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Chapter One

	 

	 

	All our lives we are told that Good and Evil are two different things; as different as north and south, as different as light and dark.

	But what if they’re not?

	What if they’re the same thing?

	 

	And what if, in choosing one, you have to choose the other?

	 

	 

	I thrashed through my locker for my Math book. Dammit, why did my locker have to be so disorganized? The school should pay someone, I thought, to go through locker by locker when everyone was in class and just tidy up people’s stuff. That way when you came barreling down the corridor and scrambled to find your books at the last minute, you would find them sitting neatly in a pile, not buried under a crumpled sports skirt and food wrappers.

	Not that I was keen to rush to Math, particularly, but on Monday mornings Mr. Saunders gave snap tests. The last person into class had to mark the test papers, and the corridors were almost empty.

	The book materialized from under a file. I grabbed it, slammed the locker door and headed for class.

	THUNK! Something hit the lockers around the corner. Something big. There was a grunt. 

	I paused. Someone might be in trouble. 

	But I had to get to class, or I would waste a whole night marking twenty-five test papers. I walked on.

	And stopped again, annoyed with myself. I had to see, just in case. I hurried back to the corner.

	A student lay on the floor, writhing in pain. I dropped my bag and ran to help.

	He was curled up in a fetal position, his head in his hands. His face hid under a mass of dark curls and black fingerless gloves. I hadn’t seen him at school before.

	I crouched beside him, uncertain. “Hey, are you okay? What’s happening?” 

	He babbled incoherently and twisted away. 

	I touched his shoulder. His clothes were hot.

	“Flight 17,” he whispered. “Eighty-nine dead . . . in the water.”

	He seemed delirious; I had no idea what to do. “What do you need?” I asked. “Is it an allergy? Do you have an Epi-pen?”

	He groaned, low: “It’s raining black flesh.”

	“I’ll get help.” I sprinted to my class. 

	Mr. Saunders was handing out test papers. He wasn’t the most likable teacher in the world, fifty-something, with steely eyes. He never smiled. You kind of had to be desperate to interrupt him.

	“Mr. Saunders!” I hissed. “Someone’s having a seizure!”

	Mr. Saunders eyed the class. “No-one moves.”

	I hurried back down the corridor with Mr. Saunders in tow. As I rounded the corner, the student strode past, bag over his shoulder. He looked fine.

	“Hey!” I spun about. “What happened?” 

	He kept walking.

	Mr. Saunders eyed me. “Emma?”

	Without stopping, the student pulled some papers from his bag and handed them to the teacher, then strode down the corridor and turned into the Math class.

	“He was seizing or something,” I insisted. “I saw him, on the floor.”

	Mr. Saunders flicked through the papers. “Miss Hart, I’d appreciate it if you kept your boyfriend issues out of school time. See me after for the test papers.” He went back to class.

	“He’s not my boyfriend,” I muttered. But no-one was listening.

	The whole class smiled at me when I sat down - it wasn’t their night that was ruined. The new student had found a seat one row over and one desk behind my best friend, Sarah. He was slumped back in his chair, arms folded across his chest. If there was some irony in the fact that even a new student had beat me to class, it was lost on me.

	I glared at him. He wasn’t looking.

	Sarah leaned over. “What happened?” 

	I threw her a tell you later look. 

	Mr. Saunders pulled a sheet of paper from his desk drawer, walked down and slapped the paper on the new student’s desk. “You’re clever enough to find the class and a seat, Mr. Harman, but I find these reports somewhat incongruent to your overall demeanor. You will spend this lesson completing this test, after which I will know whether or not you actually belong in this class.”

	I rolled my eyes. Officious jerk. Mr. Saunders did love to lord it up over his students, even the annoying new ones.

	Mr. Saunders walked back to the front of the class. “Order, people,” he warned. “As you can clearly see, we have a new student joining us for the rest of the semester. His name is Connor Harman.”

	We all turned to look at Connor Harman. Connor Harman ignored us.

	Mr. Saunders went on: “Please afford him the respect and assistance that this school supposedly prides itself on, and for God’s sake, explain the rules.”

	He slammed a book on his table. The class jumped. “Show’s over. Time for our old friend, calculus. Open to page 354.”

	Everyone groaned.

	Throughout the class, I threw a couple of glances back towards the new guy – like most students did. He sat silent and sullen in a crumpled dark green long-sleeved shirt and black jeans. His boots were scuffed. Shirt cuffs were left carelessly undone over his gloves. His hair, curled and unkempt, hung across his face, offering only a glimpse of almond-shaped eyes and high cheek bones. 

	He sat head down, writing. His expression never shifted, his body didn’t move. He was good-looking, I decided, under all that aloof arrogance. He wasn’t a Jock, definitely not a Geek. Maybe one of the Bullies. If he fit in anywhere, it would be with them.

	But, Bully or not, I began to feel sorry for him. Coming into a new school in the last semester of the last year was a nightmare. Having a seizure in the corridor on his first day wouldn’t help him any. He was probably more embarrassed than anything. 

	Mostly though, I felt sorry for someone being forced to change their whole life so close to college, because I had been through it myself.

	Since I was nine years old, I only ever wanted to be a vet. I’ve always loved animals, and I planned a future filled with bandages and medicines and smiling families hugging their dog.

	But last year, the reality hit that my grades were never going to be good enough. Being a vet is not much different, academically, to being a doctor, and I was definitely not doctor material.  

	The Career Guide suggested that, given my English skills and my apparent compassion, perhaps a career in social work or psychology might be more appropriate. I could still be of help, just not in the way I wanted to be. So I signed up for the social sciences courses because I didn’t know what else to do. 

	Now, with one semester to go, I was hoping that some kind of enthusiasm would soon kick in, that I could launch myself into the next year with the same energy as my friends.

	So far, it hadn’t happened. I hadn’t even received one single college acceptance.

	Near the end of the lesson, Connor Harman finished the test, slid the paper away and leaned back in his chair. Mr. Saunders walked over to his desk.

	“If we are given an equation defining the acceleration at any time, we can deduce equations for velocity and position by means of . . . anyone?”

	Mr. Saunders snatched up the paper and headed back to his table. “Come on people, you’re leaving school in two months, you should know this by now.”

	He swung about and chose a hand at random.

	Eddie Collins sat to attention. “By the anti-derivative and other information that . . .” 

	I had no idea what Eddie said; I was watching Mr. Saunders’ face. He scanned the paper and frowned up at Connor, then tossed the paper on his table.

	“Thank you, Eddie. Eyes back to the board.”

	When the bell sounded, the class shot out of their seats. 

	“Mr. Harman? A moment.” Mr. Saunders was looking at Connor’s old reports.

	I did a go-slow so I could listen in. Beside me, Sarah did the same.

	Connor stood before the teacher’s table in a pose that said he didn’t really care what Mr. Saunders would have to say; that he didn’t care about anything, actually.

	Mr. Saunders set his jaw. “I had you for a slacker, Mr. Harman, but clearly you’ve learned something during your infrequent attendances. Being smart doesn’t mean you’ll get any lenience from me - you don’t do the work, or you cause problems in my class, I’ll come down on you like a ton of cement. You got that?”

	Connor nodded.

	“You got that?”

	“I got it.”

	“Don’t forget it.”

	Connor headed for the door.

	I started after him. I wanted to let him know that I wasn’t weird about his seizure in the corridor, and that if he needed to know anything about the school, I’d be happy to help. 

	On my way out, Mr Saunders handed me the test papers. 

	I caught up to Connor in the corridor and touched his arm. He frowned at my hand.

	“Mr. Saunders is a jerk,” I told him. “You really don’t want to get on his bad side or he’ll make your life hell. Try to fly under the radar.”

	Connor’s reply was a look of utter contempt. He turned his back and walked off.

	Sarah gaped at him. “Are you shitting me?”

	I stared after him in disbelief. “Rudest. Person. Ever.”

	We headed for the next class.

	“Total opinion change,” I declared. “I don’t give a damn how bad he feels about being in a new school. What a jerk.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	On the way to next class, I told Sarah about Connor’s seizure and what he’d said about the plane.

	She shrugged. “Maybe it’s some kind of psychotic episode where he doesn’t remember what happened.”

	She did have a point, I supposed: it was entirely possible that Connor had no idea of what he’d been doing. Or even that I’d tried to help.

	But his rudeness when I touched his arm, that was something else. He knew exactly what he was doing then. I felt embarrassed, and it annoyed me that I did.

	As always, Sarah was more willing to forgive and forget than I was. She always saw the best in people. I guess that’s one of the reasons I liked her so much. She was the polar opposite of me in most ways; she was smart and funny, totally artsy and on the fringes. She wore crazy clothing and did beautiful drawings across all her textbooks. She had funky cropped blonde hair.  She was destined to be a great graphic artist and she had already been accepted into L.A. City College.

	I felt so ordinary next to her. My own hair was textbook brown, shoulder length. I wasn’t smart or funny or particularly clever. I liked animals, I liked music, I liked to read; nothing special there, folks. I’d like to say that I had plans to someday save the world like a lot of kids my age did, but I knew my limits: I would probably have to leave that to more worthy people. 

	In History class I was annoyed to see Connor standing at Mr. Knovokovich’s table, offering his reports. Mr. Knovokovich waved Connor away.

	“No need, Connor,” he said brightly. “You’re on my list and you’re in the right place. Find a seat.”

	Connor took an empty desk on the far side of the class. Far enough away to make me happy.

	Mr. K rose from his table. He had a big white smiling face and a huge black afro. Every day he wore a thin black tie and some kind of vest, sometimes woolen, sometimes leather. Like most teachers, fashion was not his strong point. He was kind enough to insist that we call him Mr. K to save us the tongue twister of his name. I didn’t like History class, but I liked Mr. K a lot; he made it more fun than it should be. 

	On the blackboard behind him, written in big white letters, was NAZI GERMANY.

	“Right, troops,” he said. “This is the last big project of the year. You’ll be working in pairs, but in keeping with my policy of never making your lives too easy, I’ve chosen the pairs alphabetically. So, Melissa Atwell and Ethan Brighton, you are now officially a couple. Congratulations.”

	Ethan wasn’t in the class; I wondered where he was. Ethan was my next-best friend after Sarah and he didn’t usually take days off - he had never even been sick.

	Melissa Atwell looked thrilled. She, like many other girls in the school, hoped to be way more than Ethan’s friend. A lot of those girls found it really annoying that I was his friend but not his girlfriend. They made it perfectly clear that I was wasting the opportunity. I kept telling them to try harder with Ethan – it’s not like I wanted to go out with him. That just made them madder.

	As Mr. K went on naming pairs, I furiously tried to remember the last names of everyone. Maybe Julianne Garrett? God, I hoped not; Julianne was more preoccupied with nail polish than Nazis.

	“Connor Harman and Emma Hart.”

	My heart sank. Oh my God, seriously? 

	I glanced at Connor. He didn’t turn around. 

	“The judge’s decision is final,” Mr. K announced at the end. “No correspondence will be entered into. If you don’t like your partner, it’s too bad. Maybe it’ll help you relate to how people felt when the Nazis came to power.” He eyed us.

	I put my head in my hands.

	“I expect you to spend at least four hours a week after school working through this project,” he went on, “and I want to see a well thought-out study plan on my desk by this Friday. I want alternate paragraphs written by each of you and trust me, I’ll know who’s writing what. And don’t use Wiki for all your answers, I want some credible references from actual textbooks – with ISBNs and page numbers that I can double check you on.”

	The class groaned, I among them. Four hours a week with Connor? I would rather pull my fingernails out. 

	I thought fast: Connor didn’t know who I was. If I was quick, I could get swapped to someone else. 

	At the end of class, when the room was empty, I approached Mr. K.

	He looked up from his papers. “Emma.”

	I twitched uncomfortably. “It’s about the study pairs. I don’t really get on with Connor.”

	Mr. K frowned at me. “Do you know him from elsewhere?”

	“No,” I said, “I just met him today, but we don’t really gel. Can we just swap partners with the next couple down? He’ll never know – he doesn’t know my name.”

	“And yet apparently you already dislike each other on his first day. That’s quick work.”

	I shrugged. “He was really rude and I kind of . . . hate him.” I said the word under my breath, not really meaning it, but wanting Mr. K to understand.

	Mr. K closed his books with a finality that told me his answer. “We don’t always get what we want from life, my dear - what you’ll learn in the next few weeks will demonstrate exactly that. Acting rashly on the basis of a personal opinion can lead to a lot of heartache.”

	He smiled up at me. “And be careful how you use the word hate, Emma, it’s such a strong word for someone you don’t even know.”

	“Sure.” I knew I shouldn’t have expected anything different.

	By the end of the day I was relieved to see that I only had Connor in one other class – English. I didn’t care what else he was taking, so long as he wasn’t anywhere near me.

	 

	 

	That night, marking Math tests on my bed, I received a text from Sarah. 

	New guy might be NUTS but at least he’s topical. Check out news

	I picked up my laptop and opened a news site. Spread across the headline page was a picture of a downed plane – or what was left of it. A piece of the cockpit, some smoldering chairs and a black gash across the desert were the only indications that it had been a plane at all. The headline read:

	PLANE DOWNED BY WATER BOMB. 89 DEAD.

	Ariana Afghan Airlines Flight 17 had exploded mid-air over Afghanistan, killing all 89 aboard. The suspicion was a liquid explosive inside the water supply. No-one had yet claimed responsibility but it was expected that a militant Islamic group with ties to IS was responsible.

	Underneath the photographic was the caption: Sun sets over the wreckage of Flight 17.

	Something about that line bugged me, but I couldn’t work out what it was. 

	Something about sunset.

	It kept me awake for a long time.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	It was a yowling sound, high pitched, desperate. It cut through my dream. 

	It was the same dream, more or less, that I usually had; the one where I was supposed to be the girl who saved the world, and then got the guy who was clever or powerful or a rock star or a vampire or a sword-wielding hero. 

	But I never quite did. Someone else would always swoop in and do the saving, someone like Sarah or Ethan. Once it was even my mom. I was usually consigned to the sidelines, trying to think of something clever to say or do but never managing to do it. The world would always get saved without me. Worse still, sometimes my mom would go off with the hot guy.

	But now the screaming yeeeowww. 

	The dream dissolved around me. I realized the wailing wasn’t part of my sleep, it was real life. I opened my eyes to daylight. 

	I groaned and rolled over, inching back so that I could look up through the window.

	From up on the roof outside, two green eyes peered hopefully down. Black fur shone in the sun.

	I smiled. “Morning, Tinkmeister.”

	“Miaow?”

	I obligingly climbed out of bed and went to rescue Mr Tinkles. I didn’t blame him for climbing the tree from his own yard onto my roof: firstly because at his house there were four children under ten years of age, but mostly because he was probably trying to get away from the shame of his own name.

	I eased out of the bedroom window into the cool morning air. The white wooden sill was just wide enough for me to tiptoe on as I reached up to the gutter. After a year of rescuing Mr Tinkles I was quite adept at it. One day my mother would probably catch me and, given the two story drop down to the yard below, make my father nail the window shut.

	The Tinkmeister obligingly edged closer and let himself be picked up.

	I climbed back inside. “It’s nice to wake up to someone dark and handsome,” I told him, “but I’d prefer a lot less hair.”

	I set him down on my bed. He began to wash himself.

	From below, I heard the sound of the doorbell and the door opening.

	My mother called up: “Emma! Ethan’s here. He’s going to school with you.”

	I frowned. What? Ethan lived on the other side of the school. To get to my house he had to actually pass the school and keep going on. Lately he’d started doing weird things like this.

	“I’m not dressed,” I called back down. “Tell him to go ahead.”

	But Mom liked Ethan way too much for that. “Don’t be silly, dear, there’s heaps of time. Come down when you’re ready.”

	My brother, Ben, still in his pajamas, poked his head through my bedroom door. “Emma and Ethan sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-”

	I shut the door in his face. Ben was twelve and thought he was king of the world. Why were little brothers so annoying? Everyone with a younger brother all agreed that they were exactly the same: annoying.

	When I went downstairs, I found Ethan Brighton in the living room, watching the morning news. He jumped up, all blond hair and cheerful smiles.

	“Hey,” he said, “I needed my biology book back before class.”

	I rummaged in my bag and handed it over. “I would have found you.”

	“Emma!” Dad strode into the room, texting. “What the hell is that cat doing in your room again?”

	My father didn’t like the Tinkmeister, partly because he was allergic to cats, but mostly because he didn’t seem to like anything, ever. When I was young he must have played with me, as fathers are supposed to, but I had no memory of it. He hardly ever played with Ben either, even though Ben was the perfect age to take down to the ball park. Dad was always either working or sitting on his computer or finding fault with everyone. At night, when it would have been nice for him to help me with my homework, he was falling asleep on the sofa.

	“He couldn’t get down from the roof by himself.” I knew there was no point trying to be creative – my father wouldn’t buy it.

	“It’s a damned cat. If it can get up there, it can get down. I want it out of the house.”

	“Sure,” I said. I had no intention of doing so: my dad would be out until dinner.

	He picked up his briefcase and called out towards the kitchen: “I’m off, back at six.”

	“Okay,” Mom called back.

	Dad went out the front door, still texting.

	“Wait here,” I told Ethan, and went into the kitchen. The countertop was covered in bread and cheese and salad. Mom was packing Ben’s lunch and filling out an entry form to win a trip to Paris. She only entered competitions that offered Paris as its prize. So far, she hadn’t even left the USA. 

	Mom smiled conspiratorially. “I think he’s planning to ask you to the prom.”

	My heart stopped. “What, Ethan? Did he tell you that?” The idea of Ethan asking me to the prom was just . . . wrong. We were friends, and trying to be anything more would ruin it.

	“Of course he didn’t,” Mom said. “I can just see it. There’s no need to look so horrified.”

	I began to make a sandwich. “I don’t want to go to the prom with him.”

	“Most girls would love the chance - he’s an absolute angel.”

	“I don’t like him in that way. He’s just a friend.”

	“I think he wants to be more than a friend.”

	I threw whatever was on the counter into my sandwich. I didn’t want this conversation, not now, not ever. “I don’t want a boyfriend, and if I did have one it wouldn’t be him.”

	Mom threw up her hands. “Really? Well, forgive me for assuming you did, because you have a room full of romance novels.”

	I slapped the sandwich together. “They’re not romance novels, Mom, they’re just novels where girls happen to meet boys. Reading them doesn’t make me desperate for a boyfriend. I’m going to college; I’m going to get a job. I’m going to do something with my life. Then I’ll think about boyfriends.”

	“I didn’t say you were desperate, I’m just saying that a girl could do worse than Ethan.”

	“Sure,” I said, and my next words spilled out before I could stop them: “I could end up with someone like Dad.”

	My mother lifted her chin. “Real love is about sacrifice and commitment. It’s about sticking with someone even if they make your life less perfect than it could be.”

	I didn’t say anything; I’d already said too much. It’s just that, when I looked at my parents, I never really saw anything like real love. Just two people living together. 

	I felt the same about Ethan – that if we were a couple, I’d just be with him, not in love with him. If I was ever going to have a boyfriend, it would have to be about love, not just doing what other people expected me to do. If I hadn’t fallen in love with Ethan after three years, I doubted I would do it now.

	Mom folded the entry form, and sighed. “You know, if I was in Paris, I’d be having lunch right now. Maybe walking along the Seine.” 

	I rolled my eyes. Mom always knew exactly what time it was in Paris.

	I took the other door out of the kitchen to avoid Ethan and went back up to my room. The Tinkmeister was curled up happily on my bed. He yowled in greeting as I sat beside him. His fur was smooth and cool.

	Above me, mobiles shimmered in the daylight. My favorite was the silver moon and golden stars - when the afternoon sun caught it, they dazzled my eyes. Second was a totally girl mobile of pink and purple unicorns. The third mobile was a collection of smiley faces, each in a different color of the rainbow.

	I sighed. If anything, the mobiles from my childhood only reminded me that it was just over three months to my eighteenth birthday: the day that I was supposed to be an adult. The day I was supposed to be in control of my own life. Right now, I felt about as far from that as a person could get.

	“Tink,” I said, “I am not going to do this. I’m not going to end up doing a boring job, living a boring life. I’m going to do something that matters.”

	The Tinkmeister purred under my touch.

	I sighed. There were worse things than a normal life in an average suburb: I wasn’t a starving child in a famine; I wasn’t a refugee fleeing an oppressive regime. I wasn’t abused or an alcoholic or on drugs or a slave.

	But I wanted something more. Something more than marrying an accountant and working as a receptionist at a print factory. Something more than just not being a vet.

	I scratched the Tinkmeister under the chin. He arched his neck in joy. “You stay here as long as you like,” I cooed to him. “Just be gone before Dad gets home.”

	On my way out I shut down my laptop, but not before I caught another glimpse of the caption Sun sets over the wreckage of Flight 17.

	And that’s when I realized:

	Sunset in that part of the world doesn’t happen at the same time as on the east coast of the USA. Frantically, I searched for world time zones and found, to my growing horror, what I was looking for.

	The plane had exploded over Afghanistan at 3:05pm their time, the same time, to the minute, that Connor had fallen to the floor babbling about it. 

	In the morning.

	I sat motionless, reading and re-reading the article, double-checking the times. 

	But nothing would change; nothing would make me feel better, because it couldn’t.

	Connor had known about the plane . . . as it happened.

	I didn’t know what to think. Was he psychic? Was he a terrorist? Was it even my business to involve myself in his affairs?

	When I went downstairs, Ethan shouldered his backpack and grinned at me. I trailed behind him to the front door and as I went out, I heard the TV news report switch to the story about Flight 17. 

	89 Dead. Liquid bomb.

	When I found Connor Harman, I was going to ask him some questions.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	“Why were you away yesterday?” I asked. I didn’t want to tell Ethan what I knew about Connor. 

	We walked to school under trees that were leafing up for summer. The pavement was uneven in some places; I knew every crack and bump. We passed old Mrs Benjamin’s house - the wrinkly woman who spied on the whole street from behind the upstairs lace curtain; and Michelle Burns’ house – the girl voted most likely to fall pregnant before the end of school. Last on the street before the corner was Mr. Zaleski’s house, the man every parent warned their child to stay away from because he stood in his front yard and watched the children go by with his small eyes and tight little mouth.

	Ethan shrugged. “Had to stay home and make a lot of phone calls – family stuff.”

	“You blew off school to make phone calls?” 

	“Important phone calls,” he emphasized. “Things have changed; I might have to rethink my college choices. Have you had any acceptances yet?” 

	I shook my head. “They’ll come; I’m not exactly trying for brain surgery. Why do you have to change your choices?”

	Ethan ignored the question. “What did you go for in the end?”

	“Social work,” I said. “Counselling. Boring, but useful.”

	Ethan smiled. “Always the rescuer. You didn’t get that from your dad.”

	I snorted. “I got it from Mom. What did you sign up for?”

	He said, completely without pretention: “Theoretical Physics at Harvard, Psychology at UCLA, Applied Mathematics at Oxford, a few others.” 

	Ethan lived in an old house on a shabby street. His father, whom I had only met once, was hardly ever home. His mother wasn’t around. I had been to his house a few times, but Ethan didn’t like me to come over. He didn’t consider his home worthy enough. I had always felt a bit sorry for him, but he did have good looks, charm and intelligence, so it did kind of even out.

	“Wherever you end up,” I said wistfully, “think of me, still here, stuck in Stamford.”

	Ethan grinned. “I will remember you: Emma Hart, saving the world one cat at a time.”

	 

	At school, I left him to find Sarah before class. Sarah was wearing bright pink, with pink highlights and butterflies in her hair. I was probably the only person who understood she was doing it ironically.

	I wanted to tell her about Connor, but not until after I spoke with him.

	“Newsflash,” I said instead. “Mom thinks Ethan will ask me to the prom.”

	Sarah frowned. “Seriously? Would you do it?” Sarah felt the same as me; she liked Ethan, but she didn’t like-like him. It would be like dating a brother.

	“God, no. I just have to make sure he doesn’t get the chance to ask me.”

	“Or have a really good let-down ready.” 

	“But what kind of let-down?” I asked. “How do you make a guy feel okay about not wanting to be his girlfriend?”

	“Don’t know,” Sarah said. “Have you picked your subject for the Humanities assignment yet - maybe you can do male emotional attachment and use Ethan.”

	“But I want detachment,” I countered. “So maybe instead of trying to bring him on side, I can use negative reinforcement to make him ask someone else.”

	“Bingo.” Sarah high-fived me and left for class.

	 

	Just outside History class, I crouched against the wall and rummaged through my bag for the due assignment. Low to the ground and unnoticed, I witnessed something odd.

	Ethan was coming to the class from one direction, bag slung over his shoulder. Connor Harman approached from the other direction, his head down. There were students criss-crossing between them.

	Ethan saw Connor first. His face went from general ambivalence to absolute shock. 

	A second later, as though he knew he had been seen, Connor looked up. When he saw Ethan, a trace of a smile appeared.

	Ethan narrowed his eyes. He sauntered, almost strutted, towards Connor. They reached the classroom door at the same time.

	I watched, fascinated. Who would stand aside?

	It was Connor, oddly. I would have picked him to cut brusquely ahead into class, but instead he deferred to Ethan. 

	Ethan lifted his chin as he went past.

	Connor stood, head down. He pursed his lips and followed Ethan into class.

	When I entered the room, Melissa Atwell was all over Ethan, excitedly explaining to him that they were now partners and would spend four hours a week together until the end of semester.

	Ethan wasn’t listening. He stared ahead, his fists balled. 

	He spent most of the lesson like that.

	When the siren sounded, Connor was first out of the room. Ethan watched him go, eyes narrowed. 

	I packed my bag. “Do you know Connor?” 

	Ethan shook his head. “Never met him.”

	“He’s my study partner.”

	Ethan froze. “Him? You have to change him for someone else.”

	I nodded towards Mr. K. “Tried it already, but no go.”

	“Seriously, Ems, you need to change him.”

	“I thought you didn’t know him.”

	“I know his type. He’s trouble.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I can deal with him, Ethan. He’s just rude.”

	“That’s the least of his problems.” Ethan looked up at Mr. K. “I’ll ask for you.”

	“No, you won’t. I’ll solve my own problems – I don’t need you to hold my hand.”

	This was the Ethan I was seeing more of lately, the pushy friend who was beginning to meddle. It annoyed me that he was stepping it up to this new level - or trying to, because I wasn’t going to let him.

	I switched topic: “What was that thing you guys had at the door? The whole first-to-give-way-is-a-chicken thing?”

	Ethan looked sideways at me. “That’s just . . . he spots me as the alpha male good guy; he’s the troublemaker, we eye each other off and one gives way. He’ll get that all over the school until everyone figures how the pecking order works.”

	I smiled. “Alpha male? Seriously?”

	Ethan nudged my arm and laughed, but his eyes weren’t laughing. “Just be careful though,” he said more seriously, “if you have to be alone with him.”

	I frowned. “He’s not some guy in a dark alley at midnight – we’re study partners.”

	“I know, but like I said, I know his type. You can’t trust him.”

	“Thanks, Mom,” I said theatrically. “I’ll watch out for the bad boy.”

	But I didn’t plan to watch out for him, I planned to confront him.

	 

	After next class I stalked through the corridors, trying to find Connor before lunch. I found him stacking books in his locker, exuding a complete disdain for the world.

	I moved up alongside him and kept my voice low. “How did you know about flight 17?”

	Connor stayed buried in the locker. “Go away.”

	“At the exact moment you were on the floor ranting about eighty-nine people dying on flight 17, that plane blew up over Afghanistan. You knew it.”

	He glowered at me from under his hair. “Go. Away.”

	“I heard you say it.”

	“It was on the news.”

	“No,” I insisted. “It was before the news. I looked up the times, the time here and the time there. It was to the minute. And you knew the explosive was in the water. How could you possibly know that?”

	He didn’t answer. I could see his mind furiously working.

	“Because the thing is,” I said quietly, “if you don’t give me a good reason for how you knew about it, I’m going to have to think something about you that I don’t really want to think. And so will the police. And Homeland Security.”

	Connor slammed the locker door. He grabbed my arm and shoved me into an empty classroom. His grip was fierce.

	He pulled the door shut, pushed me away and rounded on me. “Why are you doing this?” he snarled. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” 

	I edged away: maybe Ethan was right about Connor not being safe. My arm ached from his grip.

	“Because you can’t just expect no-one to care. Eighty-nine people died and you knew about it.”

	“Most people wouldn’t care,” Connor growled. “Only meddlers like you.” 

	“You were on the floor, in pain,” I shot back. “I tried to help. You want to be left there next time?”

	“YES!” He raged at me. “I want to be left alone.”

	I stood my ground. “Then maybe you should be home-schooled.”

	Connor looked trapped. Murderous.

	I glanced about for something to defend myself with if he came for me - which, I felt, was a distinct possibility.

	Finally, he took a deep breath and let it go. 

	“Alright,” he said quietly. “How many people know about what happened?”

	I eyed him. “Just Sarah.”

	“You and Sarah?” 

	“Yes.”

	“Good.”

	 

	 . . . I stood in the corridor, a little confused. I had been on my way to somewhere.

	 Students brushed past me. My arm was sore.

	Where was I going? 

	I had no idea.

	Sarah bounced up behind me. “I was looking for you! I was going to tell you something, but I can’t remember what it is.”

	I sighed. “Hopefully you were going to tell me that Ethan asked someone to go to the prom.”

	Sarah grimaced. “No such luck. Let’s do lunch.”

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	At lunch, Sarah and I walked past the Barbies and the Mathletes to get to the Nobodies table.

	We Nobodies didn’t consider our title to be a bad reflection of ourselves, just an honest one. We formed a loose collection that was large and transient by nature, but the core was always the same.

	Angus the Scot was in full swing: “Don’t forget that in my home country,” he was telling Rob and Toby and Ethan, “our men like to get about in skirts with their bits flapping in the wind, and slap their ass-cheeks at the enemy.”

	Sarah put her tray down next to his. “You were born here, idiot.” 

	“It’s my blood we’re talking about.”

	Rob and Toby (I secretly though of them as Roby), were nonplussed. “Doesn’t make them gay.” Rob said.

	As I sat down, I saw Connor alone at a table across the room. He was leaning back, arms folded, staring at nothing.

	Ethan was already watching him.

	Sarah followed our gaze. “He’s sitting on his own. Ouch.”

	I shrugged. “He’ll be doing it for the rest of the year if he’s going to be so rude.” I actually did feel a little sorry for Connor – starting over in a new school was always hard. But he would make it harder on himself by not being approachable.

	Rob whispered something to Toby.

	“Mmm,” Toby murmured. “I wouldn’t say Bad Boy – I’d say Indi Rock Star. He’s a bit pretty.”

	“But the hair,” Rob tsk tsked. “The hair.”

	Angus eyed Connor. “He won’t get a prom date this late in the piece.”

	Sarah shook her head. “He’s not a prom kind of guy – not like Brandon Kilbey.” She sighed in Brandon’s direction.

	Brandon Kilbey was one of the Popular Guys, tall and good looking with a winning smile. Beset as he was by the Popular Girls, Sarah didn’t even blip on his radar. He didn’t know what he was missing out on.

	I cringed – too much talk about the prom. If Ethan asked me in front of everyone I would have to accept to save him the embarrassment of rejection. I had to stop that from happening.

	I turned to Toby. “So, you guys brave enough to turn up as a couple at the prom?”

	Toby glanced at Rob.

	“Why don’t you have me and Sarah as your dates?” I suggested. “That way we get to go, and you get some guy time without anyone suspecting.”

	Angus was indignant. “Hey! What if I wanted to ask one of you?”

	Sarah snorted at him.

	“I wasn’t talking to you,” Angus said loftily. “I was talking to Rob and Toby.”

	Everyone laughed. Ethan looked appalled. I felt cruel, but it had to be done. 

	“I’m serious,” I pressed. “Be our partners, have a few dances, then you can hang out together. We all go home together and no-one’s any the wiser.”

	“At least we’ll get a dance,” Sarah agreed.

	“What if Angus and I want to dance with you?” Ethan asked.

	“Of course you can,” I soothed, “you just wouldn’t technically be our dates.”

	Ethan frowned, maybe thinking of counter-offering.

	I eyed Rob. “What do you think?” 

	Rob looked to Toby. “I’m in.”

	Toby nodded. “Sure.”

	The bell sounded, saving me from any changes to the deal. 

	With a sinking heart, I realized that I didn’t have Connor in any more of my classes and would have to arrange study time with him. Mr. K wanted the plan by the end of the week.

	I rolled my eyes at Sarah. “I have to talk to Connor - he’s my study partner.”

	“Seriously? Ha hah, sister.”

	“Shut up.” 

	I stomped off to where Connor was still sitting, staring at his lunch. He ignored me.

	“Hey,” I said.

	His gaze flicked to me and then back to the table.

	“I’m Emma, I’m your History study partner. We need to pick a night and a place where we can meet.”

	He didn’t look up. “Tonight, your place. Seven.”

	I wanted to argue back that none of that was suitable; that how dare he choose where and when without even discussing it? The problem was, I had no actual reason to object.

	“Fine,” I growled. I wrote my address and phone number down on a serviette and pushed it towards him. “I’ll see you then.”

	Connor glanced at the serviette and then looked back to the table.

	Apparently dismissed, I turned and strode back to Sarah.

	“So?” Sarah asked. 

	I snorted. “I’d rather be paired with Eddie Collins.”

	Eddie Collins was a scrawny, pimpled-faced loser who tried to look down girl’s tops and spoke in a high-pitched, nasally whine. Right now, he was easily my first preference.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	“Why can’t you study in your bedroom like you do with Ethan and Sarah?”

	At the dinner table, I had been trying without success to negotiate one of the downstairs rooms to study in. Ben had claimed the living room for gaming with his friends; my mother was in the lounge room for her book club and my father was not about to give up his study.

	“Because I can’t,” I growled. “He’s rude and obnoxious and I’m not letting him anywhere near my private stuff.”

	Mom rolled her eyes. “So bring your computer down and study at the table.”

	I looked to my family. Dad met me with mild indifference. My brother was happy not to help.

	I slid back my chair and stood up. I really had no choice. 

	Half an hour later, I was in my room juggling my laptop and books when I heard a motorbike roar down the street and pull into my driveway.

	The doorbell rang. From inside my room, I heard my mother open the door.

	“Hi, I’m Connor.” His tone was not friendly, just matter-of-fact.

	I edged out into the hallway where I could look down. I could just see Connor’s shoulder, dressed in black leather. Mom gripped the door.

	Hello, Connor. That’s a very powerful bike for a seventeen year old.”

	Straight to the point and slightly insulting. That was my mother.

	“I’m eighteen.” 

	Oh.” Her disapproval was clear. “I guess you’d better come in then. Emma’s just getting her things; you’ll be working at the dining table.” 

	Connor walked inside, carrying a motorcycle helmet stuffed with riding gloves. 

	I sighed. Suck it up, princess.

	He was sitting at the table, dressed the same as school. His jacket, helmet and gloves had been placed on a chair. He removed some folders from his backpack, frowning. He didn’t look up at me.

	I unloaded my things onto the table. Through one door I could hear my brother’s games; through the other I could hear the chatter of my mother’s friends.

	“We have to study here,” I told him. “Everyone’s using all the other rooms.” 

	He didn’t answer. 

	I bit back my anger. What I wanted to do was be as rude and dismissive to him as he was to me, but I decided to be the better person.

	I sat down. “I just want to clear the air about something. Yesterday, when we first met, I told you about Mr. Saunders and you were like, completely rude to me. I was really offended by that. I still am.”

	He opened a file. He still hadn’t looked at me.

	“We can’t help that we have to work together,” I added, “but it would be nice if you made an attempt to be civil.”

	“Sure.” He was reading.

	I frowned. “Sure? That’s all you’ve got?”

	Connor looked up, finally. His eyes didn’t so much meet mine, as skate across my gaze. “You ask me to be civil, I’ll be civil.”

	I struggled for somewhere to go; Connor just didn’t have conversations like a normal person. Talking to him was like dragging heavy boots through thick mud.

	“So,” he said, “I’ve got an outline for this study plan.”

	“No, I’m sorry,” I insisted.

	He sat back and snorted at the ceiling.

	I leaned towards him. “Could you maybe apologize? That’s the polite thing to do when you make someone feel bad.”

	He spoke, still looking up: “I didn’t make you feel bad; you chose to feel that way.”

	“But you were so rude.”

	He looked down at me. “I’m rude to everyone. How you deal with it is your problem.”

	“I deal with it by feeling offended and asking for an apology.”

	He squeezed his forehead. 

	“Do you have a headache?” 

	“No.”

	I gave up. The apology was clearly out of the question.

	Connor pulled some papers from his backpack. “I’ve done Nazi Germany before. I’ve got a study plan we can adapt.”

	“How can you have done it before? This is the first year we’ve done it.”

	He glowered at me. “Because in Europe, the fact that one man so ruthlessly tried to take over the whole world resonates more deeply. The land still bears the scars, the people remember the darkness. Over there Lest We Forget isn’t even relevant, because whole countries can’t forget – it’s in every bomb wound in a church wall, in every field and forest rippled with trench mounds. I know this subject, in a way that no-one born in this country can.”

	I was stunned. Wow, that was almost . . . poetry. Who would have thought it from him? I couldn’t quite place his accent.

	“Where were you born?” I asked.

	“And that’s relevant, how?” He laid out the study plan on the table.

	I looked at his pages. “Since you’ve done it before, why don’t we just use your notes?”

	“Because you won’t learn by copying. You have to write it in your own words.”

	“And you get a free ride because you already know it all.”

	He frowned. “What part of having to nursemaid you is a free ride?” 

	I don’t need a nursemaid. I bit the words back. I’d actually been able to make him hold a real conversation, just for a moment. I had to build on that – if only so he might be less rude. 

	“So explain the study plan.” I said instead.

	Connor went through the pages. He detailed how we could break the massive topic of Nazi Germany down into three sections: the historical and political landscape that shaped the growing Adolf Hitler, the reign of Hitler in his heyday and the final chapter as the outside world realized the growing danger and allied together to bring down Germany’s war machine.

	I watched him talk, transfixed by this normal, almost passionate side to him. It was a full twenty minutes before I realized I hadn’t even offered him anything to eat or drink.

	When he paused, I jumped from my chair. “Would you like a drink?” I headed for the fridge. “Coke, mineral water, juice?”

	He nodded towards my father’s coffee machine. “Short black, if you can.”

	I crinkled my nose - that machine was straight out of NASA. “I don’t know how to use it. If you do, you’re welcome to it.”

	He went to the machine, switched it on and arranged a cup.

	I poured myself a juice. “That’s a very European thing,” I said. “You don’t see many American kids drinking black coffee.”

	He was curt. “It’s a myth: European teenagers drink no more coffee than Americans. People are ignorant.” 

	The machine squirted coffee.

	There really was no reply to that. I took out a tin of cookies and set it on the table as Connor sat down. He took an almond finger and dipped it in the coffee. 

	He was an odd combination, I thought, a mix of teenage aloofness and adult confidence. Now that I had him up close, I see could see just how good-looking he was: his high cheekbones and his full lips, the way his hair curled against his face.

	And his eyes. Brown, with gold highlights, they almost never met mine, not directly. They were compelling, intelligent, as if they saw everything that I was.

	But they gave nothing back, not even a hint of friendship.

	My mother walked into the dining room. “I need the cookies. Everything good in here?” She eyed Connor. 

	“It’s fine, Mom.” I handed her the tin.

	Mom gave Connor a look that made it clear he was only there with her generous dispensation. She went back to her friends.

	I studied Connor as he sipped his coffee. “You don’t do small talk, do you?” 

	He eyed me over the rim of his cup. “Because it’s small.”

	“But even a dumb conversation can still help you get to know someone.”

	“I don’t want to know anyone.” 

	“But you have some friends here? Somewhere?”

	“No.” He set his cup down and picked up some papers.

	Sensing I was losing him, I tried harder. “But won’t that be weird, not to know anyone at school? You’ll just be this odd outsider.”

	“It’s one semester and then college.”

	“Which college do you want?”

	Connor dropped the papers. “This is what I mean: who cares which college I want? Who cares if I go to college at all or take up guitar or sweep roads or become a suicide bomber? What does it have to do with you or anyone else?”

	I had no reply.

	“Ten minutes and we’re done. You can format this yourself - what have you got; Word, Publisher?”

	It was, literally, ten more minutes. He closed his notebooks and began to pack his bag. 

	“I’ll print this out and have it on Mr. K’s desk for Friday,” I told him.

	He didn’t answer: probably, I thought, because I had stated the glaringly obvious. I decided to play his own game and just stood there, watching him pack. He slid on his jacket, hefted his backpack over one shoulder, took his helmet and gloves and headed for the door. 

	I trailed behind, at a loss for how to behave when the person I had just spent over an hour with wouldn’t even go through the conventions of a normal goodbye.

	He opened the door and looked back at me. “Next Monday?”

	“I suppose,” I said. “But can we do your house?”

	“I’d rather not.”

	“Well, it can’t always be at my place, we have relatives coming to stay in a couple of weeks.”

	“Then we’ll deal with it in a couple of weeks. Monday at seven.” He walked down the steps.

	The polite thing to do, I knew, would be to wait outside until he had ridden away. But Connor Harman didn’t do polite, and quite frankly, I didn’t want to either. 

	I went inside and closed the door. I heard his bike start up.

	As much as it annoyed me, I couldn’t resist looking through the blinds to watch him leave. His bike was black and chrome and massive. If only he wasn’t such a jerk, he might actually be interesting.

	And I had a brilliant idea:

	Maybe he didn’t have to be such a jerk. Maybe, if someone tried hard enough, they might be able to create a better human out of him. 

	I would drop Ethan as my subject for my Humanities assignment and use Connor instead. Getting Ethan to not ask me to the prom was child’s play compared to getting Connor to just be nice. If I could use the behavioral techniques correctly then maybe, just maybe, I could help Connor be a normal, well-adjusted, nice person, instead of the self-indulgent creep he currently was. 

	“You watch out for that one.” It was my mother, passing through from the lounge room.

	I let the blinds fall. “Not interested, Mom. And neither is he.”

	My mother looked like she knew better.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	How was Mr Rude?

	The text arrived while I was still in bed. I texted back to Sarah that Mr. Rude had lived up to his name and was now my new Humanities assignment.

	As I left for school, I found my mother peering through the blinds beside the front door.

	She turned to me. “Has Ethan asked you to the prom yet?”

	“No, and he’s not going to.”

	“Yes, he is. He’s on the front lawn.”

	“What?” I squinted through the blinds. Ethan was standing on the grass, gazing down the street. Sunlight caught his hair. 

	I groaned. 

	“You had that sizzling hot boy here last night - I’d say Ethan’s feeling threatened.”

	I pulled a face. “He knows I can’t stand Connor, why would he -” I looked at my mother. “You didn’t like Connor - why would you call him hot?”

	“You don’t have to like a person to appreciate how they look. If I were single I would cougar his butt in three seconds.”

	“Eewww!” I gagged. “That’s gross.”

	Mom sighed. “At your age it’s gross, at my age its wishful thinking.” She backed away from the blinds. “And that’s why Ethan’s here. The hottie has him rattled.”

	“He’s not a hottie,” I sulked. “He’s obnoxious.”

	Mom strode off towards the kitchen. “An obnoxious hottie.”

	I snorted. Mom was right, unfortunately. Connor was hot – but he didn’t deserve to be. Why were all the good looks wasted on the bad guys? And not just guys like Connor, idiots like the Jocks and the Popular guys. Why couldn’t normal, everyday guys be gorgeous and nice?

	Ethan is. 

	Annoying, yet true. But he was nice in a nauseating, big brother kind of way. And now he was standing outside my house, probably with some lame excuse for why he was there, and possibly because he was going to force the issue and officially ask me to the prom.

	I steeled myself and went outside.

	“Hey!” Ethan was all sunlight and smiles. “Thought I’d walk with you again.”

	I laughed. “That’s twice this week – next time I’ll report you for stalking.”

	“I need to talk to you about something.”

	“Something that couldn’t wait until school.” God, I was beginning to sound like my mom.

	“It’s more of a personal thing,” he said. “But first, how was your study date with Connor?”

	I screwed up my face. “Please don’t use the words date and Connor in the same sentence. It’s bad enough he’s in my class without having to be in my house.”

	Ethan looked happy about that. A little too happy, I thought. I was already working furiously ahead, trying to out-think him.

	“So, about the prom,” he said, “I was hoping you might-”

	I threw up my hands. “Oh my God, don’t even talk to me about prom! Ever since we took on Rob and Toby it’s been what dress, what shoes, how do we have our hair? If I’d known it was going to be so hard, I wouldn’t go.” 

	Really, Emma? All this in one day? Luckily for me, Ethan had no idea of how girls worked.

	He frowned. “So it’s official then, this thing with the guys? I thought it was just a suggestion.”

	“It’s official. I’m so saved from the trauma of waiting to be asked – which wouldn’t have happened anyway.”

	“But what if someone did?” 

	I snorted. “I’m not interested in anyone at school and no-one’s interested in me.”

	His lips tightened. “But what if someone was? Or what if I wanted to ask you?”

	I fought my mounting panic. “You’re sweet to try and save me, but seriously, you’re like my big brother. There are so many girls who want you to ask them for real. Here, I’ll write a list.”

	I pulled a pen and paper from my bag.

	He sulked. “I don’t want a list. I would only ask someone I was actually interested in.”

	“They might be on the list.” I started to jot down names.

	Ethan trudged angrily beside me. 

	I felt bad for him, but I wasn’t going to change my mind. 

	Maybe years from now, I thought, when I’m old and miserable because I married some loser late in life, I’ll look back at this moment when I turned Ethan away and wonder what I was thinking.

	But life wasn’t always like that. Life could turn on a dime. If I was lucky enough to have Ethan interested in me now, there was potential that I might find someone else later too.

	When I was ready.

	 

	At lunch, Sarah and I sat outside and ran through the technicalities of the Humanities project. I could see Connor in the distance, slouched on a bench.

	I frowned at him. “He really doesn’t care what anyone else thinks.”

	“It’s last semester,” Sarah pointed out. “Why should he bother?”

	“Well, I’m going to change that.” I opened my book and read aloud: “Brief description of subject.” 

	I spoke aloud as I wrote down: “Rude, aloof, disconnected, unwilling to participate in normal human interaction.”

	Sarah flicked me a wry grin. “They’ll never pick that as Connor.”

	 “Behavioral change required. To be nice.”

	“That’s a bit general - what’s nice, exactly?”

	 I chewed the end of my pen. Then I wrote: “To demonstrate helpfulness and a willingness to interact socially.”

	“If you can make him do that by the end of semester, you have so earned an A.”

	I bit my lip. “Too big?”

	Sarah looked over at Connor. “You could always do art instead of psychology.”

	I looked through my behavioral therapy notes. Some of them weren’t from the school syllabus; I’d downloaded them in order to make the most of my assignment. 

	“Most of the techniques are verbal, which won’t work because he’s not exactly a conversationalist. The big one will be mirroring – where I mirror his actions in a one-on-one setting to -” I squinted at my notes, “induce a coherency in our conversation. If I copy what he does, he should unconsciously come onside. Also, I need to make a lot of eye contact and make myself open to him by using body language that implies honesty and interest.”

	Sarah snorted. “Good thing you switched to Connor - you try that on Ethan and he’d be all over you.”

	“With Ethan I’d do the opposite - shut myself down and be generally evasive.”

	She laughed. “You mean, what Connor does to everyone else.”

	I smiled. “You think he’s done Humanities before?”

	“He’s barely human as it is.”

	 

	On Saturday morning I found my father reading the paper in the kitchen. My mother was emptying the dishwasher. 

	I leaned on the countertop. “Dad, can you show me how to make a short black?”

	My father looked up. “Since when do you drink coffee?”

	“My study partner does. I want to make him one when he comes.”

	Mom raised an eyebrow. I frowned back: not what you’re thinking, Mom.

	My father shrugged. “It’s really just a button.”

	It really was just a single button, once he’d shown me how to turn the machine on and let it ready itself. He demonstrated how to choose the size, position the cup and hit the one button that did all the work. Then he explained what to do if the machine indicated it was out of coffee beans or water.

	As he talked, I found myself oddly enjoying it. I didn’t really connect with my father anymore. We had nothing in common except the house we lived in. Our lives only intersected at dinner time, if even then.

	But for five minutes, while Dad enthusiastically explained how to make a great coffee and I watched his every move, everything was perfect. This was how a father should be, I thought - interested and helpful. This was how I should be - open to advice and keen to learn from a parent.

	It wasn’t how it was, most of the time. But in that moment, I enjoyed it for what it was.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	Monday morning brought rain and wind and an approaching storm. I walked into Math class to see Connor slumped in his chair. 

	I adopted a similar posture to his, although not quite as arrogant and disconnected. I set my bag in the same position as his. Throughout the class I made a purposeful attempt to subtly mirror his actions, leaning forward, flicking through my book, placing my pencil end against my chin.

	Sarah, beside me, tried not to giggle.

	As the class emptied, I packed my bag at the same time as Connor did. I looked across to him. 

	“Are you okay riding to my place with the storm tonight?”

	He didn’t look up. “It’s only water.”

	“They’re predicting tornadoes,” I didn’t want him not to come, but I wanted to make it clear that his personal safety was a priority. All part of the plan.

	“It’s only wind.”

	I held up my hands. “Okay, I’m fine if you are. I just thought that if you felt safer staying home, we could re-schedule.”

	“Safety is subjective.”

	Connor shouldered his bag and left.

	I pulled a face after him. “Safety is subjective.”

	Sarah shook her head. “B minus,” she sympathized. “Maybe even C.”

	 

	This time I had the living room. I put my laptop on the coffee table between two corner sofas, laid out my notes and turned the coffee machine on.

	Outside, wind lashed the house. Shutters banged against frames. Over all the noise, I heard Connor’s bike pull into the driveway. 

	Mom poked her head into the room. “Since your father’s out, tell him to bring his bike up inside the garage.”

	“You tell him. He doesn’t take advice from me.”

	“He’s your problem.”

	I sighed and dragged myself to the front door. Outside, Connor was removing his helmet. I braced myself against the wind and went down to him. My hair blew across my face.

	“Mom thought your bike might be safer in the garage.”

	Connor looked across to the garage, then up at the tree above. He handed me his helmet, and pushed his bike up the driveway. 

	The helmet was freezing on the outside and warm on the inside. I wondered if he would have moved his bike if I’d suggested it.

	He came back, removing his backpack and jacket. He was wearing a black shirt with a blood red t-shirt underneath and black jeans and leather boots. His hair was wild in the wind. I wondered what my mother’s reaction would be if I ever brought home a boyfriend as darkly intense as Connor. Would she be thrilled at me actually having a boyfriend, or would she freak out that it wasn’t Ethan, the golden boy? 

	It would be the latter, of course.

	We went inside. As Connor set down his things, I asked him if he would like a coffee.

	“I can make a short black,” I added.

	He nodded.

	I bounced off towards the kitchen. I didn’t know if my good mood was because I could use the coffee as a tool for my Humanities assignment, or because I could finally give Connor something he appreciated. A little from A, and a little from B, I supposed. 

	I brought it back and set it down with a plate of cookies and a hot chocolate for myself. 

	“Not so noisy around here this time,” I said. “And we’ve got the comfy chairs.”

	Connor picked up his coffee and sipped it.

	I realized that again, I had stated the obvious, so I sipped my hot chocolate. It led to a silence that I was desperate to fill, but I resisted the urge.

	Connor had no problem with the silence. He used it to organize his notes. When he was finished, he leaned forward, rested his arms on his knees, and looked at me.

	“Where would you like to begin?”

	I shrugged. “Any ideas?” 

	“Not your nursemaid.” 

	I sighed and tapped my laptop. “We start with Wiki,” I said. “Search for articles dealing with Germany before Hitler came on the scene. We make a timeline of events from nineteen hundred – things that might have shaped his life.”

	Connor nodded.

	“And also keep an eye out for things that might happened before he was born.” I was thinking on my feet now. “Political or religious viewpoints that might have shaped his parents or his country. Even now people still have this kind of one-sided view about the Jewish people – Germany would have been the same.”

	I looked down to where the Wikipedia page was already up. “I know we’re not allowed to get all our information from here, but it might lead us to some actual books.”

	“I have texts at home. They’re too valuable to bring in the rain. Maybe next time.”

	“Great.” I mimicked his pose. 

	Outside, rain hammered overhead. The wind screamed. 

	Connor and I bent to the task. More accurately, it was me who did the work. I jotted notes and references and skipped from site to site. I commented sometimes, but I didn’t talk on and on, not the way I would have with Ethan or Sarah. There was no cheerful, casual banter. 

	It was efficient, I had to admit. We did a lot more than I might have done with anyone else. It was remarkable how much could be achieved when there was no chance of getting off topic or wasting time on YouTube. We worked for almost two hours.

	Then abruptly, the house plunged into darkness. The internet connection dropped out. My laptop stayed on battery power, filling the room with a blue-white glow.

	“Damnit!” My mother, from the dark. 

	I sat back. “I guess we’re done.”

	Connor’s eyes were black in the laptop glow. He started packing up his books. Outside, the wind was furious.

	A candle appeared in the doorway, followed by my mom.

	“Connor, I’m not happy about you riding home in this storm. They’ve forecast tornados.”

	“I’ll be fine.” 

	“There isn’t a mother in the world that would let her child ride around in this. You’re staying over and it isn’t up for debate.”

	I was horrified. Connor was staying in my house?

	Connor sat back and looked at my mother. “I’m fine.”

	“And I’m not going to open the garage door. We have a spare room made ready for our guests so you can use that. I’ll find you a pair of pajamas and feel free to have a shower if you like. Please ring your mother.”

	Connor set his jaw. He looked ready for a fight. 

	My mother stared him down.

	To my surprise, Connor relented. “Whatever. I don’t have a phone - I’ll need to borrow yours.”

	“Out here.” My mother showed him the way. “And who doesn’t have a phone at your age?”

	I simultaneously hated and loved how my mother could boss Connor about and get away with it.

	Mom set the candle next to the phone in the kitchen.

	“I’ll set a torch up in your bedroom,” she called back to me, and went into the darkness, probably to check on Ben. I heard Connor dial the number and mutter something into the phone.

	I felt sick. 

	It was true. It was happening.

	Connor Harman was sleeping over.

	 

	


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	Connor came back from the kitchen without the candle.

	“Sorry,” I said, awkwardly. 

	He wordlessly packed his bag. 

	“Do you really not have a phone?” 

	“There are entire cultures in the world where no-one has ever seen a phone.”

	“Don’t you miss it? What if you need to call someone in an emergency?”

	He frowned. “Emergencies are rare and in the event of one, every other person has a phone.”

	“But . . .” I didn’t really know what came after “but.” The idea of not having a phone, of not having something to do when you were bored, not being able to text friends, or play games or listen to music – what would someone do?

	He sighed. “How small we’ve all become, when we can’t function without something to distract us.”

	“It’s not about being distracted,” I countered. “The Internet gives us the whole world. Tweeting and Facebook and everything.”

	He snorted. “And while your head is busy with information and chatter, your body is deprived of the real world. There are now people that will never have a physical relationship because they hide behind their technology. They grow fatter and sadder and die alone. There are children who cannot climb trees or trust an animal or find any joy in the world except through their computer games. On this path the human soul will wither and shrink until you are only shadows of humans.”

	He looked towards the storm-battered window. “Sometimes,” he muttered, “I wonder if it’s worth the effort.”

	I was amazed. Words like poetry, again. 

	I said quietly: “I never thought of it like that before.”

	“No-one ever does.” He shouldered his bag. “Show me the room.” 

	In truth, I could have talked for hours with him, if he’d let me. I took him up the stairs. A candle on the balustrade lit the way.

	There were two more candles already inside the spare room, flickering wildly in the gusts that eked through the window frame. Long pajamas had been laid out on the bed.

	“This is you,” I said. “Bathroom just across the hall and if you need anything, I’m down the end on the right.” Not that Connor knocking on my bedroom door was something I wanted. God, no.

	“I won’t need anything.” 

	“Good, then I’ll see you in the morning.” 

	In my room, a torch stood upright on the bedside table; the light hit the ceiling in a circle. Inside the circle drifted unicorns and stars.

	I changed into my pajamas, then turned off the torch and stood at the bedroom window, watching the rain splat against the glass. Lightning struck, zapping the whole neighborhood with brilliant white, searing the image into my eyes.

	I wondered what Connor was doing. Did he stare out the window like me? Was he wearing the pajamas? Was he awake, thinking those poetic thoughts? Did he maybe wonder what I was doing?

	I didn’t think so. If Connor was going to bed, then he was in bed already, trying to sleep.

	Lightening cracked outside the window. I jumped, startled by its nearness. The storm was right overhead.

	“Miaow!” A plaintive plea cut through the thunder.

	God . . . no. 

	I waited, just in case I had been wrong. But there it was again - a weak, desperate cry for help.

	Groaning, I wrenched my window open. The shutter slammed against the house. I shone the torch up into the night. Against the thrashing rain I could just make out the thin, drenched form of Mr. Tinkles. His eyes were yellow in the torchlight.

	“You have got to be kidding!” I shouted up at him. “Now?”

	“Miaow!” 

	He’d probably climbed on the roof to get away from the kids after school, and been stuck there as the storm hit. He was wet and shivering and terrified.

	I couldn’t leave him.

	I climbed out onto my window sill. Freezing rain soaked me in seconds. Against the suck of the wind, I heaved myself up and grabbed the overhead gutter. One hand flailed against the roof, trying to grab Mr. Tinkles.

	But he was just out of reach and he wasn’t coming any closer.

	“Come on, Tink,” I urged him. “Give me something.”

	The Tinkmeister stayed put.

	“Damnit! Help me, you stupid animal.”

	I tried to grab him and overstretched. The wind slammed me against the shutters. I slipped, lost my footing, and only recovered by spinning and hurling myself backwards through the window. I struck the floor heavily on my hip.

	I crawled to my hands and knees. Everything hurt. 

	I couldn’t rescue the Tinkmeister. Either he would stay there all night, or I would need help. 

	Mom would freak if she knew I had gone out onto the windowsill. Dad wasn’t home and even if he was, he would refuse and nail the window shut. My brother was too short and would tell on me anyway.

	That left only one person in the house who was tall enough to reach the Tinkmeister.

	I closed my eyes. 

	No.

	Connor Harman was the last person in the world I wanted to ask for help. The last person I wanted in my private space.

	“Miaow?” The Tinkmeister’s pleading cut through the storm.

	Damn it. 

	There was no other choice. It was deal with Connor, or leave the Tinkmeister outside all night. Climbing to my feet, I wrapped a dressing gown around my wet pajamas and trudged down the corridor.

	I tapped gently but urgently on Connor’s door, half hoping he wouldn’t hear me. I almost preferred to brave the storm again than deal with him.

	The door opened a little. Black hair fell across the gap and through it, one eye regarded me warily.

	“I need your help,” I said.

	“No.” The door closed.

	I gaped incredulously. What the? I knocked again, harder.

	The door opened a crack. He growled: “What?” 

	“I seriously need your help. There’s a cat stuck on the roof and I can’t reach it.”

	“I don’t do saving cats.”

	“Well I don’t do leaving them to freeze in a storm all night. I tried to get him myself but I nearly fell, so if you wouldn’t mind, get your butt out here and help me. Please.”

	The door swung open. My thank you was blown from my mind by the sight of him standing bare-chested in my father’s blue pajama pants. 

	He was built. He worked out a lot. Not bulky, but smooth and toned and muscular, none of which had been obvious under his long-sleeved shirts.

	I stood, drinking it in.

	“You done?”

	He was frowning at me. 

	I blushed.

	“Sorry,” I managed to say. “I’m used to seeing my dad in those pants and you’re . . . obviously not my dad.”

	“Show me the cat or go away.”

	I led him down the hallway, embarrassed and flushed and a little overcome. As Connor walked into my room, I was freaking out. Half of me didn’t want him anywhere near my private things, the other half was still wrestling with the idea that he was suddenly more than just an obnoxious jerk. He was an extremely intelligent, seriously built, obnoxious jerk.

	Wind and rain howled into my room. Posters flapped and mobiles spun wildly. Connor headed for the window.

	“Out here?” He looked out and up into the storm. Rain lashed his face.

	I set the torch back on the table and pointed to the spot where the Tinkmeister was cowering. “In the gutter. He won’t come if you call.”

	“I won’t call.”

	It was over quickly. One moment Connor was facing into the storm, in the next he grasped the window frame and smoothly pulled himself up and out the window. Seconds later he dropped into the room, holding a spitting, hissing Tinkmeister by the scruff of his neck.

	The Tinkmeister spun and scratched Connor down the arm. Connor let go. The cat thudded to the floor and sprinted to the far corner under my bed.

	Connor looked at the scratch running down his arm. It was bleeding. He was soaked through.

	I snatched a towel from my bed and offered it to him. He took it, tilted his head back and scuffed his hair dry. His body, dripping wet, shone in the torchlight. Rivulets of water ran down his chest. 

	I felt a little weak. I dropped to my hands and knees to look for the Tinkmeister so I wouldn’t be caught staring a second time.

	Under my bed, Tink was lost in the corner shadows. He emitted a long, guttural growl.

	“He’s not usually so ungrateful.” I looked up at Connor and wished I hadn’t – from that angle he was even more impressive. I averted my eyes and got to my feet to close the window.

	Connor dried his chest. “Animals dislike me. Are we done?”

	“What about the scratch? It’s bleeding.”

	“Superficial.” He handed me the towel and left the room.

	I ran after him. He was walking down the hallway, all muscle and sinew, moving with a smooth and easy grace. Did he normally move like that? I hadn’t noticed. Maybe it was more obvious when he was wearing less clothing.

	“I’m sorry,” I called after him. “Sorry you got all wet and cold, but, thank you.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Can you please not mention this to my parents – Dad hates Mr. Tinkles and doesn’t want him in the house. He’s the neighbor’s cat.”

	Connor paused, one hand on his bedroom door. He frowned back at me. “You risked your life to save a cat that isn’t even yours?” 

	I shrugged. “He needed help. Anyone would do the same.”

	“I wouldn’t.” Connor walked into his bedroom.

	I smiled after him. “You idiot,” I whispered. “You just did.” 

	 

	


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	A loud roar cut through my dream. I didn’t have to look out a window to know that Connor Harman was disappearing down the street into the storm-swept morning. At the end of my bed, the Tinkmeister lazily yawned.

	It wasn’t unexpected that Connor would leave so early, but I still wondered what it would be like to have breakfast with him.

	Probably a nightmare, I realized. He would be brooding and sullen and my mother, flitting about the kitchen issuing rapid-fire instructions, wouldn’t have helped. My father, who hadn’t even met Connor yet, would probably hate him on sight.

	I rolled over; it was still before six and far too early to get ready. Too early to text Sarah and tell her to meet up outside the school so I could give her all the details before classes began.

	But as soon as the right time came, that’s exactly what I did.

	 

	“No! Seriously? She made him stay over?” 

	We hovered at the front of school. Sarah was wearing a shirt of giant red polka dots. Into each dot she had drawn a variation of a smiley face with black pen. Some of them weren’t smiling at all.

	When I got to the part about Connor shirtless and wet, Sarah could barely contain herself.

	“Oh my God,” she breathed. “He sounds so whoa! Who would have thought it?”

	“Still rude and annoying,” I said, “but built like a God.”

	“Who’s built like a God?” Ethan was suddenly there, between us, smiling. Maybe hoping we were talking about him.

	“Connor,” Sarah said loftily. “He stayed over at Emma’s house last night.”

	I cringed: I hadn’t intended to tell anyone except Sarah, and certainly not Ethan.

	“He stayed over? In your house?” Ethan was horrified.

	I shrugged. “Mom wouldn’t let him ride home in the storm. It was kind of a nightmare come true.”

	“And yet you know he’s built like a God.”

	Sarah nudged Ethan’s arm, trying to diffuse the moment. “Not what you think – he saved the Tinkmeister, in his pajamas.”

	Ethan frowned. “Harman doesn’t do saving.”

	“I made him,” I said. “We’re not exactly best friends over it.”

	“But he still did it.”

	I narrowed my eyes. How dare Ethan stand there and act like Connor had crossed some kind of line?  I resented Ethan’s implied ownership of my life - it was like he’d made me his girlfriend and just not bothered to tell me.

	 “Ethan,” I said coolly, “no offence, but if my study partner who I didn’t ask for and who I don’t like, stays in my house because my mother made him do it, and I see him with his shirt off and tell my best friend about it, it’s not really any of your business. I’m going to have to deal with him until the end of semester, and so are you.” 

	I shouldered my bag. “So toughen up.” 

	I strode off. Sarah hurried to catch me.

	I growled: “The last time Connor was at my place Ethan camped out on the street and tried to ask me to the prom the next day – God knows what he’s going to do now.”

	“I’m sorry,” Sarah said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. But really, it’s none of his business.”

	“It’s not your fault.”

	“You think he’ll still try to ask you to the prom?”

	I shrugged. “Not now - I’m mad at him, right?”

	Sarah grinned.

	 

	In Math class, I was hoping for some kind of greeting. Connor had, after all, spent the night in my house and been shirtless in my bedroom. But he didn’t even acknowledge I was in the room.

	Sarah just rolled her eyes and mouthed Mr Rude.

	Halfway through the class, I twisted around to take my ruler from my bag. 

	Connor was looking at me. 

	He looked away. His hair fell and his eyes were lost.

	I looked back to the front. 

	Then I couldn’t help it, and turned back. I waited maybe five seconds, just long enough to see him look up at me again, then look away just as fast.

	I turned back to my work, smiling. It was the first time I’d seen something from Connor that wasn’t simply a reaction to whatever was happening around him. He had looked at me – he had been looking at me when I first caught his eye.

	The Humanities project was working. After a night of mirroring he was just that teensiest bit more normal. Maybe I did have what it took to work in the social sciences field after all.

	After class, Sarah and I parted in the corridor. I saw Connor walking ahead: I really needed to ask him about the next study night.

	Abruptly, Ethan exploded out of a side corridor, grabbed Connor, and shoved him into an empty classroom. Connor didn’t put up a fight.

	I couldn’t help myself – I hurried to the door to listen. I heard Connor’s voice, low and threatening.

	“Touch me again and you’re gone.”

	Ethan was tense. “Why here? Why now?”

	“Because it is. Maybe God has a plan.”

	“As if.” A pause, and then: “I don’t care what else you do, but you stay the hell away from Emma.”

	Connor snorted. “Emma doesn’t want you. She’s too smart and worthy to be your girlfriend and you know you can’t make her.”

	“Now that we know where you are, others are coming.”

	“It doesn’t matter how many come.”

	“One day, it might.”

	“Keep your evil to yourself,” Connor growled. “I don’t want a lover and I won’t drag anyone else down with me when the time comes.”

	“You keep it that way.”

	Connor’s voice lowered. “Threaten me again and I’ll make her like me. And I’ll make you watch.”

	“You try it.”

	A chair pushed back. “Stay out of my way, Brighton, or I’ll End you in a heartbeat.” 

	I scooted backwards. Connor opened the door. He glared at me, caught off guard. 

	“Did Ethan come in here?” I asked brightly, loud enough for Ethan to hear. “I need to speak with him.”

	Connor pushed past and strode away.

	Ethan came out, shouldering his bag. “Emma?” He frowned after Connor.

	“I was looking for you.” I said, “I wanted to apologize for being tetchy earlier. I meant what I said, but I could have been nicer about it.”

	Ethan watched Connor disappear around the corner. “Thanks.”

	We turned and headed towards History class. 

	“Seriously though,” he added, “I know you’re just trying to help him fit in, but he attracts trouble. You should leave him alone.”

	“Trust me,” I told him, “except for study, he’s on his own.”

	But all through History class, with Connor slouching on the other side of the room and Ethan sulking silently beside me, I couldn’t help re-running the conversation through my head.

	How did they know each other and why did Ethan pretend that they didn’t? Who were the others Ethan said were coming and why did Connor call Ethan evil? What did Connor mean about dragging people down with him when the time came? What was he planning, exactly?

	Somehow those parts, as curious and disturbing as they were, paled beside the important facts: Connor thought I was smart and worthy. He referred to me as a potential lover (even though he didn’t want one), and he’d said that he could make me like him.

	And all through that history lesson, as Mr. K droned on about Nazi Germany and the politics that led to the rise of Hitler, I imagined scene after scene in which Connor did make me like him.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	I didn’t tell Sarah what I’d overheard, partly because I wasn’t sure that Sarah could keep it to herself, but mostly because there was something dangerous about the relationship between Connor and Ethan. Whatever it was, I didn’t want to involve my best friend.

	On Wednesday night, my father told me that he and Mom were having a dinner party on the Friday and asked if I could study at Connor’s house. Ben was going to have a sleepover and the adults were looking forward to some civilized grown-up time. 

	I translated that into we’re going to drink a lot and have all kinds of discussions that aren’t appropriate for teenagers. 

	I dreaded that conversation with Connor. Thursday morning, I found him in History class. He sat stiffly, gripping the edges of his desk. 

	“I have to talk to you about tomorrow.”

	He didn’t answer. Or look at me.

	“Are you okay?” 

	“Go . . . away.” The words were strained.

	I wanted to know what was wrong with him, maybe even help, but his expression said that I was not welcome to try.  I hoped he wasn’t going to have another seizure.

	He spent the first ten minutes of the class looking like he was in traction. Slowly, he recovered. When class was over, I tried again. He looked up as I approached his desk.

	“Problem with tomorrow night,” I told him. “We can’t do my house. Can we do yours?”

	His mouth tightened. 

	I explained: “My parents are having a dinner party and they want the house to themselves. We could go down to the mall and sit in a café -”

	“I hate the mall.”

	“I looked at the public library but it closes early on Fridays. My dad will sweeten the deal by dropping me off and paying for a cab back.”

	Connor pushed his chair back. “Whatever.”

	I handed him my notebook. “I need the address.”

	He wrote down an address on Van Wagenen Avenue, Parsonage Point. I tried not to look surprised – Parsonage Point was the most expensive suburb in the area. 

	“What time would you like me there?” 

	The answer was an indifferent shrug. 

	“I don’t want to come while you’re having dinner,” I told him, “but Dad needs to be back home by seven. It might be awkward if your parents are eating while I’m there.”

	Connor picked up his bag. “My parents won’t be in. Arrive whenever you want.” He walked away.

	I watched him go. Parsonage Point? How could someone like him live there? Parsonage Point kids were all plastic prep-school clones, buffed and blonded and driven by their moms in Prius’ and Hummers. They weren’t . . .

	I watched him go, in his dark jeans and black gloves, his hair an unkempt tangle.

	He was exactly what the Parsonage Point people were not.

	 

	I didn’t tell Sarah I was going to Connor’s house. I didn’t want Ethan to know. It wasn’t lying, exactly; it was just an omission of convenience.

	 

	That afternoon, as I said goodbye to Sarah and headed down the school steps, I saw Ethan greeting two people waiting outside: a pale red-headed girl a couple of years older than Ethan, and a tanned, blond man, maybe five years older. 

	Ethan gave them a welcoming hug. He was about to leave with them when his attention was drawn over to the left. He tapped the girl on the arm and nodded at something. 

	I followed their gaze. 

	It was Connor, crossing the parking lot to his bike. Even though he was walking in the other direction and hadn’t seen them, his shoulders stiffened. He turned and looked at them. His eyes were hidden behind black sunglasses. 

	Ethan and his friends met Connor’s gaze in a silent standoff. 

	I watched them, fascinated. What was it with them? 

	Ethan and Connor must have known each other when they were younger, I decided. There had been some kind of tension between them. Connor had been away from the area for a while and now just moved back in, to find himself at the same school as his old foe. Ethan, feeling outnumbered, was calling in the reserves.

	But for what? I wondered. Was it a drug thing? A gang war? What else could two high school students be so tense about? 

	Connor turned away. Ethan and his friends watched him go, unsmiling. 

	I bounced down the steps and went to break up their little party.

	“Hey, Ethan!” I said brightly. “Catch you tomorrow.”

	“Sure,” Ethan said, but when I didn’t leave he was forced to say: “Emma, this is Bartholomew and Ingrid. They’re staying with me for a while.”

	I said hi, enjoying the fact that while I did, Connor was riding away and they couldn’t watch him go.

	“Where are you from?” I asked.

	“Belgium,” said Bartholomew. “Call me Bart.”

	“Hawaii,” said Ingrid. “Nice to meet you.”

	“And you’ve both come at the same time,” I said. “Family reunion?”

	“You could say that,” Bart said. “We’re practically cousins.”

	I didn’t like his smile. 

	I said goodbye and left. When I looked back, it was to see the three of them watching me go. Ethan was explaining something. 

	Connor Harman’s study buddy, I could almost hear him saying. 

	For some reason it really annoyed me.

	 

	After school on Friday, I thought about dressing up for Connor’s house - I was going to Parsonage Point, after all. Then I decided against it: Connor wasn’t the dressing up type and his parents wouldn’t be there anyway. I might as well be comfortable. I picked a pair of faded cargo pants, a long sleeved t-shirt and a hoodie. I tied my brown hair back in a ponytail, decided it looked too much like I’d made an effort, and let it out again. I put my laptop and notes into my backpack.

	I left with my father just before five-thirty.

	I tried not to be nervous – all we were going to do was sit and Google Nazi Germany and possibly use the books Connor had mentioned. It was a perfectly normal thing to do and we had already done it twice at my house.

	But this time I would be half an hour away from my home, in an unknown environment, without parental supervision and with a study partner who, apart from being difficult to get on with, was hiding something. 

	Something that even Ethan, my good friend for the last three years, wouldn’t talk about.

	“You okay?” my dad asked. We edged along in peak hour traffic.

	“Sure,” I said. “Why?”

	He gave a wry smile. “Usually you’re babbling on at a million miles an hour. Now all I get is silence.”

	“That was when I was a kid. Tell me the last time I went on about something.”

	“Ben being allowed to go to Steamboat Springs for the school ski trip.”

	I frowned. “Yeah, well, that wasn’t really fair. I never got to go.”

	“It was the recession. Schools have more money now.”

	“You and Mom still owe me.”

	“So pick a college somewhere interesting - study in Paris and give your mom an excuse to go there.”

	“Thanks a lot.” I didn’t really mean it – I was actually happy to have some talk time with my father that didn’t involve being told off for something. 

	“Besides,” I added, “I’m not entirely sure I’ll have my pick. My grades are only reasonable, not brilliant – I haven’t even had an offer yet and just about everyone else I know has. In the end I’ll just take whatever comes.”

	“Remind me what you’re heading for? I remember veterinary surgeon.”

	I shrugged. “Turns out I’m not smart enough.”

	“Didn’t you also want to be an aerobics instructor?”

	“Dad! I was in love with Mom’s instructor, and I was like, twelve.”

	“So what is it now?”

	“Social Sciences,” I told him. “Learning about people, how they think, how society acts. I’d like to help people.”

	My father nodded. “You’ll do fine, whatever you choose.”

	I looked at him. “Really?” His confidence was reassuring.

	“Sure. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders; you’ll make the right choices. I don’t have to worry about you.”

	I smiled and stared out the window. Coming from my dad, that was a massive compliment. Was this one of those father-daughter moments that they talk about, I wondered, one of those times that I’d look back on and think to myself, just then, when Dad said that, I knew I was going to be okay.

	Probably. There were so few genuinely nice moments between me and my father these days that undoubtedly this one would stay in my memory.

	We drove along Stuyvesant Avenue towards Parsonage Point, past mansion after mansion. My father let go a slow whistle.

	“Your boy’s parents must have some money.”

	“You wouldn’t think so, to look at him.”

	“What are his parents like?”

	“I haven’t met them.”

	“Guess we’ll find out.”

	I winced. I hadn’t mentioned the part about Connor’s parents being out just in case my dad freaked about me being alone in the house with a boy he’d never met (and of whom my mother had probably not given the most glowing review).

	“They aren’t in tonight.”

	“Oh,” said my father, in that disapproving way that parents can say a single word.

	“It’s okay, Dad,” I reassured him. “He’s rude and odd but he’s not, you know, a bad guy. He just keeps to himself.”

	Dad frowned. “That’s what the neighbors always say when they find out they’ve been living next to a serial killer. Does he garden at nighttime too?”

	“Oh my God, it’s not like he’s luring me here - he doesn’t even want me to come to his house.”

	Dad slowed and turned through an open wrought iron gate. At the end of a long curving driveway, towered a three-story mansion of wood and stone. It took my breath away.

	Dad snorted gently. “Maybe he’s worried there won’t be enough room.”

	The house was old, one of the oldest in the suburb. Perhaps four hundred years or more. 

