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CHAPTER ONE


Jimmy

It all started the day I drew a picture during class.

Sometimes, I don’t pay attention as much as Ms. Morrissey would like. Mom always says I like to daydream. “Your head is in the clouds, Jimmy,” that’s what she always says. My nana says I have a “vivid imagination,” and Mom forgets how many times she got caught reading a story about wizards or enchanted creatures when she was supposed to be looking at her history book. I had to spoon more cereal into my mouth to stop myself from laughing. Mom didn’t say anything about that, but I caught Cate giggling at the sink.

Cate is my mom’s girlfriend. She’s also my teacher, Ms. Morrissey. That can get a little—well, sticky—if you know what I mean. And sticky in this family can be a lot different than pancake syrup or strange situations—and we have lots of those. Strange situations, that is. But I’ll explain that later. It’s one of those sticky situations that changed everything for me and Mom—and for Cate. Like I said, it all started the day I drew a picture during class…

Eight Months Ago

“Jimmy!”

“I can’t find my sneakers!”

“Look under the bed!”

Jimmy groaned and flopped to his knees, grumbling. Wasn’t it his mother who told him that nothing lived under his bed?

“They’re not here!” he yelled, pulling himself away from the bed and hopping to his feet.

“Looking for these?” Mary O’Keeffe asked her son.

Jimmy grinned. “Thanks!” He grabbed his sneakers and plopped onto the edge of his bed to slip them on.

The room around him was a museum of his imagination: comic books piled haphazardly beside atlases and bug-collecting jars, pencil sketches taped to the walls, and dinosaurs marching across his desk next to a half-finished model rocket. His quilt, with its bright patches stitched together by his nana, was always rumpled from his habit of leaping into bed after an adventure, never just climbing in. A plastic knight lay face down near the window, sword raised toward the toy dragon perched on the sill. Jimmy’s world never fit neatly into boxes; it spilled across the room in fragments of story and play.

“Mm-hm.” Mary shook her head, though her lips tugged into a smile. “Do me a favor?”

“Sure, Mom,” he replied as he tied his laces.

“Try to keep your head out of the clouds and on your schoolwork today?”

Jimmy looked up, a flash of pearly white teeth and a sparkle in his eye as his answer. He sprang from the bed, grabbed his backpack, and stretched to kiss his mother’s cheek before sprinting down the stairs. “Bye, Nana!” he called back just before the door closed with a thud.

Ellen O’Keeffe entered the room, her eyes surveying the chaos with the affectionate patience of someone who had long since given up on expecting tidiness from her daughter or grandson. She picked up the fallen knight, examined it for a moment, and carefully placed it back on the sill beside the dragon.

“He’s certainly in a hurry this morning,” she remarked, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

“Mm,” Mary murmured. She leaned against the doorframe, her eyes moving from the quilt to the sketch half-hidden on Jimmy’s desk.

“He’s a good boy, Mary,” Ellen said gently.

Mary exhaled, her voice a blend of pride and a rare wistfulness. “He is.” The room overflowed with pieces of Jimmy's imagination, an array of castles, rockets, and armies of heroes bringing it to life. But Mary sometimes wondered if all of her son's creativity was his attempt at masking the emptiness he seldom talked about. He no longer mentioned his other mother, at least not directly. But in his drawings and bedtime stories, there was always another parent, or even two, or a whole magical chorus of protectors watching over him.

Mary’s chest tightened. She wished she could give him that again—wished she could be certain there was someone out there who would see Jimmy for exactly who he was and love him the way he deserved: a family whole, not patched together by make-believe. But life had taught her not to count on miracles. At least, not the ordinary kind.

She pushed the thought away with a sigh. “He is,” she repeated.

“Don’t do that.”

“What am I doing?” Mary asked.

“Blaming yourself for Laura’s departure,” Ellen replied.

Mary would have liked to deny her mother’s observation, but what would be the point? Ellen could still read her like a story she’d memorized—cookies snuck into lunchboxes, late-night escapes through the window, and now, guilt she carried like a second shadow.

“I worry that he’s lonely,” Mary admitted.

“Jimmy?”

Mary rolled her eyes. “Of course, Jimmy.”

“You think his imagination is a way to make friends?”

“Maybe. Maybe friends who can’t leave him—a way to feel secure.”

Ellen nodded. “He has loads of friends at school.”

“Yes, but⁠—”

“There isn’t anything to argue about,” Ellen interjected gently. “Don’t mistake your fears for his.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing? Mom, he’s eight, and he still insists there are monsters in his room.”

Ellen took her daughter’s hand and guided her to sit on Jimmy’s bed.

“I need to get ready for work,” Mary protested.

“Do you have a patient?”

“Not until ten.”

“Then sit.”

“Mom.”

“Mary Margaret.”

Mary sighed and sat with a thump. How her mother could still reduce her to a ten-year-old simply by saying her full name was one of life’s enduring mysteries.

“Don’t psychoanalyze your son like you do your patients,” Ellen advised.

“I’m not analyzing him. I recognize⁠—”

“His loneliness?”

“His fear of getting hurt.”

Ellen drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “That’s called being human.”

“He’s had more disappointment than a little boy should have to endure.”

Ellen let the words settle between them. No parent wanted to see their child suffer—broken bones, broken hearts, illness, disappointment. But wounds of one kind or another were inevitable the moment you drew breath. She feared that Mary carried her guilt the same way she carried worry: pressed tight beneath her ribs, disguised as concern for her son.

“He never talks about Laura,” Mary murmured.

“He was only three when she left.”

“I know, but⁠—”

“He doesn’t remember her the way you do, sweetheart. What he has are impressions more than memories—feelings shaped by your stories and by the silence that followed.”

“He doesn’t even ask about her.”

“Maybe that’s because he doesn’t miss her the way you do.”

“I don’t miss her—not anymore,” Mary said softly.

