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To Chad,


For pushing me to fight for my dreams, even though it meant putting your Camaro on hold.


I couldn’t ask for a better partner in crime.




Hell is yourself and the only redemption is when a person puts himself aside to feel deeply for another person.


—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS








CHAPTER ONE






Seven hours and two hundred cornfields after hitching a ride out of Chicago, Regan Whitmer could finally see the light. It was the same old-timey traffic light she’d memorized from the pictures online, blinking just over the questionable, wooden bridge that crossed a shallow creek. In the distance, she could make out the silhouette of a town—striped awnings and tall, brick buildings with the occasional banner strung from one side of the street to the other. The moment Regan saw it, she knew Half Moon Hollow was a place she could get lost in.


“You can let me out here,” she shouted over the gospel music to Betty Lou.


Her plump getaway driver stopped the Buick inches before the bridge and pushed her rhinestone-lined glasses into her white curls. “Honey, are you sure? I feel just awful leaving you here by yourself.”


“I’ll be fine,” Regan said, climbing from the car. She lugged her scramble-packed bag of clothes across her shoulder, closed the door, and leaned into the window. “Thanks for the ride.”


“Oh sweetie, I only did what Jesus would do.” Betty Lou smiled and held out the purple WWJD bracelet she’d given Regan around the state line, and Regan had covertly shoved into the valley of the seats a few counties later. “Remember, if you get lost—”


“He has the map. . . I know.” Regan rolled her eyes and slid the bracelet over her wrist as she backed away from the car. “Have fun in Atlantic City. Hope you hit it big.”


As soon as the Buick’s rattle faded in the distance, Regan threw the bracelet far into the cornfield that bordered the road. It wasn’t anything personal against Jesus; Regan figured he helped a lot of people who were in trouble, even if she’d never been one of them. The bracelet just felt more like a pair of handcuffs after living in her stepfather’s religious jail.


She crossed the wooden bridge and headed toward town, the sour smell of dirt and old straw a harsh contrast to the exhaust fumes she was used to. No hum from the L train muffled the crunch of her feet against the gravel road, nor sirens reminded her someone was worse off than she was. The only sounds were the birds chirping in the air and the rustling of cornfields. It made Regan uncomfortable, lonely. It made her question coming here to find her father.


She still hadn’t decided how to break the news to him. Perhaps: Knock, Knock. Who’s there? The daughter you never knew you had. Or maybe: Nice to meet you. I’m your kid. And there were the bigger questions that tugged at her brain too. Was her father everything her mother had described? Did he have a family of his own—a beautiful wife and kids and a dog that fetched the morning newspaper? Was there any room in his perfect life for her?


Would he even want her if there was?


Reaching the edge of town, she shook the uncertainty from her head and examined the streetscape before her. So this was Half Moon Hollow—the population just under fifteen hundred, according to the weathered, wooden sign hanging from one rusty nail. Where those fifteen hundred people were, she did not know. If not for the banner advertising an upcoming festival, she’d have thought Half Moon Hollow abandoned long ago.


She set off down the vacant street, glancing in each window she passed. A hardware store, a pharmacy, a bank—all closed—each with blue and yellow garlands draped around the windows. There was nothing to help her, no one to ask for directions, nowhere to turn. Only one rusty Jeep without any doors parked in the road up ahead. She sank to the sidewalk with her head in her hands, defeated.


Get up, Regan.


She stiffened at her mother’s voice. Not this again. Regan hadn’t heard her since climbing out the window last night, had hoped she’d left her behind with the rest of her ghosts.


Go. Find a map, her mother pressed.


“Uh, in case you haven’t noticed, there’s no visitor’s center here in Half Moon Hollow.”


We need to keep going.


“What do you mean we? There’s no we anymore. There stopped being a we the day you left me with Steven. Now, get lost!” Regan threw a handful of gravel into the air toward the invisible ghost of her mother, or whatever it was. The first time she’d heard it, a few months back, she’d blamed it on a gas station burrito she’d eaten. The second time, a severe case of survivor’s guilt. By the third, Regan had stopped explaining and started thinking up ways to get rid of her.


Hearing her mother stirred up all the anger again, anger that always led back to sadness. And Regan had no more tears left to waste.


“Pardon my meddling, but are you lost, Miss?”


Regan turned toward the strange voice. A tall man in cut-off overalls and a white T-shirt stared back with a toothy grin. Any other time, she’d have found him creepy, but, lost and sweating in the August heat, he looked like her hero.


His grin started to slide, and his bushy brow rose. “You must be one o’ them Hawkins High kids from the city, huh?”


She brushed the bangs from her eyes and nodded, though she had no idea where Hawkins High was. Right now, she’d tell him she was from Mars if he’d help her.


“Well, the new high school’s about a mile up the road that way,” the man continued, tossing a navy-blue bag into the back of the rusted Jeep. “If you hurry, you can still make it.”


“Make what?”


“The football scrimmage. Where else you think everyone is today? A tractor pull?”


“Right. Football.” Regan hopped to her feet and tossed her bag across her shoulder, not entirely sure what a tractor pull was. “This might be a stretch, but is there a bus I could take?”


He blinked. “Nah, no buses ‘round here. But I can take ya, if you want.”


“No, but thank you.” Regan spun on her heels and headed in the direction he’d pointed, hoping her father lived somewhere near the new high school.


“Mmm-kay,” he said suggestively. “But I am heading that way on my route today.”


Regan paused. Route? She spun back toward the Jeep, eyes landing on the faded U.S. Postal Service sticker she hadn’t noticed before. “Who needs a map when you have a mailman?”


“Say again?”


She shook her head. “I said I think I’ll take that ride after all.”


“All right then.” He waited at the passenger’s side as she approached, then helped her inside. “Name’s George.”


“Regan. Nice to meet you.”


George tilted his head. “Well that’s a funny name. Regan like the president?”


“Yep. Just like the president,” she said, because explaining her mother’s obsession with King Lear was a long-winded conversation she didn’t want to have twice in twenty-four hours. Explaining it to Betty Lou had been enough.