	We drove slowly up the driveway, lined on either side by cherry trees. Their falling blossoms were giving way to summer leaf. A massive, lush lawn stretched down from the house to the stone fence along the road front.

	“Not intimidating at all,” Dad murmured.

	I could only stare. This was Connor’s home? On day one, when he’d trudged into Math class and slumped into his chair, I would have easily placed him as living in a trailer park. A couple of days later - given the bike that he rode - I’d upgraded my opinion to maybe somewhere around the Glenbrook area. But not this multi-million-dollar mansion on the coast, towering over the other mansions, resolute in its historical precedence.

	This was out of the world.

	It made me uncomfortable.

	My father parked the car in the middle of a vast paved area. A wide staircase led up to a long stone verandah. 

	I emerged from the car. The house towered above me. I physically had to turn my head to look from one end to the other.

	Dad shoved his hands in his pockets and joined me. “So, he’s just a regular kid? Not a prince or a rock star or, I don’t know, the son of a major drug lord?”

	Now that Dad said it out loud, the idea of Connor and Ethan feuding over drug territory didn’t sound too far-fetched.

	“I don’t know.” I admitted. “Until a minute ago, I thought he was just some guy.”

	Dad shifted uncomfortably. “You know, I’m not really happy leaving you here. These mega rich types can be a little unpredictable – what if he’s some kind of weirdo?”

	I couldn’t help thinking that myself, but I pushed past it. “Bill Gates is mega rich and he’s an okay guy. They can’t all be megalomaniacs.”

	“Maybe he’s the son of some despot Third World ruler.”

	“Yeah, and maybe he’s Batman.”

	Dad looked at me. Then he laughed. “I know, I’m being overprotective – it’s just what fathers do when confronted with . . . this.” He held out his hands.

	“Come on,” I said. We walked up the staircase towards two huge wooden doors.

	One of the doors opened.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	And there was Connor Harman.

	He didn’t look any different to school; he wore black jeans, a purple t-shirt, and a tight-fitting black corduroy shirt. His fingerless gloves were still on, even in the house. Loose curls of hair hung over one eye. He wasn’t trying to impress.

	He offered his hand. “Mr. Hart, I’m Connor. Please come in.”

	My father shook Connor’s hand.

	We followed him into an immense foyer. A grey granite staircase curved left up and away to another level. On both sides of the foyer was a set of huge double wooden doors, closed. I tried very hard not to look intimidated, but I know I failed.

	“My parents can’t be here to meet you,” Connor said. “There’s a Rotary meeting on.”

	“Rotary,” Dad nodded. “Okay then.” He shifted weight from foot to foot and then said to me: “Okay, I’ll leave you to it, be back some time before eleven. You’ve got the cab money?”

	I patted my backpack. “Yep. Thanks, Dad.”

	“I’ll see you when you get back.” My father took another glance at the foyer and left. I stood in the doorway and watched him get into the car, waving as he drove away. His car looked tiny in Connor’s driveway.

	When I came back inside, Connor opened the doors on the left. “We’re in here.”

	I followed him into a spacious sitting room. The room was dominated by an unmissable life-size wooden version of Jesus on the Cross. The cross hung high on the wall, overseeing the entire room.  Below the crucifix was a fireplace, already burning against the cool spring night. In the center of the room, two long leather sofas faced one another. An ornate wooden coffee table sat between them, covered in history notes. Low chandeliers lit the room. The stone floor was covered with plush cream rugs. 

	“Wow, nice,” I said. It was kind of an understatement, but I had to say something – Connor hadn’t even officially said hello to me.

	I sat down on the sofa opposite him and took everything out of my backpack.

	This would be the part, I thought to myself, where any normal person would say “Did you find the place okay? Was the traffic busy? How was your day?”

	But not Connor. Being polite to my father might have taken all the manners he had for the night. I wanted to break the silence, but I didn’t: I wanted to mirror him in every way possible.

	He grimaced. His knuckles were clenched white. I didn’t ask if he was okay – he wouldn’t appreciate it and nor would he tell me what it was. Instead I opened my laptop, established my Internet connection and laid out my files and pens until I was ready. 

	I looked up. “I’m good to go.”

	Connor’s eyes were closed. “You start,” he muttered. “Remind me where we left off.”

	I detailed the pages of notes I had taken and summarized the situation. 

	Connor kept his eyes closed. Sometimes he shuddered, sometimes he bit down. Sweat beads formed on his brow.

	I watched his silent suffering until I couldn’t stand it any longer.

	“Connor,” I said carefully, “can I get you something? Headache tablets, maybe? Just tell me where they are.”

	He shook his head. “It will pass, keep going.”

	So I did. But the whole time I was talking about the political unrest in Eastern Europe, I couldn’t help feeling for him. Obnoxious he might be, but he was hurting.

	I gave up. “I’m sorry, I can’t do this. Is there some way I can help – make you a hot chocolate, run you a bath? I can leave, if you want.”

	“Go ask Louise to bring coffee.”

	Louise? 

	“Who’s Louise?” It was none of my business, but I sincerely hoped Louise was a sister and not some kind of girlfriend.

	Why do you hope that, Emma? What does it matter to you if Connor has a girlfriend? You don’t even like him.

	Connor bit down. “Kitchen.”

	I went to find Louise. The kitchen wasn’t hard to find; I followed the smell of something baking, something meaty and good.

	The kitchen was grand and lofty. At a granite countertop, an elderly woman was laying plates on a silver tray. She wore a pale blue dress with a white apron. Long silvery hair was tied back in a ponytail. Her face, although lined with age, was beautiful, with fine cheekbones and sparkling blue eyes.

	“Um, hi,” I said, uncertainly.

	The woman turned and smiled at me. “Bonsoir, Mademoiselle, you must be the Emma.” Her accent was beautifully French. “Monsieur Harman tell me you were pretty and so you are.”

	What? I stammered for some kind of reply. Connor had described me as pretty? I was surprised he had bothered to describe me at all, but pretty?

	Louise tilted her head. “Monsieur Harman, he is okay? Why you come to kitchen?” Louise pronounced ‘okay’ as if she were reading the letters O.K. off a piece of paper.

	“He’s in pain,” I said. “He asked if you could bring the coffee.”

	Louise smiled sweetly. “That’s how he makes you go away. He needs some time. You wait here with me and then we see if he is good.” She waved towards the countertop. “Sit down, sit down, it is good to have someone to talk to”

	I climbed onto one of the stools at the countertop. Behind me, a vast wall of glass allowed a view onto a sculptured garden of hedges and fountains. The setting sun bathed everything in an orange glow.

	“I make you soft drink?” Louise asked. “I have many.”

	I told her that a coke would be fine. She poured one and handed it across.

	“You work for the Harmans?” I asked.

	She nodded and smiled. “I cook and clean and run the house.”

	I looked pointedly around the room. “That must be a hard job – this place is massive.”

	She dismissed it. “Not really, most rooms are closed and it’s only Monsieur Harman here. He make very little mess.”

	I frowned. “But his parents are here.”

	“No, Mademoiselle,” Louise said brightly. “They are in France six months or more. Just Monsieur Harman, on his own. You’re the first person to visit since he come to this house.”

	I didn’t say anything to the housekeeper – if Connor wanted to lie about his parents, then that was his business.

	“How long have you worked for them?” 

	“I work for the family since I am fourteen,” Louise said proudly. “I work for Monsieur Harman’s grandfather and I work for his uncle in Austria until last month, when he pass away.”

	Sorrow crossed her face. She covered it with a smile.

	“Monsieur Harman’s father write to me and ask me to come to this country to look after his son for a little while. I never meet the father and mother but they trust me because I always work tres bon for the Harman family.”

	I didn’t want to be rude but I couldn’t help myself. “Are they all as difficult as Connor? I mean, I can hardly get him to say two words.”

	Louise admonished me with a wave of her finger. “I no say bad things about Monsieur Harman or his family. They are not men to talk, not one of them, but they are all good men. They all suffer this pain, this family pain, but they never complain. On the outside they seem so . . . how you say . . . angry? But inside they are most blessed. I have given my life to them because I respect them.”

	“Are you married?” I asked, and immediately wished I hadn’t; what business was it of mine?

	Louise shook her head. “I never one to marry. My duty is to my work.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “I have lovers from time to time, but never marry. I could not give a child.”

	She waved a hand towards her womb. “There no medicine to fix me. No husband want a wife who can’t give children. So I live with the Harmans in their houses and each one becomes my family, one at a time. My children.”

	I wondered if Connor knew that his housekeeper thought of him as her surrogate child. I wondered too, what he would think of me quizzing her for information.

	But it’s the only way I’ll ever learn anything, it’s not like he’s going to tell me.

	“So, you’ve only known Connor a few weeks too, then.”

	Louise opened the oven door and poked at something inside. The gorgeous meaty smell filled the kitchen. “Oui. I move here, open up the house and he arrive a little after. He start school the next day.”

	“Does he go out much, apart from school?”

	She shrugged. “Sometimes, at night. Maybe he go to clubs. I hope he does – I like to see a young man having fun. This house so empty and quiet.” She closed the oven door.

	“How long will you work for him?”

	Louise grew wistful. “Six months? I do not know. I wish to spend the rest of my life in Avignon with my sister, but I wait a while, to see if Monsieur Harman okay.”

	I wondered if Connor actually deserved the level of commitment Louise was prepared to give him. Just because his uncle and his grandfather had been excellent employers, it didn’t mean that he would be. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to share a house with him.

	Well, maybe for one night, I thought wryly, if a girl caught sight of him with shirt off and didn’t know what a creep he was and was maybe drunk enough to ignore his rudeness. 

	But the next morning she’d be off and not coming back.

	Louise smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, Mademoiselle Emma, I talk too much. I no talk for days, now you here and my mouth just open and everything come out. It not really my place to say so much.”

	“No, that’s fine,” I assured her. “It must be hard with no-one else to talk to.”

	“I talk on the phone sometimes, to my sister’s family in Avignon. Monsieur Harman, he say talk as much as you want, call anyone you want and talk all night. He very sweet.”

	I struggled to connect the word sweet to Connor.

	“And I go to the markets,” she added. “I not always in the house. But I like to be here when Monsieur Harman is here, in case the bad pain comes.”

	“Can you fix it?” I asked. “He said there was nothing I could do.”

	She shook her head. “Nothing can fix, I just tend him with the ice. This one tonight, this not bad - sometimes much worse. He has pain all the day, every day. It come worse in the nights.”

	I winced. No wonder Connor was always so bitter.

	Louise opened the oven door wide and used a towel to remove a pie. The pastry was thick and puffed. The smell was sensational.

	“Boeuf Bourguignon pie,” Louise said. “I hope you not eat before you come? Monsieur Harman say you might like some food.”

	Sweet. That word was back again, unexpectedly, in my head. Connor had thought ahead to arrange food for me, reasoning that I probably hadn’t eaten so early.

	In truth I hadn’t. I’d grabbed a banana before I left, knowing that I could survive on it if I needed to until I got home.

	“That’s really kind of you – and him. It smells amazing.”

	“It made to my mother’s recipe,” said Louise proudly. “I put it in a pie for Monsieur Harman because he like it that way. I rest it for a time and then we take it in to him and you eat where it is warm.”

	“We can eat it here, Louise.” Connor walked into the kitchen. He’d tucked his hair back behind his ears, showing more of his face than I had seen before. He looked quite normal

	sweet

	with his hair like that. 

	“No, Monsieur Harman,” Louise told him. “The pie need to rest. Ten minutes, then it is ready.”

	Before Connor could suggest that we go back to study, I cut in: “Can you show me the garden? It looks so amazing.” I slid off my stool.

	Connor frowned. I expected him to say I don’t do garden showing, but he didn’t.

	He crossed to the glass doors and ushered me out onto a long stone landing. Three wide stone steps led down onto the grass. 

	The garden was expansive. The closer half was half the size of a football field and had been leveled flat. Hedges and a vine-covered arbor had been shaped into a cross that intersected at a circular fountain. In the center of the fountain, water fell from an ornate urn. The arbor ran parallel to the house. On the far right of the garden was a glass building. 

	This garden was split from a rear garden by a low grey stone wall. The rear garden was lusher, with stands of trees under-planted by fading spring bulbs. The rear edge of the property wasn’t visible. 

	Everything blazed golden in the setting sun. White tufts of seeds drifted on the breeze like tiny fairies.

	I stood at the edge of the landing and breathed it all in. “This is beautiful.”

	Connor sat down on the top step. He motioned for me to feel free to explore.

	I bounded down the steps.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	The garden did not disappoint, even up close. Someone, maybe Louise, was carefully tending the garden beds. There were very few weeds. The grass was perfectly cut. Rose plants were pruned and bursting into leaf. In the fountain, goldfish swam lazily under waterlilies. I looked left and right down the vine-covered arbor and decided to go right. I wanted to see what was in the glass building.

	The arbor arched above my head. The vines were thick and old - I could practically feel the history in their sinew. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and took some photos.

	“You’re missing out!” I called back to Connor. “This is brilliant.”

	I could see him through the arbor, sitting on the top step. He was looking out into the garden, but not towards me. He had his distant face on. 

	The glass building housed a large swimming pool. The door opened under my touch and I went inside. The air was warm. The pool was blue and clear. Around the pool were lounge chairs. I wondered if Connor ever used them - he didn’t seem like a lounge-chair kind of guy. There were towels and change rooms and showers at the far end of the building.

	I bent down and ran my hand through the water. It was warm.

	What money can’t buy, I thought wistfully. Imagine having a heated pool ready and waiting in your own back yard anytime you wanted it.

	I wandered back through the garden. From inside the arbor, I saw Connor framed by a circle of branches. He was still staring off into the distance, his arms on his knees. He looked so unusually vulnerable. I pulled out my phone and took a photo. He didn’t see me.

	I dropped down on the top step near him.

	“This is beautiful,” I said. “Do you ever come out here?” 

	He shook his head. 

	“What about when you were younger? Did you play here?” 

	“It was years ago. It looks different. The arbor is new.”

	I frowned at it – it didn’t look that new.

	“But look at this light,” I said. “Right now, at sunset, this is . . .”

	I looked at him. “Don’t you see it?”

	“I see a garden.”

	“It’s more than a garden.” I tried to make him understand. “See how the light turns the bark on those trees bright red. Look at all that drifting fluff, like confetti on the wind. Look how the sun catches the water in the fountain. Someone built this garden to be enjoyed. You were complaining the other day that people are too caught up with technology to be a part of the real world - please tell me you don’t sit inside all the time and never come out here. I’d murder for a back yard like this.”

	“No, you wouldn’t.” But he did look up and out, maybe seeing things he hadn’t noticed before. 

	Just for that moment, as he turned his face to the breeze and the setting sun touched his skin, he looked positively peaceful.

	Positively beautiful.

	I couldn’t help it: he was beautiful. And maybe Louise saw some kind of inner beauty in him that I hadn’t come to know yet. Probably I would never know it, but I thought I could glimpse it, under his aloof veneer.

	I took a photo of the whole garden.

	Connor looked sharply at me. “Can you not do that? I’d like you to delete it.”

	“Why?” I asked. “I want to remember it.”

	“I don’t want you showing it to anyone.”

	“Then I won’t.”

	He frowned distrustfully.

	“You asked me not to, so I won’t,” I insisted. “I promise.”

	Connor was about to argue the point. Then he just didn’t.

	I changed the subject. “Can I ask you a question?”

	“No.”

	“You’re smart and you live here. Why are you slumming it at Stamford? Why aren’t you somewhere like Iona Prep? It’s only ten minutes away.”

	Connor held out his hands. One of his gloves had pulled a thread and it hung loose. “Do I look like I belong in Iona?”

	“If you cut your hair and put on a blazer, you’d fit right in.”

	“I don’t want to fit right in.”

	“Well, some other school then - there’s lots of better schools than Stamford. And it’s nearly thirty minutes away - why choose that one?”

	“I threw a dart at a map of the city and picked the school closest to where it landed.”

	I frowned at him. Seriously? “And your parents were okay with that?”

	“I choose as I please. I may not even finish this semester.”

	“But what about college? If you don’t keep going you won’t get into one.”

	Connor sat back and looked at me. “So?”

	“So what would you do with your life?”

	“Live it.”

	I snorted. “You’re just going to live off your family’s money and do nothing.”

	He gave me a look that said and your problem is?

	“You have all this,” I gestured to the house. “All this wealth, all those brains, and you would waste them?”

	He narrowed his eyes. “This is your business how?”

	I faced him squarely. “Because I live in this world and I have a responsibility towards it – like every person should have. To not give back anything, to just freeload off the world and the people in it – that’s wrong.”

	“You think -” 

	I cut him off. “I don’t care if you’re rich enough to do nothing, it’s still wrong. You could cure a disease. You could buy something for a hospital. To just sit back and do nothing is selfish – especially for someone in your position.”

	Man, now I sounded like my mother.

	Connor shot me a dark look. “Be careful who you call selfish.”

	“I’m not saying you are. I’m saying you would be if you do nothing with your life.”

	He looked away. “It’s in doing nothing that I best serve the world.”

	I bristled. Obviously, he had no idea what I meant.

	And then, oddly, Connor smiled. It took me by surprise - it was the first time I’d seen him do that. 

	“Do I amuse you?” I asked coolly. 

	“No.” He was still smiling. “I’m just not used to being told off.”

	“I bet you’re not.”

	“No, it’s not like that,” he said. “It’s just . . . unexpected.”

	Get used to it. I almost said it. Then I remembered that it was his house. Don’t insult the host, as my mother would say.

	Connor rose to his feet. It was time for pie. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	Inside, Louise was serving the pie at the counter. She married it with a salad of rocket, goat’s cheese, and baby beetroot. It looked amazing. I climbed onto a stool. Connor sat at the end of the breakfast bar. 

	My mouth watered. “This smells wonderful, thank you.”

	“You are welcome,” Louise said. “Would you be liking wine with your dinner?”

	I sat back. Wine? I was seventeen. “No, thank you.”

	“The Shiraz,” said Connor.

	Louise took a half full bottle from the pantry. I watched, fascinated, as she poured it into a large round glass. Connor thanked her and took a mouthful.

	Louise tilted the bottle towards me. “You are certain, Mademoiselle? There is a little left.”

	I shook my head. “No, really.”

	Louise left the bottle on the countertop and went out of the kitchen.

	Connor met my gaze over the rim of his glass. He was daring me to say something.

	I couldn’t help myself. “You’re eighteen. You shouldn’t be drinking.”

	He took a sip and set the glass down. “A drug addict can legally bring three children from three different fathers into the world but a civilized glass of red with dinner is outlawed? That law is set in place to protect idiots. I don’t count myself among them.”

	I just looked at him. “You don’t do rules, do you?”

	He shrugged. “I do rules, I have to. But I do the rules that actually make sense to me, which don’t include not drinking until twenty-one.”

	Europeans, I thought. They had a completely different outlook on the world.   

	I tasted the pie. It was cool enough to eat. It was also delicious.

	“Do you eat like this all the time?” I asked.

	“It’s food.”

	“But it’s really good food. Like something from a restaurant.”

	“For Louise, this is just dinner. She can do far more.”

	I realized, with some surprise, that Connor was almost talking normally. This was an actual conversation.

	“Thank you for this,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting to have dinner.”

	He shrugged and looked away.

	I realized my mistake. I thought I understood now: 

	don’t thank Connor, don’t compliment him, don’t make him feel special and don’t press him for information. Any of those things would shut him down.

	The first rule of Connor Harman, I smiled to myself, is don’t talk about Connor Harman.

	He didn’t open up again for the rest of the meal, although I did try. But it was as if he’d realized that he was being too nice and put a stop to it.

	I didn’t mind eating in silence - I no longer took it as an insult. It was just Connor’s way of dealing with the world. And with his pain.

	Perhaps he wasn’t such a creep after all.

	When dinner was finished, we went back to the sitting room.

	“We’ll find some books.” Connor led me to narrow double doors near the back of the room. At the press of a button, the doors hissed open. Dim lights inside the next room came on automatically.

	Three of the walls were filled floor to ceiling with full bookshelves. In the center of the room were several tables, with tiny lamps shining onto each one. The room smelled of old leather and paper. The air was dry and a little hard to breathe, like it was too thin.

	“A library,” I snorted gently, “of course.”

	The doors closed automatically behind us.

	“Hermetically sealed,” Connor explained. “At the perfect temperature and humidity to preserve the books. There’s less oxygen in here, so we take what we need outside.”

	He crossed to the far side of the room and ran his fingers along the shelves. Some of the books were newer, others were dusty and falling apart. I read the titles: A History of German Politics, Mein Kampf, Germany in the 20th Century.

	Connor stood, contemplating.

	I wandered along the shelves, drifting my fingertips along the books. A large, old book bound in green leather caught my eye, but I couldn’t read the language. It stood in a row of books about religion.

	I looked at Connor. “Can I open one?

	He frowned at me. “It’s a library.”

	I took that to be a yes, and gingerly pulled the book out. It sat heavy in my arms. Opening it to the middle, the pages fell open to a series of etchings that might have come from the Bible. Jesus on the cross, Jesus being helped by the Samaritan. In sudden contrast, across the next two pages was a complex print of Satan destroying people. The bodies interconnected, falling on one another in twisted agony. Most of them were naked. I put the book back before Connor could see. 

	Connor pulled some books out, motioned me over and handed them to me. As we turned back towards the sitting room, I saw a dartboard on the wall next to the door. A map of the city area had been taped to the board. A single dart stuck out of the map. I went closer to look. The dart had struck Strawberry Hill Avenue, right next to Stamford High.

	I laughed. “You’re kidding me! You really did just throw a dart.”

	Connor allowed a trace of a smile and wafted past me out of the room.

	Maybe God has a plan. 

	Maybe God had a plan indeed, although for what, I couldn’t imagine.

	We went back to the sitting room and laid the books on the table. Connor surveyed them.

	“A couple more.” He went back to the library.

	I picked up one of the books from the table. It was old and written in German. There was an unintelligible title on the front page and a small square reproduction of a painting. I opened the cover and found the publishing date of 1955. After the war. Carefully, I opened the book. It fell open to a page on which there were several small pictures of artworks. I turned the page over.

	A full-page color print stunned me with its detail. It was a knight on a charger, struck in the chest by an arrow. The knight was falling backwards off his horse, doomed to die on the battlefield. A few lines of German underneath told me nothing about the print.

	Sarah would love this. 

	I pulled my phone out, lined up the image and took a photo. Then, remembering Connor’s dislike of my photographing his private things, I put the phone away and closed the book before he returned.

	He dropped onto the sofa and set the rest of the books on the table.

	I groaned. “So this is where you tell me that since I’m the one who needs to learn, I have to go through all these to find what I need.”

	“Tempting, but no. I’ll tell you what’s in each one and you can decide if it’s relevant.”

	I eyed him. “Technically, since you chose them, they’re all relevant.”

	He smiled. “Touché. But you must determine how.”

	I tapped the book I had just leafed through. “I’m interested to know why you think a book on art is useful when learning about Hitler. Unfortunately, it’s all in German.”

	Connor looked across to the book and frowned. “Is it?”

	I looked down at the front cover of the book. 

	Stolen Treasures of Nazi Germany. 

	English.

	“I wouldn’t give you a book you couldn’t read.”

	I opened the book and gently turned the pages. They were written in English. How could I have thought that it was German?

	Maybe I’ve had a red wine after all.

	“To understand the monster, you must understand the man,” Connor explained. “Hitler was famous for plundering the art houses and museums of the world. He planned to build a display to equal the best. Was it the beauty of the art that he loved, or just the having of it? If it was the beauty, how can you reconcile that with a man who ordered the death of millions?”

	Good question. I was keen to learn. I was keen, also, to hear Connor speak more. Maybe, if I followed the rules, I just might be able to keep him talking.

	We spent the next two hours deep in study. I enjoyed the work. It was as if Connor, immersed in the topic, simply forgot to be rude. He politely discussed or debated each new piece of information. I mirrored him as much as possible, although it was difficult when he stretched out on the sofa and stared at the ceiling.

	Sometimes, when I was typing notes or reading through a text, I looked up to find him watching me. He looked away as though it was an accident.

	I liked it. I hated to admit it, least of all to myself, but I liked that he did it. I couldn’t help thinking that maybe, if I could tap into the more normal part of him, he might actually turn out to be an okay guy.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	Two hours later, my fingers were cramping from so much notetaking. I sat back to massage my hand. Connor was stretched out on his back, hands under his head.

	My gaze was drawn to the massive crucifix hanging over the fireplace.

	“Are your parents church-going?” I asked. I wanted to add: when they’re in the country which, apparently, they’re not, but I didn’t. Connor had his own reasons for lying about it.

	He twisted his head to consider the crucifix.

	“It’s a reminder.”

	“Of what?”

	“That one man can make a difference. More importantly, that one man must make the difference.”

	I had to smile. “They couldn’t just have one of those posters with a picture of a mountain on it and some inspiring text at the bottom? They have to have a ten-foot-high Jesus?”

	He shrugged. “Jesus was a good guy.”

	Jesus was a good guy. I wanted to put it on a t-shirt. “Two thousand years of Christianity and you sum it up with ‘Jesus was a good guy’?”

	Connor didn’t respond. His body was jerking in tiny spasms. One arm hung uselessly. 

	I went cold. 

	“Connor?” I called gently. “Are you okay?”

	He shuddered and lay still. His eyes were closed.

	Oh Jesus God. If it weren’t for the fact that the first time we’d met he was having a seizure, I would have been freaking out already. I hurried around the table and knelt down beside him.

	“Connor?” I didn’t want to touch him; he wouldn’t like it. But there was no choice. I shook his shoulder.

	He was limp and lifeless.

	“Louise!” I called out. “Connor needs help!”

	I tried to recall my first aid course. DR Something, I thought frantically. It was funny how it slipped away when you really needed it.

	Breathing. I laid my ear near Connor’s mouth. I couldn’t hear anything. I couldn’t feel anything either. God, was he not breathing?

	“LOUISE! HELP!” I was seriously panicked now. What if Connor had just died in front of me?

	I took his limp wrist and tried to find a pulse, but my hands were shaking and I felt nothing.

	I laid my head on his chest.

	Nothing.

	“Jesus,” I whispered. I unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it aside so that only his t-shirt lay between me and what I hoped would be a heartbeat. I laid my head down again. How hard was it to hear a damned heart beating? Was it actually not beating? Was he dead?

	I closed my eyes. “Please don’t be dead,” I whispered. “Please, please, don’t be dead.”

	There was the longest, most terrible time, when nothing happened.

	“Comfortable?” The word rumbled up through Connor’s chest.

	I opened my eyes. He was looking at me, amused.

	I lifted my head from his chest. “You collapsed,” I stammered. “I thought you were dead. I couldn’t find a heartbeat.”

	“Monsieur Harman?” Louise hurried into the room. “I heard calling for help.”

	Connor grimaced and pulled himself up onto one arm. “I’m fine, Louise, I just had one of my bad turns. Miss Hart hasn’t seen one before.”

	Louise relaxed. “Mon Dieu. That is good. Perhaps you would like a soother?”

	“Please, and bring one for Miss Hart too.”

	As Louise left, I sat back on my knees. I realized I was shaking.

	“It happens sometimes,” Connor said. “It’s part of my pain.”

	I tried to calm my breathing. “I’m sorry I worried Louise.”

	“She’s fine. Give me your hand.”

	I held out my hand and he took it, gently. He drew it to his neck and placed it under his jawline. It made me lean towards him. 

	His skin was warm. “Carotid artery,” he said softly. “When you’re panicked you can’t always feel a pulse from a wrist. This artery never fails - unless the person’s dead, obviously.”

	I could feel his pulse, strong and slow, not quick and panicked like mine. His eyes met my own and held them. His irises were dark brown, almost black, flecked with gold.

	And just like that, the moment went from a First Aid lesson to something else.

	The bottom dropped out of my stomach. Connor Harman was gorgeous. I knew that already, I only had to look at him to see that. But now I really felt it. The darkly attractive, rude, aloof guy that I hated, was now the darkly attractive, rude, aloof guy that I was drawn to.

	He let go of my hand and tapped on his chest. “Your breathing is calmer, so now, listen.”

	I wasn’t even sure that I was breathing. Gently, I laid my head against his t-shirt. A cool thrill ran through my body. 

	And there was his heartbeat, slow and steady, as it would have been all along. 

	“Can you hear it?” he whispered.

	I nodded dumbly. I could feel the heat of his skin beneath the soft fabric of the shirt.  I could feel ribs and muscle and his chest rising and falling with each breath. But what I really felt went way beyond all that. A deep, intangible connection; a realization that Connor was someone I really wanted to know. 

	I wanted to keep my cheek against him for longer. Maybe forever. I had to force myself to lift my head away. For a moment I hung there, my face close to his, torn between having to sit back, and wanting to lean down closer.

	He pursed his lips. “Next time, don’t panic, just wait. I won’t die, I promise.”

	“Okay.” I wished I could sound less overcome. I made myself get up off the floor, made myself go sit down.

	“If there is a next time,” I added. 

	He eased himself up into a sitting position. “There will be.”

	I let go a long breath. “So . . . collapsing. Any other surprises I should know about? You don’t turn into a werewolf on the full moon, do you?”

	Connor leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. His gaze met mine.

	“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but no, I don’t. I’m also not a vampire, a rock star in hiding, a porn star, a famous actor or a mass murderer or anything else that people dream up about me. I just live in a big old house and keep to myself.”

	I frowned. “Porn star? Really?”

	He held up his hands. “Out of that you get porn star? Not mass murderer?”

	“You should be flattered.”

	He grinned. Actually grinned. I was transfixed. That deep, hollow feeling in my stomach grew stronger. He was likely to be a complete jerk in five minutes but even so, just for an instant, I wished it could be Connor who would ask me to the prom. 

	Imagine dancing up close with him. I could drown in those eyes. And against that body.

	The half hour that followed was wonderful. Study was over. Louise brought us shortbread and Amaretto hot chocolates: I overlooked the fact that they contained alcohol. Connor and I leaned back on the sofas and talked about the books, about the library, about Stamford. I guess I did most of the talking, but he was polite, at least, and interested. I was careful not to tread into forbidden territory, not to ask him about himself or his life or his family or to tell him what I thought of him. 

	Just for that half an hour, Connor was normal and nice and . . . sweet. For thirty minutes, I could imagine that he was someone I really liked; someone who liked me back just as much. He could be the Good Guy, a guy I could bring home to Mom and Dad, a guy I might want to see after school finished.

	If he wasn’t quite so different.

	A part of me was terrified that I would ruin it somehow; say the wrong word, ask the wrong question. Any minute that passed could be the last one with the nice Connor, after which nasty Connor would be back, cold and cutting and distant.

	But it didn’t happen. When I looked at my watch and saw that it was 10:30pm, I was surprised. At the start of the night, I hadn’t even wanted to walk into his house. Now I didn’t want to leave it.

	I ordered a cab. I offered to help Connor return the books to the library, but he said it was safe enough to leave them out until the next time I came.

	Next time. The only two words that I heard. There would be a next time in his house. 

	A short toot told me the cab was outside. Connor followed me out of the room and opened the front door. The cab waited, engine running.

	I didn’t want to blow The Leaving. What could I say that wouldn’t shut him down or sound stupid? 

	“That was great,” I said. “On Monday we’ll work out the where and when for next time.”

	He nodded.

	I went down to the cab. By the time I’d climbed in and looked out the window, he was gone. 

	I sat with my earplugs in, watching the streetlights flick past to a soundtrack of dreamy, melancholic music. Whether it was the Humanities assignment techniques, the fact that Connor was in his own home, or Louise helping me understand his life, it was all different for me now.

	I was quite definitely interested in Connor Harman.

	 

	


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	I drifted through the weekend in a kind of dream state. I kept pulling out my phone and flicking to the picture of Connor on the steps. 

	And THAT moment . . . the moment on the sofa when we just connected. 

	Or maybe it was only me. 

	I had to be realistic; despite everything I thought and felt about that night, it was entirely possible that he felt none of it.

	Sunday night I sat in front of the television, reading a novel. My father was reading the newspaper at the table. Mom was sitting on the sofa next to me. 

	“It’s so awful,” she murmured.

	I looked up to see the interior of a concrete bunker. There were bloodstains and black marks on the walls.

	Mom shook her head. “What they did to those people.”

	“What happened?” 

	“Somewhere in Syria. They put a hundred men and boys in that cellar and threw in hand grenades. How can people do that? Just imagine, Friday night we’re having pasta and wine and at the same time on the other side of the world, people did that. It’s horrid.”

	My father spoke from behind his newspaper. “People die all the time, especially in those countries.”

	“Dad!” I protested. “Imagine if that was you and Ben.”

	“Well, it’s not,” said my father, “it’s some people on the other side of the world. There’s nothing we can do about it. Besides, people die in tsunamis and earthquakes every year.”

	“But this was pure evil,” Mom said. “Who blows up one hundred people?”

	Blows up. 

	I froze. There was something I’d forgotten.

	Raining black flesh. 

	Those had been his words. He had raved on the school floor about a plane exploding.

	Because Connor knew. 

	How could I have forgotten that?

	I looked at my mother. “When did it happen?”

	“Friday night, right in the middle of dinner. I heard about it the next day and thought there but by the grace of God go us.”

	My father smirked. “The grace of Allah, you mean.”

	I wasn’t listening. Friday night. The night Connor had collapsed on the sofa. Even as I headed upstairs I knew, when I searched online, I would find that at the exact time the hand grenades had been thrown, Connor had passed out.

	Or died. Because I couldn’t be certain that his heart hadn’t actually stopped. 

	I couldn’t be certain of anything anymore. Twice Connor Harman had collapsed at the same time as an act of unspeakable cruelty had occurred. 

	I remembered something else, too. I scrolled through my phone to the picture from the art book, the knight on a stallion. I had just caught a line text across the bottom of the page. I increased the picture size to read it.

	It was in German.

	But on Friday I read that book in English. I understood it perfectly.

	What in God’s name was going on?

	I desperately wanted to ring Sarah and tell her everything, but I couldn’t - she would have even less of an idea than me, and, bless her, she might think Connor was dangerous and confide in Ethan in an effort to protect me.

	I didn’t need protecting. I didn’t want protecting. Connor was odd, but I didn’t sense that he was inherently dangerous.

	I wondered if, on Monday morning, I would have the courage to confront him about what I knew.

	 

	I saw him at his locker first. He was putting his motorcycle helmet and jacket away. The way he stood, like he owned the world but didn’t give a damn, that casual indifference he wore so well; I found it strangely alluring now, despite the things that bothered me.

	I didn’t intend to say hello; Connor didn’t do hello and I didn’t want to imply that after one night in his house, I was his new best friend. 

	I walked towards him, trying not to look obvious, but hoping he would know I was there.

	Connor closed the locker. With one hand resting on the door, he turned his face half towards me.

	My heart pumped faster. I smiled politely and kept walking. 

	He looked thoughtful. I went past him.

	Don’t stop, don’t go back to discuss the next study night. Play it cool, just don’t –

	Ethan swooped out of a side corridor and cornered me. He backed me against the wall and put his hands on either side of my head, blocking out everything else.

	My first impulse was to angrily duck out of his way, but something stopped me.

	Ethan was different. 

	There was a new, overpowering aura about him, a kind of heart-stopping strength and masculinity. It was like he’d suddenly become the world’s most desirable male. Irresistible . . . dangerous, even. If he’d asked me to go to bed with him, I would have done it, right there and then. 

	My heart raced.

	“Hi,” Ethan crooned.

	I was entranced by his eyes; so brilliantly blue. Were they always that blue? I hadn’t noticed. 

	“Hi,” I breathed.

	“I am officially asking you to go to the prom with me,” Ethan said. “I’ve spoken to Roby -”

	I dimly wondered how Ethan knew my secret name but it seemed irrelevant, somehow.

	“ - and they’re fine with it. So now you’re free to go with me, Emma Hart. What’s it to be?”

	Say yes say yes say yes 

	I struggled to think. I didn’t want to go with Ethan . . . did I? 

	Say yes 

	I couldn’t remember. I had a strong compulsion to accept his offer. His hair, so blonde and wind-swept, those broad shoulders, that gorgeous grin - what girl wouldn’t want to go with him?

	Ethan leaned in closer. His body radiated heat. I fought an impulse to grab him and kiss him, hard.

	SAY YES, EMMA HART

	“Yes,” I whispered. “I’ll go with you.”

	“You won’t regret it.” He kissed me gently on the cheek. 

	Deep inside, I squirmed, wanting to run. But he was so compelling, so very there.

	Ethan turned away. As he jauntily walked off, he threw me a backward smile.

	I smiled uncertainly back. 

	Sarah was suddenly there, frowning. “What was that? Ethan was all over you.”

	My head cleared. I looked at Sarah and realized, with mounting horror, what I had done.

	“Ethan just asked me to the prom and I said yes.”

	She gaped at me. “You did what? You said you wouldn’t.”

	“I wasn’t,” I stammered, “I’m  . . . I don’t know what happened. It’s like my brain switched off.”

	“You’re telling me.”

	I stood, confused. How could I have agreed?

	“You have to undo it,” she said firmly. “The next time you see him. Tell him you were tired or something.”

	I nodded dumbly and picked up my bag. As I did, I saw Connor, beside his locker, looking at me. He had seen the whole thing. Expressionless, he walked right past me and on towards Math class.

	My heart fell. What had I been thinking? How could I have let Ethan schmooze me right in front of him? 

	My rational brain tried to argue in my defense: it wasn’t like Connor was interested in me anyway; it wasn’t like he was ever going to ask me to the prom. He was just this guy I was growing attracted to. If Ethan got in first then that was just something that happened, as it did in schools everywhere around the world.

	But Ethan shouldn’t have ever been an option. The moment he cornered me I should have made that clear. Somehow, it hadn’t happened.

	Now Connor thought I had a boyfriend, and Ethan thought he was that boyfriend.

	 

	At lunch I tried to tell Ethan that I had changed my mind, but I couldn’t. He was just so right. It was like he was some Prince Charming and I had fallen under his spell.

	I avoided Connor for the rest of the day. When school ended, I breathed a sigh of relief.

	Until I reached the front doors and saw him waiting outside.

	I drew back into the shadows. Who was he waiting for? Was it me? Why would he wait for me?

	I panicked. I didn’t want to speak with him. I didn’t know what to say. I hurried back through the school and took the side exit. It meant a longer walk but I didn’t care.

	The walk home was miserable and confused. Everything simple had become complicated. The Bad Guy had begun to seem like the Good Guy; the Good Guy was acting strangely. 

	When I drew close to my house, I saw Connor waiting in my driveway. He leaned against his bike, staring at the ground. His helmet was on the seat. I could read the name Ducati.

	I panicked. What was he doing? Why was he there? I wanted to walk away, but he would see me go. 

	His hands gripped the bike seat behind him. I could see how tightly his fingers dug into the leather. 

	He’s hurting and still he comes to see me?

	I turned into my driveway. “Hey.” 

	He looked up at me. “We were supposed to arrange study time today.”

	“I know, I’m sorry. The day just got away from me.”

	“What about tonight?”

	“It’s not a good time. Can we talk about it tomorrow?”

	He folded his arms and looked at me.

	I sighed. “I’m sorry, I’m just confused. Besides, you’re in pain – you should go home.”

	He regarded me steadily. “You’re confused because you accepted Ethan’s offer to go to the prom.”

	My first thought was: Oh God, can we please not talk about this? 

	Followed by: Hold on, Connor doesn’t do small talk. Why’s he bothering now?

	“It’s okay,” he said, “it’s clear you don’t want to go with him.”

	“Then why did I say yes?” I asked. “Why would I agree when I’ve been trying for days to avoid it?”

	He smiled. “It’s an old trick. Some time I might tell you how it’s done.”

	“Tell me how to undo it, because he’s my friend, not my boyfriend.”

	He shrugged. “Just go with it – you’ll find he’ll give you some space now that he thinks he has you.”

	“He doesn’t have me,” I growled, “and I don’t want anyone thinking he does.”

	Connor picked up his helmet. “The people that matter know the truth.”

	He put the helmet on. I stood back as he rode out of my driveway and roared away.

	The people that matter?

	Who was he talking about, exactly?

	Is he talking about himself?

	When I went inside, my mother was passing through. “I saw the hottie in the driveway. He’s making social calls now?

	I stomped past her and up the stairs. “We had to talk about study.”

	“Your dad told me about his house,” Mom said after me. “Quite the mansion, apparently.”

	I kept climbing. “I guess.”

	“So what’s he doing at your school?”

	I paused on the stairs and looked down at her. “I have no idea.”

	I found no peace in my room. None of the mysteries had been solved – in fact more had opened up: Ethan’s ability to convince me to go to the prom; the fact that Connor knew Ethan had done it; Connor being nice to me

	That was one mystery I didn’t want to solve. Connor had turned up in my driveway, offered to come over that evening and talked about my prom acceptance like a normal person.

	I lay on my bed and imagined that maybe he could ask me to the prom instead.

	Imagine what he would wear. Imagine if we slowed danced.

	Imagine if we kissed.

	 

	


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	In Math, the next morning, Connor ignored me completely. He left class before I did. It caught me by surprise - I thought that after the driveway conversation he might have been warmer.  I mean, he did come to my house specifically to talk to me. 

	Well, technically he came to ask about study, but that was pretty much the same thing. Sort of.

	At lunch, I sat with Rob and Toby and Angus. Roby were deep in conversation about something in a men’s magazine. Connor was sitting across the room. From the set of his shoulders I could see he was in pain.

	“So,” Angus said, in his lilting brogue, “you’re off to the prom with Ethan.”

	I nodded, still looking at Connor.

	Angus frowned. “Let’s see some appreciation, lassie - you get to go with ‘the hunky guy’.” He did quote marks with his fingers.

	I shrugged. “I was happy to go with any of you, or no-one. It’s not like I’m going out with him.”

	“I’m not sure if he sees it that way.”

	I looked at him. “What do you mean? Do you think he does?” 

	Angus flinched. “It’s not my place to say.”

	“You’re a guy,” I pressed, “you know how these things work. I feel like he wants to be more serious.”

	Angus looked around, maybe to check that Ethan wasn’t about to materialize beside us. He leaned in close. “What I will say, is that he was particularly keen with Rob and Toby when he asked them. Got in all close and gave them the hairy eyeball, you know . . . made his intentions clear. They were all like,” he did an impression of a deer caught in headlights: “Sure, Ethan, whatever you want. It was a bit weird, to be honest.”

	“I know the feeling.”

	There was a silence, filled with the chatter of the room around us.

	“Ach,” Angus said eventually, “we’ve had a good three years, we can’t be greedy.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Us being friends,” he said. “Just having a laugh. We guys always picked Ethan to be the one who’d step it up if anyone did – we should be glad he waited until now. At least if it doesn’t work out, we’ll all be spread across the country and won’t have to watch you fall apart up close and live.”

	“This is a friendly date,” I insisted. “I’ll dance with everyone, give him a goodnight kiss on the cheek, then we’ll say goodbye.” 

	Angus nodded sagely. “I like a girl with a plan - not you, particularly, hair’s not red enough for me - but you might want to let Ethan know, just in case he’s got a plan of his own.”

	“Don’t worry,” I growled, “he’ll know.”

	 

	I avoided talking to Connor all day, mostly to see if he would approach me first to discuss study. But it was like I’d just dropped off the planet. The previous day he’d been waiting in my driveway; now he was acting like we’d never met.

	Irritated, I refused to make the first move. I said nothing when I passed him in the corridors and, just to make a point, I walked home the long way to make sure I wouldn’t come across him outside school.

	But I couldn’t help feeling disappointed, and quite angry, when he wasn’t in my driveway.

	Only after I’d stomped upstairs and slammed my bag onto my bed, did it occur to me that I was just as guilty as he was of being rude. He hadn’t made a move to discuss study but then again, neither had I.

	Still, that didn’t excuse him. You didn’t turn up in a girl’s driveway, talk about the prom and then ignore that girl the next day.

	Connor does.

	I cursed myself for forgetting the obvious: Connor was not the slightest bit interested in me; he’d said as much to Ethan. My growing interest in him was clouding my judgment. It was what my Humanities assignment called projection, where an observer projected their own feelings and motives onto a subject, assuming that because the observer thought and acted a certain way, the subject did too.

	Connor didn’t find me fascinating. He wasn’t interested in what I thought. He did not wonder if I liked him back. It was me who did all those things, and I had no right to assume anything about him. He did what he did and that was all.

	I desperately wanted to call Sarah and tell her everything, but I couldn’t. To share my feelings with Sarah would be to let them loose into the world where anything could happen to them. 

	Ethan could find out. 

	Worse, Connor could find out.

	 

	Wednesday morning, I felt strong. Resolute. I saw Connor at his locker and strode up to him. 

	“Tonight, my house, seven. That okay for you?”

	He nodded into the locker.

	“Good. See you then.”

	I walked away, feeling lighter. Connor was just Connor, Ethan was just Ethan, and I was Emma Hart, free of all distractions.

	That resolute strength lasted all day and only faltered when Connor strode into my house, all disdain and black leather. I sighed inwardly, and then caught myself. He was just a guy, and maybe not even a very nice guy. He was here to study and that’s all we would do.

	I made myself mirror him while we worked. I was everything that he wanted me to be: silent, out of his face, unemotional. 

	At exactly nine o’clock Connor closed his books. He slid his backpack on and headed for the door. Just before he let himself out, he turned to me.

	“Which other night?” 

	I trailed him to the doorway. “Friday?”

	He shook his head. “I’m busy. Tomorrow, or Saturday.”

	“Tomorrow. I keep the weekend free for fun.”

	He gave a little snort, as if the idea of fun was completely foreign. He opened the door and went outside. I didn’t bother to watch him go. As his motorbike started up, I went back to the lounge room and packed up my things.

	Still, I couldn’t help wondering: if Connor had no parents at home, no friends, and no idea of fun, then why wasn’t he free on Friday night? What could he possibly be doing other than moping about at his house?

	The thought that he might be moping about with someone else made me a little jealous.

	 

	Thursday night was a photocopy of Wednesday. He was on time, perfunctory, and gone by nine. The only difference was that he was clearly in more pain. I broke ranks once to ask if he needed any painkillers and was curtly turned down. I didn’t ask again.

	So who needs you anyway, I thought, as his bike roared off into the darkness.

	 

	That Friday, I joined the core bunch of the Nobodies for a trip into the city, but not before my mother read the riot act.

	“Do you have bus fare?”

	I was in the kitchen, wolfing down a muesli bar to get me through the next couple of hours until dinner. I was to meet the others on the bus in fifteen minutes.

	“Yes, Mom.”

	“Extra money in case of emergencies?”

	“Yes, Mom.”

	“Is your phone charged?”

	“Seventeen, not seven.”

	“Well, you have to be careful,” Mom said, “what with that pedophile roaming around out there.”

	“What pedophile?” 

	“You know, the one with the white van.”

	I was blank.

	“Two kids in the last two weeks, grabbed by some creep in a white van. Thank God they got away.”

	I sighed. “Mom, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m a bit old for a pedophile. A rapist, maybe, but not a pedophile.”

	My mother was dry: “That’s very reassuring, dear.”

	I laughed. “I’m with people, okay? Lots of people. When I get on the bus they’ll all be there. This isn’t New York.”

	“New York would probably be safer, thanks to the Mayor.”

	“So would having my license,” I said, “but then you’ll spend all your time freaking out about me having an accident. I’m fine.”

	Mom didn’t look like she thought so, but then, it was my mother’s job not to agree with anything I said. 

	It was a good night out. Just as Connor had suggested he might, Ethan backed off. He was his normal self, chilled out and not all in my space. We laughed and talked and joked like normal platonic friends. It was completely old times.

	I was home well before my midnight curfew. As I let myself into the house, my mother called down from the bedroom.

	“Is that you, Emma?”

	“No, Mom,” I called up the stairs, “it’s a pedophile with house keys.”

	“Night, dear.”

	“Night, Mom.”

	 

	


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	Saturday morning, I slept in until after eleven. When I finally emerged, my mother was quick to hand me the newspaper.

	“See, this is why I worry.”

	Front page was an article about three drug dealers who had been murdered the night before in some kind of systematic hunt. Each one had been killed in his own home, slowly and painfully. There were no fingerprints and no leads.

	I snorted. “Not a drug dealer - I think I’m safe.”

	“And what if that person liked to kill teenage girls instead? You were out there last night while this person murdered three men.”

	“Mom,” I said patiently, “I could be killed by a bus. I could die from meningitis or choke on a sandwich or become anorexic. Yes, the world has bad people, but they aren’t all waiting to kill me. Give it a break, will you?” I took an apple and left the kitchen before she could go on. 

	I didn’t believe in random chance. I believed in fate. If you were meant to die then you would, and if the car that was meant to kill you on Tuesday didn’t hit you, then another car would get you on Wednesday. Whether it was God or the Universe or some mystic force that controlled everything, I felt that nothing was left to chance.

	The little kids that escaped the pedophile did so because it wasn’t their fate to suffer at his hands. The drug dealers that met their grisly end did so because that was their fate. 

	I didn’t feel that it was my destiny to meet an end like that. I didn’t know what I was destined for (which is why some nights I lay awake in my bed and despaired that maybe I wasn’t on the earth for anything special at all), but I felt with all my heart and soul that it wasn’t to meet some horrible end at the hands of a maniac.

	All the same, when I went to school on Monday, I couldn’t help looking at Mr. Zaleski’s house to see if there was a white van parked in his garage. 

	The garage door was down.

	 

	Monday at school, I caught Sarah gazing at Brandon Kilbey in the corridor. How Brandon could miss Sarah, in all her rainbow tie-dyed glory, I had no idea. I laid my chin on Sarah’s shoulder and gazed with her. 

	“Since Ethan changed our plans for us,” I said, “who are you going to go to the prom with now?”

	She watched Brandon leave. “I don’t know. Maybe Angus?”

	“He only likes red-heads.” 

	“I’m not going to have his children,” Sarah grumbled, “just walk through the door with him. I’ll keep him on standby - maybe he’ll do the same for me.”

	We turned into Math class.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I kind of ruined it for all of us. I really don’t know what happened.”

	“Hormones,” Sarah said. “Everything at our age is apparently hormones. That’s what my mom says.”

	Connor walked into the room. He strode up to me.

	“Tonight, your place?” 

	I struggled to hide my surprise: he was asking me? 

	“Sure. Usual time?”

	He nodded and sloped off to his desk.

	Sarah frowned at me. What the?

	I shrugged back. After a week of being totally ignored, this was unexpected. Maybe my mirroring and my endless patience were finally paying dividends.

	Several times I looked across at him during class. On one of those occasions he was looking at me. I blushed and turned away. 

	 

	That night he was as punctual as ever. I showed him into the sitting room and we began to work. 

	This time there was a subtle difference. Connor wasn’t charming, but he was better. He accepted coffee with an appreciative nod instead of an indifferent grunt. He bounded through Hitler’s political maneuverings with actual enthusiasm.

	He wasn’t as warm as he’d been in his house, but he showed flashes of potential that maybe he could be again. At one point he almost even smiled.

	For me, the highlight of the night was when he wanted to show me something on the laptop, some background detail in a photo. He tried to move the laptop toward me, but books and cups blocked it.

	I moved over and knelt down next to his legs. Connor leaned over my shoulder and pointed to the picture.

	“See here,” he said softly. “In the background: Hitler’s future henchmen. These are the men that he takes up with him and elevates to be second only to his command.”

	I didn’t hear him. His face was inches from my own; I could feel heat radiating from his body. If I just turned my head, he would be right there. 

	I breathed him in. I could stay like that all night.

	Connor said something else.

	“Sorry, what?” I turned my head. My hair touched his.

	He sat back. “I said you might want to make a note of their names.”

	I dared to glance back at him. He looked down at me, amused. 

	Embarrassed, I took the laptop and went back to my seat. 

	I quietly buzzed for the rest of the night.

	 

	


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	On Thursday, I was across the street talking to a neighbor. Anne was a white-haired lady who lived alone and coyly described her age as somewhere around seventy. I liked Anne – she was clever and outspoken and had an opinion about everything. I hoped that one day I might be as independent and worldly-wise. 

	This day we were talking about the next election when the roar of Connor’s motorbike rolled down the street. 

	Anne squinted towards the noise. “This would be the boy you’re waiting for.” 

	I shook my head. “I wasn’t waiting for him.” 

	Anne chuckled. “You’ve looked down that street every sixty seconds for the last ten minutes. You’re wasting your time, that boy never comes early – he’s always right on the button.”

	“He’s my study partner.”

	She smiled. “Ah, but don’t you wish he was so much more - don’t deny it, girl, I’m old enough to see it. If I was your age, I’d be all over him.”

	I wasn’t listening. Connor had pulled up on the wrong side of the street at the corner. He was saying something, quite strongly, to a couple of boys on the sidewalk. They backed away and then ran. Connor gunned his bike down the wrong side of the street and into my driveway.

	I said goodbye to Anne and went across to greet him.

	He took his helmet off and shook his hair free. My heart did a little flip flop. 

	“What were you doing with those kids?” I asked.

	He swept his hair back with one hand, for all the good it did. “They threw stones at the house on the corner. I made them stop.”

	“Mr. Zaleski’s house,” I said. “All the kids throw stones. Everyone thinks he’s a pedophile.”

	Connor unzipped his leather jacket and slid it off. He wore a figure-hugging burgundy shirt. Across the road, Anne pretended to swoon.

	“Is he?”

	I shrugged. “How would I know? He sure acts creepy enough, hanging about in his garden watching the kids. None of the grownups have ever talked to him, so no-one really knows.”

	Connor snorted. “No-one knows, but everyone passes judgment.”

	“Well, what else are we supposed to think? I’ve seen him nearly every day of my life and nothing he does tells me anything different. There’s something really odd about him.”

	“There’s something odd about everybody, if you look deeply enough.”

	Connor walked out to the edge of the driveway and looked down toward Mr. Zaleski’s house. I followed, aware that Anne was still tactfully pulling weeds across the street.

	“He’s Polish,” Connor said, “and a war veteran. His English is bad, so he almost never speaks. His wife was mostly housebound and died over a decade ago, and the only son he has lives in Australia, with a wife and two grandchildren.”

	I looked at Connor - how could he know this?

	He went on: “Mr. Zaleski has never met his grandchildren, but he receives photos through the post. He has Internet access but he doesn’t know how to use it. So he stands in his garden, the only thing that he has left in his life, the only place that understands him, and he watches the children go by. He imagines that maybe his grandchildren look like that little blond girl here, or that sandy haired boy there. He watches them play and takes joy in thinking that his own grandchildren, who live on the other side of the world, laugh and play the same way as the kids on this street.”

	Connor’s expression was unfathomable. “He knows he will probably never see his grandchildren before he dies – he’s unwell and not allowed to travel by air, and his son can’t afford to bring the family over, not yet. By the time he can it may be too late.”

	I felt sick. For twenty years I and everyone else in the street had said mean things and avoided the creepy old man in the corner house. And all of it had been based on a lie, based on misunderstandings, based on circumstance.

	My eyes welled up. “God,” I whispered. “I had no idea.” I wiped away tears.

	Connor politely did not look at me. He turned towards my house.

	I miserably followed him. “How do you know all that? He’s just some random guy in some random suburb and you’ve only just moved here.”

	“What if I have a father who is a detective?” Connor said. “What if he has case files and there’s one on Mr. Zaleski, that only exists because of the suspicions of his neighbors. What if whenever my father is away, I like to look through his collection?”

	“Is that legal?” 

	He rolled his eyes. “I know evil when I see it. You only have to look at Mr. Zaleski to know that he is sad, not evil.”

	I struggled to study that night. It didn’t matter that Connor was being civil, almost to the point of nice. I didn’t care about his figure-hugging shirt. There were pictures of Nazis and concentration camps and tanks rolling out into France, but all I could see in my mind’s eye was poor Mr. Zaleski, hounded across decades for reasons he didn’t understand. Without his wife to integrate him into the neighborhood, without a son to help him, Mr. Zaleski was living a life almost as miserable as the Jewish people, threatened and despised beyond his comprehension.

	I gave up. I closed my book.

	“I can’t concentrate. All I can think about is Mr. Zaleski. I have to fix it.”

	Connor sat back. “How?”

	I took the laptop. “I’m going to write a letter that tells everyone what you told me. I’ll put a copy in every mailbox. By tomorrow night everyone will know. Then it can end.”

	My voice cracked. I was desperately holding back tears. I waved a hand at Connor. “You go home. We’re done for tonight.”

	“No.”

	I blinked rapidly. “No, what?”

	He winced. “I’ll help you write it – get the facts straight.”

	A tear fell onto my cheek. I wiped away it, embarrassed.

	He looked at me. “It’s okay.”

	His pity opened the floodgates. I burst into tears. I buried my face in my hands and sobbed. Through my fingers I saw him get up and walk away.

	That’s right, I thought, make a total fool of yourself in front of the cool guy. 

	I cried even harder, not because of Connor, but because his leaving had given me space to do so. 

	I don’t know how long I wept, but finally I had to do something about my running nose. I looked up.

	Connor was sitting across from me. He held out a box of tissues. I took a handful and blew unglamorously into them. I took another couple to finish the job.

	Connor did some things on the laptop. When I was composed enough to pay attention, it was to see that he’d created a new document and saved it under the title OPEN LETTER.

	“I’m sorry,” I sniffed. “It just got to me. Call it two decades of guilt.”

	He shrugged. “It’s okay.”

	“I feel like such an idiot.”

	“Because you feel guilty?” He asked. “Because you have empathy and compassion? They aren’t sins, Emma, they’re the qualities every human is born with, until life strips it away from them or tempers it to a dull blade. I’d give anything for the luxury of feeling so . . .”

	The shutters snapped down, but I saw it: written on his face for just a second was a desire so intense that it defied belief. 

	“Anyway,” he said coolly, “to work.”

	I drafted the letter. Connor gave me dates and times and details that gave the story even more gravitas. I used my English Literature skills to invite the reader in, tell the story and tie it all together with a plea for compassion and understanding. When we were finished, all spelling and grammar checked, I sat back and read it. 

	It made me feel bad again, but now my guilt fed an angry determination to set things straight.

	“I’ll print it out after you go,” I told Connor. “You’ve been brilliant enough already.”

	He rubbed his brow, pained, and stood up.

	I looked down at the letter. “I just wish I could speak Polish, so I could explain how to use the Internet. I think if I just turned up at his door, he’d be frightened, and I couldn’t make him understand what I was trying to do.”

	Connor looked down at his feet for a couple of heartbeats. He winced, as if debating something. 

	Then, reluctantly, he said: “I speak Polish.”

	I blinked. “Really? Are you saying you’d help?”

	“No, I’m randomly telling you that I speak Polish. Don’t be an idiot.”

	“Sorry. Sometimes the line between sarcasm and helpfulness is hard to tell with you.”

	“Yes, that’s intentional.”

	I smiled. “So, could we see him after school tomorrow?”

	Connor nodded. 

	“Is there any chance we could study after? Maybe you could stay for dinner before we study?”

	He stiffened. I had meant it only as a practical idea, but a line had been crossed.

	“I’m guessing you don’t do family dinners.”

	“I’d rather be drawn and quartered.”

	I frowned. I’d heard the expression before, but I had no idea of what it meant. 

	“Google it,” Connor said. “Then you’ll understand how much I don’t do families.” He pulled on his jacket and closed his backpack.

	As he opened the front door, he turned to me. “Are you going to tell anyone that you wrote the letter?”

	I shrugged. “Sarah, maybe.”

	He winced.

	I understood. “I won’t say the information came from you. I’ll just say a policewoman friend of Mom’s did some checking. No-one will know that you go through your father’s files.”

	Connor turned for the door.

	“Or, that underneath, you’re actually a nice guy.”

	He paused, one hand on the door handle. Then he pushed the door open and went outside.

	I watched from my landing as he kicked the bike into life. Just before he rode off, he turned his helmet towards me and nodded. Then he gunned the engine and roared out into the darkness.

	I remembered what Louise had said about Connor; that all the Harman men seemed angry on the outside, but inside they were most blessed.

	Alone, on the landing, I smiled.

	 

	


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	The following day I delivered letters up and down the street before I walked to school. At school, I told Sarah about it.

	Sarah had been coming to my house for three years and like everyone else, had cast a sideways glance at the old man on her way through. She was horrified that everyone had been so wrong about him, and thankful that I was fixing it.

	“You are so a Leo,” she said. “You just can’t stop helping people.”

	I snorted. “Leos are supposed to be the shining light in any room. I’m more like the Itty Bitty Book Light stuck on the old National Geographic magazine down the back of the sofa.”

	Sarah laughed. “Speaking of August, birthday plans?”

	I shrugged. “Mom and Dad said I could have the party at home. They’ll take Ben out for the night.”

	“Wow.” Sarah was impressed. “That’s a lot of trust right there.”

	“We’re the Nobodies,” I pointed out, “the worst my parents could expect is to find Roby making out in the spare room.”

	Sarah crinkled her nose. “We are so lame.”

	 

	He was waiting in my driveway. The sight of him sent a cool thrill through me.

	When I drew close, I saw his fists were clenched white. 

	“Is it okay if we eat first?” I asked. 

	I thought he’d say no, but Connor wordlessly followed me inside. 

	I made him a coffee and cut him a slice of cake. He sat rigidly at the countertop in the center of the kitchen. I knew better than to offer him pain relief or suggest that we do it another time.

	Ben trotted into the kitchen and went to the pantry. 

	“Saw your bike,” he said. “Hey, Connor.”

	Ben wouldn’t have admitted it, but he was quite taken with Connor. He called him all kinds of names, like Creepoid and Scary Man and The Dark Dude, but he couldn’t quite hide the fact that he admired Connor’s style. 

	Connor didn’t reply to Ben. Connor never replied to Ben.

	Ben opened a jar of hazelnut spread and took a teaspoon from the drawer. “So you guys studying again? Why would you want to study on a Friday – jeez man, it’s the weekend, get a life.”

	Mercifully, Connor and I were spared any more when Ben shoved a spoonful in his mouth. He said something unintelligible on his way out.

	Connor sipped at his coffee. I sucked lemonade through a straw. We sat silently and I was at peace with that. If you wanted to hang with Connor Harman and not have him despise you, this was how you rolled.

	He put his cup down. His hand shook. “Let’s get this done.”

	 

	As we approached Mr. Zaleski’s house, I grew increasingly nervous. It was no small thing we were doing. We were about to introduce ourselves to a man we’d never met and offer him help that he hadn’t asked for. How would he react? Would he freak out and slam the door? Would he have some kind of break-down?

	Was he even home?

	Connor appeared to have no such concerns. He walked into the yard like he walked everywhere: as if he owned the place and didn’t care. He knocked on the door. 

	There was the sound of shuffling feet from inside. The door opened to the width of the metal chain. Mr. Zaleski’s face peered out.

	“Halo?” The old man’s voice was soft. Frightened. It broke my heart.

	“Halo, Pan Zaleski,” Connor said gently. “Piekna ogrod. Me pomoc ty, komputer Inernet.”

	“Pomoc?” The old man said. “Komputer?”

	“Tak.” Connor nodded.

	“Hah! Pozdrawiac!” Mr. Zaleski opened the door. As he ushered us inside, he rattled off a string of unintelligible sentences. Unintelligible to me, but Connor had no trouble. He spoke back just as fast.

	Mr. Zaleski’s house was old, but it was tidy. Faded black and white photographs of himself and his smiling wife sat atop an old television. Dull rugs covered clean floorboards. On the wooden sideboard were newer, color photographs of his son and daughter-in-law and their grandchildren: feeding kangaroos, holding koalas, splashing in waves on golden beaches. 

	On the wall over his computer was a very old photo of a young man in an army uniform, cap tucked proudly under his arm, staring down the camera lens with a ferocity and determination reserved only for the young who have not yet seen war.

	Mr. Zaleski offered us something, but Connor politely turned him down. We sat in front of the computer. I pulled up another chair where I could see Mr. Zaleski’s face. It was glowing with unbelievable gratitude.

	Over the next hour, Connor carefully detailed how to send and receive emails. He wrote things in Polish and drew diagrams. He sent an email through to Mr. Zaleski’s son, and when we received one back fifteen minutes later, Mr. Zaleski began to cry. 

	I cried right alongside him, sharing the tissue box.

	After emailing, Connor explained how to use the Internet, how to open a tab, call up Google and type in any question in the world. 

	Mr. Zaleski’s face lit up in wonder.

	He now has the entire world at his fingertips, I thought. He can go anywhere and speak to anyone without ever leaving his house. He can find other people from his country and maybe even meet them.

	The freedom that we were giving Mr. Zaleski was life-changing. It felt so unbelievably good. And my joy at watching Mr. Zaleski’s world open up was equaled by watching Connor make it happen. 

	He was gentle, patient. He was compassionate, understanding and helpful, all those things he tried very hard not to be. And all this despite his pain: I heard it when his voice caught; saw it in his rigid body.

	I knew Connor didn’t want to reveal this side of him. He could have insisted that he visit Mr. Zaleski by himself. He could have refused to help at all. But now here he was, baring part of his soul in front of me, taking a step that he could not retreat from. I felt privileged, because I was party to a secret that I would have to keep:

	Connor Harman, for all his attitude, was the Good Guy.

	When he was finished, Connor pointed to me and explained something. I had the sense that he was telling Mr. Zaleski that if he had any problems, he should knock on my door.

	As we left, Mr. Zaleski was beside himself with joy. “Dziekuje!” he kept saying. “Dziekuje!” 

	He opened the door to let us outside and then cupped Connor’s hands in his own. “Dziekuje,” he whispered. 

	Connor nodded. His lips were pressed tight.

	Mr. Zaleski opened his arms to hug me. I walked into them and hugged him right back, trying not to cry.

	But I failed. As we left Mr. Zaleski on his verandah, waving after us, I was sobbing.

	Connor’s hands were shoved deep in his pockets, his brow furrowed.

	I said nothing as he went to his bike. He slid on his jacket.

	“Dziekuje,” I said. “Does that mean thank you?”

	Connor fastened his helmet. His fingers were trembling. He flicked the visor up and nodded.

	“I can see what it cost you to help him,” I said, “so, dziekuje.”

	Connor looked at me. He closed his visor.

	He started up his bike, reversed it out and rode away. 

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-One

	 

	 

	On Saturday my mother showed me the letter.

	 “Look what I found in the mailbox - apparently everyone in the street got one. I feel so awful about Mr. Zaleski.”

	I pretended to read the letter. “The poor man.”

	“I’m thinking of baking him a cake,” Mom said. “I’ll find a Polish recipe on the Internet – something he might have had when he was a boy.”

	“That’s really sweet.” I made myself not cry, again.

	Sarah came over later. We spent the day gushing about the prom and looking online at dresses and shoes. Every time Ben went past he made a retching sound. Sarah and I ignored him.

	My mother spent the day tidying up in preparation for the relatives, and freaking out if someone left a cup on the countertop.

	“I’ve spent days getting ready,” she grumbled. “I’m not having anyone make a mess before your aunt and uncle arrive.”

	My father tactfully spent the day away at a friend’s house, apparently helping him with his tax. I had the feeling that the tax files (if they even existed) probably sat untouched on a coffee table while my father and his friend and some more of their friends watched a game, shouting and drinking and punching each other on the shoulder.

	My theories were proven correct when my father finally came home later that afternoon, breathing out beer fumes and barbecue crisps and looking far happier than anyone who spent the day doing tax should have the right to be.

	My mother didn’t care in the slightest: she was glad there had been one less person in the house to mess it up.

	 

	Sunday brought the cousins up from Florida. I didn’t remember them very well and wasn’t sure what to expect. 

	Uncle Steve was my father’s brother, which made him an actual Uncle. Aunt Lindy-Lou was Steve’s second wife. Their two children were from her first marriage and therefore not blood relatives to me. Bobby-Joe would be twenty-three now. I had been twelve when I last saw him. I remembered him as tall and broad and tanned, all teeth and sandy hair. I also remembered having a brief but embarrassing crush on him.

	His sister was Laney-Lee. She would be twenty-one. I could recall her more clearly, a fresh-faced blond with blue eyes who was totally full of herself. I remembered being glad that Laney-Lee wore braces because she thought herself the Queen of the Universe and the braces were the only thing that made her part of the mere mortals.

	On Sunday, my mother sat in the front room, trying to read a magazine and looking up every time a car slowed outside. Finally, at three-thirty, a gold Buick pulled into the driveway. 

	Mom called to everyone to come, straightened her hair, and went outside to greet them with Dad. I waited on the verandah and Ben mooched about in the background.

	Bobby-Joe got out of the car first. He was just as blond and tanned and buff as I remembered him, but this time I wasn’t impressed. I was old enough to know that they weren’t the qualities I found attractive in a guy. If they were, I would already have ended up as Ethan’s girlfriend and that was never going to happen.

	Aunt Lindy-Lou and Uncle Steve climbed out at the same time. Uncle Steve embraced Mom and Dad with lots of back slapping. Lindy-Lou was blond and shiny, with lips bigger than they might naturally have been. Her face was just a little too tight.

	The last door opened and out stepped Laney-Lee. She emerged almost in slow motion, like the world had specifically slowed down to make sure that everyone could appreciate her entrance. 

	I saw gold high heels, followed by long legs in shiny stockings that ended in gold short shorts. A fluffy white crop jacket followed. Laney’s face, shiny and made up like her mothers, was mostly hidden behind over-sized sunglasses. Her blond hair was tied in a jaunty ponytail. She was carrying a handbag that matched her shoes. The braces were gone and her teeth were perfect. 

	She closed the car door with a leisurely push and waited for the world to notice her.

	“Laney!” My father exclaimed. “Good God, you’re all grown up.” He nudged Uncle Steve; “Got your hands full there, hey? Bet you’re beating them off with a stick.”

	Laney flicked her hair over her shoulder. My mother hugged her in the kind of hug that women do when they’re scared of messing the other’s outfit. Laney did air kisses back with big glossy lips.

	I could only stand on the verandah and stare. I’d seen people look like this on television, but never in real life. Some of the girls at school – the Barbies – wanted to look like this, but had never achieved Laney’s level of . . . 

	I didn’t know what to call it. Perfection? Plasticness? 

	I had no idea. All I knew was that Laney and I were not going to have a lot in common.

	The family moved towards the verandah.

	“Laney and Bobby, you might remember Emma,” my mother said.

	I offered a friendly wave. 

	The golden children swept up the steps. Laney came first. 

	“Hi, Emma,” she drawled (air-kiss air-kiss), “You’re much the same as I remember, maybe taller.”  She did the up-and-down-look-over.

	“Thanks,” I said. Laney swept past.

	Bobby-Joe bounced up the steps. He favored me with a sweep of his fringe and a magnificent smile. I stared blankly back. What was he doing? Was he trying to charm me?

	My dad bounded up the steps and opened the door for Laney, who strode inside like she was expecting paparazzi flashes.

	I stood there and watched the whole parade roll inside. I limply took the bags I was given by Aunt Lindy-Lou and followed behind, wondering if my family had been set up for one of those weird family swap programs. I half expected a director to jump out and cut the shot.

	“Emma,” Mom called out. “Show Laney-Lee up to your room and drop the other bag in the spare room for Aunt Lindy.”

	I trudged past Laney. “This way.” As I thumped up the stairs, I could hear the tiny clip-clip of Laney’s heels on the wood. I dropped the light purple bag in my Aunt’s room and guessed correctly that the pink bag was Laney-Lee’s.

	I had tidied my room as best I could to accommodate the extra bed that my father had brought down from the attic. My mother had made it up with pink sheets – sheets I’d never seen before in my life.

	As Laney walked into the room her disapproval was palpable.

	“Charmin’,” she drawled. “Love the mobiles. Dark blue walls . . . interestin’ color choice. Still, it offsets all those strange posters; is that actually music?”

	“Indi music.” I listed some names.

	“Who?” Laney didn’t phrase it as a question. She tossed her handbag on her bed. 

	“Don’t worry,” she said, “I can broaden your horizons – I’ve got, like, heaps of top forty on my phone. Can I borrow your laptop?”

	“Sure.” I waved towards my desk.

	Laney pulled out the chair and folded her long shiny legs under the desk.

	“I need to let everyone know I’m here – my phone’s dead and I’ve been offline for like, two hours now – they’ll all be frantic.”

	I went out. I mimed to myself in the hallway they’ll all be frantic. Good grief. 

	Downstairs, my parents were already deep in conversation with Aunt Lindy and Uncle Steve. Bobby-Joe was probably up in Ben’s room, rolling his eyes at having to stay with a twelve-year-old.

	I opened a can of lemonade and leaned against the kitchen counter, wondering how long I had to stay before it became polite enough to slip away. Mom had already warned me not to spend all my time out while I had relatives over. I had begged for the two study nights with Connor, and got them on the condition they were at my house - both my parents refused to take the fifty minute round trip to his house or give me the cab fare for it. 

	You can study here, they told me, your cousins are only here for two weeks and we hardly ever see them.

	Mom came into the kitchen and picked up a tray of crackers and dip.

	“Where’s Laney? You haven’t left her alone, have you?”

	“She’s Facebooking.”

	“Well make sure you keep her entertained, we don’t want our guests going back saying they were bored.”

	I said, straight-faced: “Oh, I’m sure it won’t be boring.”

	My mother missed the sarcasm and took the tray out to the sitting room.

	When I dared to go back up to my room, it was to find Laney unpacking her suitcase and filling the drawers that I had emptied for her. Laney had a lot of beautiful, sparkling, furry clothes. She hung up eight outfits in the wardrobe, taking care to smooth them down with her hand. She laid out several cases of jewelry.

	“Wow.” I was genuinely impressed. “Your things are gorgeous.”

	“The Golden Rule is always be perfect,” was the reply. “You never know who you’ll meet or where you’ll end up.”

	I shrugged. “I’m not sure there’s anyone to meet in Stamford. Down in NYC, maybe, if you go there.”

	“Of course we’re goin’ there!” Laney exclaimed. “What would be the point of comin’ all the way up here otherwise? I plan to spend like, days shoppin’.”

	Days without me, I hope. I was grateful I would be at school. 

	“Sooo,” Laney cooed. “Any hot guys here in Stamford?”

	“All the guys I know are the same age as me,” I told her, “so three years younger than you. There are some hot guys at my school, but I don’t know any of them personally.”

	“No, I expect not.” Laney probably didn’t intend it to sound as mean as it did. “Any places in town we could hang out to meet some?”

	“The Burger Bar,” I said. “Or Red’s café. Lots of kids go there.”

	Laney sniffed. “I’m not really after kids, anymore, dear.” She considered her fingernails and buffed them lightly against her shorts. “Don’t worry, I’ll find my way around. Dad said Bobby and I can take the Buick.”

	“Cool,” I said. Hopefully they would take it to places where I wasn’t allowed to go and I would have to stay behind.

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Two

	 

	 

	Monday morning, Laney-Lee was still asleep when I dressed and crept out of the bedroom. I made my lunch quietly, shouldered my bag and left the house. I was twenty minutes earlier than usual, but I didn’t care. School was a much better option than my relatives.

	As I approached the Math class, I saw Ethan leaving it.

	“Hey.” He looked at his watch. “You’re here early.” 

	I made a throat-cutting gesture. “My relatives have arrived. I’d rather study.”

	Ethan thumbed back over his shoulder. “New teacher.” He walked away.

	New teacher? I frowned and went through the door.

	There was indeed a new teacher at Mr. Saunders’ desk. He was about forty, blonde hair converting to grey. Under his boring teacher shirt it was obvious he worked out. He looked up and smiled brightly as I entered.

	“Good morning, I’m Mr. Bellamy, I’m filling in for the rest of the term.”

	I smiled back. “Emma Hart.”

	Mr. Bellamy visibly paused. “Emma,” he repeated. “That should be easy to remember.”

	I went to my seat. “What happened to Mr. Saunders?” 

	Mr. Bellamy winced. “A car reversed into him; shattered his leg in two places. He’s going to be off his feet for weeks.”

	Couldn’t have happened to a nicer man.

	I felt a stab of guilt. Mr. Saunders was strict, but he didn’t deserve to be hit by a car. 

	It was only later, as the class was filling up, that I thought to wonder what Ethan had been doing in there. Had he been looking for me? It was too early to expect me to be there. 

	Had he been talking to Mr. Bellamy? But why would he? And what about? Neither Mr. Bellamy nor Mr. Saunders taught Ethan.

	Maybe he was passing by and said hello. Ethan was a friendly guy. He worked out; the teacher clearly worked out. Maybe Ethan sensed a kindred spirit and dropped in to swap gym advice.

	Connor walked into the room.

	Mr. Bellamy stiffened as if he’d been stabbed in the back. 

	Connor paused, mid-step. He glowered, and carried on towards his desk. 

	Mr. Bellamy recovered. “Excuse me,” he called, “can I have your name?”

	Connor dropped his bag on his desk. His eyes narrowed. “Connor Harman.” 