Ellen smiled, the kind of sad, knowing smile that only a mother wears. “No. But you miss what you believed you would share—the family you imagined, the life you planned to build together. That’s a different kind of missing.”

Again, what would be the purpose in denial, argument, or debate?

“Mary, you can’t continue to carry this fear, or it will become Jimmy’s.”

“Don’t you think it’s strange that he still sees monsters in his room?”

Ellen shrugged.

“I know, I know. He has a vivid imagination,” Mary said.

“Sure. And an open heart. I think you might be forgetting something important.”

“What’s that?”

“He’s not afraid of the monsters he sees. He’s intrigued by them. Whatever they are, however they manifest for him, I don’t think Jimmy creates his world out of fear. He’s endlessly curious and adventurous. And he’s open—unafraid to tell you about his ideas and adventures. He trusts you. Trust him enough to tell you if he feels fearful or worried.”

Mary offered the hint of a smile to her mother. Ellen always had a way of helping Mary gain perspective. She thought Ellen’s forthright, yet gentle guidance was responsible for her desire to help others. Being a single mother had never been in Mary’s plans. She’d witnessed the toll it took on her mother, the constant juggling of priorities, running from work to school events, helping with homework while cooking a meal after a long day. Ellen did her best to conceal her fatigue, frustration, and loneliness from Mary. But Mary could always see beyond the face Ellen painted on for her benefit. She’d given her mother a run for the money as a little girl. As she grew, she tried to lighten the load her mother bore with a smile. Mary promised herself she would never willingly become a single parent. And she hadn’t—not willingly.
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Jimmy

Mom worries too much about me. I heard her tell Nana that I need to make more friends. I have loads of friends. Most of them just don’t live in our neighborhood. She thinks I should play soccer or baseball. I don’t know why I need to play a sport to make friends. I rode my bike all summer—down the street to my friend Zachary’s house. He’s a year older than me—a fourth grader. We like to swim in his pool. That’s a sport, isn’t it? Maybe it doesn’t count to Mom because I’m not part of a team. She liked all that stuff when she was a kid—sports, I mean.

I like riding my bike and swimming, and I like walking in the woods, too. I don’t need to be with someone to do those things.

Mom thinks I make up too many stories. She didn’t say that—I just know. She doesn’t believe in monsters or ghosts. She says Bigfoot and aliens are “silly.” I guess some people can’t believe in something unless they see it. But there are lots of things people didn’t know about that were there all along. Did you know there’s a Skeleton Panda Sea Squirt? It looks kind of like a panda skeleton, and it lives in the ocean near Japan. No one knew about it until they saw it, but it was always there.

Sometimes I think adults just see what they want to see.

I told Nana about a story I read with vampires in it, and how Mom said I shouldn’t read stuff that gives me nightmares. Nana sighed—that means she didn’t agree with Mom. Nana asked if vampires scare me. They don’t. Not really. Not because I think they’re made up, but because I think people get scared of things that aren’t like them.

Maybe there are blood-sucking creatures who crawl out of cemeteries. Or maybe vampires are just different, and somebody made up the blood part to make them sound worse. I don’t know.

I see lots of creatures. It used to scare me, but then I started smiling at them and talking to them. Most times, I can’t understand what they say. A lot of them talk funny—like my friend Ivan’s mom, who speaks Russian. I don’t know what she’s saying most of the time, but I can tell when she’s mad. Her lips wrinkle, and she breathes through her nose. My mom does the same thing—kind of like a dragon.

I know, you probably think dragons are make-believe, too. They just hide because people hunted them for so long. Grown-ups are weird. They say monsters aren’t real, but I know people who are meaner than monsters. Like Billy Jenkins. He’s in fifth grade. He’s always tripping someone in the hallway or pushing them down on the playground.

He’s a lot more like a monster than Herbert. Herbert’s really big—bigger than Billy Jenkins—and he hides in my closet. I’m trying to teach him English, but it’s hard. I wish I could ask Ms. Morrissey to help. She’s super smart about school stuff. But she probably wouldn’t believe me about Herbert.

It’s weird. People are afraid of nice things that are different, and they like people who are mean. It doesn’t make any sense.

I like to draw the things I see. Sometimes they disappear, and I want to remember them.

Ms. Morrissey says I’m a good artist, but she also says I’m not supposed to draw pictures when we’re talking about history. Today we were talking about the Mayflower. I started wondering if the pilgrims saw monsters, too. And then I just started drawing Herbert in my notebook. I mean, maybe Herbert’s great-great-great-great-great-grandfather was there.

I was halfway through shading Herbert’s eyes—he has three, but the middle one only opens when he’s scared—when I heard, “Jimmy O’Keeffe.”

Uh-oh.

I looked up. Ms. Morrissey was standing by my desk with her arms crossed. When she does that, her eyebrows touch a little, and that means I’m in trouble.

“Would you like to share your drawing?” she asked. Her voice was calm, but she did that thing moms do—you know, when they say your name really slowly, like it has extra syllables? “Jim...my O...Kee...ffe.” You know what I mean. No matter what you say, you’re already in trouble.

I held out the paper. The class leaned closer, whispering. Some kids giggled.

Ms. Morrissey tilted her head. “That’s… interesting, Jimmy. I’m not sure I’ve seen any Native Americans or pilgrims who look quite like this.”

I shrugged.

She nodded once. “Put your picture away,” she said. “Let’s concentrate on the Mayflower.”

I nodded and slid it into my notebook. She asked me to bring it to her desk when the class lined up to head outside for recess.

When I did, she smiled.

“Can I see your picture?”

I shrugged again.

“Who is this?” she asked.

“That’s Herbert.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Is Herbert from a story you read?”

I shook my head.

Her eyebrow went up higher—kind of like Nana when I tell her I don’t have any cookies in my room. (I always have cookies in my room.)

