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Chapter One
There is a hum to the white noise of dreams, a low resonance that slips down through the cracks, keeping me under the weight of sleep like a drug. It’s constant, like a florescent light, and just as warm, but I haven’t felt its steadiness flow through me since Lev died.
Lev.
I open my eyes to find him lying next to me, his arms draping my body, his wings furled around me, bathing us in a soft, white glow. His eyelids are closed, his long, blond lashes touch his cheeks. The even rise and fall of his bare chest suggests sleep.
This is impossible, I know. But impossible or not, I’m not willing to destroy whatever form of Lev lies near me. He’s here for now, and that’s all I care about.
As if sensing my panic, his eyes slowly flutter open, and a lazy smile crosses his face. “Hey, Elizabeth.” His hand reaches out and touches the place just above my heart, willing it to slow. But even that won’t make the fear go away.
“Lev,” I whisper, my tone clipped. Let this be real, not everything else, I think.
“What’s the matter?” he asks, his voice deep and husky. He pushes an errant strand of hair from my face.
A million words splinter through me, but none dare be spoken without destroying him. So I say nothing and bury my head into his chest. Tears prick my eyes, and I wish I could drive them away, but no matter how often I think I get rid of them, they always come back. I’ll never be free of them.
“Elizabeth?”
Panic. I feel my heart thundering in my chest, and it’s hard to breathe. Then I feel the moisture beneath my hands, and I force myself to pull away. Blood. My hands are covered in it. Lev’s once expressive face is slack-jawed and glassy-eyed. Wherever the blood comes from, it never runs out.
It is then morning jars me awake, and I jerk upright in my bed. A scream rips through me, though it takes a moment to realize it. It’s a wordless wail of torment. I could ask why, again--just yell it at the top of my lungs, launching it like a missile at the heavens. But I’d never get an answer. I wouldn’t get Lev back, either.
“Lizzie?” Jimmie jerks open the door. Dark circles underscore his eyes, telling me he’s not been sleeping any better than I have. Every night I wake screaming. Six months out, and I still jerk from unconsciousness as though a knife has been plunged into my chest. Jimmie lingers in the doorway, his hand on the knob, his eyes unsure. He’s wearing a white t-shirt and shorts—classic Jimmy—and his hair is rumpled, standing on end.
“I’m all right.” My voice is flat, and I won’t look at him, afraid he’ll realize just how far from okay I am.
For a moment, he just watches me, eyebrows furrowed. The breath he’s been holding slowly slips free, his shoulders sagging. His lips are pursed but frozen in place; he wants to say something but the words fail him.
“I’m all right,” I mutter again, folding my arms around my body—as if that will contain the anguish that claws at my insides like Constantine wire.
“’Kay.” He nods and retreats down the hallway, leaving me alone. I don’t sleep much anymore. Funny, I used to have nightmares about dying; now I have them about living…alone. No matter how much I try to forget it, I remember the feel of Lev’s body next to mine, his skin as familiar as my own. I ball my right hand into a fist, and the bracelet that Lev gave me glitters in the pale sunlight ebbing around the curtains.
Hesed. Love. The script is beautiful. I blink and Lev’s face is there—gold and pure. His timeless blue eyes peer back at me until they are all I can see.
All gone.
Shaking, I drag my hand through my hair, pulling the loose strands from my face. I turn to the alarm clock. 7:30. It’s Saturday. Jimmie probably would have slept in if I hadn’t woken him. I swallow hard. Six months since Lev’s death, and I yet find myself looking for angels. Looking for him. Is it too much to ask that a town as simple as Tellico Plains, Tennessee, needs more angels—and that if I should somehow be able to somehow find one, could he tell me the truth?
Yeah. Right. The truth.
I force myself to sit up, knowing it was nothing short of a miracle I ever knew Lev for what he was—would I be able to recognize others? I pull the rubber band from my wrist, wrapping it around my long mane of hair just to get it out of my face. As the tears resurface, I rest my arms on my knees and let them rip through me. Tears of grief become tears of anger, which is all I have left.
Damn him.
When the emotional storm has finished with me, I wipe my face and try to ignore the headache. There’s no point in tears, I know. They serve no purpose except to remind me of all the things my life is not and never will be again. I stumble from the bed to the closet. Inside, I find lots of winter clothes left over from my brief stint in Hauser’s Landing, Massachusetts. Never mind that it’s summer now in Tellico Plains, not that I’d wear a lot of this stuff again anyway. Not now.
I settle on black jeans and a purple tank top, colors I’d not normally choose. Maybe it’s my way of saying if I could be someone else, I would be. In passing, I see my reflection in my bureau mirror—haunted and gaunt. But the eyes are the same. They have always been the same. Hello. Is Elizabeth in there somewhere?
I shun the mirror and keep moving until I reach the kitchen, where Jimmie calmly sits at the table, a mug of coffee already in front of him. Although I’m expecting him to break out a pack of Marlboros any moment, right now he’s still adamant about quitting.
Opening a cabinet, I pretend to forage; the one thing that always gets Jimmie’s attention is when I don’t eat. It’s like a red flag, with Jimmie as the bull. So I grab a box of cereal. Once the flakes have tumbled into a bowl, I douse them in milk and feign eating, hoping Jimmie takes the bait. I’m hoping he won’t sense my upcoming road trip away from this stupid place—just another hick town with more trees than people. More classic Jimmie. I can’t say I share his enthusiasm.
I nod to the cereal box and milk. “You want some?”
“Nope.” He taps his mug. “I got the breakfast of champions right here.” He takes a sip.
“Going fishing?” I ask, hoping for the distraction. Jimmie’s been watching me too closely these days, like he’s expecting me to fall apart. Maybe he’s right.
“Thought about it. I guess it depends on what you’ve got planned.”
That’s code for “I’ll decide what I’m doing when I know you’re not getting into trouble.” I shrug and push my spoon around in the bowl.
“Well, what are you going to do?” he finally asks, sensing his hint has garnered no response.
“Thought about looking around and unpacking.” It’s not a lie, exactly. I am going to look around. It’ll just be in Knoxville, not Tellico Plains. I’m not expecting to find any celestial beings in this little town. Hell, with a population this small, nobody gets to die; if anyone did the town might just drop off the face of the earth.
“Lizzie?” His tone harbors a warning.
“I’m fine, Jimmie.” I carry my half-empty bowl to the sink. “I told you that.
“Yeah, that’s why you woke from a nightmare screaming your head off.”
My back stiffens, and I wish I could make him drop this topic. I’ve been wishing that since Lev died. “I said I was fine, Jimmie.”
“I know. But that only makes you a liar, Lizzie. It doesn’t mean you’re not hurting. I still think we need to set up an appointment—”
“I’m not doing the shrink thing!” I yell, glaring. “Period.” I grip the counter to find some way of occupying my hands.
“Lizzie, you loved a boy who died in your arms. That leaves a mark.” He stands, and I just know he’s coming toward me regardless of whether I want him to. With the counter at my back, it’s not like I have anywhere to go.
“I don’t want to talk about this.” My heart starts to gallop, and breathing gets harder as an image of Lev jumps into my head. My throat is dry, and I start shaking even though it’s easily seventy degrees in here. I wish Jimmie would leave me alone. He doesn’t get it, and he won’t. Jimmie has one way of dealing with everything—barrel through and forget the pieces. No harm, no foul. No point.
“You can’t keep it bottled up forever. It’s going to eat you up until there is nothing left.” Jimmie steps toward me, and I launch myself away from the counter, dodging him. Still, he manages to lay his hand on my shoulder, and with it comes the weight of the world. Tears prick my eyes, and if I have any hope of putting the pain back inside, I have to get away from him. I shrug him off.
“Lev is dead, Jimmie. I know that. He’s never coming back. Is that what you want to hear?”
“This isn’t about what I want,” Jimmie says, his tone resigned. “It’s about what you need to get through this, and you don’t want to talk to me about whatever is locked inside your head.”
Oh, but it is what he wants. It always has been. His time, his way.
I grit my teeth, stunned. “So you think I’m going to talk to a complete stranger because she has the right credentials? Didn’t it ever occur to you maybe I just don’t want to talk to anybody right now?” The lump in my throat is building, just another clue that at any moment, if I don’t get out of here, it’s all going to come tumbling down, and if I fall apart, I’m not sure I’ll be able to put the pieces back together. But, then, damn the pieces, right? Plow through.
Jimmie, clueless as ever, reaches out and pushes a strand of hair from my eyes. That simple gesture unlocks my heart, and all the pain I’ve been carefully stacking there like an internal game of Tetris, falls beyond my control as I start crying, gasping, and falling. Jimmie’s arms enfold me, and he keeps whispering that it will all be okay, but I know better. Jimmie doesn’t control the alignment of the stars any more than I do. He can’t promise me I’ll be okay. The only thing he can promise that the he’ll never ever leave this alone. For him, I’m like the only crooked frame of all the straight ones. If he doesn’t fix me, he’ll never be able to let me be.
Still, for the moment, it feels good to be held and have someone else taking note of everything I can’t control. Not even my heart obeys me anymore. It’s stubborn like that, and maybe if Lev were here, things would be different.
My only chance is to find him, wherever he may be. Knoxville, Tennessee, sounds like as good a place as any.
I take a shuddering breath and test to see if Jimmie’s ready to let go. The way his arms reluctantly release me affirm my attempt, but the concern in his tight-lipped frown appears no less, which sucks because at least one of us should feel better after that moment of despair, and it’s not me. Looking away, I brush the tears from my face and head back to my room. I’ve had about all the bonding I can stomach.
“I’m worried about you,” Jimmie calls. I want to yell back that worry is seriously over-rated and useless. Thing is, with Jimmie these days, I’m never quite sure exactly what he’s worried about. Me? Maybe. But in all truth, I don’t even know what that means. Yet the simple fact of the matter is I’m worried, too.
Jimmie would absolutely kill me if he had any idea my vision of exploring included driving to a city that could swallow Tellico Plains whole and ask for seconds and thirds. But as I start seeing the fringes of the city ahead, I tell myself it really doesn’t matter; Jimmie isn’t going to find out. And even if he does, so what?
I’ve driven in Dallas, so the traffic isn’t that much of a headache. No, what sets me on edge is the fact I’m not even really sure what I’m looking for, only that I’m sure I’ll recognize it when I run across it.
As I start to drive around, I stick to the main streets, but all that results in is pretty buildings with beautiful landscaping. Tourism in all its glory. I shake my head at the mall to my left filled with lots of trendy, expensive vehicles, each complete with nicely dressed people obtuse amid their affluence, which tells me one thing for certain: I’m in the wrong part of town to find Lev.
I came to Knoxville for a reason. I’d looked up the gang problems here, and I knew if any place needed a sojourner for steady work, this place could be it just as well as any other. The trouble is that in order to find a sojourner, somebody’s got to be dying, which means finding Lev will open myself up to a whole new world I am not really sure I want to face.
Brushing the hair from my face, I try to ignore the broken air conditioner and sweat spilling down my face in thick runnels. Unsure which direction to go, I take a random left and head for some back roads. Even as I leave the public relations side of town behind, a little voice is telling me this isn’t such a hot idea, and while I know that, I’ve tried thinking of other ways to find Lev—or any other angels, for that matter. The trouble is that I haven’t come up with anything else, and I’m not willing to live in the status quo. Life without Lev isn’t an option.
I fiddle with the radio, trying to ignore the static bursts grating on my nerves. It’s the one drawback to my Jeep, and most of the time I’ve been able to ignore it. It’s just that, these days, I’m having problems ignoring a lot of stuff. When I look up, I start seeing the first signs of economic struggle in the condition of houses needing new paint with less-than-luxurious cars sitting in the driveways and on the streets. For a moment, my foot stutters on the gas as another internal warning goes off, telling me I should turn around and head home.
Instead, I nudge the accelerator and keep going, watching as the neglected houses slowly give way to slums. The cars passing by are no longer those of rich, affluent whites but have, for the most part, turned into lower-end models of non-descript cars. Most of the faces I see blur past are of Latino descent.
I swallow hard, suddenly realizing just how far out of my element I am. The run-down houses on either side of me have numerous people milling about, including small children, which should make me feel a little more at ease, but it doesn’t, not with the looks I keep getting, especially from teenage males. I’ve seen lots of guys watch me, but these expressions are feral and territorial. It has nothing to do with attraction and everything to do with trying to put people in their places. As an outsider and a female, I’m not sure what that place might be, but I’m also not slowing down to find out.
It’s then, of all times, I feel my front tire start to wobble, and I cringe at the thought of a flat. Around me, there are so many people, and the houses are so small. The flow of traffic has all but died, suggesting that this neighborhood is really either very dangerous or a dead-end. Either way, I shouldn’t be here.
Knowing I don’t have a choice, I ease the Jeep to the side of the road and shift into park. Already I see lots of people staring. The kids who were playing with Frisbees or footballs suddenly stop and look at me—yet another sign strangers don’t come here. Or if they do, they certainly aren’t welcome. I nervously reach inside my purse, scanning for my cell. As my hand touches my wallet, my compact, my brush, I realize I’ve left it at home. My stomach falls like I’m riding a roller coaster and I’ve just gone down the first big hill.
For a moment, I just sit there, half-considering turning the vehicle around and driving back toward the mall. At least that would put me in a line of sight where I wouldn’t feel so threatened, but I know the Jeep won’t make it that far with the ruined tire.
A light pounding at my window makes me jump, and I turn to see a Hispanic teenager in a white tank top. The cotton stretches tightly across his torso, highlighting the taut muscles beneath. He gestures for me to roll the window down. Trembling, I comply.
