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Dedicated to Hailey Jo



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I’M NO MURDERER, BUT I want my revenge.
Bryce is dead. And the killer got away. Again. 

While I just stood there, too shocked, too scared, to stop 
him.

An hour ago, I thought the loss would kill me. 
Tears poured from my eyes, and grief ripped through 
my chest and stomach. Then, they covered Bryce’s body 
with a sheet and took him away. I’ve stared through the 
rain-splattered window of the police cruiser ever since, 
imagining one thing over and over: killing the bastard 
who did it. I picture wrapping my fingers around his 
thick throat. I see his eyes bug out. I hear him gasp for 
breath. I watch him die, and I mentally rewind to view 
the whole thing again.

I have to. It’s the only way to not see Bryce. The 
image of him lying in the middle of the road, bleed-
ing, and staring up at a star-filled sky he cannot see 
knocks at the edges of my consciousness. Thoughts of 
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vengeance are the only way to keep that door closed. I 
know if I open it, if I let that image in, grief will spread 
through my blood like poison. I can’t handle it. Not yet.

In my head, I slam the pervert’s head against the 
pavement and scream at him.

Fast, incessant drops of rain ping against the roof 
of the car, and Lance’s knee bounces in time to their 
beat. I have to give him credit for not punching any-
thing, yet. Usually, something like this would send him 
into a helpless rage. Perhaps the presence of the cops is 
keeping his temper in check. Or maybe Bryce’s death 
isn’t much of a loss to him.

Bryce.
My stomach clenches, and my defense almost 

shatters. The memory—so recent, so raw—snakes into 
my thoughts. I ball my hands into fists and turn Bryce’s 
lifeless face into the killer’s.

“What’s taking so long?” Lance asks, like I would 
know.

I don’t say anything, and there’s a stretch of si-
lence.

“It wasn’t your fault,” he says.
“What?” I ask sharply.
We look at each other. His expression is too shad-

owed by the night for me to read, and I’m not listening 
to his thoughts. When we first met, I promised to block 
them, and I’ve kept that promise as much as possible.

“Nothing,” he says.
Headlights wash over us, and I return my gaze to 

the window. A nondescript car parks on the opposite 
side of the road. The driver steps out, opening a dark 
umbrella. 
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“Detective Fredrickson,” I say, but my voice bare-
ly registers in my ears over the fast thumping of my 
heart. 

Lance and I already agreed on a story—already 
told it to the first cops that arrived on the scene. Bryce 
and I were bored, and decided to drive to Kimberly’s 
house to see what she was up to. Lance called, and I 
told him where to meet us. It’s a weak story, but bet-
ter than the truth. I read the killer’s mind while he was 
stalking Kimberly, and knew he planned to kidnap her 
tonight. My spirit guide warned me calling the police 
would eventually lead to my own abduction and mur-
der, and I needed to go against my instincts to find a 
different path.

I turn to Lance. “You didn’t see him. You didn’t 
get here until after it happened.”

“I know.”
“No.” I take his hand, leaning forward to give 

weight to my words. “You never saw his face.”
Lance looks down at our entwined fingers. “Did 

you?”
“Maybe.”
“Maybe?”
“It was dark, and I was too far away to get a good 

look.”
“Yeah, but you know what he looks like, Hope. 

You couldn’t admit that before, but now…”
“I know, I know. I might tell her. But not yet. I 

need time to think.”
“About what? You said you were going to kill him. 

You’re not really going to….”
“Shhh. Just, stick to the story.”
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Detective Fredrickson chats with the police offi-
cers on the scene, and then with Kimberly and her fam-
ily, who are all awake now and standing outside. Kim-
berly briefly looks over in our direction. I wonder if she 
realizes how close she came to starring in her very own 
horror story today. If it hadn’t been for Bryce…

The kidnapper had arrived moments after we did. 
He parked his car on the side of the road, and then crept 
toward Kimberly’s house, intent on abducting her. If 
Bryce hadn’t confronted and fought him, Kimberly 
would have been tied up, stripped and assaulted by now.

I shiver and try to push away the question, but fail. 
I traded Bryce’s life for Kimberly’s. Was it worth it?

Detective Fredrickson strides toward the cop car. 
She pauses at the door on my side for what feels like a 
long time, but finally opens it.

What are you caught up in? Her thoughts run over 
the top of her words. “I’ll take you home.”

“You don’t have any questions?”
Of course I do…. “They can wait until we’re with 

your parents.” Surprisingly composed… “I’ve already 
called them.” Lots of questions for Mr. Hampton….

“Are you taking Lance home, too?”
“Not yet.” She takes a step back, motioning for me. 

Probably won’t arrest him…yet…not sure…. “Come 
on, Ms. Murdoch.”

I embrace Lance. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I prom-
ise, then whisper, “I’m sorry.” I want to warn him, but 
there is no time. I am sorry, though. Sorry I didn’t run 
away with him. Sorry I didn’t answer my phone when 
he called me. I’m even sorry about the fight we had over 
his ex-girlfriend, Debbie. There are so many things to 
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apologize for, but no time.
He doesn’t respond anyway.
I release him reluctantly and follow Detective 

Fredrickson to her car. She offers me a bottle of water 
and some beef jerky, but I turn down both. She doesn’t 
speak on the drive, saving her questions for later. She 
wonders about Lance, certain he is somehow connected 
to the murderer, but not sure how. She wonders about 
me, too.

…seems unfeeling, like she doesn’t care her friend 
died…. 

But mostly her thoughts center on Bryce and how 
much she dreads speaking to his family.

The Nelsons. Mrs. Nelson has been like a second 
mother to me for ten years. Bryce was her youngest, 
her baby. I sniffle, recalling sitting in her kitchen about 
a month ago, watching as she prepared a sack lunch for 
him to take to school. She doted on Bryce. What will 
she do now? How will she go on? As swollen as my 
heart is with grief, I know it does not compare to her 
pain. Tears spill down my cheeks—for Bryce and his 
mother. What have I done?

Mom and Dad open the door before we even reach 
the porch, and their thoughts jumble with the detec-
tive’s. Several emotions wash over me—anger, wor-
ry, relief, sadness, and confusion—no single feeling 
more powerful than another. The weight of them settles 
across the back of my neck, and I shuffle into the house, 
avoiding their eyes.

We sit at the kitchen table, Mom in the chair across 
from me, Dad at her side. Detective Fredrickson re-
mains standing, her arms folded as she regards me.
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Red eyes…pale…looks like she’s going to be sick…
not so unfeeling…still strangely composed… “Start at 
the beginning.”

“I…couldn’t sleep. I was bored, so I called Bryce.”
“Why?” Detective Fredrickson asks. Apparently, 

one of the police officers has already filled her in on my 
story, and she doesn’t buy it. I don’t blame her. “Why 
not watch a movie, or read a book? Why call Bryce, and 
drive to Kimberly’s house in the middle of the night?” 
Already visited Kimberly earlier….

My throat constricts. I showed up at Kimberly’s 
house yesterday afternoon to warn her someone was try-
ing to kill her. Did she tell Detective Fredrickson what 
I’d said? I can’t tell based on the detective’s thoughts, 
but if Kimberly did, how will I explain it?

“How did you sneak out?” Dad asks. The alarm 
didn’t go off…

I choose to ignore the detective’s questions and 
answer his. “I know the passcode,” I confess, and sit 
back with a sigh. “I’ve been sneaking out a lot. Some-
times with Bryce. Mostly with Lance.”

...knew the passcode…of course…always knows 
everything….

I acknowledge Mom’s thought with a nod. Dis-
concerted, she drops her gaze, clenching her jaw.

