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Chapter One 

A week earlier 

Rock-A-Lilly’s was the name of the rehearsal studio in my home town of Providence. Located 

inside a small warehouse district on the southeast side of the middle of nowhere, I spent more 

Saturdays afternoons there than my mom cared for, or realized, hanging out while Leo Culver 

worked to save up for his dream – to record a demo CD with his band, Volt. I would laze around 

on the worn, sagging, brown corduroy couch, paperback in hand, while heavy metal music 

attempted to throb its way through the walls. Some girls might not consider this a romantic way to 

spend a Saturday afternoon with their boyfriend, yet I held an equal passion for music. It was no 

big deal for me to watch Leo sitting behind the counter under the tutelage of Jimi Hendrix or 

Aerosmith or whatever aging band’s poster happened to take the owner’s fancy at the time, while 

he replaced broken guitar strings. Sometimes, Leo would become so buried beneath a tangle of 

leads and cables that I’d wonder how he ever managed to put up the Christmas tree lights at home. 

I’d stifle a laugh and he’d look up in time to catch me ogling him. A shy smile would accompany 

the brief hiatus he took from doing whatever he was doing, and then he’d blow me a kiss.  

This simple gesture should have been enough of a hint that he loved me, yet when I found 

myself sitting in the restroom of a gas station with a home pregnancy test in my hands, doubt 

circled around me like a silvery shadow. Or maybe I was just hallucinating from spending too long 

breathing in the fumes coming off the fuel tanks outside. 

The gentle knock on the door startled me. “You still in there, Ruby?” 



 

How long had I been sitting here staring at the blue box in my hands? Long enough to have 

taken the test and gotten the results ten times over I suspect, yet the thought of discovering whether 

or not I was pregnant while sitting on the wobbly toilet seat at a highway gas station had kind of 

sapped all the emotion out of the experience.  

“I’ll be out in a sec,” I told Leo. 

“Okay. I’ll wait in the car.” 

Sniffing back a few stray tears, I shoved the unopened box deep into my handbag and retrieved 

the small parcel of photos I kept on hand for those excruciating minutes when Leo and I were 

apart. Sorting through the photos one by one did the trick of cheering me up. Not a lot, but 

enough that by the time I got out and saw Leo talking on his cell phone my mood didn’t instantly 

plunge back into one of despair; it hovered somewhere between apathy and denial. 

I slid in to the passenger seat, protectively clutching my handbag to my chest. Leo waved a half-

eaten hotdog in my direction. 

“Urgh. No thanks.” 

Instead, I took a mint from the newly opened roll on the dash. Leo gunned the engine and 

drove out of the gas station. He was still on the phone. 

“Don’t talk and drive at the same time,” I garbled. 

The usual intensity of my nagging was missing. It felt as if I’d left all the energy back there in the 

restroom. Leo ignored me anyway and drove off the curb, bouncing my side of the car into the air.  

“Go ahead and book it,” he said into the phone, driving with his elbow so he could force the 

rest of the hotdog down his throat. “And tell Thomas his dad is a legend,” he added in a hot-dog-

down-the-throat distorted way that was only dentists were able to understand. 

There was a pause while the caller said something that made Leo laugh, though thankfully he’d 



 

swallowed the hot dog by this stage so he couldn’t choke. “Yeah, I reckon he’ll want a song named 

after him, too. Thanks for the update. I’ll call ya later.” 

As Leo turned to face me he tossed the phone into my lap and wore a grin that I jealously 

wished was intended for me. “That was Simon. Thomas’s dad is loaning us the money to record 

our demo CD. Plus he’s loaning us his cabin next weekend to write a few more songs. We’ll need 

around ten more, I reckon.” 

“Doesn’t his dad own that creepy place in the middle of the woods?” 

Leo laughed. “What’s wrong with Capers Cabin? It’s the ideal location to write. No cell service, 

which means it’ll be just me, Simon, and Thomas for a whole weekend with no distractions.” 

“Oh.” 

Leo picked up on my disquiet. “Babe, you know I’d love you to be there. The highlight of my 

day is when you’re by my side. You’re my muse, and I know with you there I’d create the most 

beautiful songs.” 

“You don’t like love songs.” 

“Not every beautiful song is a love song. Anyway, as much as I’d love you there, you’d also be 

the biggest distraction. Even now, I can barely keep my thoughts on driving.” 

As if to prove his point he ran a hand up my thigh. The car veered to the right and unidentified 

items stashed under the seats tinkled – probably Coke bottles, Leo was addicted to the stuff. The 

passenger side tires hit the breakdown lane and spat gravel up the doors. I pushed Leo’s hand off 

my thigh and reached for the wheel at the same moment that he pulled the car back into the lane. 

“Not funny, Leo.” My voice came out flat. Maybe I wanted him to notice my lifeless mood so 

he’d badger me into telling him what was on my mind. 

“So, did you get what you were after?” he asked. 



 

To lure Leo into driving to Prospect – I only had my learners permit – I’d made up a story 

about their pharmacy being the only place where I could buy certain stage makeup products. I 

sang in an all-girl band so he’d bought my story. Back at the gas station I’d also decided to create a 

second cover story in case I needed to return to Prospect, like to secretly visit a doctor who didn’t 

know me or my mom, so I said, “They’ve run out. But they’re gonna order some more in.” 

Leo drove and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel to songs in his head while I stared out 

the window. So deep within our thoughts were we that our silence could have marked us as 

strangers on a train. 

I must have fallen asleep because I woke when I heard the tires screeching. The car lurched to 

the left and kept going. One second the view was of traffic rushing towards us. The next it was of 

the woods. Then traffic. Then woods. 

I screamed and grabbed onto the dash while Leo pulled the car off the road and out of harm’s 

way. The car ended up down an embankment. Thankfully it was only a gentle incline into thick 

shrubs because beyond the shrubs lay the woods, tall, dark, and foreboding even without the 

recent near-death experience to add to the atmosphere.  

Back up on the highway, cars slowed down, but didn’t stop. It stung that we could have died 

and no other drivers cared enough to check if we were all right. 

Getting out of the car, I felt sick racing up my esophagus, so I ran down the incline and spent 

the next few minutes with my head in the bushes puking up the residual crumbs of mint-flavored 

candy. Stupid how a girl can be in the middle of nature and still look for a tissue to wipe her face 

with. I found nothing to sanitize my face, but my search did reveal a wooden cross staked into the 

ground. It was painted white, about two feet tall, and had dozens of dates carved into it. Tied 

around the cross were a handful of gold-colored roses, silk or plastic from the look of them. 



 

Beneath the flowers, and stapled to the cross was a laminated newspaper clipping. 

Leo appeared at my side just as I’d finished reading the clipping. 

“What does it say?” he asked. 

“A woman died in a car accident in this exact spot. Her boyfriend erected the cross as a symbol 

of his undying love.” 

“Maybe her car hit an oily patch on the road, too,” Leo said. He popped a mint in his mouth 

and held out his hand. Was he offering me his hand or a mint? I never could tell exactly what was 

on Leo’s mind sometimes. I wished I could. 

“You all right?” Leo said. “You look a little shaken.” 

I stared at him and thought to myself, no, I am not all right. Two weeks ago I’d skipped my 

period. Since then I hadn’t been able to look at anything the same way. A burger was no longer a 

tasty lunch; it was an animal that had once lived. A black bear was no longer a pest who broke into 

trash cans; it was a product of a species that placed material objects above that species’ home. All 

of my innocent and inept teenage philosophies about life and death and everything in between had 

come barging towards me demanding I set down some new rules. The top of the list of discussion 

points was: When did a boyfriend stop being a boyfriend? 

I hadn’t yet decided on the answer but the top two contenders were, 1) when he became a 

father, and 2) when he found out his girlfriend was pregnant and became an ex-boyfriend. 

Why did the first adult decision of my life have to also be the biggest? And why, despite the two 

smiling faces captured in the photos stashed deep in my bag, did it feel as if this decision was mine 

alone to make? 

Overwhelmed, I burst into tears. Leo slipped his arms around me and hugged me tightly to his 

chest. “Hey, it’s okay. We weren’t in any kind of danger. Those cars were way off. But babe, if it 



 

makes you feel any better, I promise not to drive and talk on the phone at the same time. You 

know I’ll do whatever it takes to make you happy.” 

As Leo led me back to the car I let myself believe that our souls and hearts were like grafted 

plants or symbiotic life forces, too deeply entwined to let anyone or anything threaten to destroy 

our love. But something already had. 

 

 

Chapter Two 

“Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, 

That saved a wretch like me. 

I once was lost, but now am found, 

Was blind but now I see.”— 

A solitary tear trickled down Mrs. Upton’s wrinkled cheek. Her bony fingers were wrapped 

around a floral handkerchief, yet in the all the months we’d been singing to the small group of 

elderly ladies at Heavenlea Home, she’d never once used the handkerchief to dry her eyes. I 

admired the strength it took for her to set her memories unashamedly free. 

The smile on her lips broke occasionally to mouth the bits of the song she remembered. Mrs. 

