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				For Matt,

				who showed me that true love is possible

				(even at seventeen), and our girls, Sienna and Winter,

				who shine new light on the world and make

				every day better than the last.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.

				Ephesians 6:12
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				“Outside, among your fellows, among strangers, you must preserve appearances, a hundred things you cannot do; but inside, the terrible freedom!”

				Ralph Waldo Emerson

				Birthdays aren’t my thing.

				It’s hard to get too excited about the day that marks the anniversary of your mother’s death. It’s not that I blame myself for her not being here. No one could have known she wouldn’t survive childbirth. It’s not that I miss her either. I mean, I never knew her in the first place. But it is the one day each year that at some point I’ll be forced to ask myself, Was it worth it? Was my life worth taking hers?

				I stared out the bus window, avoiding. Steph was blabbering on, something about the perfect dress, completely absorbed in what she was saying. She was relentless when it came to the science of shopping. I could feel her watching me, disappointed with my cheer level. Buildings flashed past through the frame of the smudged glass and I couldn’t help but wish my seventeenth birthday tomorrow would slide by in the same hazy blur.

				“Violet Eden!” Steph said sternly, sucking me out of my trance. “We have your dad’s Amex, a green light, and no specified limit.” Her mock rebuke morphed into a devious grin. “What more could a girl want as a birthday present?”

				Technically, it was my Amex. My name, my signature. It just happened to be connected to Dad’s account. A by-product of being the only person at home who actually bothered to pay any bills.

				I knew Steph wouldn’t understand if I told her I wasn’t in the mood, so I lied. “I can’t go shopping today. I…um…I have a training session.”

				She raised her eyebrows at me. For a moment I thought she was going to call me out on my fake alibi. But then she segued onto a topic we seemed to be discussing more and more often as of late.

				“With Lincoln?”

				I shrugged, trying not to let on how much just the mention of Lincoln affected me. Although the training part wasn’t true, I did have plans to see him later on and was already doing my best not to keep a minute-by-minute countdown.

				Steph rolled her eyes. “Honestly, one of these days I’m gonna tell him you’d prefer to get all hot and sweaty with him in a different kind of way!” She threw me her bitchy smile—something she usually reserves for other people.

				I sat back and let her vent. It was easier that way. Steph didn’t get it and I couldn’t blame her—I’d never told her all of the reasons why training was so important to me. Some things are just too hard to talk about.

				“You do realize you’re turning into some kind of sports geek, don’t you? And don’t pretend you actually like them all. I know for a fact that you hate long-distance running.” Steph couldn’t understand how anyone would rather go rock climbing or boxing in place of shopping.

				“I get a kick out of training with him,” I said, hoping to put an end to the conversation, even though she wasn’t completely off base about the running. If I didn’t have Lincoln’s butt to stare at the whole time, motivation would be a lot harder to come by.

				I busied myself by rummaging through my backpack, which was jammed with all the books they force you to take home on the last day before break. Steph didn’t seem put off.

				“It’s like he’s training you for battle or something.” Her eyes lit up. “Hey, maybe he has some underground fight club and he’s grooming you!”

				“That’s it, Steph. Definitely.”

				I didn’t want to be talking about this, didn’t want to have to admit the round-the-clock desire I had to be with Lincoln. It was like something deep within me found comfort in his presence.

				Crushing with the best of ’em, Vi!

				Too bad it was a lost cause. It had been that way ever since the moment I’d first met him two years ago. He was a late entry into a self-defense class I’d signed up for. When he was partnered with me, what I thought was going to be another mediocre attempt on my part to get fit and strong became so much more.

				I never found out why Lincoln had taken the class. He clearly knew more than the instructor, moving through the exercises with the kind of ease and grace that made it clear he was in another league. After the first couple of weeks, when I was finally able to string more than two words together around him, I asked him why he was there. He shrugged it off, saying it was always good to do a refresher class.

				By the end of the three-month course, I was learning more from him than from the instructor, and he offered to give me some kickboxing lessons. Now I get the best of both worlds. I get stronger every day—our list of activities has expanded to include rock climbing, running, even an archery course—and I get to hang out with Lincoln. It’s perfect…almost.

				“Well, I guess that means we’re going shopping tomorrow then.” Steph pouted but couldn’t keep it up. She can never stay mad for long.

				Unfortunately, she was right. I knew Dad had given her strict instructions, due to my lack of spirit and his lack of know-how, to make sure I had a new dress for my birthday dinner tomorrow night. The clock was ticking—shopping was inevitable.

				“I can’t wait,” I said, flashing her a well-practiced fake smile from my birthday repertoire.

				As the bus slowed for its next stop, Steph stood up from our seat, three rows from the back. She was convinced only the wannabes sat right at the back, the geeks at the front, and the goths/weirdos right behind them. That left about three rows we could work with, the ones that apparently put us in the not-trying-to-but-can’t-help-being-cool section. The ironic thing was, if judged purely on academic achievements, Steph was the biggest geek I knew. Of course, she never publicized the fact that she was some kind of borderline genius.