“You’ve been sneaking out a lot,” the detective 
says, unfolding her arms. “Because you’re bored every 
night?”

“I almost died a month ago,” I say. “It’s hard for 
me to sleep. I like being distracted.”

“I can buy that,” she says. “I can buy you sneaking 
out to meet your boyfriend. Even bringing the neighbor 
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boy along once in a while. But why go to Kimberly’s 
house?” On the night the kidnapper just happened to 
show up….

I don’t want to answer questions right now. I don’t 
want to relive tonight’s events. I want to plot revenge. I 
stare at a clump of congealed oatmeal on the table.

“I don’t know,” I say lamely.
“We’ll come back to that,” Detective Fredrickson 

says. “Where were you when Mr. Nelson was stabbed?” 
Did you see it happen?

The room sways. My breath shudders in and out. 
I prop an elbow on the table and rest my head in my 
hand. “In his truck. I think.” No…no, I’d left the truck. 
He’d told me to stay, but I didn’t. I had been standing 
on the side of the road when it happened. I’d shouted 
something—distracted him.

“Could you see the man he fought with? Did you 
see his face?”

It was my fault, all of it. “I don’t remember.”
“You don’t remember?”
The question barely registers. Thoughts tumble 

through my head, but I don’t have the energy to un-
tangle the different threads or make sense of them, and 
can’t differentiate them from my own. There is confu-
sion and worry, questions of how and why this hap-
pened, and feelings of grief, anger, hunger, and fatigue. 
They echo my own thoughts and emotions, magnifying 
them. I put both arms on the table and lower my head.

“Maybe she’s in shock,” Mom says, and I hear her 
chair scoot back. “Was she evaluated by a paramedic or 
an EMT, or anyone?”

“Shock,” I say, my voice muffled against the ta-
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ble. “I must be in shock. That’s why I can’t remember. 
That’s why I can’t answer your questions right now.”

That’s convenient… Well…maybe she is….
…shaking….
Of course…otherwise, she’d be crying, carrying 

on. Her best friend died…sitting so calmly, like she 
doesn’t care—shock, yes….

“Do you need medical attention?” Detective Fred-
rickson asks.

I snap my head up. “How the hell should I know? 
I’m in shock.”

“Detective,” Mom says, her voice weary. “Is my 
daughter under arrest?”

“Arrest?” Dad’s voice spikes. He hadn’t even con-
sidered that possibility. “For what?”

The detective studies me, her dark eyes softening. 
Looks like a victim…but she knows something… “No,” 
she finally answers.

“Then, do you mind if we save these questions for 
another day?” Mom asks.

“I want the story while it’s fresh in her mind.”
Mom gazes at me with such tenderness and sor-

row, my vision blurs and I have to look away, my eyes 
dropping to the fossilized oatmeal—to a problem I can 
fix. I pick at it, but my nails are too short to scrape it off, 
and it actually cuts my fingertips.

“Her best friend was stabbed to death right in front 
of her. There will never be a time when the memory is 
not fresh in her mind.”

Black spots cloud my vision as grief wraps around 
my chest and squeezes. My heart hammers at my rib-
cage. She’s right. I run a hand over my eyes and then 
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adjust my tank top, the thin cotton suddenly wet with 
sweat. Blood roars in my ears. Tonight…last night…
this morning—whenever it was, will haunt me till I die. 
What did I do wrong? What could I have done differ-
ently?

I never should have called Bryce. I should have 
confronted the killer by myself.

My flooded eyes glance from Mom to Dad and 
back again. If I had, Detective Fredrickson might be 
here for a very different reason, and with a sharp stab 
of guilt I realize it wasn’t only Kimberly Bryce saved. 
Again, I ask myself the question: Was it worth it?

No.
I try to call back the rage that had sheltered me in a 

warm cocoon of denial earlier, holding the pain at bay. 
I wipe at wet cheeks, but for every tear I brush away, 
another takes its place. Will they never stop? My move-
ment grows frustrated and frantic until I am practically 
slapping my face. Mom notices.

“Please, detective. She needs to sleep. She 
needs…” …me to hold her…

I start rocking. I can’t stop.
Need to talk to the boy… Detective Fredrickson 

exhales. “All right. We’re taking her boyfriend to the 
station for questioning. I’m not charging him with any-
thing, but I think you should know he is a person of 
interest in my book, if not officially.”

Knew it! Damn him…warned her….
…poor kid, hope he’s okay….
Dad walks Detective Fredrickson down the hall, 

and I hear her recommend a counselor she knows—not 
only for me, but for the whole family. He thanks her, 
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and she leaves with the veiled threat that she’ll be in 
touch. His steps are slow and heavy as he walks back 
to the kitchen.

“What were you thinking?” he asks once he’s re-
turned, his deceptively calm voice the eye of the hur-
ricane.

Mom remains silent. She has her chin in her hand, 
her head turned toward the wall, thinking about the oc-
cupants on the other side of it. She pictures Mrs. Nelson 
waking to the news her youngest child is dead. Comfort 
them, she silently prays. Thank you for keeping Hope 
safe… Why couldn’t you have protected Bryce, too? 
Sorry…please keep protecting Hope….

“Sneaking out,” Dad says. His thoughts move too 
quickly for him to put into words. He sputters for a few 
seconds and then says, “And now Bryce is dead.”

I slap the table. “Yes!” I slap it again. And then 
with both hands, my palms stinging. “Bryce is dead! 
And it’s your fault!”

That takes them both aback. The accusation sur-
prises me, too. 

“What?”
“Hope.”
“You grounded me! Wouldn’t let me see Lance. 

Do you realize what that did? It almost killed me! If 
you hadn’t overreacted, I wouldn’t have had to sneak 
out. I could have figured out who the killer is by now. 
And Bryce would still be alive!”

Figured out…? …holy shit… Hope, no….
What the hell is she talking about?
“Hope,” Mom says, horrified. “That’s why you’ve 

been sneaking out? To find a murderer?”
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I sniff, then hiccup. “I…I…” She reaches for me, 
but I jump to my feet, knocking my chair to the ground. 
I turn and kick it, biting back a cry of pain. I stomp. 
“No,” I moan. “No! It’s—it’s a dream.” I look back 
at them, eyes pleading. “Right? I need it to be dream. 
Please?”

They exchange a glance, both of them tempted to 
lie, to give me comfort. But they know it won’t last—
that it will be that much more painful when I wake in 
the morning and have to remember all over again.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Mom says, and again glances 
at the wall.

I back away, hugging my midsection. “I think I’m 
going to throw up.”

“Go upstairs,” she says gently, but with a hint of a 
command. “We’ll check on you later.”

I race away, scramble up the stairs, and into the 
bathroom. The toilet was recently scrubbed clean, and 
there’s a faint odor of bleach, but it’s still a toilet, and the 
simple act of leaning so closely to it makes my stomach 
tighten with nausea. I gag hard enough to bring fresh 
tears to my eyes, but my stomach is empty, and nothing 
comes up. When the cramps mercifully subside, I re-
treat to my bedroom and flip the light switch.

We live in one-half of the Nelsons’ duplex. My 
room shares a wall with Bryce’s. I touch it, recalling 
all the times I’ve pressed an ear to the wall and tried to 
guess what he was doing on the other side. I remember 
the times I tapped on it to get his attention.

“Oh, Bryce,” I choke out, and double over.
My best friend. My first love. The boy next door—

gone, forever.
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I collapse to all fours. The anger is no longer strong 
enough to protect me from the pain. It racks my body. 
I sob until my nose is too stuffed to breathe through 
it, and my eyes are too swollen to stay open. Spittle 
dangles from my open mouth as I struggle for air, and I 
don’t bother to wipe it away.