Upton’s hearing was so bad, she told everyone, that she needed to sit in the front row. A staff 

member had told me once that Mrs. Upton was of the view sitting closer to us would bring her 

closer to her late husband. 

Natalie, Shanessa, and I loved performing “Amazing Grace” for her because it gave our all-girl 

band a free venue to practice in, just not over and over like she always wanted. 



 

“How long do we have to keep coming here?” Natalie had asked a few minutes ago.  

Natalie had pulled her hair out of her ponytail and shook it free the minute she’d switched off 

the car’s engine. Then, she’d rummaged inside her handbag and given her lips a liberal dose of 

Hibiscus Red. She had trouble settling on a look sometimes and today was no different. 

“You got something against singing to little old ladies?” I’d asked, holding my hand out to 

borrow the lipstick only to be handed her hair tie instead.  

“Really, Ruby,” Natalie had said with a derisive look. “Hibiscus Red with your hair?” 

I’d smiled playfully. “Why not? Red hair and red lips go perfectly well together. You are so 

behind the times.” 

It didn’t matter what look Natalie settled on, I’d given up competing with her sense of style long 

ago, which explained why I’d dressed in a polka dot dress with capped sleeve like the ones Walt 

Disney had designed for Snow White. And as if to confirm that I had absolutely no fashion sense, 

I’d also worn red leggings and flat-heeled, mid-knee-high boots. 

“Don’t be so mean, Natalie. It’s the highlight of their week,” Shanessa had said. She’d swiped at 

the lipstick and stuffed it inside her pocket; one way of getting Natalie to settle on a color. 

“It’s good practice,” I’d reminded them. “Besides, every great act has to start somewhere.” 

Natalie had been aghast. “Ruby, if you think Violet Dreamy Youth singing ‘Amazing Grace’ 

over and over to a group of old women is gonna be on our bio, you’re crazier than I give you credit 

for.” 

We three had laughed goodheartedly, because this conversation was nothing new. We’d all 

rather have been rehearsing at Rock-A-Lilly’s or on a stage somewhere, preferably Madison Square 

Garden, but at least I’d thought performing for a small group of old ladies who had no family left 

was a sweet thing to do. 



 

Now, the small group of old ladies who had no family left waited expectantly for us to start the 

second verse: 

 “Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, 

And grace my fears relieved. 

How precious did that grace appear, 

The hour I first believed.” 

I caught Mrs. Upton’s eye and she nodded, as if she and I shared a secret from the past. Both 

my parent’s parents were dead, so in a way she could have been the closest thing I’d get to a 

grandmother. I smiled back and sang even louder. After “Amazing Grace” we sang a selection of 

their favorites, amongst them “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy”, “I Just Called To Say I Love You”, 

and “I Got You Babe”. Mrs. Upton usually liked to delay our departure by acquainting us with the 

grand adventures of Mr. Upton. Today, she abstained from talking about her late husband and 

singled me out instead. 

“Are you all right, Ruby? You seem distracted. And a little off color.” 

“Don’t mind Ruby, Mrs. Upton,” said Natalie with a playful laugh. “She’s pining over her 

boyfriend. He’s gone away for a boy’s weekend. There’s no cell service and no girls allowed.” 

Shanessa dragged Natalie out into the foyer for whatever reason, and because I felt a thread of 

connection still hovering between us, I sought Mrs. Upton out. 

“Mrs. Upton, can I ask you a question?” 

Her face brightened as she waved me into the empty seat. In front of her sat a tea pot and cup, 

decorated with an almost identical floral pattern to her handkerchief. “What did you want to ask 

me?” 

I bit my lower lip. “It’s personal.” 



 

“The good questions usually are.” 

I sat down and waited until she’d poured tea into her delicate cup, suddenly having second 

thoughts. She put the pot on the table and stared expectantly at me. I’d thought talking to a 

stranger might be easier. It wasn’t. 

“You always talk about Mr. Upton, but you never talk about children.” 

I detected a harsh edge to her voice when she answered. “That’s because I don’t have any.” 

“Oh. If you don’t mind me asking, how long were you and Mr. Upton married?” 

“Fifty years.” Her smile quivered in wariness. “If there’s something you want to ask me, just ask. 

One of the disadvantages of being old is you no longer have the time or energy to beat around the 

bush.” 

“Sorry. I’m just sorting things out in my head.” 

If only she’d stop staring at me like she had accusations ready to leap out of her mouth. I must 

have been imaging it. This was Mrs. Upton, the nice old lady who liked us to sing songs that 

reminded her of her departed husband. Not my judge and jury. 

“How did you know you and Mr. Upton would be together forever?” 

She reached for a spoon and the sugar bowl, and took her time to stir through two teaspoons of 

sugar. After an eternity, she turned her gaze to me. “I guess we didn’t know, but we worked hard at 

our marriage. It wasn’t like today where you can get divorced the moment you discover too late 

that your husband has issues. Back then, you had to live with your choices.” 

Mrs. Upton’s shoulders slumped and I suspected she was divulging something very personal 

about her past. A chill settled on me. I’d only wanted to ask the secret to a lasting relationship, not 

open what now appeared to be old wounds. 

She took a sip of her tea and talked over the rim of the cup. “You asked me before about 



 

children. Now that you’ve opened that door, I’ll let you in. People these days think nothing of 

telling everyone they suffer from depression. But in my day, it was seen as a sign of weakness. Mr. 

Upton was a good man, but he was not a good provider. Couldn’t keep a job due to his mood 

swings. We would have been out on the streets if it wasn’t for the inheritance he’d received at 

twenty-one. But the money didn’t last long, especially not after the drinking began. I was forced to 

return to my job as a secretary. I resented him for deceiving me.” She set the cup down and her 

voice suddenly raised a notch. “You shouldn’t present yourself as something you’re not.” 

I realized too late that I shouldn’t have brought up the subject. It wasn’t like I knew her well, or 

at all, except as a member of a small audience that my friends and I sang to for thirty minutes most 

Saturday mornings. 

She regained her composure. “I resented it so badly I did the only thing I could think to do to 

punish him. I refused to give him the children he desperately wanted. It wasn’t until he died that I 

realized the only person I punished was me. That’s why I ask you girls to sing ‘Amazing Grace’. 

Not to remind me of Mr. Upton. But to remind me of the terrible sin I will never be able to 

repay.” 

I stared at her, speechless, knowing I’d never again label her as a sweet old lady. And to think, 

I’d come close to considering her a substitute grandmother. She was as bitter from love as the next 

woman. 

Natalie arrived seconds later to tell me we were ready to leave, and I was glad to go. Mrs. 

Upton’s confession had only succeeding in troubling me further. 

When we pulled up in front of my house and I counted three cars – one in the drive and two 

on the front lawn – I almost wanted to turn around and sip tea for the rest of the day. 

“Wanna come to my place instead?” Shanessa whispered into my ear. 



 

“Tempting, but I’ll be fine.” 

Mom’s book club luncheons could get a little rowdy and I was rarely in the mood to tolerate 

this bunch of ladies, however, Mrs. Upton’s confession had managed to cast my mother in a new 

light, almost super-nova-like by comparison. I opened the front door and their laughter cracked as 

loud as a gunshot, yet it never failed to warm my heart to hear my mother laughing. She and her 

friends were out in the garden, but as usual a loud screeching noise prevented me from getting any 

deeper into the house. Our house didn’t need a burglar alarm. It had one in the shape of a peach-

faced parrot called Elf. One of my mother’s infrequent ex-boyfriend’s had given the parrot to me 

as a birthday gift a few years ago. The bird had grown on me. The man had not. I was relieved 

when Mom and he had broken up. Not long after the breakup, my mom had decided to start a 

book club instead. I couldn’t complain, even if the gatherings were little more than an excuse for a 

group of thirty-something-year-old women to vent about their problems, mostly men, but at least it 

brought a smile to my mother’s face. 

Elf screeched at me to come over and give his beak a rub. He hopped along his perch and the 

moment my fingertip rubbed his beak he settled down. The laughter outside grew louder. 

“Don’t drink anything they give you,” I warned Elf, and then I headed outside.   

Mom set her glass of wine on the table and hurried over. Her heels clicked on the pavers and I 

was positive the lace top she wore was mine. I was pretty sure the pants were mine too, and I made 

a mental note to put a lock on my wardrobe. She wrapped her arms around me and we were lucky 

we didn’t fall over when she teetered slightly to the left. 

“Here is my darling daughter who spends every waking minute with her boyfriend and never 

has any time for her mother anymore. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company today?” 

I slipped out of her embrace and surreptitiously moved toward the crackers and dip platter. I 



 

was ravenous. “I don’t spend every waking minute with Leo. I’m here, aren’t I?” 

“Aren’t the boys at the cabin this weekend writing songs?” asked a lady at the far end of the 

table – Thomas’s mother. It was barely one o’clock and her face glowed with the same level of 

intoxication as my mom’s, though in all fairness the garden setting had lost its umbrella in a storm 

so it could have been sunburn. Thomas’s mother went on to tell the group all about her son’s 

plans to record a demo. One lady started dancing in her seat only to be sternly told by Thomas’s 

mother that the boys didn’t write pop songs.  