“You need some help with the rueda? The tire?” His voice is calm, careful. He rests one arm on the roof of the Jeep and lets his grease-stained fingers dangle over. Then I notice the car on blocks in the driveway across the street where he’s probably been overhauling it. Although the sun is at his back, his black hair is so thick no light bleeds through it. It only halos his head. He frowns like he’s not sure what to make of my silence.
Finally, I nod, realizing I don’t really have any choice. “That would be great.”
“Set your emergency brake.” He waits for me to comply and then nods. “Where is your jack?”
“In back.” I lick my lips nervously.
“Can you open the door so I can get it?” A thin strand of his hair curls against his forehead. He slowly steps back from the door so I can get out. Taking a deep breath, I yank my keys from the ignition and scramble out. Even as my feet hit the street, I feel numerous gazes on me, and I keep looking at the ground, unnerved, aware of just how much space there is between his body and mine as I walk around the Jeep and open the back door. He steps past me and grabs the jack.
“At least you didn’t get this on the highway.”
“Yeah.” I fold my arms across my chest and watch him place the jack and begin lifting the vehicle. He pauses for a moment.
“You might want to step back.”
I turn toward the Jeep and realize for the first time how stable it isn’t as it lifts into the air on one side. So I take his advice and step back, giving him room to loosen the lug nuts then crank the jack. It’s obvious by his efficient movements he’s probably done this a million times. He’s already got the tire off; if it were me, I’d probably still be figuring out how to work the jack. While I may have some good skills, figuring out mechanical things isn’t one of them.
“Thank you for doing this,” I say, scanning the people around me. The kids have resumed playing, figuring that while I’m not part of the usual landscape, I’m not exactly a threat, either.
“De nada. You’re welcome.” He takes the spare off the back of the Jeep and rolls it where he can mount it. “You’re not from around here.”
“No. Just passing through.”
“You might want to be more careful.” He spins the lug nut on and screws them into place. “While this neighborhood isn’t great, you’re heading for problemas—trouble.” He takes a break from the last lug nut and shoots me a meaningful glance. “And people around here can be funny about strangers. Remember that.” As he speaks, I am struck by how much he doesn’t sound like a teenager.
“What’s your name?” I ask, not really sure why I want to know. Maybe because despite my fears, he’s been kind.
“Miguel Torres.”
“I’m Elizabeth Moon. How old are you?” The question comes out before I can choke it back.
“Fifteen.” He lowers the jack, and when the spare touches the ground, he pulls the jack away and puts it in the back, offering a wan smile. “Good as new.”
“Thanks.” I’m reaching into my pocket to pull out some money to give him. It’s the least I can do. I probably wouldn’t even have gotten the old tire off. Then I hear the squeal of tires just up the street.
Around me, panic breaks out. The parents and older teens start running toward kids and houses. I only get one look at Miguel’s face and the sheer horror of his gape-mouthed expression and wide eyes.
“No!” he screams. In that instant, everything slows to a standstill. I see one of his hands grab me, and the other reaches for the door on the Jeep. The car speeds toward us, a white Buick with dark, tinted windows. The thump of a bass precedes it. A dark-skinned teenage male with long hair leans out the window, gun in hand.
Miguel yanks open my door and shoves me in the Jeep just as the car passes even with us. The snap of gunfire resonates amid the thumping beat. Miguel’s mouth opens wider. He grunts and then falls toward me, knocking me backwards. My head slams against the steering wheel. The white car and thumping bass edge past. The guy holding the gun leers at me, laughing, half-aiming in my direction.
Chapter Two
Miguel slumps against me, and I yell when I see the car turn around. Some part of me tries to duck, but I can’t move. My body won’t obey bathed as it is in the crimson wetness of Miguel’s blood.
Sirens scream loudly, and as the white car tools closer, a police cruiser zooms in front of my Jeep and stops. The teen leaning out the window takes a shot as two officers scramble out. One of them, a blond glowers at me.
“Get down—now!”
The part of me that couldn’t move caves and crumples down into the seat, sobbing as more shots rip through the air, shattering the window on the driver’s side. Tires squeal, and the Buick speeds away. All I can hear then is my panicked breathing, all I can see is Miguel’s unblinking brown eyes peering at nothing. The screams start over again, high-pitched, surreal.
The two cops rush over. One of them lifts Miguel’s body away, and the blond leans over him, frowning. The screams abruptly die as I stare into his eyes. He looks at my bloody shirt.
“Are you hurt, Miss?”
I can’t answer. I can only think of how his features remind me of Lev—the way his hair glittered in the light and his skin glowed in sunlight. I can’t help but stare.
“Are you hurt?” he demands, his hand resting on my shoulder. His face is pale as he searches for wounds.
I reach out to touch the cop’s face, but he grabs my wrist, stopping me. His fingers wrap around the bracelet Lev once wore, but the officer doesn’t seem to notice it until the clasp gives and it falls into my lap.
“Miss? Did you hit your head?” He leans closer, trying to get a better look. He has the same sea-blue eyes as Lev.
“Lev?” I whisper, my voice raw.
“You’ve mistaken me for someone else,” he says, pulling back a little. “Did you hit your head?” he repeats.
My vision starts to blur, making it impossible to tell me whether somewhere beneath the skin, there beats the heart of an angel. If it’s not Lev, it could be another one, someone who could tell me where Lev is.
“Miss?” His tone is frantic, and I start blinking harder and faster, feeling suddenly weak. In a moment I won’t be able to fight the panic. It will win.
“What’s your name?” he asks, his blue eyes constantly trying to meet mine. I blink, unfocused. He shakes me. “You have to stay awake.”
At that moment, I start laughing and crying—an an odd, raucous sound that scares me; I feel the edge of a steep cliff I hadn’t known was there, right under my feet. In the distance, I hear someone wailing, that keening blocking all else. Then there is only blackness.
“Elizabeth? Can you hear me?”
The voice is distant yet persistent. Someone shakes me. Trying to shrug away the darkness, I ease open my eyes. A few blinks later, and I see an EMT, the blond cop, and a crowd. The cop kneels by my head, his mouth twisting into a concerned frown.
My throat is dry, and my head throbs where my hand gingerly probes the back. The world below me feels weird, but familiar. A gurney. Lucky me.
“I think she hit the back of her head on the steering wheel,” the cop says to the EMT. “She wasn’t exactly lucid when I got to her.”
I keep blinking until the cop’s face comes into tighter focus—the blond hair, the blue eyes. And something else…. Despite the deep throbbing in my head, when I look at the cop, I see a light around him—an aura. It’s not the same as Lev’s, but I’m willing to bet there’s more to the cop than what’s in front of me.
If he’s an angel, he could be Lev.
He must feel me staring because he suddenly turns to my direction; his frown deepens. I reach out, trying to touch the aura, so sure that if my fingers find something besides air, I will be able to confront the cop about what he really is, but he grabs my hand and gently sets it atop my stomach. “Elizabeth, these two are going to load you into an ambulance and drive you to the hospital. Whom do I need to call?”
That did it. The thought of Jimmie getting yet another frantic call on my behalf makes me jerk upright. “No one. I’m fine.”
“Lie back down before you pass out.” The cop sets his hand on my shoulder and pushes. Between his insistence and the pounding sensation rattling my thoughts, I end up flat on my back again. “Besides, even if you didn’t go to the hospital, we’d still have to call your parents.”
“Great!” I mutter, eyeing my Jeep.
The cop follows the path of my gaze and shakes his head. “Don’t even think about making me chase you down, Elizabeth. It’s been a hell of a day already.” His gaze strays to the body bag not far off. Miguel….
“Oh God,” I whisper, suddenly shaking.
“Take it easy.” His voice is warm and soothing.
“I don’t understand.”
“You’re in the middle of a hot zone, kid. What’s not to understand?” He tugs off his hat and rakes his fingers through his hair before setting it back on his head. All the while, the EMTs are looking me over.
“Why Miguel?” The bag not far from me sends chills through me. I hate the stillness and all it represents. No matter how hard I try to separate myself, I keep thinking both of Lev’s shooting and Miguel’s, random and senseless. I’ll never be able to escape either one.
“His brother, Ricardo, is in a gang and not nearly so pleasant. Some things went down yesterday, and Ricardo definitely had a hand in them. So the rival members decided to come after him. Miguel was just an handy target.”
“We’re ready,” one of the EMTs says to the cop.
He nods. “Give me a minute.” Then he turns back to me. “So whom do I call?”
Realizing he’s not going to give up, I rattle off Jimmie’s number, knowing things are about to get sticky again. So much for a fresh start.
“What city uses that prefix?” he muses to himself.
“Tellico Plains.”
Another shake of his head and the cop starts to leave, but I catch his arm. “What’s your name?”
“Matthis.” His jaw clenches and releases. “But I guess you can call me Scott.”
I nod. “Okay, you want me to go to the stupid hospital, I will—without a fight. But on one condition.”
He arches an eyebrow, and a thin smile plays across his mouth. “You’re not exactly in any position to make deals. But, let’s hear it.”
“You have to sit with me until Jimmie arrives.”
He slowly exhales. “That’s a first. Usually, I get somebody yelling, ‘Get out of my face.’” He shakes his head like he’s considering my contingency before he finally says, “Okay, kid, I can do that.” He waves toward the EMTs.
“You’re not that much older than I am,” I snap, irritated.
“I’m 21. But there’s lots of things that make people older, Elizabeth--like watching kids kill each other.” He glances at the bag and shakes his head.
Part of me wants to say that at least his teacher didn’t try to shoot him and nobody murdered his father. That at least his race doesn’t make him a target. But I’m hoping Scott really is an angel and that even now the haze I see around his body, isn’t just a trick of the light.
There’re a million questions I want to ask, but the EMTs load the gurney and slowly drive away, heading for my least favorite place.
A CAT scan, a blood test, and an exam later, the doctor pronounces my injuries as limited to a concussion. Still, true to his word, Scott shows up at the hospital. He takes to leaning against the windowsill and looking out at the sunny sky instead of at me, and although I have all these questions, I don’t have a clue how to start. So he starts.
“Who’s Lev?” He drums his fingers on the sill.
“An old boyfriend.” I will myself to keep the tone even. The last thing I need is to break down again. “Why do you ask?”
“You called me that before you passed out.” He’s still looking out the window. “And you seemed pretty upset I wasn’t answering.”
“Sorry about that.” I vaguely remember, but that makes me see Miguel’s face, and I don’t like going there. Still, my mind replays the rest of it, and I jump when the shooting starts.
Scott sees me jump. “You all right?”
“Fine.” My voice is trembling, and I wish I could make it stop.
“Tell me what happened.” He pulls out a notepad and pen.
Swallowing, I force myself to concentrate on the details. “I was driving through the neighborhood when I got a flat. Miguel offered to change it. When he’d finished, that white car drove up. As they passed, the passenger….” My voice dies. I can’t say it. I start shaking. My memories of Miguel flash into my thoughts, from his smiling face to the expressionless dead one as his body falls on top of mine.
Scott takes a deep breath and looks up. “It’s all right, Elizabeth. Just take your time.” His voice is soothing, so quiet and even. “Go on when you are ready. I can wait.” He keeps staring at me, those blue eyes burning through me.
“The guy in the car shot Miguel. Then the driver turned the car around and would have shot me if you hadn’t come.”
“What were you doing there?” he asks softly. “You don’t live anywhere close, and you just moved to Tennessee. That makes no sense.”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” I bat the hair from my eyes.
“Try me.” He turns his back to the window and leans back against the sill, his arms folded across his chest. He stares at my face, waiting.
“I…was looking for Lev.”
He nods, considering my words. “And is he in a gang?”
“No.” I think of Lev, Evan, and Celia, and a lump forms in my throat, making it difficult to swallow.
“Then what made you think you’d find him there of all places?” He steps toward me, and the proximity frightens me.
“It’s a long story.”
He waves around the room. “I think we have time. You’re not going anywhere until your dad gets here.”
“He’s not my dad.” The tone comes out more harshly than I want, but I’m tired of having to explain Jimmie to people. It wasn’t my fault my parents died, but having to keep going through this makes me feel like it.
“Then what is he?”
“My guardian.” I grip the blanket in my hand, hating this stupid gown which makes me look helpless and weak.
“Oh.” He takes a seat in the chair then unbuttons one cuff of his long-sleeved shirt so he can roll up his sleeve before turning his attention to the other sleeve.
“How did you know my name?”
“The same way I knew you weren’t from around here. Your license.” He nods to my purse. “Now about Lev. Where is he?”
I swallow hard. “I don’t know, exactly.”
“So you just assumed Knoxville? Not really close to Massachusetts, is it?” I can feel his gaze lingering on me, trying to engage my attention, but I refuse to look at him, not willing to admit the truth.
“It seemed as good a place as any to start looking.”
He touches my hand and forces me to meet his gaze. “Except you could have easily been killed. You picked a bad neighborhood, Elizabeth. You got lucky, but maybe your guardian angel won’t be so close next time.”
What guardian angel? I want to ask. My angel is dead. That’s who I’m looking for. But I know how ludicrous this whole thing is--great fodder for getting me committed to the local nuthouse, and while Hauser’s Landing might not have had one, I’m sure Knoxville can more than oblige.
I pull away. “Okay, fine. Consider this a lesson learned. I won’t be back, so you don’t have to worry.”
“That doesn’t answer my question about Lev and why you’re looking for him in dangerous places.” He leans back, leveling a pointed gaze at me. “Tellico Plains is nothing like Knoxville.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.” I shut up then, still watching the aura around Scott’s body. Although it is very faint, it’s there nonetheless; I’m not imagining it. So I have discovered another angel. Problem is, I’m not sure what to do with that knowledge.
“You’re a strange one,” he mutters.
“So do you know anyone with the last name of Walker?”