I lower myself to my side, curling in a fetal po-
sition. “Revenge,” I whisper weakly in an attempt to 
focus myself.

I could never kill someone in cold blood—not 
even this bastard. But maybe under the right circum-
stances…. After all, I fought him on prom night. He 
gave me an out, and I refused to take it, even though he 
is much bigger, and much stronger. Lack of bravery is 
not my problem.

But, of course, I had something to fight for. I was 
trying to save Claire. Perhaps if I could somehow or-
chestrate a similar situation…. 

No. I will not risk anyone else—stranger or loved 
one. It has to be me. Only me. It has to be self-defense.

It’s not much of a plan, but I’ll work out the details 
later.

My heart slows to an almost-normal tempo as I 
breathe slowly through my mouth and feel my body re-
lax.

Yes, that’s how I will get my revenge. I will learn 
to fight, and I will lure the killer into a trap, using my-
self as bait—make him come after me. And then…then, 
I will kill him.

I’m no murderer, but self-defense is not murder. 
Even if it is premeditated.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

POPCORN, WARM AND BUTTERY. IT’S the first 
thing I’m aware of, and for a while, the only thing. The 
scent, the taste, and the faint pop, pop, pop in the back-
ground. Then, slowly, light shines ahead of me. Credits 
roll on a giant screen.

I’m in a dark movie theater. Alone.
The title of the feature flashes bold and bright. I 

remember once reading that a dreamer cannot make 
sense of letters and numbers. I know I’m not awake, 
yet I have no trouble reading this text: What if?

The two words fade, replaced by a picture of a 
scrawny girl in a tank top and pajama bottoms, staring 
at a cell phone in her hand. The camera transitions to 
the phone’s screen, showing the audience that the girl 
has already typed in a nine and a one. But now she’s 
frozen. Indecisive.

I shove a handful of popcorn in my mouth, and 
wonder what I’m doing here.
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You need to know…and you need to remember….
I swivel in my seat, the tub of popcorn miraculous-

ly not spilling over, and scan the theater, but fail to find 
the source of the thought. I return my attention to the 
movie. The screen splits into four sections, all of them 
displaying the indecisive girl.

“Oh,” I say in mild surprise. “It’s me.”
I toss another handful of popcorn in my mouth, 

and wait.
Finally, the version of me in the movie—in all four 

movies—begins to act. In the top right corner, I set my 
phone down and cross my arms. Boring.

In the top left corner, I finish dialing nine-one-one.
In the two bottom screens, my actions at first ap-

pear identical: I rise from my bed, grab my car keys, 
slip into a pair of flip-flops, and duck outside into the 
cool night. Only here do the movies differ. The me on 
the right dials Bryce’s number. The me on the left calls 
someone else. Lance.

And finally, I understand what I’m watching.
I jump to my feet. The popcorn still doesn’t spill, 

but instead disappears.
“No!” I shout. “How dare you! How dare you 

show me this now, when it doesn’t do any good!”
I spy her standing next to a big door with a blink-

ing exit sign. She’s a breathtakingly beautiful woman 
with a kind, almost maternal expression. She visits my 
dreams frequently, and recently explained to me she’s 
my “spirit guide.” She’s the one who told me to ignore 
my instincts. She’s the reason Bryce is dead.

I charge forward, arms outstretched. She doesn’t 
even try to dodge me. My hands slam her against the 
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door. She doesn’t flinch.
“You’re going to show me what I should have 

done? Now? Where the hell were you a few hours ago? 
Now you’re going to explain all the consequences of 
my choices?”

I slap her across the face. “I went against my in-
stincts! Like you told me to! And now Bryce is dead!” 
Another slap. “What, I was supposed to call Lance in-
stead? I wasn’t supposed to call anyone?” I wrap my 
fingers around her long, elegant throat.

She transforms. No longer my spirit guide—no 
longer the beautiful face I loathe so much.

It’s Bryce now. His cheeks are pink from the sting 
of my palm, his blue eyes bright with pain.

“Hope,” he croaks. “Let go.”
“Bryce.” I release him, then cup his face in my 

hands. “Bryce. I’m sorry. Bryce, I’m so sorry. I’m 
sorry.” I kiss his forehead, like a mother comforting a 
child, and then touch my lips to his. They are startlingly 
cold, and I pull back to find the same sightless expres-
sion in his eyes I saw last night. Dead.

My hands slip from his cheeks to his shoulders, 
my body sagging. Together, we melt to the floor. 
“Bryce,” I whisper, and wrap my arms around his dead 
body, clinging to him. “Was I supposed to have called 
Lance?”

Behind me, I hear the struggle unfold on the screen.
I listen to the sounds of fighting, but I cannot turn 

to watch. I cannot let go of Bryce, knowing that once I 
do, he’ll be gone. Neither can I stand to see the outcome 
of Lance’s hypothetical confrontation. If I see him de-
feat the murderer, I’ll know for sure I made the wrong 
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decision. As much as I want to blame her, I made the 
choice to not call Lance.

Grief strangles me. I bury my head in the space 
between Bryce’s neck and shoulder, hoping the pain ac-
tually kills me. I close my eyes and wait to die.

 
 
 

I WAKE TO A FAMILIAR sound—the vibrating purr of 
an engine outside. My heart kicks into a spastic rhythm 
and I peel myself off the floor, leaping to the window. 
Pastel streaks of gold, pink, and purple bleed across the 
sky, providing enough light to clearly see Bryce’s truck 
idling in the middle of the driveway.

Was it all a dream after all?
I press both palms against the window and flatten 

my nose on the glass, trying to peek at the face behind 
the wheel. The driver is slumped forward, forehead rest-
ing on the steering wheel. Blond hair. Broad shoulders.

Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. I 
don’t know who I’m thanking, but feel the need to say 
it. Out loud, even. I open my mouth. The words perch 
on my tongue.

But then I notice the impressive bald spot in the 
middle of the man’s head. Not Bryce.

I pull away from the window and watch as Mr. 
Nelson straightens. He opens the truck door and steps 
outside. For a moment, he stands still, one hand on the 
door, his head tilted up to stare at my window. 

No. The window next to mine. Bryce’s window. 
Then he slams the door shut and sinks to his knees, 
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his hands clasped together at his stomach. He falls for-
ward to all fours, body racked with sobs. I retreat from 
the window, each step faster than the first. The backs of 
my legs hit my bed and I sit clumsily.

It was not a dream.
My heart drums so hard against my rib cage, it is 

physically painful. It pumps the poison of grief through 
my body, feeling like the flu. My eyes burn as though 
with fever. My throat is raw. My joints and muscles 
ache, and my stomach churns. The worst of it, though, 
is the pounding in my head, each beat of my heart 
setting off an explosion under my skull. Boom boom. 
Boom boom. Boom boom. 

I cannot let the infection spread. Unchecked, the 
grief will poison me, and I will be totally useless and 
incapable of tracking down a murderer, much less kill-
ing one.

“Later,” I promise myself, and clench my hands in 
fists. I will mourn later.

Once Bryce’s murderer is dead, I can collapse into 
a puddle of sorrow, and live off antidepressants and 
sedatives. But for now, I must focus on revenge. And 
so, I move. Out of my room, down the stairs—my feet 
traveling faster than my thoughts—until I find myself 
in the kitchen, unsure where to go from here.

The house is eerily and oppressively silent. The 
clock on the wall shows me it’s only five A.M.; Mom 
and Dad must still be asleep.

