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 Chapter
One

Rosemont is the bottom of
New Jersey. Not bottom as in, the lowest of the low or worst of the
worst. Bottom as in, it is physically the bottom part of New
Jersey. On a map, New Jersey looks like a man’s profile; a man
wearing a flat hat, with a hooked nose, sunken mouth, and hunched
back. Rosemont is his protruding belly; curved and hugging the
slice of the Atlantic Ocean that separated it from Delaware and
Pennsylvania.

North Rosemont - just thirty minutes outside of
Philly - is known as Little City. Little City is a simple downtown
with municipal buildings, warehouse loft apartments, semi-trendy
shops, cafes, cinemas, two nightclubs and various office buildings.
The Preston River separates North Rosemont from its southern
suburbs, rich farmlands and humble shoreline known as Cisco
Beach.

With a population slightly over eight thousand, it
still qualifies as a small town, but barely. Residents could make
the short trip into Philly for a bit of big city nightlife or
culture, but feel removed enough that there was no unseemly
spillage. Their crime rate is low and their neighborhoods
tight.

Like all small towns, Rosemont has its secrets; big
ones, small ones, bubbling under the surface secrets, dead and
buried secrets, secrets shared amongst a few, and secrets that
lived in the heart of one. Then, there were those fantastic secrets
that when people caught a glimpse of them, or picked up a faint
whisper, they pretended that they hadn’t. Sometimes, they made
excuses to help them sleep at night.

In a fourth floor corner classroom of South
Rosemont’s Kennedy High school, fifteen-year-old Violet Ross sat at
the front of the class trying to discover the mystery behind only
one secret – the secret of algebra. Her black hair fell across her
shoulders and along the side of her face, blocking the screen of
her laptop from the view of the other students who were, in truth,
not paying attention to Violet’s desk. They were too busy trying to
remember if x equaled positive or negative b, plus or minus the
square root of b squared minus four a c, divided by two a to worry
about the fact that Violet was allowed to take this quiz with the
help of an aid and that they did not have laptops with special
software to help them. She removed the earbuds plugged into the
computer from her ears and tossed them on the desk.

"Having a problem, Jumbles?” One student had been
paying attention to Violet, Benny Richards; an overweight sophomore
with eyes too small for his face and pale blond hair. He leaned
forward, his face nearly resting against the desk, and whispered,
“Fancy laptop not much help?”

He was referring to Violet’s dyslexia. Diagnosed two
years ago, it was Violet’s first indication that life wasn’t always
iPods and roses. Her parents were relieved by the news – her
academic performance up to that point had always been described as
lazy or unmotivated. No matter how much or how hard Violet studied,
and no matter how prepared she felt going into an exam, she’d score
so poorly it was questioned whether she’d studied at all. Looking
at the words on the paper, they might as well have been written in
a foreign language. Every question looked like a trick designed to
confuse her. When she’d finally confessed these feelings to a
school counselor, it was suggested that Violet test for a learning
disability.

Even though she’d cringed at the thought of being
labeled disabled, she took some comfort that she wasn’t too stupid
to learn as she’d suspected for years. Violet simply learned
differently. Her parents hired a tutor and the school permitted the
use of the laptop to access audio programs that helped Violet focus
during exams. She was allowed to take major exams alone with a
teacher reading the questions aloud. Benny had overheard Violet
describing her dyslexia as “a jumble of letters and numbers,” and
had been calling her Jumbles ever since.

“Gastric bypass not much help?” Violet whispered,
her eyes resting on the rolls that were his stomach.

Benny’s smirk disappeared and his eyes darted around
the room, checking to see if anyone had heard. Then he licked his
lips, swallowed any retort, and went back to his own exam. Ever
since his parents’ divorce, Benny had put on a lot of weight.
Violet knew it was a low blow, but she wasn’t in the mood for his
jabs. Besides, he could always lose weight. She’d be dyslexic
forever.

Violet looked around the room. The other students
were hunched over in concentration, shoulders folded towards their
desks, scribbling furiously on scratch paper. Others looked up at
the ceiling with their pencils in their mouths as if the answers
would fall from above if they stared or chewed hard enough.

Violet shut the laptop, closed her eyes and took a
deep breath. She thought about what her tutor, Kalina, had taught
her about clearing your mind and taking each problem one at a time.
As she opened her eyes and prepared to focus on the final question,
she felt a pop in her ears. There was a static-like noise, like
someone changing frequencies on a radio. Her ears clogged and the
static amplified.

Here we go again, she thought.

Violet looked around the classroom trying to guess
which one it would be. Would it be Sammy Farr’s nervous-tummy
anxiety he got whenever they took a quiz? Or Deena Cole’s
restlessness? She hoped it wouldn’t be Larry Stone; all that boy
thought about was girls. Violet didn’t have to speculate for long.
Her eyes burned and her head ached. She yawned into her hand and
began to feel sleepy, then exhausted like she hadn’t slept in
days.

A light rap at the door drew everyone’s attention.
The algebra teacher, Mrs. Marsh, quietly made her way to the door
and stepped outside to chat with Ms. Tucker, the teacher from
across the hall. She left the door ajar. Violet yawned again,
making her eyes water. She looked down at her paper, but knew
focusing on the last problem was out of the question. She would
have to wait for the feeling to pass. It didn’t last long – it
never did – only a minute or two.

