


ONE
On	what	 would	 have	 been	 her	 tenth	 birthday,	my	 best	 friend	was	 declared
legally	dead.	Only	one	witness	was	called	to	testify.

Me.

“I,	 Richard	 James	 Harrison,	 swear	 to	 tell	 the	 truth,	 the	 whole	 truth,	 and
nothing	but	the	truth.	So	help	me	God.”

I’ll	 never	 forgive	myself	 for	 being	 the	 last	 person	 to	 see	 her	 alive.	 I	 just
can’t	remember	what	I	saw.

I	remember	what	I	had	for	breakfast:	maple	and	brown	sugar	oatmeal.	And
orange	juice.	I	remember	what	she	was	wearing:	red	shoes	and	blue	jeans	and
a	 pale	 pink	 shirt	 she’d	 just	 spilled	 soda	 on.	And	 a	 sparkling	 barrette	 in	 her
long	brown	hair.

We	were	playing	hide-and-seek	in	the	bright	Georgia	sun.	I	counted	to	one
hundred.	I	turned	around.

I	never	found	her.

We	were	 six	years	old,	 together	as	always.	 I	 remember	everything:	a	dog
barking,	 the	cars	passing	by,	 the	smell	of	freshly	cut	grass.	I	counted	to	one
hundred	and	then	I	turned	around.

No	one	ever	found	her.

I	 tried	to	remember	more,	but	every	time	I	closed	my	eyes	I	would	finish
counting	and	I	would	turn	around	and	she	was	gone.	I	closed	my	eyes	and	I
was	 turning	 around	 and	 turning	 around	 and	 screaming	 her	 name.	 The	 dog
barked.	A	car	honked.

I	counted	to	one	hundred	and	turned	around	but	I	never	found	her.

And	now,	years	 later,	 I	keep	turning	around,	hoping	to	catch	a	glimpse	of
her.	Only	there’s	nothing	but	the	dog	and	the	car	and	the	smell	of	freshly	cut
grass.

They	questioned	me	about	 the	 last	 time	I’d	seen	my	best	 friend,	about	what
happened	on	that	terrible,	lonely	day.	I	placed	my	hand	on	the	Bible.	I	swore



to	tell	the	truth.	The	whole	truth.	Nothing	but	the	truth.	So	help	me	God.

But	I	lied.

The	day	after	the	Probate	Court	Judge	declared	Melanie	Anne	Robins	dead,
her	 parents	 buried	 a	 small	 box	 that	 held	 nothing	 but	 a	 dress.	 The	 one	with
polka	dots	 she’d	worn	 the	 first	day	of	 first	grade.	The	matching	 socks,	 too.
They	told	me	they	were	moving	away,	but	the	words	were	meaningless.	My
parents	told	me	they	loved	me,	but	the	words	were	empty	and	hollow.

Nothing	mattered	anymore.	No	one	understood.

Not	at	 that	miserable	excuse	 for	a	 funeral.	Or	 the	night	after	 I	counted	 to
one	hundred.	After	I	turned	around	and	never	found	her.	That	terrible,	lonely
night	I	first	met	the	ghost	of	my	best	friend.

So	help	me	God.



TWO
Hours	 after	 I	 turned	 around	 and	 screamed	 Melanie’s	 name,	 after	 the	 dog
barked	 and	 the	 car	 honked,	my	 parents	 turned	 on	my	 nightlight,	 kissed	me
good	night,	and	closed	the	door.	Sleep	abandoned	me,	and	the	loneliness	was
a	deep	dark	pit	swallowing	me	whole.	I	was	six	years	old	and	alone	and	lost
and	absolutely	terrified.

And	then	Melanie	walked	into	my	room,	into	my	life,	into	me.	There	was
nothing	 to	 see,	 but	 I	 felt	 her,	 as	 though	 if	 I	 turned	 around	 quickly	 enough
she’d	be	there,	still	waiting	for	me	to	reach	one	hundred.	She	was	a	shadow
without	a	source,	a	presence	I	sensed	but	couldn’t	see.	It	had	to	be	her;	who
else	could	it	be?

I	felt	her,	so	close	to	me,	and	then	the	shadow	cast	by	the	nightlight	shifted,
breaking	 away	 from	 reality.	 It	 flowed	 across	 the	 floor	 toward	 my	 bed.	 I
couldn’t	breathe,	couldn’t	even	blink	as	it	reached	for	me.