My stomach growls at the sight of the fruit bowl 
on the counter, but rejects both the banana and the apple 
I try to offer it. I need to eat. I can hardly pursue a killer 
on an empty stomach. 
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Maybe some cereal. I pour flakes and milk into a 
bowl and head outside to the backyard, remembering at 
the last minute to type in the passcode for the obnox-
ious security alarm. 

Bryce’s cheerful golden retriever, Sassy, lopes to-
ward me, her tongue flopping out one side of her mouth.

“I forgot a spoon.”
She answers in something between a yip and 

a whimper. I once tried to read her mind, but animal 
brains apparently function on a different wavelength, 
outside my ability. But I don’t have to hear her thoughts 
to know she’s whining for my cereal. “You hungry?” I 
ask, easing to the porch step and setting the bowl beside 
me. She sniffs it and looks up, waiting for permission.

“Go for it.”
I watch as she eats, wondering if she knows yet 

Bryce is gone. I’ve heard animals pick up on things like 
that. She pauses to lick milk from her lips and look at 
me, perhaps unnerved by my scrutiny.

“Something happened last night.” I scratch behind 
her ears, winning her undivided attention. “He’s gone. 
Forever.” I pause to flick tears away with my fingertips, 
and she whines. “Bryce died, Sassy. Can you feel it?”

She lowers her head to my lap, whining.
“I saved your life. Bet you didn’t know that. I 

saved Claire’s, too. But Bryce—I didn’t know I was 
even putting his in danger. I should have known. I 
should have…”

I can’t finish. I push her cold, wet nose away and 
stand, wandering the perimeter of the yard. I pause 
at the spot where Bryce and I had spent an afternoon 
repairing the fence. He complained about Claire, his 
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girlfriend. They’d had an argument, and he wanted my 
advice. I listened to him, all the while analyzing my 
feelings for him. By then, I was well on my way to fall-
ing for Lance, but there was still room in my heart for 
the boy next door.

Closing my eyes, I recall the image of the sun 
shining on his dark blond hair, his blue eyes squinting 
at me as we talked.

I freeze at the sound of the kitchen door sliding 
open.

Sassy…what is she eating? How did she…? “Oh. 
Hope.”

I slowly face Mrs. Nelson. She cinches her fuzzy 
robe tighter around her waist as she regards me. Her 
eyes are even more swollen than mine feel, and there 
are red splotches on her cheeks and under her nose.

Hope…what happened? What were you two do-
ing out so late? Why…? “Pat found your phone next to 
the truck.” Her lips quiver. She glances down at Sassy, 
fighting for control. She can’t bear to look at me. “It’s 
inside. The battery’s dead, I think. Or it’s broken. The 
screen is cracked.”

Right, my phone. I’d dropped it in my haste to get 
to Bryce.

“Oh,” I say.
Mrs. Nelson forces her gaze up to my face, and 

her anguish assaults me, making my eyes water and my 
knees tremble.

Nightmare…can’t be real…my baby…why?!
Despite her inner turmoil, her expression remains 

neutral, other than a slight quiver of her lips. “Do you 
want to come in?”
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I shift my weight from one foot to the other. Mrs. 
Nelson’s emotions are palpable, magnifying my own, 
and I’m sure the closer I am to her, the stronger the pain 
will be. No, I do not want to go inside.

But she wants me to. She wants to talk to me. And 
I owe her that at least.

“Okay.”
The house suffers from Bryce’s absence, like a 

hole in its energy. Even with the lights on, the kitchen 
feels dark and gloomy. Sassy follows us inside, head 
bent low, whimpering as though from pain. She curls 
up in a corner of the room.

Mrs. Nelson promptly forgets the reason she in-
vited me in as she considers the untidy spread of pho-
tographs on the kitchen table. She sits and picks up a 
stack of photos, thumping them to line them up evenly. 
“I went to a funeral once where they had a slideshow. 
Baby pictures all the way up through…” Her expres-
sion droops. No, it was a wedding…not a funeral…how 
do you plan for your baby’s funeral…? Should be plan-
ning a wedding…oh, God…what am I doing? I can’t do 
this….

“That’s a beautiful idea,” I say.
She snaps out of her spiraling depression—at least 

for a moment. “Do you think so?” She nods to herself, 
and takes a deep breath. “Yes. Yes, I thought it would 
be nice. But it’s impossible to choose which pictures 
to use,” she says. “Bryce is so handsome. So photoge-
nic.” Was… “From the time he was born, I had a cam-
era glued to my hand. As he grew older, he didn’t like 
me taking pictures as much. Teenagers.” She picks up a 
picture, but looks beyond it, at nothing and everything. 
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At the past. “He would still kiss me goodbye on the 
cheek, as long as no one was watching.” Mama’s boy…
mama’s baby….

I sit next to her. “I’ll help you.”
I thumb through photos, but soon my eyes are too 

wet to make out the faces. Mrs. Nelson notices the tears 
and stands, looking for a distraction for both of us.

“Are you hungry? You let Sassy eat your cereal. 
I’ll make you something. When did you eat last? You 
look like you haven’t eaten in days.”

Come to think of it, I haven’t. Not really.
“I’m okay.”
She waves my protest away with one hand and 

bustles about the kitchen, grabbing milk from the 
fridge, bread from the counter, and a pan from a cup-
board. “I can make French toast.” Bryce’s favorite… 
“I called Meg and Caitlyn. They’re probably on their 
way.” House used to seem so small…four kids, three 
bedrooms… “Jamison didn’t answer the phone.” Then 
it was only Bryce…thought the house felt too empty…
now… “I didn’t leave a voicemail. It didn’t feel like the 
right way to tell him…” …his little brother was mur-
dered.

Her face crumples and she drops everything, the 
pan narrowly missing her feet.

I stand, ready to comfort her, but a breath later, 
she regains control. Sort of. She abandons the idea of 
breakfast and returns to the table, easing into her chair 
with a calm expression, as though nothing happened.

“I’ll call him again later,” she says blankly. “If he 
doesn’t call back first.”

I sit, not sure what to say. I am not close to Bryce’s 
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siblings. Unlike him, they had the luxury of our age dif-
ference as a reason to avoid me. Yet, I know them well. 
That’s a perk to mind reading—you get to know people 
even when they don’t want you to.

They’re a tight-knit family, and they all adored 
their little brother.

“The funeral is going to be as soon as possible.” 
Get it over with…before I lose my mind… “Monday, if 
possible. Maybe Tuesday.”

Monday or Tuesday. It’s Saturday now. In two 
days, we will bury Bryce.

I stare at a picture of Bryce as a chubby toddler in 
front of a chocolate monkey-shaped cake. He grins at 
the camera, sporting frosting lipstick. One of his sis-
ters—Meg, I think—stands behind him, pulling a face 
and giving him bunny ears.

“I haven’t told his girlfriend,” Mrs. Nelson says, 
almost to herself.

I look up. “Huh?”
“Claire,” she says, as though I need the clarifi-

cation. Is it my job to tell her…how else will she find 
out? Maybe the detective told her…it should come from 
me… “I don’t know her phone number.” Maybe Hope 
knows it….

I shake my head in response to her unasked ques-
tion. “Was it in the paper this morning?”

It. Such a small word to encompass everything 
that happened.

“No. Not yet. Someone called to ask questions. 
Already. How do they even know? Vultures. Can smell 
the blood, I suppose. I hung up on them.” She glares at 
the phone hanging in its cradle on the wall as though 
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the whole thing is its fault. This isn’t fair…have to plan 
a funeral, notify everyone, talk to the police, answer 
questions… Should be allowed to shut myself in my 
room…hide away…someone else should be taking care 
of all of this… Is Bryce covered under the life insurance 
policy? How will we afford a funeral?