	Mr. Bellamy gave a tight smile. “Thank you, Mr. Harman. Please take your seat.” 

	Connor dropped into his seat and folded his arms.

	What in the heck was that all about? 

	Here it was again; Connor apparently getting on the nerves of people who didn’t even know him. First Ethan, then Ethan’s relatives, now the new teacher.

	But they DO know him, I thought, it’s like they ALL know him.

	What was it Ethan had said? Others are coming.

	It explained why Ethan had been talking with Mr. Bellamy before class. It did nothing to explain who they all were and how they were connected.

	I wanted to ask Connor about study that night, but I didn’t want to do it in the classroom, not with Mr. Bellamy there. When Math was over, I sent Sarah ahead and waited outside for him.

	He didn’t come out. I peered around the door as the last student left the room. Connor was standing in the middle of the classroom, furious. I ducked back out of sight as the door closed and put my ear up against the crack.

	“Really?” Connor’s sarcasm was palpable. “You have to be in my classes too?”

	“Just this class.”

	“Just this class. He’s pathetic.”

	“We serve and protect.” The words were meant to sound smug, but I could hear an undertone of nervous caution in Mr. Bellamy’s voice.

	“You serve only yourselves,” Connor growled. A pause and then: “I suffer the fools and their rules, but keep the fuck away.” It was the first time I’d ever heard Connor swear.

	I heard him start for the door.

	“Don’t make waves, Mr Harman,” Mr. Bellamy called after him. “It’s quite within my power to give you detention, any time I like.”

	Connor paused. I could almost see him, in my mind’s eye, turn back towards the teacher.

	“And it’s quite within my power,” he snarled, “to wipe you all off the face of the earth.”

	I leapt away from the door and scooted down the corridor. I pretended to be searching through my bag. 

	Connor stormed out of the classroom towards me.

	I flipped him a sympathetic smile. “I see you and Mr. Bellamy don’t get on.”

	He strode past. I was forced to jog alongside him to keep up.

	“I know his type,” Connor muttered. “Intolerant and judgmental. He knows my type too.”

	“What’s your type?” 

	He held up his hands as if to say ‘this’ and kept moving.

	“Study tonight?” I asked. “Seven?”

	“Whatever.”

	He wasn’t in the mood and I would have left it there, but I felt I had to prepare him, just a little.

	“I have to warn you about my cousin. You might find her a bit annoying. Actually, a lot annoying.”

	Connor snorted. “I find everyone a lot annoying.”

	He paused at a corner. His eyes met mine. “Almost everyone.”

	Then he was gone, loping down the corridor with that disdainful stride.

	My stomach went hollow. Almost everyone.

	I danced after him to history class. Temporarily, it made me forget about the odd conversation between him and Mr. Bellamy. 

	The conversation where Connor had threatened to wipe him off the face of the earth.

	 

	It was only later, as I walked home, that I realized something:

	Just this class. He’s pathetic.

	Alone, in the bright spring sunshine, I suddenly understood it. 

	The class that Mr. Bellamy now watched over was one of three classes that Connor and I shared.

	But it was the only one that Ethan wasn’t in. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Three

	 

	 

	I was at a loss about where to study. The house was full of people. In the end I settled for the dining table, the only room that was empty. I set my laptop and notes at one end and pushed all the candelabras and settings up the other end, cluttering up the space to make sure no-one could join us. I did all this casually, as though nothing was out of the ordinary. 

	Nothing going on here, people.

	But inside, I was writhing with anxiety. Laney-Lee, Bobby-Joe and their parents were a whole new level of everything that Connor despised. If they annoyed him to the point where he was totally rude, my mother would go on about it for weeks.

	He came promptly, as always. I opened the door before he had the chance to ring the doorbell - there was no point putting the whole house on notice. 

	Connor walked inside. As he passed the entrance to the sitting room, my mother called out: “Hi, Connor.”

	He nodded back to her.

	I saw Mom lean towards Aunt Lindy-Lou. “That’s him,” she whispered. “You have to get a look, he’s -”

	I didn’t want to hear what my mother thought of Connor. I led him into the dining room. He removed his jacket and set everything on a chair.

	“Coffee?” I asked.

	He nodded. 

	It was made and on the table before he’d laid out his notes. As he sipped it, he closed his eyes. I was happy that he didn’t appear to be in much pain, if any.

	“Where were we?” He asked.

	I was blank. “I have no idea. Last time was all about Mr. Zaleski.”

	“Hitler’s right-hand men.” He reminded me. “We were cataloging their list of accomplishments.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Yay.” 

	Ten minutes later Bobby-Joe strutted into the kitchen. He threw his award-winning smile at me. When he saw Connor, his step faltered. He thrust out his chin, puffed up his chest and carried on to the fridge.

	“Hey,” he said.

	If it was meant as a greeting, Connor ignored it. 

	Bobby-Joe cracked a can of soda and leaned casually against the countertop. “Whatcha doin’?” 

	“Studying,” I said. “Hitler’s rise to power and the precursors to World War Two.” I hoped it sounded complicated enough to make Bobby-Joe go away.

	Bobby-Joe shrugged. “Yeah, I remember doing that, way back. Borin’.”

	Connor’s lip twitched. 

	I frowned at Bobby-Joe. “Not to the millions of people he killed.”

	Bobby-Joe took a big swig of soda. “What-ev.” He stood silently, watching us, stuck for what to do next.

	Welcome to my world, I thought. Or at least, it had been my world. I was perfectly happy not to have a conversation with Bobby-Joe. If Connor had taught me anything, it was that sometimes, words weren’t necessary. Or even wanted. I much preferred his brooding silence to the endless blathering of everyone else.

	Bobby-Joe finally wandered away. He returned to the kitchen a couple of times, apparently to look for a cup or find a cookie or something that wasn’t quite obvious. 

	What was obvious was that he was checking Connor out each time he did it. Who was this dude who could get his cousin’s attention so strongly when he could not? I saw him mentally criticizing Connor’s unruly hair, his fingerless gloves, his battered riding boots. He finally spotted the motorcycle helmet and wandered casually out to the front entrance to peer through the window.

	I heard his grunt of surprise. I knew nothing about motorbikes, but I knew that Connor’s black and chrome Ducati was impressive and expensive.

	Bobby-Joe didn’t come back again. He went upstairs.

	Two minutes later I heard the unmistaken clip clipping of Laney-Lee’s heels on the stairs.

	Heels? She must have dressed up. She had been wearing a pink tracksuit and slippers, working her way through her nine hundred and seventy-two Facebook friends. Obviously Bobby-Joe had complained about my unfriendly guest, and now Laney-Lee was coming to see for herself.

	She breezed into the kitchen in skintight silver three quarter pants, silver heels, a white crop top and a fluffy pink cardigan. Her lips were glossed into a shiny pink pout.

	“Emma!” She breathed. “Who is your guest? You must introduce us.”

	I was polite. “Connor, this is Laney-Lee. Laney-Lee, this is Connor. He’s my study partner.”

	Connor did Laney the courtesy of at least glancing at her. He went back to work.

	Laney-Lee’s pout intensified. She trotted over to the table and pulled out the chair directly across from Connor. She leaned on the table towards him. 

	The fact that it made her breasts pop forward was probably intentional, I thought, a little dazedly.

	“Sooo, Connor,” Laney-Lee drawled. “Studyin’ Hitler. So fascinatin’ . . . so dark.”

	Connor ignored her.

	“I mean, all those things he made people do,” Laney breathed. “All those cruel, terrible things. What kind of man could do that?”

	I watched, fascinated. It was like watching a tidal wave in slow motion. Would it break early and bubble away, like it had with Bobby-Joe, or would it crash wildly and upset the whole house?

	“We’re sort of busy here,” I said politely. “We can’t really stop to chat.”

	“I’m not interferin’,” Laney sniffed. “Anyone can see that. Your friend hasn’t even said hello, so clearly I’m not botherin’ him.”

	Connor kept writing. 

	Laney-Lee frowned. “You know, down where I come from, it’s considered polite to talk to your guests.”

	Connor didn’t look up. “You’re not my guest.”

	“I’m Emma’s guest,” Laney declared. “As are you. It’s called bein’ social.”

	I winced. “Connor’s not really one for small talk, everyone kind of knows that.”

	“I’m not everyone,” Laney-Lee insisted, “and your friend is rude.”

	As rude as you saying how rude he is, right in front of his face? I didn’t say it. I still had nearly two weeks of sharing a room with Laney.

	Connor closed his books and stood up. “I’m going.”

	Laney’s mouth dropped open. The tidal wave was about to break.

	“He got a text,” I said quickly. “His parents need him home.”

	Laney narrowed her eyes. She crossed one long leg over the other, draped an arm along the chair and watched Connor leave.

	I went outside with him. I saw Laney peer out through the curtains.

	“Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I did warn you.”

	Connor slid on his jacket. 

	I added: “I do know that you don’t actually have a phone.”

	He didn’t reply.

	“And that your parents aren’t in the country.”

	Connor studied his helmet, thoughtful. He looked up at me. “Louise told you.” 

	I backtracked: “It wasn’t her fault, we just were talking and -”

	“It’s my fault for not briefing her properly.”

	I smiled. “And you don’t want the school sending people to check up on you.”

	He shrugged. “A housekeeper doesn’t count as a legal guardian in this country. Not that I need one.”

	I tilted my head. “Which - the housekeeper or a guardian? Because I really can’t see you in the supermarket buying milk and eggs.”

	He smiled and pulled his helmet on.

	“We do my house next time.” His voice was muffled. “And the time after that.”

	“That could be a problem,” I said. “Mom and Dad won’t drive me or give me cab fare while everyone’s here.”

	“I can give you a ride back.”

	My heart skipped a beat. The picture in my head was wonderful, but it was also short-lived. “Mom won’t let me ride on your bike,” I told him, “just in case you ever offered.”

	“Louise or I will bring you home in a car. Catch a bus down after school. Wednesday.”

	“It’s a date.” I realized what I’d said and blushed.

	Connor dropped his visor and started his bike.

	I watched him ride away. I felt warm and a little bit hollow. It wasn’t just the thought of being driven home by Connor. It was being able to see, so very clearly thanks to Laney-Lee, just how far I had come with him.

	On the very first day we’d met, it had been as awkward and rude between us as I had just witnessed between him and Laney-Lee. Now I was no longer on the outer, no longer the one he kept at arm’s length. It was the rest of the world he did that to, not me.

	I felt grateful towards my cousins. Annoying they might be, but they were helping put things into perspective. 

	I turned back towards the house and saw the curtain drop. My good feelings faded. 

	It was weird, I thought, how Connor was no longer the one I was worried about dealing with.

	I sucked in the cool night air and went inside to face the music.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Four

	 

	 

	Inside, Laney-Lee was nowhere to be found. I said goodnight to my mother and aunt (Mom’s expression told me that Laney had already said something) and went upstairs to bed.

	She wasn’t in the bedroom. I climbed into bed, thinking that maybe I wouldn’t have to face her after all. I was drifting off to sleep when I heard the door open and close. 

	Laney left the lights out; I listened to the sounds of her undressing and putting on her teeny-tiny pink silk pajamas.

	I thought about saying nothing, but I would still have to face her in the morning.

	I said into the darkness: “Sorry about Connor.” 

	I could hear her pout. “I can’t believe you even know people like that.”

	“I didn’t choose him; I just have to deal with him.”

	“And you showed him out the door. I would have just closed it behind him.”

	I smiled to myself. “I did, the first time. And the second.”

	Laney-Lee climbed into bed.

	“I’ll make it up to you,” I told her. “I’ll introduce you to my prom date sometime. He’s much more charming.”

	“Prom date?” Laney’s voice rose an octave. “You have a boyfriend?”

	The question held entirely too much disbelief for my liking.

	“No, he’s just a friend. But we’re going as a couple on the night.”

	There was a moment of silence and then: “Is he pickin’ you up or are you going in a group?”

	I frowned into my pillow. “I don’t know, picking me up, I suppose. He has a car.”

	I could hear Laney’s smile. “Friends go as a group. If he picks you up and you arrive as a couple, he’s more than a friend.”

	“I don’t see him that way.” 

	“You don’t have to, dear.” 

	I stared at the ceiling. My good feelings about Connor were gone, overridden by the idea that Laney-Lee might be right: if Ethan did plan on picking me up like a proper prom date, he might assume that he was indeed one.

	The sleep, which had almost been upon me, didn’t come for some time after that.

	 

	On Wednesday, I caught the bus from school to Connor’s house. My mother hadn’t argued against Connor giving me a lift back - she had obviously decided that it was less troublesome to keep Connor and Laney-Lee apart.

	I caught the bus earlier than I had planned, so found myself walking along Van Wagenen Avenue ahead of time. I hoped someone would be at the house to let me in.

	It was a good afternoon for walking. The sun was warm and the breeze was cool. The road was lined with trees and hedges and elegant mansions. 

	As I approached Connor’s house, I saw a dark green Ford parked on the roadside verge opposite. The driver was leaning back in his seat, his hands behind his head.

	Watching me.

	He was wearing a baseball cap and dark sunglasses. His hair was blonde. He looked familiar but I couldn’t place him. Was he waiting for someone?

	It was only after I turned into Connor’s driveway and walked under the cherry trees, that I realized that I did know the driver.

	The man sitting in the car, watching and waiting, was Bartholomew from Belgium.

	For some reason known only to Ethan and Connor, Bart was staking out Connor’s house.

	I went cold. Ethan will know I’ve come here.

	That was my first thought, beyond any others. Never mind that some creepy guy was watching my study partner’s house, or that my study partner might be dangerous. What concerned me most was that, the next morning at school, Ethan was going to be all over me. 

	Was it your first time there? What is Connor like away from school? Was he nice to you, rude to you; who else was in the house?

	Connor being in my house had pushed Ethan to asking me to the prom. How would he react after I had been in Connor’s house? 

	Deal with it, I told myself, it had to happen sooner or later.

	I walked up the wide steps and rang the doorbell.

	The door opened and Louise grinned broadly at me. “Mademoiselle! Entre vous, come in!”

	Inside, I heard music. I couldn’t hear the song, just the doof doof of the bass, vibrating through wood and stone.

	Louise rolled her eyes. “Monsieur Harman is in the gym - he always have such loud music when he work out.”

	Gym? I thought. But then why not? Even an average suburban house could have gym equipment. Connor probably just had a little more space than most.

	“I’m a bit early,” I apologized. “He won’t be expecting me now.”

	Louise led me into the bright kitchen. “Is no problem, let him lift his weights. We sit and talk like women do and I make the drink for him when he finish.” She took out a blender and put it on the countertop. “This time, you study first and stay for dinner, oui?”

	I nodded. “I guess so.”

	“But you are hungry now?” Louise asked hopefully. “I have food.”    She brought things to the countertop: chocolate layer cake, fresh fruit, chocolate chip cookies, a bottle of orange juice and a selection of sodas. My stomach rumbled.

	“Eat, eat,” Louise insisted. “I make it all for Monsieur Harman and myself, but we can only eat so much. Have some cake.”

	Louise cut me a generous slice and poured me a glass of juice. The cake was thick and luscious. 

	The doof doof ceased. Louise looked up towards the ceiling.

	“Monsieur Harman come now for his drink.” 

	She tipped ingredients into the blender: protein powder, cocoa, blueberries, water, and ice, and whizzed it all into a thick chocolate liquid. As she poured it into a glass, Connor walked into the kitchen, sweaty and pumped.

	He wore long black track pants and a black armless t-shirt. A towel hung over his shoulder. His hair was lank and dripping; it stuck to the side of his face and neck. He nodded at me, accepted the drink from Louise, and skulled it down.

	I tried not to stare. I’d seen him with his shirt off, but this was different. The veins in his arms bulged from the workout; his arms were slick with sweat. The t-shirt clung to his body. I could smell him, a heady mix of deodorant and sweat. He radiated heat.

	I felt a little giddy. 

	He wiped his mouth, handed the glass back to Louise and padded out of the kitchen. I watched him go, enjoying the back view of his broad shoulders just as much as the front.

	Louise smiled at me. “I see you like Monsieur Harman. You think him – what is the word here? Fit? No, that is for the English. You think him ‘hot’, oui?”

	I blushed. 

	Louise began to wash the blender. “Don’t worry Mademoiselle, I will not tell him so. I once feel that way about his uncle too.”

	That surprised me. “What was his uncle like?” 

	Her smiled shifted, and in her face I could see exactly what Connor’s uncle had been like.

	“I work for him for thirty years,” Louise said softly. “And for most of that time I am in love with him. I look at him in the same way you look at Monsieur Harman.”

	“I don’t love Connor,” I said quickly. “I just think he’s . . . you know. I can’t help looking.”

	“Oui, I know,” she said. “That is how I begin too, just thinking the uncle is tres bon. Then after a time, I begin to love him, like he was mine. But I not tell him so, that is not the way when you are working. I am just making him food, clean his house, tend his pain.

	“He was not much older than I. When I come to work for him, he was alone, and he stay that way until he die. I feel so sorry for him and I wish that I could marry him, so he have a wife. If he were to feel the same he would have told me, but he did not, and so . . .” 

	She shrugged.

	“Was your Monsieur Harman maybe . . .” I waggled my hand. “You know, maybe he liked men rather than ladies? Could that be why he didn’t marry?”

	Louise shook her head. “If he liked the men he would have brought them to the house. He have a big house and much money – he can do whatever he want. He just have no-one. I think maybe the pain keep him alone. He live a sad life, just like his father. I look after his father for sixteen years before he die. He was an old man.”

	“But Connor’s uncle,” I said, “he must have died young if he was only a little older than you.”

	She beamed at me. “You say lovely things! I am not so young – I am sixty-two. But my Monsieur Harman, he did not die from oldness.” Her face fell. “He die from accident.”

	I winced. “Oh no, that’s awful.”

	Louise lowered her voice. “Never a day more bad. One day he just go out to the city and he never come home. He hit by a car. His brother fly to Vienna to see his body, to make certain that it is him. I just left alone in the house and I worry and worry and I not know until the next day, when the police come to tell me.” She blinked back tears.

	This was only a few weeks ago, I reminded myself. The pain must still be so raw.

	She leaned in over the bench. “I think somehow that my Monsieur Harman, he know,” she whispered. “On that day, just before he go out, he embrace me. He tell me that his life was better because of me. Then he go out and he never come back. When his brother call on the phone, I tell him maybe Monsieur Harman know something. His brother say yes, Monsieur Harman always very good at knowing things. You understand?”

	“We call it psychic here,” I said. “People who just know things before they happen.”

	“That maybe is what he was,” she sighed. “But he sweet, too. I find out after that he leave me much money – one million Euro. What am I to do with so much money?”

	One million Euro? I was dumbfounded. Louise was a millionaire, and she still kept house for others?

	“You could do anything!” I exclaimed. “Tour the world, have a long holiday. Maybe hire someone to look after you for a while.”

	She smiled. “I will live with my sister in Avignon, but I have promised six months to look after Monsieur Connor. I happy to stay longer if they need me, or until we find someone who work like I do. Then I leave.”

	I couldn’t believe it. Louise was still prepared to give up another year of her own life to look after Connor when she had the money to do anything she wanted. I hoped Connor darned well knew that.

	“One of the reasons I wish to stay,” Louise added conspiratorially, “is maybe I can see which way this Monsieur Harman will turn out to be.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Will he be like his father - marry and have a child? Or will he be like his uncle, to live alone his whole life?”

	Marry . . . I thought wistfully, and then caught myself. What did it have to do with me, exactly? 

	Nothing at all. None of my business and never will be.

	I shrugged. “I won’t know him long enough to find out, but I hope you do.”

	“Why you not know him for long?” Louise was confused. “Are you not his friend?”

	Friend? I shook my head. “We’ve just been put together at school for study. At the end of the semester we’ll go different ways.”

	“Such a pity,” she said. “You a nice girl. You also too thin, so eat more cake.”

	I laughed, thrilled at being called thin.

	“Mon Dieu!” Louise suddenly exclaimed, “I did not pick the thyme. I must go to the garden.”

	I jumped off the stool, happy to help. “I know what thyme is. I’ll go for you - just point the way.”

	Louise smiled and motioned to the left. “Down this side of the house. Near the bird bath. Please bring one handful.”

	I knew what thyme was because Anne had her own herb garden and frequently gave fresh herbs to my mother. They weren’t always used, but the gesture was appreciated.

	I found the herb garden and followed Louise’s directions. I could see Van Wagenen Avenue over the front hedge. The green car was still there. 

	I resisted the urge to duck; I had nothing to hide. I had every right to be at Connor’s house.

	Maybe not in his herb garden, but certainly in his house.

	When I returned to the kitchen, Connor was sitting at the countertop with a glass of water. He was showered and redressed, now in black and red. His hair was towel-dried and hung down untidily across his face.

	His hands were balled to fists on his legs. His knuckles were white.

	I wanted to say sorry I’m early or some other icebreaker, but I didn’t. Obviously I was early, and Connor hated the obvious.

	Especially when he was in pain.

	“Hey.” I placed the thyme on the bench.

	Louise was beating eggs. “Ah Monsieur Harman,” she enthused. “Mademoiselle Emma knows which is the thyme. She is more clever for an American girl, oui?”

	Connor allowed a tight smile. 

	“You go to study in the living room?” Louise asked.

	Connor nodded and slid off his chair.

	“Three hours,” said Louise. “I call you then.”

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Five

	 

	 

	I followed Connor out of the kitchen. His walk was stiff. In the living room, the books were still stacked neatly to one side. He lay down on a sofa and stared up at the ceiling. 

	I set up my laptop, wondering what it was that caused his pain this time, because I knew something did. I wanted to ask him; ask why he collapsed in pain at the same time as a hundred people were killed in Syria; and as a plane exploded in Afghanistan. How his pain was connected to something happening in the world. If he would talk about it anywhere, it would be here, in his house. 

	Or maybe he would throw me out. That was more likely.

	I finished setting up and looked to him. His hands were clenched. I wished there was something I could do to help. 

	I was struck by a thought. It might not help him so much, but it would certainly help me.

	“I have an idea,” I ventured.

	He flicked his gaze towards me. 

	“This pain you have,” I said carefully, “I know you have it pretty much all the time and there’s nothing I can do to help. But we have twelve study sessions left and I can’t spend every one of them worrying that I’m intruding or being annoying.”

	He might have smiled; it was hard to tell.

	“So how about when we meet, I ask you how you are and you give me a number out of ten. Zero means no pain, five is halfway there. Ten means get out of my face and out of my house because I’m going to die. That way I can give you the proper response. What do you think?”

	Connor pulled himself stiffly upright. He looked at me.

	“I’m six.” 

	“Okay, but I need to know what that means.”

	“Up to five, it’s okay. Six and seven, you need to back off. Eight - give me some time alone. Nine, you have to leave.  Ten, I can pass out.”

	I nodded. “So the other night, when I was here and you passed out; that was a ten?”

	He shook his head. “That was about twelve.”

	I smiled. So much for the guidelines. 

	And before I could make myself shut up, before I could rethink it, before my brain could register that it would be foolish and even dangerous to ask, my mouth opened up and the words just came out:

	“And way back, when the two towers fell?” I asked softly. “What number would that have been?”

	Connor exploded from the sofa.

	I shrank in terror, but he wasn’t aiming for me; he went for the door. It slammed hard behind him, quivering in the doorframe.

	I sat, frozen. 

	You stupid, moronic idiot. 

	I couldn’t have just left it? It was hard enough to talk about normal things with Connor - now I had to bring up the one subject that he tried to keep to himself?

	Well, not the only one. There were plenty of secrets that he kept. But this was a big one.

	I sat back, at a complete loss. What should I do? Wait for him to come back? Go home? Ask Louise if she knew what to do?

	Does Louise even know about Connor?

	She didn’t act as if she did – a secret like that would make the housekeeper a little more furtive; a little less quick to discuss her employer. Louise was too open, too honest.

	Does Ethan know?

	He knew something scary enough to make him bring in other people, but Connor’s ability to feel the pain of the world didn’t exactly seem threatening. Maybe Ethan did know about it, but that wasn’t what kept him on edge. 

	In the end I decided to leave. I packed up my things and slung my backpack over my shoulder. I felt bad about leaving without telling Louise, so, wishing I could sprint for the front door, I headed instead to the kitchen.

	Louise was kneading pasta. She saw my backpack, paused, and nodded her head towards the garden. “Monsieur Harman is outside.”

	I saw him through the glass, sitting on the top step, his back towards the house. Past him, the sunset bathed the garden in orange.

	I could have turned and left. I wanted to turn and leave. It would be so much easier.

	Instead, I sucked in air and pushed through the doors. 

	I sat down near him. Not too near him.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “For knowing about it, and for asking about it. It’s none of my business and I had no right to intrude.”

	He didn’t acknowledge me. 

	I bit my lip. “I’ll go.” 

	“One hundred,” he said softly. He didn’t look at me. 

	I couldn’t imagine it. If ten knocked him unconscious, what did one hundred do? 

	“What does it feel like, your pain?”

	He snorted gently. “Have you ever touched a hotplate, or a kettle of boiling water – you pull your hand away but the burn lasts. Sometimes all night; sometimes it’s still burning in the morning.”

	“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve done that.”

	He shrugged. “That’s what it is . . . a burn that never dies. It only grows stronger or weaker.” 

	The wind lifted his hair from his face. He turned to look at me. In his eyes there was such a need, such a desperate need for my trust. For my understanding.

	Maybe for my help.

	I struggled for the right thing to say, but there wasn’t one. “I’m so sorry.”

	He looked away.

	I blinked rapidly. Whatever else Connor Harman was, whatever secrets he kept, he was in pain, such terrible, unending pain.

	And no-one could help him.

	That was my pain; that I couldn’t help. I rolled my eyes to keep back the tears. “God,” I breathed. 

	We sat like that for another few minutes, silent.

	Finally, Connor turned towards me. His expression softened. 

	“Come on.” He rose to his feet. “Let’s go cheer ourselves up discussing Hitler and his crimes against the world.” He offered his hand. 

	Surprised and somewhat giddy, I accepted it. His grip was strong and sure and warm. He pulled me effortlessly to my feet. 

	“Don’t tell Louise.” He opened the door for me to go inside.

	Louise smiled at us as we passed by. 

	Inside the sitting room, we sat down. I hoped that I didn’t look as giddy and flustered as I felt.

	“So,” I said. “Where were we at?”

	“I’m down to a three.” 

	We settled into a quiet peace. I was happy to know at least one of Connor’s secrets – although it really did ask more questions than it answered. But I knew better than to push the issue again that night. I also decided against mentioning Bart from Belgium sitting across the road.

	Connor seemed lighter, as if allowing me inside had lifted some of his darkness.

	 

	After dinner, when it was time to go, Connor showed me through a door near the kitchen. Behind it was a staircase that curved underground. I followed him through another door at the bottom and he flicked on a light switch.

	As I stepped into the room, the florescent lights flickered on.

	And on, and on.

	The room was massive. It was easily as big as the house above it. The walls were plain white. The floor was concrete. Marked onto the concrete were white parking bay lines and parked in neat rows along the length of the room were at least twenty cars.

	They took my breath away.

	Most of them were exotic and European: a Ferrari, Lamborghini, Jaguar, BMW, Audi, Mercedes, Aston Martin, Range Rover. When you have a boring accountant dad who reads car magazines because One Day in the Future he might actually buy something interesting, you tend to learn a few things. There were also several American cars, including a classic Slant-back Mustang in perfect condition, parked next to a Ford F100 Pickup. Others I couldn’t even name.

	“Which one is yours?” I asked.

	Connor shrugged. “I drive them all. Any preference?”

	I wanted to say Really? Your dad lets you drive his Ferrari? But I didn’t. Wealthy people have their own rules, I guess. I just know that my dad was already planning for me to borrow Mom’s car after I learned how to drive.

	So instead I said: “Nothing too showy or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

	Connor walked over to a black Audi and opened the passenger door for me. I slid inside. The car smelled new.

	He climbed in and buckled up. The engine purred into life. The car eased out and up a sloping ramp. At the top, a garage door opened and we slid out into the night.

	I suddenly remembered Bart, waiting out on the road. I ducked below the window. 

	Connor stopped the car. “What are you doing?”

	“Tying my shoelaces,” I said. “It’s okay, you can keep going.”

	“Would you rather have him think that you stayed the night?”

	I sat up and looked at him. Connor knew?

	He looked out the windscreen towards the darkness of Van Wagenen Avenue. “If you don’t want your prom date hassling you, maybe you should plug in your music and act disinterested.”

	That was a much better idea. I put my headphones on and leaned against the window.

	As we pulled out onto the road, Connor switched on an interior light. He pretended to be looking for something in the center console, but I knew it was so that Bartholomew could see me ignoring him. The dark green Ford switched on its lights and glided out onto the road behind us.

	Connor switched off the light and checked his rearview mirror. “Stay as you are. You wouldn’t want them thinking we actually talk.”

	I didn’t want to ask, but I couldn’t help myself. “Why do they watch you?”

	He looked at the road ahead. “Maybe Prom Date is the jealous type.”

	“This is not about me, it’s all about you.” 

	“You know I won’t answer your questions.”

	“Why?” 

	“Because it’s safer that way.”

	“Safer for who?”

	“You,” he said. “Please don’t ask any more.”

	We drove silently for a while. It wasn’t a bad silence, just silence. I watched the streetlights flash overhead. Sometimes I looked into the side mirror and saw the green Ford following. It wasn’t trying to hide but then, why should it? Bart wanted it perfectly obvious that he was watching.

	As we turned into my street, Connor asked: “Can you do tomorrow?”

	I winced. “I can’t. Mom’s making us stay at home. I can’t do Friday either – I have to go to town with Bobby and Laney and show them a good time, Stamford style.”

	He frowned at me. “Just you and your cousins?” 

	“Yes,” I groaned. “What a drag. We’re going to Red’s, or maybe the burger place.”

	Connor didn’t look happy. “Watch out for Bobby-Joe. I don’t trust him.” 

	I smiled. “Someone told me the same thing about you a few weeks back.”

	“That someone is an idiot.” Connor looked at me. “Bobby-Joe is big and stupid. That makes him dangerous.”

	“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll keep him away from the locals.”

	“It’s not the locals I’m worried about.”

	I looked at him. Wow, I realized, he actually cares.

	“Maybe you should invite Ethan.”

	I frowned at him. “Seriously?” He was actually suggesting that Ethan go out with me?

	He shrugged. “Safety in numbers.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Not those numbers. I’ll have Bobby-Joe thinking he’s God’s gift to women, Laney-Lee hitting on Ethan and Ethan trying to defend me against both of them. Not going to happen. We’re just going to have a burger, they’ll get bored hanging out with me and we’ll come home early. Or maybe they’ll go on to a club and send me home in a cab.”

	Connor turned the car into my driveway. Behind us, the green Ford pulled over. Ahead, in the house, the curtains on front window parted slightly. Laney-Lee, I thought.

	He looked at me. “So we study when?” 

	I tried not to smile; he was actually asking me. “Monday?” 

	He nodded. “When you get out of the car, don’t say goodbye or look back.”

	I grinned. “Trust me,” I told him. “I’ve known you long enough to know how to do that.”

	He smiled.

	I felt giddy. I climbed out of the car and closed the door. Without looking around, I headed for the house.

	All the while burning inside, wanting only to turn back, climb into the car and drive off into the night.

	With Connor Harman.

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Six

	 

	 

	Thursday morning, I told Sarah that I had been to Connor’s house. I wanted it out in the open before Ethan said anything.

	Dressed in yellow, with a necklace shaped like the sun, Sarah quizzed me about everything: what Connor’s parents were like (they were out for the evening); how big was the house (massive, but I had really no idea because I only saw three rooms); what was Connor like when he was at home?

	“The same as always,” I told her. “We get the work done, but I’m only there because I have to be – that’s how we both see it.”

	She found it fascinating that Connor lived with such wealth but acted so aloof. I pointed out that he didn’t want to be the coolest kid in school; he wanted to be left alone. The way he did that was by keeping everyone away.

	“Issues,” Sarah told me sagely. “Big issues.”

	I played it cool when I passed Connor in the hallway. I nodded at him, and he nodded back. A person would have to look hard to see it.

	Ethan caught up with me on the way to lunch.

	“Hey,” he said casually. “I heard you went to Connor’s house.”

	I shrugged, nonchalant.

	“I heard it’s pretty swanky, some big mansion.”

	As if you don’t know. “Too big. Nobody really needs that much space to live in.”

	“Did you get to explore the gardens?”

	What was he doing, testing me? “I picked some thyme for the housekeeper. Mostly we just studied. Connor’s not really one for showing people around. Or talking. Or being nice.”

	Ethan seemed relieved to hear it. “You going there again?” 

	Half of me wanted to challenge him with: why, what business is it of yours? The other half was more sensible and cautious.

	“Probably, while my cousins are here. They hate him and he hates them back. It’s like watching two fighting fish in a jar.”

	Ethan grinned. “I’d so like to see that.”

	 

	Friday afternoon, after school, I walked through the front door to be met by a frenzied pink dressing gown and curlers.

	“Emma, sweetie! You need to start gettin’ ready!”

	I put down my bag. “We’ve got four hours.”

	Laney-Lee rolled her eyes. “Four hours is nothin’! We need to do your nails, pluck your eyebrows, curl your hair, whiten your teeth and buff and clean until you shine!”

	“I don’t really -” was as far as I got before Laney herded me toward the kitchen.

	“Eat!” She ordered. “We’ve got a totally huge night ahead and you need energy.”

	When I had eaten, Laney pushed me up the stairs.

	Laney-Lee was right: four hours was nothing. She did everything that it was possible to do to a girl, short of surgery. The eyebrow plucking hurt. The manicure and pedicure were pleasant, even if administered by a fluffy pink abomination that never shut up.

	“We’re just going for burgers,” I would protest.

	“We’re goin’ out on the town!” Was the reply. “You’ll be seen by everyone. Never go out lookin’ less than perfect. We can use the same makeover for the next day, that’s the brilliance of a busy social schedule . . .”

	I tuned out after a while. I showered, then sat through thirty minutes of Laney applying way too much makeup and suffered through my hair being curled and coiffed. 

	Finally, we opened the closet. Laney-Lee’s face fell. 

	“This is it?” 

	I shrugged. “Mostly it’s for school and a couple of things for wearing out.” 

	She eyed me up and down. “You’re about the same size as me - you can wear some of my things.”

	I bit back a scream.

	Laney opened the cupboards and went to work. 

	“This, and this, or this! Maybe this with a little cinch belt, wait - maybe this! And I’m certain we have the same shoe size.”

	Finally, Laney settled on an outfit. I didn’t look in the mirror until she finished fussing. She stepped aside and I saw myself in full length.

	Wow. My heart beat faster. Was that actually me?

	I wore Laney’s brown suede ankle high boots, the same color as my hair. Up from the boots rose my legs, in sheer stockings, to a pleated beige skirt. Laney’s brown crop jacket (resplendent with occasional crystal sequins), covered a natty little white T that I actually owned.

	“Wait, wait.’ Laney rummaged through her jewelry box and emerged with a showpiece beige and silver necklace. She snapped it around my neck and stood back to admire her handiwork.

	“Kil-ler,” she cooed. “You are hot, girl.”

	I had to agree. The girl in the mirror didn’t look anything like me. She looked better; smarter, classier.

	Imagine if I turned up to Conner’s house looking like this.

	Not that it would matter to him. If he liked anyone - if he liked me - it wouldn’t be because of clothes.

	Laney wore a very short silver dress with a black zip running right down the front. She teetered on impossibly thin silver heels.

	“Darlin’,” she drawled. “Time for our grand entrance.” 

	“But we’re only going to town,” I protested. I hate grand entrances.

	Laney laughed. “Emma, you’re with me. I always make an entrance.”

	She called down the stairs first, just to make sure everyone was ready for us. I had to admire her showmanship, if nothing else.

	Laney began her walk-down. “Presentin’ the fabulous Laney-Lee Hart-Crothers of Miami,” she announced, and picked her way delicately down to the sound of applause.

	Above, I cringed. 

	“And presentin’, ladies and gentlemen, and Bobby-Joe,” Laney called back up, “the scintillatin’ Emma Hart of the Stamford Harts!”

	I came down. The shoes were dangerously high and threatened to tip me forward, but I covered my lack of balance enough to accept the raucous applause. All four parents were there. Ben was pretending to throw up. 

	Bobby-Joe was standing front and center. He wolf-whistled at my legs.

	“Hey cous,” he called out. “Nice.”

	I blushed. I reached the floor without incident. 

	“Young lady,” my father exclaimed with mock horror, “you are not going out dressed like that!”

	Bobby-Joe jingled the car keys. “Ladies, we are out of here.”

	We headed outside amongst a chorus of instructions.

	“Don’t over-rev her,” said Uncle Steve. “And stick to the speed limit.”

	“No alcohol for Emma,” ordered my mother. “I’ll leave a key under the doormat.”

	“You look after those girls, Bobby-Joe,” my father warned.

	“Jeez Louise,” Bobby-Joe grumbled. “We ain’t ten-year olds.”

	Bobby-Joe opened the Buick’s front door for me. Laney-Lee pouted at not getting shotgun.

	“Emma’s gotta show me the way,” Bobby-Joe argued.

	“We’ve got Sat-Nav,” Laney countered.

	“Machines don’t know everythin’.” Bobby-Joe patted the front seat.

	I took the seat. I would rather have taken the rear seat, but I had the feeling Bobby-Joe wasn’t going to let that happen. He could sit next to his sister anytime – this was someone new.

	Someone not his sister.

	“Buckle up!” Mom called out.

	Yes, Mom, I mouthed back at her, and fastened my seatbelt.

	Bobby-Joe started the car and over-revved the engine, much to his father’s annoyance. He reversed out of the driveway.

	The four parents stood outside the house and waved us off.

	Bobby-Joe drove sedately down the street until I told him where to turn off. Then he accelerated hard around the corner. I clung to the dashboard.

	Bobby-Joe looked over at me. His lip curled. “What’s the matter? You don’t like goin’ fast?” 

	“Not really.”

	“Too bad.” The Buick went faster.

	Laney-Lee leaned between us from the back. “He’s just showin’ off - he thinks he’s tough.” 

	“Thought you would have liked a bit of speed,” said Bobby-Joe, “what with your bad-ass boyfriend and all. Don’ tell me you and him don’ go cruisin’ on that bike of his.”

	“He’s not my boyfriend.”

	“That loser’s her study partner,” Laney-Lee said. “Emma’s already got a boyfriend, her prom date.”

	“He’s not my boyfriend either.”

	“Jeez girl, you got boys hangin’ all over you,” Bobby-Joe grunted. “Ain’t you goin’ to let one of them in?”

	I didn’t like the way he said it. Or how he glanced at my legs.

	Big and stupid, Connor had said. Maybe I should have asked Ethan to come along.

	“Leave her alone Bobby,” Laney-Lee admonished. “She’s seventeen, not twenty-three.”

	Bobby-Joe eyed me up and down. “She sure looks twenty-three. I say we kick on after the burger joint – find a real party.”

	I realized what he meant. “I don’t have I.D. I won’t get in anywhere.”

	Laney-Lee laughed, high and singsong. “Don’t you worry about that sweetie, there’s always a way. You show us your town and we’ll show you how to have a good time.”

	The Buick swung onto the highway and roared towards the city. 

	Despite my party clothes and the bright lights of the city ahead, I felt suddenly alone and vulnerable. 

	The night had been wrenched out of my hands and placed in the control of the last two people on earth that I could trust.

	 

	


Chapter Twenty Seven

	 

	 

	The Gold Buick roared into Stamford and pulled into a parking space on Atlantic.

	“It’s still a half mile down the road,” I told Bobby-Joe, “we’re not there yet.”

	Bobby-Joe flashed me his award-winning smile. “We’re right where we need to be, babycakes.” He got out of the car.

	Babycakes? He was an entirely different animal away from the control of his parents. 

	I climbed out of the car and closed the door. We had stopped outside a liquor store. Bobby-Joe was already heading inside. 

	Laney-Lee emerged from the back seat in her world-stopping rock star fashion. I saw that people actually did turn their heads to look at the lanky blond in the silver dress. A guy wolf-whistled. Laney-Lee batted her fake eyelashes and tossed back her hair.

	She took my arm in my own. “Sister,” she declared, “tonight we own this town.”

	“Should we go in with Bobby?” I asked.

	Laney-Lee shook her head. “Our job is to stay right here and be fabulous.” She leaned up against the Buick and did actually be fabulous.

	Feeling self-conscious, I didn’t try for the supermodel pose because I knew I simply couldn’t make it work. Not like Laney could.

	Bobby emerged from the store with a bottle of vodka. He pulled out a silver flask from inside his jacket and filled it to the brim. He tossed the bottle into the back seat and stashed the flask in his jacket. 

	“For later,” he said, “when the party gets started.”

	As far as I was concerned, when that particular party started, I would be going home.

	We walked down Atlantic to Red’s café. I wanted to go and sit inside, but Laney-Lee wouldn’t hear of it. 

	“Puh-lease, darlin’,” she drawled, “we didn’t take all that time to be buried in a crowd.” She took up a spot on one of three high stools that lined the outside counter. 

	I sat down. My skirt was just a little too short for a stool. I tried to pull it down but it wouldn’t give.

	Laney laughed. “Sweetie, if you’ve got it, you might as well put it out there.”

	I gave up; she was right. After all the effort I had put into looking good, I might as well enjoy it. I hoped someone I knew would come past, maybe some of the Popular girls or the Barbies, or the Popular guys – anyone who might get a chance to see plain old Emma Hart looking a tiny bit fabulous.

	Sure, I’d never be able to reproduce the look, but just for one night, I could shine.

	Bobby-Joe picked up a menu. “Drinks first, then we’ll talk about food. Who wants what?”

	Laney squealed. Several people turned to look at her. “Ooh! Mocktails! See, Emma, you can have no alcohol and still be chic. Which one do you want?”

	I looked at the list. “I don’t know. I usually just have coke.”

	Bobby-Joe rolled his eyes. “I’ll go order some - give me chance to check out the talent. If there is any talent.” He left us at the counter.

	Laney tossed her hair back and gazed out over the crowd. The street was buzzing with life.

	She hissed: “Hot guy alert, eleven o’clock!” 

	I looked to my left. Two guys were walking together. One of them was tall and muscular and in love with himself. Perfect for Laney. I scanned the crowd to see if there were any guys I considered hot.

	I was surprised to find, as I searched, that quite a few of the people I looked at were also looking at me. It caught me off guard. Was this how Laney-Lee felt all the time – that everyone was looking at her?

	Well, obviously, I realized, because the whole world was looking at her. Laney-Lee was something to look at, whether it’s because you like tall leggy blonds or simply to marvel at her daring.

	Bobby-Joe waltzed back to the counter bearing two mocktails and a coke. The mocktails were pink and fluffy and sported orange slices and umbrellas.

	He set us down on the counter, then brazenly opened his flask and poured a good measure of vodka into his coke.

	“Hey,” Laney pouted. She motioned to her drink.

	I was confused. “Why didn’t you just order alcoholic drinks?” 

	“Cheaper this way,” said Bobby-Joe. “And they screw you on the alcohol measures.” He poured a measure into Laney’s glass and tilted the flask at me.

	I shook my head. “I get seen drinking and I’m grounded for life.”

	“So don’t get seen.” But he screwed the lid back on and hid it inside his jacket.

	Laney-Lee picked up her glass. “A toast, to good times.”

	“Damned good times,” Bobby-Joe agreed. He glanced at me.

	I clinked my glass against theirs.

	We drank, we talked, we read the menu. I wanted to order my favorite, the chicken burger, but I didn’t want to risk slopping mayonnaise on Laney’s clothes. Dropping food on clothes was something I was good at.

	Instead, I ordered a chicken kebab because it came wrapped in a bag. Bobby-Joe and Laney-Lee both went for burgers. Bobby-Joe went to order them in person and came back with more mocktails and coke, to which he and Laney added their own extra measure.

	The night was less annoying than I thought it might be. Laney interrupted constantly with Hot Guy Alert and Bobby lamented the lack of talent available on Atlantic Street, but I could tune out them if I wanted.

	Mostly, I was just thinking how cool it would be if Connor could cruise past and spot me at the counter. Maybe he would come over and say hi. Maybe he would rescue me from my cousins and take me somewhere else. Somewhere quiet, like a movie. In a dark cinema we could sit side by side for two hours. We could do anything.

	My thoughts drifted dreamily down the street and into the night.

	The food arrived at the table. I was suddenly starving.

	Bobby-Joe grinned lecherously at me. His mouth dripped with ketchup. “Hey babe, you handle that like a pro.”

	I looked at my hands, wrapped around the kebab. Revolted, I set it down. 

	“Bobby,” Laney whined, “don’t be mean – she’s only seventeen.”

	“Seventeen is old enough,” Bobby-Joe grinned. “Ain’t that right, babycakes?”

	I glared at him. I wanted to say something along the lines that he was a gross pig, but I couldn’t find the words. I was feeling a little bewildered. No boy I knew had ever been that crude. Then again, I didn’t know many twenty-three-year-olds. 

	“Just ignore him,” Laney told me. “He gets rude when he’s drunk.”

	I vaguely wondered who was driving us home that night. I didn’t have a license: both Laney and Bobby did, but so far they were matching each other drink for drink. I made a mental note to keep a count - if they had too much, I was catching a cab. My parents would have no problems paying for a cab if I felt unsafe.

	I ate the kebab when Bobby-Joe wasn’t looking. When he caught me doing it, he winked at me. I ignored him.

	He finished his burger and pushed his plate away, then sculled the rest of his coke and vodka.

	“Playtime’s over,” he declared. “We’re going to find the grown-ups. Where’s the best club around here?”

	I shrugged. “I’ve heard the Paradise is good, but I can’t go there.”

	Bobby-Joe snorted. “I’ll ask the babes at the bar.” He wandered off into the crowd.

	I looked at Laney-Lee. “I’m not allowed to go to a nightclub,” I insisted. “I’ll have to get a cab home.”

	“No way!” Laney squealed (again, half the street turned). “My clothes are party clothes and since you’re in them, you have to party. Or they’ll sulk.” She pouted at me.

	I had to laugh. Laney was ridiculous. The whole night was ridiculous . . . and just a little fuzzy. It was like the sound had been turned down. I hoped I wasn’t getting a cold.

	I saw Bobby-Joe coming back and slid off my stool. My skirt rode up my thighs. 

	Bobby’s eyes popped. “Babe, that’s one hell of an invitation.” He grabbed my waist and pressed himself against me. 

	I writhed out of his grip and straightened my skirt. “That wasn’t an invitation,” I muttered, less crossly than I would have liked. Where was my head tonight?

	Bobby-Joe winked at me. “Maybe later.”

	Maybe not EVER. I wondered why I just didn’t say it out loud. 

	Because if he tells Mom and Dad I was rude, I’ll never hear the end of it.

	True, but annoying. If Bobby-Joe didn’t stop messing with me though, I was going to say something.

	“Turns out babycakes was right,” Bobby-Joe said. “The Paradise is the place. We can walk.”

	Laney-Lee climbed off her stool and tottered along the pavement, a little off balance. I felt off balance myself – Laney’s shoes were a handful. More than once I stumbled into a passerby and had to apologize.

	Bobby-Joe laughed at me. “What’s the matter?” he crooned. “Can’t cut it with the big kids?”

	“It’s these heels.” 

	Bobby-Joe put an arm around my waist. “I’ll hold you up,” he breathed. “Big cousin will look after you.”

	I tried to shrug him off, but his grip was strong.

	“Hey,” he growled, “didn’t anyone tell you it hurts less if you keep still?” 

	I went cold. I didn’t like what he said or the way he said it. But the will to fight had left me – it took everything I had just to walk straight. What was going on?

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	 

	 

	Outside the Paradise Club was a heavy-set bouncer who glowered at me and raised an eyebrow at Laney-Lee. 

	From inside the club we could hear the doof doof of big bass. It made me think of Connor. Why couldn’t he be the one with his arm around me instead of my lecherous cousin?

	“She won’t get past him,” Laney whispered to Bobby-Joe.

	“Do your trick,” Bobby-Joe said. “Meet you out the back.”

	Laney-Lee strutted into the club, past the approving leer of the bouncer. Bobby-Joe pulled me along the pavement and turned down an alleyway. It was dark and full of bins.

	I baulked. “I’m not going down there.”

	Bobby-Joe was curt. “You wanna get in this club or not?” 

	“No. I want to go home. I don’t feel so good.”

	“Yeah, well, that’s the plan.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me after him. I fought his grip but I couldn’t co-ordinate.

	“Relax,” he said. “Ain’t nothin’ goin’ to happen to you here. Not yet, anyways.”

	We reached the rear of the club. The doof doof was louder now. Bobby-Joe tried the handle of a big black door but it was locked.

	“Jeez, how long does it take that bitch?”

	I frowned at him. “She’s your sister.”

	“She’s still a bitch,” said Bobby-Joe. “What are you, the Brady Bunch?”

	I tried to pull free of his grasp. Grinning, he pushed me bodily up against the wall. 

	“Yeah, that’s what you are, babycakes.” He stank of burger meat and pickle and coke. “You’re the Brady Bunch, keeping that precious virginity of yours like some hidden treasure.” He pressed himself up against me. I could feel him against every part of my body.

	I tried to stay calm. “Let me go.” The words didn’t sound clear. Was I even saying them right?

	Bobby-Joe leaned in close. His hands were tight on my waist. He whispered against my ear:

	“Think of me as a pirate, babycake. Tonight, I’m treasure-huntin’.”

	I turned my head away. Bobby took my chin with one huge hand and forced my face back to his. He kissed me, deep and hard. His tongue choked me. I fought back, but his body hardened against mine.

	The snick of a lock made him draw away. 

	As the rear door opened, Bobby-Joe straightened up. I slumped against the wall, trying not to cry. I felt violated.

	Laney-Lee ducked her head out through the door and hissed: “Come on!”

	Bobby started for the door. I didn’t move. He reached back and grabbed my hand. 

	“Come on,” he laughed. “I was just havin’ you on. You ain’t got nothin’ I want.”

	He pulled me inside. We passed Laney, who had pressed a young employee up against the wall. Her mouth was all over his mouth, her fingers were on his zipper. He groaned, barely registering Bobby and I.

	We were in a storeroom. By the time Bobby and I had reached the door leading into the club itself, Laney-Lee had caught up to us.

	“Hey, you tease!” The employee called after her. “Get back here and finish the job.”

	“Later!” Laney-Lee laughed over her shoulder. 

	“You’d better!”

	Laney giggled and pulled open the club doors. 

	The doof doof hit me full in the face. It was loud, it was smoky, and it was full of sweaty, dancing bodies. Bobby pulled me towards the dance floor. I let myself go with him - to resist was to fall over my stupid heels.

	Besides, I’m safe now, he won’t try that again with all these people around.

	We merged into the heaving mass. 

	I didn’t so much dance with Bobby-Joe as near him. I made that clear. If he moved in too close I pulled away. I didn’t dance with anyone else either - some guy with gelled up hair and a tight t-shirt invited me to join him with a suggestive sway of his hips, but I smiled and turned him down. I was worried about Bobby-Joe punching him.

	Laney-Lee strutted her stuff, pouting and writhing and grinding. Every male within a three-yard radius quickly became aware that she was dancing alone and they took turns to move in. Laney-Lee wasn’t choosey – she took them all on, one by one. She flirted and air-kissed and rubbed up against them.

	I didn’t know how many songs came and went, each faster than the last. I began to feel ill. My head was woozy. I needed to go to the toilet and I wanted cold water on my face.

	What’s wrong with me? Maybe I’d eaten a bad kebab. 

	I shouted at Bobby and Laney that I was going to the bathroom. As I staggered off the dance floor, I saw the LADIES sign more by luck than by strategy. 

	Down the long black corridor, the doof doof faded a little. 

	The restroom door was wedged open. I stumbled through it. Two girls in fishnets and short shorts shrugged me off and pushed past.

	I went to the toilet; then stood at the washbasin, staring at my reflection. 

	I looked awful. My hair hung limply around my shoulders. There were sweat marks under my arms. My face was pale. I held onto the basin and wondered why, if I’d eaten a bad kebab, I didn’t feel like throwing up.

	Perhaps that would come later.

	I wanted to go home.

	 

	


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	 

	 

	From inside the rest room, I heard Laney-Lee’s shrill voice cut through the music: “Bobby honey, I’m blowin’ this joint. I got a ride.”

	“With who?” Bobby-Joe was in the corridor. 

	I froze. Why was he out there? Was he waiting for me? Why would he do that? I slid behind the door and sank to the cold floor.

	“Some guy, says he’s got a Porsche,” Laney slurred. “He’s all muscle and all man. He’ll drop me back later. Tell the Ps I met some old friends.”

	“You’re such a slut.”

	“I’m the slut? You’re tryin’ to get off with your own cousin.”

	“Cousin-in-law. It’s legal.”

	Behind the door, I went cold.

	Laney snorted. “She’ll never do it.”

	“She’s toast,” Bobby sniggered. “One more drink and she’ll do anythin’ I make her do.”

	One more drink? 

	And that’s when I realized the obvious, foolish truth. It was Bobby-Joe who had ordered the mocktails at the café; Bobby-Joe who had the flask under his jacket. All that show about putting the vodka in after the drinks reached the table was just that, a show. My drink had been spiked from the moment it left the bar.

	I’m drunk. I’m way, way drunk. And Bobby got me that way. On purpose. 

	I felt sick.

	“She’s seventeen,” Laney said. “You got a room full of babes out there just gaggin’ for you. Why bother with her?”

	Bobby’s voice lowered: “Cos she don’ want me. She’s too good for her own britches.”

	“But what if she tells?”

	“Who’s she gonna tell? She’s gonna ‘fess up to getting’ drunk and havin’ sex? Besides, one more drink and she’ll think it was her idea.”

	“What ev. I’m outta here. Don’t wait up.” Laney clip-clipped away.

	I slumped against the wall.

	Bobby-Joe was waiting for me in the corridor. When I went through that door, he would velcro himself to me. If I tried to leave he would stop me.

	What could I do?

	I pulled out my phone. I had to call someone.

	Connor. It was the first name I thought of. I could see him striding in to save me, angry and dark and ready for a fight. My cousin was huge and strong, but Connor was . . .

	I didn’t know what the word was. I just knew that no-one was a match for him.

	I dismissed it quickly; whatever tenuous connection we had, it wasn’t enough to call him late on a Friday night, drunk in the toilet of a nightclub, begging him to rescue me from my cousin. Connor wasn’t the guy you called for that. I wouldn’t blow our friendship over this. 

	Besides, he didn’t even have a phone.

	Ethan. He made sense. I should have thought of him first.

	I punched the call, but cancelled it before it could go through. What was I going to say, exactly? Help, I think my drunk cousin will force me to have sex with him? 

	I didn’t want to bring Ethan in on this. It was embarrassing. Beyond that, I didn’t want Ethan going all “boyfriend” on me and beating into Bobby-Joe. That was not a fight I wanted to witness. 

	And it would just give him even more hold over me.

	I would call him, but from the street, outside, where I could claim that I got separated from them and couldn’t find a cab. The drunkenness I would sort out later.

	So, the street. I put my head in my hands and tried to focus. How to get to the street without Bobby-Joe following? The only time he left me was to go get drinks. Now that Laney-Lee was gone he might not even do that.

	Think. 

	What was it Connor said? Big and stupid?

	Bobby-Joe was too overpowering to get away from, but he was stupid. There was one way I could get him to get me a drink.

	And I was drunk enough to try it.

	I gripped the wall and clambered to my feet. I tried to compose myself and gave up. Besides, I thought nervously, I didn’t want to look that composed.

	I flung myself around the door and into the corridor. Bobby-Joe was leaning against the wall. 

	Waiting for me.

	Drunk as he was, he didn’t miss the opportunity to give me a visual once over. It made my skin crawl.

	“Hey, Bobby,” I said. “Must have had a bad kebab – I’m all woozy.” I gripped his arm for support. Bobby-Joe was happy to oblige. He slid his arm around my waist and steered me down the corridor. 

	“Where’s Laney?” I asked.

	“Just us now, babe.”

	“You think we should be getting home?”

	The wall of sound hit us. Bobby fist-pumped the air. “Party’s just gettin’ started!” 

	I let him push me towards the dance floor. I danced with him this time, pretending to brush him off, then coming back in for a bump and grind. If Laney-Lee had taught me anything tonight, it was how to drive a man crazy.

	Bobby-Joe pulled me tight and ground himself onto me. I let the alcohol stop me from recoiling.

	I shouted in his ear: “They got any mocktails here?”

	Bobby-Joe put his hands on my hips. He drew them sensuously up my waist and higher, brushing the edges of my breasts, before running his hands along my arms and off the ends of my fingertips. I forced myself to bear it.

	“Don’t go nowhere!” He blew me a kiss. “I’ll be back with a drink that will blow your stockin’s off!”

	He laughed uproariously at his own joke, believing that he was the only person who got it.

	I got it all right, and it made me shiver. But I smiled and waved and danced until Bobby-Joe disappeared into the crowd. 

	Then I ran.

	I didn’t look back.

	 

	


Chapter Thirty

	 

	 

	I was stumbling by the time I burst out into the sweet, cold air of the street. I ripped off Laney’s shoes and ran barefoot down the sidewalk. I was aware of people staring at me, of a smooth silver car that slowed across the road to have a closer look, of comments made as I stumbled past.

	I rounded a corner and paused to get my breath.

	Laney-Lee’s high, nervous giggle made me look up. Ahead, on the sidewalk, Laney was being manhandled into a black Porsche by a man who was as big as Bobby-Joe. 

	“Come on!” Laney was protesting. “I was kiddin’. Let me go.”

	The man slammed the door. Inside, Laney fumbled for the lock but she was too drunk. The man went around and climbed into the car.

	“Laney!” I called out. “Get out of there!”

	Laney looked up and squinted through the windscreen. “Emma?” Her voice was squeaky and distant.

	I lurched towards the car, holding up a hand to stop it. Laney’s shoes dangled helplessly in my grasp. 

	The car rumbled into life.

	“Hey,” I shouted. “That’s my friend, let her go!”

	The Porsche squealed away from the curb and roared past, close enough for me to feel the breeze. I dropped backwards onto the sidewalk. My skirt rode up my thighs but I didn’t care - someone had taken Laney and God only knew what he was planning to do with her. I clambered to my feet, feeling helpless and pathetic, lurching down the road after the Porsche. 

	Then I remembered my other problem: Bobby-Joe would be looking for me. I couldn’t stay out on the street where he might see me. 

	I slid into a shadowy alleyway and crumpled to the ground. The night had simply gone to hell. 

	It was time to call Ethan.

	He answered on the second ring. “Emma? What’s wrong?”

	I dully registered that it had to be close to midnight – he didn’t assume I was calling to say hello.

	“I’m in Stamford,” I said. “I need help.” I started crying. Words fell out of my mouth and none of them made any sense.

	“Emma, just wait. Are you drunk?”

	I nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry.”

	I could hear the tension in his voice. “What street are you on?”

	“Off Atlantic. I don’t know where.”

	“Can you walk to the nearest intersection?” I heard him putting on a jacket, gathering his keys.

	“I don’t want to,” I whispered. “I don’t feel safe in the open.”

	He was curt. “Stay where you are. I’ll call you when I’m close. Anything happens between now and then - anyone gives you trouble, you call me.”

	“Okay.” I began to cry. The phone went dead. 

	I hugged my knees. Shit shit shit.

	But it would be okay. Ethan was coming. I was drunk and Bobby-Joe would be furious and Laney-Lee was probably getting more than she really deserved but it was okay.

	Ethan is coming.

	I didn’t know how long I sat there, when a familiar clip-clip made me look up. 

	Laney-Lee was staggering past the alleyway. 

	“Laney!” I called out, and instantly regretted it. What if Bobby was with her?

	But Laney tottered into the alleyway alone, shading her eyes to see into the darkness.

	“Emma, is that you?”

	“Here.”

	Laney dropped to the ground beside me. She’d been crying too.

	“What happened?” I asked. “How did you get away?”

	Laney shook her head. “I don’t know, some car cut in front. The guy dragged me out of the car and told me to get the eff away from there and then went all road rage on my date.”

	“You shouldn’t have got in the car with him,” I said. “Couldn’t you see he wasn’t a good guy?”

	Laney-Lee rested her head back against the cold, dark brick. “Who the hell is a good guy? I ain’t met one yet, and I’ve done a lot, believe me.”

	I couldn’t answer. 

	She looked blearily down the alley. “Where’s Bobby-Joe?”

	“Went home,” I lied. 

	“Jerk.”

	“My friend is coming to get us. He’ll take us home.”

	Laney’s answer was to roll over onto her hands and knees and throw up.

	I leaned back against the wall and prayed for it all to end.

	Ten minutes later my phone rang. 

	“Come out onto the street,” Ethan told me. “Tell me what you see.”

	I picked up Laney and helped her out onto the sidewalk. She stank of sweat and perfume and vomit.

	“Drycleaners,” I told him. “Accountant’s office. Hold on, I know where we are.” I was more clear-headed now that help was close.

	A minute later Ethan’s red Mustang pulled up alongside us. The top was down. He sprang out of the car.

	“Christ, Emma.” He took hold of Laney-Lee and lifted her gently into the back seat. She had vomit all down one arm.

	I fell against the car trying to get in. Ethan helped me, lifting one leg and then another into the front passenger seat. He closed the door and went around to his own side.

	“Is it just you two? Where’s your other cousin?”

	“He went home.”

	“Without you?” Ethan gunned the engine and took off. “He left you here, like this?”

	I backtracked: it was difficult to do with a head full of vodka, but what I said now would make a big difference in the morning. 

	“No, no - we told Bobby to go home. Laney and I were going to catch a lift with this other guy – she wanted to stay out later and I stayed to make sure she was okay. But the guy didn’t work out and we got stuck without a lift.”

	“Bobby shouldn’t have left you,” he growled.

	He shouldn’t have done a lot of things, I thought wearily.

	“And the alcohol?” His voice was cool. “Who gave that to you?”

	“It was just one drink.” I waved a loose hand. “I should have had some food with it. Went straight to my head.”

	Ethan looked at me, long and hard. I wanted to tell him to look back at the road where his eyes belonged. Instead, I smiled what I hoped was reassuringly.

	He sighed. “Don’t tell anyone about this. Your parents will have a fit.”

	“You’re telling me.”

	In the back seat, Laney-Lee made a choking noise. Ethan pulled over and opened the door just in time for her to vomit all over the sidewalk. 

	He looked at me. “Classy.”

	When we drew close to my house, I saw a light on inside. I started to panic. 

	“How do we get inside? They’ll freak if they see us like this.”

	“Leave that to me,” Ethan said. He pulled up into the driveway and opened the door for Laney.

	“Can you walk?” he asked her.

	Laney smiled coltishly up at him. “Hi, I’m Laney-Lee.”

	Ethan rolled his eyes. “You help her up the stairs,” he told me. “I’ll keep the parents busy until you’re safe. Shower her, put her to bed and don’t come down until morning.”

	“But what will you tell them?” 

	He held out his hands. “Hey, it’s me. I’ll spin them a tale and charm them so bad they won’t ask questions.”

	I didn’t argue - Ethan did have a way with my mom. Ethan had a way with most people’s moms. I propped Laney-Lee up with one arm and followed him up to the door.

	Ethan opened the front door with my key and went in. I heard him greet Mom in the sitting room. I crept in and heaved Laney up the stairs. 

	Somehow, between the stumbling and falling down and another vomit and the clothes that wouldn’t come off, I got Laney into the shower. I left her underwear on. Laney curled up in a ball and I ran hot water over her and soaped her with a sponge. I pulled her to her feet, dried her, and helped her into bed. The whole time I was angry with her - that her disgusting brother could do what he did, and that she could drink so much and be so stupid. But still, I helped her.

	Then I staggered into the shower and tried to wash it all away.

	But it wouldn’t wash away, not all of it. Not Bobby-Joe’s grubby hands all over me, his mouth on mine. Not those horrible things he said to me. They weren’t going to go away.

	My head spun in the hot water.

	If only it could have been Connor with me in the alleyway. His mouth on mine. His body pressed hard against me. I wouldn’t have resisted him. I wouldn’t have turned away or tried to run. 

	He could have done anything he wanted to me, and I would have let him.

	I opened my mouth to the hot water and let it fill me.

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-One

	 

	 

	“Emma, time to get up. It’s eight o’clock.” My mother’s voice, from outside the room.

	I groaned and rolled over. Daylight hurt my eyes. I felt dull, headachy. I pushed my face into my pillow.

	“Emma. It’s a big day and we need to get an early start.”

	The door snicked open. Mom peered into the bedroom. She cast a glance over the lifeless form of Laney-Lee and back to me.

	“How are you feeling? Are you better?”

	I didn’t know how to answer. What did she know?

	“Ethan told me about the food poisoning. You’re lucky he was there to give you girls a lift back.”

	Food poisoning? Brilliant. 

	I didn’t want to ask, but I had to know. “What happened to Bobby-Joe?”

	“He got back, eventually. Ethan said he was taking a nap in the car until he felt okay to drive without vomiting.”

	I frowned. “He drove home?”

	“Of course,” Mom said. “He wouldn’t leave the car in the city all night. He is responsible, you know.”

	Really.

	“Anyway, get Laney up and come downstairs. Bobby won’t be coming because he’s still too sick.”

	I bet he is. All the same, I was relieved. It was bad enough to be dragged down to NYC all day, but at least Bobby-Joe wouldn’t be there.

	Mom closed the door. 

	“Wow . . . wild night.” Laney’s voice was ragged.

	I frowned at her. “Do you remember everything?”

	She rolled away into her pillow. “Hell of a time.”

	I couldn’t tell if Laney really had no memory of the night, or if she was just in denial. Or maybe every time she went out, she ended up doing something dumb and this was nothing special for her. 

	All the same, I struggled to understand it. How could you get blind drunk and let yourself be taken by a stranger and not even acknowledge that it was a stupid thing to do? If it weren’t for the random intervention of an angry driver, God only knew where Laney would have woken up that morning. 

	If she’d woken up ever again.

	I sent a text to Ethan: Thnx 4 yr help, u saved me. Food poisoning lol

	Ethan sent back a smiley face.

	When we arrived back home later that night, Bobby-Joe was on the sofa watching TV. I pointedly ignored him and did not look him in the eye. As far as I was concerned, I would be doing that until the family left.

	Bobby-Joe, knowing he had crossed the line, didn’t try to win me back.

	 

	I saw Sarah the next day and told her what happened, then swore her to secrecy so that Ethan would never know the real version. Sarah, like a true friend, wanted to cut various pieces of Bobby-Joe’s body off.

	When I arrived back home later, Laney-Lee corralled me into the bedroom with a newspaper. 

	“Look at this!” She squealed.

	Page three had a photo of a bashed and purple face sprouting white hospital hoses. The headline overhead read: 

	ROAD RAGE VICTIM BEATEN NEARLY TO DEATH

	I shrugged. “What am I supposed to see?”

	“Here!” Laney stabbed urgently at a smaller photo underneath, a picture of the man smiling at the camera. “This is the guy who took me in his car.”

	“Are you sure?”

	Laney-Lee nodded. “That’s the guy. He was all smilin’ like this until he got me in his car. Then he turned into a jerk.”

	“He was a jerk before you got into the car,” I pointed out. “It must be karma. He was going to hurt you and got hurt himself. The scary part is that the rager could have turned on you too.”

	“I know!” Laney was wide-eyed. “Jesus.”

	Pity he didn’t find Bobby-Joe instead, was all I could think.

	 

	Monday morning, I was foraging through my locker for my math book. I closed the door and there was Connor. He made me jump.

	He was frowning. “Tonight?” 

	I nodded. “But, if I can ask a favor, can I come after school like I did last time? I just

	(don’t want to have to be anywhere near Bobby-Joe)

	need some alone time, away from my cousins.”

	He shrugged. “Sure. I’ll be in the gym. Louise will be out. Go in through the kitchen.”

	“Thanks,” I said gratefully. “I’ll just wander about the garden or something.”

	“Use the pool, if you want.”

	I looked at him. “Really?”

	“Water is good for alone time.”

	I smiled. “Thanks, I will.”

	Connor went past me and into the classroom.

	Wow, the pool. I hid a flash of excitement. Using the pool wasn’t studying. Using the pool was personal. Maybe he didn’t see it that way, but I did. 

	He had let me into one of his secrets.

	Now I was using the pool.

	Maybe the iceman was melting.

	 

	At recess I told the Ethan version of the story to the Nobodies. Everybody was suitably shocked and impressed. Angus was more impressed that I had been drunk.

	“That’s the way,” he enthused. “Get in early.”

	“Angus,” Sarah admonished, “being drunk is nothing to be proud of.”

	 “Just don’t spread it around,” I said, “my parents think I had food poisoning.”

	Angus nudged Ethan. “Quick thinking, eh laddie? You can be my wingman anytime.”

	Ethan smiled, but his eyes were cold. I could see him thinking about the story. There was nothing he could double check me on, but he still didn’t look happy.

	 

	At lunch I went home and collected my swimsuit and some extra clothes. After school I caught the same early bus to Connor’s house. Bart’s car was parked on the road. 

	Bart made no attempt to hide himself. I made no attempt to pretend I didn’t see him. I walked up the driveway and then cut around the side of the house to the back.

	As I entered the kitchen, I could hear the deep bass of Connor’s workout. I left my school backpack on a stool next to the countertop so that he would know I had arrived, and took my swimming clothes to the pool. I used the change room. 

	My swimsuit was a simple black one-piece. I would have liked to be able to wear bikinis, but I didn’t have the Laney-Lee brand of confidence. Wearing any swimsuit made me feel vulnerable at the best of times. 

	I slid smoothly into the shallow end of the pool. The water was divine.

	“Oh, yes,” I breathed, and let myself float away.

	Time was meaningless in the water. I daydreamed. I swam laps in my awkward, uneven style, but there was no-one to see me. I dove under and under, losing myself in the warm serenity. Connor was right – water was perfect for when you needed space. I tried not to think about Bobby-Joe and his hands; I thought about Connor instead.

	It wasn’t so hard to do in his pool.

	I attempted to swim underwater for a whole length, keeping my movements to a minimum to preserve my air supply. I came up halfway down and choked in surprise.

	Connor was standing at the end of the pool. Watching me.

	I sucked in air. How long had he been there?

	He was still in his workout gear, covered in sweat. He held a half empty protein shake in one hand.

	“Hey.” I said it more casually than I felt.

	He sat down on the end of one of the lounge chairs and wiped his face with his towel.

	“This is great,” I said. “Do you use it much?” 

	He shrugged. “A few times a week.”

	Come in. 

	I wanted to say it so badly, but it was his pool – he didn’t need an invitation. If he wanted to come in, he would. If he didn’t, then it wasn’t appropriate.

	And it probably wasn’t. I was his study partner, nothing more. Connor didn’t do friends and he probably didn’t do swimming with people in his pool, either.

	“Is Louise back yet?” I asked instead.

	He shook his head.

	“Can I wait in here while you go up and shower?” 

	Connor finished his shake and stood up. “I can shower here.”

	He went to the rear and disappeared into a change room. I duck dove across the pool, relishing my last few minutes. When he was done, I would get out.

	After he left. I didn’t want to be in my swimsuit in front of him.

	I broke the surface in time to see him emerge from the change room. He was now only wearing black sports jammers. He walked over to the external shower and turned it on. 

	I watched, transfixed, as water poured out over and down his almost naked body. He washed away his sweat and ran his hands through his hair. He turned his face into the stream of water and opened his mouth.

	I couldn’t breathe. Was he doing that on purpose? Did he have any idea of how he looked, lean and muscular, the water running over his skin?

	Or did he not think at all, because usually there was no-one to see him? Maybe he didn’t realize that I was watching now.

	My body thrummed, readying me for something that would never happen. I turned away and dove under the water, just to make it stop.

	Don’t get in the pool, I realized desperately, I couldn’t bear it.

	When I finally came up for air, I turned back and saw with relief that Connor was gone.

	Good. Now I could get out of the pool, get dressed and try to wipe the image of the shower from my mind. I had to, if I was going to be able to concentrate on study.

	The water ahead surged. Connor came up for air just yards away. He’d swum across the bottom and I hadn’t seen him because of the angle of the water.

	He looked at me, drawing in air. His hair dripped.

	I went hollow. This was way, way too much Connor, all at once. I wanted to say something, but nothing came. 

	“I’ll do some warm-down laps,” he said. He dove under. When he came up, he started to freestyle up and down the pool.

	I swam to the side, relieved. Despite my occasional fantasies about Connor, I didn’t want to be caught in one in real life. He was fine in my head, but this was too confronting.

	I wondered what I should do. When Connor finished, he would probably get out, and if I was still moping about in the pool I would look like an idiot. He was exercising, not waiting around for a conversation. This wasn’t a friendly day out at the beach.

	I swam to the end and climbed out of the pool. I wrapped my towel around me and sat on the end of a lounge chair, watching him.

	He swam with a smooth and easy grace, like he’d been swimming all his life. He caressed the water, and it gave way before him. His motion was hypnotic. 

	I wished I could swim like that. I swam more like a drowning dog. I hoped he hadn’t seen me blunder up and down the pool when I was doing laps.

	I decided the most prudent thing to do would be to get dressed. I showered in the change room, then changed into comfortable track pants and my favorite hoodie. I’d brought my ankle-high sheepskin boots, figuring that since we were inside all the time, I wouldn’t need shoes. There was no point standing on ceremony with Connor – he wouldn’t appreciate it.

	When I sat back down, Connor was finishing his last lap. He dove under the water and came up at the edge, puffing out water. With one smooth action he pulled himself up and out of the water.

	I didn’t know where to look. He was right there, two yards from me, dripping and mostly naked and . . . fantastic. I avoided meeting his gaze, at a complete loss for words.

	“Wait here,” he said. “I won’t be long.”

	I nodded, scared that if I said something, it would only come out as a squeak. But I couldn’t help sneaking a look to watch him go.

	God, his butt was good. Everything was good.

	I put my head in my hands. Focus, I told myself. You’re the one who thought swimming in his pool would be fun. It’s his personal space, so if he wants to wander through it half naked and wet, you just have to deal with it.

	I looked up suddenly. Hold on a mo, Connor was the one who suggested I use the pool. He came down here when he could have showered in the house. 

	He got into the pool with me.

	Should I read anything into that?  Was it just Connor doing whatever the hell he wanted to do without regard for anyone else, or had he actually given his actions some thought?

	God, I hoped so. 

	He cleared his throat.  He was behind me. He was dressed again, this time in black trackpants and hoodie.

	I hadn’t seen him bring any clothes in. “Do you have clothes down here?”

	“In the cupboard,” he said, like it was the most natural thing in the world to have your own heated pool with change rooms and a cupboard full of clothes you might just happen to wear after a random swim.

	He opened the door for me when we left the poolroom. Outside, the afternoon breeze felt cold.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Two

	 

	 

	When we entered the kitchen, I didn’t see Louise.

	“Hungry?” Connor asked.

	I nodded. I sat down on a stool and put my school bag on the floor. Connor rummaged around in the pantry and came out with vanilla cake. He cut me a piece and put it on a plate with a fork.

	“You’re not having any?” I asked.

	“Maybe later. Hot chocolate?”

	I raised an eyebrow. 

	He frowned. “I do know how to make hot chocolate.”

	I giggled. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t implying that you didn’t -”

	“Yes, you were.” He was indignant. “You think that because I have a housekeeper, I can’t do anything for myself, but I’ve had long periods where I’ve been alone. I can manage one drink.”

	I held up my hands in surrender. “Please, go ahead.”

	I ate my cake and watched him make the chocolate, loving that he was doing it. Maybe his suggestion to go in the pool hadn’t been so random after all.

	Three minutes later he presented me with a mug of frothy hot chocolate, into which he tipped an extra handful of dark chocolate buds. He handed me a spoon and leaned on the countertop to watch me drink it.

	“Seriously?” I looked at the mug. “You put real chocolate in it?”

	“That’s how the Belgians do it.”

	I stirred the chocolate. Connor watched my every move intently, especially when I lifted the mug to my lips and drank.

	I sighed into the mug. “Oh my God. This is heaven.”

	He shrugged. “Now tell me I can’t survive without a housekeeper.”

	I grinned at him. “Like I said, I’ve yet to see you down the supermarket buying milk.”

	“Nope.” He slid off the counter and stood up. “You won’t see that.”

	I took my hot chocolate and backpack and followed him into the sitting room.

	Louise came home an hour later, apologized for her lateness, and busied herself in the kitchen. Connor and I put in another good hour of work before our subject matter reached a logical stopping point.

	He leaned back on the sofa. He looked relaxed.