I	 pulled	 the	 blanket	 higher	 to	 protect	myself	 but	my	 fingers	were	 curled
outside,	and	with	one	final	surge	the	shadow	cast	itself	over	my	skin.

It	burned.	The	heat	was	 the	monster	under	 the	bed	come	 to	 life,	 and	as	 I
curled	up	in	the	flames	waiting	to	die,	the	shadow	screamed	inside	my	mind.

But	through	it	all,	through	the	burning	and	the	bellowing	and	the	heat	and
the	fire	and	the	flames,	I	felt	Melanie’s	love	for	me	and	knew,	without	doubt,
without	question,	without	fear,	one	simple	truth:	my	best	friend	was	dead.

So	help	me	God.

In	the	morning	my	sheets	were	drenched	with	sweat	and	my	parents	gave	me
medicine	 for	 the	 fever.	 Everything	 hurt,	muscles	 and	 head	 and	 heart.	 They
gave	 me	 more	 pills	 and	 good-night	 kisses	 and	 let	 me	 sleep	 while	 search
parties	were	 formed,	while	 strangers	were	brought	 in	 for	questioning,	while
Amber	Alerts	were	issued.	The	day	after	her	disappearance	was	a	nightmare
that	 lingered	 long	 after	 I	 awoke.	 Melanie	 was	 gone,	 I	 was	 alone,	 and	 I
couldn’t	remember	anything.

Night	 fell	 like	 a	 dark	 cloak	 over	 the	 world	 and	 once	 again	 the	 shadow
moved.



I	was	ready	for	it	this	time,	sitting	in	bed,	huddled	within	the	sheets.	When
it	 came	 for	me	 I	 scooted	 into	 the	 corner,	 drawing	myself	 into	 a	 frightened
little	ball.	I	left	none	of	my	skin	exposed;	just	two	eyes	peeking	out.

The	 shadow	 reached	 above	 the	 sheets,	 searching	 for	 an	 opening.	 Heat
simmered	off	the	darkness,	radiating	in	waves.	I	was	afraid	to	blink,	afraid	to
move.	My	heart	 thundered	 in	my	ears	 and	beneath	 the	covers	 I	grew	hotter
and	hotter.	The	sheets	were	moist,	sweat	soaking	through	the	fabric.

The	 top	 part	 of	 the	 shadow	 had	 dark	 tendrils	 spinning	 off	 like	 hair.	 The
head	 tilted	 to	 the	 side	 as	 if	 studying	 me.	 Shoulders	 shrugged,	 and	 then	 it
flowed	far	enough	away	for	the	heat	to	disappear.

A	tendril	pointed	to	the	bed	and	drew	an	imaginary	line	between	us.	For	a
moment	nothing	happened;	then	it	gradually	crossed	the	line.	Heat	pushed	me
farther	 into	 the	 corner,	 and	 the	 shadow	 quickly	 retreated.	 Even	 with	 the
distance,	I	felt	the	infinite,	eternal	sadness	as	it	left	me.

Two	arms	reached	out	and	then	she	waved.	Beneath	the	covers,	I	fought	the
urge	to	wave	back.

My	 bedroom	 door	 opened	 and	 the	 light	 in	 the	 room	 shifted	 again,	 the
shadow	fleeing,	leaving	me	alone,	curled	in	the	corner	of	my	bed.

“How	are	you	doing,	sweetheart?”	my	mom	asked,	putting	her	hand	on	my
forehead.	“I	think	your	fever’s	broken,	at	least.”

“Fine,”	 I	 said,	 but	 it	wasn’t	 true.	Not	 then.	Not	now.	The	 last	 time	 I	was
“fine”	was	 that	breakfast	of	maple	 and	brown	sugar	oatmeal.	 I	didn’t	know
the	words	for	what	was	happening	to	me,	what	had	happened	to	Melanie,	but
there	was	a	sadness	growing	within	me,	overwhelming	and	complete,	filling
the	emptiness	she’d	left	behind.

And	I	was	so	very	desperate	to	fill	that	hole.	Desperate	enough	to	yearn	for
the	simple	act	of	a	shadow	waving.	Desperate	enough	to	burn	for	the	chance
to	hear	her	screaming	inside	of	me	again.

Desperate	enough	to	accept	her	haunting	me.