He frowns and shakes his head. “Yeah, I know a George Walker. Fresh out of Levs, though.” He grabs a piece of gum from his pocket and unwraps it, popping it into his mouth. Against the dark navy of his uniform, his skin and hair seem an ethereal gold, hinting at the same otherworldliness which I once noticed about Lev. He offers me a piece, and I take it.
“Sure about that?” I ask.
“I sure don’t know any cops by that name, and if he’s a kid, the only reason I’d probably know him is that he’s a banger. So, tell me, would I know him?” He stares at me pointedly.
“No, I already told you that.”
He nods. “Yeah, I guess you did. Problem is, that the little bump you got seems to have left you a bit confused it seems.”
I start to argue when the door slides open, admitting Jimmie and the doctor. Even as Jimmie steps inside, I can tell he’s fit to be tied. At any moment, his head is going to start spinning, and pea soup is going to fly everywhere just like that stupid old movie, The Exorcist. I’m going to be so grounded, so, so grounded.
I think I’d rather have the pea soup.
“Is she all right?” he asks the doctor. Not a good sign when he’s talking to the doctor instead of me.
“She’s got a concussion. That’s about it.” Scott rises and gives me one last glance.
Jimmie extends his hand. “I’m Jimmie Abram, Lizzie’s guardian.”
“Scott Matthis, Knoxville PD.” The two shake, and I’m grateful for the distraction because Jimmie’s going to blow a gasket.
Jimmie’s gaze flickers to me. “What happened?” His shoulders form a hard line, and I can smell the smoke on his clothes. Looks like the patch has gone the way of the dodo. Again.
“Nothing!” I protest. Scott glares at me, and Jimmie raises his hand.
“Lizzie, let me finish this conversation. Then I’ll talk to you.” He turns to Scott. “So what happened?”
“She said she was driving around, looking for a friend when she found herself in the middle of a drive-by. The shooter killed the kid next to her and would have taken her out if we hadn’t gotten there.”
Ever seen the color drain completely out of somebody’s cheeks? It’s not instantaneous. There are shades of pallor. Jimmie pretty much goes through all of them, one by one, on the way to stark white. “Who did she say she was looking for.”
“Griffin!” I yell, hoping Scott will not say the other name. You know, the one that can get me in so much trouble I won’t have a prayer. Again Scott looks at me and Jimmie waves me to silence.
“What was the name?” Jimmie asks again, a forced patience crimping his voice.
“Lev. She said she was looking for Lev.”
Jimmie’s shoulders slowly sink, and he closes his eyes as though he doesn’t want to see what is right in front of me. His breath comes out in weighted gasps, and he shakes his head, swallowing hard.
“Do you know who she is talking about?” Scott asks softly, folding his arms across his chest. As he takes inventory of Jimmie’s expression, his jaw clenches.
“Yeah, but um, that’s not possible. Could you have heard her wrong?”
Scott shook his head. “She said Lev Walker. Why is that impossible?”
Jimmie shoves his keys into his pocket. “He’s dead. Been dead six months.” His breathing is uneven and panicked. He just keeps shaking his head as though denying everything—especially me as usual. Oh, Jimmie’s great at going through the motions—but emotions are another thing. He doesn’t do emotions. Never has. Steak and potatoes, that’s Jimmie’s style.
Now it’s Scott’s turn to look kind of pasty. I should’ve realized Scott would tell Jimmie. Why should a cop be any different? Knowing would have saved me a whole lot of grief and insanity. But it doesn’t matter now, with Jimmie’s eyes filled with pain, and Scott’s unreadable expression. His mouth opens and closes, and he’s uncertain what to say, not that it matters. I see the aura as plain as day. Maybe he doesn’t know Lev, but he knows something. Still, if he’s an angel and I can’t trust him, is it safe to trust anyone?
“Can I speak with you outside?” Scott asks, glancing at Jimmie and then at me. Without a word, they both step outside, leaving me wishing I could just take everything back—all of it. I mean, after all, what’s the point? It’s all about control now, and who has it and who doesn’t. And me, I don’t. What was it about Scott that made me loosen up? Just another way he reminded me of Lev. Why do I get so stupid sometimes? It’s like I don’t even know who I am. Used to be I thought about what fitting in with people, but this—this is somehow worse. I am alone in myself.
Frustrated, I snap my head back into my pillow as the doctor scribbles a few notes on my chart. I glare at him as though this is his fault, but like Jimmie he is completely oblivious.
“Can I go home yet?”
“Soon.” He takes the chart and steps outside. I tug the blanket from beneath my body, hating the hospital gown more with every breath. Whoever designed this snap-thing should be shot. I hate my butt hanging out in the wind. Then again, that’s the least of my worries right now. Being committed to the looney bin is pretty close to number one.
The door swings open, but this time it is only Jimmie, a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. His hands are shoved deep in his pockets, probably because he doesn’t have a clue what else to do with them. Once he’s inside, he shuts the door and turns to me expectantly. I figure he’ll start yelling any time now, but he doesn’t, and that makes it so much worse, which I didn’t think was possible, really. Just goes to show what can happen when you don’t believe in something. But then why should I? I did with Lev, and look what happened? It always happens that way with me.
“Jimmie, I can explain.”
He walks around the room, looking at the floor. “Can you? Really?” He slowly looks up, and I can tell if I don’t find a way to calm him down, his face might really stay just like it is, and that would definitely not be a good thing because Jimmie’s wearing what I call the scary dad face. His expression is tight with apprehension, and his whole body is tense. He frowns, and that frown furrows his forehead. I’d rather have the angry Jimmie. At least once his temper blows, he can finally cool off. There’s no relaxing the scary Jimmie.
“I just wanted to get out of Tellico Plains.” I brush the hair from my face and look at the bed, carefully avoiding eye contact. “I was going crazy. I’m not like you. I hate small towns.” The words just keep rambling from my mouth, but they mean nothing. Not to him. Never have. Not simple, not possible, not happening.
“This isn’t about small towns, Lizzie. We both know it’s about Lev.” He rubs the bridge of his nose, and for the first time I realize just how tired Jimmie looks these days. It started in Hauser’s Landing and just kept going, unfortunately for both of us. He slowly walks over and lowers himself to the chair. “Christ, Lizzie, you know Lev is dead. Why would you say such a thing?”
I shrug. “Probably because I hit my head and that kid, Miguel was shot right in front of me—just like Lev.”
Cringing, I realize this is where things get too real. I have a new image to add to my nightmares—Miguel dying just like Lev. It doesn’t matter if he was a stranger. He was a kid, someone who deserved a chance he never got.
Jimmie reaches for my hand, and he’s trembling. “I can’t take you holding all this in, keeping it away from me, Lizzie. Scott wondered if you might need a psych evaluation, and—“
“I’m not crazy!” I explode, yanking my hand from his. I start to say something else when the door opens again, admitting a beautiful nurse with long, straight black hair and dark eyes that first flash toward me and then settle on Jimmie. The nurse’s uniform does nothing to diminish her hour-glass figure. From the first moment I see her, I realize three things. First, she’s achingly beautiful, with her dark, exotic features. Second, she’s got that aura which seems to hint at her being an angel. Third, Jimmie can’t take his eyes off her—and she’s pretty focused on him as well.
She looks from Jimmie to me and back again. “Is everything all right?”
“Fine,” we both say, but looking at Jimmie’s wistful expression, I realize suddenly he means it more than I do. What in the hell is going on here? If Jimmie only knew he was attracted to an angel. Would that make a difference? Nope, he doesn’t do emotions, regardless of what he says. But he goes through the motions just fine. And this one is just that—fine.
As she walks towards us, the papers she carries slip from her hands and tumble to the floor. Immediately, Jimmie shoots from his chair and grabs them before she can even bend to retrieve them. He presses them into her hands.
“Thank you.” She offers a smile to me. “I came to have you both sign the discharge paperwork so that Lizzie can go home and get some rest.” Her voice is seductively rough, and I struggle the with texture of it.
Thank God, I think, grateful to be getting out of Dodge. I reach for them and patiently pretend to listen to the discharge instructions, but it’s pretty hard with Jimmie over there going gaga over Florence Nightingale. I shake my head. I’ve never seen Jimmie so shamelessly taken in by a female before. Then again, she is really beautiful, so I can’t question his taste on that score.
Jimmie leans close and signs in all the right spots, watching like a love-sick puppy as she separates the forms and hands us the copies. When she’s done, she offers a smile to both of us.
“I guess that’s it unless you have any questions.”
“What if Lizzie needs attention? An emergency or something?” His voice is fast and desperate, as though he really doesn’t want her to leave.
She points to the paperwork. “Oh, the number is right there, just in case.”
“Ah. Well, could you write your name just in case, so I’ll have someone I can talk to.”
I shoot him a nasty look, thinking, it’s a concussion, Jimmie, not a terminal illness. There aren’t going to be any side-effects. Still, I shake my head and watch as the nurse jots her name, Theresa Whitmore, at the top.
Then she is gone. But that doesn’t stop Jimmie from staring at the door even after she has walked through it. It’s like I have ceased to exist. Everyone has except for the beautiful Theresa. Gritting my teeth, I wave my hand in front of Jimmie’s eyes, trying to prompt him out of his nice little reverie back into reality even thought I much prefer the thought that I can somehow escape the chaos and Jimmie’s wrath.
Jimmie blinks and looks at the clothes he’s brought, sitting on the window sill. “I’m going to go chat with Ms. Whitmore while you get dressed.”
“Okay.” I shouldn’t mind this sudden distraction. After all, she’s taking Jimmie’s mind of the grief he wants to give me for running to Knoxville and almost getting myself killed. I sure have a knack for things, don’t I? Still, nobody has to tell me twice to get this stupid hospital gown off. Although I hate the outfit Jimmie has brought—a pair of khaki shorts and a white tank top—it’s still better than the alternative.
When he comes back in, he seems strangely quiet. Again, I should be grateful, but there’s something wrong, something I can’t put my finger on. The Jimmie I know and love should be freaking out, but he’s not. So what exactly did little miss angel have to say, and how exactly did she get Jimmie to listen in a few minutes when I’ve been trying that for most of my life?
He stares at me, but I can’t tell by his expression what he’s thinking, which really bugs me. Somehow I feel as though I’ve let him down. There are so many things I wish Jimmie could understand, especially when it comes to Lev. But truthfully, I don’t think I even get all of it, so how could I ever explain it to him?
“Jimmie, I’m sorry.”
He shakes his head and looks away. “Let’s just go home, Lizzie. Then we’ll worry about the damage.”
Chapter Three
Although I am more than willing to drive the Jeep back to Tellico Plains, neither the doctor nor Jimmie will agree to that. Scott volunteers to drive it for me with his partner following to give him a lift back.
Not only is the lack of freedom stifling, the silence lingering between Jimmie and me leaves me on edge until it feels like I need to hit something, anything. Usually Jimmie reacts more verbally than this, and it makes me wonder if his mind lingers behind with that nurse, which was just too weird for words.
Don’t get me wrong. Jimmie likes women as much as the next guy, but usually he’d react to what I had done and been oblivious to the nurse, not the other way around. And I just can’t take the silence anymore.
“Jimmie, I’m really sorry.”
He shakes his head. “You could have been killed, and all you can do is apologize?” Gripping the steering wheel turns his knuckles white. “You never said what you were doing in Knoxville.”
“I was looking around.”
“Bullshit, Lizzie. At least be truthful.” He grabs a cigarette from the pack stashed in the cup holder and takes the lighter. Closing his eyes, he exhales a thick cloud of smoke, and I roll the window down, despite the cool air blowing in through the vents.
“I am.” My protest lacks the bravado to ring true, but I knew that going in. I can’t lie very well, but that’s probably a good thing.
“Look, I’m tired of trying to guess when you’re gonna do something to get you in trouble so until I say different, you’re grounded. Period.”
Aw. How dad of him. Part of me wants to burst out laughing because at least this way I won’t have to socialize, and Jimmie can’t expect me to find new friends. Instead I can just try to figure out other ways to find Lev. Sounds like a plan. So I just lean back in the seat and close my eyes. I start to drift off until Miguel’s face surfaces, then I jerk awake and force a deep, calming breath.
For whatever reason, my thoughts immediately go back to Scott and his concerned frown as he tried to make sure I was coherent at the scene of the shooting. Even now, I can see the aura of his wings as clear as day, and no matter what he might say, I know he’s an angel.
I glance in the door mirror, and my Jeep follows about two car-lengths behind—close enough so I can see Scott’s face but not near enough to read his expression. Part of me hates being grounded because even though today has been awful, I’d come back just to find Scott. But there’s no way in hell Jimmie’s going to allow that. Or anything else.
Jimmie’s uncharacteristic silent treatment lasts the rest of the drive home—that and his chain smoking. One of us is going to develop cancer over this, I’m sure, but I know better than to argue with him about it. It’s his one vice, and when he’s ready to give it up again, he will. Of course, that will be when I stop getting into trouble. Until then, all bets are off.
Once we pull into the driveway, I fly out of the car and head inside, hoping to stall any further bits of conversation Jimmie might have been planning. I mean, I know he wants me to tell him all about my big day in the city, but right now all I can think about is Miguel and the disappointment of not running into Lev. I was so sure I’d find him. If I’d died, would he have come?
I close my door and plop onto the bed, careful to weave around all the unpacked boxes. You know, the way our house looks, it reminds me a lot of the house at Hauser’s Landing—old-fashioned and dated. A Jimmie house. We still had stuff that hadn’t been unpacked when we moved so I guess that made it easier, and leaving most of my friends wasn’t hard because they never really got beneath my skin.
The only person I hated leaving was Griffin. I don’t know why. Maybe because he was the only one who was with me the night Lev died, and knowing I hadn’t been alone made it easier to bear. I never thought he and I would be friends, but we became close. I figured I owed him that much, and once we’d started talking, I wasn’t sorry.
