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For Mom and Dad. 
Thank you for your love, encouragement, and support. 

I love you.



 
 
 
 
 
 the curtains

seven years ago... 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MY MIND WAS STILL GROGGY with sleep—that mo-
ment when reality and illusion dance together as you 
struggle to differentiate between the two. I knew I’d had 
a bad dream, I knew I was in my bed in my room, and 
I knew I was not alone. What wasn’t clear was wheth-
er opening my eyes would reveal that Dad—drunk as 
usual—had stumbled into my room by mistake…or if the 
Shadow had crept through my window again. Drunk Dad 
was reality; the Shadow was illusion. Both scared me.

“Becca?” someone whispered. “Are you awake?”
That was the Shadow’s voice.
I screamed. The wail tore at my throat and echoed 

off the walls. I could hear movement in the hallway and I 
screamed again. Maybe this time they’d catch him. May-
be this time someone else would see him, too.

The door burst open and light flooded my room.
“Becca?” Jackson, my older brother, asked softly. 

“Are you okay?”
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I finally opened my eyes and sat up to stare at Jack. 
We were the only two in the room. I bit down on my lip 
and started to cry. It wasn’t fair. They never saw him. 
They never believed me.

“Did you have a bad dream?” Jackson asked, his 
voice gentle, but shaky.

There were footsteps down the hall and Jackson 
turned his head to tell our sisters, Linda and Marie, that 
everything was okay. But then he froze. We both heard it: 
Dad’s footsteps thundering down the stairs. I’d woken 
him, too.

“Go to bed,” Jackson ordered Linda and Marie, 
and then shut the door, locking it. He turned the light off 
again and sat next to me on the bed.

“He sounds angry,” I whimpered.
“Pretend to be asleep,” Jackson whispered.
The doorknob jiggled and then Dad’s fist pounded 

on the door. “OPEN THE DOOR! BECCA! BECCA!”
His voice thundered through the walls—so much 

louder than my scream. The McDaniels and the Torranc-
es could probably hear him.

“LET ME IN, OR I’LL…” He didn’t finish his threat. 
Instead, he jammed his shoulder into the door and forced 
it open, splintering the frame. Once again, light flooded 
my room, and my dad blinked his bleary eyes at the sight 
of us sitting on my bed.

He dropped his voice to an eerie whisper. “What is 
going on?”

“She just had a bad dream,” Jackson explained, 
standing.

“Why the hell was the door locked?”
“He was in my room again,” I blurted out. I knew 

I should just keep my mouth shut, but I wanted him to 
know—I wanted him to believe me. “He came through 
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my window again. He said my name. He…”
“SHUT-UP!” Dad bellowed and marched to my 

window. He started pulling back the thick red curtains, 
but then impatiently tore them down. The curtain rod 
clattered to the floor. He tore at the blinds, too, throw-
ing them toward the closet. My now-naked window was 
closed. Dad slid it open and stared out into the night, his 
shoulders moving up and down with each breath.

I pushed myself against the wall, my fear even great-
er than when the Shadow had called my name. Why did 
I tell him? There were three things Dad hated more than 
anything else. He hated hearing about my nightmares. 
He hated when anyone woke him up—especially after a 
long night at the bar. And he hated me. I could tell from 
his slightly slurred speech and the way he stumbled that 
he was still drunk.

“Where, Becca?” He turned to me. “I don’t see 
anyone. Do you see anyone?”

I shook my head rapidly, making a whimpering 
sound at the back of my throat.

“Who do you see? We never see him. WHERE THE 
HELL IS HE?”

He strode toward the bed, pushed Jackson aside, 
and grabbed my arm, dragging me to my feet.

“Let go of her!” Jackson yelled.
“Shut-up!”
“She just had a bad dream. Can you blame her? 

You’re always stomping around, yelling and swearing 
and drinking…”

“Shut-up!” Dad yelled again, pushing Jackson 
hard enough that he fell against the bed. Angry and 
frightened, I struggled against Dad’s hold.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please.”
He let go—I think just to adjust his grip, but with me 
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pulling in the opposite direction, it didn’t work. I stum-
bled and fell, smacking my head against the window sill. 
As I hit the floor, I felt a drop of blood dribble down my 
cheek. I started to cry again.

Dad let out a stream of profanity and marched to 
the broken door. He held it steady with one hand and 
forced his other fist through the wood, splitting it. I cried 
harder. He stomped out of the room, down the hall, and 
outside, slamming the door behind him.