“What book are you discussing this week?” I asked, changing the subject and shooting my 

mother a look of defiance. “Or is the book club really an excuse to bitch about men like I keep 

saying it is.” 

Mom picked up a book from the table and waved it in the air. “Hah, Miss Smarty Pants. We 

have read a book.” 

When she looked at the cover her face froze. She quickly slipped the book behind her back. 

Lunging, I easily snatched the book from her. On the cover was a bare-chested man with a square 

jaw line and flowing dark hair. Beneath him was draped a stunning woman wearing a bodice as 

transparent as tissue paper. I opened a page and read aloud: 

“Travis pulled her roughly to him and he crushed her lips with his. She would submit or she 

would lose everything. Selana beat her tiny hands against his chest but nothing would sway him 

from this action. The King would want Selana for himself if Travis did nothing to convince her to 

love him and not his brother…” 

I stopped reading and shot derisive looks at each of the ladies sitting around the table. “I don’t 

believe it. You moan and groan about men, and all this time you’ve been reading trashy romance.” 

“It’s not trash,” cried one woman. “It’s The King’s Wishes.” 



 

Laughter erupted once more, probably over a joke I wasn’t in on, and I stood up. “I’ll leave you 

bookworms to it, then.” 

Mom caught me on my way out and planted a kiss on my head. “Don’t be angry. We’re just 

having a bit of fun.” 

I kissed her on the cheek. “I’m not angry.” 

“Liar. Are you all right? You look a little pale.” 

That was twice today someone had told me I looked pale. “I’m fine.” 

Mom frowned, suddenly all serious. “You’re not really pining over Leo, are you? Please tell me 

you’re not going to go up to your room and sulk just because your boyfriend has gone away for a 

few days.” 

“Okay, I won’t tell you.” 

Up in my room, I did exactly what my mother didn’t want me to do. I sulked because Leo was 

up at Capers Cabin where there was no cell service, and as Natalie had callously reminded me, no 

girls were allowed. In the six months Leo and I had dated, there wasn’t a day where we hadn’t 

talked either in person or by phone. Saturday afternoons were usually spent hanging around Rock-

A-Lilly’s, with music blasting in the background and Leo fixing broken drumsticks and guitar 

strings. I realized I should have taken Shanessa up on her offer to spend the afternoon at her 

house. My room was too quiet. Turned out I’d gotten so used to doing stuff with Leo that I didn’t 

know what to do without him. And I desperately wanted to hear his voice, because earlier that 

morning I’d finally gathered up the courage to take the pregnancy test. 

 

*** 

 



 

At 3:00 p.m., I heard mom in the garden calling for coffee orders. Even though listening to 

music on my cell phone hadn’t lessened my boredom any, I purposely avoided going downstairs in 

case Mom got it into her head that I’d enjoy playing hostess to her intoxicated book club friends. 

By 5:00 p.m., I’d relocated from my room, which overlooked the garden, to my mother’s room, 

which overlooked the front yard, to watch the party wind up. One by one her guests left until all 

the cars parked out front had disappeared. At once, the house was eerily quiet. Mom stayed 

downstairs and I guessed she was cleaning up. Once more I paced from room to room like a caged 

bear in case Mom got it into her head that I’d enjoy cleaning up after her intoxicated book club 

friends. 

Back in my room for the hundredth time I picked up my cell phone and stared at it, silently 

cursing Leo for so masterfully avoiding my growing anxiety. The pregnancy test I’d taken earlier 

that morning indicated I was pregnant. And I had no one to talk to about it. I’d sort of tried talking 

to Mrs. Upton, hoping a complete stranger could provide some insight into true and everlasting 

love, but that had backfired. I couldn’t trust talking to Natalie, not after the one time I’d skipped 

school to hang with Leo and she had inadvertently blabbed. I couldn’t trust talking to Shanessa 

because she and Natalie had formed a secret alliance when I’d started hanging out with Leo, one I 

didn’t know about until Natalie had inadvertently blabbed. And no way was I going to talk to my 

mom about the subject. At all. Ever. 

Night crept in and my anxiety grew to enormous heights. I knew that if I was to get any peace at 

all I’d need to go to the cabin and see Leo. 

Mom sometimes liked to curl up on the sofa and have the TV send her off to sleep, and a 

quick check of her room told me she was still downstairs. Hopefully she was asleep, and when I 

got down the stairs I saw she was fast asleep. Out of habit I did a quick inspection of the kitchen 



 

and the patio. Good. All clean. I didn’t mind my mom having friends over, so long as she cleaned 

up after herself. 

I found the keys to her Jeep on the side board, slipped a throw rug over her sleeping body, and 

left the house. I told myself that the test might not even be accurate, but what if it was? I’d always 

had trouble gauging Leo’s thoughts, and I really needed to know how he felt about becoming a 

father. Before it became obvious, preferably. 

The drive to Capers Cabin took twenty minutes. By the time I arrived it was fully dark and my 

nerves were frayed beyond repair. I shouldn’t have driven in the dark. Not that I could have driven 

in daylight either; I only had my learners permit. Already I regretted coming here, and Mom 

would make my regret eternal if she woke up and found the car missing. Sitting in the car should 

have given me time to practice the imminent conversation with Leo in my head, but it didn’t. The 

silence only served to give me the creeps. 

A few minutes later I knocked on the cabin door, and scowled when Simon opened it.  

“Oh, hi,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment. 

“I’ll get Leo,” Simon said. Then, after a shake of his head, he closed the door in my face. 

Leo opened the door seconds later, but it was closed quickly behind him. I hadn’t been inside 

the cabin before and I was peeved about not being invited; Leo had told me the cabin had a hot 

tub and I was dying to check it out. 

“Hey, babe. What’s up?” he said. 

Leo steered me away from the front door toward the wooden love seat. With each step I felt my 

bravado shrink, as if my heart pounding faster was the cause. 

Leo sat down and pulled me onto his lap. His lips quickly found mine. 

“I’d love to stay out here all night,” he said after we came up for breath. “But the guys are 



 

probably counting the minutes.” 

“Oh.” 

He titled his head to the side. “What’s up, babe. You didn’t come all the way out here to give 

me a goodnight kiss, though I’m glad you did.” 

No longer sure about my decision to come and demand he prove his undying love for me, I 

knew I had to say something. But what? 

“I don’t want to end up like Mrs. Upton,” I said. 

“Who’s Mrs. Upton?” 

I nestled into Leo’s arms, struggling between telling him everything and telling him nothing. 

Right here and now with Leo, that was all that mattered. Suddenly all my problems, even the 

problems of the entire world were insignificant when compared to this moment. 

He nudged me. “Who’s Mrs. Upton?” 

“She is a bitter, spiteful old woman at the home. Her husband wanted kids and she refused to 

give him any.” 

Leo stroked my hair. “You don’t know their situation, Ruby. Maybe she did the right thing.” 

I sat up. “Are you saying you don’t want kids?” 

He fidgeted beneath me. “I don’t know. I guess…maybe…maybe not. I really don’t know.”  

As if he was on fire, I jumped out of his arms. The unexpected anger rose and took control. 

“So you would put your career first?” 

“What career? Ruby, I’m still in school.” 

“You really have no idea what I’m talking about, do you? I’m talking about our future together, 

Leo. You, me…you know…the future. Beyond Prom. Beyond high school. Beyond college.” 

Leo stood up. “Babe, now isn’t the best time to talk about the future.” 



 

Just then, Simon stuck his head outside. “You coming inside, or what?” 

While Leo moved toward the door, I barged past him and started down the steps.  

Behind me, the floorboards creaked. “Ruby, come back.” 

I stopped on the bottom step and grasped tightly onto the railing. As a mistress of the furtive 

glance, I snuck a quick peek over my shoulder. With the door now partially open, Leo was a 

shape on the porch silhouetted by the glowing fire. Even immersed in shadows he captured my 

breath. If I’d thought I was irate before, when I spied two dark shapes skulking behind him – 

Simon and Thomas – my blood boiled. 

“Fuck you, Leo. I deserve better,” I hissed.  

I launched myself off the bottom steps and charged over to where I’d parked Mom’s car. Leo’s 

hurrying footsteps crunched on the twigs and dried leaves. He reached me and grabbed me by the 

arm, swinging me around to face him. 

“Ruby, I didn’t mean it.”  

“If you said it, you must have meant it.” 

His voice came out shrill. “I don’t even know what I said.” 

I kept my gaze on the night sky. One smoldering look from him and I was likely to surrender.  

The notion that I was just like the gullible heroine in the books my mom read incited my rage 

further. 

“What’s up, Little Red Gem?” he said. “And tell me the truth.” 

How unfair of him to resort to pet names. My resolve broke; hysteria bubbled over and escaped 

as a croaking sob. “You’d rather spend the rest of your life with those two than with me.” 