				She wrapped her narrow frame around the metal pole near the doors, donned her favorite pair of D&G sunglasses, and blew me a kiss. I laughed. Luckily for me, Steph wasn’t only a label girl. For all the designer clothes she paraded around in, she was surprisingly balanced. The fact that she was from a seriously moneyed-up family and was usually wearing something that cost more than my entire wardrobe didn’t adversely affect our friendship. I didn’t overly care for material possessions and she didn’t overly care that I didn’t.

				“Do me a favor?” she said, making her way out the door, unfazed by the logjam of kids sardined behind her. “While you’re drooling over Mr. Fantastic, make sure you jab him in the gut a few times for taking up all your free time and depriving me of my bff.”

				“Sure thing,” I said, blowing her a kiss back and ignoring the twinge of guilt I felt about lying to my best friend.
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				“I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth.”

				Genesis 9:13

				Instead of going home to an empty apartment, I found myself walking toward Dad’s offices. I wasn’t sure why. On my way up to the fourth floor, my phone beeped with a text message from Lincoln.

				Running a bit late. Meet at my place around 7?

				I smiled at the phone, my fingers fumbling over the keypad quickly.

				Yep—see you there!

				Then I deleted the exclamation mark and counted to thirty before I allowed myself to press send.

				It was bittersweet, my relationship with Lincoln. Like always, as soon as the elation of hearing from him subsided, the reality of our “friendship” hit home. It would be nice if he was offering a date, but he was really only granting me entry to his warehouse abode—there was a gigantic wall there just begging to be painted and Lincoln had finally agreed to relinquish it to me. The most I could hope for in between coats of primer was a meal. Though I’d tried to reassure Lincoln that coffee and two-minute noodles are a well-balanced diet of dairy and carbohydrates, he remained unconvinced. Since Dad was never around at dinnertime, Lincoln had recently started inviting me back to his place for dinner before dropping me home. I had to admit, even though it wasn’t romantic at all—we mostly just went over training exercises—it was nice to have someone to talk to instead of eating alone.

				Dad’s company took up the entire fourth floor. When the elevator doors opened, I spotted the familiar stainless-steel Eden Architects sign that had greeted me for the past eight years.

				“Hi, Caroline,” I said, walking up to the reception area. “Is he in?”

				Dad’s receptionist smiled at me and raised her eyebrows. “Where else would he be?”

				I found Dad in his office, cemented behind his drawing desk, reams of paper unraveled in front of him. It was an image synonymous with my dad and one that I’d had to accept a long time ago. I used to fight it—or rather, fight for his attention—but the truth was, the minute I had his full attention, I always felt suffocated by it anyway.

				He was completely absorbed in whatever he was doing, and by the look of him, he’d been there awhile—tie gone, sleeves rolled up, ruler in one hand, pencil hanging loosely from his mouth. I was willing to bet that when he stepped away from the desk, he’d reveal shoeless feet.

				I made it into the middle of his office without him even noticing.

				“Hey, Dad,” I said with a wave.

				He looked up and smiled, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair as if it could somehow release him from a world of lines, angles, and light reflections. He pushed his pencil behind his ear and emerged from behind his desk—socks only.

				“Hi, sweetheart.” He cleared his throat. “This is a nice surprise. Ah…How was your day?”

				I hated that I could hear it, but there it was, same as always: the voice that said, I’m glad you’re here, but I’m really in the middle of something I don’t want to be distracted from.

				I swallowed and pushed through it. It was all I could do. I knew if he knew I could hear it, he’d be mortified.

				“Great!” I said, beaming with my news. “I got into the Fenton art course. It starts just after graduation.” Finding out had been the main motivator for going to school today. The last day before break is usually a blow-off, and Dad never enforced attendance. Well…Dad never enforced anything. But I had been waiting for months to find out if I’d gotten in, and seeing my name on the short list of two had made the day well worthwhile.

				He gave me his genuine Dad-of-pride smile. “Of course you did! There was never any doubt. You take after your mom.” His voice broke a little at the end. She’d been an artist too. He was rarely the one to bring her up. Like me, he preferred to leave painful things buried. It was easier that way…and harder. But the fact was, nothing was going to fix him. Her death had broken him completely.

				“Thanks, Dad,” I said, eager for a change of subject.

				He straightened abruptly and came toward me, then, reconsidering, went back to his desk and sat behind it, gripping the sides as if to bolt himself down. Dad was finally losing it.

				“I know it’s technically not your birthday until tomorrow, but I’d like to give you something now.” He clicked his jaw from side to side, something he does when he has a deadline approaching or a big proposal going on. Then he took a deep breath and put his hand down on the desk decisively. Nudging his wrist was the one personal item Dad keeps in his office: a sculpture of a white door with red graffiti over the front of it saying, No nannies allowed! It was the first and only artwork we had ever done together.

				By the time I turned thirteen, Dad had caused seven nannies to quit by not getting home on time, forgetting to pay them regularly, and expecting them to work weekends. I had dispatched eleven. What can I say, they weren’t up to the job. On the day nanny number nineteen threw a hissy fit and stormed out, Dad and I pulled out some clay and decided: no more. From then on, it’s been just us. Or rather, just me.