“I’ll call Claire,” I offer, and immediately want to 
suck the words back in. It’s not fair to expect Mrs. Nel-
son to break the news, but how am I going to? Claire. 
Beautiful, naïve, loving Claire. She’s been through so 
much already. This could break her.

I feel Mrs. Nelson’s relief. “Thank you.”
We return to the photos on the table, and togeth-

er, build a pile of slide show pictures. It’s too big—we 
both know it—yet neither of us is capable of narrow-
ing down the selection. How do you sum up seventeen 
years into a two-minute slide show? I wonder if this 
would be easier if he’d lived a longer life. The short-
ness of it seems to make every picture that much more 
important.

I find a photo of the two of us. It’s another birth-
day party. Mine, this time. We’re outside, wearing party 
hats and beaming at the camera. Probably ten or elev-
en. I’m not standing in front of a cake, ready to blow 
out candles. I’m not opening presents. I know it’s my 
party by the simple fact that Bryce is the only other kid 
there. He hasn’t ditched his baby fat yet. He has his arm 
around me.

The picture drops from my fingers, fluttering to 
my lap. I bury my face in my hands, my body racked 
by violent sobs.

Dimly, I hear Mrs. Nelson’s chair scrape against 
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the tiled floor as she pushes back from the table. A mo-
ment later, her arms wrap around me. She’s warm, and 
smells like sugar and cinnamon.

Poor girl…loved Bryce almost as much as we 
did…probably can’t remember a time without him… 
God, this is too painful….

“He’s in a better place,” she mumbles in an effort 
to comfort both of us. Don’t care…want him here…how 
could you do this?

She’s talking to God, but the question slices 
through me. I knew the risk. I knew I was about to face 
a killer. Why did I call Bryce? Why did I risk his life?

Why, why, why?
Another set of thoughts intrudes on my own as Mr. 

Nelson enters the kitchen. He sees us, notices his wife 
comforting me, but goes straight to the dropped pan, 
loaf of bread, and carton of milk. He doesn’t ask about 
the mess, doesn’t even wonder how it happened. But he 
recognizes it as a problem with an easy solution, one he 
can handle. He picks everything up and sets it all on the 
counter before turning to us.

“I found your phone,” he says woodenly. It’s in his 
pocket. Mrs. Nelson releases me so I can take it from 
him. I cradle it against my chest as though it’s fragile or 
precious, or both.

“Thank you.” I hesitate, looking from one griev-
ing face to the other. “I’m so sorry.” The words are 
barely intelligible, squeezed from a throat too thick and 
uttered by lips too unsteady. But they hear them. And 
they feel the guilt in them.

“It’s not your fault,” Mrs. Nelson says automat-
ically. Can’t really blame herself…but why were they 
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out there? She draws in a tired breath. “Hope.” She sits 
heavily in her chair. “The police didn’t tell us much. 
They don’t know much. Only that you, Bryce, and 
Lance were together.”

To ward off any suspicious thoughts in her head, I 
quickly say, “It was just me and Bryce. And—and that 
man. Lance didn’t show up until afterward.”

After Bryce died.
“Yes,” I agree, and then drop my gaze to the pic-

tures scattered on the table. The Nelsons don’t notice 
my slip.

“Why?”
That is the question of the day. But there is no an-

swer—at least, not one that will satisfy. I try anyway. 
“I was worried about Kimberly. She’d told us she 

thought someone was following her. She was wor-
ried—after what happened to Samantha and Claire, 
I think every girl in the Tri-Cities is worried. Coinci-
dentally, I had a bad dream and woke up feeling really 
uneasy. I have dreams like that sometimes. I wanted 
to check on her, but I was too scared to go by myself. 
So, I called Bryce.” I swallow. My mouth moves, but 
nothing comes out. Mr. and Mrs. Nelson wait, a tense 
energy in the air. “We saw a man in a mask, walking 
toward Kimberly’s house,” I manage. “Bryce told me 
to wait in the truck.”

If I had waited like he said, would it have ended 
differently? That wasn’t one of the movie versions in 
my dream last night.

My throat constricts. I know I’m sitting in the Nel-
sons’ kitchen. I can feel the cushion of the chair beneath 
me. I can see the pictures of Bryce on the table. And 
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yet, I’m also standing next to Bryce’s truck, watching 
helplessly as he struggles against his larger, stronger 
opponent.

I scream to warn him. Instead, it distracts him.
I should have kept my mouth shut. I should have 

stayed put. Maybe I should have called Lance. Or may-
be even faced the killer on my own.

“Hope?” Mrs. Nelson asks hoarsely.
My fault. Every bit of it. I’d asked Bryce to come 

with me. I didn’t answer Lance’s warning phone call. 
I’d gotten out of the truck. Every decision had led up 
to his death. Every choice I’d made was wrong. And I 
can’t undo it.

My heart clenches, hot tears spilling down my 
cheeks. I can’t tell Mrs. Nelson the rest of the story. Not 
until I’ve killed her son’s murderer.

“You have dreams like that? What do you mean? 
What was your dream?”

The kitchen phone rings, eliminating my need for 
a response. Mr. Nelson answers it. “Jamison,” he says 
and exchanges a glance with his wife. “We have some 
bad news, son.” His voice falters. His mouth puckers 
up, chin vibrating, the vulnerable expression making 
him look much younger than he is.

Mrs. Nelson leans her elbows on the table and 
hides her face in her hands. She’s told their daughters. 
It’s her husband’s turn to deliver the tragic news.

And it’s my cue to leave.
I stand and slink out the back door. They barely 

notice.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IN MY BEDROOM, I PLUG in my phone to charge it, 
and watch the spider-web cracked screen expectantly. 
Nothing happens, but I decide to give it a few minutes 
before writing it off as worthless. If it is, at least I still 
have the secret backup phone Lance gave me.

I set it aside and pace my room.
It’s six-thirty, and Mom and Dad are still asleep. 

I feel the need to capitalize on this, to accomplish as 
much as possible before they wake and demand an-
swers I can’t give them.

Revenge doesn’t seem as simple as it did last night. 
Lure the killer into a trap? How? He will come for me 
regardless of what I do. 

Lance said the visions changed last night. There 
are three or four possible futures now. In one of them, 
I die from natural causes. The others involved murder. 
Well, I guess that eliminates one step in my plan. No 
need to lure him, or flush him out. I can simply let the 
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future unfold as it’s supposed to…but be ready for him 
when he comes.

I grab a notebook, at first not sure what I intend 
to do with it, and sit on the edge of my bed. For now, I 
doodle in the margins, waiting for inspiration. 

I’m halfway through a cartoon of a fuzzy bum-
blebee lounging on a flower when I stop, an image of 
Detective Fredrickson running through my head. What 
is she doing right now? Certainly not drawing cute il-
lustrations. How do real detectives solve crimes?

I ponder that, then draw an almost-straight line 
down the middle of the page, dividing the paper into 
two columns. I title one, “What I Know,” and the other, 
“What I’m Going to Do About It.”

Detective Fredrickson is hunting a killer. She has 
two almost-victims: Kimberly and Claire. It’s only a 
matter of time before she learns I have actually seen 
the murderer’s face. She has a murder weapon, with 
possible finger prints.

The image of that knife sticking out of the side of 
Bryce’s neck springs up, unbidden and unwanted, and I 
hastily set the notebook aside, swallowing down vomit. 
Hugging myself, I blink rapidly, feeling drops of mois-
ture on my eyelashes. “Not yet,” I say through gritted 
teeth, trying to steel myself. But the tears keep coming.