	I closed my laptop. “You don’t seem to have much pain tonight.”

	“Some nights the gods smile down on me. It can change in a heartbeat. How was your night out on Friday?”

	The question caught me by surprise. Why was Connor asking about my social life? Why would he care? 

	What has he heard?

	He was looking at me. Waiting.

	I shrugged. “It was fine. Not quite what I expected, but it ended okay.”

	“What happened?”

	I gave him, in about five sentences, the Ethan version of events: I got drunk, Bobby-Joe disappeared, then Ethan rescued me and Laney-Lee. Bobby-Joe turned up later and all was well.

	Connor frowned. “Really? That’s what happened?”

	“Not very exciting, I know.”

	“You’re lying to me.” He was disappointed. “You’ve never lied to me before.”

	I shifted uncomfortably. How could he know I was lying? What did he know? “Well, you’ve never asked me personal questions before.” 

	He pursed his lips. “I’m asking now.”

	“Why? What does it matter to you?”

	He looked away.

	I sighed. “I went out. I came home. In between, some bad things happened. You don’t need the details.”

	He said evenly: “I knew you would get into trouble and I could have stopped you. I should have stopped you.”

	I bristled. “Even Ethan doesn’t have the right to tell me what to do, and I’ve known him for three years.”

	“No, that’s -” He struggled for words. “It’s not what I meant. I wanted to . . . keep you safe.”

	He looked at me intently, willing me to understand.

	Safe? I melted. 

	He cares. He cares what happens to me.

	“You were right about Bobby-Joe,” I admitted. “He did cause trouble. I just want to forget the whole thing.”

	“Why?” The question was soft.

	I blinked rapidly. Was I getting upset? Why would I get upset?

	“Because I had a horrible, terrible time,” I said bitterly. “And every time I think of it, I get angry. And of all the people I know, you would be the last person I would talk to.”

	“ . . . no offence,” I added.

	“Why the last?”

	I couldn’t meet his gaze. “I barely know you, I don’t know anything about you and I’m never going to see you again after another six weeks. Why would I share my secrets with you?”

	“I shared mine with you,” Connor said quietly. “Wouldn’t someone you’re never going to see again be the perfect person to share with? It’s not as if I’m going to tell anyone else - I don’t know anyone else.”

	“But what’s the point? It won’t change anything.”

	“It’s the truth. It will help you to tell it.”

	I snorted. “What are you, my therapist?”

	He lowered his voice: “I know the pain of secrets, Emma. A burden shared is a burden halved.”

	A tear escaped and rolled down my cheek. I knew I was going to do it; I was going to tell him. I could feel it welling up inside me, like a dam about to break.

	“It’s okay,” he whispered.

	Before his pity, I broke.

	I told him everything, from the start to the end. All of Laney-Lee’s excesses, all of Bobby-Joe’s lurid comments. My own stupidity in not realizing that I was drunk; Bobby-Joe’s assault on me in the alley; the conversation I’d overheard from inside the toilet.

	I poured out my fear and my embarrassment and my guilt into Connor Harman, who sat and listened and did not judge. He showed no emotion at all, except to twitch when I detailed what Bobby-Joe had done to me, how he touched me. When I was done, when I was spent, I curled up on the sofa and cried a little.

	Connor looked up. “Thank you.” 

	“They go on Wednesday. Then it will be over.”

	He eyed me from under his hair. “Do you think Bobby-Joe should get away with it?”

	I straightened. “I don’t want any trouble – he’s not worth it. No-one would believe me anyway.”

	Connor allowed a dark smile. “But if you could get revenge, would you? If you could do anything you wanted and not be held accountable?”

	I thought about it. It was tempting to make Bobby pay, to make him hurt the way he had hurt me. To make him feel helpless and embarrassed.

	But that wasn’t how I was. “No.”

	“So he’ll just get away with it.”

	I shrugged. “I think what you are comes back to you in the end. If I hurt him, that just makes me a bad person too. I don’t want to be like that.”

	Connor winced. 

	A polite knock at the door broke the conversation. Louise popped her head inside. “Where would you like dinner to be served, Monsieur Harman?”

	He looked to me. 

	“Can we eat at the table again?” I asked, “I could do with some relief.”

	Louise nodded and closed the door.

	Connor regarded me with mock indignation.

	I laughed. “I don’t mean from you personally, just a change of subject. I’m over feeling bad about it.”

	As we rose, I was overcome by a crazy impulse.

	“Group hug,” I said, and held out my arms.

	Connor hesitated, just for a moment, and then came to me. I melted into his embrace. 

	He was warm against me. He felt so good. I closed my eyes.

	He whispered: “This is hardly a group.”

	I smiled and whispered back: “It’s a very small group.” 

	I waited for him to pull back, to say something curt and end the moment, but he didn’t.

	My stomach went hollow. I felt faint. I was in Connor’s arms. It was supposed to be a hug, but somehow, it felt like more than that.

	If only it could be more than that.

	“Thank you,” I whispered. “You were right.”

	He tilted his head towards me. I could feel his chin against my hair. “About what?”

	“About a burden shared being a burden halved.”

	He squeezed me tightly, just for a second, and let go. 

	As we went to dinner, I couldn’t feel the ground beneath my feet.

	During dinner, I looked at Connor and caught him looking at me. This time he didn’t glance away as if pretending it was an accident. He held my gaze, long enough to make it clear that it was intentional.

	And every time he did it, I buzzed with joy. And longing.

	And then it was over.

	“Ten,” Connor rasped, and fell off his chair. He curled into a ball.

	Louise and I knelt beside him. 

	“I must take him to his room,” Louise said. 

	Connor rolled onto his stomach. His fingers clawed at the floor.

	I stood up. “You help him. I’ll get a cab home.”

	Louise looked pained. “Mademoiselle - ”

	“It’s okay. It’s level ten - it’s what he wants.”

	I didn’t say goodbye, Connor was in no position to hear me. I gathered my things and called a cab, then went outside to wait.

	From the top step I could see Bartholomew’s car parked on the roadside. I was tempted to go over and ask him for a lift home.

	I grinned – he would probably actually give me one. Or maybe he would have to call and check with Ethan first, and Ethan would tell him to help me. That was probably how it worked in their weird, secret world.

	The cab came within ten minutes and I went home.

	


Chapter Thirty-Three

	 

	 

	Connor wasn’t at school the next day. 

	I was worried about him, so worried that I confided my concerns in Ethan. If anyone might know the intricacies of Connor’s life, it was him.

	“So he’s not here, so what?” Ethan was happy about it, if anything. “He’s probably out causing havoc somewhere.”

	“He was in pain last night when I left,” I said. “What if he’s really ill? What if he died?”

	“This is my business, how?”

	I folded my arms. “Can you just stop pretending you don’t know him? It’s so obvious that you do. And can you please talk to me like I’m an adult? If he drops dead, I’ll have to finish the History Assignment project myself.”

	Ethan looked at me. “That’s cold.”

	I shrugged. “Yeah, well, look who my partner is.”

	Ethan almost smiled. “He won’t die.”

	I sulked at him.

	“Look, he does the pain thing, yes, but it won’t kill him anytime soon, trust me.”

	 “What is it with you and Connor?” I grumbled. “Why do you guys hate each other so much?”

	Ethan shrugged. “It’s like the Irish Catholics and the Protestants – they live in the same country and they believe in the same God but they’re enemies.”

	“So this is about religion?”

	Ethan laughed. “Oh Ems, if only it were that simple. No, it’s not about religion.” But he clearly wasn’t going to say what it was about.

	“It’s so hard,” I said. “I have to see both of you all the time and I get creeped out by all this angst.”

	“If you knew more about him, you’d feel a lot more than angst.”

	“Then tell me.”

	Ethan smiled condescendingly, as if I was a three-year-old who had asked about Santa Claus.

	“Need to know basis, kiddo.” He touched me on the nose.

	I shook him off. “I need to know.”

	“No, you don’t.”

	“I want to know.”

	He snorted. “Really? You think you want to know, Ems, but if I told you, you would run screaming. If you think that finishing your History project will make any difference at all to your future – which it won’t – you’ll just get on with it and breathe a sigh of relief when Harman is well and truly out of your life.”

	I bristled at his patronizing tone.

	And run screaming? It was hard to equate Ethan’s version of Connor with the one I knew. 

	All the same, I was reassured that Connor, even if he was still in pain, wasn’t dead.

	 

	When I turned into my street that afternoon it was to see an ambulance pulling away from a crash site. There was no siren. Two police cars and a group of people were clustered around a crashed car, wrapped sideways around a tree.

	A gold Buick.

	I saw my parents talking with on-lookers and hurried over to them.

	“Emma, thank God!” Mom was freaked. “At first I thought you might be in the car.”

	“What happened?” 

	“Bobby-Joe happened,” Dad said disparagingly. “Not surprised - I didn’t really trust that kid.”

	I gasped. “Oh my God! He’s not -”

	“No,” Mom said. “He’s broken his leg and they think he has concussion. They’re hoping no internal injuries but it’s too soon to tell. He was awake and talking when they left.”

	“Screaming, more like it,” Dad said.

	I stared dumbly at the car. It had to have been traveling fast to crumple around the tree so badly.

	“What was he doing? How can you crash on this road?”

	Dad threw his hands up in the air. “Who knows?”

	“One minute he’s watching TV,” Mom said. “the next he said he was going to pick you up from school. He grabbed the keys and took off.”

	“And then bam!” Dad smacked his hands together. “We heard it from the house. By the time we all got down here, someone had already called 911. Steve and Lindy went in the ambulance with him.”

	“Laney-Lee’s gone back home,” Mom added. “She’s hysterical.”

	My father picked up something from on the grass behind him. It was the almost empty vodka bottle. “They found this in the car; guess he was drinking.”

	Not this time, I thought, but I was glad Bobby-Joe was going to be held accountable for it anyway.

	“We’ll wait for the tow truck,” Mom said. “You go on home.”

	I walked home deep in thought. It didn’t make sense: Bobby-Joe knew I hated him - I wouldn’t even be in the same room as him. How could he think that picking me up from school would mend the Grand Canyon between us?

	If I was honest, I didn’t really care. Bobby-Joe had been an absolute monster on Friday night and whether this was some universal balance thing or some vindictive God or just blind bad luck on his part, he was paying for it now.

	Laney-Lee was on the sofa, hugging a cushion, staring at the wall.

	I sat down beside her. “He’s going to be okay.”

	“What if he’s not?” She was shaking.

	“I didn’t see him,” I said, “but Mom and Dad think he’s going to be fine.”

	“But what do we do?” She stared at me with wide eyes. “What should we do now?”

	“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Eat dinner, wait for a phone call. Your parents are with him. My parents are going to organize the tow truck and sort out the insurance.”

	I surprised myself by how calm I was. Partly it was because I’d seen Connor collapse in front of me several times (with no such medical help available, thank you), and partly it was because I didn’t give a damn about what happened to Bobby-Joe and his annoying family. Since no-one was actually dying, and Bobby-Joe had brought the accident upon himself, I didn’t have to feel bad about it. Besides, after that Friday night in Stamford, I hoped Bobby-Joe was hurting. 

	I hoped he was still screaming.

	So much for compassion. Maybe I wasn’t going to have such a good social services career after all.

	“Maybe . . .” Laney nibbled her fingers. “Maybe he was tryin’ to impress your boyfriend.”

	“Who? Connor?” I corrected myself– as if Connor would ever be my boyfriend.

	Laney shook her head, “No, the hot one, the blond guy. He was here just before Bobby-Joe drove out – I came down the stairs and saw him goin’ out the door. He was in that Mustang. Then Bobby-Joe takes the Buick to get you. But it’s not like they were racin’ – your boyfriend went the other way.”

	Ethan? Why would Ethan have come here? He must have known I would still be walking home. 

	Maybe he came to wait for me and, when he found Bobby-Joe, he decided against it - he was mad at Bobby-Joe for leaving us alone late at night, after all. But why would he come here to wait for me? It’s not like he hadn’t seen me all day at school.

	I gave up guessing, in the end. The important thing was that Bobby-Joe was out of my house.

	Later that night Bobby-Joe’s mother called. Bobby’s leg was broken in three places. He had concussion and bruising but no major injuries. They would still go home as planned on Wednesday, but leave from the hospital. Bobby-Joe might have to drop into a another hospital on the way to top up his pain-relief, and they would hire an SUV with a wide rear seat.

	It was the best news I had heard yet. The family was leaving on time, and Bobby-Joe had already disappeared from my life. While Laney-Lee Facebooked the drama to all her friends, I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

	It had been an interesting twenty-four hours: Connor in the pool. Telling him the secret of Friday night. Hugging him . . . God, that still made me feel hollow and giddy. Watching him fall from the dinner table. Ethan and his Run Screaming. The crashed Buick and finally Bobby-Joe, gone from my life.

	I sighed happily. Life was all about balance, the good and the bad. It seemed you couldn’t really have one without the other.

	It got even better when, five minutes later, the Tinkmeister called down from the roof and I went to rescue him. Laney-Lee freaked when I climbed out on the window-ledge, then went all gooey and squeaky when I came back in with Mr. Tinkles.

	The Tinkmeister settled happily on Laney’s bed and lapped up the attention. His purring made me feel warm inside.

	 

	On Wednesday morning I searched the school corridors for Connor. When I saw him, loping towards me, I breathed a sigh of relief. I stood in front of him to make him stop.

	“I was worried about you.”

	“I eat level tens for breakfast.”

	I tilted my head. “Mr. Harman, you just made a joke.”

	“I do it for practice.”

	I giggled. “Two jokes! Are you having a good day?”

	He smiled. “You could say that. Free to come over tonight?”

	“When do you want me?” I blushed: that came out a bit wrong.

	He eyed me from under his hair. “Whenever you like.” 

	I moaned inwardly. Did he mean to say it like that? God, he was messing with my head.

	“I just meant, if you were working out or something, I could come later.” I struggled to get my words to make sense. Did I sound as giddy as I felt?

	He met my gazeHe eyed me. “Or use the pool again.”

	I opened my mouth to reply and realized I didn’t know what I was going to say.

	“I have to go to class.” I ducked away.

	My head spun. Was Connor flirting with me? Why would he suggest I use the pool again? Had getting in the pool with me the first time meant anything at all, or was I just imagining things?

	What about that hug? What about my confessing something I hadn’t told anyone else except my best friend?

	What about how warm and strong he had been against my body.

	I went through that class without learning anything. 

	In fact, I went through most of the day without learning anything, especially in the classes that I shared with Connor. He ignored me, like usual, except for those moments when he reached down to pick up a book or to get something from his bag and I glanced across at him and our eyes locked.

	Then he would look away and the moment was over. But it wasn’t, really.

	Not for me.

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Four

	 

	 

	I purposefully did not go home and collect my swimming clothes – I was not going near Connor’s pool. I wanted to, I so wanted to, but I wouldn’t. I didn’t want to be that obvious.

	And, if I was totally honest with myself, I was scared about getting closer to Connor. Whatever his thing was, it probably wasn’t going to be good – not according to Ethan, anyway. Did I really want to fall for someone I might have to walk away from, in the end?

	After school I caught the bus to his house. Across the road, Bartholomew was watching again. Struck by a mischievous impulse, I crossed the road towards his car.

	Bartholomew saw me coming. He shrank in his seat and lowered his baseball cap. I went up to his window and tapped on it.

	The window slid open. He looked blankly up at me.

	“I’m going in now,” I said brightly. “I’ll probably be going home about eight or nine.”

	Bart just blinked. 

	“You know, just in case you wanted to duck out for a burger or something.”

	As I walked away, Bart reached for his phone.

	That’s right, call Ethan. If you guys are going to play this game, I might as well play it too.

	I bopped along Connor’s driveway and rang the doorbell. Louise greeted me happily and showed me to the kitchen.

	“Mademoiselle Emma,” she said, “if you wish, the next time you can come through the kitchen. There is no need to ring the bell for you. You are like family now.”

	I grinned. Family? I supposed I was probably the closest thing Louise had to family in the USA, even after such a short time.

	In the kitchen we chatted excitedly about everything in the world, jumping from topic to topic, backed all the time by the steady bass of Connor’s workout music. 

	Then the music stopped. I froze. 

	I couldn’t face Connor after his workout again. It was too close to the last time - the swimming pool and all that awkwardness. 

	I slid off my stool. “I’m going in the library,” I told Louise. “Can you tell Connor I’ll meet him for study after he’s showered?”

	“Oui, Mademoiselle,” Louise said happily. “I tell him.”

	I slipped along the corridor before Connor could come down the stairs. I passed through the sitting room and let myself into the library. The lights rose and door hissed shut behind me.

	Safe.

	That’s how it has to be, I told myself. Keep away from him when he’s gorgeous, pumped or half naked. Just stick with the work.

	I drifted through the library shelves, studying titles, feeling the textures of the book covers. A book rested on one of the tables, a large, thin, very old book that was opened to the middle. Both pages contained reproductions of paintings.

	White cotton gloves sat beside the book. I slipped them on, and tentatively turned the pages. On each page was a painting, with the title of the painting, the artist’s name, and the date written underneath. The words were hand-written in ink. I didn’t recognize any of the paintings: Maiden in a Peach Orchard, The Man and the Oxen, Five Fishes.

	It was possibly a collection of old, obscure artists, I thought, people whose work may have already been lost to time, except for this book.

	My gaze fell upon a painting titled The Serpent and the Virgin.

	In it, a girl in a white shift with long, dark hair was encircled three times by a huge green and gold serpent. Its tail laid across her feet, its head was poised just above hers, ready to strike. Her left hand was against the serpent’s body, at the point that might be considered its chest, as if she had been trying to ward it off. In the girl’s right hand was a silver sword, but the sword hung loosely, pointed towards the ground. The girl was not going to use it against the serpent. 

	I was transfixed by the painting. The more I looked at it, the more its meaning, which had at first seemed one thing, became a differently thing completely.

	The library door swished open. 

	Connor came in. He hadn’t showered yet; he was still pumped and sweaty. He wiped away the last of the protein shake from his mouth. The door closed behind him.

	Right, I thought firmly, this is not my doing. If he chose to walk in here like this, he did it on purpose.

	“Hey,” he said. He walked over.

	“This is a beautiful book.”

	“It’s six hundred years old.”

	I delicately let the page fall. Six hundred? “It must be worth a fortune. Shouldn’t it be in a museum or something?”

	Connor frowned. “Where it will be stored out of sight? It’s a book, it should be read.”

	I looked at him. “So, instead of the whole world appreciating it, you keep it here for just two of you.”

	He allowed a wry smile. “You’re here. That makes three.” He leaned in close, over my shoulder. I breathed in his scent of sweat and deodorant. I felt the heat radiating from his body.

	I struggled for air, but my breathlessness had nothing to do with the lack of oxygen in the room. 

	“I . . . love this picture.” 

	“The Serpent and the Virgin,” Connor murmured. “You don’t find it gruesome? He is about to consume her.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t see it that way. Look, the sword is loose in her hand, like she’s about to drop it. She’s not attacking him; she’s not even defending herself. I think she’s surrendering.”

	I studied the picture more closely. “And she’s not afraid, well, she sort of is afraid, but it’s more like wonder, not fear. Or maybe it’s . . .”

	“Longing,” Connor said softly. His breath was on my shoulder.

	I shuddered. “Longing.” 

	Connor grunted gently. I didn’t dare breathe. The subject had strayed into territory too close to home. Connor was too close to me. If I so much as dared turn my face towards him . . .

	I forced myself to slide away from him, using the moment to remove the gloves.

	“You,” I said firmly, “need to get in the shower. We’ve got work to do.”

	Connor didn’t answer. He wandered towards the door, thoughtful. When the door closed behind him, I breathed a sigh of relief.

	What am I doing?

	I leaned against the table. You can’t fall in love with him, I told myself. You don’t know anything about him, except that he has secrets and some of them might be dangerous. You’re just supposed to study with him. Eleven more sessions and it’s over.

	Just last eleven more.

	“But I can’t,” I whispered to myself. “I want . . .”

	I wanted him. 

	But he was not someone I could have, and on some level I already knew that.

	 

	As I set up my notes, I told myself I would play it cool. No more furtive glances, no more intense longing. Study was just study. No suggestion of anything other than simple friendship.

	When Connor returned, it was as if he had read my thoughts. He was as cool as me. 

	Louise came in with an afternoon tea of French meringues and hot chocolate. The meringues melted in my mouth and filled me with gooey sweetness. I sighed in delight. Connor started to smile, and then cut it short.

	We worked until Louise called us to dinner. I closed my laptop and collected my notes.

	“I said hi to Bart today,” I told Connor. “Out in his car.”

	He frowned at me.

	I shrugged. “It’s not like I don’t know he’s there. I think he was phoning Ethan when I left him.”

	“I’m sure he was. Prom Date will want to know about it.”

	“Please don’t call him that.”

	“That’s what he is.” 

	“I know,” I said uncomfortably, “but I don’t want him to be defined by it. He’s still just a friend and that’s all he’s ever going to be.” 

	Connor started closing books.

	“But he did help me yesterday,” I added. “I was worried about your level ten, so I asked him if you would be okay.”

	Connor looked up at me. “And?”

	“He said you wouldn’t drop dead.”

	Connor sat back. “What else did he say?”

	I shrugged. “Sort of that you play the same game but bat for different teams.”

	“True.”

	“And that if I knew the truth about you, I would run screaming.”

	“He told you that?”

	I nodded. 

	Connor looked annoyed.

	“Is it true?” 

	He stood up. “Louise is waiting.”

	I stayed where I was. “Is it true?” 

	He wouldn’t meet my gaze, not exactly. “Would it matter if it was?”

	I shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe. Maybe not.”

	“I’m glad we cleared that up.” He walked out of the room.

	 I trailed after him down to the kitchen.

	Run screaming

	All through dinner, which was a light and pleasant as ever, I couldn’t help looking at Connor and wondering what he could have done that might make me do that.

	Later that night Connor drove me home again. As we pulled out onto Van Wagenen Avenue, I waved to Bartholomew. The green Ford started up and drove after us. 

	Connor’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel.

	“What level?” I asked.

	He grunted. “Five. It’s okay.”

	“Sorry. I should get Louise to drive me back home – just in case this happens.”

	“I’ve driven with worse.”

	There was a silence for a while. Then Connor broke it.

	“What you know about my pain, does it frighten you?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s scary. I think it’s sad. Louise said your uncle might have been psychic, so maybe it’s like that - maybe you sense other people’s pain. It’s not like you’re a murderer or anything.”

	He looked at me. “What if I was? A murderer?” His face was shadowed.

	I paused before I answered. Why would he ask that? It was unnerving, to say the least. What if that was his thing? What if he had killed someone in the past and Ethan knew about it?

	It didn’t stop me from telling the truth. “It would depend on the context.”

	Connor frowned. “In what context is murder okay?”

	“It’s like our project,” I said. “The Nazis murdered a lot of people. Then the world stood up and fought back. But in fighting back, the allies who fought the Germans also committed murder. I mean, they don’t call it murder in war, but they knew when they went to fight that they were expected to kill as many enemies as they could. It’s still murder, but somehow the good guys killing the bad guys for the sake of the whole world seems less wrong. Face it, if they hadn’t fought back, we’d all be either Nazis or prisoners or dead by now.”

	Connor was thoughtful. “So killing someone who is evil, in order to save others who are good, is okay.”

	“It has to be,” I said, “otherwise the world would just be overrun by evil people. I don’t mean killing as a death penalty - I mean it more for in the moment when things have to be done to stop more evil. Like when some lunatic runs into a shopping center and guns down everyone he sees, and either the police or some vigilante will try to shoot him down. We can’t just let bad people do what they want. Everyone has to be accountable.” 

	Connor didn’t say anything more. 

	I’d like to think it was because of his pain, but I knew it wasn’t.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Five

	 

	 

	Life went back to normal for a while, except for an occasional bad dream, a dream in which Bobby-Joe did not get interrupted in the alleyway. 

	I would wake from that dream in a cold sweat.

	I went dress shopping with Sarah, but couldn’t find anything I really liked. My mother assured me that in twenty years’ time, no matter what I wore, I would look back at the photographs and laugh myself silly.

	“Don’t buy what’s in fashion,” she told me. “Buy something timeless and classic. That way it’ll look good even when you’re fifty, and you can wear it to other things in your life.”

	“Like what?” I wondered.

	“Engagement parties, weddings, formal dinners - all those events that you can’t really get away from. Maybe you could even wear it at your birthday party.”

	“It won’t be that kind of party, Mom. If we had a pool, it’d be a pool party.”

	“Not getting a pool, dear.”

	I wasn’t really a judge of what was timeless and classic. I wondered if Louise might know. She was French – that practically qualified her to talk about fashion and style. I wanted to go to Connor’s house and talk with her, but Mom had other ideas.

	“You’ve spent enough time at his house,” she insisted. “It’s time he did some studying here for a change.”

	So, the following week Connor came to my house for the two nights. 

	It was different at my house: Connor was polite, but he wasn’t relaxed. Possibly because he didn’t want to be struck by a level ten; possibly also because he didn’t like domestic prattle.

	It was easier for me to hold my feelings in check with my family wandering in and out of the room. All the same, there were still those moments, when he brushed past me, or leaned over to show me something, or met my gaze, when I had to suck in extra air. 

	 

	The next Monday, it was finally my turn to go to Connor’s. As I neared the house, I was surprised to see that Bart was not watching. Ethan knew I was going to Connor’s house – surely he would have asked Bart to check on me. 

	Don’t call me Shirley, I grinned to myself.

	Outside the property beside Connor’s, a FOR SALE sign had appeared, already covered with SOLD stickers. Someone had just paid a cool twenty-three million. I hoped the new neighbors didn’t mind not meeting the boy next door - because they never would.

	I went around the back to the kitchen. Louise greeted me and loved that I was using the pool. She said she’d bring down refreshments in a little while.

	The doof doof from above assured me that Connor was on his normal timetable. 

	I changed inside the pool room and dove in. It was better the second time - I wasn’t quite so self-conscious. The only question was whether or not Connor would come down after his workout.

	I tried to put that out of my mind – I was technically here to swim, not pine for my study partner. He would come or he wouldn’t.

	Louise arrived ten minutes later with afternoon tea. I thanked her, ate, and went back to swimming laps. The next person to arrive, thirty minutes later, was Louise again.

	She collected up the plate and glass. “Monsieur Harman ask me to tell you he is ready for study. He is in the sitting room.”

	My heart fell. Whatever his reasons for backing off, it appeared he could manage it easily. I climbed from the pool, showered and dressed and went inside.

	In the sitting room, Connor was standing at the front window. His fists were clenched white.

	I joined him, looking out at the empty street. “Did you scare Bart away?” 

	“As if.”

	“I see you have new neighbors.”

	His mouth tightened. “Yes.”

	I dropped my things on the table and began to set up. “Not about to share a cup of sugar with them?” 

	“New neighbors are always trouble.”

	“You haven’t met them yet.”

	“Yes I have.” Connor sat down opposite me.

	“Really? What are they like?”

	He glowered. “Meddlers.”

	“Oh. Sorry. What level are you?”

	“Six.”

	And so we studied. Connor was more subdued than usual, and I didn’t think it was only his pain that made him that way. His pain increased to level eight, so Louise offered to take me home.

	On the drive home, I asked Louise if she knew anything at all about choosing dresses.

	“You need help?” Louise asked happily. “I can help you! Sometimes I go with my Monsieur Harman to places all across Europe and I need outfits for them. I have such fun with dresses and hats and such things.”

	I was fascinated. “Like on a date?” 

	Louise chuckled. “No no, not a date. We go together sometimes to the opera, or the ballet, or to a restaurant. My Monsieur Harman wish to go to these places but if he go alone, the ladies try to . . .” She shrugged wryly. “You know ladies when they see a nice man alone, and not just the ladies of the night.”

	A vision of Laney-Lee and the man with the back Porsche came to me. Yes, I did indeed know how some ladies could be.

	“So I go with him,” Louise said fondly, “and they leave him be. We don’t talk so much, but we have no need. We both like the going out.” 

	She sighed. “Ah, the clothes I wear. He buy them for me – I not have the money for the fine places we go. I still have many things that I bring with me to America – maybe some of them would be good for you?”

	I smiled to myself. Louise and her Monsieur Harman may have just been employer and employee, but there had obviously been a much more subtle, deeper relationship going on. He trusted her with his pain, with his house and his companionship. She tended to him as a wife would.

	And, more immediately, Louise had just offered me the chance to try on some of her clothes.

	 

	The following morning, I was walking with Sarah towards English class when Ethan swooped down on us.

	“I need to speak to Emma.”

	Sarah gave me a wink and headed on to class.

	Ethan’s mouth was a thin line. “Tell me,” he said coolly, “in what way does swimming in Connor’s pool help you study Nazi Germany?”

	I opened my mouth and closed it again. What? What kind of question was that?

	But even before that question: 

	“How do you even know I swam in his pool?” I countered. “Have you got Bart hiding in his garden now?”

	Ethan lifted his chin. “Ingrid bought the house next door.”

	Ingrid? I was stumped. “Your cousin bought a twenty-three-million-dollar house?”

	“She’s an American citizen - it’s her right to buy a house anywhere she wants.

	“Right next to Connor’s.”

	Ethan shrugged. “That’s her right too. She was on her balcony yesterday and saw you using the pool.”

	I had no answer. Who were these people? At least it explained where Bart was - he no longer needed to sit out on the road when he had a mansion to watch from.

	“Which,” Ethan added, “I thought was a little odd – seeing that you and Connor don’t get on, apparently.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Dad won’t drive me to his house anymore or pay for a cab to bring me home. So now I bus there after school. Connor works out three days a week, so if I get there early, I use the pool. He told me to use it, if you must know - I think it’s more to stop me talking with Louise than it is to be nice. He doesn’t like me learning things about him.”

	“I bet he doesn’t.” Ethan appeared a little relieved. Not completely relieved though – it was his prom date swimming in another guy’s pool, after all. 

	For my own part, I was thrilled with how easily my story had come together. “It’s just annoying he lives so far away,” I added, to drive the point home.

	Ethan snorted. “If it’s such a drama to go to his house, why don’t you just study at yours?”

	I dismissed the idea. “Because it’s not fair on me to have to host him all the time. It’s not like he has to tidy up for a visitor or fix me a snack – he’s got someone to do all that for him. The least he can do is share his space.”

	Ethan looked satisfied. I thought he would tell me to stop using the pool, but he didn’t. He probably understood that it would be going too far. Instead, he walked to class with me. 

	Throughout the class I had time to think. 

	Connor had known who his new neighbors were – which is why he called them meddlers. He had stayed away from the pool on purpose: he knew that Ingrid and Bart were next door, watching.

	I shuddered to think what Ethan’s reaction would be if Connor had gone down to the pool and swum with me. That would have been much harder to explain away.

	Something else bothered me, but it took a while to work out what it was. Then it came to me:

	Ingrid’s house had come up for sale and been bought within a few days. So had Ingrid just been amazingly lucky with her timing? 

	It wasn’t inconceivable that Bart seen the sign go up and called Ingrid and she’d snapped the house up straight away. But the house right next door to Connor’s? 

	Maybe in the same street, maybe somewhere in Rye. But next door?

	Too many coincidences piled onto one another. 

	I might have been able to excuse all of them – even Ingrid having twenty-three million dollars to spend on a house when she was apparently only just visiting Connecticut – if it weren’t for the fact that they were all watching Connor.

	So none of them were coincidences, as far as I was concerned. This was all part of a carefully calculated plan to have Connor Harman under watch every minute of the day and whoever sold the house had probably not planned to - not until Ethan’s freakish family arrived.

	I looked from Connor to Ethan at their desks. Ethan was always trying to warn me about how dangerous Connor was, but nothing he did these days seemed entirely innocent either.

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-six

	 

	 

	On Thursday, I was across the street talking with Anne about Bobby-Joe’s crash. It was still the talk of the neighborhood. Anne put it down to youthful testosterone and maybe the vodka bottle. 

	Those parts were true to a degree, I supposed. Even I didn’t know why Bobby-Joe had driven like a madman to get me. 

	We heard Connor’s bike before we saw it.

	“Look out,” Annie said dryly. “Here comes your mom’s favorite visitor.”

	I said goodbye and crossed the road to meet him as he pulled into the driveway.

	He took off his helmet and shook his hair out. I wished I could record it and play it back in slow motion when I was alone. 

	As if Connor would let me take his picture.

	Bart’s green Ford rounded the corner at Mr. Zaleski’s house. It cruised quietly towards us. 

	Connor headed towards the house. 

	As Bart parked, I waved furtively at him. He ignored me. I went inside, closed the front door and burst into laughter. 

	Connor, already setting up on the sitting room table, frowned at me. “It’s not funny.”

	“Not in the big picture where they shadow your every move, no,” I agreed, “but in the tiny moments, like freaking Bart out, it is a bit funny.”

	Connor didn’t think so.

	I sat down opposite him. “Out of ten?”

	“Six.”

	“Ouch. Not so funny after all.”

	“No.”

	I made him a coffee and we went to work. 

	And it was all work. Connor’s pain kept him focused on the study. I didn’t mind; it stopped me falling into that deep well of longing that I sometimes drowned in when he was near.

	Later, Connor asked for another coffee. He sat forward, his head in his hands, while I went to the kitchen to get it ready. 

	My mother was in the kitchen putting away dishes.

	“Is it his pain?” Mom asked. ‘’Does he need anything for it?”

	“He’s already taken something.”

	“He really ought to see a doctor about it.”

	“It’s a genetic thing. No cure.”

	“Poor kid.” My mother nodded towards the daily paper. “I see the creepy pedophile is back.”

	I peered over to have a look. Front page news was the story of how the man in the white van had tried to grab a ten-year boy. The boy fought back and fled, but the van had tried to run him down. The boy was in hospital with a broken leg.

	The worst part was, the man had apparently stopped the van after he’d run over the boy, and tried to drag him inside. A passing driver pulled over and scared the man off. The van didn’t have number plates.

	“Oh my God,” I murmured. ‘What kind of psychopath runs down a kid and then tries to take him?”

	My mother shook her head. “It’s a bad old, sad old world.”

	I didn’t quite agree. “The world’s not bad - it just has some bad people in it.”

	“Well, I hope if they catch him, they give him the death penalty.”

	I frowned. “I think they only give the death penalty for people who kill, not people who . . .” 

	I didn’t finish the sentence. It didn’t bear saying out loud.

	“And anyway,” I added, “this is New York. We don’t kill people here.”

	“For some people we ought to.”

	I took the coffee and a juice and cake back to Connor and realized he would have heard the whole conversation.

	 “Sorry,” I apologized, “Mom gets upset about pedophiles - there but for the grace of God go my kids and all that.”

	He waved it off. “Most people get upset about pedophiles.” He wasn’t one of those people, apparently.

	“Don’t you?” I asked. “I mean, of all the crimes, the ones against kids are the worst.”

	He shrugged. “I don’t judge people unless I take the time to get inside their heads.”

	“No,” I countered, “I get shooting, or a murder but  . . .  kids? Where’s the justification for that?”

	“There isn’t one. It is what it is, as all evil deeds are.”

	I was frustrated by his lack of emotion about the subject. For goodness’ sake, this was the guy who got angry when people got in his face. 

	Now he was refusing to enter the debate about pedophiles – as if there was a debate. I doubted I’d find anyone who would come out on the pedophile’s side.

	Except another pedophile, I thought.

	And that’s when the first shadow crossed my mind.

	No.

	No . . . NO.

	Don’t think it, I told myself, don’t even let the words form -

	But it was too late.

	Connor has only been here a few weeks. The attacks have only been going on for a few weeks. 

	He has a garage full of cars. One of them was big and white. But was it a van, or was it a 4WD?

	He goes out alone and even Louise doesn’t know where he goes.

	I put down my drink. I felt a little ill. 

	Hating myself, I went back into the kitchen and scanned the newspaper for a description of the attacker. The paper only said that he was a mature male, white, with dark hair and brown eyes. It didn’t give an age.

	Stop it, I told myself, you’re being ridiculous. Connor is not a pedophile.

	I went back and sat down to study.

	But the facts nagged at me.

	What facts? I debated with myself: white and dark hair – that’s like, a quarter of the population. 

	But other things made sense. Ethan told me constantly that Connor was dangerous, that I should keep away. Others had joined Ethan to watch Connor. Maybe they were CIA or FBI, or maybe they were like 21 Jump Street - undercover cops posing as students.

	Except that you’ve known Ethan for three years and he didn’t sit around waiting for Connor to accidentally show up all this time.

	But Ethan could have been placed in the school for something else, and then America’s Most Wanted Pedo just happened to arrive. It would certainly explain the mutual reaction they had when they met in the corridor for the first time. It would also explain why Ingrid, Bart and Mr. Bellamy had come to join in the observation.

	And how Ingrid had so easily acquired the house next door – requisitioned by the government to keep an eye on their target.

	And, most of all, how Connor knew that Mr. Zaleski was not a pedophile. It takes one to know one, I thought grimly.

	No, I told myself . . . NO. It has to be something else.

	But what? Nothing else fit so perfectly. Connor’s unwillingness to socialize, his arrogance, his high intelligence . . . all hallmarks of a top predator.

	I felt sick. 

	It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true.

	 “You okay?” Connor was watching me.

	I jumped. “Sorry, I’m just distracted. Family stuff.”

	“Call it a night, then. I’m up to seven anyway.” He began to pack his things.

	My heart sank. I didn’t want him to go while I thought he was a pedophile. Maybe there was a way I could sound him out.

	“Actually,” I said, “it’s not really family stuff. I’m just a bit disturbed by the pedophile story.”

	He stuffed a file in his backpack.

	“I mean, say you discovered someone you knew was a pedophile, would you do something about it?”

	He snorted. “Probably.”

	“Like turn them in?”

	“No. I’d leave that to other people.” He slung his backpack over his shoulder.

	“Well, what would you do?”

	Connor bit down his pain. “What would you want me to do?”

	“The right thing,” I said. “Like, I would hope the pedophile would . . . I don’t know, turn himself in and get help.”

	“Don’t hold your breath.” He headed for the door.

	“Then I’d want him to take himself out of the equation,” I said quickly, “so that he can’t hurt anyone else.”

	Connor opened the door and paused. His eyes locked on to mine. “You want him to die? You, Emma?”

	“I don’t want him to be able to hurt anyone else. If that means he has to die, then maybe it’s for the best. I’d rather he turned himself in.”

	Connor grimaced. “I have to go. Don’t see me out.”

	I closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. I heard his bike start up, heard it ride off down the street, and heard Bart’s car start up to follow him home.

	God, what have I done?

	I didn’t know. If Connor was a pedophile, then I had just asked him to either turn himself in or commit suicide.

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Seven

	 

	 

	When Ethan arrived at the Nobodies table at lunch, I seized him and dragged him outside. He was amused at first, but my furious purpose made him wary.

	“What’s this all about?” 

	I pushed him down between the science buildings. “This thing with Connor,” I demanded, “does it involve him doing . . . bad things?”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Define ‘bad’.”

	“Illegal things. Things that hurt people.”

	Ethan allowed a very small smile. “Why do you want to know?”

	“Because I don’t trust him. Sometimes I feel that he’s capable of things.” 

	Ethan looked away, debating. Then he met my gaze. “Yes, he is capable, very capable. That’s why I freak every moment you spend with him.”

	“Has he done anything bad since he came to Stamford, that you know of?”

	“More than you can imagine.”

	“So why don’t you do something?”

	Ethan shrugged. “It’s not our job to do anything. We’re the Watchers.”

	“So go and bring in the Arresters,” I growled. I was angry at Ethan for looking so pleased about it, and angry at Connor for being an actual Bad Guy after all.

	Most of all I was angry at myself for falling for Connor, when all along I had been warned against him. 

	Ethan shook his head. “We can’t move until it’s time.”

	I bristled, frustrated. “So you just watch and wait while he goes out and does whatever he wants?”

	A shrug. “It’s a living.”

	“Who are you?” I asked. “Which organization do you work for?”

	Ethan grinned. He leaned down and whispered in my ear: “I could tell you, Emma Hart, but then I might have to kill you.”

	“Ha ha,” I snarled. I stomped away, calling back over my shoulder: “I hope no-one gets hurt, Ethan, while you all sit about and watch.”

	Back in the cafeteria, Sarah asked me what was wrong. I debated telling what I knew, but held back. If Connor was a pedophile, the last thing I wanted to do was have him pressured into leaving town. Then Ethan and his cronies would have to start their investigation all over again.

	Instead, I passed my anger off as something Connor had caused, which was the truth. I saw him, sitting alone at his table, his fists balled in pain.

	Good, I thought, I hope it hurts. Whatever you are, whatever you’ve done, I hope you pay for it.

	 

	Later that day, Ethan asked me to a movie that night. I knew he was exploiting my uncertainty, but I agreed to go anyway. It wasn’t as if it was a date – I made that clear by paying for myself. I felt like it was more two comrades-in-arms united against a common foe. Ethan knew something bad about Connor, I knew there was something bad about Connor, and that made us allies.

	 

	On Saturday, I went to the mall with Sarah. We window-shopped for potential shoes and jewelry, but without dresses we couldn’t commit. 

	I struggled to keep Connor from my thoughts and failed. I was still arguing with myself about how I might be wrong about Connor; that Ethan could be wrong; that all the facts piled up so convincingly against him could be untrue.

	But it was an argument I was losing.

	In the food hall at lunch, I chose sushi and found a table while Sarah went to get Chinese. 

	The food hall central eating area was divided by a series of high green hedges growing in black planter boxes. After every four boxes there was an opening. I found a two-seater table up against a hedge and sat down to wait.

	I was skimming through my phone, deleting texts, when I looked up to see Connor walking towards me. He was wearing his riding leathers.

	I froze.

	But Connor wasn’t walking directly towards me; he hadn’t even seen me. He was on the other side of the hedges and was headed towards someone close to me. 

	I cringed, trying to hide.

	Connor doesn’t do the mall. What on earth was he doing here?

	Directly on the other side of the hedge, a middle-aged man was eating roast beef, reading a newspaper. In one swift movement, Connor pulled out a chair and sat down opposite the man. He was right beside me, on the other side of the hedge. If I reached through, I could touch him.

	Connor said softly: “I know what you are.”

	The man paused, his fork halfway to his mouth. Gravy dripped to his plate. “I beg your pardon?”

	I could make out just enough of the man’s face to see that he had some idea of what Connor was talking about . . . and it wasn’t a good thing.

	Connor leaned forward. The leather creaked. “It’s not your fault that you are what you are, but it is your fault if you act on it.”

	The man dropped his fork. “Get away from me. Who the hell are you?”

	Connor reached out and gripped the man’s shoulder. He said softly: “I’m your redemption. Help me save the world.”

	The man recoiled in horror. He struggled out of his chair and ran, stumbling through the mall. Connor rose and walked in the other direction.

	I sat, frozen. What had just happened? What had Connor done? 

	Sarah dropped down at the table with a plate full of noodles and nodded after the runner. “What’s up with that guy?” 

	“I don’t know. I’m going to find out.” I didn’t wait to explain. I hurried through the mall after the man.

	It didn’t take me long to find him. He was lying on the floor near the entrance, surrounded by a circle of curious and horrified shoppers. His face was ashen. A security guard was administering CPR but it wasn’t working.

	Heart attack, some people were whispering. Drugs, others said.

	I wanted to believe them. I wanted to believe in a heart attack or drugs or a mysterious virus or even the man stabbing himself to death in the middle of a mall. I wanted to believe anything other than the fact that a single touch from a boy I was falling for had killed a man dead.

	I didn’t want to go back to Sarah, not after that, but what else could I do? We had plans. I’d been strange enough lately without running off during the middle of lunch. But all through lunch and shopping and the bus ride home, while I went through the motions of being excited and interested, all I could see in my mind’s eye was Connor, gripping the dead man’s shoulder.

	I’m your redemption.

	At home, in the afternoon sun, I lay on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

	The week had gone from weird, to dangerous, to completely off the planet. Had I really just watched my study partner lay his hand on a man who died less than a minute later?

	This was beyond pedophile, if that was what Connor even was.

	I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to think. I couldn’t concentrate. I was exhausted.

	In the end I fell into a long, restless sleep.

	 

	“Hey sleepyhead!” Mom opened the door. “Teenagers sleep in the morning, pregnant women sleep in the afternoon. Something you’re not telling me?”

	I groaned into my pillow. “God, Mom.”

	Mom picked up a fluffy toy from the floor and tossed it. It missed me and hit the wall. I pushed myself upright, feeling tired and old.

	“Dinner in a minute,” she grinned. “Thought you wouldn’t want to sleep through that.”

	“Do you have to be so cheerful?” I grumbled. “It hurts my brain.”

	“It’s a happy day - they caught the pedophile!”

	I was instantly awake. “They caught him? Who is he?”

	I already knew what she was going to say: It’s your study date dear, you know, the hottie? Turns out he liked to touch up little kids in that big old house of his.

	“Doesn’t matter who he was,” Mom said gleefully, “because he did us all a favor and fell over dead in the mall. They went to his house to notify next of kin and found a white van full ropes and handcuffs. Then they found his computer.” Her face crinkled. “Apparently he was quite the monster. One of the kids has already identified him.”

	I sat, stunned.

	Connor wasn’t the pedophile. Connor had killed the pedophile.

	Which is what I told him to do.

	“Anyway, dinner.” Mom left the door open.

	I didn’t know what to think. I’d spent the last forty-eight hours convincing myself that Connor Harman was probably a pedophile. Now the actual pedophile was dead and I had seen the moment in which he was condemned to die.

	How could Connor have done that? Was he some kind of hypnotist? Someone like the Mentalist on TV, who could manipulate people’s thoughts? But he hadn’t done any of those things. He’d told the man that he knew what he was. 

	I’m your redemption.

	What did that mean? How could Connor redeem this man for what he’d done? Why did redemption mean dying?

	I had no answers. Nothing that Ethan told me about Connor matched up to what I had seen him do in the mall. 

	“Emma!” Mom, from the dining table.

	I rose and went downstairs. I ate without tasting, listened without hearing. By the end of dinner, I had decided two things:

	I would apologize to Connor about thinking so badly of him (but I wouldn’t actually tell him why). And I would tell him that I knew about the mall. 

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Eight

	 

	 

	I waited in the school parking lot on Monday morning. I was relieved to see Connor arrive before Ethan did. 

	He had dismounted and was pulling off his helmet when I reached him. If he was surprised to see me coming, he hid it behind a wince of pain.

	“Level?” I asked. I wasn’t going to speak to him if it was over five.

	“Four.”

	“Okay. There’s a couple of things I have to tell you.”

	Connor slung his backpack over his shoulder and looked at me.

	I steeled myself. “First, I want to apologize. I can’t tell you why, because it’s embarrassing, but for two days all I could think was that you were the Bad Guy, maybe the worst guy in the world. I was wrong and I’m sorry.”

	He snorted softly. “So I’m not the worst guy in the world?”

	I shook my head. “Whatever your thing is, it’s not what I thought.”

	He looked as if he could argue that point.

	“The second thing is,” I said cautiously, “I was at the mall on Saturday.”

	“So?” He was suddenly wary.

	“I was behind the hedge. I saw what you did to that man. I heard what you said to him.”

	He walked away. 

	I started after him. “Connor.”

	He didn’t stop.

	“Connor! It’s okay. I’m okay with what you did.”

	He paused, half turning towards me. His eyes were hidden.

	I caught up to him. I was trembling. “But I don’t know how you did it, and I’m scared.”

	He looked away.

	“Not of you,” I said. “Just . . . the power you had over him.”

	Connor looked at me from under his hair. He said quietly: “You should be scared of me.”

	I said, just as quietly: “It’s too late for that.”

	His eyes met mine. What he was looking for, I couldn’t say. But I wanted him to find it, to find me.

	He turned away. “I have to get to class.”

	So do I, I thought, the same class. But it was obvious he didn’t want to walk with me. Or talk with me.

	No matter, I thought, he knows. He knows I’m okay with it. I watched him walk away. Maybe he was thinking it through. Maybe he was mad at me for knowing about it. 

	Maybe he just didn’t know how to react.

	Face it I, I told myself, you don’t actually know how to react either. Oh, BTW, your study partner kills pedophiles by touching them. How is anyone supposed to respond to that?

	Run screaming, maybe.

	He came to study Tuesday night. I wasn’t surprised that he chose my house: it was safe territory. It would be business as usual.

	And it was. We set up at the kitchen countertop because Mom had friends over in the sitting room and Dad had paperwork spread across the dining table. Caught between two rooms of people, there was no opportunity to discuss anything other than study. 

	During the news, Mom turned the volume up and called me to watch. Connor and I looked up to see the CCTV footage of the mall. I recognized the food hall, the tables, and the hedge where I had been sitting.

	“Emma is right there,” Mom told her friends with Hollywood horror. “Look, right behind the hedge. He’s only a yard from her. Can you imagine?”

	The man sat in front of the hedge, eating his roast dinner, reading the paper. He looked up at something in front of him and leaned forward. Then he leapt out of his seat and ran. The camera cut to him writhing on the mall floor. The shot ended before the man stopped moving, because apparently showing a pedophile dying was in bad taste, although talking about it endlessly was not.

	I looked at Connor. He met my gaze and turned back to work.

	You were there! I wanted to shout it at him. You were there and I saw you but you’re not on the TV. Why not, Connor?

	Maybe his image didn’t appear when recorded. 

	I dismissed that straight away – I had a photo of him on my phone. I pulled my phone out and flicked through the pics to make sure it was still there.

	Connor, framed by vines, his arms resting on his knees. Peaceful.

	The calm before the storm, I thought. Before I knew there was something terribly different about him.

	So why was he on my phone but not on the CCTV footage? Was it conspiracy thing? Did some organization wipe his image from the media?

	I set down my phone. Connor studied the laptop screen, ignoring me.

	It frustrated me that he wouldn’t talk about it, but I wouldn’t break first. I had the feeling that if I did, he would pack up and go home. He was there because he trusted me to not ask.

	It was a privilege, I supposed, even if it was annoying.

	When it was time for him to go, I saw him out the door.

	“Louise said I could try on her old outfits,” I told him. “Could I come over Thursday and do that before we study?”

	He frowned. “As long as you don’t expect me to participate.”

	I blushed. “I was hoping you’d be working out or something.”

	“I’m not working out Thursday. I’ll stay in the drawing room. You’ll be upstairs. You don’t come down; I won’t come out.”

	“Deal. Can you let Louise know?”

	Connor put on his helmet.

	I saw Bart parked a couple of houses down. I waved behind Connor’s back. Bart, his face pale in the streetlights, didn’t respond.

	Connor started up his bike and rode away.

	I didn’t watch him go, not with Bart there.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Thirty-Nine

	 

	 

	On Thursday I caught the early bus. Aware that someone was probably watching from Ingrid’s house, I tried to keep the excited spring out of my step.

	Louise greeted me like a long-lost friend. “Mademoiselle!” She hugged me before I even set down my bag. “Today we have such fun, oui?”

	“Oui,” I agreed. I could hear loud classical music. Connor listened to classical music?

	Louise picked up a tray of food. “We eat while we play.”

	The music resonated around the foyer as we climbed the marble stairs. Louise held the tray like the professional she was and floated up the grand staircase. 

	I trailed behind, nervous. Upstairs was where Connor lived, where he worked out. Where he slept.

	It was his personal space and I was entering it.

	We walked along a wide hallway lined with elegant paintings and closed doors. I wondered which one of them was Connor’s room. I wished his door was open so that I could have a glimpse inside. A person’s bedroom was their personality: was his room wide and grand and full of old furniture? Was it contemporary and simple? Did he have posters on his wall? Did he have an electric guitar or a set of drums or a shelf full of books or a CD collection?

	All these things could tell me so much about him – normal things that had nothing to do with killing pedophiles by touching them.

	Louise opened the last door on the right and showed me into a spacious corner room. Sheer white curtains blocked the world outside. Behind them lay Ingrid’s house and the rear garden. A long wooden cupboard ran the length of one wall.  A massive mirror sat against the far wall.

	In the center of the room was a white chaise lounge and a small table.

	“Wow,” I breathed.

	“Monsieur Harman give me this room to dress in.” Louise set the tray down on the table.

	I looked around. “All this?”

	Louise smiled. “I no need all this space. I have my clothes for work and for going to the markets. These I keep in this end here.” She nodded towards the end of the long cupboard.

	“But these,” she opened the next doors, “are my beautiful things.” She opened all the doors along the length of the cupboard. “I could not live in this country without having them here to look at, to make me happy.”

	The cupboard held dozens of dresses and jackets and long coats and shoes. The colors and fabrics took my breath away. 

	“See this one.” Louise pulled out a dark green velvet dress. “I wear this one to the Russian ballet; Swan Lake. Such a night! And this one I wear to a dinner with the King of Denmark, long time ago.” She pulled out a burgundy dress. ‘Hah, such eyes he have.”

	I was astounded. “You had dinner with a king?”

	Louise grinned. “Oui! My Monsieur Harman, he know these people. But he doesn’t want the King’s cousin to give him the eye, you know? She so beautiful, but he want to keep her away, so I come.”

	Wow. It’s all I could think. 

	“I think you fit,” Louise said. “You try on? I help you.”

	I stripped down to my underwear and let Louise fit the clothes. I didn’t feel self-conscious about being undressed in front of Louise. I wouldn’t have done it with my own mother, but Louise was different - she came from a time and a place that was more like a fantasy world than the real one.

	There were tight velvet dresses, delicate lace dresses, huge floating dresses that needed a hoop to support their volume, and my favorite so far, a black chiffon dress that finished below my knees and floated on the breeze. It took my breath away.

	“Tres bon!” Louise exclaimed. “You must try with these!” She pulled from the cupboard a pair of high black heels.

	I slipped them on. They fit.

	Louise beamed at me. “It’s like we are sisters! You wear my clothes and my shoes. You must walk in them, let us see!”

	I walked across the floor to the mirror. The heels were absurdly high and pitched me forward. I wondered if I could dance in them.

	“Try on the stairs,” said Louise. “If you can walk the stairs, you can do anything: it is the test for ladies. You go and see. I put some of these away.”

	Louise was right. If I could get up and down stairs in those shoes, I could do anything in them. I teetered out of the room and along the hallway. As I went, I imagined that I was the lady of the house, moving through my domain. The classical music in the background added to the effect.

	When I reached the sweeping staircase, I paused. It was a daunting task in such slender heels. 

	I put a guiding hand on the balustrade and started cautiously forward. After a few steps I worked out the movement; after five or six steps I began to feel more confident.

	Imagine arriving at the prom in this. I floated down the staircase, drifting fingertips along the marble balustrade. The foyer was filled with the sound of strings. I imagined a grand house in Europe a hundred years ago, where an orchestra played for a ballroom of elegant guests in black tie and ball gowns. The ballroom was lit by flickering candles on chandeliers. I could smell the candle wax; I could hear the excited chatter of the people.

	I was the Lady of the House, coming down to greet my guests. When I arrived, there would be applause and kisses and I would dance the night away.

	And sometime, during the night, the crowd would part and he would be there. He would be in a black tuxedo, with his wild, unkempt hair. He would see me and take me into his arms and how we would dance. 

	The music grew abruptly louder. The drawing room door opened.

	I snapped back into reality as Connor walked out into the foyer below. Not in a tuxedo, but still all in black.

	He looked up and saw me. 

	And froze . . . transfixed.

	In that instant, in his eyes, in his whole body, I saw his longing. All that pretending that he didn’t care was gone. He wanted me.

	I couldn’t breathe. It was a moment of pure truth . . . unexpected; untempered.

	My foot missed the step. I fell. 

	Before I hit the stairs he was there. He caught me easily, effortlessly. 

	I tried to rise but my heel caught in the dress and I stumbled ungainly forward.

	Connor held his ground. Gently, he lowered me and reached down to untangle the fabric.

	He lifted me upright and held me against the balustrade. 

	I clung to him. “Don’t let go,” I whispered, worried I might fall. 

	Worried he might disappear.

	“I won’t.” He was looking at my lips. 

	I felt faint. Hollow. He leaned towards me.

	I couldn’t breathe. Let it be now, please. If I can’t have him now, I’ll die.

	His hair touched mine. His breath was on my cheek. I turned my face towards him, wanting him.  His body moved against mine, pressed me against the balustrade. His unshaven cheek brushed my skin. I could hear the desire in his breath; hear its ragged intake, the slow sigh of breathing out. 

	I gripped his arm, feeling his strength. 

	Connor paused. Drew back. On his face was such pain: not the pain of being him, but the pain of letting me go. He lowered his head.

	“I can’t,” he breathed. “We can’t. You don’t . . .” He swore, whirled away from me, and slammed his fist into the wall. A shudder ran through the house. The wall cracked. Tiny pieces clattered onto the stairs.

	I held my breath.

	Connor slumped against the wall, panting. He looked at me from under his hair.

	“We can’t.”

	“Connor,” I started.

	He balled a fist against his forehead. “No!” he hissed. “Or everything ends. Everything.”

	I didn’t know what to say.

	He looked up at me, tortured. “You have to go.”

	“Please . . .”

	“GO!” 

	I turned and stumbled up the stairs, kicking off the shoes. When I reached the dressing room, Louise was sadly holding my clothes. She must have heard him shout.

	Furiously fighting back tears, I changed, took my backpack and left the house. There was no music playing when I slammed the front door behind me. 

	When I was well away from the property, walking alone down Van Wagenen Avenue, I found a quiet corner behind a giant tree, sat down, and sobbed my heart out.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Forty

	 

	 

	I had no real memory of going home. I caught a bus, hanging my head so that my hair covered my red, puffy face. 

	At home, my father was on the sofa watching TV.

	“You’re back early.”

	“I don’t feel well.” I didn’t look at him. “I’m going to bed.”

	Dad turned to me, but I was already going up the stairs.

	“Your mom’s out,” he called after me. “Want me to get anything for you?”

	“No.”

	“Okay. Maybe you’ll be better for dinner.”

	“Don’t think so.”

	I made it to my bedroom, threw myself onto my bed and burst into tears. These tears came hard and lasted long. I picked all the saddest songs on my playlist and played them over and over, wallowing in my pain, drowning in my misery.

	Connor had refused me, even though he wanted me. He had shouted at me to go. All I wanted was him. Nothing else. No-one else.

	Just him.

	But he had turned me away.

	I moaned into my pillow. I felt sick. My stomach ached, as if someone had punched me hard. I pulled my quilt up and cried and cried until I was exhausted. 

	Then I just lay and stared at the wall, reliving the awful moment endlessly, while the sad songs played.

	It grew dark outside. I didn’t turn on a light.

	Sometime later, my door snicked open.

	“Ems?” Mom’s voice, soft and questioning. She was silhouetted against the hallway light.  “Your dad said you were sick. How are you feeling?”

	“Don’t turn the light on.”

	If my mother saw me, she would know what kind of sickness it was. I didn’t know if I’d get sympathy or be told off for being an idiot.

	“Want me to get something for it?”

	“No, I feel like vomiting. I just want to stay here.”

	“Okay. I’ll put some dinner aside in case you feel better later. Think you might have to stay home tomorrow?”

	“Yes.”

	I had no intention of going to school. I had no intention of ever speaking to Connor again. When I went back on Monday, I would tell Mr. K that I would finish the assignment alone. 

	“I hope you feel better soon, sweetie.” The door quietly closed. 

	I yearned to go after my mother and tell her everything, to have her hold me in her arms and kiss me on the forehead and tell me that it would be alright. To tell me that all the unrequited loves in the world couldn’t hurt me; that I would be stronger because of this and find someone better one day.

	But it wouldn’t be like that, I knew. My mother, even if she were sympathetic, would tell me to toughen up and go to school the next day and stare Connor Harman down because there were plenty of fish in the sea. 

	Forget Connor, she would say, why bother with him when you’ve got Ethan actually waiting for you?

	I didn’t want to toughen up. I didn’t want Ethan. I wanted Connor.

	And if I couldn’t have him, then the world might as well end.

	 

	I stayed in bed all night and the following morning. I was hungry, but I didn’t want to get up and eat while anyone was home. Dad checked in on me before he went to work. Mom told me there was food in the fridge, and then left with Ben. 

	I waited ten minutes to be certain, and slunk down to the kitchen. 

	I gathered a collection of foodstuffs: apples, bananas, muesli bars, cans of soda. Then I went back up to my room and climbed back into bed and put my sad music back on. I cried some more, off and on, sinking back into misery every time I imagined the future in which Connor did not exist for me.

	Later that morning a text came through.

	Where R U? R U OK?

	Ethan was using his phone at school, against the rules. He was probably huddled behind one of the buildings, maybe with Sarah or some of the Nobodies. Maybe alone.

	I sent back: Sick at home. Vomit city.

	Is that Y U left his house early?

	It annoyed me that he even knew.

	Went home when felt it coming on.

	Y he not drive U?:( 

	I frowned. Jerk. I teared up again - defending Connor made me sad.

	He look after Louise. She sick 2 :( :(

	Want me 2 come after school? :)

	No way. No. Damned. Way. He was the second-most person I did not want to see in the world.

	After Connor.

	NO. HATE WHOLE WORLD. Vomit stain on floor.

	A few minutes later I received back: OK. Call U on sat

	I slumped back against my pillow, relieved. He would tell Sarah and she would wait until Saturday too. That gave me all of Friday to come to terms with my grief and recover.

	I started to cry again.

	 

	By the afternoon I had gone past crying. I was upset, but I was angry too. If Connor knew he was going to refuse me, if he knew there was no way we could be together, why hadn’t he said something earlier? 

	Or why hadn’t he remained cold and detached instead of letting me in, piece by piece?

	That would have been more honest. I would have known where I stood then. Go Away would still mean Go Away, not: Okay You Can Get Under My Skin And I’ll Give You Long Meaningful Looks.  Not, Sure, Swim in My Pool.

	Ben came home from school and put his music on up loud, until Mom came home and made him turn it down. She tapped on the door and looked into the room.

	“How are you?” She noted with obvious satisfaction the apple core and banana peel on the bedside table.

	“Better,” I said. “Not throwing up anymore.”

	Not crying endlessly until I feel like throwing up.

	“Good. See how you go and I’ll call you at dinner.”

	“Thanks, Mom.”

	I climbed back into bed. I would read, I decided. I would spend the rest of the Friday afternoon in bed just reading. I’d blown the whole day; I might as well make the most of it. I pulled out a book from my shelf and turned to my favorite chapter.

	The sound of a motorbike sent a shockwave through my body.

	I couldn’t see the front street, but I didn’t have to. I knew that engine. It cut when it reached my house.

	I felt suddenly trapped. He couldn’t be here. He wouldn’t have come to my house. What did he think he was going to say to me?

	What was I going to say back?

	I wanted to call down to my mother and tell her not to let him in, but the doorbell was already ringing. I heard the door open and the sound of voices.

	No, Mom, I pleaded, tell him I’m sick. Don’t call me down and please, please, don’t let him come up here.

	As if Mom would. No mother would say to their daughter’s slightly odd study partner sure, go on up, she’s been sick in bed all day but I’m sure she’d love to see you in her pajamas with her hair all messed.

	No, Mom would come up first and check to see if I wanted to see him. I would tell her that I didn’t and that I would see him on Monday.

	Case Closed. End of story.

	A soft knock at my door. 

	“Emma.” Connor’s voice.

	I went cold. It was him. Outside my bedroom. 

	What was I supposed to do? If he saw me, if he saw how much he’d hurt me, I would die. 

	“Emma, please, let me in.”

	“Go away. Just . . . go away.”

	A silence and then: “I can’t.”

	I heard the sound of his forehead coming to rest against the door. “I can’t . . . please.”

	I didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer.

	The door swung open and he was there: casually aloof, slightly ragged. Needing me. He looked as sick as I felt. He came in and closed the door.

	“How did you get past Mom?” I asked.

	He gave a guilty shrug. “Same way Ethan got you to go to the prom.”

	He was wearing the black body-hugging corduroy shirt that I loved. I wanted to touch it, to feel its rugged warmth against my body. I wanted to scream at him to go away and never see me again because I couldn’t take it any longer.

	I backed up against my pillow and tucked my legs underneath me. It distantly occurred to me that I was wearing pajamas but that didn’t really matter. Not anymore.

	Connor sat down on the end of the bed. “I’m sorry.”

	I didn’t reply.

	“I want . . . what you want,” he said haltingly, “but there are things in the way. Things you don’t understand. Can’t understand.”

	“Then help me understand.”

	He winced. “No. I came to make you forget.”

	Cold fear shot through me. He could do it, too, just as he had with Flight 17. 

	“Forget what?” My voice felt small.

	He shrugged. “Yesterday; the last few weeks. And this time I won’t let you in. I made a mistake; I was weak.”

	“No! Don’t you dare.”

	Connor shifted uncomfortably. “I have to fix this, for everyone.”

	“It doesn’t fix it for me.”

	“No, not for you. I’m sorry.” He looked at me.

	I realized in horror that he could do it any minute. One second he would be here, in my room and on my bed; the next it would be just me, alone, convinced that I really had been sick. When I saw Connor at school I would still feel something for him, but he would be aloof and dispassionate. All those moments of connection: the swimming pool, the library, yesterday on the staircase.

	All this would be gone.

	“No,” I pleaded, “don’t take this from me. Even if you shut me out, don’t let me forget.”

	Connor shook his head. “It can’t work like that. You’ll keep wanting me and I’ll keep wanting . . .” He sighed. “I’m weak, Emma, I won’t say no, and it will tear the world apart.”

	My desperation switched to anger, my last defense. I folded my arms. “I won’t let you do it. I refuse.”

	Connor sat back. He opened his mouth to say something and closed it again. For the first time, maybe ever, he looked uncertain. 

	Silence hung heavy between us.

	“Who are you?” I asked softly. “How can you do these things?”

	He shook his head. “You can never know that.”

	But I’m in love with you. I wanted to say it, but I couldn’t, not straight out like that. God, we hadn’t even kissed, or held hands. But if he didn’t understand how deeply I felt, he might just back away too far.

	I looked at him. “I don’t care who you are, or what you’ve done. Let me have my own opinion.”

	He looked away. “I’ve lived with this a long time; I know if someone’s ready. Mostly, they never are.”

	“I’m ready.”

	Connor rose from my bed. 

	I realized he was going to leave. “You can’t walk away from this.”

	He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have come. I should have stayed away and let you hate me.”

	“I won’t hate you,” I said. “I’ll never hate you.”

	He turned to go.

	I leapt from the bed and beat him to the door. I backed up against it. “Tell me everything. Tell me who you are.”

	Connor looked at me. He sighed, and laid his hands on the door, one on either side of me. All he had to do was lean in. I wanted him to.

	“I can’t,” he said softly. “I’ll lose you.”

	“No, you won’t.”

	“You’ll run.”

	“I won’t.”

	“Everybody runs.” He lifted his gaze to meet mine.

	I reached out and touched his chest. The corduroy was soft beneath my hand. I could feel his heartbeat.

	I met his gaze. I didn’t even know if I was breathing. 

	“I . . . won’t.”

	His eyes looked into mine. Looked deeply, as if they could see beyond my gaze into me. I felt pinned, like an insect on a stick. 

	For the longest time he just looked at me.

	And then slowly, gently . . . Connor leaned in and kissed me.

	His lips touched mine, hesitantly at first. I kissed him back, dying a little inside. 

	His kiss grew firmer, more urgent. His tongue sought my open mouth. I let him in. I gripped his waist, pulled him closer, tighter. He reached down to my hips and pressed himself against them. I could feel all of him; feel how much he wanted me. 

	My body burned for him, deeply, urgently, in a way that it had never burned for anyone. My soul felt hollow, otherworldly, steeped in pure desire. I had to be with him, be one with him. Be infinite.

	I couldn’t say how long we kissed. I wish it had been forever.

	Connor drew away, breathing hard. He looked at me from under his hair. He struggled to find words, failed, and swore. 

	“I’ll tell you who I am. What I am. But not here; at my house.”

	I winced. “So I can’t run.”

	“So you can’t run.”

	I looked at him. He was asking me to place myself in his hands, alone in his house. Asking me to be confronted with something so terrifying that he knew I would try to get away.

	Run screaming.

	He rested his forehead against mine and whispered: “Do you trust me?” 

	“I trust you.”

	He kissed me softly, sadly. “Come tomorrow night.”

	I moved aside. He opened the door and left. I closed the door and leaned back against it. 

	I was drained, I was giddy. I was frightened.

	I was in love.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-One

	 

	 

	Saturday was a mess. I alternated between desire and fear, desperately trying to fill the hours. I texted Sarah to see if she was free and we went to the mall - anything to distract me. 

	I called Ethan before he could call me and told him that I was spending the day with Sarah. He asked if I wanted to go to a movie after, but I said I was going to Connor’s house to study.

	“On a Saturday?” Ethan was miffed.

	I tried to sound annoyed. “I know, but we got nothing done on Thursday and we’re falling behind.”

	“So do three nights next week,”

	“Connor doesn’t want to, he’s all weird about his ‘personal space’. He’s a total prima donna.”

	“Whatever.” Ethan wasn’t happy. “I’m at Ingrid’s so when you’ve had enough of him, come over. I’ll drop you home.”

	I made myself smile so he could hear it in my voice. “You’re so sweet, thanks Eth.”

	“Anytime.”

	And that was Ethan taken care of, except that he’d offered to take me home. Technically, why would I accept a lift with Connor when my charming prom date was next door?

	Although, after our talk, it was possible I might not want to get into a car with Connor.

	Finally, after an agonizingly slow day, I caught the bus to his house.

	Despite the new summer growth and the birds singing over Van Wagenen Avenue, a cold dread began to settle on me. The things I knew, the conversations I’d had and those that I’d overheard - everything pointed to Connor being the Bad Guy. 

	Connor had threatened to wipe Mr Bellamy and his friends off the face of the earth.

	Ethan told me that Connor had done bad things, ever since arriving in Stamford.

	I’d seen Connor kill a man just by touching him.

	And yet, Louise had told me that Connor was angry on the outside but blessed on the inside.

	I wanted desperately to piece the puzzle together before I arrived, but nothing made any more sense now than it had at the time. The only person who could answer my questions, who could tell me the truth, was Connor himself.

	Passing Ingrid’s house, I resisted looking to see who watched. I went around to the rear of Connor’s house and let myself in through the kitchen doors.

	He was sitting at the end of the breakfast bar with his laptop. He looked up as I entered. 

	His eyes told me things that I didn’t understand. For the first time, ever, I felt unsure about him.

	I shivered. Who was he? What could he tell me that was so horrific?

	 “They’re watching from their garden,” he said. “Don’t say anything with your face turned towards them - they can lip-read.” 

	I realized I was trembling. Connor turned his laptop towards me. Running in an open window was some WWII documentary footage. Tanks were rolling across a field. I knew it was for the benefit of those who watched.

	“Where’s Louise?” 

	“Out.”

	I allowed a nervous smile. “Now I feel really safe.”

	He avoided my gaze. “It has to be that way. I’m going to the sitting room, follow me with the laptop. Look annoyed.”

	He pushed back from his stool and strode out of the kitchen.

	I frowned, hoping Ethan, wherever he was hiding, could see my expression. I slung my backpack, picked up the laptop and went after him. 

	By the time I got there, the doors to the sitting room were closed.

	I stood outside them, suddenly uncertain. 

	On the other side of the door was Connor Harman.

	And the truth.

	If I walked inside that room, God only knew what I would know when I walked out. 

	Run screaming

	I closed the laptop: there wasn’t going to be any study tonight. There was only going to be finding out the most terrifying thing I could know, according to Connor. 

	But if I didn’t go in, if I didn’t surrender to the truth, I could never have him. 

	Although, if the truth was too much to endure, maybe I wouldn’t want him anyway. 

	To me, that would be just as unbearable.

	I rested a hand on the door. It all came down to this moment. To choose him - and everything he was - or not.

	I stood, thinking . . . breathing. I could walk away right now. I could agree that some secrets should be kept. If I asked him not to tell me, Connor wouldn’t. I could even let him make me forget and we could go back to studying as platonic study partners and nothing more.

	It seemed so much easier, somehow. 

	Easier than being in love with him.

	Seconds ticked by, agonizingly slowly.

	Finally, I sucked in air and pushed the door open.

	Connor stood next to the coffee table, head bowed, arms folded. He looked up as I entered. His face was ashen.

	“Are you in pain?” I set the laptop and my backpack down. My heart thumped. 

	“No, I’m afraid.”

	I was more than afraid. I was terrified.

	Connor took my hand in his. His fingers trembled.

	“You can’t get out of this house,” he said softly. “Not for a while. If you run, they will know why. So even if you hate me, even if you’re terrified, you can only leave when you are calm.”

	“Couldn’t you just make me forget?” I asked. “If I can’t deal with it?”

	He shook his head. “Not this. This is the one thing that, once you know, you’ll always know. That’s why I’m afraid, Emma - it’s not only that your life will be ruined and I’ll have to leave Stamford.”

	He met my gaze. “If you’re not ready - if you’re never ready - I’ll . . . lose you.”

	I leaned forward and brushed my lips against his. “You won’t lose me.”

	He didn’t believe that. “I thought about how I could tell you, but nothing ever sounds right. So I’m going to show you. Maybe then you’ll understand.”

	I frowned. Show me?

	He pulled me in close and wrapped his arms around me. He rested his forehead against mine. 

	“Are you sure?” He whispered. “Very, very sure?”

	I breathed out. “Yes.”

	“Close your eyes.”

	I closed my eyes.

	 

	I was flying, floating, high above the earth. I was pure thought, pure energy. Pure love. I knew everything there was to know.

	I was part of God, not the God of books and paintings and religion, but something greater, something that inspired the people on the planet below, but which they could never truly understand.

	It was a God-consciousness, an ever-present flow of love and understanding. 

	Below, on the planet, humans were roaming the surface. They carried weapons and hunted for their food. They roamed far from the African continent on which they had begun. They kept moving, ever moving, driven by an instinctive need to survive and to add to their number.

	There was no evil in this world, no time for anything other than sheer survival; every moment of every day spent hunting, gathering, preparing food, making weapons, raising children, driving off predators. This was a world of pure instinct.

	Then the people came to understand that they didn’t need to keep moving to find their food. Some of them learned to collect seeds and sow their own food. They kept animals to breed more animals, instead of simply hunting them.

	Camps became homes. Homes became villages. Villages became towns and cities and the people grew and prospered.

	Now survival wasn’t the only driving force. Now there was trade. People could gather wealth. Those that were clever found ways to gain more food, or objects to sell. Money in all its forms was invented; possessions beyond simple weapons and clothes were created and desired. Life became more about seeking comfort and ease amongst the trials of existence.

	But, with the accumulation of objects and land and of status, came greed and lust and anger and jealousy. 

	Evil had come to Mankind.

	God understood this and despaired, for Evil was the opposite of what Mankind needed to grow towards God. So God gathered the Angels, the helpers of Mankind, and sent them into the world.

	But it was too late. The Angels could not change the path of the humans or undo the growing Evil. God realized that if left unchecked, the Evil of the world would overwhelm the innocent and the good and bring the End of Days long before it was due.

	God asked for one of the Angels to take on the task of absorbing the Evil so that Mankind might grow to its full potential. None of the Angels wanted this task, for the Evil would cause them great pain, a never-ending burning that would grow until it consumed them entirely.

	Finally, one Angel came forth. He knew there would be pain and sacrifice, but he felt that Mankind deserved the chance. 

	He came down from the God-consciousness to walk among Mankind, not as an Angel, but as the Dark Angel. He absorbed the Evil of the world as it happened. When man killed man out of Evil, the Dark Angel bore it, absorbed it, prevented it from flowing out into the world. As the Evil filled him, his power grew, until he was almost as powerful as God. 

	This was his Burden, to bear the Evil of the world, to save the world. When he could no longer bear the Evil anymore, he was to set down his Burden and declare the End of Days. Then all humans would be judged. Those whose good outweighed their evil would rise up to join God. Those who failed to rise would be lost to the Void, where their energy would dissipate into the universe.

	But the Dark Angel’s name, which should have been lauded by Mankind, was instead twisted by the words of men who thought they knew better. His name became many names, and each became the name of Evil itself, reviled and cast out in every society. He was blamed for all sin and all wrong, he was spoken of with fear and loathing. He was decreed the enemy of God.

	As so he has walked the world, living each life and restarting a new life when and where he chooses, never dying, never free from the ever-burning Evil that he bears to keep the world safe.

	 Immortal.

	Now the Angels Watch him, in fear of his terrible power, and wait for the End of Days.

	And his last life, lived out across fifty years, was spent in Austria, alone except for the tender ministrations of a housekeeper who loved him, but whom he could not love in return.

	 

	The vision faded. 

	I gaped at Connor in utter horror.

	“You’re . . .” I couldn’t say his name. To say it was to make the horror real. 