 
 
 
 

LATER THE NEXT MORNING, DAD called my name, 
but I didn’t respond right away. He hadn’t yelled, and 
for a moment I assumed I hadn’t heard correctly. Me? 
He was calling me in that calm, soft voice? The sound 
of my name so quietly falling off his tongue was so new 
to me that the second time he called, I was too scared to 
respond. It was the third call—this one sharper—that got 
my feet moving.

I shuffled down the hall and into the living room 
where Dad lounged on the couch. He had his feet propped 
up on the coffee table on top of a few magazines. I had 
to fight the urge to bend down and line their bindings up 
at perfect angles. I stared at their imperfection and not 
at him.

“You’re leaving,” he said, and I finally raised my 
gaze, studying him. He didn’t look at me, but at a spot 
on the wall just above my head. If I hadn’t been peering 
at him so intently, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. He 
didn’t look angry or guilty like usual. There was some-
thing else I’d never seen on his face: fear.
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“At the end of the week,” he continued. “You’re go-
ing with Jackson.”

“Jackson’s going to college,” I said, confused.
Dad nodded impatiently. “He’s taking you with him. 

You’re going to live with Jackson.”
“For how long?” I asked.
“Forever,” he said.
My stomach twisted sharply. I could get away from 

Clayton Creek. Get away from the bad dreams and the 
Shadow. Get away from Dad. It should have made me 
happy.

I turned my head to stare at an old picture of Mom 
hanging on the wall. I already had trouble remember-
ing her. How could I hold onto her memory so far from 
home—the only home I’d ever known?

And why? Why did he want to send me away? Apart 
from the dreams, I was easy to take care of. I stayed out 
of his way. I tried not to bother him. I did my chores. 
What about Linda and Marie? Did he really love them 
so much more?

I was only eleven. Jackson was eighteen. How was 
he supposed to take care of me? 

“Why?” I asked before I could think better of it.
“Money’s tight,” he said, still staring at that spot 

on the wall. He kept pressing his lips together in a tight 
line. Maybe he was trying not to cry, but that didn’t make 
sense. I’d never seen him cry—not even at Mom’s funer-
al. “And I—Jackson can do a better job with you.”

“All right,” I said quietly. “I’ll go pack.”
I turned around and started to walk away. He made 

a strange noise, like something was caught in his throat, 
but when I turned around, he was still.



MY BOYFRIEND THOMAS WAS THINKING about 
sex. His thoughts weren’t hard to guess. He talked about 
sex all the time, and I had just invited him into my bed-
room. I watched the stupid smile on his face and stifl ed 
a shudder.

I knew that was not a girl’s normal reaction to her 
boyfriend. Truthfully, I didn’t know what bothered me 
the most: the thought of having sex with Thomas, or just 
the thought of sex in general. Either way, it seemed like 
there was something wrong with me.

“Jackson will be home soon,” I said, hoping to ex-
tinguish any fantasies before they had a chance to catch 
fi re.

“In an hour or so,” he said and glanced at my bed. 
“Rebecca, this is crazy. Do you make your bed every 
day?”

I followed his gaze. “Yes. Why?”
“It’s perfect.”
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“What do you mean?”
“I mean, it’s perfect. Do you use a ruler? An iron? 

It’d take me at least an hour to make my bed look like 
this.”

“It takes two minutes.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Maybe if you practice a little bit—you know, make 

your own bed every day—it wouldn’t take you so long.”
He smiled. “Maybe.”
He hopped onto the bed, stretched out, and looked 

up at me. “So what are we doing in here if Jackson is 
coming home so soon?”

I tilted my head, watching him. Thomas was a 
good-looking guy, or at least all my friends told me so. 
I guess I could see why they thought that but…well, he 
had red hair. Nothing against men with red hair, but Jack-
son had red hair. My dad had red hair.

He was a good kisser, though—as far as I knew. I 
didn’t have a lot of experience in that area, but I enjoyed 
kissing him…most of the time.

As I watched him, he stroked the bedspread with his 
fingertips. I don’t think he realized he was doing it, but it 
bothered me. I turned away quickly.

“Jackson said I got a letter,” I explained. “He left it 
in here for me. I wasn’t really thinking about anything 
else.”

“Good. You think too much. You should stop think-
ing about everything else and come sit by me.”

“You’re not sitting,” I pointed out and took a step 
toward the desk that was pushed neatly into a corner of 
the room. The desk was nearly empty, other than a few 
pieces of scratch paper I hadn’t thrown away from my 
last math assignment and a small, framed picture of me 
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with a group of friends. No letter.
“Hmm,” I said.
“Looking for something?” Thomas teased. He lifted 

a white envelope high in the air. “It was on the night-
stand. You can have it, but it will cost you.”