For the past few months, Violet had been keeping her
own secret: she was able to feel the emotions of those around her.
Not in a, “I can relate,” or, “I know what you mean,” kind of way,
but her body and mind reacted to the emotion as if it were her own.
Sammy’s anxiety would have given her sweaty palms and a rapid
heartbeat. If she’d tapped into Deena, she might be rapping her
pencil on the desk and bouncing one leg up and down. She didn’t
even want to think of what would have happened had it been
Larry.

Apparently, she’d connected with someone who needed
a nap. Badly.

“You don’t look so good. No offense.” Ms. Tucker
said. Violet glanced at the door. Mrs. Marsh was standing with one
arm folded across her ample mid-section. She raised the other to
her face and covered her mouth to hide a yawn before she spoke.

Bingo.

"None taken. Henry still isn’t sleeping through the
night. He’ll be ten weeks old tomorrow. Pete and I take turns
getting up with him throughout the night, and it’s killing us. Pete
almost fell asleep driving home from work yesterday!”

Mrs. Marsh peeked into the room and Violet quickly
looked back at her paper. The sleepiness had worn off as quickly as
it started, returning her frustration over the exam. She scribbled
an answer, x = 2, to the last equation just as the bell
rang.

“OK, guys. Leave your papers on my desk on your way
out,” Mrs. Marsh said as she stepped back into the classroom. “I’ll
see you all tomorrow.”

Violet pushed her laptop into her shoulder bag and
joined the exodus slowly making its way to the teacher’s desk. She
placed her quiz on the pile, and had just made it into the hallway
when someone grabbed her arm.

“You’re coming, right?”

Violet looked at the excited face of Liza Grant.
Though the girls were the same medium height, there was something
about Liza that always made Violet feel as if she were dealing with
someone well beyond their age. When they were freshmen, she and
Violet had both begun to blossom, but Liza was more at ease with
her new rounder hips and fuller breasts. She seemed to fall into
the new world of early womanhood with more ease than Violet, who
often felt like her new body was thrust upon her without asking -
like she’d been handed an instrument she didn’t know how to play
and told to make music with it. She sometimes envied Liza for
knowing how to adjust to her new body and use it to hit all the
right notes.

Violet didn’t have to ask what Liza was referring
to. “Liza, I don’t know.”

“Oh, come on!”

“It’s a school night. You know how my parents feel
about that.”

“Yeah, but my mother…”

Liza’s mother was an engineer who traveled a lot.
She was also a single mother, which meant that when she went out of
town Liza was left home alone, and Liza took advantage of those
times to throw lots of parties. She narrowed her green eyes and
studied Violet’s face.

“You’re not coming!” Liza stomped her foot like a
denied toddler and her red curls bounced. Liza fit the profile of
the majority of the students at Kennedy who, for the most part,
came from families who were well off – they expected life to always
go their way. To be fair, it’s kind of hard not to when your
morning announcements were delivered via mounted flat-screen
televisions, student parking was filled with new cars and your
football team went fifteen-and-oh last year.

“It’s a school night and I have to meet with Kalina
later.” Violet knew her excuses were lame, but that didn’t make
them less true. Violet pulled a scrunchie from her bag and used it
to corral her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail. She had P.E.
next and from the stubborn look on Liza’s face, she could tell her
friend would keep her in the hall till the warning bell… at least.
Liza’s next words were drowned out as Violet’s ears clogged and she
heard the radio static sound again.

It had never happened back-to-back before. In fact,
Violet had gone days in between connections. She’d started
referring to it as connecting because it reminded her of linking to
Wi-Fi. Now, not five minutes after connecting to Mrs. Marsh, it was
happening again.

“I will never, ever, ever speak to you again if you
don’t come. Patrick is going to be there and you know how much I
like him. I will never, ever, ever be able to speak to him
coherently if you’re not there to have my back.”

Violet opened her mouth to protest, to tell Liza
she’d be just fine and that she never had a problem talking to boys
with or without Violet around, but instead she was overcome with
feelings of wanting to go. More than that, she was excited
to go to the party. Violet felt giddy and had an overwhelming
desire to see Patrick, a boy whom she had always found to be rather
dull and dim.

She’d never connected with Liza before and had
wondered what it would be like. As she suspected, it was like being
on a sugar overload. She could barely feel one emotion before it
was completely replaced by another.

Even though she knew the desire to go was false, or
at the very least, didn’t belong to her, Violet surprised herself
when she said, “OK. I’ll be there.”



Later that afternoon, on the other side of South
Rosemont, Jack Morrow left Carter High School after his last class
and walked two blocks to the bus stop. That’s what most kids at
Carter did; they rode the bus. Those old enough to drive and
fortunate enough to have cars, inherited their families’ secondary
clunkers and were grateful for them. These families knew what it
was like to live on a budget that didn’t include three-figure
monthly allowances for their kids. They were a blue-collar lot that
took pride in their modest homes and lawns. The students at Carter,
to their credit, were just fine with their hi-def-less classrooms
and ten-and-five football team, thank you very much. The overall
mindset there was that life didn’t cut you any breaks, and anything
worth having was worth working for. They didn’t complain about
their situations because, above all else, they weren’t whiners.