George walked around the Jeep and climbed into the driver’s seat. “Shouldn’t take but just a few minutes to get to the high school.”


“Yeah, about that . . . you mind if we make a pit stop first, George?”


He shrugged. “Sure thing. Where to?”


Regan pulled the crumbled piece of paper from her pocket. “One twenty-four Baxter Street?”


“One twenty-four Baxter Street? Well, that’s the old Fletcher place.”


“That’s right. Fletcher. Will Fletcher.” She pulled her seat-belt across her chest and looked straight ahead, but he didn’t start the car. “Something wrong?”


“Nope,” George stated, turning the key. “But I can’t say the same about Will Fletcher.”


“Mr. Fletcher, there is something seriously wrong with you.”


Will’s grin faded. This wasn’t the first time someone had told him that, and it for certain wouldn’t be the last, but it still stung. “Wrong is a relative term, Your Honor.”


“Not in my courtroom, it isn’t.” The judge removed her glasses and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Would you mind telling me what, exactly, would provoke you to think it would be okay to play a guitar naked in the new town fountain?”


“That the piano would be a pain in the ass to get in there?” The courtroom erupted with laughter, and Will turned for his customary bow. He’d managed to draw quite the crowd today. Not his biggest, but he was up against the first football scrimmage of the season. And, above all else, this town loved its Howlers’ football.


He finished bowing to the crowd and turned to offer one to Judge Riddick, but of course she didn’t laugh. And neither did his sister or Dr. Granger, who stood beside him.


“I was kidding,” he whispered, and then looked toward the judge. “I was just kidding, Your Honor. I think it’s clear I wasn’t thinking.”


Truth be told, Will didn’t know why he’d climbed into that fountain or how many police officers it had taken to pull him out. One minute, he’d been getting a haircut at the barbershop, and the next, he’d woke up with his wrists tied down to a bed and a severe case of cottonmouth. Maybe he’d remember someday, maybe he wouldn’t. That was how his mania worked.


“Your Honor, please excuse my patient,” Dr. Granger said. “He’s still adjusting to the new medications.”


“I understand that, Dr. Granger, but the question still remains—why wasn’t Mr. Fletcher on medication to control his illness in the first place?”


The answer was simple—because Will hated the medication. He felt groggy and irritable and lackadaisical all at the same time. Like he wanted to scratch out someone’s eyes, with no idea why, no inkling how to do it, and no desire to get started any time soon. Off the medication, Will felt free. He could do anything, be anyone.


He could forget everything.


“Your Honor,” Janey piped in, “My brother has a long . . .”


And complicated past.


Will turned his eyes to the floor, pushing his mind to better places as he always did when Dr. Granger and Janey summed up his life into a series of misunderstandings and tragic circumstances. It didn’t hurt to hear their words, nor did Will deny any of it. He simply didn’t approve of the way they explained it, like he was the victim of his sad story. He’d ruined his career. He’d destroyed his marriage. He’d shattered his family. Perhaps his illness played a role, but that illness inhabited the blood and cells and neurons inside him.


Will was his Bipolar Disorder.


But it was easier not to argue over a technicality, so instead Will thought of happier times. He thought of swimming in Half Moon Creek and picnics afterword at the dam. He thought of his mother’s homemade, blueberry pie and his father’s old transistor radio crackling in the background. He thought of a time when he was just little Will Fletcher—future wide receiver for the Half Moon Howlers. Not crazy Will Fletcher—the example parents cite to their children when explaining the meaning of stranger danger.


“Mr. Fletcher, do you understand?”


Damn, were they finished already? He’d just gotten to the good part: when he’d met Ellie on the playground at school. “Sorry, Your Honor, I wasn’t listening,” he said, slightly irritated.


“Apparently.” Judge Riddick tossed a Tic Tac into her mouth and rolled her eyes. “I’m turning you over to the care of your sister and your doctor and sentencing you to six months of community service, in addition to the six years you’ve already racked up.”


Will smiled. “Excellent, Your Honor.”


“And . . .” the judge continued. “You have to serve it in some fashion other than volunteering at the animal shelter.”


“What?” Will and Janey both exclaimed.


“You heard me. No dogs, no cats, no hamsters. I don’t even want you helping a turtle cross the road into Half Moon Creek. This time you’re going to use your sentence to help out humans. Do you understand?”


Will sighed. “Yes, Your Honor.”


She beat her gavel against the wood block, the sound a sledgehammer against Will’s foggy head, and exited the courtroom to an eruption of laughter. Even the audience knew how ridiculous her punishment was.


Dr. Granger patted Will on the back, as if offering his condolences, then gathered Will’s stack of medical records. “Hang in there. The side effects will go away with time,” he said.


Sure it will. Just like all the other things you promised would go away.


“Janey, you got a minute to chat?” Dr. Granger asked. “Outside?”


“Uh, sure. Will, I’ll be right back.”


Will waved her off, still staring at the leather chair Judge Riddick had vacated. No one in this town wanted his help. No one even liked being in the same room with him. They scattered like ants hiding from a thunderstorm when he came around, unless of course he did something crazy; then they brought the popcorn bucket. And back on his meds, what were the odds of that? This would land him right back in jail.


Or worse yet—Creedmoor Institute.


A shudder ran down Will’s spine just thinking of that place. The crying. The howling. The screaming. Time swallowed by a perpetual dream state of days spent staring at the open canvas of a blank wall, as he ached for a storybook life much different than the one he’d created. The torture of waking up only to remember he was the villain of this story, not the hero.


He’d never go back to that place. He’d die first.


“You ready?” Janey asked.


Will turned with a start. Boy, was he ever.


Janey led and Will followed down the dark corridor toward the glass doors of the courthouse. As always, she waited to comment until they were alone outside, where no one could hear them. “Well, this should be interesting.”


“Hey, I got this. I’ll just volunteer at the cemetery.”


Janey barreled down the stone steps, shaking her head.


“What?” Will said. “The judge didn’t say the humans couldn’t be dead.”