My	 parents	 said	 good	 night	 and	 left	 me	 alone	 with	 the	 nightlight	 and	 the
moon	 outside	 the	 window.	 I	 sat	 in	 the	 corner,	 watching	 the	 shadows	 for
movement,	 and	 then	 threw	 off	 the	 covers.	 My	 pale	 skin	 shone	 in	 the
moonlight,	 and	 I	 waved	 at	 the	 nightlight	 and	 the	 moon.	 In	 response,	 the



shadow	slid	over	 the	edge	of	 the	bed,	approaching	 the	 imaginary	 line	 it	had
drawn.

I	raised	my	hand,	palm	facing	her.	A	gray	arm	rose,	and	where	we	touched,
my	skin	 tingled;	 the	pain	more	bearable	 than	 the	night	before,	 the	heat	 less.
The	shadow	was	quieter,	almost	subdued,	and	I	felt	the	apology	in	the	subtle
welcoming	warmth.

Most	of	all,	I	felt	her.	Melanie	was	there,	inside	me,	and	I	was	whole	again.



THREE
I	flipped	open	my	notebook	as	though	I	were	going	to	take	notes,	clicking	my
pencil	until	all	of	 the	lead	poked	out	so	I’d	have	something	to	do,	putting	it
back	together.	The	blank	paper	stared	at	me	and	I	drew	a	small	circle	in	the
corner,	then	tiny	rays	coming	out	to	create	a	sun.	As	art	it	wasn’t	great,	but	I
wasn’t	going	for	art.	I	was	going	for	“It	 looks	like	Richard	is	 taking	notes,”
and	at	that	I	figured	I	was	doing	pretty	well.

When	the	sun	was	finished,	I	took	a	quick	glance	around	the	room.	Caitlin
was	 hunched	 over	 her	 desk,	 blonde	 hair	 shadowing	 the	 notebook	 she	 was
scribbling	in.	Under	no	circumstances	would	those	scribbles	be	related	to	the
history	lesson	we	were	getting.	I	doodled,	she	wrote.	Behind	Caitlin,	Max	was
practicing	 his	 best	 “I’m	 paying	 attention”	 look.	 It	 wasn’t	 as	 good	 as	 his
“That’s	a	very	good	point”	face,	which	he	usually	saved	for	direct	questions
from	the	teacher.	As	a	character	actor,	he	collected	goofy	faces	the	way	other
students	 memorized	 monologues.	 Next	 to	 Caitlin,	 Logan	 focused	 on	 the
teacher	 without	 blinking.	 His	 fingers	 tapped	 out	 a	 song	 on	 his	 desk	 as	 he
smiled	his	action	hero	smile	beneath	his	action	hero	hair.

I	sketched	a	tall	tree	with	cracks	in	the	bark	running	to	the	ground	and	thin
branches	 stretching	 to	 the	 sky.	 Beneath,	 I	 added	 grass,	 but	 there	 was
something	missing.	There	was	always	something	missing.	So	I	added	what	I
always	did,	 to	almost	everything	I’d	ever	drawn,	 the	art	 that	had	earned	my
acceptance	to	Savannah	Arts	Academy	high	school.	Next	to	the	leafless	tree,
under	a	bright	sun,	I	drew	a	broken	tombstone.	And	reaching	from	the	dirt	of
the	grave,	a	skeletal	hand	rose,	casting	a	vibrant,	vicious,	feminine	shadow.

“Macabre,”	they	called	my	paintings.	And	“creepy.”	Sometimes	“disturbed”
or	“morbid.”	That	was	always	my	 favorite.	My	attempts	 to	capture	 the	way
the	shadow	crawled	across	the	floor,	 the	way	it	had	come	to	me	every	night
for	 the	past	 ten	years.	All	 those	 times	 the	shadow	experimented,	 learning	 to
control	the	heat	it	put	out,	to	lessen	the	volume	of	the	screams.	My	ears	rang
for	hours	 after	 each	visit	until	 she	 learned	 that	 control.	Now	 it	was	nothing
more	than	a	whisper,	tender	and	gentle.

That	skeletal	hand	reached	for	me,	always	reaching	and,	without	thinking,	I
added	her	name	to	the	tombstone.	In	the	corner	of	the	classroom,	the	shadows



shifted.	She	was	never	 far	away,	always	close	enough	 to	burn,	writhing	and
waiting	until	we	were	alone	and	she	was	able	to	sink	into	me	and	come	home.