“Did you make up a story about Herbert?”

I groaned. Grown-ups don’t believe in things like Herbert.

“Jimmy?”

“No, ma’am.”

“He looks⁠—”

“He’s nice,” I said quickly. “He lives in my closet.”

“I see.”

“He is nice,” I muttered.

“I’m sure he is.”

I looked up at her, kind of surprised.

“He’s your friend?” she asked.

“I guess. He doesn’t speak English.”

“I see.”

That’s a grown-up thing—‘I see’. They always say it when they think you’re making something up.

“And you’re teaching him?” she asked.

“He knows please, hello, and Jim. We’re working on thank you. That one’s hard for him.”

Ms. Morrissey nodded. “Two words to learn,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Jimmy,” she said softly, “you need to pay attention in class.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Notebooks are for taking notes,” she said. “You can draw Herbert when you have free time, okay?”

I nodded and looked at my feet.

“Put your notebook back in your desk and head outside,” she said.

I did. I didn't think she was going to call my mom.
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The Elementary School

Cate Morrissey loved teaching, possibly more than anything in her life. Children looked at the world with open hearts, allowing their minds to consider infinite possibilities that adults had long ago set aside. Boundaries were necessary for growth. Learning about responsibility and accountability was essential, but Cate also knew those boundaries sometimes carried the weight of a parent’s disappointments. It wasn’t intentional. That didn’t make it any less problematic.

She’d spent years unlearning much of what her father had taught her, trying to find the balance between lessons that offered wisdom and those that instilled fear. It had taken her most of her adult life to reclaim a small measure of her childhood innocence. That perspective helped her navigate the space that hovered between children and the adults who loved them. Sometimes, she wondered if the parents who walked into her classroom realized how childlike they still were in their own ways.

She stifled a chuckle as Mary O’Keeffe stepped into the room. Cate had met Jimmy’s mother only briefly at the school’s open house, their conversation cut short when a student came barreling between them, chasing his younger brother. Cate remembered the apologetic smile Mary had given her—warm, shy, and just a little harried.

“Ms. O’Keeffe,” Cate greeted.

“Mary. Just Mary.”

Cate smiled. “I was just about to pack up.”

“I’m sorry I’m late. I had a patient. It ran longer than I expected.”

“No need to apologize. I was actually going to suggest we swing by the teachers’ lounge for a coffee or some water and then head outside to chat.”

“I don’t want to hold you up,” Mary said.

“I called you here,” Cate replied lightly. “I can’t promise the coffee is still hot, but I’d bet my paycheck the pot isn’t empty.”

Mary relaxed a little. “Are you sure it’s⁠—”

“Come on,” Cate said, slinging her bag over her shoulder and nodding toward the door.

She closed the classroom behind them and led the way down the hall.

“I really am sorry I’m late,” Mary said again.

Cate flashed her another smile. “You’re a psychologist, right?”

“Psychiatrist, actually.”

Cate opened the lounge door and gestured for Mary to step inside.

“God, that sounded pretentious,” Mary said.

“Only if telling the truth is pretentious,” Cate replied, lifting the coffee pot to her nose. She made a face. “We are not drinking this.”

“Ms. Morrissey⁠—”

“Cate.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Cate,” she repeated, more softly this time. “If you want me to call you Mary, then you have to call me Cate. ‘Ms. Morrissey’ makes me feel old.”

Mary’s lips curved. “I’m sorry.”

“Is there a diagnosis for that?” Cate teased.

Mary blinked. “I’m sorry?”

Cate laughed. “I know what apoplectic means. Is there a word for being chronically apologetic? An apologetic syndrome, maybe?”

Mary shook her head, laughing. “I’m⁠—”

“Don’t say it.”

Mary laughed harder this time.

“I’ll tell you what,” Cate said, slinging her bag higher on her shoulder. “You can apologize all you want down the street at Misgivings.”

“The café?”

“Yep. Though honestly, Misgivings sounds more like a bar—or a strip club. But they make good coffee.”

Mary smiled. “Coffee sounds great.”

“Good,” Cate said. “I’ll drive.”

“I can meet you there.”

“You can. But parking downtown is horrendous. I don’t mind.” Cate’s grin returned. “You can psychoanalyze my caffeine habit on the way.”

Mary chuckled. Jimmy spoke endlessly about Ms. Morrissey. His adorable third-grade crush was becoming more understandable the longer she spent with Cate.

Outside, Cate gestured toward the car.

“Wow,” Mary said, stopping short. She wouldn’t call herself a car aficionado—her life didn’t lend itself to sports cars or classic restorations—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate one. The red Ford Shelby Mustang gleamed beneath the late-afternoon sun, its chrome glinting like jewelry. “A ’68?”

Cate tilted her head and grinned.

“Surprised I’d know that, huh?” Mary asked lightly.

“I probably shouldn’t be. Yeah—it’s a ’68. It was my mom’s, actually. Her pride and joy.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks. Not the most practical car, I know. Most people expect me to drive a mini-SUV or a crossover. Something…”

“Practical?” Mary guessed.

“Mm. Actually, most people who know me probably expect a Subaru.”

Mary coughed through a laugh, immediately catching the meaning.

Cate shrugged as she opened the passenger door, a touch embarrassed by her offhand admission.

“I never really understood that,” Mary said.

“What?”

“Why lesbians love Subarus. I’ve resisted for years.”

Cate raised a brow. “Resisted lesbians or Subarus?”

“Resisted being a lesbian who drives a Subaru,” Mary replied, sliding into the seat.

Cate laughed, closing the door behind her before circling to the driver’s side. “So, I guess you’re still open to the carpool, then.”

Mary shook her head. She’d arrived at the school feeling a mixture of anxiety and guilt. Jimmy was intelligent and creative, but he sometimes let his thoughts wander when he needed to focus on his lessons. She knew that from the handful of notes Ms. Morrissey had already sent home. Parent–teacher conferences were still a month away. Being summoned to school at the beginning of October felt a bit… ominous.