I stared at him, stifling my irritation. I was not in 
the mood to flirt. In fact, I really wasn’t in the mood to 
be around anyone, let alone a boy trying to get in my 
pants. I knew everyone from school was probably out 
celebrating our last day. Graduation was in the morning, 
but change always left me a little introspective—even 
good change. I wanted to digest what it meant, wanted to 
reflect on the past several years and daydream/plan what 
my future would be like. That was always easier to do in 
solitude. 

Besides, for some reason, there was this big, fat 
double-knot in my stomach. Maybe it was just anxiety 
over my next steps in life: college, leaving town, being 
a grown-up. Or maybe it was something else. Looking 
back, I can’t help wonder if it was a premonition of what 
was about to happen.

“You okay?” Thomas asked after several seconds of 
silence. He held the envelope toward me, a wary look on 
his face as though I might bite him. I tried not to snatch it 
out of his hands. Tried and failed. I forced a soft chuckle 
to cover it up before sitting on the edge of the bed next 
to his feet.

The envelope was large—obviously a greeting 
card. Most likely a graduation card. I hadn’t sent out 
announcements like all my other friends. There wasn’t 
anyone to send announcements to. I glanced at the return 
address and froze. Clayton Creek. Home. Dad. Jackson 
should have warned me.
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“Who’s it from?” Thomas asked.
I cleared my throat and stood, walking to the desk 

again. “My uncle,” I lied, slipping the envelope under-
neath the scratch paper.

“You’re not going to open it?”
“It’s probably just a graduation card or something.”
“Probably.” He paused. “Can I see it?”
“Why?”
“Because you don’t want me to.”
I shot him a look. “That’s a stupid reason.”
He sat up, drawing his feet closer to him, and I tried 

not to grimace at his dirty shoes on my bed. “What’s your 
uncle’s name?”

“Jonathan,” I answered quickly. “Jonathan Doug-
las.” A half-truth. The letter was from Jonathan Douglas. 
But he wasn’t my uncle. He was my dad.

Thomas nodded once. “What’s the big secret?”
“No secret. I just don’t feel like opening it right 

now.”
A moment of silence passed—just a beat. “My aunt 

and uncle sent me money for graduation. You should 
open it.”

I sighed. If I break up with him, will he forget about 
the stupid card? No, he’d have a lot more questions. 
“Fine.”

I retrieved the envelope, scattering the sheets of 
scrap paper, and tore it open. It was just a generic card 
with a picture of a cartoon girl in a cap and gown. I held 
it up for Thomas to see and said, “No money.” I set the 
card down on the desk.

“Cheapskate.”
I forced a smile. “It was nice of him to send me 

anything at all.”
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He stood and moved toward me. Instinctively, I 
stepped to the side, blocking his access to the desk. He 
stopped, raising both eyebrows.

“I just wanted to hug you.”
“Oh. Sorry.”
He shook his head and this time, I moved forward 

to embrace him…but he sidestepped and walked to the 
desk. He had the card in his hands before I even realized 
what had happened. I stood there, waiting and watching 
his back as he opened the card and read whatever Dad 
had scrawled on the inside.

The silence was thick, vibrating in my ears. Thomas 
set the card down and turned toward me. His brow fur-
rowed in confusion, but his eyes just looked sad—disap-
pointed, maybe.

“It’s from your dad,” he said.
I didn’t say anything.
“I thought he died in a car crash with your mom.”
I stared down at the floor, a flush creeping up my 

neck and into my cheeks. I wasn’t ashamed of the lie…I 
was ashamed of the truth. I didn’t want to say it out loud.

“I lied,” I whispered.
“Obviously.”
“It was just easier to…to tell people he was dead. 

I…I don’t like talking about him.”
“What did he do to you?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why is he apologizing?”
I didn’t answer. Apologizing? Dad used to call—on 

my birthday and holidays—but after a few years of me 
refusing to talk to him, he gave up. I didn’t know why he 
would suddenly be reaching out again.

I walked to my bed, longing to curl up on it and 
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pull the covers over my head. Instead, I straightened out 
the comforter, wrinkled now from Thomas’ dirty shoes. I 
brushed at flecks of dirt, but they just hopped and landed 
right back on the comforter.

“What did he do?” Thomas asked again with an 
edge in his voice. But I could tell he wasn’t mad at me.

“Nothing.”
“He did nothing? You decided to live with your old-

er brother and tell all your friends and your boyfriend 
that your dad was dead just because?”

The wrinkles wouldn’t smooth out. I slapped at 
them, my eyes tearing up.