I	erased	her	name,	the	smudge	of	it	left	behind	until	I	shaded	the	tombstone
some	 more,	 covering	 the	 erasures	 with	 darkness.	 Even	 though	 I	 wasn’t
looking,	I	knew	the	shadow	was	waving.

Max	shook	his	hair	in	my	direction	to	get	my	attention,	the	rainbow	of	dyes
swirling	every	which	way.	Trying	 to	get	me	 to	 laugh.	He’d	been	doing	 that
since	we	 first	met.	Not	 that	we	were	 friends;	more	 like	 acquaintances	who
talked	in	school,	but	that	was	the	extent	of	it.

Caitlin	glanced	up	as	I	was	watching	Max.	She	smiled	through	the	fall	of
her	hair,	but	I	didn’t	smile	back.	I	never	did.	She	was	worth	smiling	at,	but	I’d
made	the	mistake	of	returning	her	smile	once.	That	night,	the	shadow	ignited.
Hotter	than	hell,	the	flames	swallowed	me	when	I	lifted	the	blanket	to	expose
my	 skin.	 She	wailed,	 deafening,	 and	 beneath	 the	 agony	 I	 felt	 her	 hate,	 her
jealousy.

After	that	I	knew	there	would	be	no	more	smiles.

I’d	 lived	 like	 this	 for	 ten	 years	 now.	 Every	 day	 and	 every	 night	 since
Melanie	had	disappeared.	Since	we	buried	her	dress.	Since	her	parents	moved
away,	unable	to	cope	with	the	mystery	and	the	depression.	Melanie’s	shadow
filled	the	hole	inside	of	me,	and	I	could	live	without	smiles.

Caitlin	 shrugged,	 turning	 to	her	notebook	and	her	poetry.	Max	made	silly
faces	and	Logan	stared	at	the	teacher	and	I	drew.	Just	the	same	as	every	other
day.

A	knock	sounded	at	the	front	of	the	class.	The	principal	stuck	her	head	in
and	nodded	to	Mrs.	Pierce	before	opening	the	door	wider	and	walking	inside.
A	petite	girl	followed,	long	hair	shadowing	her	face.	She	held	a	backpack	in
front	of	her	like	armor,	as	though	protecting	herself	from	our	scrutiny.

“Class,”	Mrs.	Pierce	said,	moving	 to	stand	closer	 to	 the	girl	and	blocking
the	shimmers	of	copper	sparkling	in	the	shadows	of	her	hair.	“We	have	a	new
student	joining	us.”	She	rested	her	hand	on	the	girl’s	shoulder	and	steered	her
toward	 an	 empty	 desk	 in	 the	 front	 row.	 As	 they	 approached,	 the	 new	 girl
looked	around	the	room.	For	a	moment	our	eyes	met	and	for	no	reason	at	all	I
found	myself	smiling.



Mrs.	Pierce	pulled	the	chair	out	for	her.	“You	can	sit	here,	Melanie.”

In	the	corner	of	the	room	the	shadow	screamed,	burning	the	air	around	me
until	 I	 couldn’t	breathe,	couldn’t	move,	couldn’t	 think,	and	everything	went
black	and	everything	changed	and	everything	disappeared	and	all	I	knew	was
pain.	Unending,	unceasing	pain.



FOUR
The	linoleum	was	cool	against	my	skin	as	I	opened	one	blurry	eye,	my	vision
refusing	to	focus.	Voices	tumbled	over	each	other	around	me	and	somewhere
far	away	 there	was	a	distant	smoldering	ache,	but,	even	as	 I	 focused	on	 the
floor,	the	heat	disappeared.	Everything	hurt	but	nothing	made	sense.	Someone
close	to	me	was	saying	something	and	it	took	far	too	long	to	realize	it	was	my
name.

“Richard?”

The	room	spun	as	I	turned	to	Mrs.	Pierce.

“Hey,	Casper,”	Logan	said.	“You	look	as	though	you’ve	seen	a	ghost.”

Another	student	laughed	and	another	said	something	I	couldn’t	hear.

“Wake	 up,”	 Logan	 said,	 kneeling	 to	 stare	 at	 me,	 his	 eyes	 unblinking.
“Damn,	you’re	alive.”	He	smiled,	but	 it	was	colder	 than	the	floor.	“Where’s
the	drama	in	that?”

Max	tugged	on	Logan’s	shoulder,	pulling	him	out	of	the	way.