Since we’ve been here, I haven’t had time to write him and let him know how things are going. Besides, what would I say? That I still miss Lev so much it hurts and I hate this place at least as much as I hated Hauser’s Landing? And he’s graduated and has a life now. He doesn’t need me unloading all this crap. And I shouldn’t complain because Jimmie took quite a loss on his mother’s house just to unload it and get us out of there after Lev’s death. It’s not really the house that made Jimmie choose this place but the land and the nearby lake. Somehow he thinks Mother Nature will make things more peaceful, I guess.
I lie on the bed and prop my hands behind my head. Even as I close my eyes, I see Lev’s face, and I miss him. I never knew it could hurt to love someone this much.
A soft knock at the door interrupts my thoughts. “Come in,” I say, knowing there is no getting rid of Jimmie when he decides he wants to talk.
He opens the door and lingers in the hallway. Behind him, I also notice Scott standing here. “I’m going to fix a burger for lunch. You hungry?”
“No, not really.” I swallow hard.
Jimmie walks down the hall, and once he disappears, Scott holds out his hand, offering my keys. “You might need these. And don’t forget the side window needs to be replaced. I cleaned out all the glass I could find.”
“Thanks.” I take them and set them on the dresser. “Have they caught the shooter?”
He nods. “Yeah. Not that it’ll do much good. He’s a minor.”
“Oh.” Nothing about him reminds me of a teenager, certainly not his expression.
“There’s something else.” He reaches into his pocket and offers me something encircled in his palm. I’d take that, too, and once his fingers withdraw, I see the bracelet Lev gave me what seems like a lifetime ago. The silver, lying in my palm, seems so warm, and once again, my breath halts, just like when Lev first gave it to me. Tears prick my eyes, and I feel myself stumbling as I dance with the pain yet again. I almost drop it, but Scott sets his hand beneath mine, his palm touching the back of my hand, supporting it.
He frowns. “You all right?”
“I’m fine.” All the pain and rage of losing Lev threatens to tremble through me until I can barely breathe and my chest aches from the emotions I’m trying so hard to restrain. I close my fingers around the bracelet
Nodding, he silently withdraws his hand and steps back, giving me one last glance before turning.
“Scott?” My voice is as ragged and uneven as the breath coursing through my body.
“Yeah.” He stops completely but does not face me. His shoulders form a hard line, as though the weight of the world rests upon them.
“You remind me of someone.” I know it’s something stupid to say, but I can’t seem to help myself, even though I know nothing good can come out of it. Even if Scott is an angel, which I really believe he is, that doesn’t mean he’s going to admit it or anything else, including knowing Lev.
“Really.” His voice is flat, and he’s so completely still he even seems to be a part of the furniture, not a human being. Or an angel—if he is one. But maybe I’m seeing things—seeing what I want to see. “And who do I remind you of?” His voice sounds rougher than I’ve heard thus far. I just wish I could see his face and read his expression.
“Lev.” It’s a half-whisper that almost dies before I can utter it.
For a moment he just stands there, silent as a stone. Then he slowly turns, and a frown deepens the furrows in his forehead. His jaw clenches, and his eyes fix on my mine.
“How did I know you were going to say that?” His lips part slightly, and he looks as though I slapped him. He walks to the chair in front of my desk and slowly sits down. Clasping his hands, he leans over and closes his eyes. After a deep breath, he peers at me.
“You remind me of him.” I say again, not knowing what else to say.
“That’s not uncommon, Elizabeth.” He stares into my eyes, piercing me with the blueness of his own. “After someone we love dies, we tend to see them everywhere and in everyone. I don’t know if that is our way of protecting ourselves. Or whether it’s just a sick joke. I don’t know if maybe some part of the person remains behind and every so often, when things come together in a certain way, we see them.”
I squint, searching for the aura around him, but it has gone. Now Scott looks just like everyone else, and something inside of me breaks.
“I guess you think I’m just a stupid teenage girl.”
“Nope. Just somebody who’s had her heart broken. There’s no shame in that.” He pats my shoulder and gives me a scrap of paper.
“What’s this?” I start to unfold it.
“My number. In case you need somebody to talk to before you go walking into another shoot-out.”
I try to think of something—anything—to say, but my throat is dry, and suddenly I’m so tired I just want to sleep and forget this day ever happened. This time, when Scott reaches the door, he keeps going, and I just crawl into my bed and draw the covers up over my head, wondering if I can just sleep the rest of my life away.
The next few days pass pretty much in a blur of solitude, with Jimmie heading off to work leaving me in an empty house full of boxes I’m supposed to unpack. Trouble is, unpacking only leads to mucho boredom, which, in my case isn’t a good thing. It makes me think of Lev.
Then again, there isn’t much which doesn’t make me think of Lev.
Still, I do the box thing, as much as I can, and I head out to the lake near our house after I jot a note for Jimmy; it’s not that I expect him home any time soon, but if I don’t, I’m afraid what little sanity is left rattling around inside his head will evaporate. It feels good to shed the stillness of the house. The lake is one of the few perks of this whole Walden thing Jimmie always seems to want to drag me into. I’m guessing he believes sooner or later this supposed tranquility will eventually sink in with me so he can stop worrying. But there is no cure for this restless pain except Lev, and I won’t stop until I find him.
Still, the lake is pretty right now. Half of it seems placid whereas a gaggle of geese has splashed down towards the opposite bank, rippling the water so the reflection is unclear. Along the bank is a flourish of cattails and tall reeds, hiding the waterline. Sunlight glitters off the area which is still and glints back harshly, half-blinding me.
Although it’s a perfect day, when I look around, the lake is deserted as far as I can see, and further around the left side of the water, I spot a beach area where the winds have rippled the sand into soft dune, begging for my feet to sluice through. In anticipation, I wriggle my toes against my flip flops and trudge that way, ignoring the heat. Although I’d much rather be out looking for Lev, Jimmie has made it perfectly clear I’m not going anywhere until he agrees.
So, until then, I guess I’m beach-bound. I never thought I’d say this, but school is supposed to be starting in a few days, and I’ll be grateful for the reprieve from what Jimmie lovingly refers to as peace. Shaking my head, I trudge to the sandy spot, grateful for the momentary isolation. Although the sand is warm from the sun, the heat radiating from it certainly isn’t unbearable. I’ve always loved the extra warmth against my skin, and while it would probably bother most people to lie in the sand without a blanket, it’s not so big a deal to me. I’ve gotten quite used to being ill-prepared for most things in my life.
There’s a small break in the clusters of cattails opening into a shallow area of the lake, and while I figure I might test the water later, right now I sit on the beach, ignoring the way the sand splashes up into my shorts as I lie down and soak up the warmth washing over me. My sunglasses block most of the brilliance, but I still close my eyes, feeling the nosy tug of sleep washing over me.
In a flash Lev is here, standing with his back facing me, his large, white wings spread wide in the sunlight. His skin glistens, and his hair appears as spun gold in the light. I want to call his name from where I lie against the bleached sand, but my voice won’t come. Still, he must sense my thoughts, for he slowly turns, one hand toying with a large conch shell. Grinning, he ambles toward me, the wings slowly disappearing until they have been completely hidden, allowing him to kneel beside me.
“Don’t tell me you’re sleeping.” He lifts a palm full of sand and sprinkles it on my leg.
“I was.” As always, I feel diminished next to his beauty and purity. “Why are you putting sand on me?”
He winks at me. “Because I can.”
“Don’t you have something more important to do?”
“Than spending time with you?” He shifts to lie next to me, where I can rest my head against his chest. “I don’t think so, Elizabeth. Not in this life.”
My breath catches, and all I can do is stare into his blue eyes. I tug off my sunglasses to take in his full beauty and reach to take his hand. “I’ve missed you.”
He shakes his head and smiles. “I’m never far away. Never.”
My stomach cramps, and I twitch, feeling unnerved by his words because even though they sound comforting, something is definitely wrong with them. “It feels like you are."
He slips the sunglass from my hand and puts them on my face. “You should go back to relaxing.”
“Will you stay?” Each breath shudders through me.
“What do you think?” He lies down with me.
“Lizzie?”
I hear the voice, but it’s not coming from Lev. His mouth isn’t moving, and the timbre is lighter, less ethereal. The sky and world around me ripple, distort.
“What’s happening?” I ask, my arms cinching around him desperately.
“You’re waking up.” He kisses my forehead. I try to hold onto him, but then something prods my shoulder.
My eyes fly open, but even with the sunglasses, the light overhead is blinding and I keep blinking, unable to recognize the guy leaning over me. As I struggle to sit up, I see the conch shell from my dreams half tucked in the sand beside me.
“Did you put this here?” I ask, my trembling fingers latching onto it, and I keep staring, knowing it wasn’t here before I drifted to sleep.
“No, Lizzie. I didn’t.”
I blink and take in the dark hair, the nice pink polo and khaki shorts, the dock shoes. A gold watch glitters in the sunlight. Griffin. He looks different, his jaw covered with a few day’s growth of facial hair. It makes his face longer and leaner.
“How long have you been here?” I crane my neck, looking for someone else.
“That’s a nice greeting, Lizzie. No ‘hi’ or ‘how are you.’” He offers a hand to help me stand. “I’ve been here about ten minutes.”
“Did you see anyone?” I keep scanning the shore, but Griffin is the only person nearby.
He shrugs. “No. There’s just me.”
My fingers cinch down around the conch, and I shake my head, unable to sort between the dream world and reality. The rough surface of the shell tells me it hasn’t been cleaned up and smoothed. Its form is natural, and it didn’t come from this lake.
Griffin enfolds me in his arms, and I feel myself pushed up against his chest. At one time, I would never have let him get that close, but there’s nothing like a guy saving your life to tell you he’s not nearly as bad as you think. He’s been the only link I’ve kept to Hauser’s Landing. Some things are just too painful to remember.
“How have you been?” His voice is quiet and low key as it rumbles through his chest—and, by proximity, me.
“Good.” I slowly pull away, the shell heavy in my left hand. “What are you doing here?” My voice sounds breathless, unprepared.
“Jimmie said if you weren’t at the house, I’d find you here at the lake.”
My whole body stiffens with realization, and I avert my gaze. “Oh, so Jimmie sent for you.” Gritting my teeth, I fold my arms across my chest and try counting to keep my patience. Good old Jimmie. I just wonder what he told Griffin to get him down here so fast. That I was losing my mind? Maybe I was suicidal? Maybe I just needed the comfort of an old friend?
“Yeah,” he finally admits, looking at the ground.
“Sorry you drove so far for nothing, Griffin.” I start to walk away but he grabs my arm and stops me.
“Damn it, Lizzie, just because Jimmie sent for me doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be here or that I can’t help. If you’ll let me.”
“I’m fine,” I snap and jerk away, trying to keep walking. Maybe if I just leave him at the lake, he’ll go away.
“You keep saying that, Lizzie. But the thing is, I don’t think you know any other way to describe yourself. You just tell yourself that so maybe, given enough time, you’ll believe it. But I don’t.”
That’s when I run back to the house. The problem is that no matter how far or fast you run, the past always catches you in the end.
Chapter Four
“Lizzie, wait!” Griffin shouts. I’ve almost reach the house, and although I’m a fast runner, Griffin is determined to catch me, which causes both of us to plunge head first in to the dirt. Slamming against the ground knocks the air from my lungs, and I gasp, trying to take in enough air to catch my breath. That gives Griffin enough time to get up and kneel in front of me. His face is wan, and the expression crossing his face hints at feeling guilty about me lying on the ground.
“You okay?”
I nod, knowing that if I could just get the word out of my throat, I’d squeak, “Fine.” But right now words are beyond me. So all I can do is glare at Griffin leaning over me, gasping air as he tries to catch his breath.
“I didn’t come here to be Jimmie’s spy, Lizzie.” He offers me a hand, and, as he stands he hauls me to my feet. “I came because whether or not you want to admit it, you need me, and, as things aren’t going so hot at home, I damned sure need some of your time. Can’t we just leave it at that?”
For a moment I ponder his words and realize he’s right. I can either cuss Griffin out for coming when Jimmie called him, or I can look at Griffin’s sudden appearance as a gift. Okay, so maybe I won’t go that far, but I’m willing to bet Griffin’s intentions lie somewhere between spying on me and trying to take care of me. If Jimmie thinks Griffin is keeping an eye on me, he might actually loosen up, which would make it so much easier to find Lev.
“Okay.” I pat the dirt from my body and shake my head. Trust Griffin to tackle me just to get me to talk. Or listen. As he sees me trying to clean off my clothes, he gestures for me to turn around and pats down my back.
“Good as new.”
“Thanks.” I scan the ground to find the shell, luckily still intact. My trembling fingers pick it up.
Together we walk to the house, and while I might open up to him in time, us being thrown together like this is so uncomfortable I can hardly stand it. In one hand I carry the conch, and in the other is shoved deeply into my shorts pocket, probably to hide the fact I’m trembling—which has nothing to do with Griffin’s sudden appearance and everything to do with this new dream, one I really didn’t want to leave.
I tug open the screen door and gesture for Griffin to follow, plunking down on the couch. The silence is festering, but I’m not sure what to do. Nowadays, I feel I have to guard everything that comes out of my mouth. Setting the conch on the coffee table, I venture to break the silence.
“Not much going on these days.”
Griffin sinks down next to me. He folds his arms across his chest, waiting.
“What?” I ask.
“You used to trust me, Lizzie.”