They’re not only tears of mourning, but hot, bitter 
tears of frustration. I don’t know what I’m doing.

I want to hit something, but worry I’ll break my 
hand. Lance punches things all the time, and he seems 
okay. More than that, it seems to calm him down. I scan 
my room for a target. My pillow would be totally safe, 
but unsatisfying. My window might break. Maybe the 
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wall I share with Bryce. What if I punch a hole through 
it?

The ludicrous thought makes me chuckle, and I 
stomp toward the wall, arm raised. But I hesitate. What 
if Mrs. Nelson’s in his room right now? I don’t want to 
disturb her. I lower my arm, shoulders and chest heav-
ing as more tears crowd my eyes and blur my vision. 
My fingers tingle. Sucking in a deep breath, I raise my 
arm again, and slam my fist into the wall, yelping in 
surprise at how much it hurts.

I wave my hand, as though the pain is water and 
I can fling it away. Then I assess the damage. Knuck-
les red and scraped, already showing signs of bruising. 
The wall, on the other hand, is intact and completely 
unfazed. I suck on a bleeding knuckle as a little voice 
in my head snickers, “And you’re going to kill someone, 
huh? How?”

There’s a ding behind me, and I whirl toward my 
resurrected phone. As I retrieve it, the screen shows 
I’ve missed three calls, all from Lance, and all from 
last night.

My heart drums out a panicked beat, but I’m not 
sure why. Maybe it’s the dream, and the unanswered 
question of what would’ve happened, had I called 
Lance instead of Bryce. Maybe it’s the thought that, 
had I answered my phone, Lance could’ve warned us 
and Bryce would still be alive.

No. Those questions plague me, but it’s something 
else.

Three unanswered calls. “Oh, crap.”
We told the cops Lance had called me, and I’d told 

him where to meet us. If they look at our phone records, 
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will they be able to tell I never actually answered my 
phone? Will they realize that, once again, Lance man-
aged to miraculously show up at the right place, but not 
quite the right time?

I set the phone down, scrambling for a believable 
story. Last night was so shocking, so heartrending, 
they’ll forgive some inconsistencies…right? Lance and 
I had panicked. Understandable. It’s okay…I simply 
need to explain his arrival another way. Maybe Bryce 
called him. Do they have Bryce’s phone? But even if 
they don’t, they can obtain the records.

I scratch my head with both hands, then impatient-
ly tug my hair out of last night’s braid, when another 
thought occurs to me. Lance! The detective said she 
was taking him in for questioning; she even toyed with 
the idea of arresting him.

I dial his number, but his voicemail picks up, an 
impersonal robot informing me he is not available. “It’s 
me,” I say after the beep. “Are you okay? Call me back 
as soon as you…” I pause, considering. “Never mind. 
I’m coming over. I hope you’re there.”

I leave my phone plugged in to finish charging, 
and grab the secret phone from its hiding place, but its 
battery is dead, too. Muttering a few swear words, I 
plug it into the wall and hide it under my pillow. I slip 
into a pair of flip-flops before hurrying from the room.

I leave a note: “Had to get out. Don’t worry—I’ll 
be back soon. Love, Hope.”

I don’t care if it makes them angry. They can threat-
en to ground me for life, or even to move me away. It 
doesn’t matter; they won’t stop me this time.
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LANCE IS SITTING ON HIS front porch—smok-
ing—when I pull up.

I roll to a stop in front of the driveway and shift 
into park. Dressed in last night’s clothes, his overgrown 
hair standing up in all directions, I doubt he’s had much 
sleep.

He takes a drag and blows the smoke in my di-
rection, reminding me of the first time we met, when I 
stumbled upon him smoking outside the school shortly 
after he first looked into my eyes and saw my death. 
He was in no mood to help me then, or even to be my 
friend. When I didn’t take the hint, he exhaled the 
smoke directly in my face.

It still didn’t stop me.
The similarity between that moment and now 

strikes hard. My stomach cramps, my palms sweat, and 
dread wraps tightly around my ribcage, making it pain-
ful to draw in a full breath.

Lance and his parents died in a car accident a lit-
tle over a year ago. Unlike them, he was resuscitated. 
He came back to a dreary existence: orphaned, injured, 
and cursed. If it hadn’t been for that accident, he would 
never have moved in with his uncle in the Tri-Cities, 
where he met me. If it hadn’t been for that accident, 
he wouldn’t have the ability to see how people die. If 
it hadn’t been for that accident, he would still be in 
Cheney. With his girlfriend, Debbie.

And I would be dead.
But…maybe not. Without Lance, I doubt anyone 
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would have asked me to prom. Which means I would 
not have been at Claire’s house when she was abducted. 

“Knowing too much robs you of your freedom to 
choose.” My spirit guide told me that. I’d dismissed 
it as a pale excuse for not giving me more details of 
my future. But now, I’m not so sure. Every choice I’ve 
made since I first looked into Lance’s eyes has been 
measured and calculated. And wrong. But what would 
have happened if I’d never seen that vision to begin 
with? If Lance’s parents had never died, or if I never 
dragged him, kicking and screaming, into this mystery, 
what would have happened on prom night and every 
day since? 

Did seeing the vision ensure it?
Lance stands, taking another drag, and I tremble. 

My heart kicks harder against my sternum with each 
step he takes toward my car. 

This is a mistake. I can’t look into his eyes. I can’t 
know my future. His gift really is a curse, as he’s said 
all along. So is mine. We never should have used and 
developed them—they are unnatural and dangerous.

He’s only a foot or two away when I shift into 
drive and punch the gas, but twenty feet down the road, 
I slam on the brakes. In the rearview mirror, I see him 
standing on the side of the road, calmly watching me. 
I lower my head to the steering wheel and weep. What 
am I supposed to do?

If I had never looked in Lance’s eyes, my life would 
likely not be in any danger, but what about Claire? If I 
hadn’t been there, what would have happened to her?

What if, what if, what if…? There are too many 
damn what-ifs in my life. What if I had called Lance 
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last night instead of Bryce?
I lift my head. Lance hasn’t moved.
He’s too far away for me to focus on his features, 

but I have them memorized—those piercing green eyes, 
high cheekbones, and perfectly plump and kissable lips. 
I long to kiss them now, to run my fingers through his 
unruly hair and tame it. If I had called Lance, would I 
be mourning him instead? 

For a moment, I can’t breathe. Sticky sweat pools 
under my arms, even as goosebumps pop out on my 
skin.

 There is one death Lance has never managed to 
see. His own. But I was warned once—in a dream—
that if I chose to save myself and let the murderer take 
Kimberly, there would be “consequences” for Lance. I 
tried to choose a different path last night. Before, my 
options had been: run away with Lance, call the police, 
or do nothing. Instead, I called Bryce, and we confront-
ed the killer ourselves. Bryce died, I saved Kimberly, 
and changed my future—though murder is still on the 
table. But how has the future changed for Lance? Will 
he still face consequences?

Behind me, I see a car driving down the road. I 
need to either pull over to the side or drive away.

I hit the gas.
No one else will die to protect me. I can’t use 

Lance’s gift. I can’t turn to my spirit guide. And I can’t 
be a part of the stupid Near Deaths. No, I must hunt 
down and kill a murderer all on my own. And if I die 
in the process, at least I won’t have more blood on my 
hands.

I look up at the rearview mirror one last time. 
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Lance is still standing on the side of the road, watching 
me disappear.

 
 
 

MY PHONE IS RINGING WHEN I return to my bed-
room. I don’t answer it. A moment later, the other phone 
rings. When I ignore it as well, both of them buzz si-
multaneously with a text message from Lance.