“Richard?”	Mrs.	Pierce	said	again.	“The	nurse	is	on	her	way.	How	are	you
feeling?”

I	 blinked	 her	 into	 focus.	 The	 room	 tilted	 a	 little,	 but	 other	 than	 that
everything	worked.

“Okay,	I	guess.”

Around	me,	 the	other	students	pretended	 they	weren’t	watching.	The	new
girl	wasn’t	visible	from	where	I	was	and	the	shadow	had	fled,	leaving	a	harsh
emptiness	behind.

The	 nurse	 escorted	 me	 to	 her	 office	 and	 took	 my	 vitals	 in	 the	 small
examination	room,	but	there	was	nothing	to	find.	There	never	had	been.	The
years	 of	 therapy	my	parents	 had	demanded	 after	 I	 first	 told	 them	about	 the
shadow	 had	 failed	 to	 yield	 anything	 discernible	 to	 modern	 science.
“Peduncular	Hallucinosis”	they	called	it.	A	fancy	term	for	an	imaginary	friend
replacing	 the	 best	 friend	 I’d	 lost	 all	 those	 years	 ago.	 “Perfectly	 normal



response”	 to	 fill-in-the-blank:	 depression,	 stress,	 loss,	 and/or	 loneliness.
“He’ll	outgrow	it.”

During	the	sessions,	the	shadow,	never	far	from	my	side,	would	wave	to	me
while	 the	 doctors	 taped	 various	 electrodes	 to	 my	 skin	 and	 ran	 their	 tests.
There	 was	 nothing	 for	 them	 to	 find.	 It	 was	 all	 in	 my	 head,	 they	 told	 me.
Imaginary	friend,	indeed.

“I	 called	 your	 parents	 to	 come	 pick	 you	 up,”	 the	 nurse	 said,	 writing	my
perfect	temperature	in	her	notes.

“I’m	fine,”	I	said.	“I’d	just	like	to	go	to	class.”

“Fine?”	She	shook	her	head,	an	attempt	at	a	comforting
smile	crossing	her	face.	“You	passed	out	again.	You	know	the	procedure;	we
have	to	send	you	home.”

“I	need	my	books.”	Anything	to	get	out	of	that	small	room,	back	to	where
the	shadow	was	hiding.	Back	to	a	girl	with	Melanie’s	name.	It	lingered,	that
name,	like	the	ringing	in	my	ears	after	the	shadow	visited.

The	phone	rang	and	the	nurse	returned	to	her	office	to	answer	it.	As	soon	as
she	 left,	 I	 went	 the	 other	 way,	 out	 the	 second	 door	 into	 the	 hallway.	 My
footsteps	echoed	 in	 the	empty	hall	 as	 I	hurried	 to	my	history	class.	When	 I
arrived,	 I	burst	 in	and	everyone	 turned	 to	 look	at	me	 like	 I’d	 lost	my	mind.
There	was	a	different	 teacher	 talking	 to	different	students	and	I	had	no	 idea
what	class	the	new	girl	might	have	after	history.

I	 kept	walking,	 and	 reached	 the	 performing	 arts	wing	 before	 the	 shadow
caught	 up.	 She	 curled	 around	 my	 legs	 but	 didn’t	 sink	 inside	 of	 me.	 She
burned,	flares	of	fire	stinging	my	skin.

From	another	hall,	a	piano	ran	through	a	scale	and	then	there	was	silence.
With	the	shadow	tagging	along,	I	peeked	through	the	window.	Mr.	Reynolds,
one	of	the	music	teachers,	played	and	then	nodded	his	head.

A	sweet	voice	ran	through	the	same	scale,	note	following	note,	one	octave
and	then	higher.	I	craned	my	neck	to	see	more	of	the	room.	Sunlight	poured
through	the	windows	in	the	corner,	bringing	out	the	highlights	of	her	hair	as
Melanie	sang.

She	sang	higher,	warming	up.	The	shadow	writhed,	stretching	out,	covering
my	arms.	 I	didn’t	want	 to	stop	watching,	but	 the	shadow	left	me	no	choice,



boiling	hotter	and	hotter	until	 I	had	 to	move.	To	 run	away	until	 I	no	 longer
heard	Melanie’s	voice.	Only	then	did	the	shadow	let	me	go,	drenched	in	sweat
and	panting	in	the	empty	hallway.