				“Dad, I don’t want any more gifts,” I whined. Dinner and the soon-to-be-bought dress were already more than I wanted. Tomorrow was the only day of the year I didn’t want presents.

				“It’s not from me,” he said quietly, looking away from me. He opened the bottom drawer in his desk—the only one that required a key. His movements were slow, almost pained. He lifted a small wooden box from the drawer and gently placed it on his desk. His hand trembled over the intricate carvings that decorated the lid.

				My eyes began to sting and I had to blink quickly. Dad rarely allowed his emotions this kind of exposure. He raised his hand and, as it hovered in the air above the box, he made a fist and closed his eyes. It looked as if he were praying—something I knew he didn’t do. I had only ever seen one thing make him look like that.

				Finally, he looked up at me with a small smile. I blinked again.

				“I was given instructions. I’ve waited seventeen years to give this to you. It’s from Evelyn…It’s from your mom.”

				My mouth gaped involuntarily. “But…how?”

				Mom’s death had been unexpected—a hemorrhage during childbirth that couldn’t have been foreseen. She couldn’t possibly have left something behind with instructions.

				Dad pinched the bridge of his nose then rested his hand under his chin. “I honestly don’t know, sweetheart. That night, after I came home from the hospital”—he motioned to the small box—“this was on the top of her chest of drawers. There was a note resting on it that said, For our girl on her 17th birthday.” He took a deep breath. “Perhaps she was just organized; perhaps…I don’t know…She was an extraordinary woman…She sensed things others couldn’t.”

				“Are you saying you think she knew what was going to happen?”

				“I’m not saying that, sweetheart,” he said, absentmindedly caressing the box. “And anyway, that’s not the point. She wanted you to have this and it was important to her that it be now.” He pushed the box across the desk toward me, standing as he did. “I’ll…uh…I’ll give you some privacy.”

				He slipped into his shoes and quietly left me alone in the office. He had his hands in his pockets and looked so…alone. It occurred to me that Mom wouldn’t be too impressed with where we had ended up.

				The box was beautiful. It was a rich, dark mahogany with splices of illuminating gold breaking through. The carvings on the top were detailed and finely crafted to create not a picture but a pattern, a sequence of wispy feather tips. The artist in me appreciated it instantly.

				I’d never been given a gift by my mother. She’d never made me warm milk, never wiped away my tears or put a Band-Aid on me. She hadn’t saved me from the embarrassing outing with my nanny to buy my first bra, and she hadn’t left me with a nifty stash of tampons in the bathroom cupboard that would never run out and that I’d never have to talk about. There were a lot of things I’d never get from her, but I’d accepted that a long time ago. Finally receiving something from her, something purposely left for me and only me, was…awkward.

				I sat down in Dad’s chair and ran my fingers over the top of the engravings as he had done. A shiver ran down my body. I wriggled in the chair and shook my hand out. “Get a grip, Vi.”

				When I opened the box, my heart sank. A tiny silver chain with a small amulet lay inside. The last time I’d seen my baby necklace, it had been tucked away in the trinket box on my dressing table. Apparently, Mom had it made for me while she was pregnant as some kind of good luck charm. In every one of my baby photos, I’m wearing this necklace. Dad had made sure Mom’s wishes were followed—and then some.

				Obviously, Dad had taken it from my dressing table. I started to wonder whether the rest of the contents of the box were from him, but then I dismissed the thought. He’d never felt the need for fake gifts before. It just wasn’t his style.

				I pulled two envelopes out of the box. Both were still sealed, though they were yellowed and worn with marks of consideration along the edges. It must have killed Dad to have known about them for seventeen years and not know what was inside them. I wondered how many times he had run his fingers along the seals, contemplating tearing them open. It was impressive that he hadn’t succumbed.

				I opened the first envelope. Inside was a page torn from a book. It was a poem.

				You must love no-thingness,

				You must flee something,

				You must remain alone,

				And go to nobody.

				You must be very active

				And free of all things.

				You must deliver the captives

				And force those who are free.

				You must comfort the sick

				And yet have nothing yourself.

				You must drink the water of suffering

				And light the fire of Love with the wood of the virtues.

				Thus you live in the true desert.

				It was pretty, I guess, in a sad and surprisingly religious kind of way. From what little I knew, Mom hadn’t been religious. She’d hated anything that pigeonholed people’s beliefs. I’d only been baptized because Dad’s family had insisted and he liked the idea of my attending the same high school he had.

				I opened the second envelope. Inside was a handwritten letter. The writing was confident: long letters, curling like old-fashioned calligraphy. My hands quivered slightly, holding the piece of paper last held by my mother.

				My girl,

				Happy 17th birthday. I wish I could be there with you, but I think if you are reading this…I am not. For that, I am sorry. The day your dad and I found out we were going to have a baby was the happiest day of my long life. I know the only day that will exceed that joy will be the day you are born—no matter how that day ends.

				A big decision lies ahead. The burden of the covenant is a heavy one to bear. Choose with your heart, for I already know that you, my girl, must let your heart guide the way.

				Believe in the unbelievable—for it will not wait for you—and know that nothing is ever as simple as good and evil, right and wrong. There are spirits in this world that are not like us, my girl. In their rightful place, they are wonderful and terrible, valiant and wicked—and that is okay, for we need both. Keep your eyes open, but do not trust everything they show you. Imagination is their highway; free will is ours.