I stand and start pacing. “Let’s just say I don’t think you’re acting of your own accord these days, and the last thing I need is you and Jimmie breathing down my neck.” All the frustration and resentment I’ve been holding back since Lev’s death—all the stuff I’ve thought but never said—is in danger of boiling over. I can’t seem to control myself; too much is too much. Maybe it’s just part of the brokenness and maybe not. Maybe it’s just me, a part of whom I’ve become. Of anger and brokenness, anger is much easier. Brokenness begs to be fixed. Anger is what it is.
Griffin stands and sets his palm on my shoulder. “I’m not on a secret ‘Jimmie’ mission. All he asked me to do was come up and spend some time with you—to make sure you’re adjusting.”
“Adjusting. Right. Yeah. In Jimmie speak, that’s code for blowing it off. Game over. Next player. But this isn’t Joust, Griffin—There’s nothing to talk about.”
“Oh, really? So you just drove to Tennessee and got right in the middle of a gang shooting, and that’s it? End of story?” He shakes his head. “I don’t buy that, either.”
Clenching my jaw I turn to him. “I don’t much care what you buy, Griffin, because I’m not selling. No market, no product, no deal. Got it? Unless, of course, you’re the one doing the selling. Is that it? So, let’s hear it. Get it over with.” I tap my foot impatiently.
The color drains from his face, and I see a shift in his expression. The frustrated façade gives way to sadness. “I think it has something to do with Lev, whether you’re willing to admit it, or not.”
“And this is a new theory, right? Did this one take you long?”
He winces. “Lizzie—”
“Maybe this does have to with Lev. Maybe it doesn’t. But do you really think I’m going to ‘open up’ if all you’re planning on doing to running is Jimmie when you figure it out?”
I’m pacing again, feeling all the more like a caged animal—one of those cute little strays they use in lab experiments—poke here, prod there, gauge the reaction.
Griffin throws up his hands in exasperation.
“What makes you think I’m going to tell Jimmie anything?” He follows close on my heels, and I curse his long legs.
“That’s why you’re here.”
“You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said, have you?” He grabs my shoulder and forces me to turn around. “Just talk to me. I promise I’ll keep it between us.”
All right. I’ll bite. For now.
“No matter what I say? You promise?” I level a demanding gaze at him, still unsure what I will or won’t tell him. Griffin is trying to be patient—I’ll give him that much—but if I tell him Lev was an angel who carried souls from this world to the next, and I’m trying to find him again, it might push him over the edge. Or worse yet, get me committed. But then people are like that. It’s how they’re wired. Anyone will believe a lie. The truth is another thing.
“I promise,” he drawls. “Now tell me what’s going on.” We walk to the kitchen table, and I point for him to sit while I go to the fridge to get us both cans of soda. Although he takes one, I can tell by his determined frown he’s not interested in beverages.
Not a good sign. If I believed in portents, I’d clam up right here. But there aren’t such things, are there?
“Do you believe in the supernatural?” I ask softly, sinking into the hardwood chair and popping open the can.
“In theory.” He slides his long legs to the side of the table. “But what does that have to do with anything? ” He takes a sip of soda.
“I was looking for Lev.”
Soda spews from his mouth, and he almost chokes. His fingers clasp the can tightly so he won’t drop it. I’m tempted to pat him on the back, but that’s not going to dislodge the problem.
“You were what?” he croaks.
“You heard me.” I take a drink, trying to appear calmer than I am.
Closing his eyes, he draws a calming breath and slowly sets down the can before he gently takes my hand—a sympathy gesture, I’m sure. I don’t want or need his sympathy.
“Lev is dead, Lizzie. You can’t find him—not alive, anyway.” His voice is flat, and I see the struggle on his face to maintain his rapidly crumbling composure. He flounders in his desire to save me from self-destructing.
My hand stiffens beneath his, smothered as it is by kindness. “Lev wasn’t—isn’t—what you think.” I sit back in the chair and drink my soda, waiting for the next exchange. I guess this is as good of a way to test Griffin’s loyalty as any. I mean, if he figures I’m going off the deep end and tells Jimmie, that’ll definitely answer a few questions.
“He’s definitely not bulletproof, Lizzie. We both know that.” He gently pulls his hand from mine. “Jimmie warned me about this,” he mutters, his face pasty. I’d say he looks like someone suffering from a stomach flu, but that would definitely make me the stomach flu. Not good.
I stare at him as my left shoe nervously taps linoleum that definitely needs to go. In fact, this whole room needs to go—and me with it. It’s so 1970’s, just like the house in Massachusetts.
“What if he wasn’t human?”
That does it. Griffin shoots out of the chair. The pasty color is worse, if that’s possible, and his eyes dart back and forth as though he’s looking for answers he’s not going to find.
“You’ll wear out the floor.” I lean back in the chair and focus on breathing, trying to stay calm in the wake of the hurricane I sense coming.
“Lizzie.” I know there should be something after my name, but the words won’t come, like he’s forgotten how to speak.
“Lev isn’t what you thought, Griffin. He’s an angel. And I don’t believe his spirit died from that bullet six months ago—just his body.”
He whirls, his lips parted in a horrified grimace. He raises both hands and thrusts his palms forward. “Stop it, Lizzie.”
“You asked!” I stand and try to figure out how to diffuse the panic I see threading through his taut shoulders and back. He’s barely breathing, and I’m sure if I checked his pulse, it would be interesting.
“I don’t…know where this is coming from, and I don’t know where it’s going. But imagining Lev as still alive is just torturing yourself.” He reaches out and takes my shoulders. “You have to stop before something happens you can’t take back.”
I don’t think he realizes just how deeply his fingers are digging into my shoulders. I don’t think he’s aware of much at all, considering the wild expression on his face—a mixture of horror and fear. He thinks I’m losing my mind.
“Like?”
“A bullet.” His voice cracks, and his hands press harder—less horror, more panic. And he’s bruising me without realizing it. Now I see how fast he really is breathing and how little he’s holding it together. So I gently reach up and touch his hands to loosen the grip.
“I’m not crazy. I swear. I know things about Lev no one else did and that no one else ever will.” The words choke in my throat, and I feel tears burning again. The old trick of biting my lip drives them back momentarily, but I feel them constantly waiting. It’s as if they know I can only maintain control for a few moments. Then again, my life is in the now. If I think too hard about the past, it debilitates me—and the future holds no promise without Lev. Still, there is the anger, edging along the sidelines, waiting. Powerful, resolute, solid. I try to will it away, but I can’t. I need it.
Griffin opens his mouth and closes it several times, trying to figure out what to say. “Lizzie” is all that comes out.
“I’m not crazy,” I say vehemently. “How do you think I survived the waterfalls without so much as a scratch? You saw me fall. But did you see the flash of light afterward? I’m willing to bet at that moment you shut your eyes, afraid of what you’d see. But if you hadn’t, you would have seen a white brilliance sweep in, catching me, carrying me downstream where Lev and his ‘father’ pretended to fish me out.”
He shakes his head. “You were lucky, Lizzie. That’s it.”
“Bullshit. Did you see Lev enter the building right before Maguire shot me?” I thrust my hands to my hips.
“That doesn’t mean he was an angel. And the bullet killed him. He was human, Lizzie, just like the rest of us. I’m just sorry as hell it happened and that it hurt you so damn badly, but it did..” He sinks back onto the chair. It’s amazing what a few words can do to make someone look older in a matter of seconds. Right now, Griffin looks anything but the eighteen-year-old who graduated last year.
“He was an angel, Griffin, and there’re others out there like him. I know. I’ve seen them.”
“Saw what exactly?” He keeps shaking his head, as if that will make all this just go away.
“Around Lev, there was this aura of light. Nobody else could see it, but I did. Even before he told me what he was, I knew. Then he showed me his wings.” I step forward, but Griffin steps back.
“Stop.” His voice sounds ragged and tired.
“I saw someone else, too—like Lev.”
Griffin closes his eyes as though trying to calm himself. For all I know, he’s forcing himself to count to a hundred. Maybe he should try for 1,000. “Okay, I’ll bite.” His tone is clipped and angry. Griffin doesn’t mind pushing, but he never has liked being pushed. “Who is it, and how do you know?”
“I saw the aura.” I throw my can into the trash and ignore the first part of the question, hoping it will just go away.
“Okay, again, who is this person you think is an angel?” He looks up at me, narrowing his blue eyes in hopes doing so will force an answer.
“Scott Matthis. I can take you to him.” My heart starts hammering in my chest, and I hope I can keep just enough information from Griffin to drag him to Knoxville, too. If Jimmie thinks Griffin is a suitable babysitter, who am I to disagree?
“And did he tell you he was an angel?”
“I didn’t ask.” I rush upstairs to get the scrap of paper Scott handed me and head back to the kitchen, where a shell-shocked Griffin awaits. I want to burst out laughing, and while that might be a good thing, I don’t think Griffin would appreciate it.
“I must be insane,” he mutters, rising. “All right, let’s go find this Scott Mathis—under one condition.” He blocks my path to the door.
“Which is?”
“If he doesn’t corroborate your angel story, you let it go. You stop putting your life on the line, and you focus on the future, not the past. Agreed?” He folds his arms across his chest and waits. His left eyelid twitches nervously, and it seems Griffin is hardly prepared for this babysitting gig, after all.
“But what if—”
“No buts.” Griffin shakes his head. “I’m letting you lead me into madness, Lizzie. You’ve got one shot to prove you’re right. Otherwise, you let it go.”
And why should I? Who does Griffin think he is all of a sudden? Jimmie? My father? Once again I’m reminded of my first impression of him—some rich kid whose money refuses to take no for an answer. I should so throw him out—tell Jimmie this isn’t going to work. God, how could I have even trusted him? Maybe there is something wrong with me. Gritting my teeth, I know what he’s asking, but the answer is hell no. I’m not dropping anything and he has no right to ask. Still, I can play nice and pretend to let him have his way. What harm is there in that? Still, I hate lying so it’s going to take a lot for me to pull this off.
“Do we have a deal?” Lev asks, trying to make me look him in the eye.
“But—”
“No.” He slips his hand over my mouth. “We do this my way or no way. Your way almost got you killed, so we’re not about to do that again. I just now got in Jimmie’s good graces, and it was no small feat.”
My eyes bulge. Good graces? What good graces? Jimmie’s got a spy. That’s all there is to it.
“All right,” I agree, letting my shoulders sink, knowing he’s not about to go unless he thinks I’m giving in. Then again, Griffin should know I’m not planning on stopping until I find Lev, one way or another. But, see, that’s just it—he doesn’t. He and Jimmie, they don’t know anything outside of what they want to know.
His shoulders sink, probably in relief over not getting deeper into this argument. Then again, I don’t think he would be so relieved if he knew where we’re headed. “Thank God,” he exhales and turns away.
“So can we go?”
“Is Jimmie going to have a bird you left the house?” He pulls out his keys reluctantly.
“Not if you chaperone. Your coming was his idea. What am I supposed to do to entertain you in the house? No, the way I see this, it’s his fault. If you’re with me, nothing’s going to happen.” I grab his arm and lead him to the door.
“Yeah, like nothing happened at the waterfall or at the school. I’m your lucky rabbit’s foot, all right.”
Rabbit’s foot. Horse’s rear. Same thing. “So come on, rabbit’s foot. Let’s get going.” He lets me lead him outside to his car, where he even opens the door for me. I used to think Griffin was all about Show and Tell, that his manners were just a good way to get a girl horizontal. Now I know better, that part of him is real. I can’t fault him really. He means well. He does—annoying as that is. He just doesn’t quite know what to do with the flash and dazzle of being from a family made of money, and I’m beginning to think maybe he actually hates money these days. Or maybe not. It doesn’t matter, one way or the other.
Once behind the wheel, he starts asking for directions. It only occurs to him after we leave Tellico Plains behind and start towards Knoxville that perhaps he should have asked more questions before agreeing to my prospect of meeting an angel.
“So where exactly are we going, Lizzie?” His voice has that sarcastic edge that tells me he realizes he’s been had and he can’t do much about it.
“Just down the road a bit.” I point straight ahead of us as though we’re driving to a small town, not Knoxville, but the farther we go, the more apprehensive I get—claustrophobic, even.
“This isn’t funny. Where are we going?”
I take a deep breath. “Knoxville.” My voice sort of squeaks out, and the minute I say it, Griffin snaps his foot on the brake pedal before he even realizes there are people behind him. A horn sounds, and the Lexus behind him zips past. Griffin veers to the shoulder and pulls off, glaring at me.
“What in the hell are you thinking? Yesterday wasn’t enough for you?” He shakes his head and smacks a hand on the steering wheel. “I can’t take you to Knoxville, Lizzie. Jimmie will kill me.”
“No.” I shake my head. “He will never know. I swear.”
He grits his teeth and leans back in the seat. “Damn it. I didn’t come here for this.” He glares out his side mirror and pulls out.
“Then why did you come?” My voice is thin, like cling wrap stretched too thin.
“For you. Jimmie sounded out of his mind with worry, and I knew Lev’s death hit you hard.” He presses the accelerator down and quickly zooms up to speed. “I’m going to find a place to turn around and take you home.”
“You promised!” I snap. “Or did you even mean anything you said?” I scowl at him.
“That’s not fair. You didn’t even clue me in on where you wanted me to go, now did you?”
I stare out the windows as tears build up in my eyes. “Does it matter so long as I can prove what I say is true? That there are angels here?”
“Lizzie, I can’t—”
“I swear it won’t be dangerous. I know one of them. He’s a cop. No matter what he says, he is an angel. There’s no harm in just talking to him.”
“Unless it’s in the middle of a drive-by.”
Ahead, we both see the overpass where Griffin will be able to turn around if he chooses. I feel the car decelerate as his foot wavers.
“Please just do this one thing, Griffin. I need to talk to Scott. I need to find out what he knows about Lev.”
“And what if he knows that Lev is dead and won’t come back?”
