”




    “Forget it.”




    “No,” he said, “what . . . did you mean?”




    The anger engulfed her like a hot wave pitched by a boiling ocean. She felt it wash over her and carry her out to sea.




    “I said, now you want to move! Now all of a sudden you can move!”




    She was shouting, and everyone in the hall stopped what they were doing to stare. She didn’t care. They’d stared when they were dating, when they touched hands in the hallway. The only difference now was that they stared openly, instead of hiding behind books and locker doors. Hypocrites, every last one of them, a world full of hypocrites.




    “Phoebe, what . . . ?”




    “You didn’t move, Tommy! He pointed the gun right at me and you didn’t do anything!”




    “I . . .”




    “All you had . . . had to do was . . . move,” she said. “It wouldn’t have hurt if he shot you. But you just stood there, and . . . and Adam’s dead! He’s dead, Tommy!”




    She looked at him, her eyes blurry with tears. He’d stopped trying to talk, and the mask of concern had fallen away from his face as he stood there.




    Just stood there.




    “He’d be alive if it weren’t for you, Tommy,” she said, whispering so the gawkers wouldn’t hear.




    He’d be alive, she thought, and you and I would be together.




    Tommy didn’t try and stop her as she fled down the hall.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER FOUR




    “HAPPY” BIRTHDAY,” Gus Guttridge, the lawyer, said with all of the warmth of a day-old cup of coffee.




    “Gee, thanks,” Pete replied.




    “Cheer up. If you were born a few months earlier you could be tried as an adult instead of a juvenile, and then the circus would really come to town. We’re in good shape.”




    Guttridge sat down at the head of the table facing Pete, his mother and her husband, the Wimp, and the social worker. They were in a conference room at the Winford Juvenile Detention Center where Pete had been living for the past two weeks. There were two wrinkled posters in the room, one that said drugs were Uncool and one that said gang violence was Uncool. Pete didn’t mind the detention center. The food was better than what he got at home, and they delivered it right to his room because he wasn’t allowed to mix with the other kids being held there. Other kids would probably think that was Uncool, too, but Pete thought it was pretty Cool.




    “The downside is I don’t think you returning to school is an option at this point,” Guttridge said. “The best we can hope for is that you’ll be sent home, remanded to your mother’s custody, and homeschooled by a state-appointed instructor.”




    Pete thought the downside was looking up. He ran the tips of his fingers along the scar on the left side of his face, the tips of his index and middle fingers tracing the ragged stitch marks where the zombie had cut him. The wound was still capable of flaring into a sudden pain or a steady dull throb, but Pete didn’t mind either sensation. The time when his cheek was numb and he was drooling all over the place was worse.




    “Typically, murder by a juvenile offender means you get tried as an adult,” Guttridge said. “The fact that Mr. Layman is still able to walk into the courtroom himself means that the court is already thinking that this isn’t really a murder. We can work with that.”




    The Wimp, motivated no doubt by a desire to posture for his wife rather than by any real feeling for Pete, asked a question, but Pete wasn’t listening to him. He was listening to the voice of the scarred zombie in his head.




    “Did you think I would kill you?” the zombie had whispered, its fetid breath like the air from an open grave. “Death is a gift.”




    In some ways Pete was glad that the zombie had maimed him, because his scar was visible proof that worm burgers were evil monsters that delighted in the pain and disfigurement of the living.




    “Well, Mr. Clary,” Guttridge was saying, “the idea is that Pete should not be tried for manslaughter, because Layman doesn’t meet the legal definition of ‘dead.’ He’s differently biotic, but if he is still ‘biotic,’ he’s alive and therefore Pete did not commit manslaughter. Assault, maybe. But I think even that’s a stretch at this point.”




    One of the stitches was protruding from Pete’s cheek like a small thorn or the sting of a hornet. He worked the stitch back and forth, ignoring the sharp bright pain that accompanied the movements. He realized that the lawyer, Guttridge, was saying his name.




    “Mr. Martinsburg? Pete?”




    Pete looked up. His mother and the Wimp were sitting with looks of false concern as Gus Guttridge tried to get his attention. Pete leaned forward in his chair.




    “Sorry,” he said, “what were we talking about?”




    “We were discussing what should and should not be said on the stand.”




    “Right,” Pete said. “Right. Just be honest, is what you said.”