She’d forgotten all about the reason for her visit somewhere between the teacher’s lounge and the parking lot. Now, as Cate slid behind the wheel, Mary’s trepidation returned, and she sighed.

“Uh-oh. Rethinking the carpool already?” Cate teased.

“You didn’t call me to share coffee.”

“Sure, I did.”

Mary sighed again. “He’s a good boy. He just…”

Cate smiled. “Mary,” she said gently, “I do want to talk to you about Jimmy. But it isn’t dire. Believe me—I’ve seen dire. I know dire.” She started the engine, the car purring to life. “But I think you should get a decaf.”

“What?”

“You look like you’re about to jump out of your skin. I promise I know how to drive a stick shift. Even if that is counterintuitive.”

Mary blinked, then burst into laughter. “Do you handle all your teacher-parent discussions this way?”

“With coffee?”

Mary raised an eyebrow.

“Oh. No,” Cate said, her grin widening. “Only the ones with Subaru-avoiding lesbians.”

“Get a lot of those?”

Cate winked as she pulled out of the parking lot. “There’s a first time for everything.”
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Jimmy

When I got home, Nana was sitting at the kitchen table doing a crossword puzzle. She does them in pen, which I think is brave. I use a pencil because sometimes the boxes lie.

“You’re home early,” Nana said, not looking up.

“Yeah. I was gonna walk home, but Zac’s mom gave me a ride,” I told her, sliding into the chair across from her with a glass of milk.

“How was school?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“You guess?”

“I kind of got caught drawing a picture during our history lesson.”

Nana nodded but kept her eyes on her crossword.

“We were supposed to be imagining what the pilgrims saw when they came on the Mayflower,” I explained. “I just… well, I imagined everything looked peculiar to them.”

Nana’s eyes flicked up over her glasses. “That’s quite a word—peculiar.”

I shrugged. “I guess. Ms. Morrissey says I have a good vocabulary. But I think she only says that when she’s trying not to say I shouldn’t whisper in class.”

Nana smiled. “And were you?”

“No. I was just drawing.”

“Ah.” Nana filled in a word. Conifer. Seven letters.

“I drew Herbert,” I said.

She glanced up again. “How is Herbert?”

“He was fine until today.”

“What happened today?”

“I think he disappeared.”

Nana set her pen down. “Disappeared?”

“Well, I drew a picture of him last night, but it was gone this morning. And I couldn’t find Herbert, either.”

“Ah.” Nana nodded as if that explained everything. “Maybe Herbert took it.”

I frowned. “Why would he take his own picture?”

“Maybe he didn’t like how he looked.”

That made me laugh. “I don’t think Herbert can look in a mirror, Nana. He lives in my closet.”

“Well,” Nana said, picking up her pen again, “maybe he didn’t want your mother to see it.”

I thought about that for a second. “Maybe.”

I sat there, watching her write, until the radiator clanged and hissed like it was clearing its throat. The house made a lot of noises, especially when it got cold. Sometimes I wondered if Herbert had friends hiding in the pipes.

“Did Mom call?” I asked.

“Why?”

“She said she’d be home early.”

Nana didn’t look up. “She’s getting coffee with your teacher.”

I froze halfway through a sip of milk. “With Ms. Morrissey?”

“Mm-hmm.”

I leaned on the table. “I’m gonna be in trouble, huh?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ms. Morrissey didn’t seem mad when she talked to me,” I said. “She just told me to draw when we had free time.”

“I guess you’ll have to wait for your mother to come home.”

“Nana?”

“Hm?”

“But why is Mom having coffee with my teacher?”

“To talk, I would imagine.”

"About me."

"I would imagine so."

I thought about that for a minute. Lots of my friends have gotten in trouble for talking in class or running in the halls—stuff like that. Billy Jenkins started a food fight in the cafeteria once. His parents had to go to Mr. Lawrence’s office—he’s our principal. I don’t remember any of my friends’ moms or dads drinking coffee with their teacher. Something is up.

“Nana?”

“Hm?”

“Do you think Mom likes her?”

“Who?”

“Ms. Morrissey.”

Nana looked over her glasses again and chuckled. “I think you should be careful about letting your imagination run wild.”

“You mean with Herbert?”

Nana pushed her crossword aside. “I know you worry about your mom.”

“She’s lonely.”

It’s true. Mom is lonely. I think it would be good if she had a monster in her closet to talk to. I told her that once. She muttered something about staying away from anything that hides in a closet unless it’s her clothes. I don’t know why. Maybe something scared her when she was a kid.

“Mom is lonely,” I said again.

“You are peas in a pod.”

I frowned. “Huh?”

“You and your mother. Both worried that the other is lonely.”

I shrugged. “I just think she could use a friend, is all.”

“Mm-hm.”

Nana says “Mm-hm” a lot when she doesn’t want to say what she really thinks.

“Do you think she’s scared?” I asked.

Nana sighed.

“Like maybe there was a scary monster hiding in her closet or something. You know? Maybe that’s why she doesn’t believe me about Herbert. Or maybe…”

“Jimmy.” Nana laughed. “Don’t worry so much about your mom.”

I smiled, but my stomach fluttered. Herbert’s picture was gone, and I couldn’t find him this morning. And I was pretty sure I’d heard my closet door creak open while I was brushing my teeth before school. And Mom is lonely. I think it’s because of Laura. I don’t remember her much. Mom does. Maybe something made Laura leave and Mom is scared.

There are mean monsters, too. Like Billy Jenkins. What if one of them found Herbert?

“Nana?”

Nana raised an eyebrow.

“What if Herbert is really gone? I mean, what if something found his picture and⁠—”

“Jimmy,” Nana said gently. “Sometimes, our friends have to leave us. That doesn’t mean they aren’t still our friends.”