Despite the exceptionally cold fall weather, Jack
did not mind that the bus was running late. He wasn’t in any rush.
Leaning against a light pole in faded jeans and a graphic tee, Jack
resembled the male models gracing the bus stop advertisement behind
him. The girls at Carter found his all-over-the-place hair and deep
brown eyes attractive; more than he realized. His ignorance of this
fact only served to make them more attracted and Jack seem less
attainable.

He pulled a worn baseball cap from his backpack and
put it on as the bus stopped at the curb. Jack found a window seat
in the back and settled in for the ride across the Newton Bridge
into Little City. As the bus began to make its way to the heart of
the city, Jack gathered his backpack and walked to the front of the
bus. He had been making this trip once a week for almost six months
and he figured he’d continue to make it until someone deemed him
cured.

Jack’s final destination, a four-story brick
building with a glass front door, was only a few feet from the bus
stop. As he entered the foyer and made his way to the second floor
office, Jack remembered to remove his baseball cap and return it to
his backpack. Dr. Tesla did not like him to wear it during their
sessions.



“Are things getting any better at home?”

“Sure. I mean, Dad is still stressed, but, you know,
other than that, things are good.”

Dr. Robert Tesla searched Jack’s face for signs that
he was lying. Jack was never sure what Dr. Tesla believed, but he
found it easier to maintain his façade if he didn’t make eye
contact. He kept his eyes on the bowl of jellybeans that sat on the
round table between their armchairs and reached for a handful in
what he hoped was a casual manner. He could feel Dr. Tesla’s blue
eyes studying him. He hadn’t been fooled.

“Are you and your father getting along?”

Jack had once heard his mother refer to Dr. Tesla’s
lined face, gray-tinged brown hair, and lean frame as “ruggedly
handsome,” and Jack had always thought he reminded him of a younger
Harrison Ford. Maybe that’s why he found it difficult to lie to Dr.
Tesla; it was like lying to Indiana Jones.

“Not really. I don’t think it has anything to do
with me. He’s stressed out a lot. No one is buying houses, much
less building any. We just don’t talk. Which means we don’t fight
so… I guess that’s better? I mean, things aren’t perfect. Not like
before…”

Jack stopped talking and popped a jellybean in his
mouth. Dr. Tesla straightened his glasses. “Before Bobby’s
accident?” he asked.

“Yeah. Before that.”

“Have you…”

“Listen. Not today. If that’s alright, I don’t want
to talk about it today.”

“That’s fine. It’s your session. We can talk, or not
talk, about anything you want.”

Jack glanced at the wall clock. He had three minutes
left before he had to meet his mother downstairs. Three minutes to
stall and talk about anything but his own secret – a secret that
sat within his body like a stone, rising into his throat if he
tried to talk about it and pressing against his heart when he
thought about it. It had been six months and Jack didn’t know how
to explain that the last time he’d touched his best friend, he had
a what? Feeling? Premonition? A vision of pain, twisted metal, and
blood? It had been six months, and Jack hadn’t touched another
living soul since.



Every customer in the Cool Beans coffee shop
watched as Kalina strode from the service counter to a small
two-person table in the back of the café. Violet watched from the
table with a mixture of awe and annoyance. Awe because Kalina was
six feet of feline movement, graceful limbs, and caramel-colored
skin, and annoyance because Violet’s own raven hair would never
bounce like Kalina’s brown, curly tresses.

It always amazed Violet when anyone mistook them for
sisters even though it was an honest enough mistake. Violet was
bi-racial; her complexion similar to Kalina’s in that it was a
mocha blend of her black mother and white father. Her brown eyes
had flecks of green, unlike the full-on emerald explosions that
were Kalina’s eyes. Violet felt that her hair represented how she
sometimes viewed herself: not quite one thing, not quite the other.
It couldn’t make up its mind whether it wanted to be straight and
silky or tight and curly, so it settled for layered waves.

Violet was used to her tutor turning heads;
especially in South Rosemont where most women wore “Mom jeans” and
Crocs. Women did not often wear knee-high leather boots, black
tights, mini-skirts and leather jackets to get coffee. Whether it
was on purpose or not, everything about Kalina said, look at
me, yet she never looked back.

Kalina sat down, placing a cup of hot cocoa in front
of Violet and a latte in front of herself. “So, name another reason
the south used in order to justify slavery.”

“Religion. They believed that black people were
inferior and that it was their Christian duty to give them
purpose.”

“And what do you think about that?”

“I think some people actually believed that, but
mostly, I think it was a pretty crappy excuse.”

“Indeed it was.”

Violet checked her cell phone. It was already dark
and she’d told Liza she would be at her house by seven. She started
packing her books.

“Do you have any plans tonight?”

Violet stopped and looked over her shoulder for the
person Kalina was speaking to. Surely, it wasn’t her. They didn’t
do small talk or chit chat. When they first started working
together, Violet had tried talking to Kalina like a friend, but
Kalina didn’t seem interested. Kalina didn’t talk about herself. At
all. Violet knew that she was a graduate student and she lived in
one of the warehouse loft apartments in Little City. She thought
she went to school in Philadelphia and possibly worked in a bank,
but she couldn’t say for sure.