    “Correct.” Guttridge said. Pete didn’t trust guys with beards, and Guttridge had a hell of a beard, a big wooly thing as thick as the curly hair on his head. But Guttridge was his father’s choice, and his father went with the best that money could buy, so Pete went with the flow.




    “So, again,” Guttridge said, “you understand that when Ms. Lainey asks you a question, it is in your best interest to give her short, succinct answers.”




    “Succinct, right.” Pete felt his fingertips drawn back to the loose stitch like a magnet. They’d come out in a week if everything went as planned, and good old Dad Martinsburg was going to pick up the tab for whatever cosmetic surgery Pete required to get rid of the scars. Pete wasn’t so sure he wanted to be prettied up just yet.




    “Yes,” Guttridge continued, his baggy blue eyes regarding Pete. “So when Counselor Lainey asks you why you went to the property on Chesterton Road, how will you respond?”




    “I heard there was a party there.”




    “Were you invited to this party?”




    “No,” Pete said.




    “Were you under the influence of drugs or alcohol?”




    “I had a few sips of schnapps. Peppermint.”




    “Were you drunk?”




    “No.”




    “So you went to crash the party?”




    Pete sighed, his fingertips drifting once again to the cut on his cheek.




    “I heard that the zombies were having a party and that some real people were going to be there too, and I didn’t like what I heard the zombies were going to do.”




    Pete watched Guttridge pooch out his lower lip as he peered down at him through his glasses. The glasses were light frames of gold wire, the kind a lot of overweight guys with big faces wore.




    “Don’t call them zombies,” Guttridge said. “Say ‘differently biotic.’”




    “They call themselves zombies,” Pete said, just to see if he could get a rise out of Wooly Face. No luck.




    “Doesn’t mean you can. Don’t say ‘real people,’ either. If you could remember to say traditionally biotic it would be helpful also. Understand that you may hear me use other terms, but that doesn’t mean you should. You need to project Wholesome and Respectful. Let me do Outraged, if I need to.”




    “Why should you have all the fun?” Pete tapped the edge of a fingernail on the heavy tabletop.




    Guttridge gave him a thin smile. “Because you already had yours. Now, back to business. Did you go to the party alone?”




    “No.”




    “Who were you with?”




    “TC Stavis.”




    “I see. What did you and Mr. Stavis do, once you arrived at the party?”




    “We parked the car at a turnoff a half mile down the road, and then we walked through the woods until we got to the house, and then we waited.”




    “Don’t volunteer the info about the car unless asked a direct question,” Guttridge said. “Why were you waiting outside?”




    “We weren’t invited.”




    Guttridge frowned. “Very funny. Please answer the question.”




    “We were waiting to see if Phoebe was at the party.”




    “About Miss Kendall,” Guttridge said, shuffling a file to the top of his deck.




    “Morticia Scarypants,” Pete said, smiling.




    But Guttridge’s well of patience seemed bottomless, probably because good old Darren paid him by the hour. “Please forget you ever invented that name,” he said, “unless you want to be tagged something similar when you get sent to prison.”




    Pete laughed, and he could feel the skin around his stitches grow taut with the movement. “What happened, Your Honor, is that I saw Julie with the differently biotic boy, and I remembered what he told . . .”




    Guttridge lifted his fleshy hand, cutting Pete’s thought short. The ring on Guttridge’s finger was the size of a cherry tomato, with a large onyx set in the center.




    “Another thing,” Guttridge said. “You need to stop calling her Julie. There is no Julie I see associated in any way with your case, and the last thing you want is anyone in the courtroom to be confused. Don’t confuse them. Call her by her first name. Phoebe.”




    “Phoebe,” Pete repeated. He wasn’t smiling any longer, but he wondered if the scar and its stitching made him look as though he was. Julie had been his girl back in California, but she died. She died, and she did not come back. Life wasn’t fair sometimes. “Yeah, Phoebe.”




    They sat there, a patient and concerned audience, and he told his version of what happened on that night.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER FIVE




    “WE’RE READY, right, Adam?” Joe said. “I mean, you don’t want to wait, do you?”




    Nod. Nod open mouth no Joe don’t ask two questions wait until first answered patience all need patience not ready but ready as can be can’t wait around right leg can’t stay in room any longer go more insane than already am left leg freaking leg Frankenstein must go to foundation could help mouth open speak speak speak.




    “Red . . .”