	He held me. “Emma -”

	“No!” I pulled away from him. 

	“No . . . God, NO!” I staggered backwards. I wanted to make the knowing go away, to undo what I knew.

	Connor’s voice was hoarse. “Who am I?”

	I shook my head. I couldn’t name him. It would be the end.

	“Please,” he begged. “You have to unlearn everything you know about me, but you can’t do that until you can acknowledge who I am.”

	I backed towards the door. It couldn’t be true. He couldn’t be real. The boy standing there in his impossibly expensive house, with his wild, dark hair and his careless clothes and his torn gloves. The boy who knew everything about everything and did not give a damn about anything.

	He was . . . he was . . .

	Even as I ran, I saw that behind me, Connor dropped to his knees. 

	His head hung in despair.

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Two

	 

	 

	I fled through the foyer, dimly aware that if I tried to leave the house I couldn’t, aware that if I pounded against the kitchen doors I would never get out, and Ethan

	oh my God he’s an Angel . . . they’re all Angels and they Watch him

	would come for me and things would get worse.

	Instead, I turned and ran up the stairs, up and away, down the corridor to the one room where I might find space to think. I flung the doors open and ran into Louise’s dressing room.

	The windows were open. Curtains billowed in the breeze. The setting sun stained them orange.

	I collapsed onto the chaise lounge, panting, and stared dumbly at the wall.

	I knew who Connor was. I knew what Connor was. Everything made sense now. All of it. 

	But the horror of it. I’d joked that Connor wasn’t the worst guy in the world . . .

	but he was.

	According to everything I knew, he was the worst guy in the world. He was the reason for all the sin and evil of Man. He tormented people, tricked them, tempted them, lead them from the path of righteous into their doom. The Damned, the Serpent, the Cloven-Hoofed.

	 He was the most feared, most despised, most reviled Being in the history of Everything.

	And I’d fallen in love with him.

	I began to weep, silently at first, and then in great, gasping breaths. Behind me, the curtains flowed golden.

	Connor was right: knowing ruined everything. How could I be with him now? How could I love what he was? There couldn’t be a worse person to fall in love with.

	Ethan had warned me, time and time again, to stay away. He told me that Connor was dangerous.

	Connor had warned me. He had backed away. He had given me every chance to not know.

	And I had ignored all of their warnings.

	Now, I knew. Now everything was wrong.

	I wanted to hate Connor. For being what he was; for telling me. It wasn’t his right. He should have tried harder to keep me away. 

	I wanted to hate him, but I couldn’t. 

	Because I wanted to love him. Still. 

	I cried until I felt sick. I didn’t miss the irony that only two days earlier, I’d cried even more at the thought of never seeing him again.

	In the end, that was what brought me back. I’d told Connor that it didn’t matter who he was or what he’d done. Now I had to prove it, to him and to myself. 

	I angrily wiped my tears away. Despite my fear, there had to be a way through it. 

	You have to unlearn everything you know about me

	What I knew, from the texts and stories of my life, was killing me. What Connor had shown me . . . that was hope. I had to cling to that, build on it. 

	I made myself rerun the vision. God had asked for a volunteer and Connor came forward. He had chosen to take on the pain of the world. He wasn’t the Bad Guy. Even though all the Evil of the world ran through his veins, it wasn’t his evil. He held it back from the world, saved Mankind from its poison. 

	Every day he burned with the pain of Man’s Evil, refusing to give in. Any time he liked he could lay down his Burden and be free, but he didn’t.

	That was the Being I had to believe in, not the stuff of nightmares in Connor’s library. 

	I had to make myself understand. I had to re-program my brain. Only when that was done, could I walk back into the room and name him for what he was.

	Forgive him for what he was.

	And love him, despite what he was.

	As the orange light waned to grey, I went to the cupboards and opened the doors. I drifted my hand along Louise’s beautiful outfits, touching them, making them real.

	Louise had worn these clothes by Connor’s side, when he was another man in another country with another name. Louise had cherished him and loved him, and he must have deserved it. No-one truly evil could have earned her undying love and trust.  I could understand Louise’s affection for the uncle because I shared it. Despite what Connor appeared to be, I had seen underneath the façade. There was a quality about him that I was drawn to, even though I hadn’t understood it. I had only known, on some level that I couldn’t explain, that he was the Good Guy.

	I stayed in the dressing room as the grey light faded to black and finally became moonlight. It filtered in through the window, tinting the curtains blue-white.

	I thought and reasoned and reworked what I knew until his Name, his many Names, no longer carried the same meaning. They were just words, invented by men who knew nothing. 

	 

	Finally, stiff and weary, I rose. 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Three

	 

	 

	The sitting room doors were ajar, allowing the glow of firelight.

	Connor was sitting on the sofa, staring at the floor. He looked up as I entered. His eyes were red.

	God, he’s been crying. 

	My heart broke, just a little. As if he didn’t suffer enough pain without me giving him more. 

	He rose uncertainly. 

	I went to him. He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

	I took his hands in mine. They were trembling. 

	“Lucifer,” I whispered, shocked at how harsh the word sounded on my tongue. “You’re Satan. You’re the Devil.”

	I was holding his hands, but he wasn’t holding mine. He expected me to flee. 

	I squeezed his fingers. “It’s okay.” I pulled him closer.

	Connor drew his cheek against mine. I could feel the warmth of his skin; hear the fear in his breath. I turned my mouth to his, wanting him to kiss me.

	But he didn’t. It was as if, having revealed himself, he simply couldn’t imagine that I would want to be with him.

	So I kissed him, gently, on the cheek. I drew my lips to his mouth and kissed him there.

	Tentatively, he kissed me back.

	I pushed my body against his, letting him know that it really was okay. I was still with him. I still wanted him.

	Connor kissed me harder, and I responded. His body was so very real against mine.

	This is who he is, I told herself, not the names, not the books. This is him, here and now, strong and good.

	We lowered onto the sofa, caressing, kissing. I drew him onto me. I opened my mouth and let his tongue enter, drawing him in, loving that fullness. After so many weeks of hating him, of liking him, of being drawn to him and the final horror of knowing him, this now, was the release.

	Connor pressed down against me. I moaned softly. I wanted him, inside my body and in my soul. There was no-one to stop us. It was his house and we were alone in it. We both understood that with breathtaking intensity.

	The Serpent and The Virgin. I understood now why the girl in the painting had lowered her sword.

	I would give myself freely if he would just ask. 

	But he didn’t ask. 

	A long, long time later he drew away from me. “Thank you,” he murmured. “For not running.”

	I smiled. “Well, I kind of did, but since you locked the doors I couldn’t go very far.”

	 “If you’d come back and asked to leave, I would have let you.” He met my gaze. 

	The bottom fell out of my stomach. He was too good - and maybe too bad - to be true. But here he was, all the same. With me. Finally.

	My voice was a whisper. “So now what?”

	He sat back. “Now I call out for pizza, which will upset Louise.”

	I laughed. Just like that, the intensity dissolved. “Where is she?”

	“I gave her a ticket to Mamma Mia.”

	I eyed him. “Was she surprised you didn’t go with her?”

	He pursed his lips. “That was a different life and I am not my ‘uncle’.” He paused. “There are other things you should know, things that are worse than who I am. I didn’t give you the whole truth in that vision. But I have to, when you’re ready.”

	I winced. “Not tonight. Let me just deal with this part first.”

	He looked relieved.

	I eyed him. “I expect there’re things about Ethan I should know too.”

	“Not now.” 

	“He offered me a lift home tonight, when we finish here.”

	“You should take it.”

	I looked at him. What did he mean by that?

	“Why would you go with me, or even Louise, when Ethan is next door? He can’t know about this, not yet.”

	“You said he would know if I went outside.”

	“Then, in your horror and despair, yes he would have. He’s an Angel, made to heal pain and prevent evil. Now that you’re at peace with who I am, he won’t sense that you know.”

	“What would happen if he did?” 

	Connor shrugged. “Angels are inscrutable. I do know that he wants you and he’ll do anything to defend you against harm.” 

	He met my gaze. “Which in this case means me.”

	 I frowned. “But the Angels know the truth - why don’t they see you as their friend?”

	Connor narrowed his eyes. “Once they did, millennia ago, but now all they want is the End of Days and they grow impatient with me for not bringing it.”

	“But the End of Days means the end of the world,” I protested. “Why would they want that?” 

	“Because it should have already come,” Connor said. “Sometime after the Second World War. The Evil in that century – it should have brought the End.”

	“But you didn’t let it?”

	He shook his head. “The world was at war - can you imagine what the balance of good and evil was in each person? I would not let it end there; it’s not fair to judge people when their world is torn apart by death and horror. So many souls would have been turned away from God.”

	“And since then?” I asked. “I mean, I’m not saying bring on the End of Days, but you could have done it at any time.”

	He frowned at me. “If I gave you the power of life and death for every person in the world, Emma Hart, on which day would you choose to enact it?”

	I grimaced. I kind of got it.

	“I have faith in Mankind,” he said. “When someone like you can look for the good instead of taking the easy path of distrust . . . this is why I refuse the End of Days. I believe in the good of all people. The longer I wait, the more souls will rise up instead of being lost.”

	No wonder I fell in love with him.

	“But I still don’t get it,” I said. “What you want is beautiful; why don’t the Angels want it too? They seem so selfish.”

	“Selfish,” Connor agreed. “Vain and jealous. Qualities they never possessed when they were one with God. But after millennia of walking with the Mortals, the Elder Angels have lost touch with the pure God consciousness. Their souls are so much smaller. Brighton and his friends have no right to judge me or interfere with what I do. They have no right to play with the lives of the Mortals around them – like Charming the people next door to sell their family home.” 

	He looked at me. “Or Charming you to go to the prom.”

	I frowned. “He did Charm me. He just swooped in and made me say yes.”

	“He’s not allowed to do that,” Connor said. “Or to break Mr. Saunders’ leg. But this is what they do now, and much worse. They want this Eden in ashes so they can go back to God and resume their high places. They covet their role as Shepherds of the Returning Souls and they resent me for denying them their glory.” He snorted. “The irony is, in the Bible, it is written that it was I who became vain, that I was cast out for trying to be higher than God.” 

	“What about you?” I asked. “Why haven’t you picked up those human qualities too? I mean, apart from being, you know, arrogant and rude?”

	Connor shrugged. “I’m rude to keep people away. I have . . .” He dropped his gaze. “I have lost my way, in the past. I’ve done terrible things. But through everything I’ve done and have to do, I have never lost sight of why I’m here. The Angels can live normal lives, fall in love and marry, be jealous, be competitive. My pain will not allow those luxuries. It’s my task to hold back the Evil, and I will do it until I break. I will not give in just so everyone can go home. But that is not the real problem.” 

	He leaned forward and regarded me solemnly.

	“The real problem, Emma Hart, is . . . anchovies or not?”

	I laughed. “You order anything you like.”

	“You’ll have to ring them, I don’t own a phone. Louise does it.”

	I pulled out my phone. “What would you do without her?” 

	He shrugged. “Get in a car and drive around until I found a place.”

	“What’s the name of the place?”

	“I don’t know.”

	I had to smile. “The most feared being in the universe and you can’t order a pizza.”

	“No,” Connor drawled. “But I can vaporize people who mock me.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Four

	 

	 

	I went online to find a pizza place. I would have been happy to have a Supreme Pizza with the Lot from anyone who would make it for me, but Connor was more particular, searching out an authentic wood-fired pizza.

	“When you’ve been around as long as I have,” he said, “it’s not enough just to fill your stomach.”

	I called the restaurant for delivery. When I finished, Connor was reading news on my laptop. The breaking story was an earthquake in China. Hundreds were suspected dead.

	“Can you feel that?” I asked.

	He shook his head. “Natural event, not evil.”

	“So, if some guy is assaulting a woman right now in Mexico, can you feel that?”

	“Yes I can,” said Connor, “because it is happening. Right now, a man is murdering his parents in Australia, a child bride is being beaten by her husband in Iran and a thousand other acts of evil are being committed.”

	“And they all burn you?” 

	“All the time.”

	“God,” I whispered. “How do you live with that?

	He snorted gently. “If I don’t, the world Ends.”

	“And nothing stops it? Not painkillers or drugs or an ice bath?”

	“Ice stops my skin burning, but it doesn’t stop the pain. Drugs and alcohol make me not care, for a while, but too much of either and I become dangerous – like most people. You mix unlimited power with unlimited shooters and watch the mess I make.”

	I had to smile. “Like the Incredible Hulk on a bender?”

	He smiled back. “Sometimes. Two drinks is my limit.”

	He lay down on the sofa. I lay down beside him, my face close to his. I knew what he was and I still loved him. It was almost too good to be true.

	I stroked his cheek. “How old are you?” 

	“I don’t know, around ten thousand.”

	“How can you not know?”

	“When you only live to a hundred, every single year is important. When you know you’re going to live for thousands, you don’t keep count.”

	I poked him in the chest. “That’s a huge age gap.”

	“Physically I’m only eighteen. It’s my soul that’s old.”

	“And you’ll live a normal life until old age?” I asked. “You know, just in case I stick around long enough to care.”

	“Long enough to watch you die first,” he said gently.

	I knew he meant it in a good way, but I still couldn’t help thinking: 

	If we did live out our lives together, what happens after I die? Does he find someone else? Does he live alone forever?

	I couldn’t bear either of those things.

	Connor kissed my forehead. “You hated me on sight; what made you change your mind?”

	I smiled. “For real, for certain; the night you collapsed in here . . . I don’t know, I felt like we connected somehow. But before that, it was the night of the storm, when you saved the Tinkmeister. You so didn’t want to, but you did it anyway.”

	“You were very insistent.”

	“And you were very rude. When did you know?”

	“That night, here – I should have pushed you away; I don’t know what I was thinking. But again, the night of the storm, when you told me the cat wasn’t yours. When you said you nearly fell, I thought you were an idiot. When I saw how far you nearly fell and then realized you risked that for someone else’s cat: I still thought you were an idiot, but I don’t often see that kind of selfless act.

	“That’s because you don’t get out enough. The world is full of good people doing good things.”

	Connor shrugged. “I’m too busy dealing with the evil to see the good.”

	“Then why choose to be eighteen?” I asked. “You could have picked any age, but now you have to suffer through high school and all the idiots that go with it.”

	“One semester,” Connor pointed out. “It’s easier to come into an area as a young person and grow with the people around you, than to step into a new life at thirty and draw suspicions. If you’re an odd teenager and you grow into an odd adult, no-one cares, but if you’re an odd adult with no history, everyone cares.”

	“You could just zap them all into not caring.”

	He shook his head. “I keep things simple. In truth, I could live anywhere I wanted and do anything I wish. I could control the world and everyone in it. At my command, billions of people would bow down and serve me.” 

	He looked as if the idea was faintly appealing. Then he sighed. “I’ve done that, I’ve been there; it means nothing. Now I stay small, live in the world instead of controlling it. I suffer the fools and their rules and make myself stay inside the box. It takes all I have to simply exist – I don’t care to waste my energy being a megalomaniac.”

	I had to smile. “Well, on behalf of the human race, thank you for not enslaving us.”

	“Don’t thank me yet.”

	He waved his hand around the room. “And in this very Mortal world, I just inherit this house, no questions asked. This is the second time I’ve lived here.”

	“I read vampire novels,” I said, “so I know the answer to this one – you have all this money because you invested it a really long time ago and it just grows.”

	He nodded. “That’s the simple answer. In truth, I could have any amount of wealth. But I choose to do it the Mortal way and have companies that manage everything for me. Because I keep reappearing as the next Harman generation, no-one questions the handing down of the assets.”

	When the pizza arrived. Connor over-tipped the driver and brought the pizzas back into the sitting room. We sat side by side on the sofa, eating and drinking.

	It was turning into the perfect date I thought, if one didn’t take into account who my new boyfriend actually was.

	But still, I couldn’t help wondering about the Saturday morning that Connor had gripped a pedophile on the arm and declared his redemption. And how seconds later that man was dead.

	Could I reconcile that Connor with the one I was eating pizza with now? 

	there are things that are worse than who I am

	Maybe I would run screaming yet.

	Later, after the pizza was gone and we lay back on the sofa, I looked at him. 

	“You took a risk telling me. What if I hadn’t been able to deal with it? I would be stuck knowing it forever.”

	“I didn’t make the decision easily,” he confessed. “If it was just you liking me, I would have dealt with it and trust me, you wouldn’t like me now.”

	He rubbed his forehead. “The problem was, I felt the same about you. I fought it, all the time.”

	I had to smile. “Oh, I know that.”

	“Knowing about me can ruin a life forever. I’ve seen it. I didn’t want that for you.”

	“So why risk it?” 

	He was sheepish. “It wasn’t as big a risk as you think. I took precautions.”

	I eyed him. “What kind of precautions?”

	“I looked into your soul,” he said uncomfortably. “And read your mind.”

	“You read my mind?” 

	“I had to. I needed to know how you felt, really felt.”

	“But . . .” All those things I had thought about Connor, the secret, private things. 

	“It wasn’t that often,” he assured me. “Once, just after we met, to make sure that you hated me. Then a couple of times when . . .” He shifted uncomfortably. “When I thought you weren’t hating me enough.”

	I smiled.

	“Other times,” he said, “I didn’t have to read your mind. In the pool, the library. Angels can feel strong emotions.”

	I blushed. God, how embarrassing. 

	Now it was his turn to smile. “It wasn’t all you. In the library, if you hadn’t moved away . . . I wanted to kiss you. The last time I read your mind was in your room, after you told me you wouldn’t run.”

	He sighed. “I knew then that I would either have to leave Stamford, or tell you. So I looked into your mind, and then deeper, into your soul.”

	I breathed out. There had been more going on in that meeting than I could have imagined.

	“Beyond desire and infatuation and lust and teenage love is real love,” Connor said. “Real love works at a very deep level; it’s more connective between souls. It’s love that has been decreed by God. Angels can see it, if they look.”

	He looked at me. “I saw that deeper love in your soul, even if you didn’t know you had it.”

	I said softly: “I felt I would die if I couldn’t be with you.”

	Connor smiled. “I felt the same. That’s why I took the risk. Do you forgive me?”

	“Maybe.” Because there was more that needed to be answered: “What did you mean, on the stairs? You said that if we got together, it would be the end of everything. Were you talking about the End of Days?”

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Five

	 

	 

	Connor looked away. 

	“Is this costing you?” I asked. “Is it costing the world?”

	He didn’t meet my gaze. “If it were, would it make a difference?”

	“Yes,” I said. “It would. You have to tell me the truth.”

	“The truth?”

	He took a long time to continue. “The truth is that if I feel love, it weakens me. The pain becomes more intense. The time that I can hold on will be shorter.”

	He looked at me. “And if we were to . . . consummate our feelings, in that moment I would be the weakest. If something terrible, like a bus bomb or a massacre were to happen right then, that could be the moment in which all is lost.”

	I realized what he was telling me; that were we ever to make love, it literally could mean the end of the world. I could never have him in that way, never be able to feel that deep connection. Even just being with him was dangerous for everyone else on the planet.

	“Then this is wrong,” I said softly. “We’re risking everything just to be together.”

	“I don’t care,” he whispered. “Just here, now, I don’t care. Let’s come to our senses another day. Please.”

	He kissed my forehead. I lifted my face to his and kissed his lips. I could taste pizza.

	Connor drew me onto his chest. I lay with my head on his shirt, listening to his heartbeat. 

	He was right. Let us care another day.

	We were silent for a time. Enough words had been said. 

	I relished the feel of Connor’s body under mine. Finally, finally, I was with him. I understood now why he had pulled away from me so many times. He knew, more than I ever could, what harm falling in love could do. It was still possible that nothing permanent could come of this moment - there might still come a point where we had to choose between being together or saving the world.

	And the world would have to win.

	Connor tensed underneath me. “Seven,” he muttered. “Indochina is coming online.”

	“Online?” I moved away to give him room.

	“Their sunrise. Evil happens everywhere, but the worst acts are in the Middle East, Africa, and Indochina. In means my nights here are not good.”

	“Do you want me to go?”

	“No, but it’s eight-thirty; Ethan will want to know why Hitler is so fascinating.”

	I touched him gently on the nose. “Satan is more fascinating than Hitler.”

	Connor winced. “Of all the names they gave me, I prefer Lucifer. It means Bringer of Light.”

	“Bringer of Light,” I whispered. “That’s beautiful.”

	“That’s what I was, before I came down.”

	“You still are. Without you, the world would fall to darkness.”

	His brow creased into pain.

	I pulled out my phone. “I’ll text Ethan to come get me.”

	He struggled to sit up. “He can’t. Angels cannot walk upon land that I own. If they do, they vaporize.” 

	“Seriously?” 

	“That’s why I have properties with plenty of land – to keep them at a distance.”

	I grinned. “Maybe you should buy Stamford High.”

	“Won’t be there long enough to care. But I have bought whole neighborhoods in the past, entire forests, a fifty-story building, anything that will give me space. The moment I sign the deed, the Angels disappear.” 

	“Some of them were on the land when it was signed over to you?”

	He shrugged. “Don’t feel bad for them, they’re Immortals - they go back to God. We all go to God, eventually.”

	Will you? I wanted to ask, but didn’t. It was easy to assume that he would, because of his sacrifice, but in a world where the Angels wanted the End of Days more than Lucifer, anything was possible.

	“I thought Immortal meant you couldn’t die,” I said instead.

	“Immortal refers to the soul, not the body. When Mortals die - the instant they touch God - if they choose to come back to earth, they must return as unborn children and can’t remember any of their previous life. The souls of Angels and Immortals can remember. Immortals have to be reborn, but Angels can come back at any age they like and can reset at the end of each generation. And the physical body of an Immortal or an Angel won’t End from natural causes – the only thing that will destroy their earthly form is total obliteration, like a bomb or a plane crash.” 

	He snorted softly. “Or me.”

	I wanted to know more; I wanted to know everything. But I made myself text Ethan: 

	If ur still offering, I’ll take the ride home.

	As I packed up, I received: OK meet you in Ingrid’s driveway in 5.

	An awful thought occurred to me. “Can Ethan read minds like you? He could see all of this.”

	“Yes, he could, but I put a Block on you as soon as Mr. Knovokovich paired us.”

	“Wouldn’t he wonder why you did that?”

	“He knows why. Getting into someone’s head is the only way he can find out what happens in here. They want to know how close I am to giving up. - they’re obsessed with it.”

	I could only agree. “The first time you came to study, he walked me to school the next day. I thought it was to talk to me about the prom, but maybe he was trying to read my mind.”

	“Probably.” Connor rubbed his brow.

	“I don’t want to leave you on your own. What if you go to level ten?”

	“Surprisingly,” he grunted, “I’ve been in pain without someone to watch over me more often than with. It’s been nice having Louise for the last forty-eight years, but before that there was another ten thousand. I wasn’t always alone, but I often was.”

	“So go away and stop bothering me,” I said flatly.

	“Pretty much.”

	I leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. He tasted sweaty. “I’ll see you in school.”

	Connor watched me go. He waited until I was at the doorway and said:

	“Tell no-one that we’re together. Specifically, never let Brighton know what I told you about us . . . Ending the world.”

	I smiled. “Don’t worry, that’s not getting out. Can you imagine Ethan if it did?”

	Connor lay back and looked at the ceiling. “Yes, I can.”

	I smiled and slipped through the door. I let myself out of the house. 

	The night was dark. No moon was out. I walked down Connor’s driveway and then up into Ingrid’s. As I walked, I composed myself. I had to hide that I was in love, and that I knew who I was in love with. I drew upon real emotions from somewhere else: my annoyance for Ethan became my annoyance for Connor. If any enthusiasm slipped through, I would channel it into being keen about my project, not about the boy I studied with.

	Ethan was waiting in the driveway. He was leaning against his car, texting someone. The glow from his phone lit his face. He looked up as I approached.

	He’s an Angel, I thought. I’ve known him for three years and he turns out to be an Angel.

	“Learn anything about the depravity of one man?” Ethan’s tone was light enough, but I didn’t miss the hidden barb.

	“Heaps. How are you going with your project?”

	He shrugged. “Melissa’s alright; not as much fun as you and I might have.”

	“Which is why Mr. K randomized us. He’s pretty sharp for a teacher.”

	“Where’s Louise tonight?” An innocent enough question – if one could overlook the fact that he knew she wasn’t there.

	“Mamma Mia. I’m jealous - if I’d known she wanted to go I would have gone with her.”

	Ethan wasn’t impressed. “It’s not like her to go out at night when he’s at home.”

	“I guess she thought that since I was there, Connor wasn’t going to be on his own. She’s a bit of a mother hen about him.”

	He rolled his eyes. “Connor doesn’t need a nursemaid. It’s lame.”

	“I don’t care about him,” I said. “Let’s go.”

	On the way home, I made myself not think about Connor. I thought about Hitler and my project and what to wear for the prom and what I might do on Sunday.

	It was only after I said goodbye to Ethan, after I talked with my parents and had a shower and shut my bedroom door, that I finally allowed myself to revisit the night.

	I reran the scenes over and over and at the end, I let the last scene, with Connor and I on the sofa, take an entirely different direction.

	A direction that not my parents, nor Ethan, and not even Connor, would approve of.

	Because it could quite simply mean the End of the World.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Six

	 

	 

	Monday morning. Math with Connor. 

	Stay cool, I told myself all the way to school. It’s just a normal day and you’re a normal student with no special relationship to any other student

	 except to Connor Harman and he’s -

	But I didn’t want to think of the name. Any of his names. What Connor was, who he was, it was too big to comprehend. If I tried, my brain would just shut down. It was enough to know how I felt.

	Because I adore him and love him and want to be with him forever.

	I sucked in deep breaths. I seriously had to get a grip.

	Pretend he’s just a guy, a rude, obnoxious guy that I have to study with.

	That I utterly adore and who likes me back.

	God, I was bound to fail.

	I was with Sarah when I saw Connor in the corridor, coming to Math. I ignored him, tried hard to ignore him, but as he swept past I couldn’t help feeling him go by, feeling the warmth of the breeze he created and smelling his deodorant; that smell that was him. It reminded me of the times he’d come out of the gym. Those times I’d watched him walk away to shower. The library. I felt a little faint. 

	As I entered class, I tried to meet Connor’s eye, but he gave me nothing. He was better at this than I was.

	I sat down, chastising myself for my weakness. 

	“You okay, Emma?” Mr. Bellamy asked. 

	I managed a smile. “Sorry Mr. Bellamy, I stayed up too late studying last night.”

	At my home, by the way, where I’m sure you know I was.

	Mr. Bellamy loftily waved his hand. “Far be it for me to criticize one of my students for studying too hard.”

	But I was now on my guard. It was quite possible that Mr. Bellamy could sense some of my feelings. Maybe he could tell I was deliriously happy. Or in love. Angels could sense strong emotions.

	I shut down my feelings and got on with the work at hand. 

	At the end of Math, Connor left the class before me. I thought he would be gone, but as I walked down the corridor with Sarah, I passed him taking things from his locker. He looked up.

	Just in that moment, our eyes met.

	I went hollow. What was that old Dido song? 

	I can’t breathe, until you’re resting here with me.

	That’s how I felt in that moment. In every moment. That’s how it was going to be for the rest of my life.

	I walked on by as though he were inconsequential, but every fiber of my body wanted to shout and scream and dance down the corridor that we were a thing. And so the day went, oscillating between trembling desire and affected indifference. If Sarah thought I was acting a little odd she said nothing – I had been acting a little odd for the last few weeks.

	The next morning, in History, Mr. K announced that the class would be taking a trip to the Holocaust Museum the following Friday. It would take up the entire day, he told us, and permission slips were required. 

	 

	That night I made myself wait inside until the doorbell rang. I wanted to meet Connor outside, on the driveway, but I could see Bart pulling up down the road. I made a point of not smiling as I let Connor inside. 

	“Hey.” He played it cool even in my house and that was fine with me. The last thing I wanted was for my parents or Ben to see something and then mention it to Ethan. Everything was normal; everything was fine.

	Except it wasn’t. Every movement he made; removing his jacket, unpacking his backpack, placing his things on the table, all of these were exquisitely detailed and perfectly executed. 

	I felt faint. I closed the sitting room curtains to make sure that Bart couldn’t see us and sat down.

	“So,” I said. “Where were we?”

	Connor looked at me from under his hair. His eyes told me where we were.

	“Oh, yes,” I breathed. “We were in the middle of all those . . . revelations.”

	I opened my laptop. “Okay, Hitler in his heyday.”

	We went through the motions, because the work had to be done, but our minds weren’t on it. We no longer sat on opposing corners of the sofas. Now we sat side by side, our thighs touching. Now and then, when I reached for the laptop or my notes, my hand brushed his. His touch sent thrills through my body. 

	My mother floated through the room several times throughout the night, picking up coffee cups, finding a travel magazine, asking if we’d like the curtains open because it closed up the room too much. 

	Maybe she saw something, maybe she didn’t. I wasn’t about to help her out.

	When it was time for Connor to go, he paused by the front door.

	“My house, Thursday?” It was more of a statement than a question.

	“Please.”

	He allowed a smile. I opened the door for him and he left.

	I leaned against the door, closed my eyes, and imagined a life where Connor didn’t have to leave.

	“Still not interested?”

	 I opened my eyes. My mother was standing in the entrance to the sitting room. 

	“Mom.”

	“I saw the way he looked at you.”

	I shrugged.

	Mom folded her arms. “So you two have a thing now?”

	“No.”

	“Emma, I’ve been seventeen – I can see it.”

	“Well, kind of; we’re not talking about it at the moment.”

	“Does Ethan know this? Are you still going to the prom with him?”

	“Yes…” I was cagey.

	“Well that’s not really fair on Ethan then, is it? If you fancy Connor?”

	“I didn’t want to go with Ethan, I still don’t. But he kind of made me.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous, a boy can’t make you go to the prom if you don’t want to.”

	“Really, Mom?” I countered. “You’ve never been pressured by someone and just gone with it because you couldn’t find a way to say no?”

	I saw my mom thinking; maybe when my dad asked her to marry him, if their marriage was anything to go by. 

	“I’m not saying it doesn’t happen,” was the cool reply. “I’m just saying, if you don’t plan to have anything serious with Ethan, you should let him know.” 

	“It’s not so easy - Ethan’s very . . . intense. He takes things the wrong way. I know you think he’s all sweetness and light but seriously, he’s not.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous.”

	“Just please, let me handle this my own way. Don’t say anything to Ethan, don’t even think it. I’ll let you know when it’s all done.”

	Mom sighed. “Just don’t leave it too long – having to find a new prom date at the last minute is devastating.”

	“He won’t have to find a new prom date - I’m still going with him.”

	“That’s a bit dishonest, don’t you think?”

	“Mom, it’s the prom, not our engagement. We’re just friends and we all move on next year, okay?”

	“Just so long as he knows that, dear.”

	“He’ll know, don’t worry.” I started upstairs before my mother could go on anymore.

	“I did tell you,” she called up after me. “To watch out for the hottie. I know a slow burn when I see one.”

	I didn’t reply.

	Mom had been right, after all.

	 

	The following day Ethan swooped into English class.

	“Emma Hart,” he announced loftily, “you are invited to dinner at Ingrid’s on Thursday.”

	I winced. “I’ve got study at Connor’s.”

	Ethan waved it off. “For two hours, yes, so come over at six. I’ll drop you home after.”

	I could hardly refuse. The timing wasn’t something I could argue with, not if discussing Hitler was all I was doing with Connor. It wasn’t even his work-out day, which meant there was no excuse for not starting our study early.

	I forced a smile. “Sure, sounds great.” 

	 

	Wednesday after school, I spent the afternoon at Sarah’s house. I was relieved to do something that didn’t involve brooding Angels and their apocalyptic tension. We sat in Sarah’s bedroom and searched for dresses on the Internet. 

	I was still bothered by what my mother had said about going to the prom with Ethan. I didn’t want to bring it up with Sarah, but I didn’t know who else to turn to. Someone had to help me get it right in my head.

	I leaned up against the wall on Sarah’s bed and looked at her. “Okay, serious girl question.”

	Sarah was sitting cross-legged on the bed, with daisies in her hair. She closed the laptop. “Shoot.”

	I bit my lip. “Do you think that hypothetically, if I liked a boy who wasn’t from this school, that I should still go to the prom with Ethan?”

	“Oh my God!” She squealed. “Who is he? Where’s he from? How did you meet him?”

	“It’s hypothetical, not -”

	“Emma, it’s me! I know a non-hypothetical when I see one. Have you actually met someone?”

	I gave her the short version: I’d met a guy from outside school, we had kissed but that’s all we’d done, and we didn’t want to make our relationship known until after school finished.

	Sarah was beside herself. “So when can I meet him?”

	“We promised each other no outsiders just yet.”

	“What? Not even BFFs?” 

	“Not until after school ends.”

	She pouted. “This is, like, the most exciting thing to happen to us in the last three years and you want to keep him a secret? I would have told the whole world.”

	I frowned at her. “Which is why I’m not saying much.”

	“You don’t trust me.”

	“It’s not that I don’t trust you – you just sometimes get a little overexcited.”

	She snorted. “I’m offended. I’ll be watching you closely from now on.”

	You and everyone else. “I still need to know what you think about Ethan and the prom.”

	She shrugged. “I think you should tell him, it’s only fair. You can’t be seeing one boy and going to the prom with another. Better you go to the prom with no-one.”

	“I thought you’d say that.” I hugged my knees. “Ethan will totally freak out.”

	Sarah nodded. “He so will – he thinks he’s your boyfriend.”

	“Well he’s not,” I grumbled. “And never will be.”

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Seven

	 

	 

	On Thursday I realized I’d made a terrible mistake: I’d told Sarah I was interested in a guy. What if Ethan read Sarah’s mind? I couldn’t let that happen.

	I waited for Connor in the parking lot, hiding in case Ethan should get there first. When Connor parked his bike, I slid over to him and confessed to what I’d done.

	He rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll Block her.”

	“Sorry,” I cringed. “It was a total girl moment.”

	“Obviously.” But Connor’s outward irritation couldn’t quite mask something underneath. Something sweeter.

	Thursday took forever to finish. When school was over, I caught the bus to his house, thrumming with excitement. I might have to face Ethan and his cronies at six, but until then, it was just Connor and I.

	I made myself walk calmly up his driveway and across the lawn to the rear of the house. As I walked up the rear terrace, I saw that new sheer grey curtains had been installed along the length of the glass wall. I was barely able to make out Louise’s form when she came to open the door.

	She looked troubled. “Mademoiselle Emma, there may be no study today for you. Monsieur Harman is ruined with the pain.”

	My heart fell. Part of it was purely selfish, because I was desperate to spend time with Connor. The larger, more genuine part felt for him and wanted to help. I sat at the kitchen counter, glad that no-one from next door could spy on our conversation. The kitchen had lost its open, airy quality because of the curtains.

	“Where is he?” I asked.

	“In his room, but he will not want to see you like this.”

	“I know.” In truth, I didn’t want to disturb Connor in his room either. “I have to stay anyway,” I told her. “I’m having dinner next door at six. Maybe he’ll get better in that time and if not, I’ll study by myself.”

	Louise raised an eyebrow. “You have dinner with the neighbors? You know them?”

	“They’re related to a friend of mine.”

	“Monsieur Harman not say this to me. If I knew they were friends to you I would have made some -”

	“Connor doesn’t like them,” I said quickly. “He wouldn’t want you going over there.” 

	Louise was diplomatic: “He choose his friends carefully. You are his friend and if you say not to go, I will not go.”

	I smiled. Connor’s friend. I supposed I was, finally. 

	And a little bit more.

	Louise laid cookies and cake on the countertop and poured me a glass of juice.

	“You eat,” she insisted. “If I no cook dinner for you, you can eat this now.”

	While I ate, Louise and I talked. Louise hated the curtains because although transparent, they robbed her of precious light and some of her view. Connor had ordered them without explanation and they’d been installed the next day. He had also arranged for the installation of a full-sized potted hedge outside the pool house.

	I went outside with Louise to look at the pool house, distinctly aware that we were probably being watched from Ingrid’s balcony. Possibly even by Ethan.

	A six-foot high dark green hedge, fully grown and trimmed, had been erected along the length of the glass building. A gap had been left to access the door, but in front of that gap was another single unit of hedge, to protect the view through the door.

	Louise was still dumbfounded. “Why he do this? The pool have so much light before. Now the light only come through the top. Does he want to swim in the dark?”

	I looked towards Ingrid’s balcony. I couldn’t see anyone on it. “I think he’s more worried about his privacy.”

	Louise followed my gaze. “You think they care if we swim in our pool?”

	I looked away. “Connor’s a private kind of guy.”

	Louise sighed. “America. We never have this problem in Austria.”

	“Sorry,” I said, on behalf of the nation.

	Inside, I went to the sitting room to study, but my heart wasn’t really in it. Upstairs, somewhere, Connor was in pain. I was supposed to sit in his house and ignore his torment and learn about Hitler. 

	It didn’t seem right.

	Much later, there was a soft knock at the door and Louise entered. Her hands were clasped together. 

	“He is asking for you.” 

	I looked at her. “Me? Is he feeling better?”

	She shook her head. “No, Mademoiselle. He is the same.”

	I was confused. The deal was that I should leave if he was in pain. Now he wanted to see me?

	I followed Louise from the room. 

	Climbing the stairs, I grew nervous. Things had changed between us, but this was a huge step.

	Louise stopped at a set of double doors halfway down the hallway, on the street side. Gently, she knocked and opened one door a little.

	She whispered: “I will be downstairs.”

	As she left, I slipped through the door.

	Connor’s bedroom was spacious and dim. Soft rugs covered old floorboards. Thick, dark curtains were closed to shut out daylight. To my right, a massive wooden four-poster bed dominated the room. Heavy swathes of dark midnight blue and silver brocade draped from the corners. Sheer dark curtains hung around the bed, diffusing the dark blue sheets behind. 

	And on the sheets, in black pajama pants, curled up in a ball with his back to me, was Connor. His hands were clasped over his head.

	He looked so alone, so vulnerable.

	I closed the door softly and tiptoed towards the bed. With a trembling hand, I parted the sheer curtains.

	“I’m here,” I said softly, afraid that even the sound of my voice would hurt him.

	Connor’s face was buried in the pillow. He reached back with his left hand and groped across the sheets for me. 

	I took his hand and knelt beside the bed. His palm was sweaty and hot. 

	I didn’t say anything; there was nothing I could say. It was amazing that he even wanted me in the room. I held his hand and stared at his sweat-soaked back and felt helpless.

	Inside the room, there was no obvious light source. There was light, but it had been cleverly designed so that the bulbs and the points of light were hidden. It made sense – bright lights, loud sounds and annoying noises all made pain more unbearable.

	This room was Connor’s safe place, where he could bear his pain out without distraction. There wasn’t even normal bedroom furniture in the room. There was a table beside the bed, on which sat a glass of water, a bowl of melting ice, a pile of soft towels and a spray bottle. A small white freezer sat under the table. There was a chair at the foot of the bed; perhaps Louise sat there sometimes, tending him. Two separate doors at the far end of the room might lead to a closet and a bathroom.

	Connor moaned into his pillow.

	Someone, somewhere, was committing a prolonged and violent act of evil. Who were they? Who were they hurting? How many other people were suffering?

	It angered me that I could do nothing to stop it; that I couldn’t rush off to wherever in the world the evil was happening and swoop down like some avenging Angel to make it stop. I felt impotent and helpless. It wasn’t even like watching the news, where something bad had already happened and I would feel sorry for the people after the fact. This thing, whatever it was, was happening right now, in real time, to real people.

	Stop it, I thought angrily at the unknown perpetrator. Stop hurting people. How can you be so cruel?

	Connor sucked in air and rolled onto his back. His grip tightened. It hurt, but I didn’t pull away. 

	I will bear his pain with him, I thought defiantly. If he has to go through this then I’ll go through it too.

	Connor turned his face towards me and opened his eyes, but he couldn’t see me. He wasn’t human any longer. He was pain and suffering and the Bearer of every Evil.

	I turned my head so he couldn’t see my tears. He rolled over onto his stomach. He did not let go of my hand.

	I looked up at the ceiling and silently prayed.

	God, I begged, I know you’re up there, because Connor’s down here doing what you asked him to. If you can’t make his pain stop, then let me take some of it for him. Give me his pain; let me bear it with him. It’s not fair that he has to do this all alone. I’m begging you to please, PLEASE let me help him. 

	Connor howled into the pillow, an unbearable, animal-like cry of sheer anguish. He crushed my hand. 

	Something snapped. Searing white-hot pain shot through my flesh. I bit down hard. 

	My hand was broken. 

	Maybe it was co-incidence, or maybe it was God warning me that bearing Connor’s pain was not for Mortals. 

	Either way, I refused to give in. I breathed through it in short, sharp pants. If this was God making a point, then I would make the point right back that I was willing to help, whatever it took.

	Of course, I realized grimly, it might just be that my supernatural boyfriend with his supernatural strength had accidentally broken my hand and there was no point to my suffering except my own foolish determination.

	Either way, I thought, I’m not leaving. He wants me here and I will stay.

	I climbed from the floor onto the corner of the bed, not letting go. I lay on my side, my face turned towards him. He did not open his eyes and I was grateful – I had no wish to see his suffering again.

	Every time he tensed, stabbing pain shot through my hand. I bit back my cries. My pain, as much as it hurt, would pass . . . his never would. The most I could do for him was understand what he went through every day. 

	 

	Sometime later, the soft snick of the door made me look up. Through the sheer curtains, the ghost-like outline of Louise drifted into the room.

	“Mademoiselle Emma,” she whispered, “it is ten to six. You must go next door to your friends.”

	They’re not my friends, I thought angrily. I wanted to forget about the dinner and just stay with Connor.

	But that would only lead to trouble. How would I justify staying at his house? If I had only been studying, I had no reason not to leave.

	Connor let go of my hand and rolled away from me.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I followed Louise from the room. Through the door, I saw his body curled up against the sheets.

	Louise closed the door behind me.

	As we went down the stairs, she said cautiously: “It may not be my place to say this, Mademoiselle, but you and Monsieur Harman have become good friends, oui?” The housekeeper was smiling. Hopeful.

	I smiled back. “Yes, we have.”

	She clasped her hands together. “I am pleased for you. So very pleased too, for Monsieur Harman.”

	I didn’t mention my hand to her. I collected my things with my left hand and slung my backpack over my shoulder. In the kitchen, Louise embraced me tightly.

	Outside, I walked away from Connor’s house and towards Ingrid’s. It was the last place in the world I wanted to be.

	The place I most wanted to be, after Connor’s bedroom, was in a doctor’s surgery - although having to explain why my hand was broken to my parents and friends would be more troublesome than the actual injury.

	Slammed it in a door, I told myself. Connor’s doors were all big and heavy; it would be easy to jam a hand in the door and snap a bone.

	 

	Ingrid’s house was slightly smaller than Connors, but not by much. It was finished in white, with towering columns and smooth grand steps. Ethan’s red Mustang was parked in the driveway.

	I went up to the front doorbell, drew a composing breath, and pushed the button.

	Ethan opened the door instantly, grinning. “Saw you coming.”

	I bet you did. I made myself smile. 

	He frowned. “You’re in pain.”

	Of course he knew that - he was an Angel.

	I held up my hand, swollen and blue. “Jammed my hand in the door.”

	Ethan was aghast. “Where?”

	“Connor’s sitting room.”

	“And he let you go without fixing it?”

	“He doesn’t know,” I said truthfully. “He was in his room with his pain thing. I studied on my own.” I shrugged. “I was rushing to get here - those double doors always get me.”

	“Bartholomew can fix it,” Ethan said. “It’s possibly just sprained – we’ll put on an ice pack and it’ll be good in half an hour.”

	There was no such cure, I knew, not for a broken bone, but I didn’t doubt that Bartholomew could fix it. Ethan probably could too: he just didn’t want me to ask how he could.

	“Come on through,” he said. “They’re dying to see you.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Eight

	 

	 

	Ingrid and Bart were in the kitchen. This kitchen was circular, with redwood cupboards and black granite countertops. I could smell tomato and basil cooking.

	Ingrid was standing on the kitchen side of the counter, in a green dress with ballet-style shoes. Her red hair was cropped into short, funky spikes. Bartholomew was sitting on a stool at the counter, casual in blue jeans and a check shirt. On the counter between them was a bottle of wine and plates of snacks.

	“Emma,” Ethan said, “You remember Ingrid and Bartholomew.”

	Ingrid and Bart beamed at me.

	I winked at Bart: “Nice to see you finally out of your car.”

	He blushed. “Sorry.”

	I waved him off. “It’s okay. This whole surveillance thing has me creeped out, but on the plus side, it’s like having my own private bodyguard between here and home.”

	Ethan put his hands on my shoulders. “Emma sprained her hand,” he said to Bart. “You’re good with injuries.”

	I obligingly held up my swollen hand. I didn’t miss the look Bart shot Ethan, the one where he was clearly asking you put me up as some kind of doctor?

	“Sure,” he said. “Let me have a look.”

	I placed my hand gingerly in his. Bart studied it.

	Ethan offered: “I thought that maybe it was one of those injuries where you just click it back.” He added, pointedly; “You know.”

	Bart rolled his eyes. “Yes, thank you, Doctor Brighton.” He looked at me. “He’s right, though, this is easily fixed. Ingrid, can you fetch me some ice?”

	Ingrid went to the freezer.

	Bart regarded me solemnly. “Okay, this might hurt a bit.”

	If it weren’t for the pain I was in, I would have giggled - they were really bad actors.

	“Should I bite down on something? Ethan, give me your arm.”

	“Hey!” 

	I laughed. Bart squeezed my hand. And just like that, the injury was gone. Ingrid handed Bart some ice wrapped in a towel, and he laid it across my palm. 

	“Job done,” Bart said. “Keep this ice against it and you won’t feel a thing.”

	I already couldn’t feel a thing. My hand was healed. “Wow,” I said. “I really thought it was broken.”

	“Bart’s good.” Ethan offered me a stool and took the next one along. I sat between them.

	Flanked by Angels, I thought. It was a bizarre idea. I had already noticed that Bart, despite the fact that he had supposedly come from Belgium, had very little accent. If anything, he was more West Coast.

	“I hope you like pasta,” Ingrid said brightly. “I’ve made cannelloni.”

	I told her I loved it.

	Bart picked up a bottle of red wine. “I’d offer you a wine, but you won’t accept.”

	I shook my head. “Alcohol and I had a bad experience recently, and anyway,” I looked at Ethan and the empty wine glass in front of him, “I’m seventeen and it’s a school night.”

	Ethan held up his glass. “Ingrid’s about to fill it with ginger beer.”

	Ingrid smiled sweetly. “Sure I am. You want some, Emma?”

	I nodded. I didn’t miss the fact that Ethan’s wine glass had red wine residue on the bottom.

	Still, he’s not exactly breaking the law. He could be ten thousand years old, like Connor. That clearly qualifies him as an adult. 

	It probably really annoyed him that he had to pretend not to drink in front of me.

	When our glasses were filled, Ethan proposed a toast: “To new friends.”

	I clinked my glass against theirs. 

	I asked Ingrid what she thought of Rye. We talked on then, about Stamford and the school and the area, about anything other than Connor and the fact they all watched him.  Even though I had planned a night of asking awkward questions, I was over it. I knew what they were and why they watched him: I didn’t have to be childish about it.

	We sat down at a polished oval redwood table and Ingrid served us salad and cannelloni and crusty bread. 

	“So do you have a college in mind?” Ingrid asked. “What do you want to study?”

	“I’ve got a mix of things,” I told her. “Psychology and social sciences. I haven’t had any offers yet though, and it’s getting really late.”

	Ethan passed me the bread. “I wouldn’t worry, these things work themselves out.”

	 He looked to Ingrid: “Emma’s a rescuer from way back.”

	Ingrid smiled. “We need more people like you in the world.”

	I shrugged. “To be honest, for most of my life I only wanted to fix animals, but since I can’t do that, maybe I can help fix people. I’m not sure I’m any good at it, though.”

	“Animals would be easier.” Ethan said. “Trying to fix humanity is fighting a losing battle – there’s more harm in the world than good.”

	Bart agreed. “People just get greedier and meaner every year.”

	“I think we only seem to.” I countered. “When there were only a thousand people living in New York, there was a tiny amount of crime. Now the city has millions of people and there are thousands of crimes. Is the percentage any higher? I don’t know. We hear about it more because it gets on the news.”

	Ethan went to counter my argument, but I beat him to it: now that I knew he would be only too delighted to have the world end so that he could be the super Angel, I refused to let him have the pleasure.

	“Look at all those times when some lunatic took a gun and killed a whole lot of people,” I asserted. “Everyone concentrates on how bad that person was and what a terrible thing it was, but he was just one person doing one awful thing on one day. What about all those different people who tried to protect each other or tried to tackle the gunman or did something to help? One bad guy; and maybe ten others who stepped up and did what had to be done.”

	“But no-one will remember them,” I went on. “People just remember the bad guy.” 

	Ingrid nodded. “That’s a really good point.”

	“Maybe,” Ethan countered, “but we’re still ultimately doomed. All the heroes in the world can’t save the human race from its inevitable end.”

	I frowned at him. “I never took you for a doomsayer.”

	Ethan shrugged. “Assuming something else doesn’t finish us first,” he glanced at Bart, “we’ll either overpopulate the earth and run out of food and water or some idiot in Asia or the Middle East will start a nuclear war that will get out of control.”

	“Or disease,” Bart said helpfully. “Heaps of things still festering out there.”

	Ethan dismissed it. “That won’t kill everyone.”

	“Nothing short of an asteroid collision will kill everyone,” Bart countered. “Even then some might survive.”

	Ingrid was watching my deepening frown. “Guys,” she interrupted, “change of topic?”

	Ethan held up his hands in defeat. 

	“Say what you want,” I insisted. “I think that one day, the people who care will win out over the people that don’t.”

	Ingrid cooed over me like I was a tiny bird. “You are just so sweet! I wish everyone could be like you.”

	I looked at her for any insincerity, but she actually meant it.

	We talked on, about the upcoming election and what it might mean for the country, about music, about actors and the dumb things some famous people were doing.

	I found myself liking Ingrid. She seemed to be everything an Angel should be: sweet, kind, interested in others and thoughtful about things. She didn’t rush to judge as quickly as Ethan and Bart did. Her pale skin glowed in the light with a kind of ethereal translucence. I wondered if she was younger than the other two – less jaded about the world. She did everything with a kind of childish pleasure, even something as simple as picking up the plates to clear the table.

	I wiped the kitchen countertop for her. Outside, I could see the fountain moving through its cycle, brightly lit against the darkness.

	“Your garden is so beautiful,” I told her.

	She squeaked in delight. “You have to see it from the upstairs balcony! The previous owners lit the garden for nighttime – it’s amazing! Come, see.”

	I followed her upstairs. Ethan and Bart tagged along. We went up a curving staircase and outside to the balcony.

	I was nervous about being outside – this was the balcony from which someone had seen me swimming in Connor’s pool. 

	But my nervousness was swept away by the breathtaking view of Ingrid’s garden. 

	 

	


Chapter Forty-Nine

	 

	 

	The garden had been beautifully lit for evenings. The fountain glowed like fire. Columns, hedges, huge pots of topiary, all were perfectly painted with soft warm light. Tiny lights dotted budding standard roses. It was a fairytale come to life.

	I supposed it was a fairytale, in a way. I was standing on the balcony in the company of three Angels. In the soft light of the garden, their faces were bathed with an otherworldly glow.

	“It is amazing,” I agreed.

	Bart leaned on the balcony edge. “We so could have some parties here.”

	Ingrid rolled her eyes at him. “Your Euro-trash friends are not going to ruin this place.”

	Bart winced. “Who’s Euro-trash? Name one.”

	“I can name them all,” Ingrid countered. “They’re welcome one by one, but not all together. I’ve seen what they can do.”

	Bart grinned. “Yeah, Berlin - that was a good one. You should have been there, Eth.”

	“I can’t be everywhere.” 

	I had the feeling that the Berlin party was a little longer than a few years ago.

	Bart shrugged. “Maybe New York will be the next one we talk about for years.”

	“Not at my house.” Ingrid folded her arms.

	Ethan sniggered. “Have it next door. That would go off with a bang.”

	Bart roared with laughter.

	“Christ,” Ingrid grumbled. “How old are you guys?”

	“Older than we look?” Bart suggested. Ethan high-fived him.

	Ingrid pushed them towards the door. “Go,” she ordered. “Go Ebay or Google or watch sport or do whatever it is that annoying guys do. Emma and I would like some girl time.”

	Ethan and Bart went inside, still sniggering. They turned on a television in a nearby room. The screen was as big as my bed.

	Grateful, I walked over to the edge and looked out over Connor’s garden. The anti-neighbor measures were very effective. The hedge hid everything inside the pool house from view. The sheer curtains across the rear glass walls were probably very effective in the daylight, but at night they allowed a fuzzy view of the kitchen. I couldn’t see anyone inside.

	Connor’s garden was dark, lit only by the residue glow from Ingrid’s dazzling array. 

	Ingrid leaned on the ledge next to me. “I want to thank you,” she said. “It must drive you crazy that Ethan won’t tell you what’s going on. You could have made this night very uncomfortable for all of us, but you didn’t. That’s really nice of you.”

	I smiled. “I thought about it, but it’s too mean.”

	She looked down at Connor’s property. “He has a beautiful garden.”

	“Yours is grander.”

	“He has an herb garden.”

	I smiled. “He has a French housekeeper - he has to have an herb garden.”

	Ingrid looked at me. “None of us have ever talked with him, but you have. What’s he really like?”

	I drew on the truth, as much as I dared. “When we met, it was hate at first sight. It’s better now, but he’s so difficult. He barely talks; he won’t answer any questions about himself. The only advantage in having him as my study partner is his amazing library.”

	I looked down at Connor’s house. I could see the dim outline of Louise in the kitchen, alone. That meant Connor was still in his room.

	I went on: “Even if he has dinner with Louise and me, he doesn’t talk. He makes it clear that he doesn’t want to.”

	“He’s good looking,” Ingrid said.

	“I suppose.”

	“Do you like him?” Ingrid looked sideways at me.

	“What’s to like? After five more weeks I’ll never have to see him again.”

	Ingrid was still watching the house. 

	I looked at her. “Do you like him?”

	She might have blushed, it was hard to tell in the dark. “He’s . . . compelling. Sometimes I wonder what he thinks about.”

	Ingrid likes Connor? Wow, that’s a twist.

	“Pain, mostly,” I said. “He’s always in pain. Tonight he never came out of his room because his pain was so great.”

	Her face fell. 

	“Ethan said Connor’s done bad things,” I said softly, “and maybe he has. But as rude and unpleasant as he is, I don’t think he’s dangerous. Or evil. There are kids at school meaner than him.”

	Ingrid looked at me.

	“Sometimes,” I said quietly, “I think he’s just sad.” 

	I shot a look behind to make sure the guys were inside. “You live right here,” I said to her. “Maybe you should just go over and say hi.”

	She shook her head. “He doesn’t want us on his property.

	I remembered why. “So catch him in the school parking lot,” I suggested. “Or go out after him on a Friday night. Maybe if you met him, you might see that he’s an okay guy.”

	I didn’t know why I was pressuring Ingrid to meet Connor. If anything, sending another girl after him (especially a pretty Angel) was the last thing I should be doing. But it didn’t seem fair on Connor or the Angels that they didn’t get on. Both sides had a purpose, and both had been sent by God - there was no reason they shouldn’t at least be associates, if not actually friends.

	Ingrid bit her lip. “Do you think if I tried, he would respond?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Could you maybe mention it to him, somehow, that I’d like to be friends?”

	I watched Louise move through the kitchen and wondered if Connor was able to eat. “I can try.” 

	 “Hey!” Ethan called out. “You girls going to compare gardens all night?”

	Ingrid snatched a glance behind. “Don’t tell the others,” she said quickly. “They won’t like it.”

	We turned to go inside.

	“So how much of his house have you seen?” Ingrid asked. “What’s it like inside?”

	“Older than this one,” I told her. “But if you don’t count the bathroom, I’ve only seen four rooms: the sitting room, the library, the kitchen and Louise’s dressing room.”

	Ingrid opened the door for me and we went inside. “Why Louise’s dressing room?”

	“She’s letting me try on her dresses for the prom. She has the most amazing things.”

	Ethan frowned at me from across the room. “Why would you want someone’s old dress?”

	“You have to see them!” I exclaimed. “They’re timeless, gorgeous. Some of them have been worn only once, to dinner with Kings, to balls and the ballet and cities all over Europe. I look amazing in them.”

	Ethan wasn’t convinced.

	“Don’t worry about him,” Ingrid said. “Guys just don’t get it. I’ve got something downstairs that speaks to any person in any language.”

	That something turned out to be chocolate. 

	Ingrid filled two plates with chocolates from around the world: gold packets, silver packets, blue and green and black; chocolates filled with liqueurs, crèmes, nuts.

	“I love chocolate,” she sighed. “Of everything ever invented or discovered in the world, I think chocolate is the best.”

	“My dad would argue that coffee beats chocolate any day.” 

	“Sensible people could argue that penicillin and electricity beat everything,” Ingrid pointed out, “but they’d all be wrong. Chocolate is by far the most important, bestest thing ever to come from this world.”

	She picked one out and gave it to me. “Try this. It’s from Belgium, it’s gorgeous.”

	I studied the wrapper. Of all the Angels, I thought I could get the most truth from Ingrid.

	“Bart’s not really from Belgium, is he?”

	Ingrid wrinkled her nose. “Technically, he left Belgium to come here.”

	“And you technically left Hawaii?”

	She shrugged. “I flew out from there. I don’t have a house there.”

	I unwrapped the chocolate. “Are any of you actually related to each other, in any way?”

	“No,” Ingrid said, “but please don’t tell Ethan I told you that.”

	“It’s okay - I kind of guessed. To be honest, I’m surprise you didn’t have Mr. Bellamy here tonight too.”

	Ingrid was surprised. “You know about Frank?”

	I smiled. “It wasn’t hard. You’re all the same – even though you’re not related.”

	She didn’t say anything.

	“So how long will you live here?” I asked.

	Ingrid looked out through the kitchen window towards Connor’s garden. “As long as it takes. I hope we can be friends, Emma. I’d really like that – even if it’s only five weeks.”

	I smiled. “I think we can manage that.” 

	When we went upstairs, Ingrid made the boys switch from the sports channel to 24-hour video hits. We talked and laughed and ate chocolate until we all felt a little ill.

	At nine-thirty, I told them I had to go.

	“Your parents know you’re with me,” Ethan protested. “They won’t mind you staying later.”

	“School night.” I reminded him. “Some of us have to learn tomorrow – which includes you.”

	Downstairs, by the front door, Ingrid embraced me like a long-lost friend. “Don’t be a stranger,” she said earnestly. “If you’re ever next door and you feel like an actual conversation, come over.”

	“I’ll try,” I said, “but don’t forget that poor Louise never has anyone to talk to either – I can’t just abandon her.”

	“Bring her over too.”

	Ethan and Bart looked at one another. I could imagine how much they’d love that.

	“I’ll ask,” I said, even though I wouldn’t.

	Ingrid and Bart waved goodbye as the Mustang rumbled out onto the road. I looked back towards Connor’s house. It was dark.

	“See?” Ethan said. “Perfectly nice people.”

	“Ingrid is gorgeous,” I agreed. “I’ll try to visit sometime.”

	“I’m practically there every day. Most nights I stay over.”

	We drove along in silence for a while. I digested the night, both extremes of it: Connor’s unbearable pain and Ingrid’s wonderful cheerfulness.

	“What you said before about wearing one of Louise’s dresses,” Ethan said cautiously. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

	I looked at him. “A girl’s prom dress is her territory, that’s the whole point. I want something special.

	He winced. “But it would be second-hand.”

	“Worn once or twice,” I reminded him, “to somewhere fabulously glamorous. It would be like wearing Marilyn Monroe’s actual white dress – who wouldn’t want to wear a piece of history?”

	Ethan set his chin. “But it’s not your history.”

	I looked at him. And understood. “It’s because Connor’s uncle bought the dress, isn’t it? You have this, thing, with Connor, and that extends to his family.”

	“I don’t want you wearing something bought with Harman money.”

	I grit my teeth. “I kind of think that what I wear should be my decision.”

	“Look,” Ethan was firm. “I can get you any dress you want. Go online, go to the city, find any dress in any store or on any catwalk in the world and I’ll buy it for you. My family has money, you know that now. I seriously don’t care what it costs.”

	I twitched uncomfortably. I wanted to wear one of Louise’s dresses, firstly because they were unique and beautiful, but now, more urgently, because Connor had bought them. I wanted to clothe myself in something that he had a connection with.

	But Ethan was insisting that I wear what he bought for me. And although I knew that no guy would want his girl wearing a dress bought by another man, it made me feel a little seedy. As if he owned me.

	As if he could buy me.

	“I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I muttered. “Another time.” 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty

	 

	 

	On Monday, I caught the bus to Connor’s house.

	Louise was excited to see me. The familiar doof doof told me where Connor was.

	“He so much better,” Louise trilled, laying out food for me. “He have a good weekend of going out and he very happy.”

	I bit into a cookie. “Does he ever say where he goes? What he does?”

	She held up her hands. “Where do young people go in this town? Maybe he go all the way to the big city. I just know he feel better when he come back. How was your dinner with your friends next door?”

	I told Louise all about it, as much as I could, anyway. 

	The doof doof ended. Louise began to mix a protein shake.

	Connor breezed into the kitchen. He shot me a smile. He took the protein shake from Louise, thanked her, and downed it. He wiped his mouth. 

	“See you in a moment.”

	I sighed after him as he left. Louise grinned.

	In the sitting room, I set up my things on the low table. I could barely contain myself. 

	Me and him, together again.

	Please God, don’t let anyone do anything horrible in the world tonight. Let us just have now.

	The sitting room door opened and closed of its own accord as Connor entered. He was all in black again, including the corduroy shirt that I loved. His hair was damp and reckless.

	He walked over to me and opened his arms. I sank against him and wrapped my arms around his waist. 

	He felt so good.

	I wanted to say all the dumb things that I might have said to someone else: I missed you, I thought of you all weekend, I worried about you; I nearly came over to see how you were. But I didn’t. 

	Connor kissed my hair and squeezed me tighter. He sighed, long and deep and contented.

	I was exquisitely aware of my face against his soft corduroy chest, of the dampness of his hair, of that clean just-showered smell. His body pressed against mine. 

	If I could bottle just one moment of our time together, a moment I could keep by my bedside and take out whenever I was alone, it would be this one. This one with him so close and so warm. How I knew who he was, and it was okay.

	“We should work.” He reluctantly let me go.

	I didn’t want to work, but I made myself, even though what I really wanted to do was turn to him and kiss him and spend the whole night lost in his arms.

	Time enough for that later, I told myself, and if not tonight, then another time. And if not then . . . another time. 

	Connor was ten thousand years old – if there was one thing I’d learned from him, it was that nothing really had to be rushed.

	Even if you only lived for one hundred years.

	As we drew to the end of study, the smell of something fantastic seeped through from the kitchen.

	There was a polite knock at the door. “Monsieur Harman,” Louise called from the other side, “ten minutes until dinner.”

	“Merci, Louise.” Connor frowned as Louise’s footsteps faded. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked.

	“Louise usually comes straight in.”

	I smiled. “Well, you do have a girl in here.”

	“You’ve been here before. It never made a difference.”

	“Yes, but things have changed. Louise had boyfriends; she knows how these things work.”

	“Lovers,” Connor corrected me. “She never let them grow too close. She didn’t want someone to take her away from her work.”

	“Away from you,” I teased. “Did you know she was in love with you?

	Connor pursed his lips. “She knew I could never love her back. Still, she stayed.”

	“Who wouldn’t?” I said. “Look at you.”

	He dismissed my admiration. “I know she might have wished for a different life, but I’m glad she made the most of the one I could give her.”

	“Did you know she couldn’t have children?” 

	He nodded. “That’s why I chose her. In those times, in her village, a barren woman was a burden. She would have married and lived in misery without heirs. Maybe her husband would have understood, but equally likely, he would have left. She would have been poor and alone. So I took her into my employ when she was fourteen. She was always free to leave, but she never did.”

	“Again, in love with you,” I said. “Especially if you looked anything like this.”

	“Similar.”

	“Can you choose what you look like? Did you choose to be this?”

	“This is my default. I change according to the culture I join – Mongolian, Egyptian, African, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Viking -” He smiled. “That was an interesting time. But if I’m Caucasian, this is me.”

	“If you don’t like attracting attention,” I said, “why don’t you choose to be a little more unattractive?”

	He shrugged. “Surprisingly, this look gets very little attention. The Angels get a lot more, with their glowing skin and dazzling charm. I’ve learned that if you are too odd or too unattractive, you get attention for the wrong reasons – more than once I’ve been run out of town or stoned or spat on.  If you’re too attractive, you get attention for equally annoying reasons. I like to walk this line; this is the me that is most honest. It repels enough people and the rest I can deal with on my own.”

	I poked him gently. “You didn’t deal with me very well.”

	He smiled back. “God knows I tried.”

	 

	At dinner, I noticed that the lighting had been changed. Now the lights fell on the curtains instead of the table, which meant that people outside could no longer see in. After dinner, as Connor and I left the dining room, Louise gave me smile that implied she wouldn’t be in to bother us for a while.

	Connor sank onto the sofa and lay down. “I need a moment; I’ve spiked to a six. Tell me about the neighbors.” He closed his eyes.

	 “Ethan and Bart are just guys,” I told him. “They’re very . . . Mortal. But Ingrid, she was really sweet. I actually liked her.”

	“Angels are supposed to be likeable.”

	I frowned. “Ethan and Bart aren’t very likeable; they’re too normal. Ingrid seems younger, more innocent - like she still believes in what the Angels were sent to do. She’s still excited by the world. She loves her garden, she loves your garden and -” I paused.

	Connor opened his eyes. “And what?”

	“She wants to meet you. I think she wants to be friends.”

	He closed his eyes again. “Isn’t going to happen.”

	“She asked if you would think about it. She said she didn’t want the others to know.”

	Connor looked at me. “She said those exact words?”

	I nodded. “She could have been lying, but -”

	“Angels can’t lie.”

	I was surprised. “Really?”

	He heaved himself up onto the arm of the sofa. “We can’t. Everything we say must either be the truth or a deflection.”

	“What’s a deflection?”

	He smiled. “Say you asked Ethan how many women he had slept with before he met you. He has two choices, to either tell you the exact number, or to deflect by saying something like Emma, I’ve known you since I was fifteen and have I ever shown interest in anyone else? You then assume it was a terrible question and move on.”

	I recoiled. Ethan had slept with other women?

	But of course he has. However old he is, he’s been around a long time and lived many lives.

	And so has Connor.

	I twitched uncomfortably. “What about you? Can you lie? The night I first came here, you told my dad that your parents were at a Rotary meeting.”

	Connor shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I said that my parents couldn’t be here to meet you – which was true because they don’t exist. I also said there was a Rotary meeting on, which was also true. You made the assumption, as all Mortals do.”

	It was kind of clever, I had to admit. “Then if Ingrid says she wants to meet you, then she really does.”

	He nodded.

	“I think she’s attracted to you. She finds you compelling.”

	He winced. “They all do.”

	“She wants to talk with you, when Bart and Ethan aren’t there.”

	He shook his head. “It’s been tried before – it always ends badly.”

	“Why?”

	He averted his gaze. “Because it does.”

	 “So what should I tell her?”

	“That I don’t want to meet with her. That my kind and hers should never mix.”

	“And that,” he added, “extends to Louise. I can’t have her befriend an Angel - they will use her to discover how close I am to failing. I’ve put a Block on her mind, but they have other ways - more Mortal ways. Ingrid may have the best intentions, but Bart and Ethan will not.”

	“It may have already happened in the past,” I said, “one of Louise’s lovers could have been an Angel.”

	Connor shook his head. “I would have felt that in her soul - just as I would have felt it in your soul if you and Ethan were truly together.”

	I eyed him. “So how exactly does my soul feel?”

	He looked at me. “Open, joyous. Unbelievably pure. Well, not all so pure anymore, I can sense your desires. I only wish I could fulfill them.”

	I was horrified. “You read my mind? Again?”

	“No, and I won’t do it again. It’s hard enough having to talk to people without listening in to the stream of rubbishness that goes on in their minds.”

	Stream of rubbishness. I had to smile.

	“And,” Connor added, “I respect your privacy. Unlike Prom Date.”

	I sighed. “Ethan and I have been friends for three years and we had a lot of fun together. Just before you came, he started to get a little more serious. Then when you came, things got really messed up.”

	“That usually happens when I’m around.”

	“No, not like that.” I tried to find the words. “It’s just that, now I see a side to him that I never knew he had. I never thought he could be mean, or intolerant. Dealing with you is bringing out the worst in him.”

	“He’s been here a long time,” Connor said. “He’s an Elder - he feels about two thousand years old. Every so often the Angels are supposed to go back to heaven and reconnect to God. Those that don’t do it often enough end up like Brighton - more Mortal than Angel. Bart’s an Elder too. Ingrid’s probably only a few hundred years old.”

	“Are you the oldest one, then?”

	He shrugged. “By about eight thousand years.”

	“Can you go back?” 

	“If I do, the world Ends.”

	“Oh.” I really didn’t know what to add to that. 

	“I wish Ethan would go back,” I said finally. “Can’t you ask God to take him away to give you some space?”

	Connor shook his head. “Once we’re down here, God is out of our reach and we stumble about as blindly as any Mortal. Nothing is certain.”

	I sighed. “Does the Block you put on me also stop him making me do things?”

	“What harm can it do?”

	“He already made me say yes to the prom, and -”

	“And as a result, he’s given you more room. If I Block his ability to Charm you, he’ll become suspicious. He’ll want to know why I would break the rules. He might think it’s just to annoy him, but he might think something else – something closer to the truth.”

	“Is that what you call it?” I asked. “Charming?”

	“It’s Forcing. Charming sounds better.”

	“Making a person do something they don’t want to do,” I said. “That’s how I felt when he did it to me. Outside I thought it was a great idea, but deep down I felt kind of . . .”

	“Violated.”

	I nodded. That was the word. “But what if he tried to Charm me to not come here, or asked Mr. K to change partners? He could really mess with me.”

	Connor shook his head. “He’s not supposed to touch you. He’s already broken the rules by making you to go to the prom with him, but it’s too low level to attract interest from other Elders.”

	“He did it to Rob and Toby too,” I said, “and I think he did it to my parents to explain why I was so sick when I was drunk. Wouldn’t all of that attract interest?”

	“No,” Connor winced. “You’re different.”

	“Different how?”

	“Because,” he said reluctantly, “you are Marked.”

	“Marked?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

	“By God.”

	I just looked at him. Marked by God? For what? What did that mean, exactly?

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-One

	 

	 

	The question hung in the air. Marked for what?

	Connor’s mouth tightened. “It’s not something you would ever have known, but I don’t think you can be with me and not know.” 

	He paused, thoughtful, then went on: “Every now and then a person is born whom God has Marked for greatness. It’s not as wonderful as you might think – the greatness can come in any form. Nelson Mandela was marked, and so was Gandhi, but so was Hitler and Stalin and Genghis Khan. They include inventors, scientists, doctors, philosophers, artists and ordinary people. There’s a few rock stars, a couple of actors, Bill Gates. It’s not greatness through their career, but how much impact they have on the direction of the human soul. The Angels recognize the Marked Ones and are not allowed to touch them or interfere.”

	He regarded me steadily. “God has Marked you, Emma Hart, for greatness, but whether it is for good or for evil is yet to be known.”

	I frowned at him. “How can it be for evil? I’d never hurt anyone.”

	“Not intentionally, no, and yet you walk with me.”    He lowered his voice to whisper. “To be honest, I fear for your future. I fear for your soul.”

	“I won’t commit evil.”

	“You may have no choice.”

	“But I don’t feel special,” I protested. “I’m so ordinary. My life is so ordinary.”

	“So was the Buddha’s. He was married with children and then suddenly found a better way for people to live. You’re only seventeen, of course you haven’t done anything yet.”

	“I don’t want to be Marked. I don’t want to be special. I couldn’t deal with the responsibility.”

	Connor snorted softly. “Really? Because I think that in the last few years you’ve spent quite a lot of time alone in your bedroom, dreaming of doing something special. The Marked Ones always know, on some level. It may take years to realize their potential, but they know it’s coming. The ones who believe in magic, in the supernatural, the potential of science and the potential of Man, the ones who dare to dream that the impossible might become possible. Among these are the Marked.”

	I had to smile. “And the ones that fall in love with Connor Harman.”

	He leaned forward and kissed me. “It’s not the falling in love with me that counts; it’s the being loved back.”

	I let him kiss me for a long time.

	When we separated, I asked: “But isn’t falling in love with a Marked One breaking the rules too?”

	Connor shook his head. “Love is allowed to break every rule. God would never deny anyone love.”

	“But it’s you - you’re so important, and you’ve already said that being in love is dangerous.”

	“In Austria I threw a dart and hit the East coast of the USA. When I got here, I threw another dart and ended up at your school. None of this is co-incidence. I know the Hand of God when I see it. I don’t know if I’ve met you for good or for bad, but it’s too late to care. I should have walked away and I didn’t.”

	He shrugged. “And that’s why, when I came to your house to remove your memory I couldn’t, because you refused to allow me.” He eyed me. “In truth, I could have, but I choose to follow the rules.”

	He took hold of my hand. “Allowing myself to love you is dangerous and painful, but it won’t stop me. Not unless you ever tell me to leave.”

	“That will never happen.” I kissed him, hard, and pulled him down onto me. I drowned in his touch, in his body, in his mouth on mine. I could feel him up against me. His lips caressed my lips, my cheek, my neck.

	I wanted him. So badly. I wondered what would happen if I insisted that he sleep with me.

	What if we took the risk, I wondered, what if we trusted that just for an hour, the world would be safe?

	But even as my body trembled and burned for him, I knew Connor would never take the chance. He had lived too long. He knew the danger.

	We touched and kissed until Connor’s pain grew too great. He rolled to the side and panted softly.

	“Eight,” he grunted. “Damned Hutus.” 

	I didn’t know who the Hutus were, but I resented them.

	“I don’t want to take Louise away from you,” I told him. “I’ll ask Ethan to give me a lift.”

	Reluctantly, I picked up my phone. 

	Ethan was only too happy to help. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Two

	 

	 

	“Everybody outside to the bus, except for Susan Meadows, who did not return her permission slip.”

	Susan looked up from her desk in horror.

	Mr. Knovokovich roared with genial laughter. “Joking, Susan!” 

	Susan Meadows was the kind of pony-tailed, narrow-skirted, anal-retentive girl who was frequently the target of jokes. She glared at Mr. K and picked up her bag.

	I walked with Ethan along the school corridors. I was dreading the museum trip. It was easy enough to keep my feelings under wraps at school – Connor was only in three of my classes. But a whole day out with him? He was going to be there all the time, drifting past me, maybe standing next to me.

	The class assembled in a loose group next to the yellow bus. Mr. K was resplendent in a black leather vest. His afro shone in the sun.

	“Group surprise!” He declared. “This is not a social outing, so today you will be traveling and working in your study pairs. You will sit together on the bus, work in pairs at the museum and even eat lunch together. After lunch we’ll be visiting the Ground Zero Memorial and the pairs will still apply. You are not allowed out of each other’s sight – unless you happen to be a boy/girl pairing and one of you needs to use the bathroom. Only then do you have permission to separate – and in your case, Mr. Whittaker – that’s more of an order than a request.”

	Everyone laughed: Bryce Whittaker had been caught in the girl’s bathrooms trying to cling-wrap the toilets.

	Ethan didn’t laugh. 

	I didn’t know whether I was overjoyed or terrified. To be so close to Connor for the whole day . . . with Ethan watching on.

	“Into your pairs and on the bus,” Mr. K ordered. “We’ve got a big day, people.”

	Melissa Atwell was an Up The Front of The Bus kind of girl and Connor was a Back of The Bus kind of guy, for which I was grateful. I didn’t talk with Connor, but I made sure that my thigh touched his for the entire bus ride. 

	And I tried hard not to smile.

	Outside the museum, Mr. K divided the classes into groups that would begin at different levels, so that seventy kids weren’t all trying to look at the same information. Ethan was in the first group; Connor and I were in the second. We would be starting an entire floor apart.

	Ethan didn’t look happy about that, either.

	Mr. K led us through the security checks, where we handed over our backpacks and school bags. We emerged from that first building and waited outside the doors to the Museum itself.

	“I trust you all to act like mature adults,” Mr. K told us, “even if you’re not. Good behavior gets you last class off next Wednesday and you can go home early. Bad behavior gets you that class plus detention. Not being present at lunch role call is also detention.”