Anything she knew about Kalina came from bits of
conversation overheard when her parents didn’t know she was
listening. She didn’t know Kalina’s last name and she had learned
long ago not to ask questions. Kalina wasn’t rude about it, but she
definitely had a way of not just steering personal talk away from
her, but shutting it down altogether.

“Me?”

“Yes you, Violet. You’re looking at the time. Do you
have plans?”

Kalina’s voice had a melodious quality that reminded
Violet of her father’s jazz albums. It didn’t matter that they
didn’t usually talk about personal things, she found herself
wanting to tell Kalina everything.

“Oh, I agreed to go to my friend Liza’s party even
though I really don’t want to.”

“Then why did you?”

“I don’t know. I just…” Violet shrugged. She
couldn’t explain to Kalina that she’d connected to Liza’s emotions
and let them influence her decision - so much for telling Kalina
everything.

“Yes?”

“Nothing. Liza can be persuasive I guess. You should
meet her.”

Violet knew she’d gone too far. Kalina went from
looking at her with mild interest to boredom.“Well, have fun.
Don’t… stay out too late.” Kalina looked as uncomfortable giving
the advice as Violet felt receiving it. Kalina rose and left the
coffee shop, turning heads as she went. Violet realized that, as
usual, she never touched her coffee.



Liza Grant lived in one the largest homes in one of
South Rosemont’s most posh subdivisions. All the homes were
custom-built and valued in the high six figures. Liza’s parties
weren’t loud or out-of-control – she couldn’t risk someone telling
her mother. Not that her mother would stop going out of town; she
would just hire someone to stay with Liza when she did. Liza knew
that in order to keep having the parties, they had to be low-key
and exclusive. She only invited those she considered to be the
coolest kids. Violet always felt like she was invited by default
since she’d been friends with Liza before her physical and social
blossoming began.

Violet didn't want to stay too late and her parents
wouldn’t stand for it. They’d only agreed to let her go out on a
school night because she’d promised to be home by ten; a promise
she didn’t think she’d have any problem keeping since she was, once
again, feeling very unenthusiastic about attending by the time she
rang Liza’s doorbell.

As usual, Liza had gotten some of the boys in their
class to move all of the living room furniture against the wall to
clear dance space and reduce the risk of anything getting stained.
An interior designer featured on Oprah had chosen to fill the house
with bright whites, black, and rich reds. Violet always felt like
she was walking through a museum.

Violet found Liza in the kitchen setting out boxes
of pizza on the counter.“I’m here,” Violet said, shoving her hands
in the back pockets of her jeans and rocking back on her heels. The
plan was to find the quietest corner and stay there until she’d put
in her obligatory time.

“Gee, curb your enthusiasm. What? Am I keeping you
from your study date?” Liza never teased Violet about her learning
disability, but she did poke fun at the time Violet spent with
Kalina. She suspected that Liza might be jealous that she was
hanging around someone who effortlessly received more
attention.

“Nope. We’re done. You need any help?”

Liza leaned close and lowered her voice even though
they were the only ones in the kitchen and in no danger of being
heard over the music in the next room. “You wanna help?” Liza
asked. “Help me get Barbara Lewis to leave. Can you believe Casey
brought her to one of my parties? I’ll have to talk to Casey
tomorrow about her priorities. I mean, did you see what
Barbara’s wearing?”

Violet shrugged. “I didn’t notice.”

Liza let out a deep sigh like she’d been trying to
teach a puppy a trick he was too stupid to learn. “Leave it to you
to miss the fashion faux pas of the season. Anyway, are you
sleeping over?”

There it was. Violet used to envy Liza for the fancy
house and expensive clothes her father’s massive child support
payments afforded her, but she knew that despite it all, Liza was
lonely. After every party she pleaded with Violet to sleep over and
most times Violet obliged, but she knew she couldn’t this time; not
on a school night.

“You know they’d have a fit. This weekend, though? I
promise.”

“Oh, yeah. I know. That’s cool. Maybe tomorrow
night.” Liza tried playing off her disappointment with a smile. She
grabbed two red plastic cups from the counter and pushed one into
Violet’s hand. Then, she put her free hand on the small of Violet’s
back and ushered her towards the living room. “Let’s party.”

Violet could smell the alcohol in the cup before it
even reached her lips. She paused and asked, “What’s this,
Liza?”

“Patrick’s older brother bought it for us. Taste it.
It’s just like juice.”

Liza watched Violet with a look of certainty that
Violet wouldn’t drink it. There was something so certain and smug
in her look it made Violet want to do the exact opposite. She took
a sip and then another. Liza was right; it tasted like pineapple
juice, but with a bit of a kick.

“OK. Pour me another one.”

Violet found satisfaction in the look of surprise
and then joy on Liza’s face. She didn’t surprise people often and
it felt good. After four cups, she felt her limbs go warm and loose
and she required greater effort to move them. She leaned against
the doorway separating the living room from the foyer and watched
everyone fuse together like images in a kaleidoscope. She wasn’t so
far gone that she couldn’t comprehend what was happening: for the
first time in her life, Violet was drunk.