I	 collapsed	 against	 a	 row	 of	 lockers	with	 a	metallic	 bang	 and	 slid	 to	 the
floor.	The	nurse	and	my	parents	found	me	there	some	time	later.	Once	again,
the	 nurse	 took	 my	 temperature	 and,	 once	 again,	 it	 was	 perfectly	 normal.
Everything	was	perfectly	normal.

“Richard?”	my	mother	 asked	 in	 her	 “maternal”	 voice.	 I’d	 first	 heard	 that
voice	 the	 night	 Melanie	 disappeared	 and	 it	 showed	 up	 with	 depressing
regularity	 every	 time	 she	 wanted	 to	 tell	 me	 something	 but	 feared	 how	 I’d
react.	The	first	time	she	discovered	all	my	drawings,	she’d	used	it.	Worried	I
was	suicidal	or	something.

“I’m	 fine,”	 I	 said	 in	 my	 “I’m	 fine”	 voice,	 honed	 after	 years	 of	 practice
when	 I	 realized	 telling	 anyone	 about	 the	 shadow	 simply	 caused	 more
problems.	Easier	to	lie.	Always	easier	to	lie.

At	home,	they	called	my	doctor	and	my	therapist	and	anyone	else	available	to
call,	but	there	was	nothing	wrong	with	me.	My	parents,	like	the	school	nurse
and	 everyone	 else,	 had	 gotten	 used	 to	 the	 “seizures,”	 as	 the	 doctors	 called
them.	The	random	shrieks,	the	constant	burning,	the	occasional	fainting.	Just
another	day	in	the	life	of	me.

I	turned	the	shower	on	as	hot	as	it	would	go,	steam	billowing	until	it	filled
the	 room.	 I	 shut	my	eyes	and	 let	 the	water	 run	over	my	 face,	 attempting	 to
remember	 the	 way	 the	 sunlight	 played	 with	 the	 new	Melanie’s	 hair	 as	 she
sang.

To	remember	how	the	sunlight	played	with	my	Melanie’s	hair,	right	before	I
counted	to	one	hundred	and	turned	around	and	never	found	her.

She	was	gone,	 replaced	by	 the	ghost	 of	 her,	 and	now	another	 girl	 named
Melanie	had	come	into	my	life	and	the	shadow	didn’t	like	her.

I	had	made	my	choice	long	ago.	The	first	and	last	time	I	smiled	at	Caitlin.
That	night,	 I	chose	 the	shadow.	 I	always	chose	 the	shadow.	 I	would	always
choose	my	Melanie.

I	dried	off	and	stood	naked	and	exposed,	closing	my	eyes	and	waiting	for
the	 subtle	 heat	 of	 her	 embrace.	She’d	 learned	 such	 fine	 control	 through	 the



years,	 tracing	languid	patterns	on	my	skin,	 leaving	warm	trails	behind.	Soft,
exquisite	heat.	So	very	delicate.

But	not	 tonight.	Tonight,	 she	burned.	Tonight,	 she	screamed.	Tonight,	 she
seethed	and	raged	and	writhed	as	she	sank	into	me.

And	then	my	arm	moved.

She	moved	my	arm.

I	fought	for	control	but	she	was	too	strong,	too	insistent,	too	demanding.

Her	fingers	uncurled.

My	fingers	uncurled.

I	burned.

My	 arm	 moved.	 My	 fingers	 moved.	 The	 heat	 flared	 hotter	 until	 I
surrendered.	Her	jealousy	consumed	me	as	my	hand	moved	across	the	mirror.

I	screamed.

Left	behind	in	the	steam	were	three	words.

I
am

Melanie



FIVE
The	alarm	went	off	far	too	early.	Sleep	had	teased	me	deep	into	the	night	as	I
waited	for	the	shadow	to	come	to	bed,	but	she	was	nowhere	to	be	found.	Just
the	lonely	corners	of	my	room	mocking	me	in	the	pale	light	of	the	moon.

The	 loss	 was	 a	 physical	 ache	 and	 it	 felt	 as	 though	 portions	 of	 me	 were
missing	 again.	 I’d	 thrown	 the	 blankets	 to	 the	 floor,	 exposing	myself	 to	 the
cold	lonely	air,	but	when	the	alarm	finally	went	off	I	was	curled	into	a	ball,
shivering,	the	remnants	of	a	dream	fading.	Everything	ached,	bone-deep	and
weary,	and	the	act	of	sitting	was	far	more	difficult	than	it	should	have	been.