“You’re missing the point. It’s supposed to be a punishment. Something to teach you a lesson and help the people you so often offend. And you just find another way to insult them.”


He hurried to catch her. For a little thing, his sister walked fast. Will had trouble keeping up, even at six feet tall. “Hey, you know as well as I do that no one wants the town crazy anywhere near them.”


“You’re not the town crazy.” Janey unlocked his car door and met his gaze. “You’re sick. I don’t know why everyone can see that but you.”


“Because no one has to live inside my head day in and day out.” He grinned. “Well, at least not everyone. There are a few strange characters that keep showing up.”


“Damn it, Will!” Janey punched his arm and then stomped around the car, her short, blonde hair a wild mess. “Not funny. Not funny at all.”


“What?” he asked, climbing inside. “Now I can’t make a joke?”


“Not one that’ll have you thrown in Creedmoor.” She got in the car and turned the engine over. “Dr. Granger said you’re down to your last chance as it is. The court wouldn’t hesitate to throw you in there if you were hearing voices like him.”


Will frowned. He knew Janey was referring to their father just by the way she’d said him. It was a disconnected, bitter, empty word. Will didn’t blame her, really. His sister may not have inherited their father’s illness as Will had, but she’d certainly taken the brunt of it.


“I need to drop the sketches for the fall issue in the mail on the way back,” she said, backing out of the parking space. “Need anything else before we go home?”


Well, if she was offering . . . “Mind if I stop by and see Emma?”


Janey hit the brakes. “Would it matter if I did?”


The question clearly rhetorical, Will didn’t bother responding. It had been a week since he’d last visited Emma. He would go, with or without his sister.


“Of course not,” Janey conceded, retrieving a bouquet of flowers from the backseat. The stems were joined together by a bright-purple ribbon. “Here. Picked these from the garden this morning.”


Will placed the daisies in his lap, the aroma filling the air around him. “Thanks,” he said, rubbing the ribbon between his thumb and finger. “She loves purple.”


Janey pulled the sunglasses from her head to the bridge of her nose and watched anxiously as Will walked back down the path toward the car. Visiting Emma did something to him, spun a wheel of emotions inside him and Janey never knew where the arrow would land. Fun Will. Annoying Will. Sad Will. I-Hate-The-World Will. Janey felt like an eight-year-old on the way home from the bank, holding a mystery lollipop. Was it sour apple or root beer?


Would Will be her sweet, older brother or the bitter bastard she hated so much?


She took a deep breath as he climbed into the car, his expression sober. Like all other days, she wouldn’t speak first. She’d wait for a sign from him then choose her response wisely. It could be a smile or a sigh, uncrossed legs or a nervous twitch, a humble thank you or a teeth-gritted fuck you. Today it was a simple flip of the radio to the oldies station. Oldies were good. Had he turned it to the heavy metal station, that would’ve been bad, and love songs disastrous.


“Emma doing okay?” she asked.


Will nodded and offered the faintest of grins. Today she had Humbled Will.


About to put the car in drive, Janey noticed the time. “Damn.”


“What’s wrong?” Will asked.


She shook her head. “Nothing,” she said. Telling Humbled Will she’d missed mail pick-up, because he’d taken too long with Emma, would result in Angry Will. So instead, she’d have an angry agent. Janey’d promised to send Gretchen sketches for Ziggy Rothchild: Cowboy at Large over a month ago. Being a comic book artist had its perks, but the freedom to draw at her brother’s pace wasn’t one of them.


“Sorry,” Will said.


Janey stiffened. Had she said all that aloud or had Will figured it out? “For what?”


“For everything.” He rubbed his jaw, staring out the window. “I just don’t know why. I don’t know why I do all these things.”


She deflated. Of course. She’d forgotten that Humbled Will sometimes came with Self-Pity Will. How foolish of her to think he’d actually remembered the mail time, to think he’d thought of her needs for a change. “It’s okay,” she said, hiding her disappointment from him.


“Just don’t give up on me, okay?” he added. “I don’t have anything else. I need you.”


With those three, little words, Janey’s disappointment melted into resolve. She turned toward him, tugged his chin her way, stared at him. When had the dark stubble on his face grown gray? His gunmetal blue eyes seemed grayer too, and the plump-rose color of his cheeks had hollowed and faded years ago. That was why she was there.


“Never,” she finally responded. “It’s you and me against the world, Bro.”


He started to speak, but Janey shook her head once, let go of his chin, and put the car in drive. They’d go to bed tonight, lay it to rest, and never speak of this manic episode again, the way they didn’t speak of any others. The conversation would be left to the rest of town. Guess what crazy Fletcher did this time? Acorn doesn’t fall far from the tree. Or her personal favorite—That family is nuttier than a squirrel turd.


Still, Janey would take the mania over the depression, any day of the week. She’d grown used to turning a deaf ear to the comments, but she’d never get used to the emptiness of Will’s eyes as he stared out the window, for the fourth straight day, from the same chair, in the same corner of the same room. Or the queasiness in her stomach every time she left the house, wondering if he’d be gone by the time she got back.


The depression, frankly, scared the hell out of Janey. And since Will just had his third manic episode in a row, she knew the odds weren’t in her favor for the next.


Exhaustion had set over Will by the time they returned home that afternoon. Though he’d only been gone a week, the old farmhouse looked different—the white paint more chipped, the front porch more uneven, the single-paned windows more fragile. Or maybe it was the same as he’d left it, and he had changed.


A breeze blew past as he climbed from the car, sending the curtain from his upstairs bedroom dancing across the porch roof. “My screen must’ve come loose again,” he said, spotting it in Janey’s rose bush below.


She glanced up, taking stride beside him. “Let’s hope the family of cardinals living on the porch didn’t make themselves a home up there.”


“You had to go there, didn’t you?”


She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s too much to ask for my talented brother to build me a birdhouse. Do you?”


“It’s on the list.” He tugged on the screen door, which croaked like a giant tree frog, proving her point all the more. Oiling it had been on Will’s list for two years.