The music, which hadn’t been up too loud to begin
with, lowered to an indistinguishable hum. Violet looked around to
see if someone had turned down the volume, but no one stood by the
stereo. Violet heard the static-like noise before feeling
overwhelmed by intense jealousy, then anger. She looked around for
the source. Everyone seemed to be doing just fine – most were
laughing and some were even dancing.

Her eyes fell on Liza and Patrick, leaning very
close to one another against the fireplace. Patrick, a tall, lanky
boy in desperate need of a haircut, was leisurely tracing the word
SASSY, which was spelled out in glitter on the front of Liza’s
t-shirt, with his index finger. While Violet watched, the anger and
jealousy amplified. She wanted to stomp over there and push
Patrick’s face into the hearth.

Who the hell is this coming from?

She looked away from the couple and scanned the
room, hoping to find something else, anything else, to focus on
until it passed. Then, she noticed a boy from their biology class -
Violet thought his name was Ryan - also watching Liza and Patrick.
His hands were at his sides, balled into fists. Even from across
the room she could see how white his knuckles were.

Between the alcohol and feeling the overcharged
emotions of a jealous teenage boy, Violet needed air. She stumbled
into the foyer and heard the static-tuning sound. The frequency was
changing. She was about to connect to someone else.

Suddenly she felt nervous, then aroused, flushed in
the face, with flutters going through her stomach. Her hands were
sweaty. She looked at Liza and noticed a blush paint her face, and
she felt that, too, on her own. Violet had one brief, drunken
thought.

So that’s what it feels like to flirt with a
boy.

Violet turned down the hallway, making her way
through the kitchen and out the back door. It had happened four
times in one day – a new record. Violet didn’t know if it was the
alcohol or all of the connecting, but one of them was taking its
toll and she just wanted to go home.

Once she was in the backyard, Violet headed for the
tree line signaling the entrance to the woods behind the
subdivision. She fell to her knees and turned her face towards the
sky with her eyes closed. Violet felt a breeze drying the sweat
that had gathered on her forehead. She pushed her hands into piles
of dead leaves at her sides, as if this would steady her, tether
her to reality.

She opened her eyes. There weren’t many stars in the
sky, but she focused on the few she could see, using this to drown
out the emotions that seemed to have followed her outside like a
cloud of smoke. Only when she was sure that her emotions were her
own did she attempt to stand. She walked the few blocks home; the
whole time feeling like something was following her.



On most mornings, if Jack was lucky, both of his
parents would be gone before he left for school. Lucky mornings
were rare since Nick Morrow hadn’t been hired to design or build a
house in nearly a year. He mostly accepted smaller jobs, like decks
or additions. People who could afford to buy homes were able to
purchase like-new, foreclosed homes at a fraction of the cost of a
custom-built one.

Jack had never seen his father depressed over
anything. Nick Morrow had always been one of those proud,
blue-collar guys that believed that a hard day’s work solved
everything; if you put one in, you’d be rewarded. He’d spent most
of his life doing the right things: working hard, taking care of
family and putting aside savings - savings the Morrows had spent
the better part of a year dipping into.

Jack knew that breaking curfew, skipping school and
generally being a pain in the ass wasn’t helping the situation. He
wanted to explain to his father that he wasn’t acting out to hurt
him or his mother and tell them it wasn’t their fault. Jack didn’t
know how to explain what was going on and worse, didn’t think
anyone would believe him. It was best to keep quiet – even if that
meant he was viewed as an ungrateful troublemaker because of
it.

He was coming down the stairs behind the kitchen
when he heard the tail-end of his parents’ conversation.

“Did he talk to you about it at all when you picked
him up?” his father asked.

Jack imagined his mother running her fingers through
her short blond hair as she often did when she was stressed or
sensed an argument brewing.

“No, he didn’t want to tell me what they talked
about.”

“Well, you might have to make him. Tell him he
doesn’t have a choice.”

“Really, Nick? You think that’s going to help?
Because that’s worked so well for us so far, right?”

“No need to be sarcastic. Dr. Tesla said…”

“I know what he said.”

Jack quietly stepped backwards up the stairs then
made a show of walking down them loudly. He heard his parents
shuffling to get into position; put on happy faces, and pretend
that everything was normal. He headed straight for the fridge and
grabbed a carton of juice.

“Hey, son.”

“Dad.”

“Jack, Sylvia’s giving me a lift to work, but we can
drop you off if you’d like,” his mother offered.

“That’s okay. I’ll walk.”

“You sure?”

“Yup.”

From the corner of his eye, Jack saw his parents
look at each other. When his mother tried so hard, it made it
difficult for Jack to maintain the wall he’d built. Jack knew if he
allowed small talk and rides to school he would start to get
comfortable, and that was the last thing he wanted because comfort
led to touching. Nick nodded towards a basket of muffins on the
counter.

“Diane, where’d these come from?”

His mother sighed. “Nick, I told you yesterday when
you asked; Sylvia sent them. She had them delivered from this
bakery she found when she was in California. A thank you for the
sales we did last month.”

Diane Morrow managed a clothing boutique in Little
City. Sylvia Decklan, the owner, spent most of her time traveling
around the country and abroad, buying designs and making sure the
shop was filled with the latest couture. The store was barely
turning a profit before Sylvia came along – most didn’t think that
Rosemont would appreciate or could afford such an establishment and
thought it might thrive better in Philadelphia or New York. But
once Sylvia took over, the store began turning numbers in the black
and sometimes doubling their profits from the previous month. No
one was quite sure how she did it. Diane said the woman simply had
an eye for what women liked, but she really didn’t care what her
secret was. The Morrows needed the sales bonuses Sylvia gave Diane,
and the perks - like muffins and fruit baskets - didn’t hurt
either.