Not now. Please not now. It’d been so long since I’d 
cried. I’d stayed in control for so many years—pushed 
down all my anger, pain, and sorrow until I resembled 
a well-adjusted, completely calm teenaged girl. Thomas 
liked to joke that his PMS was worse than mine. But I 
was about to lose control. He was about to see the real 
Rebecca—the one I thought I’d left behind in Clayton 
Creek. He wouldn’t like that Rebecca; he wouldn’t un-
derstand her.

“He obviously did something,” he continued. “Did 
he hit you? Did he…”

“He just didn’t want me!” I snapped. “After my 
mom died, he drank all our money away and couldn’t 
afford all of us anymore, so he chose me—the youngest, 
the most annoying, the most worthless—to send away. 
Jack already had to scrape by—worked to put himself 
through school—and my dad said, ‘Here, let’s add to 
your burdens. Take Becca with you. I don’t want her 
anymore.’”

With one swift move, I ripped my bedding from my 
bed and tossed it on the floor. “I have to start over,” I 
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mumbled.
The only noise as I tucked my sheet around the mat-

tress was my sniffling. I plumped my pillow and then 
grabbed the comforter, adjusting it so that it was even on 
all sides.

“It really does take just two minutes,” he said qui-
etly.

I sniffed and then sat down on the edge of the bed, 
facing away from him.

“I should have told you,” I stated woodenly.
“Why didn’t you?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t trust me?”
No. I didn’t trust anyone. “I—I didn’t like grow-

ing up in Clayton Creek. My mom…” I stopped to take 
in a shuddering breath. “She didn’t die in a car accident 
either. She was murdered. I just wanted to forget every-
thing and start over. It has nothing to do with trusting 
you.”

Thomas walked around the bed, stopping in front of 
me. “Can I sit down, or will I ruin the bed again?”

I didn’t look up at him, though I smiled. “You can 
sit down.”

He put an arm around me as he sat down, and I re-
laxed into him. As long as it wasn’t sexual, I didn’t mind 
him holding me. We’d been dating for almost a year now, 
and had been friends since we were freshmen.

“Do you want to talk about it?”
“I just said I didn’t.” But then I took a breath. “I 

don’t remember very much. I just remember being un-
happy a lot. And scared.”

“Scared of what?”
I hesitated. I didn’t want to tell him about the hal-
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lucinations. I sounded crazy enough already. Luckily, 
Jackson interrupted us then. Thomas and I both stood at 
the sound of the front door opening.

“Becca?” Jackson called.
“Go,” I whispered. “Out the window.”
“My car’s parked out front. He knows I’m here.”
“Just—maybe he didn’t notice. Go. Whatever. Fine. 

Get out of my room. Go to the bathroom, or something.”
I didn’t wait for him to obey. I walked out of my 

room and down the hallway to the living room. Jackson’s 
house was tiny—barely nine hundred square feet—and 
there was no way I could hide Thomas’ presence. But for 
once, Jackson didn’t seem to care that Thomas was in my 
room. As I opened my mouth to try to explain, I noticed 
tears in Jackson’s eyes and I stopped.

“What is it?”
“Linda just called me.”
“I…” I didn’t have a response to that, so I stopped 

again. Dad sent me a letter and now our sister was call-
ing? Were they planning a big family reunion or some-
thing?

Something like that.
“Dad died,” Jackson said.



 
 
 
 
 

the night mom almost ran away
fourteen years ago…

 
 
 
 
 
 

MOM LIFTED ME FROM MY bed and shushed me 
when I started to protest. I laid my head on her shoulder 
and closed my eyes. I woke again when she set me in my 
car seat. I didn’t like sleeping in that car seat. I started 
to complain again, but this time she didn’t say anything. 
She pulled the straps over my arms and buckled me in.

She shut the door quietly. I remember that she had 
to shut the door twice because the first time it didn’t latch. 
The second time was a lot louder. When Mom sat down 
behind the steering wheel, she started crying.

“Where are we going?” I asked sleepily.
“Away,” was the only answer she offered.
The idea must not have bothered me; I fell asleep 

again. I woke up much later at the sound of Mom’s cell 
phone ringing. She didn’t answer it, but she started cry-
ing again. I was lying on a bed now, in a room I didn’t 
recognize. Again, it didn’t bother me. I went back to sleep.

Early in the morning, Mom woke me up. She had 
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me use the bathroom and then she led me out of the room 
into an elevator. It was my first time in an elevator and I 
clung to her leg when the doors swished closed.

We ate breakfast in a big room with two other peo-
ple. I don’t remember what I ate—cereal, probably. I do 
remember that Mom didn’t eat at all. Then we walked 
outside, back to our car.