I shake my head and look back out the window. “No, I won’t accept that. It’s not a possibility.” My whole body shivers from an unexpected chill, and I see Griffin glance at me as though he, too, realizes how vulnerable that suggestion makes me. I won’t believe Lev is gone. I can’t. He has to exist somewhere. Angels don’t just die, not like us.
Do they?
The overpass looms just ahead. Griffin is still shaking his head. His foot is wavering, and right now I wish I had the power to make him see what is locked inside my head—the truth about Lev, Celia, and Evan. There would be no room to doubt what I’m trying to tell him is true.
“Please, Griffin. There’s no way Jimmie will let me come to Knoxville, and he won’t listen to me.” I’m torn between eyeing the overpass and Griffin’s resolute expression.
“Lizzie, I’m sorry. I promised Jimmie I would take care of you when he couldn’t be around.”
“So do it. In Knoxville. Just for a few minutes. Please.”
The exit ramp is just ahead, and I can’t read Griffin. Whatever he decides, I know he’s trying to keep me intact, but the pieces will never heal to form the person who once existed in this body. She’s seen too much. Her eyes have been opened, and she’s looking everywhere for angels.
Chapter Five
Griffin slows the car, and I feel my heart thump convulsively in my chest as the fear of turning around makes me grip the armrest. I can tell he’s watching me in his peripheral vision, but I don’t know what he’s expecting. I lean back, eyes closed, figuring that nothing I do is going to change Griffin’s decision. Here again, I’m at the mercy of someone else—my fate determined by someone who’s not me. I hate the feeling. I hate it. And why shouldn’t I? Who is Griffin to decide? Why should he even have a choice? It’s my life—my delusion, if that’s what it is. If I’m wrong, so what? This has to stop. And soon.
I wait for the sound of the turn signal to start clicking and the unavoidable slowing of the car. Resigned, I grit my teeth, knowing what’s coming.
Yet we keep driving, never veering toward the turn lane. Finally, after a couple of minutes pass, I open my eyes and look at the roadside. A sign just head tells me we are still headed toward Knoxville, and I suddenly want to hug Griffin. Instead, I offer him a smile.
“Thank you,” I whisper, feeling the tightness leave my chest.
His jaw clenches, and he shakes his head. “Yeah, well, just remember your promise when all of this is over.”
“All right,” I agree dutifully. Chewing my lip, I try to figure out by yesterday’s drive how long it’s going to take, but I’ve never been all that great at judging distance. Still, Scott does deserve some advanced warning I’m coming, so I pull out the paper with his number and then my cell phone.
“Who are you calling?” Griffin asks, nervously watching me push buttons.
“Scott, so we can set up a place to meet.”
The sound of the phone ringing at the other end arrests my attention, and I focus on the call. As Scott answers, I somehow hear Lev’s voice buried in his even though I tell myself he’s not Lev.
“Hey,” I begin, deliberately making my voice more cheerful and carefree than I actually feel. “This is Elizabeth Moon. I was heading into Knoxville, and I wondered if I could meet with you for a few moments.”
An exasperated sigh comes out at the other end. “Elizabeth, does Jimmie know where you are? Is he with you?”
“No, but Jimmie has sort of paired me up with a babysitter to keep me out of trouble, so you don’t have to worry about that, okay? I just want to meet face to face because I have a couple of questions I want to ask.”
There’s a lengthy pause, then he says, “I’m not working today, so if you’re coming to Knoxville, I guess you can swing by here.”
He goes on to give me the address with directions, and I can tell by his tone he’s reluctant, probably anticipating what our conversation is going to be about. I politely thank him and hang up, but even after the call, some part of me lingers with his voice. Maybe it does sound different, but what if it is Lev’s soul inside his body? Chills dapple my skin with that thought, and it takes my breath away to think I could actually be that close to him again. I just don’t understand why, if he is Lev, he won’t admit it. Has he forgotten me?
“So where are we headed, Lizzie?” Griffin asks, half peering at the directions Scott has given me. Then again, I doubt he can read them, considering my chicken scratch and abbreviations.
I tell him the address and slide the cell in my pocket. Although I know we’re getting close to the outskirts of Knoxville, we still have a little time, and I figure maybe I should ask what Griffin meant when he said things weren’t going so hot at home.
“So what’s going on with you?”
He grabs his sunglasses from the console and shakes his head. “Well, I’m not exactly ready to do the college thing, and my dad is freaking out. He won’t listen. He thinks I’m supposed to follow in his footsteps and become a point of interest in Hauser’s Landing’s history when all I want to do is leave that damned town.” Without his realizing it, Griffin has curled his fingers around the steering wheel so tightly that his knuckles turn white.
Tension threads my shoulders, and for a moment I’m glad to hear someone else’s problems, things that don’t involve dying or angels—not that much consolation to Griffin; I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes. I used to think Griffin had too much freedom, but no—just a lot of money, which doesn’t amount to the same thing at all.
“How did you manage to escape here?”
“I told him I was touring college campuses.” He flips the air conditioner lever down, and I’m glad of the reprieve. “I guess he figures that since classes are going to be starting next week, this will give me a chance to enroll The truth is, I haven’t applied to any campuses because I don’t want to go.”
I shake my head. “Maybe you could swing by The University of Tennessee while we’re here?” I suggest, smirking.
“Don’t help,” he growls.
“I’m sorry things aren’t going so well,” I say. “But I am glad you are here.” And I believe that, I think. Almost.
“You’re just glad I’m taking you to Knoxville, Lizzie. Don’t even deny it.”
I shrug. “Okay, so that’s true. But it doesn’t mean I’m not glad. You’re the only part of Hauser’s Landing I missed.”
Griffin grins. “Now that’s more like it.”
“Should I have flattered you sooner?”
“Funny.” He nods to the increasing traffic ahead and the billboards that have begun popping up more and more frequently. “So maybe we should talk directions.”
“Okay.” I look at the notes I’ve scribbled and start rattling off the information to Griffin who has a better memory than anyone I’ve ever met. I just thought he was acing all those classes because of Gail. Who knew?
My stomach starts to feel all fluttery, and although I know I have to ask Scott, I’m still not sure how. I go through one scenario after another, trying to find something that doesn’t sound crazy. I can’t. No matter how I phrase it, it’s going to sound weird. So if the blunt course is all the same as the tactful one, I’m guessing the first strategy out of my mouth is going to have to be blunt and to the point. I’ve never been one for tap-dancing around the point, anyway, and I don’t intend to start now.
I’m still rehearsing the whole thing in my head when we pull up in front of a single story house with a lush green lawn and yellow flowers scatted throughout the bed up front. I never would have figured Scott as a flower person. Something else to think about.
“You ready?” Griffin nods to the front door as he takes his keys from the ignition and stows his sunglasses back on the console.
“Guess so.” I open my door, and we both walk up the flower-lined walk to the door. Taking a deep breath, I ring the bell and listen as the chimes resonate inside. After the second ring, Scott appears at the door, wearing a navy blue t-shirt and jeans. Against the dark clothing, his skin and hair seem to glow as usual, and I can still see the faintest shimmer of his wings outlining his body. Glancing from my face to Griffin’s, he finally opens the door and gestures us inside, where we sit on the couch. He closes the door.
“Can I get you something to drink?”
Both Griffin and I shake our heads. Then I point to Griffin. “This is my friend, Griffin. Jimmie called him to come and look out for me.”
Scott steps forward, and they shake hands. Then Scott turns to me. “So what’s going on, Elizabeth?”
I shrug. “Why do you call me that? Everyone else calls me Lizzie.”
He sits in the recliner opposite us. “Never thought about it. I can start, if you want.” Then he shakes his head. “Did you actually drive all the way for that?”
Flustered, I look down. “Of course not. I just wondered. Lev used to call me that, but nobody else.”
From the corner of my eye, I see Griffin stiffen and shoot me a warning glance, telling me I’m probably pushing too hard and too fast. Yet Griffin has no idea what these questions are doing to me.
“Coincidence, I’m sure,” Scott replies calmly. He glances over at Griffin. “Might I have a word with you privately?”
“Sure.” A flush creeps into Griffin’s face, and I can see this whole escapade has left him on the verge of a meltdown.
Frustrated, I quickly stand. “Hey, what’s going on? I came to talk to you, not sit around while you talk about me behind my back. What kind of crap is that? I’m right here. Deal with it.”
“I know.” He stands, and in passing, he sets one hand on my shoulder—a placating gesture that riles me even more. “But I have a couple of questions for Griffin since he’s the one who drove you up here despite everything. And I have a sneaking suspicion he’ll be much more honest this way.” His eyes are no-nonsense, his tone pointed.
Sighing, I shake my head. “Fine. I’ll just wait here.” Why do I keep doing this to myself? It happens every time I trust someone. I become a problem to be solved, not someone to be understood. We shouldn’t have come here. It’s a complete waste of time. Anyway, even if Scott is Lev or knows him—he obviously doesn’t want me in on it.
“Good choice.” Scott calls, slipping into the next room and closing the door so I can’t hear the exchange. I frown at the door but quickly decide that’s not going to make any difference. I’m stuck, whether I like it or not. I walk around the room, heading to the fireplace mantle where I see numerous pictures of Scott. The first one I pick up must’ve been taken the day he was sworn in as an officer, and while I see a cute blonde girl in some of the photos, most of them are only of Scott, which doesn’t surprise me. What about his parents? Who is the blonde? How long has he been a cop? This picture looks pretty recent.
More questions, but only one answer, and I know it. Betcha more than six months ago, Scott Mathis didn’t even exist. Amazing how angels easily lend themselves to lies when they’re supposed to be harbingers of truth.
I walk over to the bookshelf, noticing how the floor creaks. A lot of the hardbacks look old, and they have that musty smell I love. I pick one up and open it. As the pages part, I realize its title: Dante’s Inferno. My trembling fingers drop it and I scrabble to pick it up, half-eyeing the door to see if the guys are coming out yet. No such luck. I run my fingers across the leather cover one more time before stowing it back on the shelf and scanning the other spines for titles I know. It appears that Scott has refined tastes; he has more classics than a literature professor. Next to the books, there is a sword-like letter opener jabbed into a small crystal prism. Intrigued, I take it out and palm it, unsure why. I’m no thief—never even shoplifted bubble gum from a store. It’s just not in me. But here, now, I’m not even sure who ‘me’ is. I should, but I don’t. I contemplate putting the thing back, but at that moment, the door eases open and Griffin walks out first. I try to read his expression, but it is inscrutable. His jaw is clenched, and he glances at me, pain in his eyes. He shuffles to the couch. Scott follows, and I look from one to the other, gaining nothing. More lies, then. Now even Griffin is in on it.
“So,” I begin, “did you two have a nice little heart-to-heart?” Neither answers. In fact, neither of them look at me either, which only goes to show they’d both rather talk about me than to me. “Do I get to know what that little exchange was about?”
“No!” both of them snap simultaneously. Now I have their attention, but Griffin is nervous and Scott is just damned evasive.
Lies.
Scott eyes Griffin cooly, and they both settle back as though trying to get comfortable, something that ordinarily Griffin wouldn’t have a bit of trouble with. But I think Scott has brought out the worst in him. What the hell?
“I believe you had some questions you wanted me to answer, Lizzie. Is that right?” My name sounds all wrong when he says it, kind of like it’s been spoken in a foreign language he doesn’t recognize and hasn’t heard pronounced before. He rests his forearms on his thighs and leans forward, hands clasped, as he studies my face.
His blue eyes disorient me, and I feel I can barely breathe. He reminds me of Lev, but then he doesn’t, and it makes my heart want to pound out of my chest. Focus, Lizzie. Focus, I think. I search for the aura. It’s there; I can see it as plain as day. Okay, maybe it is faint, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.
“I…I know what you are.” Okay, so putting it like that sounds crazy, but is there a good way to say it? I don’t think so.
“That’s not…a question,” Scott says, pulling his hands apart and resting them on the couch. “And I’m not quite sure what you mean by that.”
Griffin closes his eyes, probably focusing on just breathing, but his expression seems more tortured than it should. What does he know that I don’t? What did Scott tell him?
“I think you know exactly what I mean.” I stand and walk to the hearth. “You’re not human.”
“What are you talking about?” Scott jumps up from the couch and tries to touch the back of my head. “Did you hit your head again?”
I slap his hand away and glare. “Don’t. I know what you are. Lying isn’t going to change what I know. I see the aura. Lev had it, too. You’re an angel. It doesn’t matter if you want me to know; I do. So just admit it, all right? At least do that for me. I’m tired of all the lies and the secrecy, and I’m tired of being treated like a child—some stupid little kid who needs protecting from everything. I’m not that fragile. Trust me.”
Pale-faced, he drops his hands and takes a step back. “I don’t know—“
“Yes, you do!” I stride toward him and snake my hand through the air where the aura is. Although I can’t touch the wings, I know they’re there.
Scott and Griffin exchange glances, and Scott suddenly looks like a bachelor trying to care for a newborn baby—totally inept and way out of his league.
“I know what you are. You might even be a sojourner.” I step back and glare at him. “I could always test that theory.” I swallow hard and wait. “But maybe you’re not my sojourner. That was Lev. Probably still is. But I wonder if I’ve got his attention yet?”
“What the hell is a sojourner?” Griffin demands also rising.
“What is going on, Lizzie.” Scott suddenly seems nervous as he stares at me, each breath just a little faster than the one before. His fingers twitch, and he rolls them into and out of a fist just to keep them busy.
“What’s a sojourner?” Griffin demands again, louder, standing next to Scott, unsure what to do.
“An angel who escorts souls from this world to the next,” I reply, pulling out the letter opener. I make a big show of touching the point. “Nice edge.”
“Give me that.” Scott steps toward me, but I dance away. Griffin can’t seem to move at all; his mouth is twisted into a horrified grimace.