	We were dismissed. Melissa grabbed Ethan’s hand and dragged him inside. He shot me a backwards glance as he vanished into the foyer. Connor and I found the escalators to the second level and went up. 

	I breathed out in relief. “Oh my God, no Ethan - it’s like a Get Out of Jail Free card.”

	Connor didn’t look so sure. “He won’t let it go for long. He’ll Charm Melissa to follow him up here.”

	Our first display was a series of photographs showing the Jewish people being lined up and sent off to camps. Underneath, small white squares of information detailed the gruesome stories.

	It made me cringe. “I wish we didn’t have to learn this; it’s so sad. So much death.”

	Connor was impartial. “Everyone dies, in the end.”

	We began to take notes, drifting from display to display, talking quietly. I was careful in front of my classmates – I didn’t want any rumors started.

	It occurred to me that the only reason I knew Connor at all was because of History class and the study pairing. If Mr. K hadn’t chosen the pairs, it was likely that for me, Connor would still be the brooding, rude student that no-one talked to. Ethan’s feud with Connor would remain just as mysterious as it had been from the start. 

	Connor said it was the Hand of God, and I had to agree. 

	Deep in my musings, I realized that I had lost him somewhere along the way. 

	I saw him across the room. His back was turned to me. On the wall around him, in a perfect square, was a black and white photo montage; hundreds of images of death and suffering, the torment of a generation. 

	Connor’s figure cut a striking black silhouette against the square. His arms hung loose at his sides, ending in his gloved hands. His head was bowed, almost as if he were paying homage to the images before him.

	His fists tightened. I wondered if he was feeling pain in that moment, or if he was reliving the pain of that time. Perhaps he stood there, eyes closed, remembering, a cold reminder of that decade when the human race lost its way.

	In that moment, I saw him for something else, something otherworldly.

	Something closer to what he was.

	All the Evil in the world. All that horror. He’s the one who takes it in. He’s the one who lives it. All those people who suffer; he suffers with them. He bears the pain that we might live. 

	This is who he IS.

	The photos on the wall, the white square of torment, meant so much more to Connor than a terrible history that must never be forgotten. It had been his pain, his Burden. He was connected to every person in every photograph in a way that no-one could ever understand.

	I struggled to breathe. The impossibility, the enormity of it all.

	Who was I, that I could dare love him? 

	And how was it that out of all the people in the world, across such vast time and so many immeasurable lands, he had chosen me to love back?

	It was incomprehensible.

	And now he was turning, looking for me, finding me. Walking towards me in that easy stride that he had, like he owned the entire world.

	Because he actually does, I realized with a jolt. On Connor’s word, the world lived or Ended.

	He eyed me. “You okay?”

	I shivered. “Just having a moment.”

	“After enough moments, you’ll have lived a whole life.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Brighton’s on his way up.”

	“How do you know?” 

	“I can feel him, the same way he can feel where I am.”

	It was inconceivable. “What does it feel like? How do you find each other?” 

	Connor took my hand and led me into a beam of morning sun. 

	“Close your eyes,” he told me. “Keep them closed.”

	I closed my eyes. He took me by the shoulders and turned me around a few times.

	“Now,” he said quietly. “Find the sun.”

	I turned slowly around. It wasn’t hard to find; I could almost see the sun through the darkness. I could feel its warmth on my skin. I stopped, facing it, my eyes still closed.

	“We feel each other,” Connor whispered in my ear. “We know each other on sight.”

	I opened my eyes. “Then you must have known Ethan was at the school.”

	He shook his head. “I knew Brighton was in the area because he was waiting outside my house the day I arrived. He wasn’t at school on my first day, and it came as a surprise to find him there on the second - I hadn’t bothered to narrow down his direction.”

	“So they always know where you are. No matter where you go, you can never escape them.”

	“I can for a while, if I go to Antarctica or the middle of Alaska or Russia, some place where it’s hard to get to. They can’t hone in on me if they can’t get near enough. But I don’t hide anymore: I need to be close to the cities.”

	“Why? You don’t even like people.”

	He looked away. “It’s the price I pay for still existing.” 

	Ethan and Melissa walked into the room. Melissa began studying the exhibits. Ethan strolled over to me. Connor ignored him.

	“How’s it going?” Ethan asked.

	I smiled brightly. “I could think of more cheerful places, but at least we’re out of school.”

	Ethan’s gaze flicked to a picture of Birkenau Concentration Camp. The German staff and officers of the camp were lined up, posing for a formal photo. 

	Suddenly Ethan grinned. He pointed to a man in the photo: a man sitting in the front row with arms folded and legs crossed. The man’s mouth was a thin, hard line.

	“Why don’t you ask your study date who this is?”

	Connor saw the photo. A shock of recognition crossed his face. He glared at Ethan and walked away.

	“Anyway,” I said lightly, “we’ve just finished this room. Maybe catch up with you at lunch?”

	“Sure.” Ethan flipped me a smile.

	I followed Connor out of the room. When we reached the elevator, we waited for it to arrive.

	I looked at him. “Do you want me to ask?” 

	“No.”

	I didn’t want to know. Worse, perhaps, I thought I did already know. Connor could change his appearance; he could be anyone in the world. The Angels and Connor could recognize each other on sight. Connor had no friends and no family.

	There was only one person that man in the front row could be.

	The elevator door opened and four of our classmates walked out. We went in. 

	Connor snorted angrily.

	“You okay?” I asked.

	“It’s not pain,” he muttered. “It’s him, breaking the rules, messing with people. Messing with you.”

	“It doesn’t bother me.”

	“It bothers me.”

	The doors opened.

	Level three of the museum dealt with the recovery and future of the Jewish people. After the horrors of level two, it was nice to experience the optimism of the present and the future.

	I went through and took notes. Connor pointed out things that were of interest - things he already knew, I supposed. It was good again, just the two of us.

	Just before we finished, I left Connor to go to the bathroom. When I came out, I couldn’t see him in the corridor. 

	I went along to the next turn. There was a short empty corridor that ended in a service door.

	I frowned. Where could he be?

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Three

	 

	 

	I was about to turn back when I heard a low voice. Threatening. It came from the other side of the service door.

	I edged towards the door and, with one hand, opened it a crack.

	Halfway down a cold white corridor, Connor writhed on the floor. Ethan stood over him like a gunslinger, legs apart, hands on his hips.

	“Give up, freak,” Ethan growled. “You know you want to.”

	Connor gasped into the concrete floor.

	“End this!” Ethan punched the wall. “End it or I’ll make you. You’re in my territory now and I won’t sit back and watch.”

	Ethan wanted to hurt Connor, I could see it. Ethan wanted to grab him and punch him and kick him, but he didn’t dare.  When Connor’s pain ended, Ethan would pay.

	“I’ll find a way, Harman,” he hissed. “There will be Evil so great you’ll never bear it.”

	Connor’s response was a low, agonized moan.

	I banged the door all the way open. “Ethan! What are you doing?”

	Ethan jumped away. “Hey, Ems, I found him here. He’s having one of his seizures.”

	I strode down the corridor.  “You didn’t think to get Mr. K?”

	“I was talking to him.”

	“It wasn’t helping.” I dropped to my knees beside Connor. “Go away, give him some space.”

	“You’re not giving him space.”

	I shot him a dark look. “He doesn’t hate me.”

	“He doesn’t need help - there’s nothing you can do.”

	“Just go,” I said. “He’s my partner, I’ll make sure he’s alright.”

	“I’m not leaving you alone with him.”

	Something in me snapped. 

	Too many secrets and dire warnings.

	Too many times when Ethan tried to own me.

	 I was over it.

	I sprang to my feet and stared him down: “What, Ethan? What’s he going to do? I spend hours every week alone with him in his house and you’re worried about here, in a public museum?” 

	I bristled, furious. It scared me how much I wanted to strike him. “Just get out of here before I . . . hate you.”

	Ethan stiffened. “He doesn’t deserve your compassion.” 

	“Right now he deserves it more than you do,” I retorted. “Get. Out.” 

	Ethan slunk unhappily down the hallway. The door closed behind him. I knew he would be just on the other side, listening. Waiting.

	It didn’t matter if he was listening; I wasn’t going to say anything anyway. I sat down against the other wall and watched over Connor.

	Twenty minutes later, Connor uncurled. He dragged himself up onto his hands and knees. His face dripped with sweat.

	I offered him a tissue. He took it and slumped back against the wall. He looked down the hallway towards the service door. His expression told me that Ethan was still on the other side.

	He gripped the wall and staggered to his feet. I rose with him.

	Connor stumbled; I caught his arm and steadied him.

	The door opened and Ethan walked in.

	I knew how it must look, holding Connor’s arm. I didn’t care. 

	Connor shrugged me off and started for the door, limping. Ethan deliberately let the door close so that Connor would have to open it himself.

	Connor ignored Ethan and left.

	“He doesn’t need someone to be with him,” Ethan growled. “He won’t thank you for it.”

	I stomped past him. “I don’t care what he thinks. If I didn’t want to help someone in pain, I wouldn’t be human.”

	He snorted. “There are plenty of humans who do worse than not helping. This museum exists because of them.”

	“Well, I’m not one.” I went through the door. Ethan followed me. I could see Connor ahead, walking towards the next display area.

	“You like him,” Ethan said coolly. “Don’t you.” On his face was a cold, brittle anger, ready to shatter.

	I went cold. How much did he know? What could he see?

	I chose my words carefully: “I don’t hate him, like you do. I don’t even dislike him so much anymore. He’s not easy to be with, but that doesn’t mean I should be mean to him.”

	Ethan studied my face intently, searching. I knew he was trying to tap into my head. It made me nervous.

	He scowled. “He could have made you like him. He could be messing with your head.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous; no-one can make someone like them.”

	“He can.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Get over it.”

	“If you knew who he was, I -”

	Suddenly furious, I rounded on him. “Really, Ethan? Really? Well maybe it’s your fault for not telling me. I don’t care who Connor is or what he’s done, because right now, he’s not the one who’s annoying me - you are. Whatever the deal you’ve got going with him, it’s messing up my life too.”

	“I can’t help it that you -”

	“And I can’t help it that he’s my study partner,” I growled, “but he is. Which means I have to go to his house and he has to come to mine and sometimes - shock horror - we’re even in the same museum together. I’m tired of all the secrets and warnings and people spying from Ingrid’s balcony. You’ve made me a prisoner in my own life.”

	He shifted uncomfortably. “I’m sorry.”

	“You can be more than sorry. You either tell me what’s going on, or you make everyone stand down, and I mean everyone. Because if you don’t do one of those things, I’m not going to go to the prom with you.”

	Ethan’s mouth dropped open. “You’d cancel prom because of him?”

	“Because of you. Connor can be Charles Manson for all I care, but you’re the one wrecking everything. We’ve been friends a long time, but lately I don’t even know who you are anymore.”

	Push the advantage now, do it while you’re angry.

	“And I know you think we might be more than friends one day, but that’s not going to happen – especially after all this. I don’t want someone in my life with all those secrets.”

	Ethan’s mouth was a thin hard line. “What you’re asking is impossible.” 

	“No, it’s not,” I insisted, although part of me was thinking why insist? Let it be impossible, then you won’t have to go to the prom with him.

	We turned into a corridor. “You’re the one that called them all here,” I said, “so you can make them all back off. No more judging me, no more trying to guess what’s going on in my head. Just act like a normal guy in the normal world and stop making everything such a big drama. I’m so over it.”

	Ethan looked around. No-one was in earshot. He turned back to me.

	I felt it before I understood it; felt how the air around Ethan turned to liquid honey, how the light was softer, warmer. I realized too late that he was Charming me.

	“You don’t mean this,” he said gently. “You’re just tired. You like having us watch over you, it makes you feel safe.”

	“No.” I struggled through the haze of sweetness, “I don’t . . .”

	“It’s Connor who causes this grief,” Ethan murmured.

	I wanted to believe him, because he suddenly made such sense. Of course it was Connor who was causing the trouble – Connor was Lucifer. If anyone was the bringer of pain, it was him. Ethan was only trying to help. They were all only trying to help.

	No Emma, NO. Ethan is lying.

	I tried to fight my uncertainty, to fight the feeling that Ethan was right. 

	Because Ethan was gentle and sweet and glowing with purity and joy. He was the only one who –

	“Get the hell away from her.” 

	Ethan spun around. Connor stood in the corridor. He bristled with cold fury. 

	Just like that, the spell was broken.

	I backed away, suddenly guilty. Connor had warned me that this would happen, and I had still fallen for it.

	Connor growled: “You broke a rule, Brighton.” 

	Ethan held up his hands. “I bent it. Nothing has changed from what it would have been.”

	“She wouldn’t have said yes to the prom. You know that.”

	“You read her mind? You make me sick.”

	“She told me.”

	I backed up against the wall. I shouldn’t be listening to this.

	“Liar.” I heard the uncertainty in Ethan’s voice. “She would never talk to you.”

	“You know she would. She’s not judgmental, like you and your kind.”

	Ethan laughed hollowly. “She’d judge you, Harman, if she knew who you were. Maybe I should tell her.”

	“Go ahead. Then she is free to judge you too.”

	“You’re the Fallen one.”

	“I didn’t fall. I leapt.”

	“You gave up eternal love for power.”

	“What the hell would you know?”

	“You enjoy this, lording it over us all.” 

	Connor snorted. “Yeah, you get to be the good guy but I get all the power, and doesn’t that just burn you?”

	“You need the power, because we are many and you are only one.”

	In an instant, Connor was in front of Ethan. He grabbed Ethan’s shirt and slammed him high against the wall. 

	“I am Legion!” He spat the words. “Don’t make me show you what that means.”

	Ethan struggled, but to no end. His feet dangled above the floor. He gargled: “You’re not allowed to touch us.”

	Connor laughed, low and terribly. “You know I would. You know I have. If I do again, I’m starting with you.” 

	I understood something then, in that empty corridor, witnessing that tableau of Connor forcing Ethan against the wall. In that moment I caught a glimpse of how much effort it must be for Connor to not do what he wanted. 

	He had walked the world for ten thousand years. He wielded immeasurable power. He could own the world. He could End the world. 

	He could End Ethan in a heartbeat. 

	To stand there and suffer Ethan’s taunts, to walk the hallways of high school, to suffer the fools and their rules . . . how did he not just break? God, I once threw a cup at my brother for being the Most Annoying Person in the World. 

	How was it that Connor didn’t just snap and destroy everyone? Especially now, when his pain was so great? 

	His self-control was astonishing.

	Ethan gagged.

	“Get away from me.” Connor threw Ethan away. Ethan fell to his hands and knees.

	“You.” Connor looked at me. “You will forget.”

	But inside my head I heard him say follow me, say nothing.

	Connor stalked off down the corridor. I blankly followed him. I didn’t look back.

	Behind us, I heard Ethan hoarsely whisper: “Asshole.”

	Connor led me down the escalator. When we reached level one, he stopped in front of a wall mural.

	I stood beside him. “I’m sorry, he just -”

	“I’ve Blocked him from Charming you again - you’re safe now.”

	“He’s going to wonder why I would tell you I don’t want to go to the prom with him. That’s very personal.”

	Connor shrugged. “Or he’ll think that I made you tell me. Either way, he’s on his guard.”

	I sighed. “I just want it to be over. I want to tell him and have it out in the open.”

	Connor shook his head. “We have to wait until the end of school.”

	“But why? What difference will it make?” 

	“Because if the Angels continue to be a problem, I’ll deal with them outside of school. I need to keep Mortals out of this.”

	I’m a Mortal, I wanted to say, but didn’t. 

	“Before, in the corridor,” I asked, “who caused the pain?”

	Connor snorted. “My frequent flyers in the Taliban. They’re beheading women for being seen with men in public.”

	I recoiled in horror. “In what twisted universe is it okay to kill someone but not okay to talk to a man in public?”

	“The same universe in which an American Christian can murder a doctor because he disagrees with abortion.” Connor was unfazed. “Murder is murder and it’s the evil above all evils. Don’t bother debating the ethics or looking for a rational argument. People are just people and they range from Mother Teresa to Pol Pot and everything in between. If you enter into an argument about it, you become part of the problem.”

	I shook my head in despair. If there was a downside to knowing Connor, it was that I was now exposed to all the evil and hypocrisy of Mankind. The world was a much bigger, more complex, more unfair place than I had imagined. And that included knowing that Angels existed, but that they wanted the end of the world more than Lucifer.

	I drifted through level one with this knowledge in the back of my mind. After the horror of the Holocaust and the Renewal of the Jewish people, now we were given the history of the people before any of those events. Knowing what was ahead for the people in the photos made them so much harder to look at. 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Four

	 

	 

	Twelve noon came quickly. We headed for the outdoor area.

	Connor paused mid-stride. “You go ahead. Pretend you remember nothing. I’m going to find a bathroom.”

	“Don’t miss roll call.” 

	Outside, everyone was gathering. When Ethan saw me, he waved me over. Melissa gave me a tight smile.

	“Right,” Mr. Knovokovich declared. “Those who are not here will pay the price of their tardiness. Melissa Atwell?”

	“Here.”

	“Ethan Brighton.”

	“Here.” Ethan threw me a smile; the kind of smile that said, hey, sorry about before, that was just me being an idiot; we’re good now, right?

	I smiled back uncertainly, as if I didn’t know what he meant. I looked for Connor and didn’t see him. What if he had collapsed somewhere? I turned to go look for him.

	Ethan put a hand on my arm. “He’s a big boy, Emma. He knows the rules.”

	“What if he’s in pain?”

	“So he gets detention. He’s had worse. What are you, his mother?”

	I shrugged. “Rescuer from hell.”

	When Mr. K called Connor’s name there was no response. Every other student was present. Lunch was officially announced. 

	Mr. K found me. “Where’s your study partner?”

	“He went to the bathroom.”

	“That comfort stop just cost him his freedom next Wednesday, and then some. Let him know when he gets back.”

	Ethan grinned as Mr. K left. “So, what shall we do with all that free time? Feel like coming to Ingrid’s?”

	“Maybe, if I don’t get a better offer.”

	He frowned. “Like what?”

	“Like Sarah and I catching a movie and shopping for prom accessories.”

	“Seriously? You girls are still doing that?”

	Beside Ethan, Melissa laughed. “Ethan,” she crooned, “that’s what girls do. We’ll be shopping up to the last minute.”

	Ethan rolled his eyes. “Fine, whatever. But if you have time after, come over.”

	“Or we could study that night,” Melissa said hopefully.

	Ethan flashed her a smile. “Maybe.” But it was me he looked at.

	Connor came back halfway through lunch. I was sitting next to Ethan and Melissa. We had our backs up against a square concrete planter. Connor trudged across the open area and sat down around the corner of the planter. I could just see his feet.

	I leaned around the corner.

	“Mr. K gave you detention next Wednesday.”

	He shrugged.

	“Are you okay?” I whispered.

	Connor flicked his eyes towards Ethan, and nodded. 

	After lunch the classes re-boarded the bus. Connor and I sat down near the back again.

	“Sorry about detention,” I said.

	He didn’t look at me. “Keep it free,” he murmured. “But tell everyone you’re busy.”

	At the Ground Zero Memorial, the classes fanned out around the twin squares, reading the dedications inscribed on the bronze plates. The trees were beginning their summer growth, a mass of new green amongst the concrete of the city. The sound of falling water cut through the city traffic.

	Connor was at level seven so I didn’t speak. There was no need to really - we weren’t at the memorial for schoolwork. Mr. K wanted us to experience it as an acknowledgement of modern-day intolerance and its devastating results.

	“You are all too young to understand the horror of that day,” he told us somberly, “but maybe if you can gain some insight into how appalling it was, you might be moved to deal with intolerance in all its forms, wherever you see it. You people, believe it or not, are the future of this world, and all the ithingys and Youtubing won’t help you make the big decisions if the time ever comes to make a difference. So get out there and understand it, so that you never let it happen on your watch.”

	Connor spent the time with his hands in his pockets, biting down pain. It reminded me that, all that time ago, he had suffered beyond imagining for what had happened on that day. Suffered the Evil of the death of every single person, in a way that no-one else could.

	I wondered what Evil he was suffering now, and why.

	We spent an hour at the memorial, before boarding the bus back to school. Connor sat motionless, his fists clenched, the entire way. When we reached school, he nodded goodbye to me and strode away towards the parking lot. I didn’t ask him if he was free to study that night: he was clearly in too much pain. Besides, it was a Friday and, if his pain allowed, whatever it was that Connor did on the weekends, he would be out doing it.

	“Hey.” Ethan schmoozed up to me and put his arm around my shoulders. “Feel like a movie?”

	I watched Connor walk away. It would be two days before I could see him again. I nodded.

	Later, in the cinema as we waited for the lights to go down, Ethan offered me popcorn.

	“I’m sorry about today, in the museum.”

	I thought fast. I didn’t want to talk about the museum. Connor had supposedly wiped my memory of the argument between him and Ethan, but I decided to take it even further than that. As far as I was concerned, I came out of the bathroom and went downstairs to level one.

	I took a handful of popcorn. “What do you mean?”

	“In the corridor, when you were mad at me because Connor was in pain.”

	I looked blank. “When was that?”

	Ethan started to say something and then though better of it. “Could be Melissa - I was a bit short with her.”

	“I wouldn’t worry about Melissa – you could tar and feather her, and she’d still like you.”

	Ethan looked relieved. “How about you and I go to New York tomorrow and look for a dress?”

	I frowned. “Ethan, a girl’s dress is her thing; you can’t see it before the night.”

	“Then I won’t let you see my car before the night either. I’m having it detailed.”

	I hid a jolt of panic. “I thought we were going in the limo with the others.”

	“You’re my date. I’ve got a car. Why would we take a limo?”

	“Because we’re a group. We’re always a group.”

	“Not on prom night.”

	My heart sank.

	Friends go as a group. If he picks you up and you arrive as a couple, he’s more than a friend.

	“You’re okay with that, aren’t you?” Ethan asked.

	“Sure.”

	But as the movie played out, and Ethan put his arm on the seat behind me, I wished I had the courage to end the whole thing so we could all move forward.

	Whatever forward might bring. 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Five

	 

	 

	Monday night, Connor arrived at my house in pain. We sat at the dining table while my mother entertained her friends in the living room. 

	I said very little as we worked: Connor’s pain took most of his attention. I wanted to ask him about the photograph, but I held back. 

	What could be worse than knowing who he is, I wondered? But he’d already told me that something was.

	When we were finished, I made him another coffee. The cup trembled in his hands.

	“So, Wednesday,” I ventured.

	He met my gaze. “Keep it free.”

	“But what if people ask? Sarah wants to go out. Ethan’s hassling me.”

	“Tell them you’re going to an art gallery for your Humanities project.”

	“Seriously? You’re taking me to an art gallery?” 

	He smiled. “Of sorts. Wear solid footwear and bring a jacket.”

	“And this is after your detention?”

	“Emma,” Connor said politely, “I suffer the fools but I don’t do detention. Be at the corner of Mayflower and Hackett at two-thirty.”

	“But what about Ethan? Or Bart? They’ll be following you.”

	“I’ll be under the watchful eye of Mr. K. Apparently, I’m not going anywhere.”

	I finally understood: Connor had set the entire situation up. He’d come back late to lunch at the museum specifically so that he would get detention, right in front of Ethan.

	Ethan would be laughing it up with his buddies at Ingrid’s house. If they were even to bother following Connor, it wouldn’t be until four-fifteen, when detention ended.

	By then, Connor and I could be anywhere. 

	When it was time to go there was no chance of any closeness – Bart was waiting outside and my mother and her friends were sitting in the living room, pretending not to pay attention. I saw Connor out and watched him drive away.

	When I went back inside one of my mother’s friends wolf whistled. I blushed.

	“No goodbye kiss?” Mom asked.

	“Mom.”

	“Sorry Em, it was a full house tonight, you had nowhere to go.”

	“Next time we’re going to study in my room.”

	“Oh no you’re not. That boy is not going up to your room.”

	“He can come to my room,” someone said. The group erupted into laughter.

	 

	I stood on the corner of Mayflower and Hackett. Even thought they were small streets tucked away off the main roads, I felt very exposed. Bart or Ethan could drive past and see me.

	A gentle toot made me look.

	Connor pulled up in his silver Mercedes convertible. The roof was on. He leaned across and opened the door as I bounded over to the car. Once I was inside, he took off, fast and smooth.

	“Where’s Mr. K?” I asked.

	“Sitting in a classroom supervising me – or so he believes.”

	“So where is this art gallery?”

	He smiled. “Someplace surprising.”

	We drove east, towards the coast. It was the first time I had ridden with Connor during daylight hours. The first time we weren’t being followed.

	I liked to watch Connor drive. His actions were smooth and easy, his reflexes were quick. He drove faster than everyone else, but not excessively. I suppose he was never in danger of being caught by the police, not if he didn’t want to be.

	There was smooth, easy music on the radio and the afternoon air warmed towards summer. When we were well away from Stamford, Connor let the top down. I relaxed back into the seat and drank in the sun. My hair flew crazily in the wind. It was, I thought, quite possibly the nicest moment ever.

	We drove through an industrial area and then along the coast. On either side of the road were rough dunes, covered in grasses and scrubby trees. Connor turned down a side road that became a sandy track, flanked on the east side by a high mesh fence. We bumped along for another few hundred yards and then Connor parked the car under a group of trees.

	I got out of the car, confused. Ahead I could see the ocean. To my right, beyond the security fencing, was a towering derelict building. The windows were smashed. The walls were covered in graffiti tags. It was a strange place for an art gallery.

	Connor set off towards the building. I trailed after him.

	The mesh fence was unbroken. There was no way through it. A sign warned that dogs were on the ground.

	Connor took hold of my hand and walked towards the fence, As he reached it, the metal mesh dissolved around his body, allowing him through. I had no choice but to follow, expecting to hit the mesh and bounce back. He might be supernatural, but I wasn’t.

	But I passed through the fence as though it wasn’t there. When I looked back at it, the mesh was intact.

	“How do you do that?” 

	“With the all the pain comes almost all the power. If you can imagine it, I can do it.”

	I eyed him. “Can you destroy New York?

	“Yes I can.”

	“Explode the moon?”

	He rolled his eyes. “It’s not a game, Emma.”

	“So you can’t explode the moon?”

	“Almost all the power, to do anything.” He didn’t want to talk about it.

	“Okay.” I backed off. “All the power, I get it. Except when you’re at level ten.” 

	“Except then.”

	Furious barking cut us off. Two Rottweilers galloped around the building. I saw teeth and saliva. 

	Connor coolly stepped in front of me. 

	The dogs skidded to a stop. They eyed Connor, whining and snarling. Then they slunk away and lay down next to the fence, angrily watching him.

	I looked at Connor. 

	He shrugged. “Animals know what I am.” He headed towards the building and I followed, eyeing the dogs.

	We reached the gaping open doorway to the building and passed through into the shadows. Inside was a vast empty space, six stories high and a hundred yards long. The ground was concrete and dust and dirt and weeds and broken glass and empty, rusted spray paint cans. All the windows were smashed; ripped plastic fluttered through the jagged glass. Every wall surface was covered in graffiti. Some were just tags; others were brilliant, huge works of art. Rusted metal girders arched high overheard.

	I stared in wonder. “What is this place?”

	“Abandoned power station,” Connor said. “I think it used to have less security, which is why the artists have been here.”

	I looked at the wall murals. “Art gallery!” I laughed. “You’re impossible.’

	“Wait until we get further in. Some of the pieces are outstanding.”

	“How did you find this place?” 

	“I followed someone here. It looks better in the daylight.”

	I wasn’t going to ask, but I couldn’t help myself. “Who did you follow?”

	He didn’t answer.

	“It’s okay, whatever you did. I’d like to know this one thing.”

	He said, as we walked: “Two men kidnapped a girl and brought her down the track. They were all Muslims and she was due to be married. They knew her virginity mattered to the groom’s family and that she would never speak of what they did.”

	He looked away. “I dealt with them.”

	I didn’t want to ask what he did to the men. “What about the girl?”

	“I fixed her, blocked her memory and took her home. She’ll get married.”

	“How did you know they were here?”

	“I felt the evil. I was close enough to do something.”

	He held up his hands. “And that’s how I found this.”

	I looked at the building. It was broken but it was full of art. The best and worst of the world.

	Just like Connor. The best and worst of the world.

	We wandered, picking our way through the glass and floor tile fragments. Torn plastic rustled in the wind. I worried about the dogs, but staying close to Connor reassured me. Nothing was going to get past him.

	He made me feel so safe, safer than I’d ever felt before. Maybe when I was a small child, my dad had made me feel the same way. Maybe he’d picked me up in his arms and carried me around and I’d felt so safe and secure with him, but I had no memory of that time. Now he was just this distant person who moved through the same house that I lived in. I still loved him, in an offhand kind of way, but I was grown up enough to realize that not even my father could protect me from the worst of the world.

	But Connor could. He was the worst of the world. He knew everything that happened, felt the pain, grew ever more powerful. Beside him, with him, nothing could touch me.

	It was an awesome, overwhelming realization. It made me shiver. 

	He led me into an area that had once been an old foyer. Before us, a massive concrete staircase rose to a mezzanine level. The staircase was black and dusty with age, dotted with rubble and cans, covered in random tags. It belonged in some broken gothic house. At the top, an enormous window crisscrossed with steels bars let light fall onto the stairs.

	I breathed out slowly. “It’s beautiful.”

	Connor smiled. “I knew you’d like it.”

	We went upstairs and passed through a series of small rooms that might have once been offices. Now they were just empty concrete squares. In the rooms, pieces had been painted on each of the four walls. I was impressed by the respect the artists appeared to have for each other - once a piece was created it had been left alone. Taggers only worked around the borders, on the broken doors and even the floor. 

	“This is a modern-day art gallery,” I conceded. “I’m impressed.”

	One wall was covered in an image of a pink and purple skull, another was a cityscape in orange and brown. Another was a headless horse and rider.  Someone had created a giant LEGO man; someone else had cleverly painted the image of a person spray-painting a wall. From around the corner, the painted police were coming.

	The next room had been painted entirely black. Down one wall, metallic silver words caught the rays of the sun. I couldn’t make out their meaning.

	Connor leaned next to the doorway. The wall he leaned against was black and red and he looked perfect against it.

	I pulled out my phone. “Can I take a photo?” 

	He shifted uncomfortably. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

	“But you look so amazing. It’s just for me.”

	He pushed himself away from the wall. “The less images there are of me in the world, the less I have to explain. I don’t want a picture you take turning up somewhere difficult.”

	I looked at him. “Like in a museum.”

	“Like in a museum.”

	Now it was my turn to feel uncomfortable, because, despite all the secrets he still kept, I had kept one from him. I wanted to tell him the truth. 

	“I have a confession to make.” I flicked through my phone and found the image of him, sitting on the step. “I took this before you told me you didn’t want me to photograph your garden.”

	Connor looked at the image of himself.

	“I’ll delete it,” I said, “if you want me to.”

	“Why did you take it? You didn’t even like me.”

	I shrugged. “I thought you looked . . . beautiful, in a sad way. I wondered what you were thinking.”

	He smiled. “I was thinking don’t look at her.”

	I snorted. “No, really.”

	“It’s true,” he insisted. “When you made me go out in the garden, it was the last place I wanted to be. And so there’s this girl, a girl I am trying desperately to stay away from, but she’s in my house and in my garden and in my life.”

	He turned his face away towards the wall. His fingers ran lightly along the black concrete. I watched his lips moving.

	“And I’m thinking,” he said softly, “that if I don’t look at her, give her nothing, she’ll stay back. She’ll be safe and so will I. But I know I’m going to fail, if not right then, some other time. I’m sliding down a slippery slope towards her, and I can’t get a grip. I think about leaving the state. I think about Charming Mr. K to pair us with other people.”

	His eyes met mine. “I think about anything to not let this happen.”

	I took his hand and squeezed it. 

	He sighed. “Keep the photo.”

	We wandered hand in hand through the rooms, drifting through long, slanting beams of light, rising dust motes in our wake. The artwork blazed bright and colorful against grey walls. Whenever we passed a window, I could hear the rumble of the ocean and the cries of gulls. Inside it was silent, except for the crunching of glass and tiles underfoot.

	It was, quite simply, a joyous experience to be alone with Connor, knowing that no-one else in the world knew where we were.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Six

	 

	 

	Thursday morning, Ethan was in a bad mood. I didn’t have to ask him why. 

	He can’t figure out what happened. 

	In Math, when Connor walked into the room, I didn’t miss the dark look Mr. Bellamy shot him. I hid a smile.

	Ethan invited me over to Ingrid’s Saturday night.  “Come as early as you like,” he told me. “Bart and I are going to catch the game – we won’t be back until after five. Ingrid’s hoping you’ll come in the afternoon so you can have, you know, girl time.”

	I didn’t mind that idea, to be honest. Even if Angels couldn’t lie, Ingrid was still the least deceptive of them.

	 

	I caught the bus to Ingrid’s house and walked up her driveway at two o’clock on Saturday. I felt weird, being able to see Connor’s house, but not actually going there.

	Ingrid opened the door in a bright green girly dress that floated to her knees. She squealed with delight and hugged me like an old friend. 

	“Come in!” She cried. “Three hours without the boys! It’s so nice to have them out of the house.”

	I joined her in the kitchen where she poured me a soda and put out chips and snacks. We sat across the kitchen counter from one another and talked about twenty different subjects in thirty minutes.

	I realized that Ingrid couldn’t see Connor’s house from the kitchen. 

	“Shouldn’t we be out on the balcony?” I asked. “You can’t watch Connor from here.”

	She snorted. “That’s the boys. I know he’s there; I don’t have to watch him hang up his washing.”

	I smiled. “Connor wouldn’t hang up washing to save his life.”

	Ingrid laughed, high and happily. “I know! He doesn’t even come into his garden. He’s so easy to keep an eye on.”

	“Except for Wednesday, apparently,” I said. “I heard you all lost him.”

	Ingrid rolled her eyes. “Seriously, what do they think he’s going to do? If he wants to . . . cause trouble, none of us can stop him. Ethan’s just a control freak.”

	“Tell me about it,” I agreed. “He’s trying to tell me what dress to wear to the prom.”

	“I know,” Ingrid commiserated. “He goes on and on about how you want to wear one of Louise’s dresses.”

	“What do you think?” It would be nice to have the opinion of someone who knew exactly what the issues were.

	“I can see his point,” Ingrid said carefully. “He and Connor and this whole thing go back a long way. But a girl’s dress should be her private business and if you find the one outfit that sings to you, you just have to wear it.”

	I hadn’t found it yet, but then, I hadn’t gone even halfway through Louise’s collection before the incident on the staircase. I loved the black floaty number that Connor had seen me in, but it didn’t seem appropriate to wear it with Ethan. Not after what had happened in it.

	“But what if the dress I find is one of Louise’s?” I asked. “Would you tell him the truth if you were me?”

	Ingrid winced. “If I were you, I probably wouldn’t. I think a white lie to save someone from unnecessary grief is fine. The world won’t stand or fall depending on whether or not Connor’s housekeeper once wore a dress to some ball.”

	It might, I thought, who knows how Ethan might react.

	And how Connor might react right back.

	Ingrid bit her lip. “I was hoping that, with the boys away, you might go ask Connor if he would meet with me. Sort of . . . now.”

	I winced. “He said that it would be a bad idea. He said that his kind and yours should never mix, whatever that means.”

	“I know what it means,” Ingrid said quietly. “But I still want to try. Would you ask, for me?”

	I said I would. It would give me the chance to see him, at least, even if it was only for a few minutes. He would tell me to go back to Ingrid with his refusal and that would be it.

	But at least I would see him.

	Ingrid walked with me to the back garden and watched from her lawn as I crossed into Connor’s property. There was no fence between the houses on this side. The occupants of one house could easily pass into the garden of the other house.

	Unless they were Angels.

	I went across Connor’s garden and knocked on the glass door to the kitchen. Opening the door, I put my head inside.

	I heard the pattering of Louise’s feet on the marble floor.

	“Mademoiselle Emma! Monsieur Harman not say you come today.” She hugged me.

	“He’s not expecting me and I can’t stay. I just need to ask him something.”

	“Such a pity. He is in the pool, swimming his laps.” Louise glanced at the clock. “He should be nearly finished.”

	I thanked her. Outside, Ingrid stood on her own property, wringing her hands. 

	I turned towards the pool house. I hoped Connor could feel me coming; I didn’t want to surprise him. 

	I needn’t have worried. Even as I walked to the edge of the pool, Connor turned and free styled towards me. 

	He finished at my feet. His chest heaved, sucking in air.

	“Coming in?” Water ran down his body, dripped off his hair.

	I felt a little faint. “If I got in that pool with you, Mr. Harman, it would seriously mean the end of the world.”

	Connor grinned. He put his hands on the edge and slid up and out of the pool in a single, effortless movement. I made myself step back from him.

	He paused, looking at me. I thought that he considered whether or not to kiss me right there and then.

	Don’t, I thought at him, not wet and gorgeous and almost naked. I couldn’t bear it.

	Maybe Connor read my thoughts, because he ducked past me to get a towel. As he dried himself, I kept my distance.

	“You want to ask me something and you’re frightened,” he said. “You’re giving it off in waves.”

	I said lightly: “Ingrid sent me.”

	He sighed and turned away. “I’m going to shower.”

	He showered inside the change-room. I sat down on the edge of a lounge chair and waited for him to return. He came back wearing black track pants and a purple hoody. 

	“She’s next door, waiting,” I told him.

	“Not interested.” Connor went for the door and strode outside, leaving me to catch the door and follow him out.

	Ingrid was standing at the edge of her property, watching us.

	I caught up to him. “She wants to meet you.”

	He kept walking towards the house.

	“Could you just speak to her?” I asked. “Even if it’s to tell her to go away?”

	“It won’t change anything. It never does.”

	“Maybe it won’t,” I said, “but I told her I’d try.”

	Connor turned back to me. “So you want me to honor your promise?”

	I shrugged. “I wanted to help.”

	He rolled his eyes. “You always do.” He looked at me, long and hard. 

	Then he turned and walked towards Ingrid’s house. 

	Relieved, and a little scared, I followed behind.

	Connor stopped a yard before the edge of his property. He glowered at Ingrid.

	She trembled beneath his anger. “I just want you to know that not all of us are impatient for this to be over. Some of us believe in what you are doing.”

	He met her with silence.

	“I want to help,” Ingrid said. “I just don’t know how.”

	“You can take my pain,” Connor said dully.

	Her eyes widened. “I would, but how do I do that?”

	“You offer to take it and I give you half. And you bear it.”

	Ingrid flinched. “I don’t know if I’m strong to bear that much. What if there were more of us, what if we could each take some from you?”

	Connor frowned. “It’s not a box of popcorn – you don’t easily share it around. You don’t think there’s a reason no-one has ever done it before?”

	“I know others have asked.” 

	Connor snorted. “They were weak.”

	“Would you let me try?”

	He considered her.

	I watched on, amazed that Ingrid could make such an offer – I had no idea that Angels could take on Connor’s pain. I wondered if I could make the same offer.

	And if I could be strong enough to bear it.

	“No,” Connor growled, “I will not let you try. But I will let you feel it, so you know how foolish you were.” He crossed onto her property. 

	Ingrid shrank from him. Connor was a head taller than her; and, as Ingrid gazed up at him, I saw in her face the same wide-eyed wonder, the terrible fear, the same dark desire that I had felt when I first realized that I liked Connor.

	Connor laid his hands on her shoulders. “This,” he said, “is the pain of living every day.”

	Ingrid’s body jolted. Her mouth dropped open. From somewhere deep in the back of her throat, a sound began, a strange, primal, desperate howl. Out of her shuddering body, the sound grew into a scream. It cut through me like fire. 

	“Stop,” I told him.

	But Connor held on, releasing the Evil into Ingrid, giving her his pain. 

	Her eyes rolled back into her head.  Her body twitched and shook like a marionette. Her scream tore the air apart.

	“Connor!” I begged. “Stop!”

	Connor ignored me. I didn’t know if he could even hear me - if he was doing it on purpose or if he was caught under the spell of the Evil itself. All I knew was that if he didn’t stop, Ingrid might die.

	I leapt forward and pulled his arm away.

	Instantly the pain was in me, around me. I was the pain.

	Images of horror flashed through my mind: soldiers hacking civilians to death in steamy forests, one man gunning down another outside a house, a husband beating his wife in a bedroom, a small child killing an injured bird with a stick. All of those things and hundreds more were happening right now, like a news broadcast. Live in my head.

	I burned.

	Everything went black.

	 

	I came to on the ground. 

	My face was pressed into the grass. Drool ran from my mouth. I opened my eyes and saw the dark blur of Connor striding away.

	Behind me, Ingrid was sobbing. 

	I struggled to sit up. Every cell of my body felt violated, raped. I clawed onto my hands and knees and turned towards Ingrid.

	She was slumped in a heap. Hair covered her face. I crawled over to her and leaned her against my shoulder, clearing the hair from her eyes.

	“I thought I was strong enough,” she wept. “I thought I could be the one. But it’s too much – no-one could bear it.”

	That pain might have been only level three – Connor usually told me if it went higher than that. If that was level three, what was level eight like? Or ten?

	Or the Towers falling?

	How did Connor bear that much pain without just giving up?

	Ingrid cried against my chest. “I wanted to help him.”

	I soothed her brow. We all want to help,” I said quietly, “but I don’t think anyone really can.”

	Ingrid cried harder. 

	I helped her to her feet and took her inside. My own body ached terribly, but I couldn’t imagine how much Ingrid must hurt – she had borne the pain for longer. I helped her onto a sofa and fetched her a glass of water.

	“I have to go to him,” I said.

	“Tell him I’m sorry.” 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Seven

	 

	 

	Connor was sitting in the kitchen at the countertop. He didn’t look at me as I sat down beside him.

	“She’s okay,” I said coolly. “And so am I. Thanks for asking.”

	He set his jaw.

	“Is it that you couldn’t stop . . . or you didn’t want to?”

	“She asked the question, she had to know.”

	I waited for more.

	He looked at me. “They all think they can help, Emma, but they can’t. We could never have survived it.”

	“But she’s Immortal, she can’t die. Nor can you.”

	“No,” he said, “but once you take on the pain, you can never give it back, you can only give up. She would have given up, and the world would End.”

	I slumped onto my elbows. I was beginning to understand.

	Connor sighed. “The only way I can hold back the End of Days is by being selfish and cruel. I’m so close to the end, it takes everything I have to bear it. I can’t even defend myself against a Mortal when I’m at level ten.”

	I looked at him. “What if I offered to bear it with you? Would you let me?”

	He looked away. “Only an Immortal can bear it. The pain would kill you in seconds.”

	“Can I become Immortal then? Can I die and go to heaven and ask God to send me back as an Angel?”

	“No!” Connor slammed his fist down. “You can’t come back as an Angel. They have been determined since the beginning. Don’t talk such -” He didn’t finish.

	“I just want to help.” 

	“You help me by being here.”

	“But I don’t, do I?” I said softly. “Being with me hurts you more. Every time we get close, I see your pain increase.”

	“I’ll pay that price.”

	“But what if I can’t? I feel selfish that I want to be with you.”

	“Then that’s your choice.” He wouldn’t meet my gaze. 

	What was he saying?

	That I should leave him? That the price I will pay for staying with him is hating myself?

	Does he want me to go? Is that what he’s trying to tell me?

	He was prepared to hurt more to be with me. It remained for me to decide if I could bear that or not.

	“Connor,” I asked carefully, “would the pain of being alone again be greater than the pain of staying with me?”

	“I’ve been alone for ten thousand years.” Still, he wouldn’t look at me.

	“Would . . .” I struggled for the right words. “Would the pain of watching me go be greater than the pain of my staying?”

	He took a long time to answer. Finally, he met my gaze. “Yes.”

	I reached across and held his hand. “Then suck it up, princess, because I’m not going anywhere.”

	He smiled sadly. “I know.”

	 

	Ingrid was still slumped on the sofa. Her eyes tracked me as I came into the house.

	“I saw inside his head,” she said hoarsely. “So many horrible things. Visions of madness, of evil. All the Evil in the world.”

	I sat down on the arm of the sofa. “I saw them too.”

	She hesitated. “But I saw something else, something he didn’t intend me to see – it only came through in that moment when you touched him. I saw that you know who he is, and what we are. I saw that you love him, and that he loves you back.

	I froze. Ingrid knows. Now everything would be undone. 

	Suddenly, I was utterly at her mercy.

	She met my gaze. “How can you know what he is and still love him?”

	How indeed? 

	“You know, and you want to love him.”

	She smiled sadly. “We’re drawn to him, to his sacrifice. We are attracted to love and we heal pain; he is both of those, wrapped into one. He so loves the world that he will bear the pain of you all.”

	“He hasn’t told me the worst of what he is,” I admitted. “He said that when he does, I might still walk away.”

	Ingrid twitched. “Yes, you may yet.”

	“Will you tell me?”

	She shook her head. “It’s his rod to bear. And to share.” 

	I shifted uncomfortably; it was a relief to know that Connor felt as deeply for me as I did for him, but Ingrid wasn’t supposed to know any of this.

	She knew what I was thinking. “I won’t tell the others. It would tear Ethan apart.”

	“He’ll read your mind.”

	She shook her head. “We can read your minds, but not each others’.” 

	I slumped in relief. “Thank you.”

	Ingrid sighed. “I’m jealous of you,” she admitted. “To be loved by him in such a way - God, how he loves you. He needs you. He’s never loved like this before; I saw that too - he’s refused love all his existence because he knew it would weaken him.  He let you in because he’s so close to the end.”

	I eyed her. “How close?”

	“Only decades. I saw everything when you touched him, because you are Marked and the truth was forced from him. This is to be his last home - he knew it would end here. He’s like a balloon, Emma, filled to bursting. People keep blowing the evil in, stretching him way too far. One day, even with all his power, he will simply explode. But he’s prepared to trade a few decades of the world’s existence to be in love with you.”

	“He told me we were dangerous together, but he didn’t describe it like that.”

	She smiled. “He wants you to stay with him. He thinks if he truly let you know the danger of your relationship, how close to the end he is, you’ll go.”

	I didn’t know what to think. Connor had tried so desperately to stay away, to warn me, but he had still let me in. He knew exactly what was at stake, even if I didn’t. He hadn’t told me we were looking at decades now, not lifetimes. Maybe not even one lifetime.

	The closer I was to him, the more intense our relationship, the less time we would have. We could never sleep together, we would never bear a family, and I probably wouldn’t even live to old age.

	All those things would be given up if I stayed with him.

	But if I left . . .

	If I left him, tried to forget him, went with someone who didn’t hold the fate of the world in his hands 

	someone like Ethan

	I could live out my normal life, raise a family who might even live long enough to raise families of their own. I could die of old age and know that I had given the world a few more decades. Maybe even a century. 

	All that extra time for souls to redeem themselves and grow closer to God. 

	All those extra people saved.

	I felt selfish for even daring to love Connor Harman.

	I slipped off the arm of the sofa onto the cushion beside Ingrid. “I would take his pain if I could, but only an Angel can do that.”

	“Only an Immortal,” Ingrid corrected me.

	I looked up. “Aren’t all Immortals Angels?”

	She bit her lip. “I can’t talk about that, not now, not with this.” 

	Abruptly, she grasped my arm. “You have to go back and ask for his mercy - before he comes here.”

	I frowned. “Why would he come?”

	Her eyes were wide. “Because now I know everything, and he won’t trust me to keep it from the others. He’ll come to stop me before they get back.”

	I didn’t like how scared Ingrid suddenly was of Connor. What did she think he would do, except for maybe removing her memory of the afternoon?

	“He’ll be fine,” I reassured her. “If I trust you, then he will too.”

	“No.” Her voice was hoarse. “He’s not . . . like that. This is too important to him; he’s too close to breaking. He can’t risk anyone knowing. Ethan can’t read my mind, but he has other ways he could find out things if he thought I knew something. Connor knows that, and Ethan is . . .”

	Ingrid was shaking now. “Ethan doesn’t always do things by the rules. You have to do this, Emma, please. Go ask him to spare me.”

	Spare you? I shivered. In the last half an hour, the world had begun to spiral crazily out of control. I had to put a stop to it. 

	I pushed myself of the sofa. “I’ll find him, I’ll tell him.”

	Ingrid looked around nervously, perhaps expecting Connor to be already in the shadows.

	I hurried back across to his house and let myself in the kitchen. Louise was puzzled and delighted to see me again.

	“Mademoiselle? You have come back to stay?”

	“No, I need to speak with Connor again.”

	Louise wiped her hands on her apron. “He go out a little while ago.”

	“Did he say where?”

	She smiled. “He never say where, not any day. You wait here for him?”

	“I can’t.” I was suddenly worried that Connor might even now be in Ingrid’s house. “Can you tell him from me that Ingrid won’t say anything. Would you let him know, please?”

	Louise frowned. “What does that mean?”

	“He’ll understand. I’m sorry, I have to go.”

	I hurried back. Ingrid was sitting on the sofa, knees tucked up under her chin.

	“He’s gone out,” I told her.

	She slumped. “I should have known that. I should have felt him go. I’m just too upset.”

	“Will you get into trouble for not following him?”

	She shook her head. “I’ll text Frank, he can take over.” She climbed wearily off the sofa and went to get her phone.

	She sent a text, and went to the kitchen. I followed and sat at the breakfast bar.

	“Ingrid,” I asked cautiously. “What are you scared of? What could Connor do?”

	Ingrid fumbled a tin of hot chocolate. She didn’t look me in the eye.

	“Sometimes,” she whispered, “in order to protect the world, he has to do things that aren’t good.” 

	Her eyes filled with tears. Her body shook. “I’m sorry I ever asked - I just thought I could help.”

	I slid off my stool, walked around and embraced her. 

	“I’ll stay with you,” I promised, “for as long as it takes. Let’s go to my house - I won’t leave you until I’ve spoken with him. He has to understand.”

	“He understands,” Ingrid whispered. “But it won’t be enough.”

	“Text Mr. Bellamy again,” I said. “Ask him to let you know as soon as he knows where Connor is, and to keep you updated. If you know where he is, you’ll feel safer.”

	Ingrid picked up her phone and sent the message.

	I sent my own text to Ethan, explaining that Ingrid and I were going out to look at dresses and wouldn’t be back that night.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Eight

	 

	 

	We drove out from Ingrid’s underground garage in her silver Prius. Halfway to my house, Ingrid’s phone beeped. She picked it up and read the text, then dropped her phone into the center console.

	“Thank God, he’s gone to New York.”

	I glanced down at the phone. It had landed facing me and I could clearly read the screen.

	In NYC. He is not being good :( 

	He is not being good? What did that mean? 

	At home, my mother was in the living room watching a movie. She looked up, surprised to see us.

	“Hi, Mom,” I said. “This is Ingrid. She’s a friend of Ethan’s.”

	Mom said hello. 

	The boys have taken over her house with the sports channel,” I explained. “Can Ingrid stay over?

	My mom didn’t know that Ingrid lived next door to Connor, but she did know all about men taking over the house with the sports channel. 

	“Good thing I didn’t move Laney’s bed out of your room. Just make it up and get a towel in case Ingrid wants a shower.”

	I bounded up the stairs. Ingrid followed behind.

	I cleared away all my things from the guest bed. Ingrid helped me fit fresh linen.

	“Not as glamorous as your house,” I apologized.

	She shrugged. “I’m only in that house because Connor’s next door. If he lived in a trailer park that’s where I’d be.”

	“Lucky for you that he likes comfort.”

	“If our lives were that painful, we’d demand the best of everything too.”

	She looked at the window. “Besides, I like that this room is small and we’re both in it. It makes me feel safer.”

	I smoothed down the bedcovers. “I’ll look after you.”

	“You’ll try,” Ingrid said. “And that’s so sweet.” She gave me a hug.

	We went downstairs and I made us a sandwich from leftovers. We sat at the countertop and talked about dumb things while my mother watched the movie in the next room. Afterwards, we made a point of looking at prom dresses online for five minutes so that Ingrid could truthfully tell Ethan that we had looked at dresses.

	We stayed up as late as we could. Finally, I closed my bedroom window, hoping the Tinkmeister wouldn’t call on me.

	Ingrid shrank down under her bedcovers, her face pale. “I don’t think I can sleep.” 

	“I’ll stay awake until you do.”

	Ingrid didn’t look any more comforted by the offer.

	As it was, I didn’t sleep for a long, long time. 

	He is not being good :(

	It made me feel sad. There were things about Connor that I really, really had to know.

	 

	I woke. A sound had roused me, something soft. Something not the Tinkmeister. 

	I looked up. 

	Connor was in my room. 

	I gasped. 

	He was beside Ingrid’s bed, in black leather. His head was bowed, his hands were clenched at his side. 

	At my gasp, he turned his head towards me. His eyes were dark. There were no whites, no irises, no reflection. They were two black holes.

	He was every inch the dangerous entity that Ingrid was so terrified of.

	I was suddenly afraid too, not of him, not of what he could do to me or to Ingrid, but of what he could be. It was only by the barest of margins that he remained good. 

	And those margins, I was beginning to suspect, might not exist at all.

	“Don’t hurt her,” I whispered. “Please.”

	Connor turned away, denying my words.

	“Please.”

	His voice was hoarse. “She knows too much.”

	I climbed out of bed. The floorboards were cold under my feet. 

	“So do I.” I tried to take his hand, but he drew it away.

	“She brought this on herself. She’s expecting it.”

	“No,” I said. “It’s my fault. She wouldn’t have known if I hadn’t interfered. If you have to blame someone, you blame me.”

	Connor said nothing.

	“If you have to punish someone,” I stepped in front of him, “you punish me.”

	He looked at me. His eyes were back to normal. I could see streetlights.

	“You think this is about retribution?” He growled. “You think I want to be here? I didn’t want any of -” He held up his hands, “this.”

	I pursed my lips. “You mean me. Us.”

	“No, not us,” Connor said angrily. “Just us would be fine. But we have her and Brighton and Bart and Frank.”

	He swore. On the bed, Ingrid stirred.

	I took his hand. This time he did not pull away. Gently, I drew the hair back from his face, revealing him. I ran my fingers down his cheek. He turned his face towards my hand. 

	My fingers reached his lips. I drew them lightly across. I was frightened and giddy and hollow all at the same time. Any sensible person would run

	run screaming

	but I couldn’t. I tiptoed and kissed him and slid my hands underneath his jacket. I felt the heat coming off his body, felt him tremble with anger. 

	I rested my head against his shoulder. “I trust Ingrid,” I whispered.

	“Trust won’t be enough.”

	“I trust God,” I said. “I trust those stupid darts that brought you here. I trust that even though Ethan called for other Angels to help him, not all Angels are the same as him.”

	I looked up at Connor. “You have to remember what the Angels are, what they’re supposed to be. Ingrid wants to help us; she’ll do whatever she can. You have to trust that something bigger than all of us is at work here, because I believe that it is.”

	Connor said nothing, thinking. I nuzzled against him. I wanted him to be here with me, in this moment. If I could keep him grounded, keep him focused on just us, he might be able to let go of his anger.

	Finally, he murmured into my hair. “A seventeen-year-old Mortal lecturing a ten-thousand-year-old Angel about God’s work.” 

	He snorted. “Don’t let this get out or I’ll never live it down.”

	I felt him smile. 

	He kissed my forehead. I lifted my mouth to his and he kissed me. I pulled his body tight against mine. He slid his hands under my pajamas, against the warm skin of my back. His touch was electric.

	This is what it is about; me and him. Nothing else matters. 

	But I knew that it wasn’t true. Everything mattered.

	The whole world mattered.

	Connor kissed me one last time. “I should curse the day I met you,” he whispered, “but it’s way too late for that.” 

	He nodded towards Ingrid. “Keep her out of trouble or I’ll End them all.”

	And then he was just gone. Where the warmth of his body had been, there was now cool air against my skin.

	Behind me, Ingrid’s voice broke the darkness. “Thank you.” 

	Her pale face was tilted towards the window. “You’re right,” she said softly, “I think we overlooked the hand of God in this. All of us, and especially you, Emma, have some role to play.”

	I dropped onto my own bed, suddenly tired. Being Connor’s girlfriend could be so exhausting. “I’m sure God knows I’m happy to play my role, whatever it is,” I yawned, “but right now I’m so going to sleep.”

	Ingrid was incredulous. “I’m lucky to be alive and you just had Connor Harman kissing you - how can you possibly sleep?”

	I smiled into my pillow. “Because in my dreams,” I told her, “we do a whole lot more than kiss.”

	Ingrid giggled. She sounded happy. Hours of tension were suddenly released.

	I fell asleep to that sound: a laughing Angel.

	 

	


Chapter Fifty-Nine

	 

	 

	I woke. It was morning. Ingrid’s bed was empty. 

	I felt a flash of fear.

	Then I saw her sitting on the window ledge, her feet dangling out over the back yard. Sunlight streamed in around her. She was stroking Mr. Tinkles. I could hear his purring from my bed.

	I smiled. “That’s the Tinkmeister, he comes here when he needs a break.”

	Ingrid grinned. “He likes you. He likes that you shelter him.”

	“You understand him?”

	Ingrid uncurled from the window ledge and dropped onto the floor. “We understand animals and they understand us.”

	The Tinkmeister leapt lightly onto my bed. I tickled him under his chin. “Animals don’t like Connor.”

	“They sense his pain and his power. He frightens them.” Ingrid shivered. 

	Animals aren’t the only ones frightened of Connor, I thought.

	Downstairs in the kitchen, I made us pancakes with maple syrup. We sat at the countertop with glasses of juice.

	Ben wandered into the kitchen and was immediately taken with Ingrid. He stayed around, asking questions, taking longer than normal to find his cereal. My mom came in and entered the conversation. She seemed to like Ingrid too.

	When my father passed through the kitchen, he did a double take and came back to find out who Ingrid was.

	I could see the mood of the household visibly change; Ingrid brought happiness and joy just by being there. The Tinkmeister dared to venture into the kitchen and Dad didn’t even yell at him. 

	It took me a long time to extract Ingrid from my family.

	In my room, she gathered her things. “Not looking forward to going home,” she admitted. “But I can deflect if I need to. I’m just grateful that they can’t read my mind and that you have a Block on yours.”

	I rolled my eyes. “God, if Ethan knew . . .” I trailed off. Something had occurred to me for the first time. 

	Something not entirely pleasant.

	Ingrid frowned. “What is it?”

	I sat on my bed. “Connor put the Block on me the first day he came to school, when we were paired for history. But Ethan could read my mind before that. We’ve been friends for three years and all that time he knew what I was thinking – what all of us were thinking. He knew I wasn’t interested in him.”

	I grew annoyed. “But he still made me be his prom date. He could have had any girl in the school, so why go after me when he knew I didn’t want him?”

	Ingrid bit her lip. “Because he wants you. He always has. The first day we met, outside the school, he told us as you walked away that you were the girl he would marry. He had you in his sights for a long time.” She paused, and then added: “The reason you never heard back from any college is because he stopped all your applications. He knew what you wanted to study and where, and he made sure it didn’t happen. He wanted you here with him.”

	I gaped at her. “What! How dare he? What was he going to do, Charm me into being his girlfriend?”

	The look on Ingrid’s face told me that was exactly what Ethan had intended. He might even have done it at the museum, if Connor hadn’t stepped in.

	I seethed. Ethan had ruined my chances of getting into college. Now I would have to reapply and if the courses I wanted were full, I might have to defer and waste months of my life. He’d made a mess of my entire next year. It was bad enough that any guy should claim me as his territory without my consent, but Ingrid was right: Ethan knew the rules. I was Marked and he should have left me alone.

	Connor didn’t.

	But that was different. I fell in love with Connor as much as he fell for me.

	 There were no rules with love.

	Maybe that was the way Ethan saw it too – that because he was in love, God would forgive him that trespass. 

	But I couldn’t quite buy the simplicity of that argument; Ethan was more calculating than that. I felt violated, knowing that all through my friendship with him, he had been intending our future together.

	Had this been his plan all along? Ask me to prom; Charm me to follow him to university somewhere because I had no idea what to do with my life? Sweep me up and carry me off and make me his wife?

	I looked at Ingrid. “Can Angels have children?”

	She nodded. “Yes, but they are Mortal children, no different to you. We can’t recognize them because they are not special. We can only recognize our own children and their descendants.”

	“Do Angels ever tell their partners what they are?”

	“Not usually. Why would we, when we’ll only be married forty years or so? We age, we reset; it’s so easy to keep hidden. We can’t have the world know about us - there’s already too much talk of Angels. 

	She lowered her voice. “Connor had to tell you, because he’s so very different to us.”

	I shifted uncomfortably. “So if Connor hadn’t come along, I would have married Ethan and lived my whole life thinking it was perfect. Then I would have died and he would just move on.”

	Ingrid nodded mutely.

	“And there are no rules about interfering with people like that?” 

	“There are guidelines. Some Angels choose to ignore them – especially the Elders.”

	“They don’t get punished?” What was the point of having rules if everyone ignored them?

	“It’s complex. There are no absolutes. We just do the best we can.”

	I wasn’t any clearer. “Then what is it that Angels do, exactly?”

	Ingrid smiled. “We help out. Save people from harm, help people fall in love. We comfort those in pain, heal the sick, when it’s allowed. Most of the time people don’t even know we’re doing it, because we do it from a distance. It’s like when people say that truck missed me by only a yard – it’s like I have a guardian Angel. Well, sometimes, just for a moment, they do.”

	I winced. “No offence, but I can’t see Ethan doing things like that.”

	“He’s been down here a long time,” Ingrid said. “He still has the potential; he just doesn’t always use it. It’s like when Mortals become middle-aged – sometimes it’s easier just to sit back and let the younger ones take over.”

	“Connor says Ethan should go back and reconnect to God.”

	Ingrid sighed. “Ethan has to make that choice and I don’t think he wants to. Not for the next sixty years or so, anyway. He’d already planned out that far.”

	I shuddered. I felt like I was being stalked. Ethan had laid all these plans for me. I would have been happy living my life with him (because he would have made me be happy), but that wasn’t the point. He had violated my basic right to freedom of choice. 

	The only thing that had saved me was Connor Harman.

	The flight of a dart into a map.

	It had to be more than dumb luck. 

	It had to be God.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty

	 

	 

	I tried my very hardest to be normal around Ethan the following day at school, but it was hard. All I could think was stalker. He’d coveted me for three years and I hadn’t known. I made myself smile when he talked to me at recess and lunch. If he could sense my animosity, he didn’t say anything.

	 

	After school I went to Connor’s house. I walked around to the kitchen and was welcomed in by Louise.

	“Mademoiselle Emma! Monsieur Harman is working out - would you like to try on the dresses some more?”

	The timing was brilliant. Even if Ethan was next door, he thought I would be studying. 

	The gym was beside Louise’s dressing room. The doors were closed, vibrating under the doof doof. 

	In the dressing room, the music became the soundtrack to my changing appearance, sometimes gothic and deep, sometimes yearning, sometimes light and joyous. Every time I swept in front of the mirror, I was greeted with a new Emma Hart.

	This time my experience was heightened by the knowledge that Connor and I were in a different space: he wanted me in his house, he welcomed my presence. We no longer danced around one another in cool longing, pretending that we didn’t care.

	Now, if I dared to sweep down his staircase in something dazzling, he would be only too pleased to greet me.

	I was wearing my favorite dress, a charcoal blue, almost modern style, when the music stopped.

	“Mon Dieu!” Louise exclaimed. “I did not see the time. I must make Monsieur Harman his drink.” She rose to leave.

	“It’s okay Louise, no hurry.” Connor was in the doorway, pumped, glistening. He met my gaze.

	Louise flicked a glance between us. “No no,” she said brightly. “I go down and make. You both . . .” she fluttered her hands at us and slipped out of the room. 

	Connor ran an arm across his forehead and walked into the room. “I’d come closer, but I don’t want to ruin the dress.” 

	I smiled coyly. “I could take it off.”

	He grinned. He walked past me, around me, looking at me. 

	I held out my arms and twirled. “I like this one.”

	“So do I, you look amazing.” He winced. 

	“Pain?” 

	“Only the pain of watching you choose a dress to be with him.” 

	He held up his hands before I could speak. “Which you have to do, to keep the peace.”

	I frowned at him. “Why don’t you just vaporize him or something? Why do you let him get in your face? He’s ruining everything.”

	Connor turned towards the windows, towards sheer curtains floating in the sunlight. Behind those curtains was Ingrid’s house.

	“Because the easy path isn’t always the right path. And it’s not about being punished for it, because I won’t be.” 

	He had his back to me. His voice was low; his fists clenched tight. “I had my time as a power-crazed madman. There was a time when I earned the names they gave me. I will tell you one day. I have to.”

	He turned to me. His hands relaxed. 

	“But in the end I learned that no matter what I did, the pain would always come, and all the power in the world won’t save me from it. So I walked away from being that person. I became simpler, more humble. I made myself follow the rules even when others won’t. If he starts something, I’ll finish it, but that’s all.”

	From down in the kitchen, I heard the blender start up. I crossed over to the chaise lounge and picked up two other dresses.

	“I’m choosing between these three. Ingrid’s going to help me decide.”

	Connor frowned. “Ingrid? Isn’t that a little dangerous?”

	“No,” I said pointedly. “And she thanks you, by the way, for not doing whatever it was that you were going to do.”

	He didn’t reply.

	“I’m going to try them on in a shop,” I told him. “So she can honestly say that we were in a dressing room in a shop. Ethan will know it has to be the truth. He’ll assume that I bought it.”

	“And they call me the Deceiver. I have nothing on you Mortals.”

	“He deserves it. Ingrid told me what he had planned out for us, a whole future. He was going to Charm me into it.”

	Connor nodded. “When he Charmed you at school, I saw it. I can’t read his mind, but when someone commits evil I can see their intent.”

	“Would you have done something about it? If you and I hadn’t got together?”

	He shook his head. “He was wrong, but it’s not my place to get involved.”

	“You got involved with the pedophile. Wasn’t that starting something?”

	He looked away. “That was finishing it.”

	Louise knocked politely on the door, paused for a heartbeat, then came in. She handed the shake to Connor.

	“That is the one, Mademoiselle,” she said to me. “That is the one.”

	I turned to look at myself in the mirror. It was the one. It was beautiful.

	“It was a cocktail party for the British Prime Minister,” Louise said dreamily. “How we danced.”

	I glanced at Connor. “You danced with Monsieur Harman?” 

	“Oui,” Louise sighed. “He was such a dancer. But, you know, I only with him to keep the ladies away. Ahhh, how the ladies loved him.”

	I smiled. “I bet they did.”

	Connor ignored me and drank the shake.

	“He never say I am his housemaid,” Louise said. “He always introduce me as his companion. The people, they think I am his mistress.” She smiled, remembering. “If only that were true.”

	Connor plonked his glass into Louise’s hands. “I’m done here.” He turned and left.

	Louise and I looked at one another and laughed.

	I changed out of the dress. Louise gently put all three dresses in a box along with three pairs of shoes that she had chosen to match. I looked at the box and realized there was no way to sneak it out of Connor’s car and into my house, not with Bart watching.

	I told him as much, once he was showered and we were in the sitting room. He was level four.

	Connor was thoughtful. “I’ll have Louise take it to the drycleaners and give you the ticket. You pick it up and take it to your house.”

	I smiled. “You’d make a pretty good Mortal yourself.”

	“I’ve been around them a long time.”

	My gaze fell on the figure of Jesus above us. The face of Christ was contorted in pain. It was the face of suffering, but at the same time, acceptance. 

	A little like Connor, I thought. 

	And then I realized something that put it all into perspective. 

	I looked at him. “You would have been alive when Jesus walked the earth.”

	Connor looked up at the figure. “Yes.”

	“Did you ever meet Him? It says in the Bible that you did.”

	“Several times.” Connor said it offhandedly, as if he was talking about a greengrocer instead of the Son of God.

	I sat up. “No way! In the Bible, the Temptations. Did you actually do that?”

	He shook his head. “Don’t believe half of what you read in that book – it was written long after the events. I did not tempt Jesus – why would I? And for what? But I did spend time with Him in the desert, and a few other places.”

	“But what did you talk about? What was it like? I mean, this was Jesus.”

	Connor smiled. “A lot of what He did was just day to day, talking with people, helping them see the bigger picture, hosting groups who wanted to listen – like the Dali Lama does today. People loved Him, they made an instant connection. When He walked into a room, you just knew He was something special – He had that energy.”

	“Did He know who you were, when He first saw you?” 

	“Yes, but He really knew who I was, in my soul, not what was written even then.”

	He grew thoughtful. “It was at the end of my dark time. I was hated and feared and rightly so. But when I entered the house Jesus was staying in, He embraced me. We spoke a lot, shared a lot of wine.”

	I frowned. “Jesus drank?”

	“Water wasn’t always reliable back then. In some places alcohol was the only liquid that was safe to drink. That happened right around the world – whole sections of history are attributed to people in charge being pretty much drunk all the time.”

	He smiled. “Not that I’m saying Jesus was – but we had a lot to talk about.”

	He was silent and then: “He helped me let go of my anger; helped me become the person I am now.” 

	I struggled to comprehend it: I was talking to a man who had talked to Jesus. Who had sat in a bar and drank with Him. 

	Connor smiled. “He was just a guy, Emma. Granted, a guy who was connected to God and made a lot of sense and left messages that are still celebrated two thousand years later, but still, just a guy. I’ve been down here doing God’s work a lot longer than the thirty-three years Jesus had. He got it lucky.”

	“He was crucified.”

	Connor shrugged. “A few days of pain and it’s all over. Try millennia of pain, all day, every day. But He gets the good press, and I get the bad.” He winced. “Not that I don’t deserve it.”

	He looked up at the crucifix. “He was the one who did the tempting. He couldn’t bear to see my pain. He offered to take my Burden from me, but I wouldn’t let Him – He was there to give the world tangible proof of God, to give you hope and a way forward. I wouldn’t let Him give that away.”

	I looked at Connor. “I thought only an Immortal could take your pain.”

	“Jesus was Immortal. That’s why He knew who He was from birth, and why people saw Him after his death. But He was never meant to remain here.” 

	He smiled sadly. “I respect Him, love Him even, for offering.”

	“If you could find an Immortal who would bear the pain with you, would that double the length of time the world has left?”

	Connor rubbed his brow. “In theory, yes, assuming the one that takes it on is strong enough. But none of the Elders will do it – and they are the only ones who can. Ingrid has the will, but not the strength.”

	“You said Ethan is an Elder. So technically, he could prevent the End of Days.”

	Connor snorted. “Technically.”

	“And anyone who takes it on has to have been here a long time.”

	“Not necessarily, strength can come from age, but it can also come from love. If an Angel loved the world enough, they could take it on even though they were young.”

	“But Ingrid cares so deeply - maybe she could do it.”

	“She cares, but she doesn’t feel it with every cell in her body, with every thought in her mind. The love must be all consuming to outweigh the pain.”

	Maybe he didn’t realize, as he spoke, that he had to be talking about himself. It was inconceivable how much he had to love the world to save it. I couldn’t truly say I loved the world with all my heart and soul, but I wanted to help it. Would loving him in that way be enough to help me bear the pain, if I had the chance?

	I looked at him. “If I were an Angel, I think I could do it.”

	Connor closed his eyes. I didn’t know if it was because of the pain, or to end the conversation.

	 

	After dinner Connor’s pain was greater. As I went back into the sitting room, he leaned against the doorframe and regarded me wearily.

	“Some bad things happening in the Middle East. Louise will have to take you home.”

	I looked at him. “What if I stayed?”

	He snorted. “Then you would have to answer to your parents, Brighton would have the riot squad on my doorstep and at level ten I couldn’t stop them.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“You would, after, and in my anger I’d End him. Go home, I’ll be fine.”

	So I let Louise take me home, even though what I really wanted to do was stay with him and see him through his pain. I was growing tired of leaving every time it got bad.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-One

	 

	 

	Thursday morning Connor arrived at school more haggard than usual.

	“I can’t do tonight,” he told me in the corridor. “The last two days have been bad. Friday?”

	“I thought you liked to keep Fridays free to go out.”

	Connor rubbed his brow. “I can’t wait that long. I need tonight.”

	I looked at him. The question hung between us

	what do you do when you go out? 

	but I didn’t ask it. He wouldn’t answer anyway. I agreed to Friday.

	Thursday afternoon I caught the bus into Stamford and picked up the dry-cleaning. When I returned home, I took out the dresses and held them up in front of my mirror. They were all divine, but I still loved the charcoal-blue outfit the most.

	On Friday Connor wasn’t at school. In the afternoon, I caught the bus from school and went to his house. I was worried about how he would be; his week had seemed so hard. He had been so very worn. So very near the end.

	But when I walked around to the rear of the house and let myself in through the kitchen, I found him sitting at the breakfast bar, his legs up on another stool, sipping coffee. Dressed in a black suede jacket, his arm was carelessly slung over the back of the stool.

	He looked alive. Charged. 

	Louise was busily stuffing a chicken for dinner.

	“Mademoiselle Emma!” She lifted her chicken covered fingers. “But alas, I cannot embrace you!”

	“Embrace me after.” I looked at Connor. “How are you?”

	He eyed me. “You can embrace me, if you like.”

	I flushed. Something in his eyes. Something primal. I glanced at Louise.

	Louise grinned and turned towards the pantry.

	I went to Connor. He bristled with a dark, dangerous energy. 

	I couldn’t help myself: I took his jacket and pulled him to me. Connor wrapped his legs around me. 

	We kissed, deeply. I melted into him, relishing the feel of his tongue against mine. I pressed my body against his. He ran his hand up my back, into my hair, pulled me in tighter. I could feel the muscles in his arms flex and flow, feel how his body wanted to be even closer.

	I felt hollow. Giddy.

	If it wasn’t the afternoon, if Louise wasn’t in the house, if it wouldn’t bring the End of Days . . . I was frightened by how badly I wanted him.

	Louise came out of the pantry, saw that we were still busy and went back in.

	I finally let Connor go, mostly to save myself. I climbed onto the stool next to him, flushed and embarrassed. 

	“Ahh,” Louise sighed, “I like to see this. It remind me of the days when I was so young.”

	Connor looked at me. His eyes told me things that had no place in a kitchen on a bright spring day. I was breathing way too fast.

	“I would offer you some food, Mademoiselle,” Louise said apologetically, “but I have no clean hands. In a little while, yes?”

	“No hurry, Louise, really,” I told her. “I’m not really hungry now anyway.” I tried hard not to look at Connor. In truth I was hungry for something, but it wasn’t food.

	Connor finished his coffee. “Let’s get study out of the way; I’m in too good a mood to be talking about Hitler.”

	We went down to the sitting room. Study was the last thing I wanted to do, but there were only two more study sessions left. There was still fact-checking and proofing, jobs that simply couldn’t be avoided.

	Besides, it seemed safer than getting too close to Connor.

	I wondered how he had recovered so quickly. Maybe it was the night out. It occurred to me that it wasn’t the first time that he had been much better after a night out.

	What did he do? I wondered. It wasn’t drugs or alcohol – they would make him feel worse the next day. Whatever it was, it was as if it lifted the veil of his pain. 

	Like it reset him. 

	And charged him, with frighteningly visceral energy. 

	By the time I could smell roasting chicken, our work was nearly done. I began to close off the files.

	Abruptly, Connor convulsed. He buried his face in a cushion and groaned.

	I knelt beside him. “How bad?”

	“Ten,” he rasped.

	I sat back, helpless. There was nothing I could do for him now, not until whoever caused the evil stopped doing it. And, as I had learned, sometimes the evildoers inflicted their pain for a long, long time on many, many people.

	I went to the kitchen.

	Louise was matter of fact. “We must help him to bed.” She adjusted the pans on the stovetop and went with me back to the sitting room. Connor writhed on the sofa, panting.

	Louise bent down and took hold of his arm. “Come, Monsieur Harman. We take you upstairs.”

	As she pulled, Connor staggered upwards. Louise hefted his arm over her shoulder. I put myself under the other arm. With Connor shuddering between us, we half-carried, half-dragged him from the room.

	Near the top of the staircase, he twisted from our grasp and fell. Louise knelt down and repositioned his arm. I did the same.

	“Monsieur Harman, up!”

	Connor struggled to his feet. His eyes rolled back in his head. 

	We manhandled him along the corridor and through his bedroom doors. Louise pulled aside the curtain on his bed and lowered him down. He rolled away.

	“We take away his shirt and shoes,” Louise said. She unzipped Connor’s boots.

	I undid the buttons on his shirt. His skin was already burning. I worked efficiently and coolly, copying Louise, pushing through my anger.

	It wasn’t fair that he had to live like this.

	When Connor was wearing only his jeans, he rolled away into a fetal position.

	“We leave him now,” Louise told me. “He no like too much fuss in the start. If it go a long time, I change him into pajama and tend him with the ice.”