 

 Are you okay?
 

It’s quite possibly the stupidest thing he has ever 
said to me. I swallow the impulse for sarcasm and reply, 

 

I’ve been better. 
 

Okay, it’s a little sarcastic. 
 

You?

I’m not under arrest. I guess that’s some-
thing.

I guess.
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I move to the window. My phone buzzes. A car I 
don’t recognize eases to the side of the road in front of 
our house, and a blond woman unfolds out of the front 
seat. Meg. She was closest in age to Bryce.

Swallowing, I turn away and return to my phone.
 

It’s only a matter of time. She asked me a 
lot of questions I didn’t have answers to. I 
stuck to our story.

Our story isn’t foolproof.

No shit.
 

I choose to ignore this. 
 

We told her you called me. You did, but I 
never answered my phone. If the police 
check our records, will they see that?

Oh, probably. Probably our text messages, 
too. We really should talk in person. Will 
your dad murder me if I come over? 
 

I suck in a tight breath. Lance texts again before I 
have a chance to reply.
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I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have phrased it that 
way.
 

I briefly close my eyes, inhaling deeply. Dad won’t 
murder him. “Consequences,” I mumble as my thumbs 
write my response. I don’t know what the future holds 
for Lance. I don’t know how he will die. But I do know 
being close to me puts him at greater risk.

 

Don’t come over. I changed my mind. 
About the Near Deaths. About everything.

Really? You’re going to tell the police the 
truth, then?

Of course.

I think you’re lying.

Why?

I can tell.

Oh, can you? Through my text messages?
 

I continue typing.
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I guess you would know. You are a liar. You 
lied to me about Debbie.
 

I almost delete it. I don’t want to hurt him; I’m 
too aware of the possibility that any words I say, any 
moment with him, could be my last. But the anger is as 
real this morning as it was last night. 

Besides, to save him, I have to push him away. If 
all goes well, I can apologize later. If not….

I hit send.
There’s a long silence this time, long enough that 

I begin to think he won’t respond. Or, maybe he’s pre-
paring an epic, heartfelt apology. Nope. He finally mes-
sages back, 

 

You kissed Bryce and didn’t tell me. I guess 
we’re both liars.
 

I lift the phone over my head, prepared to chuck 
it at the wall opposite me, but change my mind at the 
last second. 

 

Guess so.

I’d rather talk about this in person.
 
I don’t want to talk about it at all.
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We have a lot to figure out.

My best friend died. I want to be alone. 
Leave me alone.
 

He tries calling again—three times on each 
phone—but I ignore him. Eventually, he sends one last 
text message: 

 

I love you.
 

I burst into tears and curl onto my bed. But I don’t 
fall asleep. And I don’t reply.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MOM AND DAD FINALLY COME to life around 
eight. I hear sleepy, or maybe depressed, footsteps in 
the hallway, and the rushing sound of water as someone 
turns on the shower in the bathroom. Then someone 
knocks.

“I’m sleeping.”
Mom ignores me and cracks my door open. 

“Hope?”
“You expecting someone else?”
Sarcasm…worse when she’s grieving…shouldn’t 

call attention to it…let her express… “I was only won-
dering what you want for breakfast.”

“I already ate.”
She comes into the room, eyeing me critically. 

“Have you slept at all?”
“A bit.”
She turns her head, gazing at the shared wall. Re-

minders everywhere…she won’t be able to sleep…make 
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her that tea…sedative…let her sleep and sleep…detec-
tive will want to talk eventually… “Have you remem-
bered anything?” she asks, and crosses her arms across 
her chest. “About last night?”

“I…”
She holds up a hand. “Forget it. Take your time.” 

She sighs. “We’re here for you. You know that, right?”
I open my mouth to ask, “What can you do to 

help?” but then realize there is something. I sit up. 
“Mom, do you remember those self-defense classes I 
was taking? The last one is this morning. I need to go.”

Not asking permission, she notices. “Why?”
“If I’d known more, maybe I could have done 

something.”
She shakes her head rapidly. “If you’d tried to 

fight him, you’d be dead, too.”
I bite my lip, meeting her eyes. “I need to go,” I 

say again. “I have a car. And, to be honest, I’m done 
pretending to give a shit about what you and Dad want 
me to do. Just because you’re my parents doesn’t mean 
you know what’s best.”

The hell it doesn’t… “Oh, but you do?”
“More than you!” I take a calming breath, and pop 

my neck on both sides. “Look, I—I’m going to this 
class. But I was wondering if you wanted to drive me.”

She cocks her head to one side, studying me. 
Peace offering…declaring her independence, but try-
ing to include me… “When?”

“About an hour.”
She rubs her eyes. She’s going to go…Jeff will 

freak out if she goes by herself…I can’t stop her, but 
he’ll try…could get ugly… What are we going to do? 
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She’s going to get herself killed…will be all our fault…. 
She walks the length of my room, pivots, and strolls 
back to the shared wall.

“You’re my baby,” she says quietly. “I can’t let 
anything happen to you.”

“Then you should want me to learn how to defend 
myself, right?”

“Of course, but…” Still vulnerable…can’t depend 
on it….

“I know, but it’s better than nothing.”
She stares at me a long time. Knew exactly what 

I was thinking… “You…know things, Hope. Things I 
can’t explain. You knew that girl was in danger, didn’t 
you? In a way you can’t logically explain.”

“Yes.”
“And you’re taking these classes because you 

know you need them?”
There is no hesitation, not a waver in my voice, as 

I tell her, “If I take these classes, I promise you, I will 
be safe.” I deserve a freaking Oscar.

She hesitates before agreeing with a reluctant nod. 
“All right. I’ll take you. After breakfast.”

 
 
 

THE FEW BITES OF BLUEBERRY pancake I’d man-
aged to swallow earlier churn in my stomach now as 
I step onto the mat. There are only four women aside 
from myself, and Mom, watching from her seat against 
the wall, but the volume of foreign thoughts feels heavi-
er than usual, and for a moment, it overwhelms me. My 
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ears ring and I see black spots, but stay on my feet. I 
line up with the other women and bow respectfully to 
Adam, who bows back. 

He begins class with a rapid review. Some of the 
moves I recognize from Thursday’s lesson. Others are 
techniques he’d gone over last night when I wasn’t here. 
I’m hardly athletic; uncoordinated, weak, and lazy, I’ve 
never shown any promise in self-defense. However, the 
few times in the past I’ve tried to learn, I was driven by 
fear, and revenge proves a much more effective motiva-
tor. Not that a promising MMA career is in my future, 
but for the first time in my life, I don’t suck.

“Good,” Adam tells us, and means it. “Let’s move 
on, okay? Up till now, we’ve mostly focused on defense 
tactics—how to get out of holds, how to block punch-
es, et cetera. But what happens after that?” There’s ea-
gerness in his voice. This is his favorite part. “It’s not 
enough to simply escape. Now, we’re going to focus on 
the offensive. I’m going to teach you ways to take your 
attacker out of commission. Make sure he goes down 
and stays down.”

This sounds promising.
Adam dons a protective suit and holds pads as we 

elbow, punch, and kick.
“The power doesn’t come from the arms,” he ad-

vises me when it’s my turn. Skinny little things…no 
meat on them at all… “Get a strong base.” He demon-
strates. “Pivot that toe, turn your hip. The power comes 
from your legs, and your core. Don’t rely on your upper 
body strength.” Because you don’t have any….

I mimic his movement as best I can and imme-
diately feel a difference. Like a new person today…
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surprised she’s even standing after what happened last 
night…stronger than she looks….

It’s a refreshing thought; I’ve grown weary of ev-
eryone reflecting on how fragile I am.