“No. Not unless you tell me the truth. You are an angel, aren’t you?”
He reaches for the letter opener, but I shift the point so that it jabs my wrist. That completely stops him. I’m not really planning on doing anything, but that doesn’t mean I won’t try to get the truth. Besides, I don’t think he’s got it in him to call my bluff. He has no idea how much I hate pain.
“Lizzie, put it down.” Scott’s voice is soft, almost painful.
“Tell me. Just give me some answers, and I’ll think about it.”
“Lizzie,” Griffin warns, almost hyperventilating. Now he should know better. “Please do what he says.” He shakes his head and steps toward me, forcing me to apply a little pressure. The damned thing is sharper than I thought. I prod through the skin, and a small bubble of blood appears. Immediately both of them back up, their eyes never wavering from my wrist.
“You’re right,” Scott finally says. “I am an angel. Now will you give me the opener?”
“In time.” My breathing is ragged, and I should be elated, but I’m afraid. “Are you Lev?”
He flinches. “What do you think? Do I look like Lev?”
“Where is he?” Only my voice betrays the building fear.
“He’s not on earth anymore. He had no choice.” His voice is calm, detached, even.
I shake my head, and tears burn down my face. The words stun me so much I stagger backwards. “I don’t believe you. He’s here. I just have to find him.” My hand wavers, and in that split second, Scott rushes me, the aura clear and bright. There is no time to escape from the hands that pull the opener free and the arms that wrap around me. The opener clatters to the floor.
I start screaming, struggling against the confines of his arms and the wall of his chest, but his strength is unbreakable. Griffin grabs the letter opener, sinks down onto the couch, and thrusts his free hand into his hair. He starts rocking back and forth, his eyes wide in shock. He won’t look at me, and I know he’s afraid. He should be.
“Calm down, Lizzie. You just need some help to get through this,” Scott says.
“Get away from me!” I yell, trying to bash my head against his. I hate his hands—hate the way they’ve forced me into stillness. I keep struggling, which forces him to take me down, thrashing as he pins me. The anger explodes with tears, but no matter what I do, I cannot get loose. Angels. If this is what they are, who needs them? Maybe God, but not me. Never again.
“It’s going to be okay. You just need some help—someone to guide you through this.” His expression is neutral, but the pity lingers in his eyes as I keep trying to break free. At last, even the tears finally stop, and I just lie there, my eyes closed—so damned tired.
Scott slowly lifts his body from mine. “Lizzie?” His voice is soft. He tries to touch my shoulder, but I push his hand away.
“Leave me alone.”
I hear him get up, and I think he’s walking over to the couch because I hear him talking to Griffin.
“I have a friend who runs a youth center here in town. She and her husband both counsel troubled kids. I think Lizzie needs that right now. She’s not processing what’s happened. She’s not letting it go. I’ll call Jimmie and tell him about what’s happened and try to get an okay for her to come into town a few times a week to see them. Could you drive her? I don’t think any of us trust her to come alone.”
“Yeah, I can do that.”
“Great. Here’s a business card. My number is on the back.”
Here it comes—the nuthouse. Jimmie’s nuthouse. Looks like he’ll get what he wants, like always. And all these lies—how many more? It’s said the truth will set you free, but I’m not buying it, because everything I’ve thought has been a lie. All of it. Lev should’ve just let me drown.
“Lizzie?” Scott’s back to hovering over me, and I can’t face him. I never want to see him again. I don’t care if he is an angel, which he probably isn’t. He’s not Lev, and even if he were, it wouldn’t matter now. So I pretend to sleep.
I hear Griffin stand and come toward me. “Jimmie said she hadn’t been sleeping well.”
“Okay. I’ll get her if you get the car door open.”
I feel the arms scoop me up, and it takes everything I have inside to play possum and not stiffen up. Part of me wonders if maybe Scott is right. Maybe I am just some messed-up kid. Maybe Lev was just a bad dream. In any case, who cares?
Scott carries me out to the car and sets me in the passenger seat before snapping the belt across my lap. One hand brushes the hair from my face and he whispers, “I know you’re not asleep, Elizabeth. Just hurting. And you’re mad. But I do care about you, and I want you to be okay. If it takes you never speaking to me again, then I can live with that.” Then he backs away, leaving me alone in the car with Griffin, and while Scott seemed to know I was still conscious, Griffin isn’t so attuned to my mental state. He drives away, believing that I’m in dreamland. Fine by me. I don’t know what I’d say to him now anyway. Not that I’d say anything at all. This is what comes with trust, and I can totally live without it.
Before we get out of town, Griffin pulls into a gas station and goes inside to pay. I open my eyes to see where we are and come face-to-face with Jimmie’s truck at the next pump. What the hell is he doing in Knoxville? I thought he was working. At that moment, I’m grateful for the tinted windows; maybe he won’t see me. I scan the area, but Jimmie isn’t outside. In fact, I see him coming from the convenience store, and he’s not alone. That nurse, Teresa or whatever her name is, is latched onto his arm. The two are laughing and talking, completely oblivious to the world around them, and I sit up, watching them get into Jimmie’s truck and drive away.
The sudden emptiness hits me, and I see Griffin coming out of the store, a bottle of soda in hand. Almost instinctively, I close my eyes and pray for release. If I sleep and there are dreams, maybe this time they’ll keep me.
Chapter Six
“Lizzie? Time to wake up.”
I blink and realize we’ve pulled into the driveway, and even as I move, my neck aches. I massage the muscles, trying to ease the tension, but it doesn’t help. I turn to find Griffin has already opened my door and stands beside me, sporting his usual frown. One hand rests on the hood of his car, the other on the door.
“What time is it?” I ask, trying to blink away the fog coating my brain. It doesn’t want to go.
Griffin peers down at his gold watch. “4:30. Jimmie will be home soon.”
I doubt that, I think, unlatching my seatbelt—not if What’s-Her-Face has anything to say about it. And how could Griffin have missed them at the store? Never mind.
As I scrabble out, Griffin steps back, but his hovering instinct is still alive and kicking. Right now, it’s taking everything I have to get out of the car, grab my keys, and head up the walk. I can’t meet Griffin’s gaze, not as the memory of Scott forcing me to the floor resurfaces.
“You okay?” Griffin closes the car door and follows me up the walk.
“Right as rain,” I mutter, shoving the key into the lock and twisting. I wish he would stop following me.
“Yeah, about that. You’re acting…strange.” He’s so close it feels like he’s breathing down my neck, which feels like it must be the most popular hangout.
I freeze, wanting to turn and smack him. Once inside, I set my purse and keys on the table. I swallow hard, but as much pain as I take in, there’s always more headed my way. Somebody must think I’m starving for it.
“Lizzie?” Griffin tries to touch my shoulder, but I flinch. His fingers recoil, and he slowly drops his hand. “I’m sorry.”
“What did he tell you?” I growl. I’m shaking, and that’s never a good sign. I don’t need a seismograph to figure out the fault line in my body is about to shift again.
“That he was worried about you. He’s afraid if you fall, we won’t get you back. And he’s right.”
“Don’t. I think I’ve had enough ‘comforting’ for my own good’ today. You want to hang around until Jimmie gets back, fine. Right now, I’m getting a bath and going to bed.”
I stride toward the door.
“It’s not even five yet, Lizzie.”
I stop and laugh hollowly, wishing it were really that funny. “You’re right. It’s not. But I’m tired. And Jimmie’s got more than enough on his mind right now, I’m sure.” The image of Jimmie walking with that woman pops into my head again and I cringe. I try to ask myself why I should care, but why doesn’t matter. It’s like asking why Lev died. No answer is going to make me feel better.
I start walking, and even as I reach my bedroom I hear Griffin call out, “I never meant to hurt you, Lizzie.”
I slam the door and lock it as I lean against it, whispering, “But you did. Everyone does.” In that moment, I think I can hold it all in. Then the walls tumble so fast I’m on the ground, trying to pick up all the pieces. There’re so many tears I can’t see through them, and I can’t stop them. I want to be angry—want to let the frustration and pain and, yes, even hate wash over me like hot, acrid rain, but even in that I am denied. I can barely breathe. Gasping, I stagger to my feet. Through the teary blur, I start picking things up and hurtling them at the walls across the room. I don’t care what my hand touches even as I break it. The loud, crashing impact is my only comfort.
The pounding at the door begins almost at once, along with the rattle of the door knob.
“Lizzie! Open up!” Griffin demands.
“Leave me alone, Griffin Hauser! I never want to see you again!” My whole body is shaking, and I feel like I’m going to fall over.
“Let me in!” he yells. “Before I break it down!”
“Go ahead,” I scream as loudly as I can. “Break it down just like everything else. It’s just wood. Your daddy can replace it!” Maybe he can just replace me, too, I think. If I don’t matter to Lev, why would I matter to anyone else? Sobs overwhelm me, and I go into the bathroom and lock that door as well, wanting to put as much space between us as possible.
The pounding stops, and I know I’ve reached as deeply as I could to wound him. I thought it would make me feel better—that it would at least take away the burning inside—but I don’t think anything can do that, no matter how hard I try. Jimmie is right. I am broken, and there’s no fixing me. All this is for what? Some angel who chose to return to Heaven and leave me in this hell?
It’s the middle of summer, and I’m shaking. I strip away the clothes and toss them into the trash—yet another thing I never want to see again. As I twist the knobs, letting the water warm up for a shower, I glimpse myself in the mirror—pale, thin, and strange. I don’t know this person anymore. Turning away, I step into the shower, flinching from the scalding rush of heat across my back. I stand there, letting the water sluice around me and run down the drain. I absently finger the scratch on my wrist. It’s such a small wound. Or maybe that’s the normal part; maybe the rest of me is the wound. Who’s to say? I touch my arms where Scott gripped me, searching for bruises. It doesn’t matter if I can see them; I feel them just the same.
I slowly sit in the middle of the shower and let the water rain down on my body, more of a fine mist now by the time it reaches me. I think of the falls and the rush of air as my fingers slipped from my gloves and how the mist accepted me, drawing me in as I plummeted, at once motionless—suspended amid that icy rush. And then the blinding light. He’d come for me then. But now—now this is all there is. I wrap my arms around my chest and rock back and forth as more tears come.
It wasn’t supposed to be like this.
Eventually, the water turns cold. At first, I don’t even notice; I don’t care. Then, when my body starts shivering, I turn off the water and get out, mechanically grabbing a towel and dabbing the water from my skin. Then just as mechanically, I slip into my pajamas and crawl into bed. I give the locked door one last look at the locked door and turn out the light.
I don’t know how much time has passed before I hear someone jiggling the knob and the door slowly opens, admitting a slice of light from the hallway. The rest of the room is dark, so night must have fallen at some point. I try to drift back to sleep, but until whoever it is goes away, I might as well just pretend. I don’t want to talk. There’s nothing to say.
“Is she all right?” Griffin asks.
Someone leans in close. I’m guessing probably Jimmie.
“She’s sleeping.” It’s not Jimmie’s voice but Scott’s. I want to stiffen up and tell him to get the hell out, but I can’t. Scott steps back. I hear his shoes scuffing across the hard wood floor.
“Thank God. I’ve never seen her like that, not even right after Lev died. She seemed to have more hope then.” His voice is strained, but good for him. Let him be strained for a while. You get what you deserve.
“Grief does funny things to people. Give her time. I think my friends can help.”
“I hope so.” The chairs by my desk creak, indicating they have both sat down. I wish they would go away. “Did you ever get a hold of Jimmie?”
“Not yet.”
“What time was he supposed to be home?” I edge one eye open, and see Griffin check his watch.
“He should have been home hours ago.”
“Then I guess we should go downstairs and wait.” Scott stands.
“You really think she’s going to be okay?” Griffin looks at me, and I snap my eyes shut, hoping he doesn’t see.
“Yeah.”
I hear them step away when Scott grabs the knob to close the door, I open my eyes. Even in the darkness, I know he sees me. His lips part, and his blue eyes seem sad.
“Good night, Lizzie.” He closes the door and leaves me in the darkness where I belong. I don’t want to think about what is going to happen when Jimmie finally does get home any more than I want to think about where he is or what’s keeping him busy. I don’t want to think, period. So I close my eyes and drift.
The sunlight seeping around my curtains wakes me, not Jimmie. For a moment, I just lie there, watching dapples of it dance in from among the branches outside my window, teased into motion by a soft breeze. Even now, I don’t want to move. That will mean the day will go forward, and I will have to go downstairs and explain why I conned Griffin into driving me to Knoxville. At least there were no guns involved this time. Then again, I doubt Jimmie will see the bright side. Shrink city, here I come.
I close my eyes, wishing I could just fall back asleep. As a kid, I used to look forward to growing up and falling in love; now I wish I could go back to being five and thinking I had all the answers. Or Jimmie did. Somehow we both lost them along the way, and that scares the hell out of me.
Or maybe we do have the answers. Maybe the reality is just a lot grimmer than the fantasy.
I force myself to sit up, dreading seeing Griffin again. The anger is gone, at least for now, but in its place there is a weight of distrust I can’t lift. I know he never promised he’d take my side in everything, but it’s like he’s okay with whatever Scott or Jimmie says or does. I hate Scott; I don’t care if he is an angel. Who knows? Maybe I hate him more for that—so smug and so right. So perfect. Still, if that’s perfect, the rest of us should do just fine.
I keep hearing his words about Lev making a choice, words that steal my breath and shove me under, threatening to drown me. Frantic to get those thoughts out of my head, I push my legs over the edge and stand. Five minutes later, I’ve dressed and tugged a brush through my hair. I could stay up here all day, but that’s probably not going to get me out of talking to Jimmie. In fact, I can’t think of anything that’s going to accomplish that. His time, his way.