Janey grinned. “Go get cleaned up. I’m fixing Salisbury steak for dinner. Sound good?”


Will’s mouth watered. His menu in the county hospital had consisted of foods suitable for a plastic spoon, like boxed mashed potatoes, corn kernels, and cheap macaroni and cheese. His sister always knew just what he needed, always knew how to gloss everything over like it had never happened. “Sounds perfect.”


Almost too perfect.


He watched as she disappeared behind the kitchen door, then looked around the living room with a sweeping glance. Tissues on the end table, a quilt balled up on the sofa, a wine glass on the floor—all clues Will relied on to tell the truth, because Janey never would. Yes, she’d been crying. Yes, she’d been drinking. Yes, she’d slept downstairs where her phone had better reception, on the off chance she’d receive a horrific phone call in the middle of the night.


Will would never know the depth of what he’d put Janey through or understand why she’d sacrificed so much to save him. But one day she’d realize she’d given it all up to cure a demon that couldn’t be cured, didn’t want to be cured. What would he do then? How would he survive? Who would take care of Emma?


Shaking the pointless speculation from his head, he climbed the stairs to the second floor. That would never happen. It was just the lithium playing tricks on him, evoking old fears and paranoia that he could typically ignore. It reasoned with parts of him that couldn’t be reasoned with—parts that shouldn’t be reasoned with. One more reason he shouldn’t take it.


He approached his bedroom at the end of the hall, the same bedroom he’d grown up in, with the same furniture and the same football trophies on the shelves. Avoid change, stick to the familiar, think of good memories—all Janey’s rules, though Will often wondered if she’d made them more for herself than for him. Changing this house meant taking ownership of it, and, for some reason, his sister wouldn’t do that. Their mother died years ago, but Janey still referred to it as Mom’s house. Maybe Will wasn’t the only Fletcher praying to see a ghost.


He rounded the corner into his bedroom, took two steps inside, and nearly collapsed to his knees at the sight. Will’s prayers had finally been answered.


She slept backward on his bed, facing the wall, her black, Converse sneakers atop his pillow and long, red hair flowing across the footboard like the rays of a sunset. She wore a dirty pair of blue jeans with a ripped back pocket and the faded concert T-shirt of a band he did not recognize. Her age was a bit off, but who was Will to question God’s accuracy, God’s reasoning, God’s gifts to him?


That’s when it occurred to Will that this might not be a ghost at all.


He backed into the hallway and clenched his eyes shut. God didn’t make mistakes. God didn’t give gifts like this to people like him. Will was hallucinating. Had to be. It was the only logical explanation for a teenage girl to be asleep on his bed.


“Will, what is it? What’s wrong?” Janey asked somewhere behind him.


He shook his head, eyes still locked shut.


“Answer me. What happened?”


He opened his eyes. The girl still lay there, now with her face turned toward the ceiling. Her skin was the color of ivory tusks, accented by rose-colored freckles scattered about like a constellation. She shined like a bright summer’s day.


This wasn’t a hallucination. This was a cruel, cruel joke.


“Will!” Janey shouted.


He put his finger against his lips to request her silence, then glanced back at the girl. She stirred at his sister’s yell, but didn’t wake. “There’s a . . . a . . .”


“There’s a what?” Janey asked.


He met her gaze and mouthed, “There’s a girl in there. Asleep on my bed.”


Janey reared back. “A . . . girl.”


“Yes.”


“Asleep on your bed.”


He nodded, tiptoeing to where his sister stood. “Yes.”


Janey leaned against the banister. “And what does this girl look like?”


“Red hair, pale skin.”


“Like Ellie’s?”


“Yes, like—” He pursed his lips. “I’m not hallucinating. There’s a goddamn girl sleeping on my bed. With red hair and pale skin.” He looked Janey over. “About your height and weight.”


“Will—”


“Go look, damn it!”


“Okay, okay. Fine.” Janey pushed off the staircase. “But if there’s no girl—”


“Janey, if there’s no girl, I’ll check myself into Creedmoor.”


She took a deep breath and tiptoed down the hallway to his doorway, Will right behind her. There, in his room, stood a teenage girl about Janey’s size with red hair, pale skin, and blue-gray eyes, glassy as a pond.


“Well. Shall I check us both into Creedmoor?” Will whispered.


Regan woke to the sound of an argument. Not brawling, like the moral debates her mother used to have with Steven, but loud enough to rouse her from a deep sleep. Who was speaking? Where was she? How had she gotten there? She sprang to a sit, shaking the sleep from her groggy head. The dirty, chipped, wood siding. Blue shutters. The Fletcher residence, or so the reflective stickers on the dented gray mailbox had read.


Fletcher. Will Fletcher. She was in her father’s house.


It all came back to her, like a film reel flashing pictures before her eyes. Her growling stomach had begged her to go inside. She’d eaten overly ripe bananas and a half jar of peanut butter. She’d lain down on the bed with the quilt made of scattered bloodred and bruise-blue patchwork, resembling her life all too closely. She’d closed her eyes and searched for a way to tell him so that today wouldn’t contribute another patch.


She’d fallen asleep, apparently, still without the perfect words to say. Now it was too late.


A woman appeared first in the doorway, then a man. He was tall and thin—almost too thin—and his skin was the color of bone. He looked old and tired, like a worn-down shoe. Not the knight in shining armor her mother had described, she thought, staring at the man cowering behind the short woman.


He whispered something into the woman’s ear that Regan couldn’t make out.


“Go call Tom. Tell him we’ve got another one,” the woman ordered. “Then go to the barn and listen to some music.”


He hurried off, leaving Regan and the woman alone. Good. Regan had always done better with women. “Are you Mrs. Fletch—”


“What the hell are you doing in my home?” she asked, stomping over to Regan. “This isn’t funny anymore. You hear me?”


Regan blinked. “I’m sorry?”


She forced Regan by the elbow into the hallway. “Why don’t you kids just let my brother be? Don’t you think he’s suffered enough?”