Nick looked at the basket in confusion. “I swear I
don’t remember you telling me that.”

“You’d forget your name lately if it wasn’t on your
license. What has gotten into you?”

Diane reached across the kitchen island and rubbed
her husband’s neck. Nick Morrow was a bear of a man; a high school
football lineman back in the day, and had a solid foot of height
and fifty pounds on his petite wife. Jack could see the tension
release from his father’s shoulders as he leaned into her touch. It
was a nice moment - one he wished he could join, but… the
touching.

“Jack, you’d better get a move on or you’ll be late.
You sure I can’t take you?”

Jack knew the offer was more about making sure he
actually went to school than it was about being helpful. He wanted
to reassure them that he had no intention of ditching, but to do so
would just remind them of all the times he had.

“Yeah, I can walk. It’s not that cold today.”

Nick settled at the kitchen table and bit into a
muffin. “Oh, and don’t forget, Jack. We’re going out to dinner with
the Loebs. We won’t be out late though.”

“OK. No problem.”

Jack headed for the foyer to grab his backpack. He
walked past the table, and by the time he realized what his father
was going to do, it was too late. Nick Morrow reached out and
touched his son’s arm, stopping him mid-step.

“Have a good day, buddy.”

“You too, Dad.”

Jack nearly cried with relief. When his father
touched him, he saw nothing.



Whether it was because of the power that had come
out of nowhere or her poor judgment in drinking the night before,
Violet felt like she was being punished. She’d made it home well
before curfew, and with more stealth than she’d have thought
possible, managed to shower and fall into bed before her parents
even realized she was home. Her last coherent thought was this
has got to stop.

When the connections first started about six months
ago, they began small - predicting what her parents were going to
say or gauging their mood without looking at their faces and before
they’d spoken - sometimes before she’d even step into the room.
Then one day at the mall, she watched a young mother as she tried
to handle a toddler in the middle of an epic meltdown. Violet could
feel the woman’s frustration and embarrassment. They had completely
taken over Violet’s own feelings of mild interest and boredom a few
moments before. Then it happened more and more until she couldn’t
deny it any longer.

And though she still didn’t know where it came from
or why it was happening to her, she knew that it was getting
stronger. It was occurring more frequently and the after effects
were longer-lasting. Violet spent most of the day at school
battling a headache though that could have been due to the alcohol,
too.

She wanted to confront Liza, to have someone to
blame, but Liza didn’t come to school and it wasn’t like she’d
forced Violet to drink. She’d done so of her own free will in a
desire to both impress Liza and prove her wrong. Violet wanted to
be the type of girl who didn’t care what others thought, but she
did. It was bad enough that she already stood out for being the
girl with the learning disability, who wasn’t quite white enough
and not really black enough. She didn’t want to be the girl that
didn’t know how to have fun, too. But Violet had to face the fact
that she was different. She was the girl who had to study harder
than everyone else, the girl that didn’t drink, and now, the girl
that could feel the emotions of others.

Violet skipped her last two classes of the day and
went home. As houses in South Rosemont went, the Ross’ was modest.
It wasn’t as big as Liza’s or filled with as many expensive things,
but Violet loved it because she knew how much it meant to her
parents. They hadn’t always lived there. When Violet was in
elementary school, they lived in a smaller house on the other side
of town. Brad Ross, her father, opened his own dental practice and
they moved into what her mother called their dream home.

Her mother, Marianne Ross, worked as an emergency
room nurse in Little City and spent days and long nights tending to
people with major traumas. She often said it was a great relief to
drive across the Newton Bridge and leave it all behind. She’d
decorated their home to be a haven: open spaces with lots of light
and plants and flowers in every room. Her favorite was a sitting
room just off of the entryway. A plush chaise sat surrounded by
plants and candles and a stack of books Marianne planned on reading
if she ever had the time. Violet was curled up on the chaise
wrapped in a chenille throw when her mother came home from work
that afternoon.

Violet assured her mother she wasn’t sick; just
tired, and was feeling much better after coming home early to nap.
She didn’t tell her mother about the alcohol at the party or that
she’d had a headache brought on as a side effect from some freaky
power. She’d rather confess about the alcohol over the latter, but
didn’t think her mother would respond well to either.

Later, she was in her room doing homework when her
mother knocked on her door, then entered.

“Violet? We’re leaving soon. Do you need
anything?”

Violet had forgotten that it was her parents’
monthly Date Night.

“Nope.”

Violet smiled. Looking at her mother was like
looking at a future version of herself. They had the same
almond-shaped eyes, dark hair and full lips. The only facial
difference was that Violet had her father’s upturned nose. When
Violet was a child, her father would call her Mini Marianne and it
made her feel like the most beautiful girl in the world.

“We can stay home if you’re not feeling well.”

“No, I want you to go. Have fun.”

“Is that an order?” Brad Ross poked his head through
the doorway.

“Hey, Daddy.”