	I was watching Connor. I didn’t want to leave. 

	Louise touched my arm gently. “We go eat, he want us to. We cannot be there for him if we are hungry ourselves.”

	Against my instincts, I followed her downstairs. I climbed reluctantly onto a stool and slumped on my elbows. Louise finished the dinner.

	“I hate seeing him like that, it’s not fair.”

	“I know, Mademoiselle,” Louise said softly. “When my Monsieur Harman die, I have some small gladness that I never have to see him suffer again. But here I am now, watching the same pain. This thing they have, it is so cruel.”

	I said nothing; I was in danger of crying.

	Louise was reflective. “I almost did not come here,” she admitted. “I know Monsieur Connor had the pain before I come and I think – do I want to see it again?” 

	She sighed. “But then I think; if I don’t come, who will watch over him? Maybe some stupid person who not knows what to do, maybe someone who does not care. How could I not come?”

	In that instant, I loved Louise fiercely. This woman - who had a million Euro, who desperately wanted to go and live in France with her sister after a lifetime of servitude - had given up so much to look after someone that she didn’t even know. 

	“But I see you,” Louise said firmly. “You care for him. It give me hope that he will be in even better hands than mine one day.”

	“I’ll never be as good as you.”

	“It come with time. We eat at table, yes?” 

	I looked at the table. The lights were on the curtains. I got off the stool, crossed to the switch and turned the curtain lights off. Now whoever watched could see that it was just me and Louise.

	They might as well see, I thought, because it’s true.

	We sat across from one another. Quiet jazz played. We talked about anything, everything. Time needed to be filled, time in which Connor would either recover, or go long enough for Louise to have to help him. 

	After Louise cleared away the dinner plates, she brought me an ice-cream sundae.

	“You eat. I go make Monsieur Harman ready for the night. Change pajama, prepare the ice.”

	I didn’t want to sit downstairs while Louise went to prepare Connor. I wanted to help. But I made myself eat some of the sundae, hoping that whoever watched could see me.

	Proof that Connor and I aren’t doing anything. Just me, sitting alone.

	Louise came back down ten minutes later, her brow furrowed.

	“I am sorry, Mademoiselle, but the pain, it is so bad. I need to tend Monsieur Harman. Perhaps you could get a taxi to your home?

	I hesitated for only a second. Then I asked: “Louise, would you show me how to tend him?”

	She gave me a sweet, sad smile. “Oui, Mademoiselle, I will show you.”

	


Chapter Sixty-Two

	 

	 

	Connor was laying on his side in his pajama shorts, facing away from us. His hair was lank with sweat. 

	Louise showed me the tabletop, which still contained a bowl of ice, a glass jug of water, face towels, a spray bottle, and some hand towels.

	“He burn,” Louise whispered, “so you cool him. He will say nothing to you at this time, because he cannot. Later, when he is well, he will tell you that it helps, even if you believe in this moment that it does not. Sometimes, when he is better, I give him a glass of water. If he go too long with the pain and he cannot drink, I melt the ice into his mouth. Sometimes he crunch the ice. There is more ice in freezer, if you need.”

	She picked up the towels. “You dry his sweat, you replace it with this.” She held up the spray bottle. “This cool his flesh.”

	She looked over at Connor and her face softened into sadness. “He no like all this fuss, which is why we must always leave him for some time. After then, he can no more tell me he doesn’t need it, because I know that he do.”

	I looked at the array of items on the tabletop and then to Connor. I was nervous, but I wanted to help. I would stay for as long as I could.

	Louise smiled at me. “I leave you? You call me if you need help?”

	I nodded. Louise hugged me, long and deeply, and left the room.

	I lifted the curtain to look at Connor. His body was slick with sweat. I picked up a towel and the spray bottle and sat down on the bed beside him. Gently, I began to wipe him down.

	He shuddered under my touch and then lay still, panting softly.

	I wiped his back and arms dry, and then wrapped ice cubes into the face cloth and drew it over his skin. 

	His eyes were squeezed shut. His mouth was open, just a little. His breath was rapid, shuddering.

	I wiped his face and brow. I had no idea if I was having an effect, but I had to trust what Louise had told me - that Connor was grateful even if he couldn’t tell me so.

	And so began my night. 

	I drifted around the bed, sitting first on one side then the other as he twisted and turned. I dried his skin and misted it again. I learned that there were times when he was relatively still, and other times when the pain was so great that he thrashed from side to side and all I could do was wait for it to be over.

	During those times I would ball my fists into my eyes and cry. 

	Later, Connor rolled onto his back. His lips were dry and cracking. I took an ice cube and climbed into the bed beside him, careful not to touch him. Gently, I drew the ice cube across his lips. I watched his breath mist the cube.

	He pursed his lips into the ice cube and sucked greedily. I gently let it slide into his mouth. I fetched another and repeated the process. He was thirsty.

	I brought over a cup of water and turned his face towards the straw. His lips closed on it. He drank long and deep. Then his body spasmed and he curled into a ball, shaking.

	It tore my soul. He didn’t deserve it. 

	When he stepped up for the task, ten thousand years ago, had he known what it would entail? Had he seen this: the day after day, endless torment of a world so close to the end?

	But it was because he was so strong that he endured so much. If he’d laid down his Burden already, it would be over. By refusing to give in, he was making every day, every year, much worse.

	And now I’ve come along and made it even harder.

	By falling in love with me, Connor’s pain was increased. How much of what he endured right now, I wondered, was extra pain because he loved me? Might he have had just a little relief by never knowing me?

	I wanted to walk away. I wanted to make him not love me anymore. I thought about all the ways that I could be mean to him, shut him out, make him hate me. Maybe that would buy him extra time, relieve his pain a little.

	But he didn’t want that, he’d told me so. He was prepared to go through this and worse, to have me with him.

	The only other alternative was to find a way to help him. I couldn’t help him, not as a Mortal, but maybe there was someone else who could. Someone stronger than Ingrid, more passionate, more in love with the world.

	Where would I find such a person? Where would I begin to look?

	Connor moaned and rolled onto his back. His chest heaved with the effort of drawing air. I misted him, then gathered ice cubes in a towel and pressed them on his chest. 

	Just for a second his eyes fluttered open. He looked at me, fully at me.

	I could see pain. Intense, unbearable pain.

	And love.

	Then his pain tore him away. 

	I choked back a sob. 

	My back pocket blinged. I took out my phone and found a text from Ethan.

	y r u still there so late? something wrong?

	I looked at the time: 10:38pm. God, where had the night gone? 

	I should order a cab, go home and wait for Monday. I should lay awake in my bed and worry about him and imagine Louise here by his side, tending him.

	That’s what I should do.

	But Connor was writhing in pain right there, in front of me. 

	He needed me.

	And suddenly, just like that, I was over it. 

	Too bad what Ethan thought. Damn the consequences.

	I slipped out of the bedroom and quietly called my mother. “Hi, Mom, it’s me.”

	“Really, Emma? Because when you ring me, you know, from your phone, it does tend to tell me who you are.” My mother’s sarcastic tone was probably a by-product of the fact that she had friends over for drinks. Mom probably thought she was hilarious.

	I decided that, in this case, a statement might work better than a question. I braced myself. 

	“I’m going to stay the night at Connor’s house.”

	“What? Emma, you know I won’t approve of that.” My mother’s hand covered the phone as she hissed to her friends: “Emma’s staying over at the hottie’s house.” There were exclamations and giggles in the background.

	“Mom,” I began.

	“No, seriously, dear,” Mom said. “You are not staying at that boy’s house.”

	“He’s in pain and I don’t want to leave him.”

	“Let his parents take care of him. That’s what parents are for.”

	Knowing it wasn’t going to help my case any, but wanting to tell a kind of truth, I said: “His parents are away. It’s just Louise on her own.”

	“And this is supposed to make me feel better?”

	I heard her hiss: “His parents aren’t there.”

	Excited gasps from the onlookers. A wolf whistle.

	I tried to cut through the confusion at my mother’s end of the line - I wished her hormonal over-forties friends would just shut up. 

	“Mom,” I said, “think about it; if Connor’s in pain, we’re not going to be up to anything you wouldn’t approve of, are we?”

	“How do I know he’s actually in pain? Put him on.”

	“He can’t talk,” I growled, exasperated. “I’ll get Louise if you like.”

	Mom sighed. “Don’t bother her; I’m sure she’s busy.”

	“Look,” I said wearily, “I’m tired of running home every time he gets like this. If I’m going to be with him, I need to see him through the good and the bad.”

	“Yes, that’s all very well, dear,” Mom said, “but what if he suddenly feels better in the night and decides to thank you personally? I mean seriously, are you going to turn him away?”

	Titters and howls from the other end.

	I grimaced. This was not a subject any girl wanted to talk about with her mother, but it was crunch time.

	“We can’t do that. Connor won’t, not at this stage of our relationship.”

	My mother paused. “Is that some kind of religious thing?”

	I rolled my eyes. “You could say that.”

	“He’s a Christian,” I heard her whisper. “And a virgin!”

	The onlookers swooned and sighed. 

	Mom’s voice came back through the phone. “So I can trust you to make the right choices?”

	“Mom,” I said, “if Connor and I were going to do . . . the thing, we would have done it already. I’ve been here a dozen times or more, remember?”

	“Yes, good point. Okay, I’m fine with it.”

	“And Dad? Will you explain to him?”

	“He’s already asleep,” Mom said, and added wryly: “Unless you would like me to wake him and ask?”

	“No! We’re good. I’ll see you in the morning.”

	Just before I ended the call I remembered something important: “And Mom?”

	“Yes, dear.”

	“If you get any calls from Ethan, can you ignore them? He knows I’m staying over and he’s going to freak out.”

	“You haven’t told him about Connor yet?”

	“No,” I replied. “But he’s kind of going to know after tonight. If he calls you and starts going all psycho about it, just hang up. You really don’t need to deal with that on my behalf.”

	“Ethan would never do that,” Mom admonished. “He’s such an angel.”

	“You would think so. Goodnight, Mom.”

	“Goodnight, dear, be good.”

	And my mother was gone, back to her gaggle of giggling friends. God only knew what they were going to talk about now. I wouldn’t be surprised if she called me back in two minutes and demanded I come straight home.

	But right now there were more immediate problems.

	I went back into Connor’s room to wipe and mist him. 

	Then I texted Ethan back.

	staying over. connor in pain - don’t want to leave louise. 

	That was met swiftly and angrily one minute later with:

	louise knows what she is doing. catch a cab or i can take you.

	I sat and looked at that text for a long time. What I said over the next few minutes was going to change everything. 

	louise my friend. staying with her.

	Ethan sent back:

	don’t want you to. meet me outside.

	I sucked in air and readied myself.

	No

	My phone rang. Connor twisted at the sound. I cancelled the call and switched it to silent. Ethan tried to call five more times and went back to texting.

	why won’t you speak to me?

	made up my mind I wrote back. 

	don’t stay with him.

	I narrowed my eyes. That was what it came down to in the end. He just didn’t want me near Connor. 

	he’s my friend too. I wrote back.

	he’s dangerous.

	Really? I thought. I sent back maybe to you, not to me.

	It took a few minutes for Ethan’s next message. I could imagine him next door, shouting and rampaging at Bart and Frank and Ingrid. Perhaps they were already out on the balcony, watching the house. I wasn’t about to go and look.

	if you don’t leave i assume foul play and send police :(

	I sent back the only thing that I knew mattered to him.

	you send anyone, call anyone, and prom is off. i vow i will never speak to you again.

	I turned my phone off. Let him stew on that. I hoped he would interfere so that I could hold true to my vow.

	I wondered if he was pacing the floor, weighing up whether to actually call someone in to try and “rescue” me. What story he would give and how he could convince them to take me from the house - that would be interesting. Connor was in no position to stop anyone who came to his house and Ethan knew it.

	But the repercussions. Was Ethan willing to risk losing me over one night? Assuming he lived very long after Connor recovered.

	Did he think that I was doing what I’d told him, staying to keep Louise company? Did he think that Connor had Charmed me and even now the two of us were having deep, lustful sex all night long?

	If only that were true.

	He probably did think it. I’d come to learn that Ethan usually assumed the worst of people instead of the best. 

	Connor moaned. 

	I rose and began to tend him.

	 

	Much later, Louise knocked gently on the door. I slipped into the corridor.

	“You are going well?” Louise’s fingers were tightknit. 

	I nodded. “He’s still in pain, but I think I’m doing okay.”

	“I know you will,” Louise said, “you love him. I go to bed, but if you get tired or he wake hungry, you call me, okay? I take over for you or I make him some food.”

	“God, no,” I shook my head. “This might be the first night in forever that you don’t have to worry about a Monsieur Harman being in pain. Sleep and enjoy it. Tell me what he likes and I’ll get it for him.”

	Louise smiled, sadly and sweetly. “You are a good girl, you look after me too. I leave chicken in the fridge and fresh-made mayonnaise. There is bread on the counter for sandwiches and cake in the cupboard. Monsieur Harman, he like simple food after the pain.”

	“I’ll take care of him,” I reassured her. “You go to bed and take care of you.” 

	Louise hugged me tightly. “I sleep deep, because I know you are with him.”

	I watched her walk away and turn into the next door. Her bedroom was next to Connor’s. I supposed it would have to be – considering the amount of time she was on call, day and night.

	I went back into Connor’s room. He was on his back again, staring sightlessly at the ceiling.

	I did what I could, for as long as I could, until my arms ached and my eyes kept closing. It was well after midnight, close to one, when I slid my jeans off and crawled up onto the bed near him. His body still burned.

	I had to sleep, just for a while. If he stirred again I would tend him, but right now all I needed was a few minutes. Enough to recover.

	I closed my eyes. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Three

	 

	 

	I came back from the darkness. Something soft had touched my forehead. Laying on my back, I opened my eyes.

	Connor’s face was above mine. He was raised up on one arm, leaning over me. He saw that I was awake and kissed my forehead again.

	I sighed inwardly. He was better. The world was at peace.

	Connor kissed my nose, my cheek, moving slowly down towards my mouth. I tingled underneath him, tickled by his touch. These were thank you kisses, careful and loving.

	His lips caressed mine, gentle, tentative. I did not try to kiss him back, not just yet. I allowed myself just to feel the sweetness of him, the softness of his mouth. He kissed me in that tiny corner of my lips where I was most ticklish. I melted into the pleasant glow that grew inside.

	I lifted a hand and drew my fingers over his face, feeling the shape of his cheekbone, the curve of his neck. His skin was warm under my touch. I rested my fingertips gently on the vein in his neck, the carotid vein, that one that his hand had guided me to weeks ago. I could feel his pulse, strong and true.

	I drew my fingers along to his lips. He kissed them. Then he kissed slowly along my arm to my shoulder. I arched my neck as he moved upwards. When he reached my ear, he took my earlobe into his mouth.

	My body flushed hot. These were no longer thank you kisses. This was something else. I turned my face to his and he met my lips. I opened my mouth to him. Ours tongues met in a breathless embrace, twisting on one another. 

	I arched my body against him, willing him to press against me. He moved onto me, between my legs. I could feel him, hard against me. I lifted my hips to meet him. 

	I ran my hands up the length of his arms; feeling the dip and crest of his muscles, how they flowed strong and good.

	Connor leaned down and hungrily kissed my mouth, my neck, my ear, my mouth again. I groaned softly beneath him. He ran his hand down my side, onto my waist, down lower, behind me. He pulled my buttocks into his pelvis. I could feel him, hard, through the thin layer of our clothes.

	I pushed against him. He felt so strong and so there. I could only imagine what it would be like to have him inside me, to feel his strength enveloping me.

	To be one with him.

	In that moment, helplessly lost, if he had asked me, I would have said yes. I would have taken the chance that nothing would go wrong in the world. It was selfish, but when Connor moved against me, his mouth on my mouth, his body on my body, nothing else mattered. 

	The Serpent and the Virgin.

	I had dropped my sword long ago. I willed him to lose himself, to press ahead. The only thing that held us back was ourselves, and if I was honest, I wasn’t holding back anymore.

	I had no idea how long we spent like that, moving against one another, lost in time and darkness and flesh. But our urgency grew and with it, the danger that neither of us could say no.

	Finally, Connor kissed me, long and deep and hard. He grunted in anger and pushed himself away. 

	“I don’t know what’s worse,” he groaned. “Suffering the pain of Evil, or not being able to be with you.”

	I rolled onto my stomach and took his hand in mine. I burned for him so badly. “Mom let me stay. I told her we couldn’t do the thing, and I guess now she thinks you’re a Christian virgin.”

	Connor looked up at the ceiling. “Sadly, I am neither. You know that, don’t you?”

	I nodded. It would be naive to think anything else.

	“I wasn’t ever in love.” He met my gaze. “You have that, at least.”

	“I don’t want to know.”

	“No,” he whispered. “You don’t.”

	I was grateful for the distraction. It was cooling my fire, making it easier to stay away from him.

	His stomach growled.

	I grinned. “Louise said you’d be hungry.”

	“Hungry for you.” He pulled me towards him.

	We kissed again, side by side, facing one another. The length of our bodies touched but it had none of the unfettered urgency of before; now it was gentle, loving.

	Finally, Connor could no longer ignore his hunger. He sat up.

	I rose beside him. “I’ll get something from the kitchen.”

	He took my hand and kissed it. “You fetch nothing for me. We go down together.”

	And so we did, in the dark depths of the night; Connor in his pajama pants, I in my t-shirt and underpants. Connor turned on the curtain lights before we entered so that no-one could see in. I wondered if Ethan was awake and watching all night, looking for signs that something was going on.

	Something is going on, Ethan, I thought back at him, just sadly not as much as Connor and I would like.

	We took food from the fridge, cold chicken and mayonnaise and milk, and cake from the pantry. I cut thick slices of bread and together we made sandwiches. We sat at the breakfast bar and ate them. It was nearly three in the morning.

	Connor wolfed down his first round and started into his second. I ate mine more slowly, watching him.

	“Are you always like this, after?”

	Connor nodded, chewing. “It’s like running a marathon. I need carbs and sugar, every time.” He reached for the cake.

	“Who was it, last night?” 

	“Sunni insurgents in Iraq. An attack in Shiite territory. Bombs, shooting massacres, torture.” He grunted angrily. “All in the name of religion.”

	I sighed. “We’re so lucky here. We have our share of nutcases and murderers, but we don’t have to worry every day that someone has set a bomb under our bus or might torture our parents.”

	Connor said nothing. He, above all other people, knew the truth of that. When his cake was gone and his glass was empty, he looked at me.

	“Brighton knows you’re here.”

	I nodded. “He tried to make me leave. He thinks I’m here to help Louise. Or maybe he thinks worse.”

	“I’d think worse. If you need help with him, if he gets . . . out of hand, let me know.”

	“With what? You have no phone.”

	He shrugged. “Just call me in your head. I’ll come.”

	It was an impressive concept, but I was too tired to care. I yawned, suddenly feeling the weight of the night.

	Imagine how tired he must be. How does he do it, day after day?

	“Come on,” Connor said, “let’s go back to bed.”

	I smiled. If only that were true.

	He took my hand and led me upstairs. In bed, he cocooned my body with his.

	I listened to the sound of him falling asleep, the steady flow of his breathing in and out. Tucked under his arm, my fingers clenched in his, I felt happy and safe and loved. 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Four

	 

	 

	I woke slowly. The room was still dark. My face was nestled into Connor’s side, one arm sprawled across his chest. He was on his back, warm and still, breathing peacefully.

	I smiled. This is how I should wake up every morning from now on.

	But this was real life, where nice, normal seventeen-year-old girls did not suddenly leave their parents’ home to go live with their odd, antisocial boyfriends.

	The time might come one day, I knew, but not soon.

	Connor turned his head towards me. “Morning.” 

	I could hear the tension in his voice. I lifted my head to look at him. “What level?”

	He shrugged away my concern. “Five, it’s not so bad.”

	He reached over to the bedside table for the remote control. Then, perhaps realizing he didn’t need to pretend anymore, he lay back down. The curtains slid back of their own accord. I closed my eyes against the brightness and laid my head on his chest.

	“God,” I groaned. “What time is it?”

	“Just after nine.”

	“At home I’d sleep to eleven.”

	“You’re not at home.” 

	I snuggled into him in delight. “No, I’m not.”

	He squeezed me. I kissed his chest. It tasted of salt.

	“You need a shower,” I told him. “And so do I.”

	“Use the bathroom down the hall,” Connor said, “because if you come anywhere near mine, the world might end.”

	I rested my chin on his ribs and grinned at him. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

	He rolled his eyes. “Get out of here. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

	I took my clothes and found the bathroom. I showered and dressed quickly.

	Downstairs, Connor was already at the breakfast table. He was wolfing down pancakes and maple sauce.

	As I sat down Louise breezed over with a pitcher of orange juice. “Good morning, Mademoiselle, some juice for you?”

	“Please.”

	She poured a glass. “I sleep so well!” She exclaimed. “I know you watch Monsieur Harman and so I relax.”

	I smiled up at her.

	“And then I sleep in too late,” she added. “I come rushing down here to say sorry and make breakfast but, no-one here.”

	I glanced at Connor. He smiled.

	What I loved about being in Connor’s house was that Louise made no judgments. My parents would make a big deal about me staying over; Louise assumed that it was perfectly normal. I wondered if that was a European thing, or simply the result of a lifetime of employers that could do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted, without question.

	Louise grinned and turned away. “I was going to make the crepes,” she called back, “but Monsieur Harman, he say you might like the American pancakes better.”

	I frowned at him. “I like crepes too.”

	Louise threw a smile at Connor. “See, Monsieur Harman, I said she would like the crepes. This is a girl who knows the thyme.” 

	Connor held up his hands in defeat, too busy chewing to speak.

	“Hungry, much?” I asked him.

	“Carbs and sugar.”

	I grinned. “How do you stay so thin if you eat like this all the time?”

	I supposed I already knew the answer – Connor was in the gym at least three times a week, maybe more. Every night he writhed in pain for hours. No wonder he was starving in the morning.

	I ate my pancakes, trying not to think about going home. Going home meant facing Ethan. 

	What would I tell him? Probably what I had told him last night - that I stayed to help Louise. Up until the point where Connor’s kisses woke me in the night, it was all true. 

	Ethan could never imagine that I would willingly want to be with Connor. He could only imagine that Connor would Charm me. I could hardly argue otherwise – I wasn’t supposed to know about Charming and Blocking.

	Near the end of breakfast, Connor leaned back, put his legs up and hung his arm over the back of his chair.

	“I’m going to have Louise drop you home.”

	“Why? You’ve dropped me home before.”

	“You stayed over. Louise is easier.”

	That reminded me to check my phone. I pulled it from my backpack and switched it on.

	There were eleven messages, all from Ethan. Some from the night before, some from that morning. 

	10:50 emma, i’m sorry, pls call me back.

	10:58 emma, i’m just worried, its only natural. i just want to know ur ok.

	11:13 pls will you sms.

	11:30 you must have turned phone off. if you turn back on b4 morn, sms me.

	12:30 will be awake any time. call if you need me.

	And then, in the morning:

	07:45 u must be up by now. call me.

	08:02 i can give u a lift home any time.

	08:30 wake up ems.

	08:36 r u ok? r u still sleeping?

	09:01 on balcony. come outside and wave :)

	10:02 will wait for you, however long it takes.

	I deleted them all. When I looked up, Connor was watching me. 

	I shrugged at him. “He’s worse than my mom.”

	“Louise can give you her number. Any trouble and you call her or think of me – I’ll be there faster than you can imagine.”

	Reluctantly, I gathered my things. Connor walked down with us to the garage. Louise chose a nice, sensible car. As she climbed in, I tossed my backpack into the front seat and turned to Connor.

	He was wincing; level six, maybe seven. I slipped my hands around his waist and rested my head against his chest.

	“I don’t want to go.” 

	He kissed my forehead. “Maybe one day, you won’t have to.”

	I looked up at him. “That day can’t come soon enough.”

	He kissed me. His body trembled. I squeezed him one last time and got into the car.

	We drove out into the bright light of day. Louise gave me her phone number and I put it foremost on my phone. It was reassuring to have a link to Connor, finally. He was possibly the only person in the universe with no Facebook, no email, no phone, no twitter, not even a landline.

	On the other hand, I thought, it was nice to know that when I was with him, he was totally with me, not distracted by technology.

	As we drove past Ingrid’s house, the garage door opened. I had time to see the red of Ethan’s Mustang before the car was lost to view. A short distance later I saw him in the side mirror, following.

	I grew nervous. When I got home there would be no recovery time, no time to think things through or keep away from him. He would be right there. To avoid him would look very, very bad.

	I had until I got home to get my story straight.

	I did have my story, I supposed. I was Louise’s friend. I’d admitted last night to being Connor’s friend too, but that didn’t have to mean anything. What I had to be clear about was whether or not I actually ever went into Connor’s bedroom (I would say I hadn’t) and how, exactly, I had helped Louise (by bringing new towels and ice and making food and drinks). 

	Ethan might not entirely buy that excuse, because Louise had been looking after Connor for a long time and didn’t need any help. But Louise would never have refused my offer.

	I’d slept in a bedroom on the same floor so that I could be on call if I needed to be. I’d woken late, after nine, and come down to find Connor and Louise already up. I hadn’t turned my phone on until I got in the car with Louise and only then found the eleven messages. I saw no point in replying because Ethan was right behind me in his car.

	Perfect. 

	I checked my story for gaps and found none.

	I settled back into my seat and mentally readied myself.

	 

	As Louise pulled into the driveway, I thanked her and told her not to come in.

	Louise leaned across and hugged me. “Merci, Mademoiselle. You make me happy, because you make him so happy. Come again soon.”

	As she pulled out of the driveway, I could already see the Mustang waiting down the road. I walked swiftly to the front door and shouted a general hello as I went inside. 

	Mom called out from the kitchen: “In here.”

	I headed for the kitchen - I had to get everything out of the way before Ethan came in. 

	My father was at the dining table, hovering over the newspaper in his reading glasses. He looked over their rim as I entered.

	I could see the question in his eyes, the one he wasn’t going to ask. But he was looking for clues.

	“So, how’s Connor?” Mom asked. Her tone of voice asked the same question.

	I set my backpack on the countertop. “He’s better, but not brilliant. He’s still in bed.”

	My father winced.

	I shifted uncomfortably. What was that phrase people used to describe when something huge was unspoken in a room full of people?

	Elephant in the room. That was it.

	Had I slept with Connor? The question was a massive elephant, stomping around, waiting to be acknowledged.

	A few weeks earlier I would have ignored the elephant. I would have taken my backpack and gone up to my room and left my parents to throw looks at one another and shrug and hope.

	But I was kind of past that now. When your boyfriend was basically Lucifer and you’d been exposed to all the evils of the world, and when your closest male friend was an Angel, it really had a way of putting things in perspective.

	Especially when that Angel was about to ring the doorbell and get furious at you.

	I sucked in a deep breath. “I didn’t sleep with Connor, okay?” 

	My parents froze, like they’d been caught doing something bad. My mother shot a glance at my father.

	“I could have,” I said quickly. “We had his whole house to ourselves and Louise minds her own business. But, like I told you, Mom, Connor won’t do that, and he spent most of the night in screaming pain. So I’m still nice, normal Emma and not some sexual freak you have to worry about. It’s not going to happen any time soon. Maybe never.”

	The doorbell rang. I picked up my backpack. “That’s Ethan,” I said. “We’re going to have the talk.”

	As I headed for the door, I heard my father rattle the newspaper.

	“Well,” he muttered to my mother, “I’m glad we cleared that up.”

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Five

	 

	 

	I opened the door. 

	Ethan was dark with anger. He grabbed my hand and wrenched me outside.

	“Ethan -” I started.

	“Get in the car.” He dragged me down the driveway.

	I didn’t want to go. I would rather have stayed at my house where it was safe, where he couldn’t go crazy if he lost the plot. In his car he could do anything, take me anywhere.

	The car was a dangerous place to be.

	But the murder on his face told me that to refuse him was more dangerous. I let him manhandle me inside the passenger seat and sat, motionless, while he strode around to his seat. He slammed the door, revved up his car, and reversed out.

	As he took off he squealed the tires, long and hard. He left a cloud of smoke over the road.

	I fingered the phone in my back pocket. Louise’s number was only a few keystrokes away if I needed it.

	And I might.

	Ethan drove too fast, but he didn’t drive very far, He pulled up angrily in the parking lot at the school oval. A baseball game was underway; the bleachers were half full of parents and friends. The cheerleaders were out in full swing, jumping and singing

	It was a normal, ordinary Saturday.

	Ethan’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. He stared fixedly out the window. I didn’t dare speak first.

	“Did you sleep with him?”

	Wow, straight to the point. I hadn’t expected that. 

	“Ethan, Connor was in pain.”

	“Not all night. I know what causes his pain and it ended at two in the morning.”

	“I wasn’t awake then.”

	“So did you sleep with him?” 

	I tried to open the door. It was locked. I thumped my hand against it. “Let me out.”

	Ethan was cold. “Why, Emma?”

	“Because you’re being ridiculous,” I growled. “Let me out of this car, or I swear I’ll kick your God-damned windscreen in.”

	The door unlocked. I grabbed my backpack, got out and slammed the door behind me. I headed towards the bleachers.

	Towards people.

	Ethan was out of the car and came up behind me, fast.

	“I was willing to forgive you, even if you had,” he said after me, “because Connor could have made you do it. But he doesn’t have to make you, does he?”

	I turned to look at him. “What do you mean?”

	His voice was cool. “Your first reaction was anger, Emma. If you still found Connor annoying, if you still hated him like you say you do, you would have been repulsed by my accusation.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “But you weren’t repulsed. You were angry. And you deflected the question.”

	“I didn’t sleep with him.”

	“But you want to.”

	I turned away. What was I supposed to say? 

	But in saying nothing I’d said enough, and I knew it. 

	Ethan caught up and blocked me. “Are you in love with him?” He spat the word.

	I tried to walk around him, but he wouldn’t allow it. 

	From the other side of the bleachers, a bat cracked against a ball. The crowd roared.

	“Emma,” he pleaded, “just tell me what’s going on.”

	“What do you want me to say?”

	“The truth.”

	I snorted. “The truth hasn’t really been your strong point lately.”

	I turned away, ready to walk. Then I reconsidered.

	Now is the time.

	If it was going to be done, it should be done now, when he thought the worst anyway. What was the point of denying everything, only to tell him the truth in two weeks? 

	I looked at him. “Yes,” I said quietly, “I’m in love with him.”

	Ethan went pale. “He made you love him?”

	“He didn’t make me love him, I just do. I love him for who he is, the real him.”

	“You don’t know the real him,” Ethan growled. “You don’t know anything about him. If you knew the truth, you could never love him.”

	“Yes,” I said, “actually, I can.” I started walking towards the bleachers again. Ethan hung by my side. 

	“Ask him to tell you the truth.”

	“He already has.” 

	Ethan snorted. 

	I turned to face him. “I know, Ethan, okay? He told me everything. And I know that you want the End of Days more than he does - which is kind of weird, given that you’re supposed to be the Good Guy.”

	Ethan gaped at me. “He told you?” He ran his fingers through his hair in utter disbelief and turned in a small, confused circle. “Why the hell would he . . .?”

	He spun around to me.

	“You know?” His voice rose to a shrill shriek; “You know and you’re still WITH him?”

	He paced furiously back and forth. “How can you stay with him? How can you even speak to him? I don’t -”

	He looked at me. “He hasn’t told you the worst of who he is yet, has he? He hasn’t told you what he’s done. What he does on the weekends.”

	I winced. “Not yet, but he will.”

	I reached the end of the bleachers. There was no-one nearby. I climbed up a few seats and sat down. At least now we were in the public view, no matter what happened.

	Ethan stood a couple of rows down, facing me. “He won’t tell you, he’s afraid that you’ll go.” 

	He laughed, bitterly. “At last, he’s finally afraid of something.”

	“I won’t go.”

	“You might.” He looked at me, thoughtful. 

	He dropped to the seat in front of me and took my hand. He met my gaze steadily. 

	“I was going to give you everything,” he said. “Our first kiss was to be at the prom. Later we would get engaged. Then one day we marry. I was going to take you anywhere in the world that you wanted to go, give you everything you needed. The perfect life, wealth, children, love, happiness.”

	He gazed up at me and whispered: “I could have made you Immortal.”

	“Ethan . . .” I began, and then stopped.

	Immortal? How could he make me Immortal?

	I frowned at him. “I thought the Immortals have always been.”

	He shook his head. “The Angels have been since the dawn of time, but Immortals can be made. That’s what I could do for you, Emma, so that we could be together, always.”

	I eyed him. “How?” 

	He moved up and sat down beside me, still holding my hand in his own. “I take your soul into mine and Turn it to an Immortal soul. Then I put it back in your body.”

	I was already thinking ahead. “Does that mean I have to die first?”

	He was happy to have me interested in him, finally. “Technically, you’d be in limbo so long as I hold your soul – you only die if your soul floats free and reaches God. It takes only a minute. The world is full of Immortals who have been Turned by Angels, you just can’t tell them apart. They’re the lucky ones, who found a partner who wanted to be with them forever.”

	He squeezed my hand. The same hand that Connor broke in his pain.

	“That’s why I chose you,” he said softly, “because I want to be with you.”

	He might have been trying to Charm me, but it wasn’t working. It was never going to work. But just for now, I had to let him think that it might. 

	Because a daring, and quite selfish idea had come into my head.

	“He can give you all of the things that I can give you,” Ethan said. “But with him you’ll only have pain and suffering. You’ll only know the worst of the world, all your life. And he won’t Turn you.”

	I narrowed my eyes. “How can you know what he’d do?”

	“Because he plays the martyr,” Ethan growled. “He’ll burn in his pain, but he won’t let you watch him forever. So he’ll let you die as a Mortal while he goes on to someone new.”

	It wouldn’t be like that, I knew, because Connor hadn’t even wanted me, at the start. But this plan in my head, this crazy, wild plan, needed Ethan to still believe he had a chance with me.

	I felt cruel, but it had to be done.

	“What were you waiting for?” Ethan asked bitterly. “Why haven’t you slept with him yet? Were you waiting for prom night to be over before you betrayed me?”

	I sighed. “I’m not betraying you. I didn’t plan any of this. It just happened.”

	He let go of my hand. “I’ve been with you for three years - he hasn’t even been here one semester. I’m your friend, he was no-one to you. What could possibly draw you to him? His strength, his power? All that latent evil - is that what you find attractive in a guy? Because if you knew how many people he’s hurt, how many thousands have died by his hand -” 

	He spat out the words: “I feel sick at the thought of him touching you. If you sleep with him before you have the chance to think this through, before the prom, I swear I’ll - ”

	“I won’t!” I snapped at him. “We can’t do it, okay! We can’t. Does that make you happy?”

	Ethan narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

	“Because he’s too close,” I muttered. “He says that if we sleep together and something bad happens in the world, it could mean the End of Days. He can’t let go.”

	Ethan went very, very still. His eyes bored into mine, searching for a truth that he couldn’t find.

	“Is that what he said, exactly?”

	I snorted. “Yes! Okay? So maybe you can get out of my face about it.”

	To my great surprise, Ethan did exactly that. 

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just, I’ve always thought of you as my girl. Now there’s him. He had the whole world to live in but he came here, and ruined everything.”

	I said nothing. I was a little unnerved at how easily Ethan had calmed down once he realized that I couldn’t sleep with Connor. That was such a guy thing, to think that sleeping with a girl let him own her. He would never understand that it was a girl’s heart that would decide who she loved, not her virginity. 

	Laney-Lee was a classic example of that. How many guys had crossed her bridge only to be sent back? She was proof that the number of guys you slept with didn’t equate to how you loved them.

	In fact, my Math teacher (Mr. Saunders, not his Angel replacement), would be impressed to know that I considered the equation to be an inverse proportion – the more guys you slept with, the less likely it was that you could love any of them.

	I only wanted to sleep with one. I only wanted to love the same one.

	Ethan thought that because I couldn’t have Connor in that way, he still stood a chance with me.

	Caveman, I thought angrily.

	“How about we do this.” Ethan was calm. “You promise to make Connor tell you what it is he does, the worst things about him, before the prom. If you stay with him after that, I’ll back off. If you realize that he’s not for you, then at the prom I’ll not only kiss you, I’ll Turn you Immortal.”

	Ethan’s plan was preposterous. What kind of maniac thought that I would commit to a life-long - no, Immortal - relationship with him with only two weeks’ notice?

	The same maniac who’s been stalking me for three years, grooming me for this. 

	To me it was a sudden idea; to Ethan it had always been the idea.

	As if whatever Connor told me could drive me away. The first revelation had been bad enough and I was still there. I knew he did some bad things 

	I’m your redemption

	but how bad could they be?

	“But,” Ethan cut into my thoughts, “even if you decide to stay with him, you owe me the prom. I think, after three years, you’ve always owed me the prom. We’ll call it our last night together and then I’ll let you go.”

	I nodded. It seemed fair.

	“And he can’t be there.”

	“As if he would.”

	“Does Sarah know you’re with him?”

	I shook my head. “I haven’t told anyone.”

	“Please don’t tell her, just in case you do change your mind. Wait until after prom, can you do that?”

	I rolled my eyes. “Sure.”

	Ethan held out his little finger. “Pinky swear?”

	I eyed him, looking for sarcasm. But there was none, just him holding out his pinky with a stupid kid expression.   

	“You juvenile.” I hooked my finger into his. “Pinky swear.”

	He nodded solemnly. “You’ve just made a pact with an Angel. You can’t back out of it.”

	“No, I’m fine with it,” I said. “Thank you for being so reasonable.”

	He shrugged. “To be honest, I’m making a calculated judgment, based on the fact that you haven’t slept with him, and you don’t know the worst of him. I feel the odds are in my favor.”

	“Wow, that’s brutally truthful.”

	“It’s an Angel thing.”

	We laughed then, a good clear, honest laugh. I breathed an inward sigh of relief. It was all out there and it was good. The unmitigated fury I had been expecting from Ethan was gone.

	It turned out he had been the bigger guy after all.

	He put his arm around me and squeezed.

	We sat like that for a while in the afternoon sun, watching the game unfold, listening to the cheers of the crowd and the chants of the cheerleaders. 

	Then Ethan took me home.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Six

	 

	 

	I went straight up to my room and lay down on my bed, exhausted. It had been a big twenty-four hours.

	Mom knocked on the door and poked her head around. “Hey, how did it go with Ethan?”

	What she really meant was: the way he squealed his tires when you left, I was worried for you.

	I smiled wearily at her. “He’s okay. We’re still friends and we’re still going to the prom together.”

	She frowned. “Really?”

	I shrugged. “Connor’s never going to do it, so someone might as well go with me.”

	“Well, so long as you all know where you stand.”

	“We do,” I said. “Finally. But I’m going to get some sleep. It was a long night and I’m going out with Sarah later.”

	“Oh, to be so in demand.”

	I smiled and closed my eyes. Sleep came faster than I thought it would.

	At the movies that night I told Sarah that Ethan now knew I had a boyfriend, but I didn’t tell Sarah who he was. Not yet.

	 

	The following afternoon Ingrid picked me up and we drove into New York. On the drive, Ingrid gave me her version of the Friday night that I stayed at Connor’s.

	She shuddered, remembering. “When you texted that you weren’t going to leave, he was off the planet. He started shouting about how Connor was Charming you into sex and what he might be doing to you.”

	She looked at me. “I’d never seen him like that. He was insane. He almost called the police, but that text you sent about never speaking to him again - that held him back. He was sure Connor made you send it, but he couldn’t trust that you didn’t mean it.”

	“I meant it,” I growled. “I’m tired of leaving Connor when he gets bad. If I’m going to be with him, I’m going to be with him.”

	Ingrid grimaced. “When you and I felt his pain, even for a few seconds . . . I can’t imagine what it must be like to bear it all the time.”

	“Neither can I.” In truth, I wanted to know, because it might be the only way to save him.

	“Anyway,” Ingrid said happily, “Bart and Ethan have gone away with Frank for a big party weekend. I think Ethan’s celebrating the fact that you and Connor haven’t quite -” 

	She crinkled her nose. “You know.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Nothing to celebrate. It’s only a matter of time.”

	“He said you can’t, because it’s too dangerous.”

	My heart fell. I had hoped that Ethan had overlooked that one fact, but apparently, he knew how important it was after all.

	I had all three dresses in a carry bag. We went to Saks and upstairs to the fashion department. I took a couple of dresses from the racks into the change rooms with Ingrid, but I didn’t try them on. Instead I modeled the three dresses I had chosen from Louise.

	Ingrid fell in love with the charcoal blue outfit. I saw myself from all angles in the dress and thought I looked great in all of them. It was a slim-fitting dress of solid paisley, overlaid with panels of sheer fabric in the same color. When I twirled, the panels floated up into the air.

	Like Angel wings, I thought.

	 

	Monday morning, I found Connor at his locker, shuffling books. For the first time ever, I didn’t feel self-conscious about speaking with him. If Ethan saw us, it didn’t matter anymore.

	I leaned against the locker beside him. “Ethan knows.”

	He looked at me and waited.

	I winced. “That you and I have a relationship, and that we haven’t -”

	Haven’t what, Emma? Because you weren’t supposed to tell Ethan about that, were you? Connor specifically asked you not to. 

	I changed tack.

	“You haven’t told me the worst about you.”

	Connor went back to his books.

	“He made me make a deal with him.” 

	“What kind of deal?” 

	“That you’d tell me everything before the prom - what you do on the weekends; what you’ve done in the past. If I decide I can’t be with you, he’ll pick up where we left off before you came.” I grimaced. It sounded so lame. 

	“Not that it means anything,” I added, “because we were never going to be a couple anyway. But he just thinks like a caveman – that if I turn away from you, I’ll naturally go to him.”

	“Most guys think like that.” Connor closed the locker. 

	“We’re still going to the prom together, if that’s okay.”

	“It’s none of my business.”

	“So, will you tell me, before the prom?” 

	He glowered at me. “You made a deal. Apparently, I have no choice. Again.”

	“I’m sorry, I thought it would get him out of my face for the next two weeks.”

	Connor said nothing.

	“At least now I can come to your house anytime.” I tried to find the good in the situation. “I mean, we don’t have to hide it. And my parents know that we’re not going to End the world or anything, so they’re okay with it too.”

	Connor picked up his bag and looked at me.

	I frowned at him. What did he want me to say? What was he thinking? Was he mad at me for telling Ethan so easily? 

	God, sometimes he was so unreadable.

	“Look, I’m sorry if I made a mistake. He just cornered me, and I was so relieved that he backed down that I made this stupid deal and -”

	“I’m not angry,” Connor said. “I’m spiking to a seven. But I don’t trust him. Be on your guard.”

	He turned and walked away to Math class.

	I shouldered my bag and followed him. 

	I was expecting a dark look from Mr. Bellamy (who was undoubtedly up to speed on everything), but he wasn’t there. A substitute teacher was in for the day.

	Ethan didn’t turn up to class either. I looked at his empty desk and wondered where he was. He didn’t come to school for the rest of the day, which was both a relief and a little discomforting.

	I preferred my vengeful Angels where I could see them.

	 

	Tuesday morning Ethan was back at school and so was Mr. Bellamy. They were both sitting in the empty Math class, deep in conversation, when I walked in.

	Ethan grinned at me. “Here she is, my prom date.”

	Frank Bellamy regarded me curiously.

	And why not? I thought. Behold, the girl who loves Lucifer. The girl who would turn away an Angel to run with the Devil. What a peculiar thing I must seem to all of them.

	“Sorry I missed you yesterday,” Ethan said. “We all had a bit of a guy weekend – went to London to catch up with some friends.”

	“How nice.” 

	“Have you had that chat with your boyfriend yet?”

	 Behind Ethan, Mr. Bellamy was watching me, fascinated.

	“No, but we will.”

	Ethan’s gaze went past me. His smile became ice. I didn’t have to look to know that Connor had entered the room. I was shocked by the pure, cold hatred on Ethan’s face. 

	The class was very uncomfortable. The whole day was very uncomfortable. If Ethan had been anyone else, I might have found his jealousy amusing, but the sheer weight of his brooding disturbed me. Not for one second did he give Connor anything less than total, contemptuous hatred.

	“What’s up with Ethan?” Sarah asked me at lunch. “He’s all, get out of my face. Is this because you told him about the guy? I thought he was okay with it.”

	I shrugged helplessly. I looked across to where Connor was sitting alone. He was in pain.

	“Wait here,” I told her. “I have to arrange study with Connor.”

	Sarah rolled her eyes. “At least he’s one guy you don’t have to worry about messing with your head.”

	You have no idea.

	I wished Sarah did have an idea, because it would be nice to talk to her about it. She didn’t need to know that Angels and Lucifer walked the earth and the End of Days was nigh, but she could still talk about boys.

	Connor’s hands were clenched to fists. His eyes were closed. He opened them as I approached.

	“Study?” I asked.

	His voice was taught. “Tonight and Wednesday. Your place.”

	I frowned. “Is that so you don’t have to have that talk with me? We still have to, sometime.”

	“Saturday. Stay over.” He closed his eyes.

	I suppressed a thrill of excitement. Stay over? That would be nice – especially if Connor didn’t have any pain.

	But it also made me a little uneasy . . . it reminded me of the night Connor had sent Louise away and locked his doors to make sure that I couldn’t run. 

	I steeled myself. I’ll deal with it, whatever it is. What he does can’t be worse than who he is.

	I went back to my table. Ethan had joined us. He was glowering at Connor.

	I tried to ignore it. There was no joy now that Ethan knew. He did not take defeat well. In fact, I don’t think he saw it as defeat at all, merely as some kind of take five in which I still had to realize that I was wrong to choose Connor. 

	I couldn’t imagine how he would react when he realized the truth.

	Prom night was going to be an utter misery.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Seven

	 

	 

	I was across the road talking with Anne when Connor’s bike turned into my street. Mr. Zaleski was in his front yard with another neighbor, possibly talking about the new neighborhood initiative to raise money to bring Mr Zaleski’s son and family back to Stamford for a visit.

	 Mr Zaleski raised an arm in greeting as Connor rode past. 

	“Here comes your boyfriend,” Anne said mischievously. “Your mom said it was all official now.”

	I smiled. I supposed it was, almost.

	Connor pulled into my driveway across the road. He dismounted, all leather and leonine grace. He pulled off his helmet and shook his hair.

	Anne sighed wistfully. “He doesn’t have a single dad, or an uncle, or a really older brother, does he? It’s a shame to have all those genes wasted on just him.”

	“Sorry,” I grinned, “I’ve kind of got them all to myself.” I waved goodbye and skipped over the road to where Connor was taking off his backpack.

	“Can I kiss you, out here in public?” I asked. “Finally?”

	He smiled. “I doubt I could stop you.”

	I leaned in and kissed him, then slipped my arms into his and hugged him. It felt so good to be able to do it openly. Across the road, Anne caught my eye and theatrically pretended to swoon. I laughed.

	Connor let me go. “What’s so funny?”

	“My neighbor across the road is in love with you. And my mom too.”

	Connor shouldered his backpack. “Unfortunately, there’s only enough of me for you.”

	Inside, he saw that my parents were in the kitchen and went to greet them.

	My father had just turned the coffee machine on. “Hey, Connor, you having a coffee?”

	He was doing a really good job, I thought, of hiding the this is the boy who may or may not be having sex with my daughter but even if he’s not now, he will be one day, and there’s nothing I can really do about that except to just go with it.

	I loved my dad for how well he was handling it.

	“Sure, thanks.” Connor rested his hands on the countertop and considered them. “I want to thank you both for allowing Emma to stay over last week. She really helped. And thank you for your trust in both of us. We won’t betray it.”

	My dad shifted uncomfortably. 

	The elephant in the room, I thought.

	My mom looked less uncomfortable – she was more transfixed by Connor’s direct gaze. 

	“It’s fine, Connor, you’re both good kids. We know you’ll look out for each other.”

	Connor nodded. “I’ll look out for Emma. Whenever she’s with me, she’s safe.”

	My dad raised an eyebrow, like he wanted to point out that no-one could ever make a guarantee like that because the world was a big place and full of a thousand variables at any one time.

	Mom shut him down before he began. “That’s gorgeous, thank you.”

	There was a moment of silence.

	Dad slapped his hand on the countertop. “Coffee,” he announced. “Short black coming up. You kids get to work.”

	Connor and I went into the living room.

	“Wow,” I murmured, “I didn’t know you did parent stuff.”

	Connor flopped onto the sofa and threw me a wry smile. “The wrath of Angels, I can deal with. The wrath of parents is a whole different matter.”

	We used my father’s study to print out our assignment and began proof-reading. Connor’s writing was much more mature and thoughtful than mine but then, he did have years of experience – including, I suspected, some practical experience.

	On the weekend, I would hopefully find out for myself.

	I leaned back against him on the sofa and we proof-read the papers together. Whenever Connor spoke, I could feel his voice rumbling up through his chest. It was so good to just be with him, in front of other people, in front of my parents. Our relationship was real now. It had substance.

	I just wished the prom would hurry up and come and go so I could have everything behind us.

	That made me think of something I hadn’t noticed earlier.

	“Did anyone follow you here?” 

	I felt his head shake. “No.”

	“Is that good, or bad? Why would they suddenly stop – especially now? I would have thought that Ethan would be watching us even more closely.”

	Connor shrugged. “I don’t trust Brighton, but if I have pain-free time I’m going to spend it thinking more pleasant thoughts.” He kissed my cheek.

	I smiled. Ethan was probably taking me at my word – that Connor and I wouldn’t sleep with one another, and that Connor would tell me the truth about him. The first because it could never happen and the second because it had to happen.

	When it was time for Connor to go home, I hugged him long and hard in my driveway.

	 

	“OMG!” Sarah threw herself into the seat next to me. “You will not believe what just happened!”

	It was lunch. I was sitting with Angus and Ethan. Ethan was busy texting someone with his phone in his lap where it couldn’t be seen. 

	Sarah was wearing only yellow. On her head was a head-band sporting yellow alien antenna, onto which she had drawn black smiley faces. 

	Her smile was broader. “Brandon Kilbey just asked me to the prom!” 

	I gaped at her. “Seriously?”

	“I know!” The smiley faces bobbed happily. “I mean, I didn’t think he knew I even existed. I thought he was going to ask Brianna.”

	“Wow.” I was thrilled for Sarah, but just a little surprised. Sarah hadn’t even been on Brandon’s radar, as far as I knew.

	“Excuse me,” Angus was appalled. “I think we’re forgetting what’s really important here. I’m now officially dateless. Doomed to go stag.”

	“Oh Angus, I’m sorry.”

	“You don’t look very sorry.”

	Sarah grinned, brilliantly yellow. “Well, I’m sorry for you, not sorry for me. Oh my God!”

	“Ach, go ahead and date him,” Angus said dismally. “Go have his children for all I care.”

	Sarah sighed theatrically.

	“Angus,” Ethan looked up from his phone. “You like redheads, right?”

	“Aye,” said Angus, “the redder the better.”

	“I’ve got a friend that maybe you can go with. She’s a couple of years older, not from school.”

	Ethan flipped me a smile. “Her name’s Ingrid – Emma knows her. I think you’ll get along great.”

	Angus brightened. “I like an older woman – they make more sense.”

	I smiled reassuringly at Angus. “You’ll love her – she’s gorgeous all over, funny, excitable and sweet. And very red.”

	Angus grinned. “It’s a date.”

	After lunch, I cornered Ethan in the corridor. 

	“Why would you suggest Ingrid?”

	“Why not? Angus will love her.”

	“I know,” I said, “it’s just -”

	“What, too many Angels around for your liking?” He was cool.

	“No, I love Ingrid, you know that.” I couldn’t explain myself – I just felt odd about it, as if too many boxes had been too easily ticked.

	And that’s when I realized.

	“Wait a minute - did you Charm Brandon into asking Sarah?”

	Ethan smiled. “Maybe.”

	“And now you’ve paired up Angus with Ingrid.”

	“Yep.”

	I rolled my eyes. “What about Toby and Rob? I hope you didn’t Charm girlfriends on them.”

	“Of course not. Their parents are now happy to have gay sons, and Roby will come out at the prom.”

	“Ethan!” 

	“It’s what Angels do, Emma,” he soothed. “We like to make everyone happy.”

	Including you? I wondered. Is this how you make me like you - by showing me what a great guy you are?

	Ethan’s phone blinged. He checked the message.

	I glanced about. “Why the sudden phone addiction? If you get busted before the prom, they won’t let you go.”

	Ethan threw me a winning smile. “It’s a busy week. And it’s me - I’m so Charming, I’ll be forgiven, right?”

	He walked away, texting.

	 

	That night my mom asked if Connor was coming to study on Wednesday. I told her that he was.

	“He can come for dinner then, since he’s officially your boyfriend.”

	I winced. “Can we wait until after the prom?”

	Mom folded her arms.

	“Well, Ethan’s still taking me to prom,” I said, “and I feel kind of weird – even though Connor and I are official.  I just think we should wait until after. Not that he really does family dinners.” I had looked up the meaning of drawn and quartered. It gave me an idea of how much he didn’t do family dinners.

	Mom just looked at me, in the way that mothers do.

	I sighed. “Yeah, I know, it kind of got weird lately. I’m sorry I didn’t end up dating the Golden Boy – I know you would have preferred him to Connor.”

	“It’s okay,” Mom said. “We’re getting used to the idea. It’s just, after three years of Ethan, to suddenly see you with this . . . different choice, is difficult. We were kind of used to the idea that Ethan might be the one, you know?”

	“Trust me,” I said, “he had the same idea. And I know Connor’s not exactly what you both might want for me but -”

	“You like him, and that’s good enough for us,” Mom said firmly. “You’re a smart girl, Ems, and it’s not like Connor tried to win you over, we all saw that. If you managed to get past all those defenses and still think he’s okay, we’re happy for you both.”

	I had to smile. “Thanks, Mom. He really is a great guy, underneath.”

	“It would be nice if he showed that some time.” 

	“He does it to protect himself. I know you’d like him to be more normal, but he just won’t be.” I struggled for the right words. “I hope you and Dad can just accept him for what he is. He’s not easy, but he’s worth it.”

	Mom relented. “We can see that, dear. Tell him that we won’t make his life miserable just yet, but sometime after prom, he is going to have to grant us the pleasure of his company. Perhaps even for your birthday.”

	“Deal.”

	I glowed with delight. My parents trusted my judgment! 

	Well, I imagined myself saying to them, he is Lucifer and at any time he could End the world, but if you can get past that fact, he’s an okay guy.

	I giggled to myself. The world was so seriously mixed up.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Eight

	 

	 

	The following day was Wednesday. 

	Last study night. Ever.

	I waited at home for Connor to arrive. It was strange, because after this night would be the proper start to our relationship - the time when we got together for no other reason than to just be together.

	It was also the time when Ethan, if he was going to, would start to get weird about it. He knew as well as we did what the end of the History assignment meant.

	Connor arrived promptly at seven. He roared into my driveway and killed the engine. I met him at his bike. I noticed that again, no-one was following him. Where was everyone this week?

	I hugged him. He was trembling.

	“What level?” 

	He winced. “Seven. It might get worse. The last few nights have been relentless.”

	“Game plan? I’m not letting you ride home if you go to ten.”

	“At ten I won’t even be walking. Call Louise to come get me.”

	“You could stay here.”

	He shook his head. “Your parents don’t need to see that.”

	“They’ll be okay - they’re coming to terms with your oddness. Mom even wanted you to come to dinner tonight. I said no.”

	“I’d rather have a level ten.”

	“That’s kind of what I said.”

	He put an arm around me and we went inside.

	Study wasn’t really study. I made some final changes and printed out two copies of the assignment. I bound them together with a title page. Connor sat on the sofa and dealt with his pain.

	I laid down the two assignments on the table. I picked one up for a final leaf-through.

	“We have to give one to Mr. K and keep one each for ourselves, but I figured that you probably didn’t want a copy.”

	He suffered a smile. “No.”

	I went through the final assignment, page by page. I looked at every heading, every photo caption, every reference. Some of the references were for texts that Mr. K wouldn’t find anywhere other than in Connor’s library. Fortunately, he was the kind of teacher who took his more sensible students at face value and wouldn’t ask for proof.

	I was impressed with the final result; it was a good reflection of the work we’d done. Connor may not have learned anything new about Hitler and the Third Reich, but I’d learned everything from scratch.

	I wondered what it would be like to know more about the world. There were thousands of years and hundreds of events that I knew little, or nothing, about, while Connor had lived them. If I knew more, I could have conversations with him that he could never have with anyone else. It would open up both our worlds, and I could gain a perspective on events that no other living person could have.

	I wondered too, if I could ever use that knowledge somehow. Like Mr. K always said; learning from the mistakes and triumphs of history could pave the way to a better future.

	If there was time for a better future. 

	Only years. This is to be his last home. He knew it would end here.

	Ingrid’s words haunted me. Even Ethan had laughed off my History assignment as a waste of time. He knew that no matter what anyone did, the end was coming: if not in my generation, then in the next or the next.

	On the sofa, Connor leaned forward, his head in his heads. His fingers dug hollows into his brow.

	I set down the assignment. It was done. 

	“I’m going to ask my mom tonight if I can stay Saturday,” I told him. “I thought that if she said no, you could maybe . . .” I waggled my fingers.

	He winced. “Be quick.” 

	My parents were at the dining table, sorting through financial paperwork. Dad was checking out interest rates on his phone and Mom was chewing on a pencil.

	I dropped down in a chair opposite them. “Hitler is in the bag.”

	Mom looked past me to the sofa. “Is he okay?”

	“Not really. I’m making him a coffee. You want one, Dad?”

	My father nodded, studying his phone.

	“Is it okay if I stay over at Connor’s on Saturday night?”

	Dad looked up faster than Mom did. They glanced at one another.

	Mom winced. “Emma, we’re just getting used to the idea of you being a couple and I know you’re okay together. But -”

	There was a thump from the living room.

	I sprinted from the table and found Connor sprawled on the floor, clutching at the carpet.

	Level ten. 

	Behind me, Mom rose from the dining table. “What’s happened? Is he alright?”

	I reached for my phone. “It’s okay, Mom, I’ll call Louise to come get him.”

	But Mom was already walking over. Connor wasn’t her son, but he was someone’s son, and the mother instinct was kicking in.

	“Where are his parents?” She rounded the sofa. Her eyes widened. 

	Connor’s hands were curled into claws; his body twitched and convulsed.

	“Away for the weekend.” I dialed the number and remained calm, hoping my mother would too.

	“Are they ever home?” She bent over for a closer look. “Is it always like this?”

	I nodded. “It can be. Leave him, Mom, seriously.” I waited for Louise to pick up. 

	Louise answered, instantly on her guard. “Mademoiselle Emma? Is Monsieur Harman not good?”

	“No, Louise, he’s not. You need to come get him. Do you have my address?”

	“It is in the GPS. I come now.”

	I fetched some ice cubes and wrapped them in a hand towel. In the living room, I knelt down next to Connor and began to cool the back of his neck. 

	My mother watched on anxiously. “Does that help? Is that what you do?”

	I nodded. “It’s easier at his house, Louise has everything he needs. She puts him to bed and stays with him.”

	Mom frowned. “And that’s what you did, when you stayed? You were in his bedroom all night?”

	“Yes, Mom, and he was like this for most of it.”

	“I’m sorry dear, it’s just a lot to come to terms with; the whole staying over at a boy’s house and now you tell me you were in his bedroom all night.”

	“Mom -”

	“But I can see that there’s . . . I’ll just leave you to it.”

	When Mom left, I undid the buttons on Connor’s shirt. I helped him work it off, but I left his t-shirt on – I didn’t want my mother to be left with the lasting vision of a bare-chested Connor. I slid his gloves off and folded them into his shirt.

	Dad mumbled something at the table and Mom replied. I understood how helpless they felt. 

	Fifteen minutes later the doorbell rang. I let my mother get it. 

	And there was Louise, slightly worried but very efficient, rounding the corner and taking in the scene in a glance. She dropped to her knees.

	“I bring a big car. Plenty of room to lay down. We lift him, oui?”

	“I’ll get Richard to help,” Mom said. 

	My father came over. I knew he was purposefully trying to stay out of the whole thing. Seeing Connor in pain left him helpless and men hated to feel helpless.

	But helping to carry Connor – that was something he could do. Together, he and Louise knelt down and placed Connor’s arms behind their necks.

	“We go, Monsieur Harman,” Louise said firmly. “And up!”

	Connor staggered to his feet. My father and Louise carried him out the front door and down towards the car. 

	In that moment I really loved my dad. Just like all dads, when a new boy came to date their daughters, he was distrustful and wary of Connor. But now, when I needed him most, he was helping. It didn’t matter what he thought Connor might be doing with me - what mattered was that the boy I loved needed his help and he was willing to give it.

	Louise had brought a Cadillac, with big seats and lots of room. I scooted down ahead of them and opened the rear door. Gently but firmly, Louise and my father deposited Connor inside. He curled up on the back seat.

	Louise hugged me tightly. “I look after him Mademoiselle, you no worry.”

	I hugged her back and handed her his shirt and gloves. “I’m not worried. I’ll see you Saturday.”

	Louise climbed into the car and reversed down the driveway. My parents and I watched it drive away.

	My father shook his head. “That kid has some problems.”

	“Richard.” 

	“Well, he does. And the doctors can’t help?”

	I shook my head. “It’s genetic.”

	Dad shrugged and headed inside.

	“Thanks, Dad,” I called after him. He raised a hand in acknowledgment. 

	My mother walked back with me. “I can see now why he’s so reluctant to be here rather than his house.”

	I sighed. “It makes it hard to go out together. That’s why we spend so much time there – it’s just easier.”

	Mom shrugged. “I have a friend who’s an obstetrician. He’s on call all the time, every day. He said in the beginning he and his wife never made plans to go out because half the time they would be ruined by an emergency. So they stayed in a lot. Then one day they realized that even if half the plans were ruined – the other half weren’t. They started going out to dinner and movies and friends’ houses again. Sometimes the night ended early, sometimes it didn’t. For them, it was worth the risk. You can’t live your life as though everything will go wrong – you have to live it as though it will go right.”

	“Wow, Mom, that’s really deep.”

	“And speaking of my friend’s particular line of work,” my mother added, “and I’m not saying this to be mean, dear, because this is only your first boyfriend and anything can happen from here, but have you given any thought to this pain problem? I mean, if it’s genetic, will he pass it down to his kids? I don’t mean that you might have children with him but I’m just saying that if you did, even accidentally - ”

	“Mom!” I shut her down. “Can I just deal with the fact that he’s my boyfriend? It’s been a few weeks – we’re not exactly thinking long term here. It’s just day to day right now.”

	Mom held up her hands. “I didn’t mean it the wrong way; I just thought you should -”

	“Think it through, yes,” I said. “And maybe, if we get to that point, I will. But right now I just want to get to the end of school and get past the prom and move onto summer. God, I’ve only known him a couple of months, I’m not planning on marrying him.”

	Yet, even saying the word gave me a thrill.

	“And Saturday?” I added. “Is it okay?”

	Mom sighed. “Alright, if you must. Just be sensible.”

	“You know we are.”

	“I know, dear, and I trust you, really, I do. It’s just hard when you see things from my perspective. I was your age once too and seriously, that boy is hot. I honestly don’t know how you can’t.”

	“Eewww, thanks, Mom. Now I don’t even want to make out with him.”

	“Then my work is done.”

	I laughed and bounded up the steps ahead of her.

	But I couldn’t help thinking of Connor, headed home in the back of his car.

	I wished I could have gone with him.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Sixty-Nine

	 

	 

	The following day I set down the finished assignment on Mr. Knovokovich’s desk. 

	He beamed up at me. “Finished a day ahead of schedule. I’m impressed.”

	He picked it up and leafed through it. “Looks good.”

	“It is good.”

	Mr. K grinned at me. “And how was it, in the end, being paired with Mr. Harman?” 

	He looked towards Connor’s empty desk. “Did we learn tolerance? Did we learn to appreciate people despite appearances? On the day I handed you this assignment you would have pulled out your fingernails to be rid of him.”

	I supposed that Mr. K already knew how it was now. He was our teacher after all: he couldn’t have missed our looks across the room, the hidden smiles when we saw each other. I doubt there was much that he didn’t see in his class.

	I smiled. “I learned that you can’t judge people by what they say, or what other people say about them. You can only judge them by what they do.”

	My teacher nodded sagely. “Then you have learned what you needed to know, Emma Hart. And maybe the next time some mad despot tries to take over the world, your generation will ignore their charming smiles and political rhetoric and judge them solely by their actions.”

	I bowed sagely. “You have taught us well, Master.”

	Mr. K laughed. “Get out of here.”

	I sat down at my desk. 

	Ethan dropped down beside me a moment later. “Hey gorgeous,” he crooned. “See you’ve finished your assignment.”

	I nodded. “What about you?”

	“Melissa’s handing it in tomorrow, my work is done.”

	“Another tick in the list of things to do before school ends.”

	“Speaking of which, Ingrid’s found a dress and is hoping you can go with her tomorrow to try it out in NYC. Give her a call after school.”

	I brightened. Shopping with Ingrid was always fun.

	“Stay over, if you like,” Ethan suggested. “Bart and I are away for the weekend again.”

	I frowned. “Can’t you wait until after school ends for all this partying? I know it doesn’t mean anything to you, but it -”

	“Sets a bad example?” Ethan was flippant. “Probably.”

	“Who’s watching Connor then? Frank?”

	Ethan shook his head. “Frank’s coming with us - we’re over watching Harman. Its prom next week and the end of school. More important things to plan at the moment.”

	“Why don’t you take Ingrid with you? Isn’t she feeling left out?”

	Ethan snorted. “It’s a guy’s weekend.” 

	He eyed me. “Connor told you about him, yet?”

	I went on the defensive. “No. On the weekend.”

	“Make sure that he does. We have a deal, remember.”

	“I know. And I will hold you to your side of the bargain, if everything goes bad.”

	Ethan grinned. “It will be my supreme pleasure.”

	Connor loped into the room and slumped into his chair. Ethan’s smile fell away, but not entirely. What was left was a subtle sneer.

	 

	On Friday, Ingrid picked me up from my house after school. She hugged me like a long-lost friend.

	“We’re so free!” she exclaimed. “They’ve all gone and it’s just us. I’m the only Angel left in Stamford.”

	“If you don’t count Connor,” I pointed out.

	She gave me a sad smile. “He is an Angel, isn’t he? Sometimes we forget that.”

	As the sun fell towards the horizon, we drove down to New York City. 

	“Soooo, tell me all about Angus,” Ingrid enthused. “What’s he like?”

	“He’s nice,” I assured her. “He’s born here, but he acts like he’s in Scotland. He’s a bit wild, a bit crazy and a lot hilarious.”

	She grinned. “I lived in Scotland a few hundred years ago. Fierce, hearty people. Should be fun.”

	“Ethan’s setting everyone up,” I said. “It’s like he wants everyone to have the perfect finish. He’s manufacturing a happy ending for all of us.”

	Ingrid frowned. “He told me about the deal you have. You wouldn’t really let him Turn you, would you? Even if you reject Connor, you wouldn’t go to Ethan.”

	I bit my lip. “I want to become Immortal so I can help Connor. I want to take his pain, but he’ll never Turn me, so it’ll have to be Ethan.”

	Her frown deepened. “But you felt that pain, it could have killed you. How can you think you’ll be anywhere near strong enough to take it? Connor will never allow you to try.”

	“I’ll find a way. He learned to cope with it – I can too. I’ll learn pain management and meditation. It might take years, but I’ll do it.” 

	I tried to make her understand. “I can’t imagine ever wanting anyone else the way that I want him. I can’t imagine loving anyone else that way. I’m prepared to feel pain for the rest of my life, or forever, if it means I can stay with him. I can do this, Ingrid, I know I can.”

	Ingrid shrugged. “Maybe you can - you’re Marked, who knows what for? Or maybe you’re the Mortal that lied to an Angel in order to get him to Turn her for someone else. No-one’s ever done that, either. Usually, if an Angel Turns someone, its so that they can be together.”

	I set my jaw. “I have no choice. And I don’t feel bad about it, because Ethan lied to me all along. He took away my college choices; he was going to schmooze me at the prom and Charm me into wanting to be with him. Now he wants to make me Immortal in some big movie scene he’s planned.”

	I folded my arms. “Well, he can have his big finish. And then I’ll have mine.”

	Ingrid looked worried. “There’s so much at stake here, Emma, this game you play is dangerous. When Ethan finds out that you never intended to stay with him, he’ll be furious. Who knows what he’s capable of?”

	“Connor will protect me.”

	“But you can’t tell Connor, or he’ll stop Ethan from Turning you.”

	“I’ll tell him the day after the prom, when I insist on taking his pain. He told me once that a burden shared is a burden halved. I will halve it for him.”

	Ingrid sighed. “I hope it all works out the way you want. I’ll do what I can to help, if you need me.”

	We drove along in silence for a while, heading south towards NYC. I watched the flickering pattern of light and shadows on the freeway fence, the way the sun caught the windscreens of cars crawling north on the other side. Overhead, white clouds scudded across a cooling blue sky. On Ingrid’s radio, something dreamy was playing.

	Ingrid had found a dress shop online and drove directly there. In the shop window were mannequins dressed in fabulous ball gowns. The front mannequin was wearing a vivid green dress, with a bodice of shimmering green sequins and a skirt of soft green tulle.

	Ingrid sighed against the window. “That’s the one.”

	Five minutes later she emerged from the change room. The green dress blazed against her red hair. She did a pirouette on tiptoe.

	“What do you think?” 

	I grinned. “It’s beautiful. Perfect.”

	“I know!” Ingrid spun in front of the mirror. The tulle skirt floated up. Light danced off the sequins. “Do you think Angus will like it?”

	I knew even better. “Angus will love you. He seriously won’t know what hit him.”

	We bought makeup and shoes and went home as night fell. Ingrid asked if I could stop by at her house on the way to check make-up colors and I was happy to help. We turned off the highway into Rye.

	In the darkness of Van Wagenen Avenue, a silver Mercedes roared past us, driving erratically, swerving from side to side.

	Connor’s car. 

	Something was wrong.

	The red taillights swerved sharply into Connor’s driveway. The lights cut out.

	As Ingrid turned into her home, I saw the Mercedes, crashed into the side of the Connor’s garage. He’d tried for the entrance and missed.

	Ingrid braked hard. I hurried to get out. 

	She threw my backpack at me. “Stay with him, if you have to.”

	I ran up Connor’s driveway towards the wreck.

	 

	


Chapter Seventy

	 

	 

	The garage door was open. I saw Connor halfway down the driveway, slumped against the wall. 

	I ran to him and dropped to my knees. 

	And stifled a scream.

	His shirt was soaked with blood. Blood on his hands. Blood on his face and neck.

	“Are you hurt?!” I shrieked. “Oh my God, where?”

	“It’s not mine,” he rasped. “Help me.”

	I put his arm over my shoulders and we stumbled clumsily down the driveway. Behind us, the garage door closed of its own accord.

	I set him down heavily at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll get Louise.”

	“No!” Connor hissed. “No Louise.”

	I looked at the stairs. There were two flights before I could get Connor to his bedroom. I didn’t know if I had the strength.

	But Louise was much older and she had been doing this alone for a long time.

	So suck it up, princess.

	“Right,” I told him. “Get off your butt, Harman.”

	God only knew how Louise didn’t hear us. All the while we struggled up the first flight of stairs, then up the marble staircase and along the corridor to his bedroom, Connor grunted and moaned and left a trail of bloody marks in his wake.

	I let him down onto his bedroom floor. He twisted on the floorboards, fists pressed into his eyes. I undressed him. His shirt and t-shirt were soaked in blood. His gloves were dripping. His jeans had only one small stain so I left them on. 

	I went into his bathroom and fumbled for the light switch. The lights came on dim and moody, revealing a room tiled in dark blue and silver. An oval bath was sunk into the middle of the room. I took a towel off the rack, soaked it under the tap and hurried back.

	Connor panted like a wounded animal. I wiped him down, one arm at a time, one hand at a time, taking care to get in between his fingers. I wiped away another person’s blood from his chest, from his face. When he was clean enough to pass a Louise inspection, I heaved him onto the bed. I wiped him and misted him and cooled him with ice.

	Much later, when he lay still, I took the chance to clean up.

	I cleaned off the blood on the staircase and in the corridor. In his bedroom, I stuffed his bloodied clothes in a plastic bag and shoved the bag into my backpack, certain Louise would find it if I left it anywhere else.

	My phone beeped. A text from Ingrid.

	is he ok?

	I sent back: 

	no injuries, just pain. might be here all night. 

	I was profoundly grateful that Ethan and Bart were gone again for the weekend.

	here if you need me. 

	I felt a rush of warmth for Ingrid. If only all Angels could be like her.

	I realized I had to call my mother. I wasn’t supposed to be staying over at Ingrid’s, but I could see no other option. I couldn’t leave Connor alone and I couldn’t bring in Louise. I went into his bathroom, closed the door and called her.

	My mother answered. She sounded tired.

	“Hi, Mom,” I said. “Can I stay over at Ingrid’s? We’re doing makeup and it’s going to take a while.”

	“Sure, dear, if her parents say it’s okay.”

	“They’re cool. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I hated to lie but there was no choice. 

	I went back to tend Connor, cooling his fire. Witnessing his pain.

	All the while wondering whose blood stained his clothes.

	in NYC. he is not being good :(

	Whatever Connor had been doing this night, it hadn’t been good either. And it was probably not the first time he’d come home covered in blood.

	Just the first time I’ve seen him.

	I tried not to think about it. When his pain was finally over, he would tell me. He was planning to tell me the next night anyway.

	Is this what Louise also had to deal with? I wondered. How many times had he come home like this to her? How many times had she cleaned another person’s blood off his clothes?

	Or did Connor hide it from her? He could do very little when the pain took him, but maybe he was able to make her stay asleep and deal with it himself. Or maybe he wiped her memory every time she found him.

	And he had only just made it home this night. How many other nights had he spent on the roadside in his car, or curled in an alleyway? The pain could take him anywhere: on the freeway, on a city sidewalk.

	When he fell in the city, did anyone stop to help? Or did people walk past, thinking him drunk or on drugs? 

	The most important person in the world, the man who held the fate of us all, ignored in the gutter. 

	It broke my heart to think of him so alone, so tortured. All those years, so many of them without anyone to help.

	I will help him, I thought fiercely. If I can become Immortal, I will stay by his side and I will help him.

	And thanks to Ethan, I already had a way of doing that.

	 

	Connor’s pain went on for a long, long time. I couldn’t remember falling asleep.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-One

	 

	 

	I opened my eyes.

	The curtains were open a little. A solid beam of light cut through the darkness. 

	Connor stood in the light. He had showered, his hair was still wet. Drops of water fell onto his shoulders. Bare-chested, he stood looking down, fastening the top button on a clean pair of jeans. He was half turned away from me, his eyes hidden behind his hair. 

	I drank him in: the broadness of his shoulders, the toned muscular shape of his chest, the rivulets of water running down his skin. The sun backlit him. His cheekbones were highlighted by the light and shade. His lips were slightly parted. The gauzy curtains around the bed lent him a misty, ethereal glow.

	God, he’s beautiful. 

	I roused to go to him.

	“No,” he said softly. “Stay where you are.”

	He turned his head towards me, but would not meet my gaze. “The next time you come to me, the next time you look at me - if you ever do again - it will be because you know everything.”

	I held my breath. 

	It was now.

	He is telling me now.

	Connor looked towards the window. It was a while before he spoke. 

	“The blood belonged to a murderer, he’d killed three times. Last night I killed him, but I went to level nine and it got . . . messy.”

	I put my hands to my mouth. I didn’t want to hear this.

	But I HAVE to. I have to know the worst of him.

	“The night you went into Stamford, I went to watch over you. I saw you in the street, screaming at Laney to get out. I was the road-rage driver; I beat that man. I should have killed him.”

	I stayed silent. I watched his lips, mesmerized by the horrors they were speaking.

	“I hurt people, Emma. I go out at night and hunt down the murderers, the drug dealers, the wife-beaters, rapists. I hurt them and sometimes I kill them. Like the pedophile in the mall.”

	He turned towards the window. Sunlight caught the water on his shoulder. “The Evil has grown too great for me to contain. The only way I can keep going – the only way – is by releasing some of it.”

	Safe behind my sheer fabric screen, I said quietly: “Ingrid said you were like a balloon stretched to breaking.”

	Connor stared into the light. “As the Evil flows in, I must let some out. It’s the only way I have survived the last seven hundred years.”

	His head lowered in admission of his guilt. “But before that, long before . . . I was . . .”

	Seconds passed before he went on.