“Please, just let me explain,” Regan pleaded, attempting to free herself. “I came to—”


“I know why you came,” the woman said, steering her down the stairs. “You came to see what you could make the crazy man do next. Well, this is the last time you and your friends will make a spectacle of Will Fletcher.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Stop!” Regan tugged free, causing the woman—her aunt—to lose her grip and fall to the floor with a loud thud. “Just listen to me. Please.”


Her aunt quickly climbed to her feet. “I said, get the hell out of my house now.”


Regan folded her arms. “No. Not until you hear me out.”


Her aunt yanked the closet door beside her open and ducked out of view; the barrel of a gun appeared a second later, taking her place. “Get out now. I don’t want to, but I’ll pull the trigger.”


Maybe Regan should’ve been scared, but this wasn’t the first time she’d had a gun pointed at her head. And the shakiness in her aunt’s voice screamed bullshit. “Go ahead. Shoot your niece if you want to.”


She lowered the gun, and her jaw. “What did you say?”


“I’m your niece.” Regan eased toward her, tugging the faded, brown paper from her pocket and holding it up. “You see? His name is on my birth certificate. Will Fletcher is my father. That’s why I’m here. To meet him.”


Her aunt glanced at the paper, then back up at Regan. “How is this possible?”


Regan shrugged. “My mother said he saved her from a car crash. That’s how they met.”


“That’s not what I meant,” the woman said, though Regan never really thought it was. Her aunt glanced nervously toward the kitchen door. “You have to leave. Now.”


“What? Why?”


“Leave. And don’t come back,” her aunt repeated, crowding her toward the door.


“Please, just ask him. Ask him about the peanut butter and pickle sandwich he made her, or the all-night superhero movie marathon they had, or the . . . the . . . the . . .” Regan paused, mind blank. “I can’t remember the rest, but I know he will. Just ask if he remembers Michelle—”


“Whitmer,” he said.


Regan turned. There her father stood, with a set of headphones on his neck and an MP3 player in his hands. “Yes,” she said in a low voice. “Michelle Whitmer.”


He began to approach, but his sister stepped between them. “I told you to call Tom.”


“I did. He’s in a meeting,” he said, eyes still set on Regan.


“Then go out to the barn and listen to some music while I deal with this.”


“I tried. Juice ran out.” He placed the MP3 player in his sister’s hand, while stepping around her. “I can’t believe I didn’t see the resemblance before.” Will lifted his hand toward Regan’s hair, but placed it on his stubbly chin instead. “Wow. You look just like her. Janey, doesn’t she . . . well, I guess you wouldn’t know.” He glanced back at his sister, who was biting down on her lip as she teetered back and forth on her feet. “What the hell is wrong with you? You gotta pee?”


“Will, please go out to the barn,” she pleaded.


“No, Janey. Now, will you stop being so rude? This is no way to treat a guest.”


“Fine,” she said, dropping down into a chair. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“Yeah, yeah.” Rolling his eyes, he turned back toward Regan and held out his hand. “I’m Will, but you already knew that. And this nervous nelly behind me is my sister, Janey.”


Regan took his hand, examining the lines of his face. His eyes were kind and the same gunmetal blue as Regan’s, just as her mother had always told her, and his salt-and-pepper hair was thick. She could see why her mother had fallen for him.


“And you are?” Will beckoned.


“Sorry.” Regan’s face flushed with heat. “I’m Regan.”


“Regan, like—”


“Yes, like the president,” she answered before he could finish.


“Bummer. I thought maybe she’d named you after King Lear’s daughter.” Will grimaced, placing his hands on his hips. “So, where’s Michelle? I haven’t seen her in ten years or more.”


“Fifteen,” Regan corrected. “And she died. Six months ago.”


“Oh.” He sank to the arm of the couch like a balloon losing air. “How? Cancer?”


“She had a sick heart,” Regan said. It wasn’t a complete lie.


Will frowned. “Well, I’m so sorry to hear that. They say heart disease is the leading cause of death for women, you know. Our mom died the same way.”


Somehow, Regan seriously doubted that.


“So, what brings you to Half Moon Hollow, Regan? Don’t tell me Michelle left me an old mixtape in her will. Or maybe some of the money we stole from that bank.” He chuckled a moment, his smile fading when his sister crossed her arms. “I’m kidding. I swear.”


Regan glanced at Janey, then back at Will. She didn’t know what a mixtape was, or why Will Fletcher would have to reassure his sister he hadn’t robbed a bank, but one thing was obvious—he hadn’t heard the first part of the argument. “Mr. Fletcher—”


“Will, please. Call me Will.”


Regan grimaced. Now or never. “How ‘bout, Dad?”


“Dad? But why would you . . .” His smile fell.


“It’s me. I’m what Michelle left you.” She closed her eyes, no courage left to view his reaction, then threw her hands in the air. “Surprise!”


A moment later, Regan heard a large thud.








CHAPTER TWO






A dull pain resonated from the back of Will’s head as he opened his eyes to find Janey sitting beside him. “What happened?”


“You blacked out. Bumped your head on the coffee table.” Janey helped him to his feet. “Your blood sugar is probably low. You need to eat and then rest.”


Blood sugar. Yes, that explained it. Which meant all that nonsense was a nightmare. There was no girl asleep on his bed, Janey hadn’t ordered him to call the sheriff, and his MP3 player was fully charged in the barn, loaded with calm music for the next time he began to lose it. But the real, concrete evidence was the other detail.


Will wasn’t that girl’s father. He knew this for absolute certain because he’d promised Emma he’d never make that mistake again.


Janey helped him to the kitchen and lowered him into a chair, then placed a pill in his hand and a glass of water on the table. “You okay?”


He nodded, tossing the pill into the back of his throat and downing the water.


“Here. You might need this,” Janey said.


Will glanced down at the paper towel she held, which could only mean one thing. “Damn it, Janey! Clonazepam?”


“I thought the situation called for something stronger than aspirin.”


“Situation?” He yanked the paper towel from her hand, expecting the drool to come at any moment. “I blacked out! Give me some coffee!”