“Where are we going?” I asked as she buckled me 
in.

“Home,” she answered.
“Why?”
She sighed and stopped what she was doing long 

enough to look me in the eye. “Because I love your dad-
dy,” she said. She shook her head and finished buckling 
me, mumbling something I couldn’t hear.

The drive home seemed to take a long time. Dad 
was sitting on the porch when we drove up. He didn’t 
stand; he just stared at us.

Mom unbuckled me and lifted me from my seat.
“Go and hug your daddy,” she whispered in my ear. 

But I didn’t. I ran right past him and into the house. I 
didn’t know what was going on, but I sensed that what-
ever had made Mom cry last night had something to do 
with Dad. It usually did. As a mamma’s girl through and 
through, I wouldn’t reward him with a hug. 

I played in my room while Mom and Dad shouted at 
each other outside. The other kids woke up. Marie played 
with me while Jackson and Linda watched a movie. The 
shouting eventually stopped. Several minutes passed and 
then I heard the front door open. I ran out of my room, 
anxious to see Mom again.

She had tears running down her cheeks, but she was 
holding Dad’s hand. 



MY EYES STUNG, AND I blinked against the tears that 
I didn’t understand. I’d pretended Dad was dead for so 
long, wasn’t it a little ridiculous to cry for him now?

“Dad died?” I repeated. “But—but I just got a card 
…”

Guilt fl ashed across Jackson’s face. “Oh, Becca. If 
I’d known… I’m so sorry. When I put the card in your 
room, I didn’t know. I hadn’t heard yet. Linda called this 
morning, but I was teaching, of course. I talked to her 
twenty minutes ago. I…I’m sorry. I…”

I shook my head quickly and cut him off with, “It’s 
okay.”

The fl oorboards creaked behind us and I fl inched. 
Thomas. I’d forgotten he was there.

“Sorry,” he said quietly. “I, uh, I just thought I 
should maybe…” He trailed off when I stared at him. 
“Do you want me to stay?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Gradu-
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ation.
“I’ll pick you up?”
“Sure.” My voice sounded so strange—almost 

hoarse, as though I was having trouble controlling it. But 
I felt fine.

Neither Jackson nor I spoke until Thomas walked 
out the door. As soon as it shut, Jackson launched into 
a one-sided conversation. I stared at the door, not really 
listening. My dad was dead. I hadn’t seen him in seven 
years, and now I’d never see him again. It bothered me 
how little that bothered me. Shouldn’t I feel some regret? 
Maybe I was just in shock. Maybe I was even angrier at 
him than I’d realized. Or maybe I was cold and unfeel-
ing.

“Becca?” Jackson prompted.
“What?” I mumbled, unable to tear my gaze away 

from the door.
“Have you heard a word I’ve said?”
I nodded, even though I hadn’t.
“Well, what do you think?”
I finally looked at him. “I don’t know.” I didn’t 

know what the question was, so it seemed like a good 
answer.

“I don’t want you to stay here alone. Karen wants 
to go with me. Otherwise, I’d ask her to stay with you. 
Maybe you could stay with one of your friends. Whit-
ney?”

“Why, where are you going?”
Jackson sighed. “You weren’t listening. The funer-

al. I’m going back home for the funeral. I figured you 
wouldn’t want to go.”

There were several seconds of silence. The funer-
al. Of course there would be a funeral—and of course it 
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would be in Clayton Creek. Jackson was right: I didn’t 
want to go. But shouldn’t I? For a moment, I wondered 
if he was attempting reverse psychology to get me to go 
with him, but when he failed to meet my eyes, I realized 
that he didn’t want me to go either. And for some reason, 
that pissed me off.

“I’m not invited to the funeral?”
“Of course you’re invited. I just thought…” He 

exhaled wearily. “It’d be so awkward seeing everyone 
again. That town is so small—everyone is going to be 
asking you all kinds of questions. A lot of judgment…”

“Judgment?”
“Well…I mean, they might wonder why you never 

came back, or called, or…or I don’t know.” He shook his 
head. “I don’t want to put you through that.”

“Dad kicked me out. You think people are going to 
blame me for that?”

“No, I…” 
“Do you blame me for that?”
“Of course not! You know that. Don’t…I just…you 

were miserable in Clayton.” His voice cracked a little 
bit, and I glanced down at my feet. Yes, I was miserable 
in Clayton. Small towns don’t forget murder. No one at 
home bothered to explain to me what had happened to 
my mother—I knew she had died, but no one told me 
she was killed. I learned that small detail from a group 
of kids in kindergarten. And then, of course, there were 
the dreams…the Shadow. The dreams ended when I left 
Clayton Creek. The Shadow had stayed behind.