Leo ran his hands through his hair. “I said no such thing. You’re putting words into my mouth 

and I have no idea why you’re acting crazy all of a sudden.” 



 

 “I am not crazy.” I stabbed a finger in his face. “Don’t you dare say I’m crazy.” 

His mouth widened, snapped shut, and then it settled into a grim line. “Stop putting words into 

my mouth. I didn’t say you’re crazy.” He shook his head and it did the trick of softening his 

features. “Why don’t you come inside and sit by the fire while we write songs?” He reached for 

me, but I took a step back. “Babe, come on, you know you’re my muse.” 

The way frost crunches under foot, my insides crusted over to warn me that Leo’s earlier words 

and my mother’s years of warnings against falling in love with the wrong man wouldn’t die so easily 

now that they were planted and had taken root inside my head. I had believed that Leo and I 

would be together forever. I still wanted to believe it. 

Badly. So why was I running away? 

I told myself to forget about this silly argument and go inside the cabin with Leo. The other 

boys might not like it, but I needed Leo more than they did. 

When I next blinked, instead of picturing Leo’s eyes –deep pools of chocolate, warmer than 

the flames hungrily licking the logs in the fire inside the cabin – what I visualized was my mother 

sitting on the floor in front of her closet, crying and sorting through the secret box of Dad’s stuff 

she thought I was clueless about. 

“Babe, please,” Leo begged. “It’s cold and the middle of the night. Come inside and we’ll even 

break the rule about spending the night together and continue this conversation in the morning. 

Did I tell you the cabin has a hot tub?” 

Through half-closed eyelids I snuck another look at him. Dammit. He was even more gorgeous 

this way. And then I smelled it – faint, but at this close range I could detect the sickly-sweet scent of 

alcohol. At once, I took him in with a fresh set of eyes. His lopsided grin, his messy hair, the gentle 

way he swayed as if he was floating on the wind… 



 

“Leo, have you been drinking?” 

He took a hasty step back. “What? No.” He quickly lowered his voice to a normal octave. “No. 

Absolutely not, babe.” 

“You’re lying. You said you were here to write songs. You said the cabin was a great place to 

work uninterrupted because it didn’t get cell service. If I go inside and see bottles of alcohol—” 

I took a step sideways and Leo staggered in that direction to block my path. “Babe, let’s not 

fight. I haven’t been drinking, okay? Simon found an opened bottle of red wine in one of the 

cupboards. As he poured it down the sink, he clumsily spilled some of it on my sweater. See.” 

Leo grabbed a handful of his sweater. I noticed the stain; it’d been too difficult to see earlier in 

the dim light. I noticed something else, too. 

“That’s the sweater I bought you for our second date. You’ve ruined it.” 

The sight of the stain drove me to tears. Leo hurried to embrace me and I instinctively sought 

comfort in his arms. As much as I would have liked to have stayed there, I didn’t want to get hurt 

any more either. Sniffing back tears, I stepped out of his embrace and gave him a weak smile. He 

let out a held-in breath, as if deciding I’d forgiven him, and then I surprised us both when I shoved 

him hard in the chest. He wasn’t expecting the move, plus I was sure he was plastered, so he fell to 

the ground. I bolted for the Jeep, almost ripping the door off its hinges. I jumped in and turned 

the key I’d left in the ignition. Instinctively, I must have known I’d need to make a quick getaway. 

Almost like I’d come looking for the fight I knew I’d get. 

I rammed my foot on the accelerator and flicked the headlights on. But I was so hyped up on 

anger that instead of the lights coming on, the wipers rubbed noisily against the windshield. In a 

panic I sobbed and swore and fumbled for the light switch.  

At last, I found the switch for the headlights and the road in front of me lit up. The car lurched 



 

forward, though I hadn’t realized I’d pressed down on the pedal. When I tried to ease up, I found 

out that my feet weren’t taking orders from my brain. They just wanted to go-go-go. 

The tires spun and darkness quickly gobbled up the car’s headlights, making negotiating the 

potholes along Deer Grove Road impossible. Four more miles of this pogo-style driving until I 

reached the sealed roads of Providence…if I made it without popping a tire, that was. 

Mist swirled amidst the beams of light. Prison spotlights would be welcomed right about now, 

but they’d have hardly made any difference; I struggled to distinguish anything through a river of 

tears. I swiped at the tears at the same time that something jumped in front of the car – deer or 

wolf – yet whatever jumped out was gone in a flash. Still, the mistake was made. I’d swerved. Not 

supposed to swerve on a dirt road, wet road, snow-covered road, or one with supposedly oily 

patches. 

Gripping the wheel came automatically, although the car wouldn’t straighten. A thud from 

behind caused a scream to leap out of my throat. 

The Jeep moved sharply to the right. Slamming my foot on the brake, I grabbed tighter onto 

the steering wheel. I pulled to the left, to the right, left again…I had no idea why the car wasn’t 

operating properly. I’m turning the wheel, I screamed inside. Why was it not working! 

Thud. The car jerked another few feet. This time I was pushed forward till my chest pressed 

against the steering wheel. Next, the car dipped and plunged headfirst down the embankment with 

the headlights lighting up the way. Everything happened so incredibly fast yet with such incredible 

slow clarity. 

Branches thick as a baseball bat smashed into the windshield. Limbs the thickness of a power 

pole crushed the doors. Thud. Thud. Each impact was like a wrecking ball hitting the car…with me 

inside…with me inside and not wearing a seat belt. 



 

A limb caught the driver’s window, shattering the glass into a silvery web. A million stars flew 

across my vision, bursting into the sky like snowflakes. And then I was flying toward them. 

 

 

Chapter Three 

Bright light crept in under the cracks of my eyelids. Letting the first warriors of sun in through 

partially slit lids, I slew them one after the other until I realized they’d keep coming while I did 

nothing about closing the blinds. I gave up and lay there, trying to take comfort in the warmth of 

the sun’s rays, but they did nothing to shake the chill in my bones settled in from last night’s 

argument with Leo.  

The details were a little foggy, but whatever else had happened after I’d crashed the car, as I lay 

in bed I realized I should have been comatose with pain. I could only surmise that nothing was as 

painful as having one’s heart ripped out and one’s hopes and dreams shattered.  

Sudden insight caused me to sit up. And grin. If I was tucked up in bed, and if I didn’t 

remember putting myself here, then Leo must have. Designed to ward off a chilly night, the quilt 

wasn’t designed to conceal an extra body, so when I lifted the cover I was devastated to find I was 

alone in my bed, though not surprised; Leo only slept over in my dreams. 

Noises drifted up from the kitchen. Maybe Leo had dropped me off last night, decided it was 

too late to drive the twenty minutes in the dark back to Capers Cabin, and he’d slept downstairs on 

the sofa. Then, he’d risen early to make us breakfast to make up for the fight. 

My smile disappeared. Mom had curled up on the sofa last night and she might have decided 

against climbing up the stairs into bed. Plus, Leo only made breakfast in my dreams. Dad’s leaving 



 

us had hit Mom hard, leaving her with a strong aversion to allowing happy couples inside her 

home. She had no objections to Leo and I dating, in fact she quite liked him, provided I never 

brought him home or flaunted our happiness in her face. 

Below, a cup clattered as if being placed in the sink, followed moments later by a click which I 

recognized as the front door closing. I rolled around on my stomach to face the window and 

caught sight of Mom scurrying down the path. Stopping at the street, she looked left and right – 

didn’t glance back at the house and certainly didn’t glance up at the window where she must have 

known I was watching. She crossed the street and headed into town with the urgency of a postman 

with a dog on his trail. 

“Sorry, Mom,” I whispered. 

Guilt for stealing and totaling her car took a swipe at me, and rightly so. The hike to the tourist 

office in town where Mom worked took fifteen minutes, even at her brisk pace. In the distance, 

dark clouds were gathering as if conspiring to drench her. Secretly, a small part of me hoped the 

skies would open and saturate her. As much as I loved my mother, there were times, such as now, 

when the blame for my corrupted attitude on love sat solely on her shoulders. 

“Love can make you do crazy things, Ruby.” Mom’s pearl of wisdom, gifted to me on my tenth 

birthday sprang to mind. It was nice, if not ironic, that I could at least identify with her contribution 

to my birds-and-the-birds lecture. Still, I kept my ears peeled out for signs that someone else 

lurked in the kitchen. Only the tick-tick-tick of the clock in the foyer drifted up the stairs. Such a 

shame that Leo wasn’t pottering around the house looking for places to hide, waiting to pounce on 

me and apologize in his special way. I could have used a cuddle. 

Groaning, I pulled the quilt over my head. Way to go Ruby Parker. My insistence on crashing 

the boy’s weekend of song writing had resulted in my new crazy-single-girl status. I thumped my 



 

pillow, telling myself I shouldn’t blame Leo for dropping me off and going back to the cabin. I’d 

known for a week that his band, Volt, had plans to be locked away in order to compose songs for 

an upcoming recording session. I’d shown up under the influence of teenage hormones 

demanding Leo prove how much he loved me. 