Janey folded her arms across her chest. “You don’t remember anything, do you?” she asked, something in her tone telling Will he didn’t want to remember anything. And then she stepped aside to reveal the girl on the back porch, red hair glowing in the afternoon sun like the embers of a fire coming to burn him alive.


A nightmare, yes, but one he would not wake from. “No. No. No!”


“Fight it, Will!” Janey ordered, grabbing his chin and directing his eyes toward hers. “You can fight this. Just focus on breathing. In, out. In, out.”


He did as he was told, staring into his sister’s jade-green eyes until his racing heart returned to a steady thump. How she calmed him, Will would never know.


“Everything is going to be okay,” she said, her hand still tight around his jaw. “We just need to take this one step at a time. Right?”


Will nodded, but only to appease her. He couldn’t argue anyway; his mouth grew more saturated by the second. The damn Clonazepam did that to him—the ability to corral his scattering thoughts at the bargain price of a pool of drool.


“Now, I’m going to call Tom again. I’ll be right in the living room if you need anything.” Janey smiled, rubbing his cheek with her thumb. “Everything is going to be all right.”


Will nodded again, though Janey had already gone and he didn’t believe her anyway. Nothing about this was right. Not the girl sitting on the back steps, picking at her frayed shoelaces. And not the realization that she had to be around fifteen or sixteen, placing him in Michelle’s dorm room right around the time of her conception.


Looking back, Will knew he’d been in a manic state. He hadn’t slept in days, and his roommate had grown tired of his rambling, so Will had taken up residence in a booth at an all-night diner near campus. A screeching sound had turned his attention out the window, just in time to see the car crash into the power pole, and Michelle’s head into the windshield. He’d told the waitress to call 911, and rushed out the door.


Through the electrical sparks showering down, Will had seen her slumped over the steering wheel, a trickle of blood careening its way from her forehead to her chin. Had it not been for the red hair, he might’ve left her there, waited for the ambulance to arrive, but all he could see was Ellie when he looked at her. No way would he have left her. Even back then, the mere sight of Ellie was enough to pull him over the edge.


Will only remembered pieces after that. The EMT placing a bandage on her forehead. Her cluttered dorm room. An argument over who played the best Batman. Two days later, he’d woken up naked beside her with a headache and his stomach sickened with guilt. He’d dressed, careful not to wake her, and tiptoed to the door. The last thing he’d seen was her name, written on an English essay upon her desk—Michelle Whitmer. Will had sworn he’d never allow himself to forget it, or the freckles on her cheeks, or the essay she’d titled, “The Daughters of King Lear.” He wouldn’t forget because, if he had, it would make cheating on Ellie that much more atrocious, that much more vile.


Janey inched back into the kitchen and placed her cell phone on the counter. “Tom’s still in his meeting. He’s going to call me when he’s done.”


Good. Then this will all be over.


“She may need to stay in Mama’s room until we get this sorted out,” Janey added.


He met her gaze. “You’re not actually considering letting her stay here?”


“Well, I’m not going to send her back onto the streets.”


“Then send her home,” he argued.


“She ran away for a reason, Will. If I do, she’ll just end up on the streets again.”


Will clenched his jaw, ignoring the saliva dripping to his chin. “I don’t agree with this.”


“Well, I’m sorry.” Janey snatched the paper towel from his hand and wiped his chin, despite his attempt to evade her. “I make the rules in this house. That was the deal, remember? If you don’t like it, you can stay out in the barn with the other stubborn ass.”


Regan picked at her frayed shoelaces as she glanced out over the Fletchers’ backyard. She’d never had a yard before. Somewhere to swing on a swing set or roll herself sick down a hill, and the old red barn would’ve made a nice home for the bicycle she’d never had. The odd scarecrow, staked out on bird patrol over the garden, protected the vegetables she’d only known from a can, and the clothesline strung from the house was probably much more effective at drying clothes than hand dryers at truck stops.


It was all so different. Not just the yard and the clothesline, but the yearning in the pit of her stomach for it all to be hers. She’d never felt that before, nothing close. She didn’t even care that her aunt had pointed a gun at her, or that her father hadn’t spoken to her since he’d woken up from his little nap. Regan wanted this, and she hoped they felt the same.


Go talk to him, her mother demanded.


Regan glanced through the screen door at Will and Janey still quietly debating in the kitchen. “She told me to wait out here,” Regan whispered, turning her gaze back toward the barn. “Besides, I don’t think he wants to talk to me.”


It’s not what you think.


Regan rolled her eyes. She’d heard that more than once from her mother and made the mistake of trusting her, but in the end Regan’s gut had been right. Steven wasn’t the savior who would give them a good life. Holden Wright wasn’t the boy who would show Regan how it felt to dance on the moon. And her mother hadn’t bought that gun for protection.


I’m sorry.


A tear crested the corner of Regan’s eye, which she quickly wiped away. She’d heard that more than one time from her mother too. Promises made, promises broken, apologies and forgiveness given—Regan’s fifteen years of life with her mother summed to a revolving wheel of disappointment.


But Regan didn’t have to forgive anymore. She wouldn’t.


The screen door burst open from behind, startling her. Will staggered out with a lamp under one arm and a pillow under the other, mumbling something about a barn and an ass, but didn’t look her way. Two seconds later, the door opened again and Janey stepped outside. She leaned against the porch rail, tucking her fingers into her old, ratty jeans as she squinted toward the sun. “You can stay. At least until we figure out what to do.”


“Really?” Regan asked, a hint of something in her voice she hadn’t heard in a while. Maybe hope, maybe surprise. Then she turned her gaze back to Will, who’d stumbled all the way across the backyard to the barn.


“Don’t worry about him. Will’s just a bit . . . complicated.”


“But this is his house, and—”


“It’s my mom’s house,” Janey corrected as she opened the door. “And she’d be mighty upset if I didn’t invite her granddaughter to stay a while. So, please . . . just let me show you to your room, okay?”