I shook my head. “I have homework,” I said, pushing out of my chair.

I heard Nana sigh. I don’t get it. I don’t think Herbert would leave without saying goodbye. Even if he couldn’t say it in English.

Mom is having coffee with my teacher. If they aren’t friends, that means I’m in trouble. Everything is a mess, all because I drew pictures of Herbert. No wonder he stays in my closet. I’d better do my homework before Mom gets home. Maybe Herbert came back. I hope so.


CHAPTER TWO


Misgivings Cafe

The bell above the café door jingled as Cate held it for Mary to step inside. The place smelled like roasted coffee beans and warm sugar. Mismatched tables and a chalkboard menu gave the room a whimsical charm.

Cate waved to the barista. “Hey, Bree.” She turned to Mary. “Cappuccino?”

“Sure.”

“My regular and a decaf for the doctor,” Cate told Bree.

Mary raised an eyebrow. “Decaf?”

Cate grinned. “You still seem a little⁠—”

“Jittery?”

“Was my driving that bad?” Cate asked.

Mary chuckled. “Hardly. Decaf’s probably the best choice,” she admitted.

Bree watched their interaction with interest. Cate was a regular at Misgivings—morning coffee before school, afternoon cappuccino at least three times a week. Always alone.

“I’ll bring them over,” Bree said.

Cate smiled. “You’re the best.”

“Tell it to the tip jar,” Bree joked.

“Ah, no worries. We’re well acquainted,” Cate bantered, leading Mary to a table in the corner by the window.

“Okay,” Mary said. “Tell me what’s going on.”

Cate hesitated. “It’s nothing terrible. I just wanted to talk about something Jimmy drew today.”

Mary groaned softly. “Oh, not Herbert again.”

Cate blinked. “So you know about Herbert?”

Mary gave a rueful laugh. “Know him? I feel like I live with him. He’s been Jimmy’s imaginary friend for months now. Apparently, Herbert snores like the dishwasher and steals socks.”

“That sounds about right,” Cate said, smiling. “He showed up in class today during our Mayflower lesson. Jimmy was supposed to be imagining what the pilgrims saw when they landed, and—well—he imagined Herbert’s great-great-great-grandfather might’ve been there.”

Mary rubbed her forehead. “Of course he did.”

“He’s a clever kid,” Cate said. “Creative, funny. The other kids laughed, but he handled it well. I just wanted to check in—make sure everything’s okay at home.”

Mary sighed. “I think so. His imagination runs a mile a minute. I keep thinking it’ll calm down as he gets older, but sometimes I worry it’s only getting stronger.”

“I don’t think that’s necessarily bad,” Cate offered gently. “Imagination can be a kind of armor.”

Mary’s brow lifted. “That’s a diplomatic way of saying ‘distraction.’”

Cate smiled. “Maybe. But it’s also how kids make sense of things. I’d rather have a boy who dreams up friendly monsters than one who hides his fears.”

Mary’s shoulders eased a little. “You sound like my mother.”

“Is she a monster hunter?” Cate asked.

Bree arrived with their drinks, chuckling as she set them down.

Mary laughed softly. “Some days I wonder.” She dragged her spoon through the delicate leaf pattern in her cappuccino’s foam.

“Mothers tend to be protective,” Cate offered.

Mary nodded. “You really do sound like my mom.”

“Mary?”

Mary traced a finger around the rim of her mug. “It’s just—when I see him drawing monsters instead of playing with the kid next door, I can’t help but think my own baggage is weighing him down. Laura leaving... he shouldn’t have to carry my sadness, too.”

“Laura?”

“My ex. She left a few days after Jimmy’s fourth birthday.”

“I see.” Cate took a slow breath. “And you think Jimmy’s friend Herbert is something he dreamed up to protect himself?”

“Maybe. He doesn’t have many friends. I worry…”

Cate reached over and stopped Mary’s hand from its absentminded stirring. “From what I’ve seen, Jimmy has plenty of friends.”

Mary looked up.

“He doesn’t sit on the sidelines at recess,” Cate said. “And he’s always at a full table in the cafeteria.”

“But something worries you,” Mary observed. “Or you wouldn’t have asked to talk to me.”

Cate sipped her cappuccino, letting the conversation breathe. She set it down and smiled. “I’ve already had the parents of nearly every student in my class on the phone or in my classroom.”

“Already?”

“Some seek me out. Some? Well...” Cate shrugged.

Mary sighed. “Oh, God, that makes me feel so much better. I know he can be a daydreamer.”

“He’s eight,” Cate said. “I have to remind myself to focus, and I’m thirty-eight.”

Mary laughed. “A little ADHD?”

“Maybe.” Cate smiled and leaned back in her chair. “Honestly, Jimmy’s a bright spot in my day. He’s curious and creative. He’ll make up a story just to make someone laugh.”

“He’s been doing that since he could talk.”

Cate hesitated. “He was a little upset before he left today.”

“Because he knew you were going to call me?”

“No,” Cate said. “That’s actually why I decided to call. The picture he drew during class went missing. It seemed to worry him.”

Mary tilted her head. “Missing?”

“He couldn’t find it in his notebook or his desk.”

Mary stirred her drink, staring into the foam. “He’s careful with his drawings. He keeps them in a folder under his bed.” She sighed. “You’d think I’d be better at this.”

“This?”

“Figuring out what’s driving him to create monsters. I mean, it’s my job.”

“So, you’re a monster hunter, too?” Cate asked lightly.

Mary laughed. “In a way, I suppose that’s what psychiatrists do—help people find the monsters hiding in their closets so they can face them.”

“Mm.”

“What?” Mary asked.

“So, you don’t think monsters can be real?”

“I think they feel real.”

Cate smiled.

“Seen a lot of monsters?” Mary asked.

“A few.”

“I hope he isn’t facing any real monsters.”