				Remember always, everyone has a place of perfect belonging, and if they leave that place without permission, sometimes they must be returned.

				I love you. Please forgive me.

				Mom

				Methodically, I refolded the letter and the poem, placing them back into their respective envelopes, concentrating on each function carefully so as not to think beyond, focusing my mind to slow down and not go places I couldn’t handle. Not yet. It was a skill I had taught myself through practice, practice, practice.

				The last thing in the box was a wristband. It was made of thick leather, though it looked metallic, with some type of distressed silver finish. It was roughly an inch and a half wide and had similar engravings to the box. It was mesmerizing, more handsome than pretty. Beside it was an identical circular mark on the wooden base where the varnish had worn away. At some point, this box had held a twin to this band.

				I picked up the wristband, ignoring the fact that my mouth and eyes were watering. My nose was running too, although I could swear I smelled perfume. Something floral? I wondered if it was her smell, impossibly contained in the box for all this time. I pushed the thought aside. And then, just as quickly, another took its place.

				The letter. She’d known she was going to die.

				No, I couldn’t think about it. Not now. Dad would be back any minute. I needed to stay in control, not let this derail me. I wasn’t sure what the letter meant anyway. A big decision? Maybe college? It could be anything. She probably just left it as a precaution—every mother wants her child to believe anything is possible. As for the bit about her long life, I didn’t understand that. How could anyone think her life had been long? She was only twenty-five when I was born…when she died.

				I wiped a hand under my runny nose and placed all of the items back in the box in the same order. When Dad came back, I’d packed it away into my bag and moved to the couch.

				He hesitated. “Are you okay?” he asked.

				“Yeah, good…fine…yep. There was a letter. Do you want to read it?” I really didn’t want to give it to him. It was nice to have something of my own from her, even if it was strange, but I knew that seventeen years of suspense was enough torment for anyone.

				Dad smiled, lines creasing in the corners of his eyes, but his shoulders dropped. “No, it’s okay,” he said.

				Oh crap. I didn’t know how to handle it if Dad actually cried. But he recovered, clearing his throat and tilting his head to the ceiling. “No, honey. It’s between you and your mom. But…thank you for offering.”

				Apparently, the offer was enough.

				“Well, like you said, I think she was just prepared. It was one of those…follow-your-heart letters.” I said it like I got them all the time.

				“Don’t be cynical,” he chastised me, though I knew he loved the fact that I was just as cynical as he was.

				He sat next to me and put a hand on my knee. I put my hand on top of his. We were silent for a moment.

				“So…” he said finally, as we both moved our hands away. “What are you doing tonight?”

				“Going to Lincoln’s. Got a wall to paint.”

				“Finally gave in, did he?”

				“Yep.” Victory was definitely sweet.

				“Right…sure. So you’ll be going there straight after this, then?” he asked, a lilt in his voice that normally meant he was about to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

				“Yes,” I said, dragging out the word.

				“Oh, good. You know, actually, I bumped into Lincoln today when I was out getting a sandwich.” His eyes drifted around the room and he stood up and went to his desk, suddenly very intent on a stack of papers.

				“What did you do, Dad?” My heart skipped a few beats and I had an awful feeling I knew where this was going.

				“Nothing. Nothing. We were just talking about you guys, you know, your training. Lincoln said you were running in a marathon next month with him. That sounds like fun.” He strained a smile. “And…um…he asked me about work, which was nice of him and…you know…”

				“No. You know what?”

				“Well, I said, mentioned really, that you…well, that you’d been through a tough time at your old school and…ah, you know…that maybe he could bear that in mind…He is five years older than you, Vi. I just didn’t want you to feel pressured. I didn’t plan it, I just bumped into him and…Christ,” he said, getting more and more flustered. “Your mother was on my mind and I thought she’d want me to, you know…say something.”

				Someone kill me now! From heartfelt moments to this!

				I stood, moving to the far side of the room. The tension in the air was palpable. Neither one of us liked talking about the attack. In fact, talking about it was an agreed out-of-bounds. Even this slightest mention brought a familiar darkness into the room.

				I stared at my feet, stubbing the toe of my sneakers into the carpet as if I could shift it if I concentrated enough. Why couldn’t I be one of those kids with parents who actually knew what they were doing?

				“You had no right,” I said flatly.

				“That’s not entirely true, Violet. I am your father.”

				You picked a great time to start taking the reins.

				“Dad, you’re so far off the mark I can’t even…Lincoln hasn’t pressured me at all!” I grabbed my bag and heaved it onto my back. “WE’RE JUST FRIENDS! He’s not even interested in me like that, and thanks to you”—I shook my head at him in utter disbelief—“he never will be now.”

				Dad’s eyes went wide with surprise. Clearly he’d decided Lincoln and I were a couple.

				“Oh…” He stumbled over his words, lost for any comeback.

				Great, now my own dad thinks I’m pathetic.

				“Oh…I just assumed. Sorry, Vi. I just…after everything that happened…I just worry.”

				I didn’t respond.