Turned out the answer was not as much as I’d thought. 

Angrily, I danced about the room throwing clothes in the air until I noticed, to my utter dismay 

that I still had on the same clothes as yesterday. Leo must have been in a real rush to dispose of his 

crazy ex-girlfriend to do the dump and run. 

The idea of being anyone’s ex-girlfriend clutched at my heart so tightly that I fell down onto my 

bed to catch my breath. After a minute, logic told me I could undo any damage caused by our 

argument with a well meaning text. I rummaged around in the usual spots for my cell phone – 

under the pillow, side table, under the bed – and tears welled in my eyes when I couldn’t locate it. 

My cries become howls when I realized that Leo and the guys had purposely chosen the cabin to 

write songs because it didn’t get cell reception. They’d wanted no distractions. And I’d given them 

a distraction the likes of which was possibly at this very minute being converted into lyrics. 

Oh, Leo, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. No phone. No car. No apology. No way of knowing if 

he would ever speak to me again.  

I gave up searching for my phone, realizing it had probably fallen off the dash and shattered 

when I’d plunged the car into the hollow, and instead, I gazed out the window and let the 

implication of last night’s argument sink in. I had grown up without a father, vowed to avoid doing 

that to my own child at all costs, and now I’d gone and broken that vow because I was doubtful, 

impatient, and irrational. 

No wonder I couldn’t look at my reflection in the mirror as I stormed out of my room. 



 

 

*** 

 

I lived four blocks from the heart of town, and to get there on foot I followed a mental map 

which zig-zagged down streets that were planted row upon row with Victorian houses. On Main 

Street, while waiting for a car to pass, I noticed the sign on the museum display board.  

David Parker Exhibition. Direct from Japan. Every day in April. 

So nice of you to stop by and say hello, Dad…via your art show. 

Sarcasm aside, I hadn’t seen the man in years and I was surprised by the overwhelming sense of 

loss that flooded me. I should hate him. I wanted to hate him. But Leo had astutely pointed out 

that there was one man in your life you couldn’t help but love from the day you are born. Leo also 

astutely pointed out that I didn’t really hate my dad. He was right, of course. My dad was no 

monster hiding in the closet. He was just absent. 

The sense of being late spurred me from dwelling on the past to focusing on the future. I 

charged passed three stores that stocked an array of clothes, shoes, handbags, scarves, hats, and 

jewelry that we sardonically called the Catwalk. At the end, I paused a moment to take in my home 

town.  

Providence New was the actual name of our town, after Providence Old was flooded to create a 

dam alongside the gold mine stamps and machines, though everyone, even the mayor referred to 

the town as Providence. The dam had long ago been transformed into a fish pond and a few 

original buildings and old mine shafts remained to entice kids to the woods though more for the 

scare factor than for the history lesson. We had burger joints, hair dressers, cinemas, arcades, and 

dry cleaners…the usual stuff. “Chocolate box” was usually the term that rolled of tourists’ tongues. 



 

I pressed on and came to a store whose window contained other things that glittered but were 

not considered “bling”. Crystals twinkled at me. Wind chimes danced. A carving of jade with 

trickling water cascading over its edge promised tranquility. 

A sigh escaped. Did I really want to be doing this today? My heart was in tatters and I was 

standing outside a psychic shop when I should have been doing everything in my power to make 

up with Leo. I’d have forgotten all about this appointment if not for the gift certificate taped to my 

dresser mirror with the post-it stuck to it. On the post-it were the words DON’T EVEN TRY TO 

GET OUT OF THIS in Leo’s hand writing. I’d promised Leo I’d keep the appointment. In a 

way, I felt that by coming here I could make it up to him for being a total idiot last night.  

Besides, something had drawn me here and it wasn’t letting go. I had to find out why. 

The storefront was prettily decorated with paintings of ivy wrapping around the painted-on 

trunks of painted-on trees. Inside, shelves were formed from recycled windows including colored-

glass windows that had once belonged to a church. Each wall was painted in a different scene – a 

green forest, a pink sunset, an underwater scene, and a dragon’s fiery breath. The tourist 

brochures claimed that the paintings on the walls depicted the four elements – earth, air, water, 

and fire. Mom was always bringing home brochures from work. I swear I knew everything about 

this town except how to love it. 

Perhaps the real reason I hadn’t turned around and gone home was the name of the shop: 

Mysteries. In a wispy-styled font above the door was the name of the store. A painted moon sat at 

its left and a sun sat at its right. The owner, Teri Adams, though her customers called her Miss 

Teri, had made a pun out of her name. I couldn’t argue with puns, only inwardly groan at them 

like the rest of the planet. I also couldn’t argue with the obvious; my parents had called me Ruby 

because I was born with a luscious patch of deep red hair. There ought to have been a law against 



 

stating the obvious. 

Before I could press the buzzer, the door swung open and a vaguely familiar face greeted me. I 

blinked rapidly, as if the art of blinking triggered the area of the brain skilled in sorting mental 

images. Yep, this was Teri Adams, AKA Miss Teri the clairvoyant. Her flouncy dress and messy, 

curly hair only heightened the aura of tranquility she radiated. I imagined cinnamon and other 

spices, though possibly because I’d spied donuts on the counter and I hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. 

Miss Teri eyed me suspiciously. My surprise at being here outshone hers. I’d won a psychic 

reading in a local radio competition by accident after I’d phoned the station to find out about 

another competition being held in Providence, and I’d happened to be the tenth caller. I wasn’t 

into the occult, but I was into free stuff. Besides, Leo had demanded – by way of his post it note – 

that I visit the psychic as payback for making him go with me to the annual cheese fair a few weeks 

earlier. 

Waiting in the doorway, I quickly calculating whether to take a chance on this woman’s 

perceptive abilities, or remove chance from the equation and steal the nearest car, drive to the 

cabin, and find out for myself if Leo and I were officially over? 

Teri settled the decision for me when she waved a hand in the air. “Come inside. There’s 

nothing to be afraid of. This is a house of good spirit.” 

Why would I be afraid? 

A loud hiss at my shoulder made me jump. I spun to see a giant cat on top of a bookcase 

arching its back and growling. Wild bears were less intimidating. I sensed I’d come off the worse if 

I tangled with Teri’s cat so I hurried inside and kept away from the wall. Teri swung the door 

which launched the cat into the air where he expertly landed on all fours on top of the counter, 

before diving under a pile of boxes. 



 

“Don’t mind Oleander. He senses things other cats don’t.” 

Sneaking a look behind, in case I’d accidentally let in a snarling, rabid hellhound, I saw nothing 

to cause the cat to act so violently towards me. The insult stung; animals usually adored me. To 

add further insult, the cat stuck its head out a box and let forth a series of meows from deep within 

hell’s bowels, warning me to stay away. I’d have been stupid to ignore the hint, so I gave Oleander 

a wide berth again, almost crashing into shelves and display counters to follow Teri across the 

swirly-patterned carpet, passed shelves of candles, crystals, and fairy figurines, and finally through 

velvet drapes of the deepest purple.  

She stopped and pointed to a chair. Obediently, I sat down. Teri stayed standing. Her eyes 

traveled over my face, my hair, my clothes. I took in Teri’s slept-in hair, her brightly colored dress, 

her sandals adorned with jewels and shells. Our eyes met somewhere in the middle. With a frown, 

she honed her wizard-stare on my crumpled dress and I inhaled sharply at the critique. She’d have 

resembled a dishcloth, too, if she’d suffered my bad breakup. 

Teri continuing staring until it finally dawned on me that she was looking for payment. I 

reached into the tiny pocket of my dress and pulled out the folded-in-quarters gift certificate. Teri 

took little notice of it, so I smoothed out the piece of paper and slipped it along the tablecloth and 

wedged it under the crystal ball. Little by little, she eased into the chair on the opposite side of the 

table. 

“Are you comfortable?” she asked. 

I nodded. The small back room was neither hot nor cold. She ran her hands along the fabric, 

smoothing the cloth as though she was avoiding eye contact. She’s nervous! This only confirmed 

that coming here was a huge waste of my time. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” she said, and immediately laughed it off. “Of course you 



 

don’t want anything. What am I saying?” 

Okay, so she could read minds; I wasn’t thirsty. But I told myself not to be too impressed. The 

number of choices in that area wasn’t that exhaustive. 

“Do you have a specific question you’d like to know the answer to?” Teri asked, gliding her 

fingers over the crystal ball and sneaking a look at me from beneath her long lashes. 

“Ummm, not really. This is my first reading.”  

Hardly fair to lure me here only to give me only one question. Still, I only wanted the answer to 

one question, didn’t I? 

Maybe Teri could tell me what Leo couldn’t. 

From the corner of my eye a familiar face popped into view. Audrey Adams. We weren’t 

friends but I knew her. She was the clairvoyant’s daughter. She was also my half-sister. 