“Monsters come in a lot of shapes and sizes,” Cate replied. “Kind of like people.”

“You sound like Jimmy.”

“Well, I’ve learned to listen to kids.”

“Must be the teacher in you,” Mary said.

“I think it’s more that being around kids so much made me want to teach.”

“Oh?”

“I have a big family,” Cate explained. “I’m the youngest of seven. Three brothers, three sisters. And I have eleven nieces and nephews.”

“Wow.”

“Mm. I’m the only one who followed the family tradition.”

“Long line of teachers?” Mary asked.

“Long line of monster hunters,” Cate said, winking.

Mary chuckled.

“Far be it from me to give advice to a doctor,” Cate said.

“But?”

“Maybe try letting Jimmy keep Herbert close.”

“I just worry…”

“I know,” Cate said.

“I mean, look at this.”

“Look at what? Is having coffee with me that dull?” Cate teased.

Mary laughed. “Hardly.”

Cate raised an eyebrow.

“You called me because Jimmy’s fascination with monsters is interfering with his concentration in class.”

Cate took a deep breath. “I called you because Jimmy was upset when he couldn’t find the picture. And he muttered something about how his mom would be happy if Herbert disappeared.”

“Shit. I never meant to make him feel like his imagination was something to be ashamed of… I just—I want him to be happy. My mother says I should watch out for occupational hazards. She means diagnosing my family.”

Cate grinned. “Oh, I think occupational hazards flash warning lights for all of us at times.”

“Would that be the teacher or the monster hunter?”

“Both.”

Mary chuckled. “Thanks.”

“For?”

“For caring enough about Jimmy to call me.”

Cate nodded.

“And for the coffee.” Mary took a nervous breath. “This is probably over the line.”

“Are you about to give me your professional opinion?”

Mary laughed. “No. I’d like to do this again—have coffee, I mean.”

Cate bit back a grin.

“With you,” Mary clarified. “Shit. It is over the line.”

“Coffee?” Cate asked. She winked. “I’d love to.”

“Really?”

A smile served as Cate’s reply.

Outside, the afternoon light had softened to a warm autumn gold. Inside, the café’s chatter blended with the gentle hum of laughter. A familiar warmth bloomed in Mary’s chest. How long had they been sitting here? How long had it been since she’d made a true friend—someone beyond a colleague or an old classmate? She couldn’t remember, but she knew the feeling: that tingle of excitement when someone quietly captures your curiosity.

Usually, warning lights would flash in her mind—bright and insistent. But something about Cate Morrissey made her want to keep moving forward. Cautiously, but hopefully.

“Well, you have my number,” Mary said.

“I do. And you know where to find me.”

“Hunting monsters?”

“Or corralling them,” Cate said with a grin.

Mary smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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Jimmy

I thought Mom would lecture me about paying attention in class when she got home. She didn’t. She even ordered us a pizza for dinner! I think Ms. Morrissey must be a witch or something. Maybe she put Mom under a spell. I didn’t tell Mom that. She’d just say, “Oh, Jimmy. Not everything is a fairy tale.”

I don’t know if I believe in fairies. Maybe. If Herbert can be real, I don’t see why there can’t be fairies or witches. It’s probably better if I keep that to myself.

Mom leaves the hall light on until she knows I’m asleep. Nana told me she does it to keep the monsters away. Maybe the light will help Herbert find his way back.

I brushed my teeth, put on my pajamas, and even read two chapters of Charlotte’s Web before I climbed under the covers. It was quiet—kind of like it gets on Christmas Eve. Not scary quiet. More like listening for something to happen—you know, like for Santa’s reindeer. Or for Herbert.

I turned on my side, staring at the closet door. It was open just a crack.

“Nana says you probably just went on vacation,” I whispered. “If you did, I hope it’s warm. It’s getting cold here.”

The house made its usual noises—the radiator popped, and I could hear Nana and Mom talking softly downstairs.

“Mom met my teacher today,” I said quietly. “She’s nice. I think you’d like her.”

Something in the closet rustled.

My heart thumped in my chest, and I sat up. “Herbert?”

Silence.

I waited, but all I could hear was the radiator crackling. I slipped out of bed, careful not to make a sound. The floorboard by the window squeaked. I winced. The last thing I needed was Mom scolding me for being out of bed.

I opened the closet door slowly. “Herbert?”

Nothing. Just my clothes and an old stuffed bear on the top shelf.

Then I saw it—a piece of paper on the floor.

It wasn’t there before. I was sure of it.

I crouched down and picked it up. It was a drawing, but it wasn’t mine. The monster looked like Herbert, but not exactly. He was taller, and he had four eyes instead of three. There was a note written at the bottom:

“They’ll find you—if you let them. Don’t stop believing, Jimmy.”

I scrambled back to bed, pulled the folder out from underneath it, and slid the drawing inside.

Then I listened again. The house had gone still, except for the hum of the radiator.

I wasn’t sure if I felt safer—or more scared. I pulled my blanket up and squeezed my eyes shut when I heard footsteps on the stairs.

“Jimmy?”

I sat up. There’s no fooling my mom.

“Didn’t find Herbert, huh?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

Mom sat down on the edge of my bed. Her eyes drifted to the closet. I’d forgotten to close it.

“That bear’s seen better days, huh?”

I shrugged.

“I think Nana’s right,” Mom said. “Your friend probably just needed a break. Everyone needs a vacation. Even monsters.”

I pictured Herbert, wherever he was—maybe surrounded by fuzzy purple friends, or maybe sipping lava out of a coconut on some monster island. Did monsters have islands? Maybe. I wondered if Herbert had a mom who bought him pizza and checked on him when he was upset.

Mom leaned back so her head touched the wall. “Do you want to talk more about Herbert, or…”

“Did you ever have a friend like him?” I asked.

Mom looked at the ceiling.