				“I’ll stay out of things from now on,” he added.

				“I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow night,” I mumbled, knowing that even though we lived under the same roof, we wouldn’t be crossing paths before then—especially now.

				“Yes! Great! I’m really looking forward to your birthday dinner. Meet at seven?” he asked overenthusiastically.

				I was already heading for the door. I threw a hand in the air. “Whatever.”

				One good thing about Dad was that I knew he’d be happy to pretend this conversation never happened.
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				“There is an old illusion. It is called good and evil.”

				Friedrich Nietzsche

				I considered calling and making up some excuse to get out of going over to Lincoln’s. But even though I didn’t want to have to talk about the attack, I’d also decided a long time ago that I wouldn’t let it rule my life. I wished Dad had kept his big mouth shut, but now that Lincoln knew, I wasn’t going to run. It was one of the rules: I don’t run and I don’t quit. And since the attack, since the court case and changing schools, I’d stuck to them like a mantra. They were what got me through.

				Even though I’d set a meandering pace, I was still early by the time I hit Lincoln’s street, and I spotted him through the window of the corner shop. He had his back to me and was in training gear—black sweats and a white sleeveless T-shirt, which showed off his golden tan and sun-streaked brown hair. He had a covenant with the sun—unlike me, who it chased even under a cap and sunscreen. I took a moment, luxuriating in the rays of warmth that settled over me whenever he was around, and braced myself for what was ahead now that Dad had opened his trap.

				I watched Lincoln loading food into a basket after first studying the nutrition table on the back of every package. All except my favorite cookies—he threw those in without a second glance. I took a breath for gumption and knocked on the glass, feeling a more nauseating version of the excitement I always felt in anticipation of seeing him. He turned, already smiling, as if he knew without looking that it was me, and despite my preparations, my breath caught and my stomach fluttered in a specific salute reserved solely for him. You’d think that after looking at his face almost every day for nearly two years, I’d be better at handling it.

				Nope.

				I scrutinized his smile, looking for signs of change as he put two fingers in the air to let me know he’d be a couple of minutes. When he turned his back, I stopped nodding like an idiot and wondered, for the millionth time, if he could see how awestruck I was. If he did, he never showed it. His smile hadn’t given anything away either. It had been the same beautiful—platonic—smile as always.

				Dusk fell while I loitered next to a couple of discarded milk crates—the makeshift break lounge for shop staff if the pile of cigarette butts around them was anything to go by. A cool evening breeze carried through the warm air and I turned to face it, closing my eyes, drawing it in. As I did, I became aware of the growing orchestra of crickets in the distance. It was that time of year when, even though there were no gardens in sight, their songs filled the night.

				When I opened my eyes, orange streetlights were beginning to flicker on. The buildings that edged the pavement threw sharp, jagged shadows over the street, changing the mood instantly to a gloomy display of light overcome by shade. The mood snuck its way into me and I had to work to stop my mind from running away, from forcing me to relive things I didn’t want to. But as soon as I pushed one disturbing thought aside, another took its place—namely my mother’s wooden box. I was grateful I’d had so much practice compartmentalizing, because right now I didn’t want to think about whether she might have known she was going to die. Yeah…not going there.

				“All done.” Lincoln was beside me and I hadn’t even heard.

				Not good, Vi.

				I looked at him quickly, nervous to look for too long. “Hey. Are you cooking?”

				“Yeah, I thought I might. Is that okay?”

				“Sure. What’s on the menu?” I said, tucking a few stray hairs behind my ear. We started to walk toward Lincoln’s warehouse and I took one of the bags to lighten his load. Our fingers brushed briefly and it was enough to make my heart jump.

				“Pasta, chicken, basil, feta,” he said casually, listing the ingredients of my favorite pasta dish.

				I bit my bottom lip. A sympathy meal.

				Shit.

				Walking into Lincoln’s warehouse, a wave of contentment washed over me. It felt more like coming home than anywhere else. Lincoln had just bought it when we first met. It was small by warehouse standards but huge by one-person-living-alone standards. It was a dump when he got his hands on it, but he’d been gradually fixing it up, and—I had to hand it to him—he had good vision. He loved it. So did I. The most beautiful thing about it was the enormous arched windows at either end. During the day, they dropped waterfalls of light into the big open space, flooding it. It was the perfect place for art. That was one reason I loved it. The other had more to do with its occupant.

				We silently unloaded the groceries in the kitchen. With every opening of the fridge or rustling of the plastic bags, my heart beat faster and I became more anxious, wondering what he was going to say. But he said nothing. Instead, he started piling up ingredients on the bench the way he always did and set about making dinner.

				After he pulled out a chopping board and had everything ready to go, he looked up at me with raised eyebrows. “So…” He cleared his throat. “How was your day?”

				I realized I had been standing silent and motionless in the middle of his kitchen like a lost kid. I unstuck my feet from the floor and walked over to the counter, resting my hip against it as casually as I could. “Fine. School was good. I got into the Fenton course.”

				Lincoln put down the knife and turned to me, grinning from ear to ear. My heart melted that he knew me so well, knew how much the course meant to me.