“You’re right,” I said. “I should probably stay here.”
Another set of silent seconds ticked by. “I told Lin-

da I’d leave Sunday morning.”
“When’s the funeral?”
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“She’s not sure yet. But she needs some help. I 
don’t know how long I’m going to stay. A week or more. 
At least school’s out now.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Good timing.”
He took a breath. “There’s one more thing. She 

asked if we could write down our favorite memories to 
bury with him. If you want to do that, I’ll bring…”

“Favorite memories?” I interrupted. “Good memo-
ries? Of Dad?”

“Yeah, sorry. Never mind. You don’t have to write 
anything.”

“Damn right I don’t have to. Because I don’t have 
any good memories of him. Do you?”

“I have a few.”
“Well, good for you.”
“He changed after…”
“After mom died,” I snapped. “Yeah, you’ve said 

that. I was four when Mom died, so I don’t really remem-
ber him before that.”

“I know.”
“I could write down a lot of bad memories. I’d love 

to bury those memories with him. In fact, maybe I will 
write some stuff down. And you can make sure Linda 
reads every word before she puts it in the casket.”

“Becca.”
I backed away, toward the hall. “I’ll get started right 

now.”
“Becca!”
“What?” I shouted. “If you’re all going to pretend 

he was such a great father, I’m going to write the truth! 
If I’m not allowed to go to the damn funeral, you can at 
least let me do this!”

My words throbbed in the silence that followed 
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them. When Jackson spoke again, his voice was deathly 
quiet.

“Dad is dead, Becca. And some of us are grieving. 
You don’t have to. It’s okay. It’s all so…complicated, 
but—well, I’m grieving, okay. You don’t have to under-
stand it. Just…please respect it.”

I stared at him for several seconds, an internal bat-
tle waging between controlled, calm Rebecca and scared, 
angry Becca from Clayton Creek. I turned and stalked 
down the hall to my bedroom, slamming the door once 
I was inside. I guess the angry side won. I wanted to 
lash out, so I stormed across the room to the desk and 
snatched up that stupid graduation card, intent on rip-
ping it to shreds. After all these years, why did he choose 
now to apologize? Right before he died, too. Maybe he’d 
sensed it. That was just stupid. Stupid and selfish. He 
should have left me alone.

I started a tear in the upper corner, but couldn’t fin-
ish it. Instead, I dropped the card and let it flutter to the 
floor. The tears I’d held back without even realizing it 
began to flow in complete disregard to my need to con-
trol them. My legs went slack and I lowered myself to the 
ground. I grabbed the card again, but this time I didn’t 
even try to rip it. I didn’t read it either. I just held onto it 
and cried.

 
 
 
 

JACKSON KNOCKED ON MY DOOR, and when 
I didn’t answer, he told me he was going to Karen’s. 
Karen McBride was Jackson’s fiancée. They were both 
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teachers, but at different schools, and had met two years 
ago on a blind date. She had a few years on him, but 
didn’t look it. Tall with an athletic build, she possessed 
a down-to-earth, girl next-door kind of beauty that she 
liked to dress up with expensive makeup and lots of pink. 
She was opposite of me in almost every way: she liked 
math, hated reading, and loved football. Somehow we 
got along great.

“Okay,” I answered in a complete monotone. He 
stood a moment longer outside my door before giving up 
and walking away.

I sighed and clenched my eyes shut. I didn’t know 
why I was so angry with him; he hadn’t done anything 
wrong. I was just angry—at everyone: at Dad for dying, 
at Linda for telling us about it and ruining my gradua-
tion, at Dad again for sending me that stupid card, and 
at Jackson for not ripping it up the moment he saw it. I 
was even angry at Thomas for discovering that I’d been 
lying all these years. Now he would tell all our friends 
and everyone would have so many questions for me in 
the morning at graduation.

I sat there with my eyes closed for a long time, try-
ing hard not to think. I counted backward from five hun-
dred, focusing on each number so I wouldn’t think about 
my dad. I made it to four-hundred and seventy-five be-
fore my mind wandered back to him. How had he died? 
Was it an accident? Bad health? He wasn’t that old—not 
even sixty. Maybe all that drinking had finally caught up 
to him.

I shook my head, clenching my teeth. Four-hun-
dred and seventy-four, four-hundred and seventy-three, 
four-hundred and seventy-two… He wasn’t abusive—at 
least not physically. He wasn’t such a bad dad—he just 
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didn’t want me. Why didn’t he want me?
I shook myself, opened my eyes, and stood. This 

was a stupid idea. No one can sit still and think about 
nothing. I needed to be active. I needed to find something 
to distract me.