“I don’t think I had any monsters,” she said. “When I was your age, I had a cat. Mr. Sprinkles. He followed me everywhere. Except he wasn’t supposed to be in my room because of Nana’s allergies.” She smiled. “I used to sneak him up anyway. I know monsters aren’t cats.”

“I don’t even know if Herbert is a monster,” I said. “He’s not scary. He’s… funny sometimes. He likes knock-knock jokes.”

“Then I hope he comes back,” Mom said.

That must have been some coffee. Maybe it had whiskey in it. I heard Mom scold Nana once about putting whiskey in her coffee. Nana said, “You prescribe pills for sanity. I put whiskey in my coffee. Trust me—my prescription’s cheaper.”

I don’t know what she meant. Maybe Ms. Morrissey really is a witch, and she gave Mom a magic potion or something.

Mom never asks me about Herbert.

She brushed the hair from my forehead and kissed the top of my head. “Get some sleep, kiddo.”

Mom went to turn off the hall light.

“Can you leave it on?” I asked.

Mom looked worried.

“For Herbert,” I explained. “In case he needs to find his way.”

Mom smiled and nodded. “Get some sleep.”

“I will. I love you.”

“I love you too, Jimmy.”

I closed my eyes and pictured Herbert.

A faint noise came from my closet, kind of like a hum.

I smiled into my pillow. “Goodnight, Herbert,” I whispered.
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Mary’s Office

Mary exhaled and closed her office door, leaning against the wood for a moment and letting her shoulders drop before crossing to her desk. Her notebook was open to the same half-finished sentence it had been an hour ago. She clicked her pen twice, then set it down again.

Three days had passed since Jimmy’s teacher had called. Three days since Jimmy lost sight of the monster in his closet. He wasn’t sullen—not exactly—but Mary could tell he remained worried—and lonely. The kind of loneliness that descends when someone leaves without saying goodbye. She related to that feeling easily. What she couldn’t quite grasp was why Jimmy would dream up Herbert, only to banish him from his imagination.

Then there was Cate Morrissey.

Mary had friends—plenty of them. Or maybe it would have been more accurate to say she had friendly acquaintances. Work and motherhood occupied most of her time. She occasionally accepted invitations to join colleagues for happy hour and dutifully attended the requisite holiday parties, baby showers, and wedding showers hosted by old college friends. But she seldom extended invitations to others.

She took Jimmy to hockey games and museums, to animal demonstrations and movies, but she couldn’t recall the last time she’d enjoyed any of those outings with another adult. What she wouldn’t give to drink a few beers and swear during a hockey match.

For all the progress she helped other people make, her own thoughts seemed determined to run laps around her.

Her mind kept drifting—to Jimmy’s drawing, to the look in his eyes when he’d said Herbert was gone, to the way Cate Morrissey’s smile had made something stir in her chest.

She was halfway through straightening a stack of papers she’d likely never read when her phone buzzed across the desk. Unknown number.

She hesitated. “Hello?”

“Dr. O’Keeffe?”

“Yes?”

“I guess my number hasn’t made it into your contacts.”

“Cate?”

“You sound surprised,” Cate said, chuckling. “I promise I’m not calling about missing homework.”

Mary smiled. “That’s a relief. You caught me between patients.”

“Then my timing’s perfect. I was wondering if you’re free to meet for coffee later. There’s a rumor Misgivings just added pumpkin scones to the menu, and I hate to suffer alone.”

Mary turned toward the window, watching a few yellow leaves drift past the glass. “Scones are insufferable.”

“I know. That’s why I called.”

“I have patients until four.”

“That’s okay. I have students until three,” Cate replied. “I’ll get there early and find us a good spot—and something to suffer.”

Mary laughed. “It’s a date.” It’s not a date, Mary. It’s coffee. With your kid’s teacher.

“Mary?”

"Huh?"

“I asked if you’d rather meet at the school.”

Mary cringed. “Oh, sorry. I’m just… You know, things in front of me.” Smooth, O’Keeffe. If she didn’t think you were a mess before, she does now.

Cate held back a chuckle. “I understand. I have one of those things standing in front of me right now. I’ll meet you at the café. Four-thirty?”

“I can be there by four-fifteen.”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you after we both deal with our things.”

Mary looked at the phone in her hand after the call disconnected. “I hope Jimmy doesn’t turn out to be one of her things.”
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Jimmy

I don’t always stay outside to play after school. Today, Zac’s cousin, Carly, was visiting, and Nana said I could spend some time at his house.

I like Carly. She’s my age, but she isn’t like any of the girls in my class. I told her all about Herbert. She didn’t look at me like I was crazy or laugh at me. Carly thinks maybe Herbert got scared of something, but I don’t know what that could be.

I mean, he stayed in my closet most of the time.

He did come out once—a few days before he disappeared. Herbert never really liked anything I offered him to eat until that day. I had a pack of Warheads candy in my backpack. I’d bought it at the corner store for my mom. She loves the stuff. It’s the only candy—besides the chocolates Nana lets me buy her on Valentine’s Day—that I’ve ever seen Mom eat.

Herbert’s eyes lit up when he saw the bag, so I gave it to him.

It’s the only time he ever came out of the closet. He sat on my bed while I told him knock-knock jokes, and he ate the whole bag of candy. He smiled so big I could see all his teeth. Herbert has two that stick out over his lip. I thought the teeth in his mouth would be bigger—you know, because he’s a monster and all—but they look a lot like mine. Only whiter.

I just can’t understand why he’d get scared. It doesn’t make any sense.

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and huffed.

“You can do your homework at the kitchen table,” Nana said.

“Nah. It’s okay.”

“Still no sign of Herbert?”

I turned around and frowned.

“What?” Nana asked.

“How come you ask about him if you don’t think he’s real?”

Nana stared at me for a minute, kind of like she does to Mom when Mom tells her to go easy on the coffee because of her blood pressure.