    Speak right leg Joe open the door don’t just stand there waiting waiting to speak not used to you paying attention easier when you ignored go see Tommy go see Karen learn learn how they do what they do did what they did left leg goal walk normal one week no three speak speak speak.




    “Dee.”




    Joe opened the car door, frowning. “You sure?”




    Speak speak no stop speak nod nod right arm hold door left leg step left knee bend bend push left arm right leg damn body push damn teenage Frankenstein.




    “You need some help?” Joe asked.




    Help Phoebe help see Phoebe at Undead Studies see Angela Alish move body move left leg see Kevin Sylvia not Sylvia see Thornton see Margi Colette help learn bring back help push Joe yes FrankenAdam am too big heavy push shoulder yes push.




    Ignition gear miss driving goal two months no two years driving accelerate stop turn miss friends miss football miss baconandeggs miss karate Master Griffin miss Frisbee God miss Frisbee goal one month no three months.




    “Are you nervous?”




    Nervous not nervous stop miss Frisbee spinning arc disc flying across surface of the moon topspin backspin overhand underhand Astroturf miss running Phoebe running hold out hand the hand obeys hold out your hand catch spinning floating thing don’t let it get away pull it close into the body.




    “Phoebe said she’d meet us at the front,” Joe said. “I told that girl there, Angel? Angie? I told her I wouldn’t be coming in. That okay with you?”




    Nod. Nod speak stop speak miss Phoebe miss Phoebe sad Phoebe waste time with teenage Frankenstein myriad of problems heh Phoebe sad said change needs to live not live with teenage Frankenstein miss Phoebe help Hunters help.




    “That girl has been such a help to us,” Joe said. “Not a bad little cook either.”




    Miss Phoebe said unsaid pity unsaid too late waited too long to live Karen right too late Phoebe become who you always were not what you are now spinning disc Phoebe why why didn’t anyone take the bullet out of my heart?




    

       

    




    CHAPTER SIX




    “WELCOME BACK, Adam,” Angela said as Phoebe led him into the classroom by the hand. Phoebe realized that despite its radiance, Angela’s megawatt smile could not bring the dead back to life.




    And I had such high hopes, she thought. The Hunters, Angela and her father, Alish, were watching Adam with undisguised interest. Phoebe couldn’t help but think that they were wondering how they could use Adam’s murder and return from death to advance the stated aims of the Hunter Foundation, which were to “integrate the differently biotic into American society and culture through the application of the sciences.” Phoebe knew that Angela had real concern for Adam, but she still found their scrutiny creepy.




    She led Adam to the wide vinyl chair he usually occupied in Undead Studies class. She supported him as he bent at the knees, falling back into the chair with a heaviness that drove all the air out of the cushioning. Phoebe didn’t let go of his elbow until he craned his neck upward to look at her.




    She was aware that everyone in the room was focused on them.




    “Thank . . .” he said, and she could feel him concentrating on the word, concentrating on making his lungs move and his mouth open, his tongue like a piece of cold rubber as he tried to form the word. She could feel his awareness of the seconds ticking by into minutes as he tried to complete his sentence. The trad kids in the class were used to being patient with the db kids’ mode of speech—Adam himself had been infinitely patient—but she knew that his patience would not extend to himself.




    He’s so helpless, she thought, and hated herself for thinking it. She couldn’t understand why Adam wasn’t coming back faster. Even terminally slow Kevin Zumbrowski, who sat next to Colette on the futon, was more “returned” than Adam. Colette was changing, her limbs were more pliable, her skin less ashen. Her hair was closer to the dark brown it had been when she died. Phoebe knew that Margi was spending a lot of her time with Colette. The time together seemed to be doing both girls good. Phoebe was happy for them, and she did her best to tell herself that she wasn’t a little jealous too.




    In contrast to the slowly returning, there were Tommy and Karen, whose stillness now seemed more like a mark of maturity than a sign of death.




    “. . . you,” Adam said, finally completing his response.




    Phoebe sighed with relief. She saw that Angela’s smile, at least, was free from the pity she’d seen on so many other faces. Adam could take the disgust and hatred, but she knew that the thought of someone pitying him filled him with fury he was not capable of releasing.




    Angela nodded. “You’re welcome.”