I	opened	my	eyes	and	only	then	noticed	the	mess	surrounding	me.	Pieces	of
paper	 littered	 the	 floor	 like	 confetti.	 And	 on	 them	 all,	 scrawled	 in	 my
handwriting,	were	the	same	three	words	that	had	been	left	on	the	mirror.

I
am

Melanie
I	stared	at	the	numerous	paper	cuts	and	smudges	of	ink	the	shadow	had	left

behind	on	my	hands.	There	was	no	memory	to	be	found	of	the	writing	or	the
destruction.	 I	 remembered	going	 to	 sleep	 and	 I	 remembered	waking	 from	a
dream	that	left	me	shivering	in	my	bed.	Beyond	that,	there	was	nothing	but	a
mess.

“Where	 are	 you?”	 I	 asked	 the	 empty	 room,	 but	 there	was	 no	 response.	 I
sucked	 the	 blood	 off	 the	 deepest	 paper	 cut	 and	 started	 throwing	 away	 the
scraps	of	paper.

Situated	in	Ardsley	Park,	surrounded	by	the	stately	houses	and	parks	that	give
the	city	its	charm,	Savannah	Arts	Academy	was	a	three-story,	square	block	of
an	 institution	 that,	 from	 the	 outside,	 has	 little	 stateliness	 or	 charm.	 As	 a
charter	school	struggling	to	keep	the	arts	alive	in	public	education,	there	was
only	so	much	 they	 could	 do	 to	make	 the	 building	 stately	 or	 charming.	But
thanks	to	its	reputation,	Savannah	Arts	drew	the	talented	and	creative	from	all



over	 southeast	 Georgia,	 creating	 a	 thriving	 community	 of	 artistic	 teenagers
studying	everything	from	dance	to	drama,	visual	arts	to	music.

The	 cafeteria	was	 standard	 issue,	 other	 than	 the	 artwork	 lining	 the	walls.
Parts	of	theater	sets	masqueraded	as	art	while	actual	art	was	used	in	posters	to
advertise	performances	and	other	events.	Scattered	around	at	random	intervals
were	framed	paintings	by	students	and	alumni.

On	 the	 far	 wall,	 close	 to	 where	 I	 always	 sat,	 a	 bulky	 frame	 held	 a
watercolor	 I’d	 entered	 in	 a	 contest	 my	 freshman	 year:	 a	 grassy	 field,	 pale
green,	each	blade	seeming	to	move	in	an	unseen	wind.	An	equally	soft	carpet
of	 wildflowers.	 The	 entire	 piece	 felt	 delicate,	 like	 a	 caress.	 Even	 the	 bony
hand	reaching	through	the	flowers,	grasping	for	something	just	out	of	reach	of
the	drawing.

And,	as	always,	a	skeletal	shadow	trailed	behind.

“Is	 this	 seat	 taken?”	Melanie	 asked,	 holding	 a	 brown	paper	 lunch	bag.	The
table	was	empty,	and	she	walked	around	to	slide	into	the	chair	across	from	me
before	I	had	a	chance	to	answer.	Her	hair	was	tied	up,	exposing	a	long	pale
neck	and	almost	elfin	ears	with	small	silver	hoops	dangling	from	them.

Sunlight	 filtered	 through	 the	windows	high	 above,	 glistening	off	 her	 skin
and	casting	a	thin	shadow	on	the	table.

The	 heat	 singed	 as	 it	 burrowed	 into	my	 flesh.	Through	 the	 fire	 I	 felt	 the
shadow’s	jealousy,	her	anger,	and	I	found	myself	writing	letters	on	the	table
and	knew,	without	looking,	what	three	words	the	shadow	was	forcing	me	to
spell	out.

“Why	do	they	call	you	Casper?”	Melanie	asked	before	taking	a	bite	of	her
sandwich.

Adrenaline	flooded	me,	 the	urge	 to	 flee	so	strong	my	feet	had	pushed	me
from	the	table	before	I	had	time	to	stop	myself.

Melanie’s	eyebrows	arched	as	I	stood,	but	she	merely	took	another	bite	of
her	sandwich.	Despite	 the	discomfort,	 the	need	to	escape,	I	sat	and	clutched
my	legs	to	get	them	to	stop	moving.

“My	name	is	Richard.”	The	words	came	out	clipped,	through	gritted	teeth.

“I	know,”	she	said.	“You	don’t	remember	me,	do	you?”
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