Regan followed her through the house, listening as Janey pointed things out and commented on their significance. The fridge without any soda, the pantry without many sweets, the living room without cable TV, the stairs lacking a good coat of paint and a half-decent carpet runner. To Janey, everything seemed to be missing something. But to a girl who’d once slept on shady hotel lounge chairs and ate dinner straight from dented tin cans, it was the Ritz.


Her new room was at the end of the upstairs hallway, just before her father’s. It smelled funny, like the church’s basement back in Chicago, and the flowered wallpaper and dark furniture decorated with doilies reminded her of old lady Snodgrass’s apartment on the first floor of her building. Regan sometimes took dinner there as part of her penance program with church; sometimes she stayed until she was sure Steven had fallen asleep. Toward the end, Mrs. Snodgrass was the only friend she’d had.


“I know it’s a bit old-fashioned, but I guess I could never bring myself to change it after Mom died.” Across the room, Janey pulled the lace sheers, stained yellow with time, back on their bronze hooks. “We can change it to something more your age, if you decide to stay.”


“It’s perfect,” Regan lied, because by decide to stay, her aunt surely meant if we decide to keep you. She needed to appear as independent as possible for this to work. Not eat too much, not speak too much, and stay out of trouble. The first two would be easy; the last she wasn’t so sure about. Trouble had a way of disguising itself to Regan. Holden Wright was proof of that.


“It wasn’t loaded, you know.”


Regan met her gaze, Holden’s image fading along with the sting in her heart.


“I don’t even keep bullets in the house.” Janey ran her hands through her short hair, leaving a messy disorder of blonde behind in their path. “We’ve just had a lot of . . . trouble, with the local kids in town. Had I known—”


“It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone,” Regan assured her.


If there was one thing Regan Whitmer was good at, it was keeping secrets.


Janey watched from the front-porch swing as Tom Blythe climbed from his patrol car and removed his sheriff’s hat. Tom was one of the few people in town she trusted. After all, he and Will had been best friends since before they’d learned how to toss a football around. Perhaps their relationship had evolved into something different over the years, but Tom was the only one who gave her family the time of day.


Even if it had taken him two hours to get there.


“Hey, Tom,” she said, getting to her feet.


“Janey.” He paused on the bottom step, eye level with her, and smiled. He always did have a nice smile. If circumstances were different, and Janey weren’t the gay sister of the man he continuously arrested, they might’ve had a relationship. “Well, where is she?”


“Went to bed straight after dinner. Looked like she hadn’t slept in days.”


“Yeah, running away will zap the energy right from ya, I suppose.” Tom sat on the steps, directing Janey to do the same, and removed a tiny notebook from his shirt pocket. “Well, here’s what I found out. Regan Whitmer, age fifteen, no other living next of kin to speak of except you and Will, mom committed suicide last January.”


Janey flinched. “Suicide?”


“Yep. Shot herself in the head. Right in front of Regan, apparently.”


Janey flinched again, this time covering her gaping mouth with her hand. She’d found Will, bleeding in the hallway, after his suicide attempt and couldn’t sleep for days. Janey couldn’t imagine the torment of having watched him do it.


Tom sighed. “I take it she forgot to mention that.”


“No. She just said . . .” Janey paused, remembering back. Regan had told Will that her mom’s heart was sick and they’d assumed she meant heart disease. “My God. That poor girl.”


“That ain’t the half of it,” Tom said, rubbing his jaw. “Up until three years ago, the only address I could find for Regan or Michelle was some pay-by-the-month hotel in Chicago. The girl’s record was clean, but her mom wasn’t no saint. I found prostitution charges, panhandling charges, and shoplifting charges. Then she marries some self-professed assistant pastor at a church called His Light, and, let me tell you, that guy’s a real peach. I called up to talk to him, and he hadn’t even realized she’d run away. Apparently, she’d been locked in her room for two days doing, what he referred to as, spiritual devotion.”


Janey could only stare. There were no words.


“Look,” Tom said, closing his notebook. “Just because she put Will’s name down—”


“She’s his,” Janey said. If the girl’s eyes weren’t proof enough, her stubbornness was.


“But—”


“Trust me,” Janey said. “She’s his. And even if she isn’t, how can I send her back there after hearing all that?” Just the thought turned her stomach into knotted ropes. Janey’d been in both places after her mom died—living with a father unfit to care for her and in a system that didn’t protect her. She and Will might not be ideal caretakers for Regan, but they were better than the alternatives.


“Well, I don’t think you’ll get much of a fight from her step-dad. When I asked if he wanted her to come home, he said, and I quote, ‘only God can save such a damned soul.’ ” Tom stood and stretched. “Listen, I haven’t reported this to social services and I don’t plan on it. As long as Will’s listed as her birth father and no one contests it, you shouldn’t have any problems. Best to not rock the boat, if you know what I mean.”


Janey knew exactly what he meant. If they reported this to social services, there was a high probability Will would be deemed unfit. Janey could file for custody of course, but she’d already been down that path with Will, and it wasn’t a cheap one. “Thanks, Tom.”


Tom nodded, spinning his hat around by its brim a few times. “You know, if you keep on giving up your life to rescue Will, sooner or later you’re going to start to resent him.”


Janey forced a smile. “He’s my brother. He’s all I have left.”


“Maybe that’s the problem,” he said, then placed his hat on his head.


As Janey watched Tom walk back to his patrol car, emptiness grew inside her. Emptiness and, perhaps, a little guilt. The truth was she already resented Will at times. She told herself it was stress and worry, but, deep down, she knew it was resentment.


But the guilt she felt would be no comparison to the guilt she’d feel if she sent Regan into foster care. Janey had lived that hell for a short time after her mother died and had fought the demons that came out with her ever since. There were times at night she could still feel her foster brother’s filthy hands on her, hear his inappropriate whispers, smell the liquor on his breath.


She would never allow those sort of memories to haunt another woman’s dreams. Especially her own flesh and blood.


Will turned off the sander and yanked the headphones from his ears. Safety first, Janey always said. Maybe if he let his hearing go, he wouldn’t have to listen to her crap day in and day out.