I heard the engine of Jackson’s SUV fire up and sud-
denly regretted shutting myself in my room. I shouldn’t 
have acted like that. I should have told him that I was 
hurting, too, just in a different way, and needed him 
home. What was I supposed to do all alone?

Standing, I hastily wiped at my cheeks before breez-
ing through my bedroom door. I grabbed my cell phone 
and purse on the way out. I didn’t have a car of my own, 
but Thomas only lived half a mile away. I didn’t really 
want to spend time with him, but I didn’t know where 
else to go. Besides, he was pretty good at distracting me.

Thomas was outside when I reached his house, 
stretching at the bottom of his driveway, probably getting 
ready to go jogging. He wore basketball shorts and no 
shirt. I smiled when I saw him, already a little distracted.

“Hi.”
“Hi.” He stopped stretching and walked toward me. 

He put his hands on my shoulders, unsure of himself. I 
realized he’d never had to comfort me before—he obvi-
ously wasn’t very good at it. “You okay?” he asked.

“Sure. Yeah. I’m fine. You wanna go somewhere? 
Or are you…can we go do something?”

“Sure. What do you want to do?”
“Let’s go make out.” Funny how just an hour or 

two ago he’d repulsed me. It seemed impossible now. I 
needed to be closer to him. I needed to bury my head in 
his chest, to feel his skin against mine. I needed to feel 
something other than that dull ache in my chest.
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He blinked a few times. “Really?” He sounded al-
most giddy.

“Yeah.”
“What brought this on?”
I shrugged. “I was just thinking about you.” I took a 

step back, allowing my eyes to wash over him. He looked 
pretty good. He had broad shoulders and lean muscles. 
He was pale and freckled, but that was okay. I was pale 
and slightly freckled too. I’d seen him with his shirt off 
before, of course, but today felt different. “I thought it 
sounded fun,” I finished.

He grinned suddenly. “Well, I’m not going to try 
to talk you out of it. No one’s home. You want to go 
inside?”

“Sure.”
I had pretty strict boundaries when it came to mak-

ing out—boundaries that I leapt over that day. Rule num-
ber one: no kissing on the bed. As soon as we were in his 
bedroom, I lay down on his bed and patted the space next 
to me. He grinned and eagerly joined me.

Rule number two: both parties must remain full 
dressed. Thomas’s shirt was already off, and rather than 
insisting he put one on, I let my hands brush across his 
skin.

Rule number three: no touching. Thomas knew my 
rules and had never tried to break them. But that day was 
different. I can’t really blame him. I willingly broke the 
first two rules…of course he would test me on the third. 
Still, it felt as though he was deliberately taking advan-
tage of my grief.

His mouth was hard on mine, his entire tongue in 
my mouth. It was sloppy, but exciting at the same time. I 
wrapped a leg around his hip, but then he made his fatal 
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mistake. His hand slid down to the top my jeans, fingers 
fiddling with the button.

I pushed against him and pulled away at the same 
time. “Stop.”

“Come on, Rebecca,” he whispered, leaning in to 
kiss me again.

I pushed him away harder and slid out from under 
him. “I have to go.”

He slapped the bed and groaned. “Did you just 
come over here to torture me?”

“Don’t be such a baby. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I walked out of his room and out of his house. The 

walk home seemed longer than the walk there. I’d come 
to Thomas’s house for a distraction, but thanks to my in-
ability to get close to anyone, that distraction had lasted 
no more than fifteen minutes.

That was probably for the best, though. I couldn’t 
sleep with Thomas just to make myself feel better. It 
would work for about ten minutes (or however long it 
took), and then I would feel twice as bad. I didn’t love 
Thomas, and I wasn’t the kind of girl who could sleep 
with someone she didn’t love.

My steps slowed as I reached our short driveway. 
Maybe I wasn’t the type of girl who could love anyone. I 
knew I’d loved my mother—I couldn’t remember much 
about her, but I did remember that. And I loved Jackson, 
but that was it. Was I really so damaged?

The phone was ringing when I walked in the front 
door. I usually didn’t answer the land line because I 
didn’t like chatting with Jackson’s bill collectors, but for 
some reason, I walked into the kitchen and picked up the 
phone.

 “Hello?”
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There was a long pause on the other end. “I’m call-
ing for Jackson Douglas. Is this the right number?”