	“In my dark times, when I was young and ignorant, I thought I could bear the Burden no longer. I raged at God like a beast. I cracked mountain ranges and let the oceans pour into the valleys. I sent forth fire and wind and wiped whole cities from the planet. I was the demon I have been named.  I strode this earth in fury and rage and hate and none survived that saw me. I raped and tortured and killed and in my darkest of hours, I enjoyed it.”

	He slumped. “I enjoyed it. It set me free. When I hurt, when I killed, the pain would go. I killed Angels, hundreds of them. Killing one of God’s Angels is the greatest Evil of all and their deaths brought me relief beyond measure.”

	There was a silence, during which I didn’t dare move. Didn’t dare breathe.

	“That was a long time ago. I’ve not been like that since Jesus. And in the last seven hundred years, since the Evil has become too great to bear, I’ve tried to hurt only evil people, by beating them, maiming them, killing them. It’s not one for one - if fifty people are killed in Syria, I don’t have to kill fifty people. Just one will do. My Evil is worth so much more than that of Mortals.”

	He wanted to turn and face me, but he would not.

	“But there have been times recently when the Evil in the world was so great that hurting the Evildoers was simply not enough. Then . . .” 

	He lowered his voice to a whisper, “Then I was forced to hurt the innocent. You saw me, in the photo in the museum. What happened in Germany during the time of Hitler was so horrific that I could not offset it by hurting only evildoers. I was forced, for the sake of the world, to join those who committed the harm. I went to Birkenau; I worked for the Nazis for over a year. I was the one who pushed the Zyklon-B into the hatch and sealed the fate of the people inside.”

	His voice wavered. “I can still hear their screams, their pleas. I still feel the pain of every one of their deaths. Thousands of them. Over and over.”

	I felt sick.

	“I had to,” Connor rasped. “If I had not, it would have been the End of Days, all those years ago.”

	He hung his head. He was trembling. Perhaps afraid that his words would bring the end of us, too.

	“Pol Pot’s killing fields,” he said. “Stalin and his Russification. I joined the NKVD and I filled mass graves with the executed. Idi Amin in Uganda: sometimes the power failed in Kampala because the power generators were clogged with the bodies of the murdered, so many bodies they couldn’t clear them all from the water. I wreaked terrible horror on the innocent, so that the rest could live on.”

	He turned his face a little towards me. Through his hair I could just make out one eye, staring sightlessly.

	“I tried to justify the killing by telling myself that if it was not me, some other person would be doing that task. Some other German pushing the canister into the hatch; some other Russian pulling the trigger. The last decades of the last century were horrific; millions died. There were so many people doing so much wrong. And now the only way I survive is by being the demon that they think I am. But it’s the only way the world survives.”

	His hands clenched.

	“I wrestle with this every day; I hold the fate of the world in hands that are bloodied with the dead. How many do I kill or hurt before I can no longer justify the world’s existence? What is better, to save my own soul and let everyone else cease to exist? Or to let the Evil out just a little in order to keep it under control?”

	Connor hung his head. “Evil is part of having free will,” he whispered, “and the world must pay a price for its sins.” 

	He looked at me. “That price is me.”

	I sat motionless. If I didn’t move, if I didn’t breathe or speak, maybe I wouldn’t have to deal with it.

	I didn’t know if I could deal with it.

	Connor had been so unspeakably evil. He was the creature in the library. And even now, all those nights when he went out alone, those nights he needed to go out; those were the nights he prowled the city, looking for people to hurt or kill.

	What if I was? A murderer?

	He’d asked me if murder could ever be justified. I’d told him that somehow the good guys killing the bad guys for the sake of the whole world seemed less wrong. 

	And now here he was, asking me to prove that I meant it.

	Or letting me leave if I did not.

	Tears welled in my eyes. Connor, backlit by the sun, blurred and shimmered. 

	“I don’t expect you to understand,” he murmured. “I’m grateful for the time we’ve had. But you have to know that I’m . . . a monster.”

	“You’re not a monster.” My voice cracked. I didn’t even believe it myself.

	He turned towards me. I couldn’t see his face in the shadows.

	“I am,” he said. “And I don’t ask to be forgiven, not by you. Only God can forgive me, and it may already be too late for that.”

	He sighed. “I don’t know if the world was supposed to have lasted this long. Perhaps in trying to save it I may have committed the greatest evil of all.”

	I put my head in my palms, trying to think. Trying to rationalize who he was with what he’d done and how I felt about it. 

	But there were no answers, not to this. Maybe there was a sum of how much Evil he could hold and how much he had to let out to keep going, but there was no simple equation for how I should feel about it.

	Or how I should feel about the horrors he caused way before that, when he raged across the world. 

	The world paid a price for Connor’s protection.

	That price is me.

	But which was the greater evil? Allowing the world to live because of his actions, or allowing it to End?

	I clenched a handful of hair on my forehead and squeezed, trying to bring my thoughts to order.

	God, what is the answer to this?

	I simply had no idea at all.

	 

	When I looked up, the beam of light was empty.

	Connor was gone.

	My rational thought was that he had to be in the bathroom, but I knew he wasn’t. He was just gone.

	Dust motes danced where he had been, tiny pieces of the world floating, drifting. I watched them, lost in their randomness.

	I wondered what I should do. I couldn’t go downstairs and face him over breakfast. Maybe he wasn’t even there.

	I didn’t want to go home: there was no-one there who could help with this. My mother would see the trauma on my face and ask questions. 

	Ingrid.

	She was next door. The guys were gone and Ingrid knew everything. 

	I texted her, asking if I could come over. She replied that I was more than welcome.

	I slipped through the gauzy curtains and off the bed, suddenly feeling the weight of the night.

	The weight of the world.

	I took my bag; I didn’t know if I would be coming back.

	Downstairs, Connor was nowhere to be seen and mercifully, neither was Louise. I quietly slipped out the back door and crossed over into Ingrid’s property.

	She was waiting for me on the back landing. She was grinning until she saw me. 

	Her smile faded. “What happened?” 

	I opened my mouth to explain. Then the horror overwhelmed me and I fell into her arms, sobbing. 

	Ingrid helped me inside and sat me down on the sofa.

	“He told you,” she whispered. “Oh God, he told you.” 

	I nodded, weeping. Ingrid put her arms around me and just held me.

	Much later, she fetched a blanket and tenderly covered me, as though I was sick.

	I am sick, I thought dismally, sick in my soul. I cried long and deeply. 

	Ingrid sat beside me, silent.

	 

	Finally, there came a time when I was spent. I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling. 

	“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. “I don’t know what to think. The things he’s done . . .”

	Ingrid nodded sadly. “I know what he’s done, the worst of him. What he does even now.” She stroked my arm. “Even we can make no sense of it; we love him for his sacrifice, we fear him for his power, we suffer the knowledge of what he does.”

	She sighed. “He is what he is, the good and the bad. You cannot think this through, Emma. You cannot know what to do. You can only feel.”

	“I feel sorrow. I feel horror and shame and guilt and sadness.” I looked past her, towards Connor’s house.

	“And pity.”

	Ingrid smiled. “Pity is good. Pity is a start.”

	I closed my eyes. In my mind I could see Connor, standing in the beam of light, telling me things that tore my soul apart.

	“I love him,” I said desperately, “with every single piece of me. But how can I love him now, knowing this?”

	Ingrid’s voice floated through my darkness. “How can you not?”

	I didn’t know.

	“Love is the first and last thing in the world,” Ingrid said. “It overpowers all wrong, it overcomes all evil. Pure, true, unconditional love is what God intends for us all along. When we find it, we touch God. We can feel infinity when we love.” Her words came softly through the dark, holding the hand of my soul, guiding it back to the light.

	“If you can reconnect to the love, find it and hold it. If you can feel it, then nothing else matters. His soul, Emma, that is who he is. That’s who you love. Remember that and the rest will become bearable.”

	I moaned softly. Bearable? How could it be?

	“Rest here as long as you like. Stay all day if you must. Find him, find him through his darkness.”

	She drew the blanket up to my shoulders and tucked it around me. Then she went outside to the balcony. I saw her there, leaning on the edge, gazing across at Connor’s house.

	It seemed so simple only the day before: Connor wasn’t the Bad Guy, everyone just thought he was. He was actually the Good Guy, suffering for the world.

	Now, I didn’t know what he was. He had been evil in the past – unforgivably, monstrously, horrifically evil. He was still evil: he did things for the sake of the world, but they were terrible things. 

	A Mortal doing those things would be put to death. Connor did them every week, on purpose. He went out and hunted down people so that he could harm them.

	What did that make him?

	Connor had told me that killing another person was the greatest evil ever, yet he did it all the time.

	But if he didn’t . . . then everyone died. 

	Everyone.

	I closed my eyes.

	And Ethan, and Bart and Frank and Ingrid and all the Angels – they all knew. They knew and they did nothing. Was it because Connor was too powerful to fight? Or was it because it wasn’t their task? 

	But how could they sit back and let it happen?

	Who are the Good Guys anyway?

	The line between good and evil had become so blurred that I wasn’t sure there was a line anymore.

	Ingrid came back inside. “I’ll make some breakfast,” she whispered, and went into the kitchen.

	My head spun. It was like someone had taken a jigsaw box and tossed all the pieces into the air. None of them could fit together while they were hurling upwards, but none of them would land, either. They were just random parts of a much greater puzzle, the puzzle that was Connor and the Angels and the End of Days.

	And Good and Evil, which were now so interchangeable that the words no longer made sense.

	Ingrid brought toast and jam and hot chocolate over and set it on the coffee table in front of me. She sat beside me and ate her own breakfast silently, giving me the space I needed.

	I made myself eat. It was going to be a long day, no matter what happened. I was supposed to be staying over at Connor’s that night.

	I didn’t know if I could. Did being with him cross some kind of moral line? He did bad things because he had to, but if I knew about them, and I stayed with him, what did that make me?

	The toast stuck in my throat. I pulled the blanket up to my chin and slid down under it to think.

	Ingrid cleaned up the kitchen and then went away. Quiet, soulful music drifted through the room.

	I had no idea of how long I spent huddled on Ingrid’s sofa. For most of it I couldn’t bring my brain into any kind of rational order. There was no logic in any of it, just the same thoughts circling around, over and over.

	Connor was Good. 

	Connor did Evil things. But he did them for Good. 

	The Angels knew, but they let him do it anyway.

	Murder was the greatest evil.

	Connor murdered. All the time.

	But if he did not, everyone died.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Two

	 

	 

	I woke. The light coming through the windows told me it was around midday, maybe later. Music was still playing, clear and light. I couldn’t see Ingrid.

	I was disappointed that I’d slept: I hadn’t solved anything. I was supposed to be going to Connor’s house and I was no closer to an answer.

	The knowledge flooded back like a tidal wave, drowning me. I floundered helplessly, looking for something solid to cling onto.

	You cannot think this through, Emma. You cannot know what to do. You can only feel.

	Ingrid was right: it was impossible to find any truth by naming things Good or Evil. Names didn’t mean anything. Connor himself was proof of that. There were no paths to navigate the moral minefield that I now walked through. The only thing I could do was float above it, by suspending all names and labels and simply feeling my way.

	Connor loved the world so greatly he was prepared to do whatever it took to keep the Mortals alive. He wanted us to grow towards God and the longer he held on, the more would find their way.

	I was in love with him. I wanted to stay in love with him. But it would have to be unconditional love. That kind of love meant no boundaries, no labels, no judgments. In order to love him, I must overlook what he had to do. The terrible things he had done. It was not for me, some tiny Mortal in some tiny city on the edge of a continent, to make any kind of judgment about the work of Angels. And especially not the one Angel sent by God to save the world.

	I could not stop Connor; I had no right even if I ever possessed the ability. Only God could stop Connor, and if that had not happened in ten thousand years, it was not going to.

	The only thing that I could do, the only thing within my power, was to love him.

	And maybe, just maybe, if I could become Immortal and convince him to give me half of the Burden, I could free him from the need to harm. 

	I wanted that so badly that it hurt.

	Ingrid walked into the room, hopeful. “You feel different. Have you found an answer?”

	“I love him,” I told her. “The rest will just have to work itself out.”

	She squeezed me. “You should have been an Angel.”

	I managed a weak smile. 

	“Go to him,” she said. “Be with him.”

	I called my mother to let her know that I wouldn’t be coming home that day. I told her all about Ingrid’s fabulous dress and the fun we had, to reassure her that I was just having normal time with normal friends. This was to offset the fact that I was now heading to my boyfriend’s house to spend the night.

	My mother made light of the fact, but I could hear the elephant stomping in the background.

	If only my mother knew:    not having sex with Connor, Mom, but he kills bad people on the weekends because if he doesn’t, the whole world ends. Had to clean blood off him last night, who knows what tonight will bring. See you.

	I hugged Ingrid goodbye. She reassured me that if I needed anything, she would be right next door ready to help.

	I hoped that this time, there was nothing left to be traumatized with. I took my bag and headed across Connor’s back lawn.

	 

	I knocked tentatively on the glass door and peered through. No-one was in the kitchen. I let myself in and listened for sounds of activity. 

	“Hello?” 

	There was no response. 

	My heart fell. He was in the house, Ingrid said he was. If no-one came to answer me, it could only mean one thing.

	I went up to his bedroom and knocked quietly. 

	The door opened and Louise slipped into the hallway. Her face was strained. “Mademoiselle Emma, the pain is so bad again. This week, so very much, all the time. I fear he may almost die from it.”

	I put a hand on her arm. “Let me tend him. You rest, or do what you need to do. I’ll stay until it ends, however long it takes.”

	Louise blinked back tears. “I don’t know if I am strong enough to watch another Monsieur Harman die.” 

	She walked away, shoulders slumped. 

	His room was darkened against the pain. He lay curled on the bed, his back to the door. His pajama shorts were soaked in sweat. The muscles in his body stood out in sharp relief. He panted short and hard, breathing through the pain. His eyes were clenched shut.

	In my mind’s eye I saw this body, taut with anger, rage against the world. I saw him dark with fury and despair, laying waste to everything before him, screaming his hatred at God, railing against himself for taking on the Burden. I saw the people and the cities fall beneath his hand, blood soaked into a hundred lands. He was terrifying. 

	He was the Demon.

	I shuddered. I made myself draw closer to him.

	And I saw him save the Tinkmeister from the storm. I saw him take me to the abandoned power station to show me the art. I saw him telling Louise to sit down and eat.

	Louise had spent most of her life in love with him because, underneath his anger and darkness, she knew he was blessed. Connor had let me love him, despite the harm it would cause, because he could love. 

	He suffered now, and every day of his existence, just to keep the world alive. 

	He was the Angel.

	I felt a rush of pure, unadulterated love for him.    In that moment, I would have done anything to help him. Anything to end his pain. Even drag him to his feet and drive him into the city so he could find someone to hurt. It scared me how willing I was to do that for him.

	I picked up a towel and the misting bottle and went to work. 

	I wondered what it would feel like if he could Turn me instead of Ethan. What would it be like to be inside Connor’s soul? Was it like being wrapped inside a soft warm blanket in the arms of someone you loved? What if being inside his soul was so beautiful I might never want to come out?

	There was equally a chance, I realized, that being inside his soul might mean that I could see everything that he was. The horror of him.

	I would ask him if he would do it, when he was better. I would give him the chance to say no. I’d only assumed, because he had so strongly rejected the idea of my Immortality, that he wouldn’t Turn me. Maybe now things were different.

	But if he refused, I would still go ahead with Ethan, because the idea of Connor having to hurt people was unbearable. I would save him from it by sharing his Burden.

	As I thought my way through this, I caressed his pain, misted his burning skin, wiped his fevered brow.

	Louise returned after a while and insisted that I go downstairs to eat. In the light of the setting sun, I ate quickly and went back up. I reassured Louise that I would look after Connor for as long as it took.

	Hours later, his body shuddered once or twice and then lay still. I checked that he was only asleep, not dead – not that I could have done anything even if he was. If he was dead, he would come back to life.

	If he were Ended, the world was over anyway. 

	I wiped him down one last time, straightened the sheets, and then collapsed beside him.

	 

	I woke sometime in the night. I rolled over to see how he was.

	He was on his side, looking at me. I wondered how long he had been doing that.

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	He took my hand in his. His expression told me everything: 

	He couldn’t believe that I had come back to him.

	I edged closer and laid my forehead against his. His skin felt cool, finally. I closed my eyes and sighed in relief.

	There was a long, contented silence.

	“I love you,” Connor whispered.

	I opened my eyes. 

	And there they were: those three words. The words we hadn’t dared to say yet. Not until the worst was known.

	Now they were spoken and they were spoken to me.

	He met my gaze, unsure. Hoping.

	I smiled and, with all my soul, I whispered the words that he’d never heard in his long, long existence: 

	“And I love you, Connor Harman.”

	He squeezed my hand and closed his eyes. 

	We fell asleep again, like that.

	 

	When I woke again, it was to see Connor climbing onto the bed with a tray of food and water. 

	I sighed. “I was supposed to get that for you.”

	We ate and drank. When we were done, we lay back down. I lay across his chest.

	He kissed my forehead. “I’m sorry. For being who I am. For making you suffer this choice.”

	I was honest. “Ingrid helped me understand that there’s no way I can think my way through what you do. She told me to find the truth by feeling it. And I have.”

	I kissed the bare skin of his shoulder. “But I will ask you this, just once, because I have to – because I can’t stand to see you suffer through this alone.”

	I looked at him. “I want to help you; I want to bear your pain with you. I know how to do it now. I want you to make me -”

	“Don’t.” He turned his face away. “Don’t ask me, Emma.”

	“Make me Immortal.”

	He closed his eyes. “Ethan told you it could be done.”

	I waited.

	He looked at me. “Why would he tell you that? What could he gain?”

	I was ready for that question. I used the truth inside a lie. “He wants to make me hate you. He told me how I could be with you forever, and then said that you’d never do it.”

	“No, I won’t.”

	“But what if you did?” I asked. “I could take on your pain. I could learn how to manage it. We could share it, and -”

	“No!” Connor pulled away, forcing me to sit up. “I won’t let you suffer like that. You need to live a good life, filled with love and compassion and everything you are. I will not drag you into the hell that I live in.”

	“I’m already in hell,” I told him, “watching you suffer. You can’t make me live my whole life helplessly looking on.”

	“I can, and I will. If you choose me, you choose this.” He held up his hands.

	I sighed. I hadn’t really expected anything else, and I didn’t want to argue about it.

	“Okay,” I said. “It won’t be the last time I ask you, though, because if you choose me, you choose this.” I matched my hands to his.

	Connor grimaced. His body tensed.

	“What level?” 

	“Six.” 

	I gave him a wry smile. “No rest for the wicked.”

	“Not funny.”

	I thought it was. 

	Eventually, sleep claimed us again.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Three

	 

	 

	When I woke I was alone. I dressed and went downstairs.

	In the kitchen, Louise grinned brightly at me. “Bonjour Mademoiselle! I see the bright sun and I beg Monsieur Harman to let me serve breakfast outside and he say oui! So we eat on the terrace.”

	“Where is Connor?” 

	“He outside already. You go sit and I bring to you.”

	“I’ll help you.”

	“No no,” Louise admonished. “You tend him all night. You go and rest.”

	Outside, the table on the terrace was set with a white tablecloth and silverware. Louise had cut flowers from the garden and placed them in a vase.

	Connor wasn’t at the table. He wasn’t in the garden. I was about to go and look in the pool house when I caught sight of him.

	In Ingrid’s garden.

	Under a gazebo hung with purple wisteria, Ingrid stood nervously beside her chair. Connor stood on the grass at the foot of the gazebo, talking up to her.

	Even from that distance I could see how uneasy Ingrid was. Her arms were crossed, her legs pressed tightly together.

	Connor Harman was on her property.

	Finally I understood why Ingrid was so anxious around Connor. Why she had been so terrified the night Connor had come for her. She was right to fear him.

	I wanted to know what they were talking about, but I made myself stay. Only when Connor turned from Ingrid and began to walk back did I go down the steps towards him.

	His stride contained tension. He was still not free of the pain.

	He drew me into his arms. I could feel him shaking.

	“Level?” 

	“Seven.”

	“Is everything okay with you and Ingrid?”

	“Sure.” He kissed my head. “I need to eat – it’s going to be another bad day.”

	“Back in a moment.” I went to Ingrid.

	She was still standing under the wisteria. I went up the steps and hugged her.

	She squeezed me tightly. “God, he makes me so nervous. I didn’t know what he wanted. I thought -”

	She let go of me and smiled. “But he came to say thank you. Can you believe it? He came to thank me, for helping you. I told him he was welcome and that I thought you were beautiful together.”

	I blushed. I could imagine Connor shrugging that one off. 

	“I want to thank you too,” I said. “If it wasn’t for you, yesterday would have been much worse. I don’t know if I could have gone back even now.”

	“You would have eventually. Your love would bring you back.”

	I wasn’t as sure as she was of that.

	We looked across to where Connor sat at the table in the distance. His face was turned towards the sky.

	“He asked where Ethan was,” Ingrid said, “but I don’t know. They’ve gone to have fun before the prom.”

	Typical Ethan. “I’d better get back,” I told her.

	Ingrid nodded. “If I stay out here, it’s not because I’m Watching you, just because it’s pretty.”

	“I’d invite you over, but . . .” I shrugged.

	She grinned. “I’d rather stay unvaporized. If you need a lift home let me know – I can feel he’s hurting.”

	I gave her another quick hug and went back to Connor. As I sat down, he looked at me. 

	“I made sure she was okay,” I told him. “You freak her out.”

	“It goes with the territory.”

	Louise laid the table with breakfast foods and went back inside, humming. 

	Connor loaded his plate. He ate steadily and silently. I had the impression he was trying to fuel himself while he could.

	“If you get worse again, I’ll get Ingrid to take me home.”

	Connor poured himself a juice. His hand shook and the juice spilt. “It’s going to be bad this week. I won’t be at school.”

	“How can you tell?”

	“Because as the evil happens, I feel the intent behind it. If an attack on a town in Afghanistan is just one part of a much bigger attack that will take days, I can sense it.”

	“Is that what’s happening now? Small things that are part of a bigger plan?”

	He nodded wearily. “More than one plan, in more than one country.”

	I eyed him. “Would it help if you killed Ethan? You know, to ease the pain?” I didn’t want it to sound mean - I knew that Angels didn’t really die. I just wondered.

	He snorted softly. “More than you could imagine. Killing an Angel brings me down from level ten to eight.”

	I looked at him in wonder. “And still you don’t do it - when you could so easily.”

	“Fools and their rules,” Connor reminded me. He stared off into the distance. “To be honest, I’m afraid of what I’d become if I went down that path again. Killing Prom Date and his cronies would make everything too easy, for a while. I might be tempted to keep going.” He looked at me.

	I said nothing. It was the first time Connor had admitted that there was an easier path for him. But that path was more dark and dire than the End of Days itself.

	“Can I help?” I asked. “Should I come over?”

	He pursed his lips. “I don’t think so. Being with you weakens me. I’ll need everything I have to get through this.”

	It was a stark reminder of how much being with him caused him more pain. 

	“When it’s over, I’ll come for you,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you.”

	“I should be making it up to you. Part of your pain is my fault.”

	Connor snorted gently. “Which I will gladly bear. My only concern this week is not to fail.” He offered me a wry smile. “So if you want to rescue the whole world, Miss Hart, stay away.”

	Louise came bubbling out of the kitchen with more food. She frowned at the tablecloth.

	“Monsieur Harman, when you have the pain, let me pour your drinks.”

	Connor pulled out a chair. “Sit down, Louise.”

	Louise sighed. “Only to stop you making more mess.” 

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Four

	 

	 

	“Emma, Ethan’s here!”

	I rolled over and groaned at my clock. My alarm hadn’t even gone off yet. 

	Now Ethan was downstairs waiting for me. To walk me to school on the last Monday before the prom.

	To ask whether or not Connor told me.

	I had five minutes to get my story straight.

	“Emma?”

	“I’m up! I’ll be down in a minute.”

	I began to dress, trying to remember what I’d settled on the night before. I saw Connor’s car crash. I tended him that night. Sunday morning, when he woke, he told me the worst of who he was.

	Horrified, I ran to Ingrid and she brought me home.

	At the top of the stairs I steeled myself. I drew on how I’d felt after Connor told me; my horror, my despair. The uncertainty over whether or not I could go back to him now that I knew.

	I put those emotions out front where they could be seen, pretended to hide them with a fake smile and walked down the stairs.

	Ethan was waiting in the living room, texting. He pocketed his phone and grinned at me. His grin faded at the look on my face. 

	“You okay?” 

	I wordlessly went to him. He wrapped his arms around me.

	“Oh Ems,” he sighed. “Now you know.”

	I nodded against his chest. I felt uncomfortable in his arms. It wasn’t honest.

	But I did it for Connor.

	“I’m so sorry,” Ethan said. “But you had to know. You understand that now, don’t you?”

	“You were right. Knowing changes everything.”

	“Grab your bag, I’ll buy you breakfast on the way to school.”

	Outside, the day was cloudy, hinting at rain. Wind swept my hair into my face. I curled it away from my mouth.

	Ethan reached to hold my hand, but I wouldn’t let him. “I can’t,” I said, “I’m just . . . I need some space.”

	He understood. “What did he tell you? Everything?”

	I shrugged helplessly. “He told me what he does every weekend, why he does it. He told me about the bad times when he raged against the world. About Germany and the photo in the museum. He spent decades doing those things. He does them now. He goes out on a Friday night to find people to hurt.”

	“Or kill,” Ethan said coolly. “Did he tell you about before that? The cities he destroyed, the hundreds of thousands he killed?”

	He reached up and cupped my cheek with one hand. “Did he show you this?”

	My mind flooded with scenes of unspeakable horror. Connor on a hilltop, destroying a village with fire. Cutting his way through fleeing crowds, striking them down ten at a time. Pulling down mountains onto houses of full of screaming mothers and children. Laying waste to a valley until all remained were smoking stumps. Tearing people apart with his bare hands. Doing much, much worse to women, and to men. Standing atop a ridge surrounded by the dead and the dying, raging at God in his fury.

	I tore Ethan’s hand away. 

	“No!” I gasped. “Ethan, NO!” I barely registered I was crying. I backed away.

	“How could you?” I shouted at him. “How dare you show me that?” It was like being stabbed in the stomach.

	“You had to see it.” He was cold. “You have to know. He’s a murderer, a thousand times over. A million times. I’ve seen the damage he’s done here in Stamford, let alone the rest of the world.”

	I tried to unsee it, but it was too late. It was one thing to be told Connor was the monster; it was another to witness it. I struggled to breathe.

	“The things he’s done throughout history,” Ethan growled. “Torture, rape, murder, mutilation.”

	I covered my ears. But I couldn’t cover the images in my mind.

	“It’s no wonder his name is so reviled.”

	Ethan’s words were poison. I had to stop them.

	“I don’t want to talk about him,” I begged. “Can we just be . . . normal?”

	Ethan laughed. “Normal?” He took my hands. “My beautiful Emma, the time for normal has passed. You know about him, you know about us. Come Friday night, you’re going to be Immortal and nothing about your life will ever be normal again.”

	I couldn’t reply.

	Ethan frowned at me. “You’re still okay with me Turning you, aren’t you?”

	“Yes,” I said, “I want it. I’m just, it’s a lot to take in, all of this.” I meant the images of Connor’s darkness, but Ethan thought I was talking about the Turning.

	“It will get easier, after. You’re making the right choice.” He kept hold of one hand and began to walk again. I wanted to take my hand out of his but didn’t dare. He would read it the wrong way.

	Which was actually the right way.

	We found a place for breakfast, but I didn’t really feel like eating, not now. Not after what I’d seen. To cover my distress I asked Ethan about his weekend away.

	“We went to London, met up with some of the boys. They’re all Elders. It was a blast.”

	“Are these the Euro trash Ingrid didn’t want coming over for a party?” 

	He smiled. “Some of them. We can get pretty wild.”

	I frowned. “Aren’t Angels all supposed to be sweet and helpful and responsible?”

	He eyed me. “Are you criticizing me, Emma Hart? The girl who ran with the Devil?”

	Ouch. I hated him for that. Images of Connor, dark and terrible, floated before me.

	Ethan relented. “Angels don’t float about in Heaven with harps - we care, Emma, that’s what’s important. We want souls to find their place with God. We live down here with Mortals and some of what they do rubs off - we drink and watch sports and have wild weekends like anyone else. I think you can forgive us a party here and there.”

	I wished I hadn’t brought the subject up.

	“Anyway,” he said, more softly. “What happens in London stays in London. “

	 

	Connor did not come to school that day. 

	I handed in my Humanities assignment. It wasn’t quite the cutting-edge perception of human motivation I had intended it to be. Somewhere along the journey, my plan of taking the reclusive, unresponsive, and downright rude Connor Harman and turning him into something more like a normal person had just fallen by the wayside. Our relationship had gone into territory that I simply couldn’t address in my assignment.

	Instead I’d lied a lot, summed up the exercise far too briefly and handed over the assignment feeling guilty and embarrassed.

	In the end I knew that the assignment on its own would make little difference to my college future. If knowing Connor and Ethan had taught me anything, it was that the plans of mere Mortals didn’t always amount to much in the greater scheme.

	Sarah asked me about my dress. I felt bad that I hadn’t included her in the selection process, so I invited her to come around after school and have a look. I didn’t tell her that I had chosen one of Louise’s dresses or that Ingrid had seen it first. I told her that I had tried it on in Saks and it was brilliant. There was enough truth in there to stop me feeling awful.

	Connor did not come to school Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday. If I was honest with myself, I was grateful. After what Ethan had shown me, I would have had trouble looking Connor in the eye. He would have asked me what was wrong and if I hadn’t told him, he might have looked into my head anyway. Then he would be furious at Ethan and I could only imagine what would happen after that.

	I spent my free time on the Internet, Googling information about pain management. I learned about keeping the room dark, slowing my breathing, disassociating oneself from the pain, sensory splitting, and mental anesthesia. There were a lot of techniques for managing pain.

	I planned to learn all of them.

	 

	Friday. Prom Day.

	I woke up feeling a little sick.

	Not sick in my stomach . . . sick in my soul. 

	Because if everything went to plan, by the end of that night I would be an Immortal. My life would be irrevocably changed. There was no backing out once the deed was done. I would never die. I would outlive my parents and everyone I knew. I would live on and on and on until the End of Days.

	But I would finally be able help Connor. Maybe then the images in my mind, the terrible pictures in Connor’s library - all those things could be laid to rest when he was finally free of some of his pain.

	He didn’t come to school that day either.

	School finished at noon because the teachers understood that none of the students were the slightest bit interested in schoolwork. The prom was the only thing on our minds.

	I couldn’t bear it any longer. It was risky, but I had to see Connor. I needed to see him one last time as myself, as a Mortal, before it was too late. Maybe there was something he would do, or say, that might make me change my mind. Maybe there would be a hint that he would Turn me instead. 

	I couldn’t tell him outright, because he would stop me, but I had to let God give me one last chance to double-check that I was doing the right thing.

	If I was Marked by God, then surely God would stop me if it was wrong.

	And don’t call me Shirley, I thought dismally, as the clock hit midday.

	I would get on a bus, go to Connor’s house, and think of an excuse when Ethan confronted me afterwards.

	But maybe God did have a plan, because as I walked down the steps, Ethan rushed to my side.

	“Hey, prom date! Bart and I are going into Stamford to get our suits and pick up the limo. Can I drop you home on the way?”

	I did a double take. “Why are you picking up a limo?”

	“Bart’s driving Ingrid tonight.”

	I didn’t bother asking why. Ethan’s offer had thrown up something much more important.

	“Is Ingrid home? Can you drop me at her place? I want to catch up one last time before tonight. I know she wanted to double-check her eye colors.”

	“Again?” But Ethan was only too happy to oblige. He was also happy to show off his newly detailed Mustang. He banished Bart to the back seat and escorted me to the front. 

	I had to admit, the car was beautiful. The red paintwork was deep. The chrome shone. The seats had that new leather smell. Ethan drove with the top down, with one arm behind me, all the way to Ingrid’s house. He dropped me in the driveway and then he and Bart drove out, whooping and hollering.

	Ingrid opened her front door, smiling. “I have the feeling you may not be here to see me.”

	“Sorry,” I said. “I saw the chance and I took it.”

	“Come through and go out the back. No-one’s Watching but, you know.”

	“I know.” It just felt safer, that way. I left my backpack in her house, hugged her, and went next door.

	Louise wasn’t in the kitchen. It was a bad sign. I went upstairs, calling softly but not expecting any answer. If Connor was capable of walking, he would have been downstairs.

	I knocked gently on his bedroom door.

	The door snicked open and Louise slid out, worn and haggard. 

	Wordlessly, I embraced her. 

	“It is a bad week,” she whispered. “We have been in here all this time, never a moment coming out.”

	I felt sick. All that pain . . . all that time. How did he bear it?

	“I can’t stay long,” I told her. “Go take shower or eat or do whatever you have to. I’ve got maybe half an hour.”

	She kissed me, once on each cheek. “You good to me, Mademoiselle.”

	The bedroom was humid and smelled of sweat. A pile of crumpled sheets and towels lay against the far wall, testament to Louise’s lack of time to do anything other than care for Connor.

	He lay on the bed in his pajama shorts, flat on his stomach, his arms and legs splayed out across rumpled sheets. His face, drenched in sweat, was turned towards the door. His mouth was open, his eyes were closed.

	He breathed in and out in short bursts. 

	Ethan’s images filled my mind again: this same man, this Dark Angel, cutting down Mankind like wheat under a scythe. Leaving rack and ruin in his wake a hundred times over. Sweat on his skin as he walked through unholy fire in single-minded fury.

	Find him.

	I made myself touch his arm. Feel the heat from his body.

	This was Connor. This was Connor and I loved him. I couldn’t change what he had been; I could only love what he was now. And if some time in the future the truth of him became too much to bear, then I would walk away. 

	But not now. Not on this day.

	I filled a towel with ice and began to cool him.

	Now and then his body stiffened, and then relaxed, only to stiffen again. He lacked the strength to even react to the pain.

	A few years earlier, I had been taken to visit my dying grandfather in hospital. I had one vivid memory of that visit, of the smell of the room, of disinfectant and old people, and of my grandfather, lying on the bed.

	He lay on his back. There was a tube running into his nose to help him breathe. Apparently there had been a tube running into his mouth but he had asked for it to be taken away. He no longer wanted to be fed.

	The entire time I had been in the room with my family, my grandfather lay absolutely still and stared at the ceiling. He hadn’t even possessed the strength to turn his eyes to look at us. My mother said it was because his body had no food, and therefore no fuel to power it. He was holding on to life by sheer will, and even that was fading. All I could remember was his utter weariness and exhaustion.

	Too tired and weak to even move his eyes.

	This was how Connor looked now: too tired to care that someone tended him. Too weak to roll over or do anything except just breathe.

	Breathe and hold on to life.

	Hold onto the world.

	I let tears slip out and down my cheek - he wasn’t going to see them anyway. He didn’t even know that I was there.

	It’s not fair, I thought again, for the hundredth time. Not fair that he suffers because of us. Not fair that no-one can help.

	Until now. 

	Until me.

	Because seeing Connor martyring himself for Humanity, pale and agonized on his bed, barely clinging to existence, only strengthened my resolve. 

	If this was God giving me one last chance to decide for myself that I was doing the right thing, then it was decided.

	That night I would become Immortal.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Five

	 

	 

	Ingrid dropped me home. 

	If I’d never met Laney-Lee, I might have been able to get ready in under an hour, but now that I understood all the things that could be done, I did them. Shaving, waxing, nails, eyebrows, hair curling, teeth whitening; I performed each one slowly, methodically, like it was some kind of ritual.

	Because it was a ritual, really. It was my last preparation before becoming Immortal. I would cleanse myself and dress and go out as a Mortal and come home as something altogether different. My entire life would never be the same.

	My entire life would never end.

	And I would spent all of it in pain.

	Ben came home at the regular time and banged on the bathroom door until I shouted at him to go away. He persisted, so I moved my tasks to my bedroom. 

	“Don’t know why you bother,” Ben sulked at me. “You’re still going to be ugly.”

	I threw a shoe at him.

	Sarah called and we babbled excitedly, before we both realized we were going to run out of time.

	When I ended the call, I began to feel nervous.

	My last call to my best friend as a Mortal.

	Sarah couldn’t know. Perhaps never know. Maybe, like Connor and the Angels, I was doomed only to have totally truthful friendships with those who were already Immortal. 

	I felt ill. A gnawing began in my stomach, a deep-residing fear that maybe I was doing the wrong thing.

	It was just nerves, I told myself, just my base instincts telling me that to take on something so monumental as Immortality and never-ending pain was not natural. 

	When I slid my dress on, I called Mom to come up and help with the zip. She walked in and saw the dress for the first time. 

	“Oh Emma, it’s gorgeous.”

	I looked at myself in the mirror as Mom zipped me up. It was gorgeous. I felt like a princess.

	Or at least like a guest at a cocktail party for the British Prime Minister.

	Mom touched up my hair, curled for the night. “Ethan’s going to wish you were more than just his prom partner.” She glanced at her watch. “He’ll be here in ten minutes, are you ready?”

	I nodded.

	“Come down when we call.”

	After Mom left, I went to my window. The sky was darkening from pink to purple. Next door, the four children were sitting down to dinner – I could see their legs under the table and smell fried chicken in the air. Mr. Tinkles was winding his way through the forest of limbs and chair legs, looking for tidbits.

	I looked up into the sky where the first stars were out. I could imagine my friends getting ready. The scenes played out like a montage:

	Brandon Kilbey, knocking on the door of Sarah’s house with a corsage in a clear plastic container, and watching in unabashed delight as Sarah swept down the stairs.

	Toby, knocking on the door of Robert’s house. I wondered if Robert did the walk down, or if he was already waiting downstairs. Robert’s parents would apparently be delighted, even though two weeks before they would have closed the door in Toby’s face and called their pastor to intervene.

	Angus, opening the door to Ingrid the Angel, bright and sparkly in her red hair and green dress. Behind Ingrid, down on the street, Bart was dressed as a chauffeur, standing beside a big white limousine. Angus’s mouth would drop open, he’d grin like a maniac and he’d probably say something like Aye, that’s the one.

	I smiled. All my friends, all of them with their happy endings, artfully engineered by Ethan. 

	Angels did have their place, I supposed. They were supposed to bring joy, after all. Whether or not all those unions were meant to be that way was a different matter, but I didn’t begrudge them their happiness.

	And don’t forget Connor Harman, Emma, writhing in agony in his darkened bedroom.

	My smile faded. Not everyone was getting their happy ending. Not tonight, at least.

	“Emma, Ethan’s here!”

	I sighed into the night sky. 

	Let that be the last time Mom ever calls those words.

	I took one last check in the mirror and told myself it would be okay.

	Then I went downstairs.

	They were all waiting for me: my parents, Ethan, and even Ben, who pretended he wasn’t interested but couldn’t resist seeing what the fuss was all about. 

	As I carefully – and I hoped, elegantly - stepped down the stairs, my parents burst into applause. Ethan grinned up at me. He was in a classically stylish tuxedo, holding my corsage in his hand. He was, if I was totally objective, quite the catch.

	But all I could think of was another staircase, down which I had I also walked in an elegant dress and high heels, and of another boy dressed in black who stood at the bottom and watched me.

	How I fell.

	How he caught me.

	He should have been the one waiting at the bottom for me now.

	Everything about this scene was wrong. It looked perfect, on the outside: the fabulous dress, the handsome prom date, my parents clapping enthusiastically as their daughter reached another milestone in her life. Even my annoying little brother, poking his head around from the living room and staring at me with wide kid eyes.

	It looked perfect, but it wasn’t. Inside, where I should have felt like a princess, I only felt detached.

	It wasn’t meant to be like this. Ethan should never have asked me and I shouldn’t have said yes. I should have been going to the prom with all my friends in one big limousine, a group of misfits celebrating their friendship. Ethan might have shot me lingering glances across the dance floor, but I would have kept him at arm’s length. Then I would have been free to move on with my life.

	Connor, for all that I loved him, had kind of ruined it all.

	No Emma, it was never going to be like that. Ethan was going to Charm you into loving him. He would have asked you to the prom and you would have said yes. Before you knew it, he would have swept you into marriage and taken you away. All you would have ever known about Connor, if you ever heard of him at all, was that he was evil and dangerous.

	Connor Harman saved you.

	As much as I hated this fake scene, the truth was that it could have been much worse: Ethan could have Charmed me and I could have believed this whole thing was real. So I smiled and floated down the stairs where I was greeted with a kiss on the cheek from an Angel.

	He grinned at me. “You look stunning.”

	Mom put her hand on her heart. “Look at her, dear, isn’t she gorgeous!”

	“Yep.” Dad swallowed hard. “You look good, Ems.”

	Ethan opened the corsage packaging and slipped the flowers onto my wrist. He offered me his arm. 

	I hesitated. I was about to walk out of the house as a Mortal for the last time. When I came back, everything would be different.

	I gave my mother a hug. “Bye, Mom.” 

	I went to my father and squeezed him tightly. “Bye, Dad.”

	Mom frowned. “It’s only the prom, dear; you’re not off to college just yet.”

	I glanced at Ethan. He knew what I was thinking. “I know,” I said. “It’s just . . . prom’s a kind of milestone. When I come back through this door, everything will be different.”

	Mom smiled. “No need to be quite so melodramatic. Go and have a good time.”

	“Don’t be back too late,” Dad warned.

	Ethan flashed them a winning smile. “You really shouldn’t wait up. Whatever time Emma gets back will be fine.”

	“We won’t wait up.” Mom’s eyes had glazed over.

	Ethan escorted me outside. The red Mustang shone in the driveway. As the car reversed out of the driveway, my parents waved us off.

	“You didn’t need to Charm them,” I said. “They are entitled to wait up.”

	Ethan shrugged. “It’s a big night - we don’t want to be bound by curfews or deadlines. We get back when we get back. If we get back.”

	I shot a glance at him. What did he mean by that? Did he think that I would end up spending the night with him?

	That wasn’t going to happen.

	The school gym was ablaze with lights when we arrived. The parking lot was full of glamorous couples who sparkled and shone. Ethan parked and walked around the car to open the door for me. I had to admit, as I emerged from the car, that I was having my own little Laney-Lee moment. The world slowed to appreciate my arrival.

	It felt that way, at least.

	As we walked through the parking lot, I saw Bartholomew, leaning up against a white limousine. His face glowed white from his phone. He nodded at Ethan.

	“Why is Bart still here?” I asked. “Who’s watching Connor?”

	“No-one. Don’t need to.”

	Ethan took my hand and we walked towards the gym. I didn’t like Bart staying in the parking lot instead of going home. It didn’t feel right. 

	Ahead, inside the gym, the music was already pumping. Through the high windows, colored lights flashed across the ceiling. 

	Susan Meadows was manning the arrival desk, overseeing a team of three who collected invitations and checked off names. Ethan and I waited in line until our turn. Susan cast a jealous, longing eye over my perfect dress and my perfect partner and took Ethan’s invite.

	Her mouth was tight. “Have a nice night.” 

	I felt sorry for her. 

	Ethan took my hand. We walked into the prom. 

	The gym had been transformed. Laser lights cut through foggy air. Some people were already dancing, but the night was early and most couples were still hovering on the outskirts, waiting for the anonymity of a more crowded floor.

	Everyone looked beautiful. The Barbies stood out the most, more for their impossibly high heels and inappropriately high splits than anything else. They were all paired with football Jocks. The Popular girls were expensively and elegantly dressed. The Mathletes were dressed in their classic lack of style, but had no idea and so were happy.

	Mr. Saunders had made an appearance, after eight weeks of absence. He was slouched over crutches, talking with other teachers. I was surprised to see him, given his usual surliness, but maybe he really did care enough about his students to attend their last big school event.

	I spotted Sarah and Brandon and made a beeline for them. Sarah and I squealed and hugged each other, then gushed over each other’s dresses. Ethan and Brandon rolled their eyes.

	Angus bounded over hand in hand with Ingrid. They looked deliriously excited.

	“Ethan, this girl is brilliant!” Angus exclaimed. “Sorry, Sarah.”

	Sarah threw up her hands. “I’m happy, you’re happy. We’re all happy.”

	“Are Roby here yet?” Angus asked.

	Brandon frowned. “Who’s Roby?”

	Sarah laughed. “I’ll explain later.”

	The music changed to something light and bouncy. Ingrid squeaked in joy. “I love this song!” She dragged Angus out on to the dance floor. Brandon held out his hand to Sarah and they followed.

	Ethan grinned at me. “Our first dance.” He took my hand.

	I let him lead me onto the dance floor and we joined in the crowd. I tried to lose myself in the music. This was what it was all about, after all. Not Angels and Immortality and falling in love with the Bad Guy. This was the prom, a celebration of everything that had come before, the final step before moving on to a new life. It was a night of dance and excitement and couples enjoying each other’s attention.

	I made myself overlook that I no longer liked Ethan. He had been my friend for a long time, so I forced myself to see him as that again. This was just me and Eth, like old times.

	Still . . . I couldn’t shake a growing feeling of unease.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Six

	 

	 

	Roby made their entrance half an hour later, timing it so that the gym would be packed and they would be less obvious. I saw them pause for a moment and look at one another. Then Rob nudged Toby with his shoulder and they headed for the dance floor. I told Ethan and we danced our way through the crowd towards them. 

	Rob and Toby dancing together didn’t attract any obvious immediate attention; some people glanced their way and laughed, perhaps thinking that the boys couldn’t find girls to dance with and were having a bit of a joke.

	Give it another hour, I thought, and they’ll realize what’s really going on.

	Rob and Toby greeted me with excited kisses. They greeted Ethan the same way too, planting a kiss on each cheek.

	“You look fabulous!” Toby exclaimed. He oohed and aahed over my dress. 

	There were two Emma Harts at the prom that night. One was just normal Emma, who laughed and danced and drank fruit punch and gossiped about the dresses and the couples. That Emma was fabulous and happy and having a great time.

	The other Emma was hidden deep inside the first. That Emma was pulling the strings of the first Emma like some kind of prom marionette. The hidden Emma was an altogether different creature. She was nervous and jumped at everything. Nervous Emma saw Frank Bellamy lurking on the edge of the gym, watching me. Frank was perfectly entitled to be there as a teacher, but I couldn’t help feeling that again, it wasn’t right. All the Angels were here.

	Bart outside; Frank inside. Ethan, all over me, never letting me out of his sight. He even waited outside the change rooms, texting, when I went to the toilet with Sarah. I couldn’t imagine what he was protective about - Connor wouldn’t come to the prom even if he had been able, and I wasn’t about to leave.

	Because I had to stay. I needed Ethan.

	But I couldn’t help feeling a little suffocated by the constant watch. When Ingrid pounced on me at the punch bowl, I grabbed her and begged Ethan for some girl time.

	“I need to talk to Ingrid - girl things.” 

	He looked uncertain. “What girl things?”

	Ingrid giggled. “They’re girl things, silly. Don’t you worry yourself about Emma, I’ve got her.”

	She took my hand and pulled me out of the gym, out into the parking lot and fresh air. I could see Bart in the distance, sitting nonchalantly on the bonnet of the limo, still preoccupied with his phone. I looked back, expecting to see Ethan or Mr. Bellamy appear in the gym entrance. Mercifully, they did not.

	“It’s okay,” Ingrid reassured me. “Ethan trusts me to keep you safe.”

	We walked down to the front of the school. Ingrid jumped up onto the concrete school sign and sat down. I was too fidgety to sit down. I shivered.

	“You’re shaking,” Ingrid said.

	“I’m scared,” I admitted. “This whole thing is a lie. I’m lying to Ethan and I’m lying to Connor.” I looked at her. “Will the Turning still be okay even though everything about it is false?”

	Ingrid shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never known anyone who’s been through it like this. But you’re doing it for the right reasons - for love and compassion. You want to help Connor and you want to save the world. How can anything be wrong about that?”

	I slumped next to her. The concrete was cold against my back. Dance music boomed in the distance. 

	I could imagine Ethan’s fury when he finally understood what I had done. 

	And Connor? Would he be furious, or just disappointed with me? Maybe it would change our relationship forever. 

	Maybe it would end it.

	How could doing something so wrong be the way to do something so right?

	What if I was, a murderer?

	The Allies went to war knowing that they had to kill in order to bring peace. That made it okay, everyone knew that. A very bad thing had to happen in order to stop an even worse thing from continuing.

	Did wanting to save Connor and the world make it okay to lie to everyone?

	What was the alternative? To let Connor give up? To bring the End of Days? Why should eight billion people have to die when all I had to do was lie just a little?

	I was nuts to even think I had a choice. 

	I looked at Ingrid. “I have to do this, for Connor and for everyone. I have to go through with it.”

	Ingrid jumped down from the sign.

	‘Just please,” I begged her, “if you think anything is going wrong, will you help me?”

	“Of course.” 

	I studied her. “Even if it means going against Ethan?”

	She shrugged. “He’s an Elder, and we’re supposed to follow Elders, but I don’t think everything he does is for the best. I’ll follow my own heart.”

	Back inside, the wall of light and sound and darkness hit us. It was much hotter in the gym. Rob and Toby spotted us first, and swept us into the crowd for a dance.

	I whirled with Toby in delirious circles.

	“So you’re officially out?” I shouted over the music.

	Toby grinned. Out of the closet and into the frying pan and damn the consequences!”

	“I don’t think everyone’s quite got it yet.” 

	Toby’s eyes were bright. “Last dance! We don’t dare do it now or they’ll throw us out, but last dance - it’s schmooching time!”

	Marionette Emma laughed. It was going to be gorgeous.

	Inside, Nervous Emma wondered if she would even see the last dance. I didn’t know when Ethan would Turn me, or how. Would I be dancing the last dance as plain old me, or as an Immortal? I hadn’t dared ask him about his plan – I didn’t want a conversation I would have to lie through.

	I found him texting near the punch bowl.

	“Everything okay?” I asked.

	He slipped his phone into his jacket. “Angel stuff. Up for a dance?”

	I joined him on the dance floor. The DJ mumbled something about lovers and the music slowed. Ethan took my hands in his and pulled me close. I rested my head on his chest, hating myself.

	“Are you ready?” 

	I froze. I looked up at him. “Now?”

	“End of the song.”

	“What do we do?” My voice was a whisper.

	“We’ll go somewhere quiet. Don’t worry Ems, it’s a beautiful thing. That’s why I chose you.”

	I was too nervous and flustered to realize that he was about to kiss me. When his lips touched mine, I pulled back in surprise.

	He frowned. “I was hoping for a better first kiss than that.”

	“Sorry,” I stammered. “I wasn’t ready . . . I’m just scared. Can we save the first kiss until after?”

	“No, we can’t.” He kissed me again, more firmly.

	I made myself kiss him. Made it feel like I meant it, when all I wanted to do was run.

	Run screaming.

	Everything about this night was wrong.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Seven

	 

	 

	The song ended. 

	Ethan took my hand. “Let’s get some air.”

	Obediently, I followed. I tried to take in one last sensation of the prom, my last look through Mortal eyes: Rob pouring Toby some punch, Sarah giggling at Brandon. Angus and Ingrid, jumping up and down in excitement over decorated cupcakes. 

	Ingrid, I called, hoping that somehow she might hear me. 

	Ingrid looked up. Her eyes met mine. She gave me a desperate look that said: I’m here to help, but Ethan’s made it clear he doesn’t want me anywhere near you when it happens.

	Outside, the air was cold. Couples were scattered in the dark. Dotted red ends of cigarettes flared up and vanished behind hands.

	Ethan led me down the side of the gym and out towards the baseball park at the back. There were couples huddled against the wall in the shadows. 

	There were no lights on the ballpark, just grass and darkness. I felt faint. I could feel my own heartbeat, thumping.

	Ethan led me on and on, away from the gym. The music faded.

	Finally, alone in the middle of the ballpark, he took my hands in his. He looked at me.

	I breathed in deep. This was it. 

	For Connor. I thought. Whatever it takes.

	“You’re shaking,” Ethan said softly.

	I nodded, too scared to speak. 

	He smiled. “Don’t be frightened, Ems, it doesn’t hurt. For the rest of time, you’ll look back on this moment with joy.”

	He leaned forward. I realized he was going to kiss me again and I made myself kiss him back, hating myself all the while. 

	“In fact,” Ethan said carefully, “I think this moment is so special that it needs to have a witness.”

	I eyed him. What was he talking about?

	“Connor should be here. Call him. In your mind, call out to him.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I want him to watch.”

	“He’s at home. He can’t hear me.” I was puzzled: why would Ethan want Connor anywhere near me when he did this? Connor would stop him.

	Ethan’s lip curled. “You gave up on him, he didn’t give up on you. He’ll hear you.”

	“He’s in pain.”

	“Not at the moment.”

	I frowned at him. “How can you know that?”

	Ethan held up his phone with a condescending smile. The caller name was LONDON, and it was live. “Because right now, I’m in charge of what happens to him. Call him.”

	I shrank back. I didn’t like where this was going. “I don’t know how.”

	Ethan was cool. “You think of him, and you call out in your mind. He’s linked to you. He’ll hear.”

	Ethan was so very sure of what he was doing and that frightened me. There wasn’t supposed to be a plan. There was just supposed to be him, Turning me Immortal. 

	I closed my eyes and pretended I was calling out to Connor.

	I opened my eyes. “How long will it take him to get here?”

	Ethan’s voice was ice. “If you’d called him, Emma, he would be here already. He can move through time faster than us. Fake it again and I’ll hurt you.”

	I went cold. This wasn’t Ethan any more. Gone was my friend of three years, with whom I’d eaten burgers and gone to the movies and joked at school. This was someone entirely different. 

	This was the real Ethan Brighton, a powerful, vengeful, two-thousand-year-old Angel, who knew exactly what he was doing.

	“Please,” I whispered. “He’s been hurt enough.”

	Ethan set his jaw. “I will Turn you, and Harman will be forced to watch while he endures immeasurable pain. Then one of two things will happen: either he will contain the pain I give him, in which case I get you because he can’t stop me . . . or he won’t contain the pain.”

	He gave an arrogant snort. “In which case its game over and there’s no point to you becoming Immortal anyway. I’ll personally escort your soul to heaven. Either way, its win-win for me. And for you.”

	I couldn’t breathe. This was a nightmare. Ethan was going to use my Turning to push Connor to the edge. All the while I’d been planning to become Immortal to help Connor, Ethan had been working to bring the End of Days.

	I looked at his phone in horror: who was he talking to? What was he able to do?

	He flipped me an arrogant smile. “I’ve got nine Angels in a room in London who are one moment away from unleashing hell. Nine operations will pick right up where they left off.”

	“What operations?” I whispered.

	“The Taliban, I.S., The Hutus, Sunni Insurgents, Gaza Militants; a bunch of other extremist groups. They’ve had a busy couple of weeks, but right now they’ve all stopped for a coffee break, so to speak. One word from me and they’ll be back to it with a ferocity that makes last week look like a birthday party.”

	I felt faint. The horror of it took my breath away. 

	Ethan had been behind Connor’s pain that week. He was behind all those terrible things. Ethan.

	I struggled to speak. “You’re an Angel. You’re supposed to be the . . . Good Guy.” My words faded to incomprehensible shock.

	Ethan snorted. “You have such a small mind. I’m doing this for Mankind, Emma, for the big picture. No-one quibbles about a few people being killed if it means billions will be Saved. Compared to what your ex-boyfriend has done, this is nothing.”

	I backed away. “I don’t want you to Turn me. This is wrong.”

	He laughed cruelly. “And you can tell right from wrong? You fell in love with Lucifer. You stayed with him even when you knew what he was. Don’t you dare judge me, and don’t you dare assume you know what’s Good and what’s Evil.”

	I turned to run. In a flash he was beside me, furiously gripping my wrist.

	“Call him.” His fingers dug into my flesh.

	I tried to pull away. “Ethan, no.”

	“Then sorry, Ems, but this is for your own good.”

	My throat tightened. Cold invisible fingers gripped my neck. I couldn’t breathe. I clutched at Ethan, wide-eyed.

	He let me go and I fell onto the cold grass, grabbing at my throat, gasping for air that wouldn’t come. I was suffocating.

	Ethan! I thought at him, don’t do this! Please!

	He stood above me. His expression was stone. I knew absolutely that he would stand there and watch me die.

	But isn’t that the point, I thought desperately, I have to die to be Turned?

	But something in his expression told me that if I didn’t call Connor, Ethan wouldn’t save me.

	Not if Connor couldn’t be made to watch.

	I closed my eyes. Connor! Help me, PLEASE! 

	Ethan snorted contemptuously. 

	I opened my eyes.

	Connor was there. I dimly registered that he was fully dressed.

	how can he be here so quick? My thoughts were fuzzy. 

	he looks like he did when I first saw him in class that day, black jacket, gloves, the way he stands . . . God I hated him then but I love him so much and it’s too late I’m dying I’m

	And then I could see everything clearly.

	 But the angle was wrong. I was too high.

	I looked down and saw my own body, in the beautiful blue dress, sprawled on the grass. 

	Dead.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Eight

	 

	 

	Connor and Ethan looked up at me. Ethan was smug. 

	Connor just looked weary. “Stop, Brighton.”

	Ethan put his phone to his ear and said something into it. He looked at Connor.

	“Make me.”

	Connor gagged in pain and dropped to his knees.

	Ethan was cold. “This is Endgame, Harman. I’m going to Turn Emma and you will die.”

	Connor crumpled onto the grass. His fingers tore rents in the earth.

	Stop it, Ethan, please, I begged, just Turn me and let him go. Slowly, my soul began to rise.

	“I’ll Turn you,” Ethan said up to me. “But first, we watch him suffer.”

	Connor tried to get up but collapsed onto his back.

	“Who knew it could be so easy to bring you down?” Ethan gloated. “All the power in the universe does jack shit for you now, Harman.”

	Please just do it! I screamed.

	“Hear that?” Ethan bent over him. “She’s begging me to Turn her because you never would.”

	“No!” Connor rasped.

	Ethan raised a hand. I was drawn back down towards him. “Pay attention, Harman,” he growled. “Watch your ex-girlfriend become my soul-mate.”

	“Don’t.” Connor could only whisper.

	“I showed her what you did, what you’ve been. She chose me over you, and doesn’t that just burn you?”

	I was almost down to Ethan now. He reached up and took hold of my hand with his. As ethereal and unreal as I felt, he could still touch me.

	“She’s not doing it for you,” Connor gargled. “She wants to save me.”

	Ethan looked at me, confused. “Is that true?”

	I shook my head. No, I want -

	“Mortals lie!” Connor spat the words into the grass. “You know they lie. She wants it for me.”

	Ethan’s face drained of color. His voice was cold. “You wanted me to Turn you for him?”

	I didn’t answer. There was no point, now.

	Ethan let me go. My soul began to float away.

	No, Ethan!

	“You could have had everything with me,” Ethan said bitterly. “Everything you ever wanted. And still you choose him.” He kicked Connor in the stomach. Connor groaned and rolled away.

	I slowed and stopped: something was holding me in place. Even in his agony, one of Connor’s hands was reaching, claw-like, towards me. 

	Ethan please, I begged, don’t let me die.

	He laughed hollowly. “Too late for that.” He kicked Connor again and again, punctuating each sentence with another blow. “You had your chance and you blew it kick I gave you three years of unconditional love kick and you shove it in my face. Now your murderous boyfriend can save the world all he likes kick but the cost will be watching your soul go to God. If I can’t have you, kick kick then he never will.”

	Ethan beat into Connor with unmitigated ferocity.

	I screamed at him to stop, to bring me back. I was dying, for God’s sake.

	All the while I was aware that if Connor kept trying to hold onto me, it might very well mean the End of the world. Holding onto me was an act of love, and love weakened him. 

	I realized, in a terrible moment of clarity, that it was up to me. Most of my life I had been trying to tell myself that what I really wanted to do was help people, and for most of that time I had doubted that I would ever be able to do it.

	It all came down to now. Maybe the whole reason God brought us together was so that I could die for Connor to save the world. 

	There was no time to even feel sorry for myself. Connor! I shouted: Let me go!

	Connor struggled to his hands and knees. Ethan kicked him in the head, sending him reeling.

	I could hear the prom in the background, a party soundtrack to accompany my death. Disco lights flashed out of the gym windows.

	Connor Harman! I screamed. LET ME GO. SAVE THE WORLD.

	Ethan struck Connor in the ribcage, forcing Connor over onto his back. Connor rolled over and righted himself onto his hands and knees. I began to float away.

	Ethan kicked hard. His foot hit dead air. 

	Connor climbed to his feet. Letting me go had given him just enough strength.

	Ethan backed up. “Bart!” he roared. 

	Bart appeared at Ethan’s side a moment later, slowing from his light speed sprint.

	“He’s too strong,” Ethan growled. “Help me.”

	They advanced on Connor. Ethan held out his hands. Lightning shot from his fingers, arcing and crackling. Bart doubled the lightning. Ethan roared something into his phone.

	Connor collapsed onto his knees.

	Above me, the night sky was suddenly brighter. I looked up to see a glowing tunnel, stretching away. The tunnel was a joyful, glorious place. It led into the light.

	The light was love.

	I forced myself to look down. Everything was dark below, broken only by the arcing light of Angels hell bent on murder. Down only offered me pain and sorrow and regret.

	Up offered everlasting love. I stared into the tunnel, entranced.

	Emma. Connor’s voice, agonized, in my head.

	I tore my gaze away from the light.

	Down was also love. Down was Connor. He was pain and sorrow and regret, but he was also unending, unconditional love.

	And in the end, as my mother had once said, love was all about sacrifice and commitment, even if that person made your life less perfect than it could be.

	I turned away from the light. I fought it with everything I had.

	But I knew that if Connor couldn’t save the world, the light would still win in the end.

	Connor, I begged softly, save the world, please.

	Connor dug his feet into the turf. He lowered his head and launched himself at Bart. As they collided, Connor locked an arm around Bart’s neck and pulled him down to the ground. Bart wrestled Connor’s arm, trying to pull it away. Ethan’s lightening enveloped both of them. 

	Bart screamed in agony. “Ethan, stop!” 

	Ethan furiously shook his head. “No!” 

	Connor writhed in agony, using his pain to lock a death grip around Bart’s neck. If Connor was going down, Bart was going with him.

	Bart was choking. The lightening was weakening him.

	“Frank!” Ethan called.

	Frank Bellamy appeared. He recoiled in horror. “You’re killing Bart!”

	“It’s the only way!” Ethan hissed. “Harman can’t fight us - we can break him.”

	Frank looked up and saw me floating towards the light. “You’re going to lose her.”

	“Forget her! Get Harman.”

	Frank cupped his hands together. Between his hands, a glowing ball of arcing light formed. He flung it at Connor.

	The fireball exploded. Bart screamed. Connor spasmed and pulled his arm tighter against Bart’s throat.

	Ethan increased his attack. “Let’s end this!”

	Angelfire and lightening lit up the grounds. Bart bore the brunt of the attack. He couldn’t breathe and he couldn’t fight.

	He went limp. His soul floated up, away from his body. Up towards me.

	Ethan stared up at Bart, outraged. “Damn it, Bart! You couldn’t hold on?”

	Bart shrugged helplessly.

	Below, on the grass, Connor roughly shoved Bart’s body away. He began to climb to his feet.

	Sensing his resolve, Ethan and Frank tried harder. The lightning spat and crackled. The air smelled like ozone. Ethan screamed into his phone.

	Connor faltered, kept rising, his eyes black. His voice was a low growl. “Killing an Angel is a great evil. Thank you.” He turned to Frank. 

	Frank exploded into a screaming ball of fire. The fireball shot up faster than Bart’s soul and disappeared into the night sky.

	Bart was almost equal to me now, rising much faster than me. But he didn’t mind going back to God, while I was fighting it with everything I had. I was now at the edge of the light: it was drawing me faster and faster, like a bright black hole.

	Bart was sympathetic. Give up, he told me. Harman will fail. Go to God.

	His soul blazed like a meteorite and was gone.

	Below, Ethan backed off in horror. He was facing Connor alone. And Connor had just killed two Angels. That made him strong.

	Connor’s body crackled with dark energy. His eyes were empty pits. 

	“I say when the End shall be,” he snarled. “Not you, not them. Not even God.”

	Ethan cast a despairing look up at me.

	He turned and ran, knowing he was already lost.

	“Coward.” Connor shot both hands at him.

	Ethan screamed and exploded. Fire consumed him, became him. The fireball shrieked and crackled and hurled into the air. I felt its unholy heat as it shot up past me. Through the flames I made out Ethan’s tortured, writhing form. His eyes were white fire.  His face turned towards me. 

	He mouthed: I will come back for you.

	Then his soul blazed and he was gone.

	I could smell burning flesh and ozone. My soul was at that point where Bart and Ethan had disappeared. Any second, I too would burst into ethereal flame and be gone to God.

	Below, Connor collapsed. 

	I realized in horror that he still couldn’t save me. He’d killed three Angels but something else had happened. Maybe the Angels in London had finally unleashed their full hell.

	A bright green blur raced across the grass and stopped beside Connor. I saw the blue square of a phone.

	The wondrous light from above called to me.

	I looked up. It was too late. The pull of the light was irresistible. When I looked down again I could see the lights of Stamford glittering in the distance.

	They were beautiful.

	But nothing was as beautiful as the light that called to me.

	I went to it.

	 

	 

	


Chapter Seventy-Nine

	 

	 

	 

	I opened my eyes. It was dark. Everything hurt. My body stabbed with pins and needles.

	Connor’s face hovered above mine, out of focus.

	“Is she okay?” Ingrid’s voice, distant.

	“She’ll be fine.” Connor’s voice, tired.

	I realized I was lying on the grass. My back was damp. Connor was kneeling, supporting my head and shoulders.

	I tried to move. Pain shot through my body.

	“Slow down,” he said softly. “You were dead three minutes or more. You’re lucky to be here.”

	“You brought me back.” My voice cracked.

	“I brought you back, but Ingrid saved your life.”

	Further away, Ingrid stepped into view. She didn’t want to come near Connor. 

	She held up the phone. “I stood them down. I told them the deed was done and it was over.”

	I managed a smile. “You lied?”

	Ingrid shrugged. “I didn’t say what deed was done and you have to admit, it was over.”

	“Hey, Ingrid!” Angus’ voice, indignant, somewhere in the darkness. “Unless you’re Cinderella, you don’t get to leave the prince standing on the dance floor.”

	Ingrid tossed Connor the phone and he caught it. He nodded at her. She nodded back.

	Then Ingrid spun around. “Since when did you become a prince, laddie?” She bounded off into the night.

	I looked up at Connor. He was damp with sweat.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I only - ”

	Connor shook his head. “I’m sorry. I let you go.”

	I managed a weak smile. “Eight billion people or one girlfriend? You chose right.”

	“If Ingrid hadn’t been here -”

	“But she was,” I said. “A while back you let her live because you trusted me. That’s when you saved me, not now.”

	I smiled weakly. “Although you kind of did save me now, too.”

	He wouldn’t meet my eyes. He didn’t see it that way. Probably all he could see, I thought, was his own failure.

	“I thought I was gone,” I told him. “Really gone. I went into the light.”

	He said nothing.

	I eyed him. “You said a Mortal soul couldn’t come back to the same body once it went to God.”

	“Maybe you didn’t make it all the way to God.”

	I didn’t buy it. “Maybe, in Angelspeak, means you’re deflecting. So either I’m suddenly Immortal, or you did something against the rules.”

	“You’re not Immortal.”

	“Are you going to get into trouble with God for that?”

	He snorted softly. “I’d like to see God try.”

	I had to smile. “I suppose most of the power in the universe has to count for something, sometimes.”

	“Sometimes. Try sitting up.” 

	With his help, I sat up. I felt like I’d been run over by a truck; one of those big Mack trucks with double trailers; and every wheel had passed over me. The pins and needles were fading now, as my nerves adjusted.

	He helped me to my feet and held me while I found my balance. It didn’t help wearing heels; I slipped them off and held them in one hand. We began to walk back towards the gym.

	Towards light and sound and Humanity.

	Connor was sullen.

	I held his hand. “It’s okay,” I said. “Really.”

	“It’s not okay,” he growled. “I could have lost you. I did lose you. What if someone else tries the same thing? There are nine Angels out there who know exactly what Brighton was doing. They know how close to the edge I am.” 

	He looked at me meaningfully. “And now they know my new weakness.”

	“But you weren’t weak. You let me go to save the world.”

	“Let you go, yes.” He was bitter. “But for you there are worse things than just dying. Some Angels are capable of unspeakable things. If they come for you . . .”

	He shook his head angrily.

	“So make me Immortal. Then no-one can ever really take me away.”

	He turned away. “I can’t.”

	“You can.”

	“I won’t.”

	I waited.

	Connor stopped and looked at me, anguished. “You know what I am, Emma, you’ve seen what I’ve done. How long do you think you can love me? Because one day the true horror will hit you and you will go. And then what? If you’re Immortal, you’ll have to live with that knowledge forever. And if I had been foolish enough to share the Burden with you, how long do you think you’ll last before you give it up? Even if you could bear it, you won’t hold that pain for one such as me.”

	“I would never give it up.”

	“The Burden is not for Mortals,” Connor said softly. “It’s not for lovers. It would tear us apart, in the end.”

	“Then what am I supposed to do?” I asked. “Nothing? Decades, Connor – that’s how long Ingrid said you had left. Were you ever going to tell me?”

	“No . . . maybe. You could have lived and died with me and we could have made a good End, when it came.”

	I looked at him. “You talk as though it’s not going to happen now.”

	Connor looked away.

	“Connor?”

	He turned back to me, anguished. “How can it? I’m looking at what’s in your mind, at what Brighton showed you. You won’t stay.”

	I bristled. “Then look deeper, to what I really think.”

	“I am,” he whispered. “And you’re torn.” 

	I held up my hands to get him out of my head. “I’m still here. Just for now, I’m here. I won’t go.”

	There was the longest silence then, in which he just looked at me. Thoughtful.

	I realized with a sinking heart that maybe he was thinking about whether or not I was worth the effort. Why would he dare to love me if, in the end, I couldn’t cope with who he was?

	It would be easier for both of us if he just walked away.

	And he could do it. He could board a plane to anywhere in the world and I would never find him again. He was off the grid: no phone, no email, no social media outlets where his name might turn up, except where infatuated teens had Facebooked their affections for the strange, unapproachable boy in their class.

	He couldn’t make me forget that he existed, but he could make himself vanish all the same.

	I would be left to pine for him, alone, wishing I hadn’t been so foolish as to demand his Burden. Wishing Ethan had never shown me the Connor of the past.  I had meddled in things beyond my measure, I had insisted on knowledge that did not belong among the Mortals. Now I knew too much.

	I lowered my gaze. I had asked the impossible. 

	Gently, Connor took my hands. He was trembling, but I didn’t think it was from pain.

	More likely, he was about to ask me to leave.

	“Emma Hart,” he said quietly, “you are this impossible rescuer, who won’t rest until every person in the world finds peace.” 

	He sighed. “And despite what everyone else thinks, I am the same. We both want the happy ending even though we know it’s hopeless.”

	He breathed out, long and hard. “I can’t not love you. But -”

	Here it comes I thought dismally. My heart was already breaking. Eight weeks with Connor Harman would never have been enough.

	“There is no but,” he said. “I love you and, perhaps you can love me enough.”

	I looked up at him in surprise.

	He shrugged helplessly. “Maybe there’s a way through this, or maybe there isn’t, but right now I just . . . need you.” 

	He kissed me, long and hard and deep. 

	“Let’s go home,” he said.

	As we neared the gym, I looked longingly towards the laser lights . . . towards the night that might have been.

	 “They say you never forget your prom,” I sighed. “But all those people that Ethan made suffer, watching you suffer; I don’t think I want to remember any of mine.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	I shrugged. “None of this is your fault – I’m the one who let Ethan think he had a chance. I’m the one who wanted to be Immortal.”

	“No,” Connor said. “You died because of me. I owe you. Anything you want, tell me and I’ll make it happen.”

	I didn’t meet his eye. “Can you make me forget what Ethan showed me?”

	“If I could, it would be gone already. But it’s part of knowing about me and it can’t be undone.”

	“Then I don’t want anything. I’ve got you.”

	We walked around the gym and crossed into the parking lot. From inside the gym, the doof doof of the music abruptly slowed.

	Our final song for the night, the DJ announced, grab your partner and make it count.

	It was a beautifully forlorn song that I had heard on the radio before, the kind of song for lovers. A little different, a lot intense.

	I gazed longingly towards the gym doors. There was never going to be a last dance for me at the prom. I was lucky to even be alive.

	Beside me, Connor paused. His brow creased in pain.

	“What level?” I asked.

	He snorted gently. “You can’t imagine the pain I’m about to be in.” He took my hand and led me to the gym doors.

	I felt faint. 

	Susan Meadows was still manning the front desk, alone. When she saw Connor, she folded her arms indignantly. “You need a jacket and tie for entry.”

	I frowned at her. “It’s the last dance.”

	“I don’t make the rules. Jacket and tie, Connor.”

	Connor just looked amused.

	“Susan,” I asked, “have you actually been into the prom at all? Have you even had a dance?”

	Susan pushed back her chair and stomped over to the corner. “Sir! Connor Harman’s trying to enter the prom without a jacket and tie.”

	“Is he now?” Mr. Knovokovich walked around the corner. He grinned at us and began to loosen his thin black tie. 

	“Well, Susan,” he said benevolently, “it would appear that even though it is made out of leather and not the more traditional polyester cotton, Mr. Harman is wearing a jacket. And . . .” he placed his necktie over Connor’s head. “It would also appear that he has a tie. So, I hardly think we can deny them the last dance, do you?”

	Susan fumed helplessly. 

	I felt sorry for her. For the entire night Susan had toiled away at the prom entrance, probably never going into the prom itself, too scared of having no-one to talk to or to dance with and just feeling totally out of place. The world’s greatest wallflower.

	As we rounded the corner, I saw Eddie Collins skulking against the wall, intently studying the contents of his punch cup.

	I nudged Connor towards him. “Could you, just . . .” I nodded at Eddie and then back towards where Susan Meadows languished. “Please.”

	Connor rolled his eyes and walked over to Eddie. Eddie shrank from him.

	“Eddie Collins,” Connor ordered, “go dance with Susan Meadows.”

	Eddie nodded absentmindedly, like he’d just thought of it himself. He set down his cup, straightened his tie, and strode towards the front entrance. A moment later he remerged with a smiling and overwhelmed Susan on his arm. They walked onto the dance floor.

	Connor took my hand. “You have to rescue everyone?”

	I squeezed him. “No, that’s your job. I just do the ones I know about.”

	Warm air and loud music washed over us. Circling lights filled the foggy air. The dance floor was packed with couples, slow dancing; some of them genuinely in love, others just drinking in the magic that was the last dance ever of school, and not really caring who they shared it with.

	I thought Connor might be happy to blend in at the sidelines in the shadows, but he didn’t. He removed the tie, stuffed it in his pocket, and led me to the middle of the dance floor. Under the mirror ball, he wrapped his arms around me.

	I laid my head on his chest and smiled.

	This was it. This was prom. The rest of the night had been a crazy, awkward, helpless daze: fear and revulsion and hope and longing and watching my own death. Angels obliterated in a fireball in the ballpark.

	And now this.

	Now dancing up close with Connor Harman and finally neither of us giving a damn who saw.

	Speaking of not giving a damn.

	Rob and Toby were kissing. Some couples were watching Roby in shock, but no-one dared to say anything to the two boys who were so brazenly declaring their love. I could see Angus and Ingrid slow dancing in the crowd, grinning madly at one another. 

	Sarah and Brandon drifted into view. Sarah saw Connor and freaked.

	She mouthed: Is Connor your secret boyfriend? 

	I nodded and grinned.

	Sarah gaped at me. Oh. My. God. She waggled a reprimanding finger and made it clear that there would be some explaining afterwards. Then she smiled and spun away into the crowd.

	Happy Endings for everyone, I thought.

	While the Angel who had created all those Happy Endings had met with none for himself.

	Maybe that’s what happens if you try to mess with the way things are supposed to be. Maybe too much time thinking things through with your head, instead of following your heart, leads you in the wrong direction.

	Because loving Connor made no sense at all. Staying with him made no sense at all. But despite the horrors in my head, it was all I wanted to do.

	Still, I couldn’t help thinking about the Nine Angels. 

	Connor was right: now they knew how near the End of Days was, and, thanks to Ethan, they also knew how to make it happen. 

	They were out there somewhere.

	Waiting.

	But not tonight, I knew, tonight it’s just us and this song in this moment.

	I looked up at Connor. “How much are you hating this?”

	He smiled. “Not as much as you think.”

	And, as the light and music and love washed over us, he kissed me.
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