    Phoebe looked up at the sound of a shuffling noise coming from the hall outside, and wondered if a new student was joining them—the ranks were certainly depleted from the last time that Adam had been in class; even with Margi back the class was still down a few people. It was like an episode of some bizarre prizeless reality show; Tayshawn Wade dropped out, Sylvia hadn’t come back yet, and Evan Talbot would never be returning again, thanks to Pete Martinsburg and his cronies. They’d reterminated him and got away with it.




    Alish Hunter, his lab coat hanging loosely over his spidery, skeletal frame, entered the lounge. The old man’s rubber-soled loafers slid along the thin beige carpeting in short, arthritic movements. Phoebe watched his feet and wondered at the static charge the old man must be building; in her mind’s eye she could picture him throwing his hands to the sky and shouting “Life!” as he shot Adam with a bolt of pent-up static electricity from the metal head of his cane.




    “My boy,” Alish said, his bushy gray eyebrows knitting as he stared down at Adam. “I’m glad to see you haven’t left us. We can learn a lot from you, Mr. Layman.”




    Adam didn’t even try to respond to that.




    “Welcome,” Alish said, beaming as though he were reuniting lost relatives over an expansive meal. He led two new students, zombies, into the room. They sat next to Thornton Harrowwood on the long orange futon. Thorny, who still played on the football team even though Tommy had quit and Adam was no longer able to play, looked especially glad to see Adam back in class. Thorny was the smallest kid on the team, but Phoebe’d heard he was getting a lot of playing time, not only because of the Undead Studies kids dropping out, but because Pete Martinsburg and TC Stavis were kicked off. She was surprised, actually, that Thorny hadn’t been injured yet.




    “Welcome, students,” Alish was saying. “Please help yourself to refreshments. We have coffee and soft drinks.”




    Phoebe watched the two new zombies. The boy looked typical enough as far as zombies went, a pale, thin kid with gray-black hair, wearing a flannel shirt, jeans, and scuffed work boots. The girl next to him was different, starting with the mass of hair that billowed around her head like a bright red cloud. It reminded Phoebe of Evan, the only other zombie she’d known with red hair. His had been a faded red, but the new girl’s was rich and coppery. But that wasn’t even the most striking thing about her.




    She was wearing a mask. A bone white mask that covered her entire face; it was similar to one of the comedy and tragedy masks that Mrs. Dubois, the drama teacher, had hanging in her office, except this one had no expression at all, the thin lips a carved straight line.




    “I’d like to introduce to you Melissa Riley,” Alish said. Melissa was wearing a long brown skirt that went past her knees, and a heather green sweater that bunched at her wrists. She sat with her hands folded in her lap and her head bowed, her eyes hidden behind the almond-shaped eyeholes of the mask. Phoebe could see pale beige dots, the ghosts of freckles, on the backs of her hands. Next to her on the couch was a whiteboard the size of a large notebook, and a black marker.




    There was a bright chorus of welcomes from the students, but Melissa did not lift her head or respond in any way. Alish waited a moment before continuing, his smile unwavering despite Melissa’s apparent shyness.




    “And this young man to the far left is Cooper Wilson,” Alish said, and as Alish gave a fluttery wave toward the boy, Phoebe noticed that the old man had pale brown spots on his hands as well, but his were liver spots.




    “Hey . . . everybody,” Cooper said, “call . . . me . . . Coop.”




    “Hey, Coop,” replied most of the class, nearly in unison.




    “Yes,” Alish said. “You may recall that our Mr. Williams read an article about a tragic fire at a place called Dickinson House, in Massachusetts. Melissa and Cooper were made homeless by that fire. We are thrilled that concerned parties helped them find residence here.”




    He hesitated. The article that Tommy read indicated that the fire was more of a massacre than an accident, with seven zombies being reterminated in the flames and just the two on the couch surviving. Phoebe looked over at the girl and wondered what the mask hid.




    “Well,” Alish said finally, “please do what you can to make our newest students feel welcome.”




    “You are probably all wondering how our fair Ms. Stelman is doing,” Alish continued. Phoebe and the other “veterans” of the Undead Studies class snapped to attention. Sylvia Stelman was a zombie classmate who had been taken for a special “augmentation” procedure. All they knew about the “augmentation” was that it would supposedly restore Sylvia to a near-living state. They had no idea how it was performed or what exactly it entailed, and the Hunters refused to elaborate. Sylvia had been gone a number of weeks, and naturally everyone in the class was worried about her.
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