				“Thank God! I was worried I was giving up my wall to an amateur,” he teased, pulling me in for a hug. He smelled of baked sunscreen and his body radiated warmth. I relaxed into his arms. I loved the fact that I was the ideal height so that my head rested snugly into his shoulder. It was like we were two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. We locked together perfectly. Of course, as soon as I relaxed, Lincoln was stepping away. It was just like the other million hugs we’d shared, and though every time I wished it meant more, his body language assured me it didn’t.

				“So,” he said, “are you ready for the transfer of official ownership rights?”

				“Yeah, definitely,” I said, regrouping. “I was going to lay down a coat of primer first, if that’s okay?”

				“It’s your wall—do with it as you please.”

				He smiled, turning back to his cutting board. I had been bugging him for over a year to let me paint a mural on one of his walls and had finally worn him down.

				“How about we eat first?” he suggested. “I’m starving.”

				“Sure.”

				Could he truly be planning not to talk about it?

				People always wanted to know the details. First it was the authorities. Then my supposed friends who wouldn’t let me forget. Then it occurred to me—maybe he didn’t care, didn’t want to know. Before I let myself go down that slippery slope, I forced myself to decide. I either had to wait patiently to see if he said anything or just say it myself.

				“I was fourteen,” I blurted out.

				Lincoln’s eyes flashed up at me and his body paused for a moment, then he simply went back to chopping up the chicken. “Okay.”

				“I know Dad said something to you,” I said more defensively than I had intended.

				He looked up again, briefly. “We bumped into each other earlier, yes.” Chop, chop, chop.

				“Well?” I asked, increasingly confused. “Aren’t you going to ask?”

				“Do you want me to ask?” He threw the chicken into the frying pan and it sizzled and smoked.

				“What does that mean?” I asked, tucking my hair behind my ears.

				“It means there’s a good reason you haven’t told me about it before. If that reason still stands, then I don’t want you to feel forced to tell me just because your dad said something in passing. We all have secrets, Violet. Trust me. We all have things we can’t talk about.”

				He went back to his cooking, but then looked up again. “Anyway, you only do that thing with your hair”—he motioned to his own ear—“when you’re worried. Nervous.”

				Wow. I hadn’t seen that coming. Suddenly I had no idea what to say. I mean, I hadn’t wanted him to know. I didn’t want anyone to know. But now that he did, it felt weird not explaining as much as I could. And…if I ever wanted someone to know, it would be him. So now I was screwed because I didn’t want to say anything…but I did.

				Lincoln pulled the fresh pasta out of the boiling water and started tossing it through the cooked chicken, adding lemon, feta, and lots of basil. The aroma filled the air and I smiled, remembering the time he’d tried to grow his own basil in pots and failed dismally, killing all three plants within weeks and sending me into hysterical laughter. He got cranky any time it came up, and every time it made me laugh.

				He sat me at the table and gave me a fork. I watched him eat. He watched me pick. I felt bad that I couldn’t stomach much. He didn’t complain though, just took the plates away and returned with a mug of coffee, which my hands went to like a magnet. Something about the bittersweet smell of roasted coffee beans always reminded me of when I was a little girl, when Dad actually made it home before I’d fallen asleep. He always smelled of coffee and day-old aftershave, and to me it was bliss. As soon as I could figure out how to use a coffeemaker, I started drinking coffee.

				Finally, I looked up from my cup. “I want you to know.”

				His eyes watched me, my fingers gripping the mug tightly, my knee bouncing under the table.

				“Are you sure?”

				I nodded and willed myself to calm down, to go to that place, the one that would remove me just enough. It always starts the same way: choosing a spot to focus on—in this case, my coffee cup. Then I take a deep breath and steady myself so that when I start speaking, I’ll be able to hold my tone, not crack and whimper.

				“Who was he?” he said softly.

				“A teacher from my old school.”

				“What happened?” he asked, treading carefully.

				“He called me back after class to discuss an essay I hadn’t done well on.” And just allowing my mind to go there, allowing it the freedom I so rarely did, I was suddenly fourteen again, trapped in his classroom, trying pathetically to fight him off. I could feel his fingers digging into my arms, holding me down. Could see the look of relentless intent in his eyes; smell the cheap, spicy aftershave mixed into his slick, sweaty skin.

				“Anyway,” I said quickly, trying to jolt myself away from the images. “Another teacher walked in. It was weird, actually. She worked on the other side of the school and could never remember why she came all the way over. She said she just knew something was wrong and felt compelled to check that classroom.”

				“Wait. She said she felt compelled?” Lincoln asked, eyes wide.

				“Yeah, something like that.”

				“Someone interfered,” he said, almost to himself, shaking his head as if he couldn’t understand. When he saw the question on my face, he snapped out of it. “What happened—I mean…to him?”

				“He lost his job, can never work with kids again.”

				“That’s why you’d just changed schools when we first met.”

				“Yeah.” Becoming friends with Steph and starting kickboxing sessions with Lincoln had been my reasons to hope again. It was too embarrassing to admit to him that before I had them in my life, a cloud of nothingness surrounded me that I wasn’t sure I would ever escape from.