My father, David Parker and well-known, wealthy portrait painter, was Audrey’s father. Dad 

had left me and my mom when I was two years old. The memories were vague, but my mom told 

me I’d cried nonstop and that I wouldn’t accept her cuddles or kisses for weeks. He’d moved in 

with Teri Adams, who’d speedily become pregnant with Audrey. They’d married and Audrey and 

I had spent the next eight years playing happy sisters every alternate week, which, according to 

Mom, only exacerbated my temper tantrums. Not long after Audrey’s eighth birthday, however, 

my dad flew to Japan to put on an art exhibition. While there, he fell in love with the curator, a 

tiny, raven-haired beauty who went by one name – Mishi – and he started a new phase of his 

illustrious career. Teri had resorted to her maiden name, Mom had made snide remarks about 

how the psychic hadn’t seen that one coming, and Audrey and I had no more reason to hang out.  

Teri smiled and seemed to relax a little. “I can give you a general reading. The first readings are 

often the most informative. I’ll begin with tarot cards, unless you’d rather I start with numerology 



 

or astrology.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Or, if you’d rather I exchange the reading for something else, I’d be happy to do so.” 

Not like I could operate a crystal ball. “I want the reading. Please.” 

Teri carefully folded and set aside a piece of orange cloth that had been used to shroud the 

cards. She handed the deck to me and said, “When you shuffle the cards, be calm. Focus on the 

cards. And only stop when you feel the energy tells you to stop.” 

I closed my eyes and tried to remain calm, but images of last night kept flashing across my 

mind, dark and disturbing visions that seemed more real than I’d have liked. 

Leo cradling my head in his arms. 

Leo shouting for help. 

Leo crying a river of tears. 

When I couldn’t take any more of the gloomy visions, I handed the cards back to Teri. 

Expertly, she spread them on the table into the shape of a cross. Although the cards lay face up, I 

viewed them from upside down. Upside down, right side up, who was I kidding? These cards 

meant nothing to me and I wished I had stayed curled up in bed. 

“A pattern has emerged. These cards—” Teri’s finger tapped the three centre cards one after 

another, “—are Tower cards. They mean a sudden and unexpected disruptive change. Life will 

never be the same again.” She waved her hand over the remaining cards. “And these are Moon 

cards. They signify dreams and illusions. Everything may not be as it appears to be at face value. 

Does this mean anything to you?” 

I squirmed beneath her expectant gaze. “I had a fight with my boyfriend. We’ve broken up. I 

guess that’s pretty disruptive and unexpected.” 



 

She tilted her head. “What makes you think you’ve broken up?” 

Oleander the cat grabbed this opportunity to launch his fat body onto the table, scattering the 

cards and crystal ball onto the floor. The cards just slipped off, however the crystal ball exploded, 

and shattered glass flew in every direction. Then, adding salt into my already wounded pride, 

Oleander arched his back and hissed at me. His reptilian eyes drilled into mine with such hatred, 

that I pushed the chair out from under me. Instead of running, I burst into tears. 

Teri grabbed the cat unceremoniously by the collar and used her foot to hold the back door 

open. Then she flung it through the air. “Bad cat. Ungrateful as the day I saved you from the 

dumpster.” 

When she returned to the room I had almost made it to the exit via the velvet curtain. 

“Please stay,” Teri begged. “I’d say that Oleander doesn’t mean to be horrible, except 

sometimes I think he does it on purpose. It’s like he’s possessed or something. Please, don’t go. 

I’ll do an astrology reading instead?” 

Tears nipped at my eyelids. Mom had often said Dad loved his art more than his family. It 

made perfect sense that I would fall for a guy like my father. 

“What’s the point?”I moaned. “I already know the future. It’s bleak and lonely because Leo 

loves his music more than me.” 

Teri smiled and crossed her hands over her heart. “Oh, Leo loves you, all right. And he always 

will.” 

Now this was what I’d come to hear. I threw myself back onto the chair. “Are you for real?” 

Teri had been a step-mother to me for about eight years. We were like family. Maybe she’d 

have told her customers what they wanted to hear, but surely she wouldn’t lead a susceptible 

teenager who had once been family down a desolate path. 



 

Audrey chose this moment to make another appearance, this time sticking her head around the 

hallway. She put her finger to her lips. I understood the universal sign for ‘keep your mouth shut’. 

I just didn’t see why she would make a fuss about sneaking out of the house when she could easily 

have taken the stairs leading down from their home which was located above the store. 

Teri stiffened. “Is anyone here?” 

Audrey quickly disappeared behind the door. Teri snuck a wary look over her shoulder, as if 

sensing someone was hiding from her. By now my patience had worn thin.  

“Maybe I should go,” I said, pushing the chair out from under me. 

Teri looked up at me with tears in her eyes. “I wish I could have been more help to you.” 

“Yeah, me too.” 

I refrained from asking how she had survived in this business as long as she had: she hadn’t told 

me anything I didn’t know or couldn’t have figured out for myself; the cat had insulted me; and 

Audrey was playing a childish game of hide and seek. People came here for answers, not theatrics. 

 

*** 

 

I stomped out of Mysteries, livid over being cheated out of a free reading by a clairvoyant who 

was obviously having a nervous breakdown. By the time I reached Main Street, I could only 

muster up pity for Audrey’s mom. My mom was right; never mind that Teri hadn’t predicted my 

future, she hadn’t been able to predict her own. At least she’d freed up my morning. 

This time, while waiting to cross Main Street I kept my gaze off the sign on the museum and I 

eyeballed the sign to the café across the road instead. Two stores down from the corner and a 

haven for bored teenagers, I headed there in search of a friendly face. 



 

I found two. Natalie and Shanessa sat inside at our usual table, closest to the counter where we 

could drool over chocolate muffins and cheesecake. White ceramic cups and empty plates sat on 

the table in front of them. I couldn’t blame them for eating without me. Having lost my phone 

they’d probably been texting me for hours. But that wasn’t why I’d come here. Natalie had a car – 

a peacock-blue Mazda which she’d gotten for an early eighteenth present – and I aimed to borrow 

it to drive out to the cabin.  

I lifted my hand to push through the glass door when a voice from behind startled me. “I 

wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”  

Audrey stood on the sidewalk. “I’ve had enough theatrics for one day,” I told her. 

“I’ve come to help you.” 

“Unless you have a chocolate muffin to go with the coffee I’m about to inhale, I doubt it.” 

Flicking a nervous look inside the café, she stepped in closer and lowered her voice. “You can’t 

go inside.” 

The quiver in Audrey’s lips captured my attention more than the warning in her words. Maybe 

she was better at predicting the future than her mom. “Is something bad going to happen to me if I 

go through this door?” 

“What if I told you something bad already happened?” 

“It already has,” I answered, thinking back to the argument with Leo. 

“You can’t go inside...it’s…well…it’s because nobody can see you.”  

Maybe I still wore the same underwear, dress, leggings, and boots I’d worn last night, didn’t 

mean people would publicly ridicule me. I scowled at Audrey, but my aggravation shifted into 

uncertainty when I noticed the fear in her eyes. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

Her eyes shimmered from fighting back tears. “They won’t see you. I really hate to be the one 



 

to break this to you, but…well, you’re dead.” I was about to tell her to get lost, but she carried on. 

“Ruby, I’m not making this up. You have…passed on, crossed over, are no more of this world.” 

“That’s the most insulting thing anyone has ever said to me.” 

A couple – a man and a woman about my parent’s age – came walking down the sidewalk. 

Audrey stepped in their path, catching me by surprise. We had not been raised to force strangers 

to sidestep around us. At the last moment she moved aside to let them pass, and she was lucky not 

to have copped an earful from them.  

“You’ve known me for years,” she said. “Have I ever been one for practical jokes?” 

Out of loyalty to my mother I had always kept a cool distance from Teri and Audrey. I wasn’t 

about to cross into the realm where we pretended we’d been close growing up. “I haven’t known 

you for years. I knew you years ago, there’s a huge difference.” 

“I’m not crazy and I’m not making this up. Don’t you remember? You…died. A week ago. 

Mom’s freaking out because you showed up at the shop—” 

“Okay, stop right there.” I lifted my hands in exasperation only to find they’d curled into fists. 

Why was Audrey provoking me? Aside from a few childhood pillow fights and wet willies, what 

had I ever done to incite such wrath? “You expect me to believe you? Your mom had a 

conversation with me. You’re having a conversation with me right now.” 

“My mom can see ghosts. And you and I can see each other because I’m an astral projection 

and spirits can set eyes upon those of us who walk the astral plane.” 

One game Audrey and I had enjoyed playing together as children involved pretending to have 

special powers. Being two years older, I’d had better access to movies and comics, so I’d usually 

come up with the most inventive powers, thus I’d often declare myself the winner. We were too 

old now to pretend to have special powers, yet what Audrey mentioned was something new, and 



 

curious by nature, it piqued my interest. 

“Okay, I’ll bite. What’s an astral projection?” 