“He’s out,” I explained shortly.
“Is this…this isn’t Becca, is it?”
I stiffened. I hated being called Becca; only Jack-

son was allowed to call me Becca. The only other people 
who called me that lived in Clayton Creek.

“This is Rebecca.”
There was half a chuckle on the other end. “I don’t 

believe it. You sound all grown up. It’s Troy. Troy Ad-
ams.”

“Troy?” I echoed, all the stiffness pleasantly melt-
ing away. 

“You don’t remember me?”
Of course I remembered him. I could never forget 

Troy—I’d loved him since I was a little girl. Yes! One 
more person to add to my short list…but that was really 
just a crush. He had been Jackson’s best-friend growing 
up, even though he was a couple years younger. He and 
Jackson had always been nice to me, always making sure 
I was entertained and as happy as possible. Troy and 
Jackson had made Clayton Creek bearable.

“I remember you,” I answered quietly, and then 
cleared my throat. “How are you?”

“Good. Fine. I, um, I heard about your dad and I—I 
wanted to call and say I’m sorry.” He paused. “Linda 
gave me this number.”

“It’s the home phone,” I explained. “We hardly ever 
use it. I don’t know why she gave you this number in-
stead of his cell. Do you want his cell?”

“Sure. Thanks. Hold on a second—let me grab a 
pen. Okay, go ahead.”

I recited the number.
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“Got it. Thanks.” He paused again. “I am really sor-
ry.”

I nodded, but then realized he couldn’t see it. 
“Thanks. I appreciate it.” It was my turn to pause. “So, 
you talked to Linda? You still live in Clayton then?”

“I just moved back.”
“Oh.”
“You haven’t been back, huh?”
“No.”
“It hasn’t changed much. Mickelson sold his store. 

Finally.”
“Is he still alive? He always creeped me out.”
“You should see him now. Well, I guess you will. 

He’ll probably be at the funeral.”
I bit my lip and scuffed one foot against the kitchen 

floor. “I’m, uh, not going.”
“Oh.” He probably wanted to ask me why, but he 

didn’t. “That’s too bad.”
I swallowed, trying to think of something else to 

say. I didn’t want to talk about my dad, or about people 
from Clayton, but I didn’t want to stop talking to him ei-
ther. It was weird how desperate I was to keep him on the 
phone. I hadn’t seen him in seven years, but the sound of 
his voice was so calming, and I realized that not all of 
my memories from Clayton were unpleasant. I’d missed 
him—I just hadn’t realized it until now.

“I guess I should let you go,” he said.
“Jackson doesn’t think I should come,” I blurted 

out.
“Why not?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you want to go?”
“No.”
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He sighed. “Well, I don’t really blame you, but…
are you going to regret coming or not coming more? I 
mean, this might be a chance for some closure. And now 
that he’s gone and you’re almost an adult now, Clayton 
Creek might not be so bad. Or it could be awful. But 
if you stay home, you’ll never know, and you’ll always 
wonder.”

I wanted to let him know that, since I’d recently 
turned eighteen and was graduating from high school to-
morrow, I was already an adult, but it seemed childish to 
point it out.

“And it would be nice to see you,” he added. “It’s 
been a long time.”

I tried to imagine him on the other end, tried to pic-
ture what he looked like now after seven years. I could 
only see the tall, lanky boy I’d idolized for so long. May-
be he’d put on a lot of weight. Maybe he was losing his 
hair already. I smiled as I realized that it didn’t really 
matter; Troy would always be beautiful to me.

“Yeah,” I managed to say, and immediately felt stu-
pid. “Maybe I’ll change my mind.”

“I hope so.” He sounded sincere. “I know it’ll be 
hard, but Jackson and I will be there for you. Just like 
old times.”

“Yeah,” I said again, and my throat constricted 
painfully. “Look, I, uh, have to go. Jackson is with Kar-
en, but I’m sure he’d love to hear from you. You should 
call him.”

“All right. Thanks. And Becca?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m really sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“I hope you come.”
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“We’ll see.”
“Bye.”
“Bye.”
I hung up and then stood in the quiet, nearly empty 

kitchen. Troy Adams. He and Jackson used to joke they 
were my bodyguards. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere 
outside the house without one of them by my side. Troy 
always brought me a cookie or a piece of candy from his 
parents’ house when he’d come over. When I was five 
years old, I told him I was going to marry him. He’d said, 
“If I were your age, I’d be the luckiest boy in the world. 
But I’m too old to marry you, Becca.” I never said any-
thing like that again, but I never stopped daydreaming 
about him—until I moved away, anyway.

The thought of seeing Troy again almost made go-
ing back to Clayton Creek seem worth it. Almost.

 