				He was quiet for a while, but I could hear his breathing deepen the way it does when he’s upset. Then he asked what I knew he would. At least he tried to.

				“Vi…did…did he?”

				It’s not easy asking someone outright if they’ve been raped. You would think it’s just a question, but actually saying the words is different. It was a question I’d had the awful experience of watching a lot of people try to dredge up the courage to ask. Even people you’d think would remain completely matter-of-fact, don’t.

				“No. I mean, they stopped him in time but…” I stood. “I’ll get more coffee.”

				While I hid in the kitchen, willing my hands to stop shaking, I heard Lincoln move to the living area. He was giving me some privacy. It helped. 

				When I finally joined him on the couch, without a word, he reached over and put an arm around me, pulling me in close for a moment. I relaxed and let my head rest against his chest, accepting what he was telling me in his own way—I was safe.

				He pushed a strand of hair away from my face, tucking it behind my ear, and spoke quietly, his warm breath hovering over my neck. It smelled like sugared coffee. “I swear to you, he’ll never hurt you again. You’re…I’ll never let him near you,” he whispered. I believed him. Even if what we had was just friendship, I knew it was true. He knew me, got me. The way no one else had ever bothered to. He had always understood that I needed to be strong, that I couldn’t run from things—even if, until now, he hadn’t completely understood why. He never questioned it or made me feel stupid. Instead, he helped me, made me stronger.

				“Linc?”

				“Yeah.”

				“About the other thing my dad said to you.” I cringed.

				“What else is he supposed to think?” he asked, a smile in his tone. “You’re over here all the time. If not training, we’re hanging out. I’m surprised he hasn’t warned me off sooner. It’s good to see he’s paying attention.”

				And like that, he finished it, simply and cleanly. But it only made me want him all the more and ask the question: What else am I supposed to think?
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				“There are as many nights as days, and the one is just as long as the other in the year’s course. Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word ‘happy’ would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.”

				Carl Jung

				I loaded a paint tray with primer and set about starting on my wall. As much as I’d wanted to linger on the couch, the control freak in me won out. It was the best place for me to be right now—face to a wall, back to the world. It’s one of the reasons I love painting so much.

				I got into a good rhythm. But even a steady tempo couldn’t push aside the memories. Tears streamed silently down my face. I hated that it could do that to me. Still.

				Struggling to reach the higher parts of the wall, I started to lose patience. I could feel it all bubbling up and then a hand was on my arm and my whole body jolted in fear. It was a reaction I could not stop, and one that I hated myself for having—the reaction of a victim.

				Lincoln’s hand didn’t release me. Instead, it moved softly down my arm and pried the paintbrush gently from my rigid hand.

				“I’ll do it.”

				“It’s okay. I can—”

				But he cut me off, moving around to face me. I couldn’t look at him. “Let me look after you.” He stroked my hair and I exhaled shakily, scared to let go. “Please. Just tonight. Before…” he said in barely more than a whisper. I glanced up and was caught by the intensity in his luminous green eyes. I felt my body melt in response. The last of the memories faded away.

				“Before what?” I murmured.

				He blinked and stepped away. “Nothing. Have you decided what you’re going to paint yet?” He climbed onto the stool.

				I sat on the floor and watched as he finished priming the wall, the muscles in his bronzed forearms flexing with each stroke. Just being around him made things better. It always did. I hadn’t fully decided what I was going to paint, but I wanted it to resemble the way Lincoln’s place always felt to me, and I guess I wanted him to know how he made me feel.

				“Kind of. It’s going to be like an…aura, I guess.”

				He looked down at me and raised an eyebrow. “Explain?”

				“Like even though there are outside forces pushing through the walls, in here it’s like a bubble of goodness. Like coming home.” I could feel him smiling and it encouraged me to elaborate. “When I think of how others would see it, I imagine them seeing a force of goodness overshadowing a force of evil, protecting us.”

				Lincoln almost fell off the stool. He jumped to the floor with a look of shock.

				I tried to reassure him. “Don’t worry! It’ll be subtle and soft, but not girly either. You’ll really like it.” Worried I was about to lose my wall before I even got started, I quickly added, “If you don’t like it, I’ll paint it back white for you. Promise!”

				“No…No, it sounds great—perfect in fact. I was just surprised. To hear you explain it like that—the good and evil part. Do you…consider it much? Good and…evil?”

				I blew out a breath of relief. I still had my wall.

				“Umm…I don’t know. Not really. I don’t really know how I feel about the whole God issue.” Although in truth I did. “You know I’m not religious.”

				How could I believe in God? What kind of bastard would leave me motherless the moment I was born? Would leave me alone in a room with a sicko who would mess with my mind forever? And that’s just me; don’t even get me started on the rest of the world. God? He’s just for the very lost to question and the very found to praise.

				He nodded as if he’d actually heard all the things I hadn’t said. “Nor am I. But I believe there are forces of good and evil at work in our world and…beyond. I believe that between us and the ‘God issue’”—he wiggled his fingers to indicate quote marks—“is another layer, so to speak.”

				“Another layer?” I asked.

				“Like…” He jiggled his hands by his side, as if he was considering whether to go on. “Other realms, other…beings.”