“It’s a state taken during deep meditation. Many people travel on the astral plane when they’re 

asleep, only they wake up convinced they’ve had the most amazing dream. Sometimes they’ve had 

a dream, but sometimes their spirit has left their body. Some people go on wild adventures, others 

on quests that they can’t recall when they wake up. Others become almost superhuman, and they 

get into fights. They wake up with aches and pains and don’t know how they got them. Thankfully, 

I’m invisible to my mom’s ghost detecting radar, but not Oleander’s. He went nuts this morning 

because both you and I were spirits.” Audrey stopped abruptly. She shook her head and her 

frosted purple tips danced across her face. “You really don’t know you’re dead? My god, 

Ruby…I…I don’t know what to say, except…where have you been?” 

An odd shift took place inside my head, like someone had slammed an internal door shut and 

caused trinkets to crash into my stomach. One of the other reasons I’d often bested Audrey at our 

imagination game was her innate inability to lie. Even now, Audrey’s eyes reflected nothing except 

the honesty that used to signal I was once more about to crown myself the winner.  

But she had to be lying. Or else she was playing a cruel hoax. What other reason was there for 

this elaborate story? 

“I haven’t been anywhere,” I snapped. “I was at the log cabin—” I stopped. Bits and pieces of 

information floated up through the murky waters of my brain, but like an ancient memory I had 

trouble bringing it to the surface. Nothing. “I woke up and raced to an appointment with your 

mom.” 

Audrey sighed. “You had an appointment with my mom a week ago.” 

“So the date got muddled up. Probably explains why your mom was surprised to see me.” 



 

“Oh, she was surprised all right.” 

I couldn’t believe I was buying into her malicious theatrics. But the thing was, I had always liked 

Audrey. I thought she’d like me, too.  

“If your mom can see spirits, why didn’t you just sneak out the back door?” 

“I was on my way to my body when I heard your voice. I wanted to see if it was really you.” 

“Yeah, I’m still not buying it.” 

“I can walk the astral plane any time I want. Here, I’ll show you how it works.” 

Two boys from my year in school appeared from around the corner. Audrey stood right in their 

path.  

“Hey, you might wanna move,” I said. “Those two are real pricks.” 

She winked at me. “I know.”  

She continued to stand in their way while I stared at her courageous stupidity, praying the two 

bullies would decide against knocking her to the ground in front of witnesses. Audrey stayed 

braced for impact and the two boys continued to barge towards her.  

“Audrey,” I cried. “That’s enough. Get out of their way.” 

She shook her head and laughed. “Relax. I’ll be fine. Watch this.”  

The boys were inches away, almost on top of her… 

I pushed her out of their way, prepared to take the brunt of their anger in order to save my half-

sister. I felt an odd sensation when they barreled into me, almost as if I’d been electrified instead 

of pummeled.  

Audrey scowled. “You always have to be the star, don’t you?” 

Shivers ran all over me and I stared, dumbfounded, as the bullies kept on walking. “The star? 

Audrey, those two would have made minced meat out of you.” 



 

“They would have walked right through me, just like they walked through you. Don’t you get it? 

They walked through you.” Audrey’s voice croaked and her hands swiped at the tears in her eyes. 

“We cried so hard when you died. Everyone in town cried so hard.” 

“That’s not funny, Audrey,” I snarled. I’d never experienced this type of cruelty before. Hurtful 

didn’t begin to describe how she was making me feel. 

“Please, Ruby. You’ve gotta believe me. You’re wandering around in the afterlife with no idea 

you’re dead. You need to move on. There are demons and poltergeists in the otherworld.” 

She’d gone beyond too far, and I could now see the wisdom behind steering clear of Audrey 

and her mom for all these years. 

My lips pulled back into a snarl. “Get out of my way or I’m screaming for the cops. You and 

your mom, you both need to be locked up.” 

“Go on, scream. It won’t work.” 

This nasty streak of my half-sister was something I’d never have expected. I turned my back on 

her and had to suddenly step aside for a customer to come out. I waited for the familiar scent of 

coffee beans to hit me. Instead, I copped a whiff of the pungent perfume given off by decayed 

flowers. The water in the vase on the counter needs changing, I told myself, except the water and 

orange lilies looked fresh and a customer even had her head stuck inside the open blooms. She 

beamed a huge smile when she pulled her head out. 

The front door had closed while I’d stood transfixed by the customer soaking up the flower’s 

perfume. When I reached for the door, my hand tingled. The sensation increased the nearer my 

hand got to the door, and the more I pushed the more intense the pain became. 

I wrenched my hand back. “Ouch.” 

“You have to be invited inside a house,” Audrey explained. 



 

The burning, tingling sensation subsided but I blew cool breath onto my fingers out of habit. 

“Isn’t that a vampire myth?” 

“Dunno. My mom says ghosts can’t touch objects, and passing through walls is possible only if 

they’re invited in. She also says she talks to spirits, like every couple of days. She says they’re 

pulled to the scene of their death, something to do with a magnetic force playing havoc with the 

real world if the ghosts drift too far out of their dead zone. Apparently that’s the reason why ghosts 

haunt houses and not cemeteries. People end up in cemeteries but they don’t die there, you 

know.” 

I pressed my hand up to the glass. The burning buzz attacked me instantly, tripling in intensity 

this time. “Is there a fire inside? Is this why you’ve come to stop me?” 

“No fire.” 

“So why can’t I open the door?” 

She looked up toward the sky. “I don’t get paid to be a spirit guide.” Her eyes drilled into mine. 

“Listen carefully. The spirits clever enough to move objects, open doors, rattle chains, pass 

through walls…all that stuff…well, they’re not the kind of spirits you wanna meet. Mom says by the 

time they’ve learned to connect to the real world it’s too late. Something about them staying on the 

other realm for so long makes them turn nasty.” 

“You’ve been on the other realm for too long.” 

She wasn’t deterred by my insult in the slightest. She even grinned. She’d often blasted me with 

that stupid grin whenever she’d wanted me to play with her. I realized that this could take all day 

unless I cooperated. “You’re talking about poltergeists.” 

She clapped her hands together like she was five. “Correct. Poltergeists. Malevolent spirits. 

Demons. Whatever you want to call them. The reason you got inside my mom’s store was because 



 

she invited you in. And the reason you need to cross over is to avoid being found by these 

malevolent spirits. I’d hate for you to end up with the wrong crowd. Mom has books on demons 

and they aren’t exactly fairy tales.” 

What she said brought a twisted smile to my face. “Aren’t you concerned about poltergeists 

attacking you?” 

She shrugged. “I stay out of their way. I’d suggest you do the same.” 

I gave up listening when I spied Natalie and Shanessa pushing their chairs out from under the 

table. Shanessa wedged some bills under the salt shaker, and with their arms around each other’s 

waists they headed for the exit. Natalie pushed open the door, the chime tinkled, and they walked 

toward me with their foreheads rested against each other’s.  

“Hey, superstars,” I sang out to get their attention. 

My two best friends ignored our customary greeting and kept walking down the street in the 

opposite direction to where I stood.  

Natalie burst into tears and Shanessa placed an arm around her shoulder. 

“I still can’t believe she’s never coming back,” said Natalie.  

“It’s too surreal. Her funeral is tomorrow,” said Shanessa. 

“Whose funeral is tomorrow?” I asked, running ahead of them to block their path. “Who died? 

Tell me.” 

They turned toward the curb and I guessed they were pissed at me for ignoring their advice 

about not going to see Leo at the cabin. I’d gotten the vibe a few weeks back that their resentment 

towards the time I spent with Leo was increasing exponentially. Neither of them had boyfriends, so 

they didn’t realize how being in a relationship meant that I felt as if I were trapped in the middle of 

two equally strong pulling forces. 



 

“They’re not being rude,” Audrey said, standing so close to me I could tell what flavor 

toothpaste she’d used this morning, except I couldn’t sniff anything. Not the coffee beans roasting, 

not the sugary cakes in the cabinet, not the exhaust fumes caused by traffic.  

“You’re nonexistent to them,” she continued. “Stay here. I’ll prove it.”  

Audrey ran ahead and landed with a jump in front of Natalie and Shanessa. She walked 

backwards, waving her hands in front of their faces. She even shouted out, “You sing like two 

tortured cats”, and they didn’t give her the slightest bit of acknowledgement.  

Natalie and Shanessa were very sensitive towards criticism of their signing, and for them not to 

react meant they really couldn’t see Audrey. The proof was sobering. This was not a prank. 

When Audrey returned to my side, she wore a sad expression on her face. “I’m a projection 

and you’re a ghost. My body is lying on my bed. Yours is lying in the funeral parlor. You’ve got to 

believe me.” 

“I…I’d know if I was dead.” 

While I watched my two best friends walk with arms around each other for emotional support, 

I wrestled with accepting Audrey’s version of the story. To do so meant I was dead. And dead 

meant I would never again speak with Leo. And there were so many words left unsaid, so much 

business left unfinished. 

The final nail in my coffin came when a customer walked out and Audrey pushed me directly 

in front of the customer’s path. Instead of bumping into him, I fell through him, landing on my 

hands and knees. My skin tingled with pins and needles from where the body had passed through 

me. A loud noise filled my ears, similar to water flowing from a dam. For a split second my vision 

blurred. Then I watched in absolute horror as my hands and legs split into millions of tiny 

fragments.  