Her father sat on the edge of Violet’s bed. “What’s
this about you leaving school early?”

“I was just really tired.”

“Hmmm. Still think partying on a school night is a
good idea?” His voice was stern, but his smile reached his eyes
causing wrinkles to appear at the corners.

Violet ducked her head as her father playfully
ruffled the top of her hair. “Probably not,” she said.

“We won’t be late. Only dinner tonight, no movie.
Your mother and I couldn’t agree on one. She wanted to see some
romantic comedy with that woman from that awful show. What’s it
called? You know the one about the hospital where the doctors are
too busy fooling around to actually heal anyone?”

“I did not!” Violet’s mother protested from the
doorway.

“You did! I said we should see that ocean
documentary, but you thought it would be too depressing. Something
about seeing enough heartache at work.”

“Well, that part is true.”

Violet watched her parents’ good-natured bickering.
She wondered if she’d ever find someone she could be that
comfortable with. She knew they loved her, but sometimes she envied
their closeness and ability to finish each other’s sentences and
push one another’s buttons.

As soon as she got the idea, she knew it was wrong.
It was intrusive, but she wanted to know - needed to know -
what it felt like to be that close to someone. Besides, she
reasoned, it probably wouldn’t work. She’d never purposely
connected to anyone and she didn’t even know that she could. Violet
closed her eyes, cleared her thoughts, and focused on her mother.
In her mind, she saw her mother standing in the doorway, a black
shawl draped across her shoulders and arms, with one hip against
the doorjamb and a hand on the other. Her black hair was pinned up
and she wore the gold necklace her mother had left to her after she
died; before Violet was born.

Violet felt the connection, the static, the hum and
then she felt happiness, giddiness, anticipation. Without opening
her eyes, she could see her mother smiling at her father and
rolling her eyes playfully. Violet concentrated on her father. The
hum was louder, perhaps because he was closer. The connection was
made, but Violet felt nothing.



The two bridges that crossed the Preston River,
connecting Little City to South Rosemont, were the Sagaw and the
Newton. The Newton went from the warehouse district of Little City
into the west side of South Rosemont and the Sagaw started at the
tip of the shopping district and deposited commuters on the east
side. Residents joked that from the sky you could tell the annual
income of each side of South Rosemont simply by the make and model
of the cars going across either bridge - the east side residents
tending to be a bit more of the working-stiff variety.

Either way, it wasn’t something spoken about too
often or too loudly. Rosemont residents liked to think that no
matter their socioeconomic divisions, they were still better off
than people living in a city like Philadelphia or New York. They
considered Rosemont one of the best truly all-American small towns
on the east coast.

Like all small towns, Rosemont had its traditions
and stories, passed down from generation to the next, losing a bit
of detail and truth along the way. There were incidents the town
would never forget, like the time a fire claimed the lives of ten
nuns in a Catholic church in southwest Rosemont. That story was
told so many times in so many ways, that by the latest retelling,
the nuns’ screams could be heard for miles before the fire trucks
arrived. In truth, the nuns had been long dead – suffocated on the
smoke - before anyone knew to call for help.

For many years people would talk about what happened
on Maclean Road one evening in early September. They’d talk about
the bizarreness of the accident and the sadness of it all. And, one
day, they’d talk about how that was the start of everything.



Diane Morrow and Marianne Ross thought nothing of it
when their husbands each took the wrong bridge home. It would have
made more sense for the Morrows to have taken the Sagaw, and the
Rosses the Newton, considering where they lived, but the women were
so content from a wonderful night of good food and conversation
that they welcomed the extra time the scenic routes provided.

Diane rested her hand on Nick’s thigh as he drove,
looking out the window and smiling to herself. The Preston River
was calm to their right and the nearly naked trees of the woods
swayed to their left. Dinner with the Loebs had gone well. Joseph
Loeb was building a community of condos outside of Philadelphia and
Nick wanted in on the contract. He could use the work, and they
could use the money. Nick hummed as he drove, and Diane knew he
thought the dinner had been a success as well.

Heading westward, the Rosses were also feeling good
about life. They had no financial worries – their issue was time.
After all these years, Marianne’s hours at the hospital still
caused problems. The couple could go days without seeing each other
and family meals were often Brad and Violet eating alone at the
island in the kitchen, for it seemed a waste to set the table for
only two. Date Night provided them with the opportunity to
reconnect, recharge, and rekindle.

Marianne craned her neck, looking past Brad to get a
better view of the river. In the moonlight, the water looked as
endless as the sky and shimmered like onyx. It reminded her of the
evening they’d had an anniversary dinner there; a nighttime picnic
under the stars. It would be the last happy thought she’d ever
have.

She opened her mouth to recall the memory aloud when
Brad jerked the steering wheel of their mid-size SUV sharply to the
left, into the other lane of traffic. Where it had seemed just a
moment before that they were the only ones on the road for a mile
in either direction, Marianne was now staring in horror at two
headlights, coming at them fast.

In the other car, Diane screamed for Nick to look
out, and briefly thought they were going to avoid the accident.
Nick stared straight ahead, but instead of swerving or applying the
brakes, he pressed down hard on the accelerator and pointed the
nose of their sedan directly at the SUV.

He never stopped humming.