				“Really?” I said, a little annoyed. “What is it with everyone and otherworldly stuff?”

				“Huh? Has someone else been talking to you?” he asked, taking a sudden step toward me.

				“No…well, kind of. My mom believed in spirits too, or something like that.”

				“Oh,” he said, exhaling and moving back a little.

				“So?” I prompted, keen to steer him away from the subject of my mother. “Do you believe these other beings or whatever are good?”

				“Maybe. But with all things there has to be balance. You know, light and dark, sun and moon, yin and yang…So where there are entities that produce good, there must also be those that don’t.”

				“You mean evil?” I asked, feeling confused.

				“Maybe it’s not as clear-cut as that. Maybe it’s the very presence of one thing—light or darkness—that necessitates the existence of the other. Think about it—people couldn’t become legendary heroes if they hadn’t first done something to combat darkness. Doctors could do no good if there weren’t diseases for them to treat.” His eyes focused on me, willing me to understand. When he saw he wasn’t about to be rewarded, he gave a half laugh and smiled, putting a hand out to pull me up from the floor.

				I stood and took the paintbrush from his hand. “Is it okay if I say I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about?”

				“You will,” he said softly, turning toward the kitchen before I could see his face.

				After he helped me clean the brushes and I helped him tidy up the kitchen, I grabbed my bag and he grabbed his keys at the same time, and we paused to smile at each other briefly. I loved that we had this—whatever it was. We didn’t have to talk about things; we had our own little routine. I knew without asking that he would drive me home, and he knew without asking that I would let him.

				When he pulled his four-wheel-drive up outside my apartment complex he cut the engine and turned to me.

				“I’m okay,” I said before he could ask.

				He nodded and smiled grimly. “Are we going for a run in the morning?”

				“I have an early shopping date with Steph.”

				I was glad I had a legitimate excuse to get out of a ten-kilometer run for once.

				Lincoln gave a smooth laugh. “Aha, birthday shopping.”

				“Yes, and don’t start. I’m relying on you to let tomorrow go by without paying me any attention at all.”

				“I promise I won’t even be nice to you.”

				He was lying.

				“Good.”

				So was I.
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				“Are you up to your destiny?”

				William Shakespeare

				“It is time for you to know.” The words floated through the air, almost surrounding me before reaching me.

				“To know what?” I asked disjointedly.

				“Who you are.”

				The man in my dream stepped toward me. I didn’t recognize him, even though he seemed so familiar. His face was structured around a chiseled jawline. I would have said he was handsome but for his eyes. They were so distant. They made him look separate from this world, disconnected.

				“And who am I?”

				I was wearing sweats and a once-white T-shirt that now resembled more of a paint palette. A canvas sat on an easel in front of me. A paintbrush was in my hand.

				“You are you and you are me. You are the Keshet.”

				He was standing by the window in my art studio, looking out at a clouded, gray sky. He seemed disappointed with what he saw. It was normal for me. The weather always seemed a little gloomy in my dreams.

				“I’m you?” My voice rang with an echo like bells. My words, like his, seemed to float invisibly and effortlessly between us.

				“Partly. You are part human as well.”

				My hand moved absently over the canvas.

				“You’re not human?” I could smell flowers. I knew the smell well. I loved lilies, especially white lilies. They were strong and beautiful. I’d always been drawn to them.

				“No.”

				“What are you?”

				He glided toward me. It didn’t occur to me to move away.

				“The question is not, what are we. Rather, what are we to become?” He extended his hand, index finger pointed.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				“Waking you up!” His finger morphed into a claw, lion-like, and lashed out at me. I stumbled back.

				He was gone. My hand still held the paintbrush. Before me, a smear of colors. Red at the top followed by orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. It reminded me of…a rainbow.

				• • •

				I woke up, disoriented for a few moments. I rolled over to look at my alarm clock—1:00 a.m. I was officially seventeen. Apparently, my first gift was a walk in the world of weird dreams. I rolled back over and sandwiched my head between two pillows. Happy birthday, Violet.

				When I woke again, it was morning and my shoulder ached. I instinctively grabbed at it, then sucked in a breath and bolted upright. I prodded the angry red scratch with a finger. It was no more than an inch long, but it was raw and weeping and it hurt like hell. Images of my dream kept replaying in my mind. It couldn’t be. I must have done it in my sleep somehow.

				After a quick shower, I headed straight for the espresso machine. It was no surprise to see that at 6:00 a.m., Dad had already left for the day. Happy Birthday written on a Post-It was the only evidence he had been home at all.

				I sat down with my first cup of coffee and that’s when I saw them. The veins on the inside of my forearms looked different. I peered closer. They seemed darker than usual and there were more of them—if that was even possible. I’d never recalled the pattern being that intricate; it was almost as if they were interwoven. I shook my head. First my dream and now this. Maybe I was getting sick? Perfect. I could totally imagine spending the whole day shopping with Steph while feeling tragic.

				With my second cup of coffee, I headed to my art studio in the spare room. I tried to start a new canvas, but I kept stopping to look at my veins. In the end, I found myself back in bed, reading my mother’s letter one more time before packing it away again and storing the box under my bed.

				Out of sight. Out of mind.
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