 

Audrey might have been capable of delving into her mother’s magic bag to produce this neat 

trick, but I wasn’t. 

I crawled into the gutter because it seemed the most suitable place for a reluctant spirit to bawl 

her eyes out. Audrey was kind enough to sit beside me with her hand resting on my shoulder, 

although we were both apparitions and the contact barely registered. I forgot about being angry 

with her and welcomed her company. 

“Okay, I’ll admit this has been a rather extraordinary morning so you may be right.” I sniffed 

back the tears and turned to face her. “How did I die?” 

“Your car slid down an embankment. You weren’t wearing a seat belt. Leo dragged you out of 

the car but it was too late.” 

I jumped up. “Leo!” 

Panic slammed into me faster than a tsunami slammed through homes. I bolted down the street 

in the direction of Rock-A-Lilly’s. Blindly, I ran out into the oncoming traffic, a small truck. A few 

tones of metal came barreling toward me. I did what anybody living or dead would do – I 

screamed. But instead of the truck breaking every bone in my body, my vision fragmented like a 

kaleidoscope. I turned around to see the truck stop for a red light. The driver didn’t bother getting 

out and inspecting the damage, because there was none. Not to the car. Not to me.  

Intact and unhurt, I took off once more for Rock-A-Lilly’s. Audrey called out from behind, 

“Wait. Ruby, come back”, but I ignored her and kept running.  

I guessed ghosts were better at travelling at fast speeds than astral projections because I left 

Audrey in my imaginary dust. My purpose spurred me on – find Leo. That and that alone was my 

only reason to exist now. He must have been an emotional wreck, believing me dead and gone. 

Dead, yes, but I hadn’t gone anywhere, and I needed him to know this. How often had he told me 



 

that he didn’t believe in the afterlife? How often had I eagerly agreed with his philosophy simply to 

see his smile?  

The fatal flaw in my plan never once entered my mind; if I was invisible to Natalie and 

Shanessa, I was invisible to Leo.  

 

*** 

 

Rock-A-Lilly’s sat shrouded in dark shadows by the time I arrived, the storm-grey dome that 

had hovered at the edge of the town earlier seemed determined to lock everyone beneath its 

gloomy hull. Walking up the path leading to the front door, a loud buzzing sound attacked me. 

Similar to the sound an electric fence makes, the noise grew louder the closer I got to the glass 

doors.  

Not this again. My hand still tingled from my earlier attempt to touch glass.  

I pushed beyond the weird sensation, yet trying to open the door was like trying to grab hold of 

a laser beam. The more I forced my hand forward, the worse the buzzing sensation got. 

I looked around for Audrey but the parking lot was uncharacteristically empty. Audrey must 

have decided against following me and I wished now that I’d waited for her. At least she might 

have been able to go inside and invite me in. 

Leo usually sat behind the counter tuning guitars or replacing broken drum sticks for other 

musicians. Peering through a glass panel in the door and suffering the blinding buzzing attack, I 

spied Lilly, one half of the studio’s name, sitting behind the counter. She was tall and straight like 

the stem of a flower, and she wore her bleached-blonde hair in a spike which reminded me often 

of her namesake. Her partner, Rock, called so because he was dark like granite, hovered in the 



 

background pinning posters of bands to the walls. I liked Rock but I’d never had the stomach for 

Lilly’s crassness. Still, I’d have tolerated stories of her and Rock’s sex life in exchange for one of 

them noticing me and letting me in. To my great dismay, neither one possessed supernatural 

powers, nor did they see me jumping up and down outside to get their attention. 

Stupidly, I realized that Leo would have been too distressed to work and he’d be at home with 

his family. I blinked and pictured his house, and when I next opened my eyes my face was pressed 

up against a window. Taking a step back, I saw I was standing at the dining room window of Leo’s 

house. The tingles and buzzing in my ears had eased, so I pressed close to the glass to eavesdrop 

on the conversation happening around the dinner table. 

“It’s not fair,” Leo cried. 

“You can’t blame yourself,” answered his mom. 

Leo blamed himself for my death? The idea was preposterous. But his slumped shoulders and 

haunted expression seemed to indicate he still carried a heavy burden. 

Even though his family was seated around the table, the atmosphere was nothing like their usual 

cheerfulness. This view was more like a window display in a post apocalyptic world. Leo’s mother 

and father sat oddly propped up on opposite ends, Leo slumped against the chair closest to the 

door, and his two sisters had their sagging backs to me. The table, usually laden with plates of 

baked chicken, baked potatoes, honeyed carrots, and buttered corn was instead covered with 

takeaway boxes, some of them unopened. I didn’t need to stare too hard at their faces to know 

they hung slack. 

The tragic silence stretched out forever, but at last Leo pushed himself out of his chair. He 

managed to take two steps before he staggered into his mom’s outstretched arms. His shoulders 

shook and his mom stroked his head. In unspoken agreement, his father and sisters rose up from 



 

their places and they clung to one another. No amount of buzzing in my ears could drown out the 

woeful wails bleaching through the walls. 

And that was how the truth of my death finally sank in.  

 

*** 

 

Darkness pressed in around me but the chill of night stayed at bay, adding proof to the 

testament that I no longer possessed flesh and blood. With nothing else to guide me – they didn’t 

hand out tourist guides for ghosts though they ought to – I remained standing outside Leo’s house 

until every light went out, and then I stay long after every light in every house in the street had been 

switched off, and then I stayed a little longer because I was terrified to leave. Where would I go? 

What was I supposed to do? 

What about the loved ones I left behind? 

Images of my mom and dad sprang to mind, and after witnessing firsthand how Leo and his 

family mourned for me, what must my parents’ anguish be like?  

I willed myself to go home and check on my mom, yet instead of being propelled home, other 

images haunted me; a log cabin, a roaring fire, the surrounding woods, the dirt track winding 

through darkness to the main road… 

When I opened my eyes, I stood on the porch of the log cabin with the full moon’s light on my 

back. The door stood slightly ajar and I could see inside. A week ago the room had been aglow 

from the log fire and I’d barely hesitated about going inside demanding to know just how much 

Leo loved me. I’d have given anything to turn back the clock and do that evening all over again.  

Dew had settled on the windows so I knew the temperature had dropped. Mom would 



 

probably have fallen asleep on the couch by now. She liked her cashmere throw tucked around 

her knees and shoulders. Usually my job, I felt a sense of grief that I wasn’t there to support her 

during this horrible time. 

Despite my ghostly body, the serenity of the cabin demanded I tread softly. An easy feat for a 

ghost; my feet made no sound as they skated along the floorboards. Surely an apparition wouldn’t 

have concerned herself with stomping as loudly as rats fighting over ceiling space. I guessed it 

would take me longer to get used to being dead, if at all. 

I quietly entered the cabin and made it halfway across the living room when I heard a trickle of 

footsteps, followed by a door gently closing and a piece of furniture scraping along the wooden 

floorboards, alerting me to a hidden presence. I was a ghost. I knew I hadn’t made the noise. This 

could only mean there was an animal in the cabin with me or else I’d interrupted a poltergeist in 

the middle of redecorating. Scary either way.  

“Who’s there?” I called out. 

Silence. Nothing stirred. Most likely an animal, yet my nostrils tickled with the sense I’d 

surprised something…not animal. Listening carefully, I detected sounds like chirping cicadas. 

Taking another listen, I recognized this sound as whispers. 

“You’re making enough noise,” I shouted. “Why don’t you come out?” 

The cabin wasn’t very big; it had one main room with a kitchen bench, dining table and chairs, 

a leather couch and armchair, and coffee table. Off the main room were two bedrooms, one with a 

double bed and one with two bunk beds. When Leo had first organized the weekend away, I’d 

planned to sneak in and surprise him, but his dedication to the band had proved superior when 

he’d uncovered my plans and had given me the same advice as my two best friends – stay away. 

“Signs, Ruby. There are always signs. Look for them.” The echoes of my mom’s advice to me 



 

when I was eleven followed me deeper into the cabin. Off the main room was the bathroom which 

had a shower and a bathtub. Out on the rear deck was a hot tub. I’d seductively suggested putting 

the hot tub to good use, too, but Leo wasn’t to be swayed. How stupid had I been to miss the clear 

signals that other things ranked higher in Leo’s life than me. 

Whispers like scratches against wood led me toward the bedroom where the bunk beds were 

located. The door creaked and opened on its own – probably a design flaw, nothing to do with 

poltergeists, nothing to do with poltergeists, nothing to do with poltergeists. My heart wouldn’t 

keep still. Could anything even harm the dead?  

“Show yourself,” I shouted. 

Even ghosts didn’t have the benefit of super vision. I peered into the darkness, my heart 

thumping wildly in my ears, imagining a multitude of night creatures. The door opened another 

inch…I waited… 

But nothing flew out at me. There was definitely something in the room, though. 

It was staring at me. 

 

 