He blew the sawdust from the wood slab, the mess of hairy splinters standing on end like a cool chill down his spine. He could’ve kept going until it was smooth, but he liked doing this part by hand. It reminded him things could still be accomplished the hard way. That rough pieces could be whittled to dust without the aid of something else. That somewhere inside him was the power to turn things into what he wanted, instead of the emptiness of accepting what he’d become.


He shoved his hands inside his gloves and glanced around at the hundred half-finished projects around him. Some were still splintered, some only lacked stain, but all were started with a purpose that had somehow gone astray along the way.


And that was the problem. That had always been the problem.


When he heard the rickety, old, barn door open and close, he jumped back to his—what was he making again? A night-stand. Because Janey wouldn’t let him take the nightstand from his room, or anything else, for that matter. He’d be sleeping in the loft on an old cot he’d dug up with no place to put his reading glasses.


“Hey. Brought you some dinner,” she said.


“Not hungry,” he grunted and pushed the sanding block down with the grain. Maybe he should’ve just thrown his headphones back on. Then she would’ve left the plate and bolted. Now he had to deal with whatever real reason had brought her out to the barn.


“I’ll leave it here for later.” Janey placed the plate on his workbench and slid her hands into her back pockets. “So, Tom just left.”


“And?”


“And it sounds like Regan’s going to be staying with us for a while.”


“Great.” Will blew more dust from the slab. “Looks like everything’s working out for poor, little-old Regan, isn’t it?”


Janey pursed her lips. “You know, I’d blame this attitude on the meds, but, deep down, I know you’re just being an asshole.”


“Excuse me?”


“She’s just a kid, Will. Your kid. And you want me to just throw her out on her ass. And for what? So you don’t feel uncomfortable?”


“Oh, come on,” Will retorted. “I don’t want that.”


“Okay, fine.” Janey leaned against his work table, crossing her arms. “Then tell me what you want, Will. Tell me what you what me to do.”


Now that was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? What would you like me to do, Will? How can I help you, Will? What will make it better, Will? No one ever listened when he said nothing, because there had to be something, right? Why couldn’t they just accept that maybe, just maybe, there was nothing anyone could do to help him?


“Will!”


“I don’t know, Janey!” he shouted, launching the sanding block against the wall in the process. She got that look in her eyes, the one he hated seeing more than anything. The one where he could hear her words clear as day, though she wasn’t saying them aloud. He’d never hurt Janey, at least that he could remember. Maybe he had in one of his episodes, and she didn’t have the heart to tell him. Regardless, it killed him to think she was afraid of him.


“I don’t know what I want you to do,” he repeated, a few decibels lower this time. “But I know I can’t be a father to that girl. And you know it, too.”


“No one asked you to be a father. Just be her friend.”


He shook his head. “I don’t know how to be anyone’s friend.”


“That’s not true! What about Mimi and Rocky up at the shelter?”


“Oh, great. What am I supposed to do, teach Regan how to roll over?”


Janey smiled. “Just make her feel welcome and safe.”


Will grimaced. Up until the last word, she might’ve actually been getting somewhere. But safe? Will could never make Regan feel safe. That was too big a responsibility to carry. Far too much to ask from a guy who could hardly match his clothes.


“I’m sorry. I just can’t. I wasn’t meant to have a job like that.”


“Will . . .”


He shook his head, pulling the pencil from behind his ear to mark an arbitrary point on another piece of wood. He wanted to let his sister know that no boulder she rolled his way would deter him from his path. He’d made up his mind—Regan was better off without him.


“Okay, fine,” Janey said, pushing off the work table and retreating toward the door. Just before her exit, she paused and looked back. “By the way, thought you’d want to know, Tom told me how Michelle died.”


Will looked up, but didn’t speak.


“She committed suicide,” Janey said, matter-of-factly.


Will shuddered, Janey’s boulder hitting him square in the gut. “Suicide?”


“Yeah. Shot herself in the head.” Janey slid the barn door open, rolling one last boulder his way before walking out. “In front of your daughter.”


Will sank to his stool, the weight of truth too much to bear. Not only had Michelle died by choice and not an unfortunate circumstance, she’d added an exclamation point by doing it in front of her daughter. What kind of a person did that to someone they loved?


He hung his head, his scarred wrists coming into view. The answer to his question was clear, but painful. A coward like him. That’s the kind of person who did that. Perhaps he hadn’t slit his wrists in front of Janey, but he’d known good and well she’d be the one to find him dead, and he hadn’t cared.


Another reason he should stay away from Regan. She’d been through enough, and he could only offer more hurt and disappointment. One day she’d realize it; the people Will loved always did. She was better off without him.


Will forced himself to his feet and paced over to his pile of half-finished projects. The china hutch he’d promised Ellie as a forgotten anniversary gift; the new picture frames he’d promised Janey after destroying hers in a fit of rage; the cedar chest to replace the one his father had made, since Will had used it as a boat in Half Moon Creek. He went through every project until he found the one he’d been looking for; the only one he’d ever finished.


He pulled the canvas tarp to the side, just enough to see the carefully carved ivy at the top. The wood was cold and damp from five years on the floor of the barn, yet it burned his fingertips as he traced a path through the lines. This was what happened when he forgot who he was. This was why he would never make that mistake again.


After the memory had branded itself deep inside him, Will replaced the canvas over the crib’s headboard and sank to the floor beating his head with the palm of his hand. The tears were coming; he couldn’t stop them and didn’t want to. It was the voice, screaming inside, he wanted to silence—his own voice, echoing a truth he couldn’t escape.


I’m not meant to be a father. Wasn’t then and I’m not now.








CHAPTER THREE






Three days after she’d arrived in Half Moon Hollow, Regan’s father was still holed up in the barn. She’d seen him a few times—like early in the morning, when he flounced to the house in his bathrobe, or around lunchtime, when he disappeared down the road for a couple hours—but that was the extent of their interaction. Which is why, when Will came inside that morning during the middle of a downpour, Regan dropped a box of cereal all over the kitchen floor.
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