Metal met metal. The engine of the late-model sedan
entered the front of the car, shredding Nick Morrow’s lower half
and killing him instantly. The Ross’ SUV rose up from the rear,
threatening to flip the whole vehicle upside down, atop the sedan.
Instead, as the sedan spun violently towards the river, the
momentum caused the SUV to spin too, and land on its side. Brad
Ross died instantly as well; his neck broken.

When it was over, Marianne Ross lay pinned inside
her car listening to the hiss of steam, the leaking of fluids and
her own struggle to breathe as her lungs filled with blood. She’d
been a nurse long enough to know what was happening to her.

A few feet away in the mangled sedan, stopped
dangerously close to going into the river by a guardrail, Diane
Morrow was also dying. She thought about only one thing: Jack. She
knew he’d be taken care of, but it wouldn’t be the same. A child
needs a mother.

As Marianne felt herself fading away, there was
great sadness that she wouldn’t see Violet graduate high school,
get married and have children of her own. A girl would need her
mother for such things.

As both women let go of the last threads of life,
they prayed their children would have a mother to care for them,
somehow. And though they had never met, their last thoughts were of
each other.







 Chapter
Two

Violet sat at the end of a
long conference table, a soft drink and a bottle of water in front
of her. When the round-faced secretary with short, spiky, blonde
hair had asked which she’d like to drink, Violet had stared at her
blankly, so she brought both. The secretary’s plump hands shook
slightly as she placed them on the table alongside a small stack of
napkins and two straws. “Here you go, just in case.” It looked like
she attempted to say more, but thought better of it and left the
room. Violet suspected that she already knew what Violet herself
had recently learned: there really isn’t a right thing to say to a
child with dead parents.

Violet had no solid memory of taking care of herself
over the past five days. She didn’t remember bathing, eating, or
drinking, but she must have, because she was still here. She’d
stood at her parents’ funeral, wearing a black dress her mother had
picked out for her months ago because she’d said every young woman
should have a simple black dress. Her hair was combed and she
didn’t look - or at least she didn’t think she looked - as torn up
as she felt inside.

From the night the police came to tell her about the
accident, she’d stayed with their neighbor next door, Ms. Harkin.
She fussed over Violet, constantly offering her food and comfort.
The reality sunk in three days later when Ms. Harkin had returned
from Violet’s house with the black dress on a hanger.

“I thought you might like to wear this to the
service.”

Violet was sitting at Ms. Harkin’s kitchen table and
looked up at the word. Service. There would be a service.
There would be tears and flowers and then her parents would be put
into the ground because they were dead.

And then Violet finally cried - big, wracking, sobs
that seemed to come from the deepest part of her. A place she
didn’t know existed. How could she? She had never imagined this
kind of grief; much less where it might be stored, waiting for the
unthinkable.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Ms. Harkin laid the dress across
the table and wrapped her arms around Violet’s shoulders. Still
seated, Violet allowed herself to melt into Ms. Harkin’s bosom, her
cries more like howls. She’d always looked at Ms. Harkin, with her
flower-print dresses and red hair streaked with gray, as a
grandmother. Her embracing Violet now almost made the situation
worse. It reminded Violet that she didn’t have a grandmother. She
didn’t have aunts or uncles or cousins. All she had were her
parents and now they were gone.

At the funeral, four days after her parents’ death,
Violet sat between Ms. Harkin and other women from their
neighborhood. They didn’t sit with their own husbands and children.
They’d adopted her. They pitied her. She knew this not from looking
into their eyes or by anything they’d said. She’d connected to them
and she’d felt it. She pitied herself.

After everyone had run out of words of condolences
and gone home to their own families, Violet received a call from
the lawyer’s secretary asking if she could be at his office late
the next afternoon. Just getting through the service had drained
Violet of all her energy. She didn’t have any left to think about
what came next. Sitting in the conference room, it occurred to her
that the lawyer was probably going to tell her she would be going
into foster care. That had to be it. There was no one else. Any
money that her parents had saved would most likely be unavailable
until she turned eighteen.

That’s three years. Three years of living with
strangers.

She couldn’t imagine that was what her parents would
have wanted, but they couldn’t have planned on dying together and
definitely not so soon. How do you plan for something like that?
For days, Violet hadn’t thought about much of anything, but now she
was being forced to think about her future. She wasn’t sure what it
held, but she had a feeling it included the boy with the unruly
hair who was sitting across the table.



Jack had never met Violet, but he knew who she was
the moment she walked in the room. She was the other
one.

When the doorbell rang that night, Jack knew police
were at the door before he opened it. Their red and blue lights
from atop their car danced across the windows and filtered through
the curtains, making his living room look like some kind of sick
disco. The officers wanted to know if there was someone they could
call to be with Jack before they delivered the news. He insisted
that there was no one, and that they could say whatever they had to
right then and there.

As one of the officers spoke, the other placed his
hand on Jack’s bare arm and it was if someone had pressed ‘play’ on
his brain. His mind filled with images: the wrecked cars, broken
glass, and blood. It was similar to what he’d seen before Bobby’s
accident, but now it had more detail, like an empty set of a stage
had suddenly been filled with cast members. He saw his dead
parents; his father with his eyes open and his mother covered in
blood. There was another couple he didn’t recognize.
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