I scan the room and take in all the destruction I left last night. It’s not going to clean itself, I know. I start collecting all the broken picture frames and shattered glass ornaments. Even the mirror on the bureau stands in shards, and if I thought my reflection last night looked skewed, fractured as it is,, makes me look even more haunted. Still, staring at it, I think this one’s more like me, after all. I’ll never be able to pick up all the pieces.
“Finally awake?”
Jimmy stands in the doorway, a hand touching either side of the molding. His voice is calm, which should be a clue this might be really bad. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, not clothes meant for working as the security guard for a local bank.
“Yeah.” I avert my gaze and keep picking up the broken things. One shard jabs my thumb, and I end up looking at the pinprick of blood pooling on my skin. Such a small wound, and yet….
“We need to talk.” He quietly steps over to the bed and sits. This is definitely not the Jimmie I know and love—is it? “Come sit down.” He nods to the chair beside the bed, the same one Scott sat in last night. Or had that just been a dream? Did yesterday even happen? If it did, I want a refund.
“There’s nothing to talk about,” I mutter, plucking the glass from my thumb and throwing it away.
“Lizzie, I don’t always do things the right way. I don’t always pay attention. But it’s not because I don’t care. I just don’t know what I’m doing—and I wish I did.”
“Where were you last night?” I ask softly. It’s not really about side-tracking him; I’m just trying to see if he trusts me enough to be as honest with me as he wants me to be with him.
“Not that it’s important, but I went out with a friend.”
“Do I know him?”
He shrugs. “No. I want to talk about you—and what happened yesterday.” He swallows hard and looks down. “Both Scott and Griffin said you think Lev was…an angel.” He frowns, and the wrinkles in his forehead make him look older.
“It doesn’t matter.” My back stiffens and I wish Jimmie would just get this over with. Funny, he wants me to tell the truth, but he lies to me. But then why would he be any different? Angel. Human. Devil. All the same. I guess the trick is not to care.
“That’s not good enough, Lizzie.” He pulls out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. “I’ve tried telling myself lots of things, like you just needed time, that you’d get through it, like you just thought you loved Lev. But none of it’s worked, and I’ve still failed you. So now I have two choices. I can either ignore the fact you need help, or I can get you that help myself.”
“Fine.” I pick up more glass. There is no end to the jagged pieces. No end.
He doesn’t hear me right—again. “No, you’re not. I wish you were.” He reaches to take my hand but I duck away.
“I keep telling you it doesn’t matter. I know you have it all worked out with Scott and Griffin, and I’ll do your stupid appointments. Whatever.” I stand and start to walk out, but he catches me.
“Don’t be angry, Lizzie. This is for your own good. I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Right. You just keep thinking that—and while you’re at it, I’ll try to think of the top ten reasons you keep dragging me to these stupid small towns that are great for you. If you hadn’t dragged me to Hauser’s Landing—”
I stop talking because I know he’s ignoring me. Crazy girl talking, no one listening. So why bother? Perhaps the old Lizzie would have started screaming at him. Me, I just don’t care. I’m too tired for that. I feel him staring, waiting for more reaction, but I’m done. I’m working hard at shoving my feelings in a box I might actually be able to forget about.
“Griffin is sleeping on the couch. I told him he could take the extra bedroom while he’s here. It’s the least I can do for all his trouble. I’ve set up an appointment for tomorrow so he’ll be driving you to Knoxville.”
“Are you coming home right after work, or are you going out again?” I ask softly.
He shrugs, and I can tell by the way he averts his eyes he’s hardly comfortable with the question. “Don’t know. I’ll call you.”
“Right. Whatever. You do that.” I walk out. I guess he thinks Griffin is a great baby-sitter, even with yesterday’s disaster. Maybe he’s just happy I got all weepy. Maybe he thinks that’s the answer, but there are no answers.
Gritting my teeth, I head into the kitchen and pull down a glass. I grab the juice pitcher from the refrigerator and pour a glassful, thankful wherever Jimmie is, at least he’s not here, demanding I eat. Maybe this way he’ll at least be distracted enough for me to breathe.
“Lizzie.”
Without turning, I know Griffin is standing there. I don’t want to face him, so I don’t. I grab the pitcher and shove it in the fridge before I take the glass and walk out, heading to the back patio. I can tell from the angle of the sun it’s mid-morning, and already it’s hot. Got to love August and all its glory. In the distance, I hear birds warbling amid the thick stand of trees nearby.
“Avoiding me isn’t going to make this go away,” Griffin says, hovering a few feet behind me.
“Acknowledging it isn’t going to make it right,” I counter, sitting in the deck chair, ready to close my eyes and take in the warmth of the sun.
“I’m trying to help, to do whatever is best for you.” He walks closer and sits in the chair next to mine. It’s clear by his fresh pair of khaki dock shorts and white polo style shirt he’s already had a shower. His gold watch gleams in the sun.
“And how would you know what’s best for me?” I’m trying to stay neutral, but the anger and hurt are like rising waters pouring from a funnel into my stomach, and when I get full, there will be no room to breathe, so I close my eyes, and try to focus on the sun.
“Whatever will keep you from self-destructing is best in my book—or don’t you get that?” He pauses for a moment, probably wanting me to look at him, but I won’t. “Lizzie, I wouldn’t care if you believed Lev was an angel so long as you didn’t get hurt. But the lengths you’re willing to go to get Lev back scare me. Please look at me.” His tone is soft and pleading, leaving me no choice.
I open my eyes and see him frowning, but deeper than that is fear. He swallows hard, and the slightest pool of tears shimmers at the corners of his eyes before he blinks them away. He reaches for my hand and his fingers skim the back of it.
“I know you trusted me, and you think I let you down. You don’t think you can believe in me, but you can. You think nobody understands the depth of the pain you feel, but I do. Losing my mom wasn’t the same thing, but the way it feels is, and if you think for one second I’m about to risk letting you hurt yourself for Lev or anyone else, you’re wrong.” He closes his eyes and takes a ragged breath. “I can’t risk losing you, because if I do, I won’t bounce back. You’re like a sister to me.”
A lump forms in my throat, and I tell myself just to focus on breathing. I don’t know what he wants me to say. Right now, no words come. I sit up to take a drink of the juice, but he’s watching me. I feel the pain in his gaze, and I wish I could drive it away, but I can’t even do that for myself.
“I’m sorry, Lizzie. Every day I wish I had been quicker in getting to Maguire. Every day I blame myself for Lev dying, but that doesn’t bring him back. Nothing will bring him back. The only thing I can do is take care of you and hope someday you’ll forgive me.”
He’s looking at the ground, not at me, but his voice has been destroyed by a guilt I never knew was eating him alive. Here I thought Lev’s death was my fault; I blamed myself without realizing that Griffin fostered his own guilt. Now, for the first time, I wonder if maybe nobody was to blame. Is there such a thing as a no-fault death—just bad luck, bad timing, and bad circumstance? No, not no-fault. Maguire pulled the trigger. But then, he’d been after me, not Griffin, not Lev. That brings it all back to me again.
“You did your best,” I whisper. “That’s all Lev asked of anyone.” Although his arms aren’t expecting me, I slip into them. At first, he just sits there like a stone. Then he embraces me so fiercely it takes my breath away. Part of me wants to let all the tears come and wash away this pain, but I know that won’t solve anything. Crying never does. All it does is make me weak, and there will be more tears. There’s no end to them, and right now I can’t afford to soften. It hurts too much. I slowly disentangle myself and sit back down.
“I hear you have an appointment tomorrow,” Griffin says, taking a cleansing breath. Now he can face me, but the weight lingers in his eyes. “Looks like I’ll be driving you.”
“Yeah, I know.” I think about revealing Jimmie’s newest hobby, but I can’t seem to bring myself to it. As long as I can remember, it’s been just me and Jimmie; now there’s someone in the middle. Maybe there isn’t anything wrong with her. To tell the truth, I wouldn’t know either way—I’ve not spent any time with her. But just knowing there’s someone waiting in the wings is a threat in itself, especially now.
Maybe Jimmie loves me, but what if he falls in love with this woman and she doesn’t like me? Jimmie has never so much as dated before. It’s never even been an issue until now, and now is not a good time, considering how my behavior must seem to him.
“Lizzie?” Griffin leans toward me and waves his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Lizzie.”
“Yeah, what?” I blink and shift, trying to drive away the uncomfortable thoughts rattling in my head.
“You all right?”
“Yeah.” It’s not exactly a lie, I tell myself. It’s something to hope for. I just don’t see it happening any time soon.
“Don’t be angry at Scott. He means well.”
“Yeah?” Immediately my hands touch the places on my arms where he grabbed me. “Why don’t I believe that? Do you have any idea what it felt like to be pinned like that? Do you?”
“No. I just know what it felt like to watch you hold a knife against your wrist and draw blood.” The color drains from his face. “He didn’t have any choice. I would have done it, but he was closer and faster. We both know that.”
“I wasn’t going to hurt myself.” My voice is quiet, so quiet. I don’t have the strength for this.
“Maybe not,” he concedes. “But given all you’ve been through in the last six months, how could we really know your intentions? Or should we have just let the chips fall where they would? Everyone gets tired, Lizzie, and everybody has a breaking point.”
“It was just a ploy,” I say. “Not that it worked.” I keep thinking back to Scott telling me Lev was gone, and half of me wonders if he said that as an angel or just the cop trying to diffuse the situation. I guess I’ll never know.
Chapter Seven
“What are you thinking?” That’s the question that Griffin has been wanting to ask the whole ride to Knoxville and my “therapeutic intervention,” and up into the last mile, he’s tried to curb his curiosity. I guess my silence has seemed too great a temptation. Is that a male thing, to need to understand silence? Or am I just lucky?
“Nothing. Just getting ready to be shrink-wrapped.” I toy with Lev’s bracelet. I could tell him Jimmie came home late again last night, and although he tried to talk to me, I could see the distraction in his eyes, which really creeped me out. This isn’t like Jimmie. Still, I guess I shouldn’t gripe. Wasn’t I the one who wanted him to forget about me?
“I know you’re not thrilled with this.” He can’t look at me as much as he usually would because we’re in the middle of traffic and he’s trying to find the address.
“And tell me you’d want to talk to some stranger about your mom and what it’s been like to lose her.”
He stiffens, not expecting me to have taken that course. “It’s not the same thing, Lizzie.”
“No, not at all. I mean, you aren’t seeing angels or anything, right?”
“Come on, Lizzie, don’t.” His tone is soft. Then, as if he can’t believe how lucky he has gotten, he sees the sign for Riley’s Youth Center just ahead. His shoulders sink in gratitude, and mine stiffen in anticipation. Without realizing it, my fingers cinch the seat, and I wish I could run away, but that would only result in Griffin chasing me down.
So I just keep focusing on my breathing, hating Knoxville more and more by the minute as Griffin veers into the parking lot and slips into the first open space. All too quickly, he plucks the keys from the ignition and nods to me. “You ready?”
“Sure.” I open my door and get out, realizing as I scan the lot, how out of place Griffin’s expensive car is here. Griffin places his hand on my back and guides me toward the red brick building ahead. As the structure looks different from those around it—weathered and forlorn—I’m guessing it’s been here a while. And that sure doesn’t make me want to go in there any quicker. But then again, Griffin’s not about to move his hand or let me change my mind. He’s even opening the door for me. What a swell guy.
The minute we step inside, two things become very clear: Scott is here, and I’m not the only one he bullies. Although I only catch a glimpse of his profile as he stands, hands on hips, in front of a girl probably about my age, I’d recognize his golden hair anywhere. Too, he’s at least a foot taller than she is, and, okay, well, I know she’s wearing a black goth outfit and her make-up seems a little heavier than it should be, but that doesn’t mean he should be giving her such an intimidating look. What is he going to do? Put her in a choke hold? For what?
He’s wearing his navy police uniform, and I see the black grip of his gun, which creeps me out so much I stop walking. I hate guns. I hated them even before Maguire tried to kill me; that just gave me a good reason.
“Look, Sarah, I know this is hard. But you’re not listening.”
“Bullshit!” She folds her arms across her chest and looks away. “You don’t even know Colin.”
“He’s bad news.” He reaches toward her, but she jerks away and rushes past me toward the door.
“Don’t touch me!”
Scott whirls, intending to go after her, but instead comes face to face with me.
“Why don’t you leave her alone!” I snap, purposely blocking his path. He tries to get around me two or three times before giving up. “She’s got enough going on without you adding to it.”
“Lizzie,” Griffin warns, trying to move me out of the way. “Let him pass.”
“Why? So he can harass her the same way he harassed me? Is he going to throw her down, too?”
Scott stiffens and takes a deep breath. “Still angry, I take it.” He takes off his hat, runs his fingers through his hair, and then sets it back on his head. “You don’t even have a clue what’s going on with Sarah.” He levels those blue eyes at me.
“Let me guess. She’s gotten herself in the middle of a drive-by? Almost got herself killed?”
“No.” He takes one step closer, and I take one back. “Gangs aren’t really her style. But that doesn’t mean she’s not headed for danger if someone doesn’t change her course.”
Griffin makes a big show of looking at his watch. “Hate to break this friendly conversation up and all, but Lizzie is supposed to meet Emily.”
Scott points to the hallway to the left of the open gym area where we’re standing. For the first time, I notice a few guys shooting hoops half the court away. The thud of the balls against the court unnerves me, probably because I’m standing so close to Scott and that damned gun of his, so when Griffin just sort of ushers me along, I don’t fight too hard.
As Griffin and I head down the hall, I feel Scott’s weighted gaze resting on me. He’s still watching when we reach the door labeled Emily Wertz, Director. Griffin glances at me and quickly realizes I’m not about to knock, so he does it for me.
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