He moves on to chokeholds, shedding his layers of 
padding. “Blood chokes,” Adam says. “Do it right and 
they’ll be out in a matter of seconds. Giving you time 
to…” he mimes running with two fingers, “run away.”

“How much time?” one of the other women asks.
“It depends. Likely, he won’t be out very long. 

He might wake up fighting, too, but he’ll be confused 
and disoriented.” He hesitates before sharing the next 
piece of information. Can’t condone killing, but… “If 
it’s a life and death situation….” He waves a hand, as 
though erasing a chalkboard, wiping the thought away. 
“Be careful how long you hold the choke. If you hold 
it too long, it could prove fatal.” He snaps his fingers. 
“Just like that.”

A thrill shoots through me. 
“So…do I have a brave volunteer?”
A small, nervous chuckle circulates through the 

dojo. I raise my hand, surprising him. Then his eye-
brows knit together. A little too interested…wants it to 
be fatal?

Adam is perceptive. I try to banish all eagerness 
from my face as I move in front of him.

“The first choke—let me back up, and teach the 
concept. Like I said, we’re blocking blood flow. Put 
pressure on the carotid artery.” He touches a spot on 
the right side of my throat—the same place you would 
check for a pulse. “Here…” Left side. “…and here. 
When you feel me sink the choke, tap.” He pats his own 
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shoulder in demonstration. “Tap anywhere and I’ll let 
go. Don’t wait until your vision starts to go black. You 
tap as soon as it’s uncomfortable, even if you think it’s 
premature. A true blood-choke, perfectly executed, is 
not painful. You merely go to sleep. Okay?”

He puts his hands on my shoulder tentatively. “Are 
you all right?”

Better than I’ve felt all day, actually. Adam is 
about to hand me a weapon. If the murderer comes after 
me, all I have to do is get my arms around his neck and 
squeeze…if this really works, anyway. Judging from 
Adam’s caution in teaching it, it does.

“I’m fine,” I say. “I doubt a bad guy will tap, 
though. In a real-life situation, how do you know when 
to let go? How long can you hold it before the other 
person dies?”

“It depends. It could take a minute, or even longer. 
It could take as little as twenty seconds. Most likely, 
you’ll be able to tell when they go unconscious. A good 
rule of thumb in training is to let go after ten seconds. If 
they haven’t tapped by then, you either don’t have the 
choke, or they’re unconscious. Or dead.”

There is no chuckle this time. The other women 
exchange glances, their thoughts running in a similar 
vein. None of them have faced an assaulter. None of 
them have watched someone die. None of them are 
willing to take someone else’s life.

Adam internally rolls his eyes at himself. Scaring 
them… “If you ever—heaven forbid—find yourself in 
a situation where you have to use a choke on someone, 
I would advise you not to hold longer than twenty sec-
onds. Okay?”
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Twenty seconds. Sure. Officer, I only held him 
for twenty seconds, I swear. I know because I counted. 
One, one and a half, one and three quarters….

“All right,” I say, stifling my grin. “I’m ready.”
His arms slowly and gently snake around my 

neck. When the choke is in place, he flexes his biceps, 
tightening like a boa constrictor. At first, I think it’s not 
working, but then, I feel the blood drain from my face. 
I tap frantically, cough, and blink away stars. 

“You okay?” he asks, clapping my back. Across 
the room, Mom stands.

“I’m fine,” I say, and grin. “Teach me.”
 

 
 

“YOU WERE DISTURBINGLY GOOD AT that,” 
Mom says as we drive home. 

“Thanks.”
This isn’t healthy…not facing what happened…

distraction…needs to deal with Bryce’s death….
“What’s wrong with a distraction?” I ask. “I can’t 

face Bryce’s death right now. I can’t. And that should 
be okay.”

The car slows down to a crawl. What…where did 
that come from? I ate too much…stomach so anxious… 
“Hope?” she begins. The car behind us honks impa-
tiently, and Mom remembers to drive. “You told me 
you were…different. How different are you?”

“Pretty fricking different.”
You…what does that…can you…?
“Yes,” I answer dully. “I can read your mind.” I 
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wave a hand like it’s no big deal. “And sometimes I 
have prophetic dreams.”

She forgets to drive again. This time we’re reward-
ed with two honks. “Calm the hell down,” she mumbles 
and switches on her blinker, intending to pull over.

“We’re on the freeway, Mom. You’re going to get 
us killed.”

She swears, and speeds up.
“And anyway, I don’t want to talk about this right 

now.”
“You drop a bomb like that on me, and we’re not 

allowed to discuss it? You read minds? For how long? 
How does it work? What do you hear?”

“Who cares? What does it matter? Bryce is dead, 
and…who cares about anything else?”

We exit the freeway and stop at a red light, while 
Mom reflects on how awkward it is thinking of how to 
respond, knowing I can hear all of it. Impossible…can’t 
really hear it all…no…can’t really….

“Well, that’s true,” I say. “I don’t hear every-
thing. Really, I don’t hear anything—I think them. The 
thoughts run through my head as if they’re my own.” 
I pause to let it sink in. “I don’t have ADHD, by the 
way.”

She sputters for a few seconds.
“The light is green.”
“I…”
“Just drive. Get us home. It’s not safe to talk about 

it while you’re behind the wheel.”
Your father….
“Won’t believe. Don’t tell him.”
“I have to tell him.”
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“Don’t.”
Her mind whirls as we continue driving. I listen 

to the panicked, wild, rambling thoughts with some 
amusement, and some pain. I’ve kept this secret for so 
long, there should be a sense of relief in telling her. But 
she’s reacting the way I always feared she would—the 
way everyone I’ve told does. She’s afraid of me. I nev-
er wanted to hear that trepidation in my own mother’s 
thoughts. She’s supposed to accept me, no matter what.

Using her own mind-reading abilities—it’s a Mom 
thing—she guesses at the direction of my internal wor-
ry. One hand momentarily leaves the steering wheel to 
give my knee a reassuring and affectionate squeeze.

“It’s difficult to process. I love you. You’re—
you’re my everything, Hope. I…I can’t quite wrap my 
head around it yet.” Hard to take in on top of everything 
else….

“I know.”
Sometimes people think the cruelest things…even 

moms… “Have I ever…?”
“Oh, sometimes.” Tears collect in the corners of 

my eyes, and she mistakes their source. This time, she 
does pull to the side of the road.

“Oh, my darling, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of 
it. I love you so much. I get frustrated sometimes, and 
have impatient thoughts, but—”

“It’s all right,” I say quickly. “It’s not that, really. 
I know you love me. I’ve heard it and felt it. I’m sorry 
that I’m—that I’m like this.”

“No, honey. You have nothing to apologize for. It’s 
okay.”

She holds me as I quietly cry on her shoulder. Who 
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else knows? Boyfriend?
“Lance knows. Bryce knew.”
“Lance is okay with it?” 
“Yes.” I hesitate, wanting to tell her everything. 

But then I pull back and sink against my seat, decid-
ing it’s a big enough confession for one day. Besides, if 
I keep going, I’ll end up telling her everything—truth 
vomit.

“I’m tired,” I say. “Can we talk about this later?”
She doesn’t want to wait. She wants to know ev-

erything. She wants to ask about last night and what led 
us to Kimberly’s house. There are so many questions 
rattling around in her head, but after a moment, she tells 
me, “Of course,” and steers back into traffic.

I don’t know where the chill comes from as we 
drive down our street, but I turn my head instinctively 
toward my window. And then I see the blue car parked 
along the side of the road. I stare as we pass, and an 
unmistakably familiar face stares back.
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