“When did I say I didn’t think Herbert was real?” Nana asked.

“Mom doesn’t. She thinks I made him up.”

Nana nodded. “Well, I think sometimes what’s real for us seems strange to other people.”

I sighed.

“Jimmy?”

“Carly thinks Herbert got scared and ran away.”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know!” I shook my head. “Maybe he just got tired of hiding in my closet.”

Nana’s eyebrow shot up. Sometimes it goes so high I think it might land on top of her head.

“Do you think that’s why he left?” I asked.

“I don’t know. I told you—sometimes our friends leave us. That doesn’t mean they aren’t our friends.”

“I guess. I just wish I knew how to call him. I don’t think they have phones where he comes from.”

“Maybe not.”

I grabbed my backpack.

“Maybe you could try leaving something Herbert likes in your closet.”

I laughed. Nana thinks Herbert is like the neighborhood cat Mom calls Freud. Whenever he disappears for a few days, Mom puts out a bowl of tuna fish. Gross. But I guess Freud likes it, because he usually shows up again. Nana told her if she isn’t careful, we’ll have critters living on the porch. I guess Mom doesn’t mind critters as much as monsters.

I heard Nana sigh when I was climbing the stairs. She’s worried. If I know Nana, she’s worried about me and Mom. I heard that can make your blood pressure high. Mom should warn her about worrying instead of coffee.

When it starts getting cold, Nana always closes my bedroom door. It’s an old house. Like really old. Over a hundred. And it gets cold. I wasn’t paying attention when I opened the door. I just kept thinking about Herbert. A voice startled me.

“Hello.”

There, sitting on my bed, was a monster. It wasn’t Herbert. He was smaller than Herbert and purple, with ears that flopped down, and something that looked kind like leaves as hair. At least, I think it was hair—and he didn’t have any horns at all!

I dropped my backpack with a thud.

“Jimmy?” Nana called up the stairs. “Are you all right?”

I scrambled to the top of the stairs. “Just dropped my backpack, Nana!”

“What’s it filled with—rocks?”

“Just my books!” I called back.

I ran into my room and closed the door softly. Then I turned around real slow. The monster was still sitting there, swinging his legs like he thought my bed was a swing. His feet almost touched the floor.

“You’re not Herbert,” I said.

He tilted his head. “No.”

“Where’s Herbert?”

The monster’s ears twitched. “He had to leave.”

“How come? Where did he go?”

He blinked. His eyes were kind of slanted—not big like Herberts. One was blue and the other was green. “Home,” he said.

“Home where?”

He frowned, like he was thinking hard. “Where we all come from.”

I took a step closer. His fur—if it was fur—wasn’t like Herbert’s. It was shaggier and kind of shiny, like velvet in the dark. “What’s your name?” I asked.

He puffed up his chest. “Thistle.”

“Thistle?”

Thistle smiled, showing small, flat teeth that looked almost human.

“How come you’re here?” I asked.

“Someone is worried about you.”

“Who?”

“A friend.”

I studied Thistle for a minute. “You speak English?”

He smiled.

“But Herbert can’t speak English. How come you can?”

“My human taught me. Then I taught her Fluverjack.”

“Fluverjack?” I asked. “Wait… your human?”

Thistle nodded. “We all have a human—or two.”

“Two?”

“Sometimes,” Thistle said.

“Did I make Herbert mad?”

“No.”

I plopped onto the bed beside Thistle. “Will you leave, too?”

“Not unless you want me to.”

I sighed. “I didn’t mean to upset Herbert.”

“Herbert didn’t leave because of you.”

“Then how come he’s gone?”

Thistle smiled at me again. It reminded me of Herbert’s grin when I gave him the candy. It made me sad.

“It’s a long story,” he said.

“How come you’re not in my closet?”

“I’m not afraid of anyone seeing me.”

I scratched my head. So that’s why Herbert stayed hidden. Was he afraid of my mom or my nana? I didn’t have to ask because Thistle answered.

“No one will see me,” he said.

“Really?”

“I don’t belong to anyone here.”

“But I can see you.”

“Because my human sent me here to look after you. And because you believe in us.”

“Thistle? Can we get Herbert back?”

Thistle put his paw on my arm. I don’t know if it really was a paw or a hand. For the first time since Herbert disappeared, I cried.

“I wish he’d come back,” I said.

“He can’t until someone opens the door again.”

“What door?”

Thistle looked toward my closet. The door was open just a crack, like always.

I felt the hairs on my arms stand up. “There’s a door in my closet?”

Thistle laughed—or at least I think it was a laugh. It was a rough sound, kind of like when your bike rolls over gravel.

“You have a lot of questions,” Thistle said.

“I guess.” I looked up at him.

“You can ask me,” he said.

“Can you teach me… Fluverjack?”

Thistle nodded. “Dootin.”

“Dootin?”

“Yes,” Thistle replied.

“Awesome!”
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Misgivings Café

Mary entered the café and scanned the small space until her eyes found Cate, sitting at the same corner table. The teacher seemed absorbed in thought, leaning over a notebook or journal, her brow slightly furrowed.

Mary drew in an uneasy breath. Why was she here?

She’d told herself that she simply wanted the chance to make a friend. But her interest in Cate Morrissey went beyond friendship and tiptoed into the danger zone of attraction.

It made sense, she told herself. Cate was striking—blonde hair that curled over her shoulders, hazel eyes that shimmered like a kaleidoscope, catching light and color as if entire worlds existed within them. She was captivating.

But she was Ms. Morrissey—the warm, affable teacher Jimmy chattered about endlessly at dinner. How could Mary consider anything beyond a casual friendship with her son’s first crush?

And why, she wondered, was she even thinking about the possibility?

Cate looked up and waved from the corner. Mary sighed, smiling despite herself. Coffee, she told her racing heart. It’s just coffee. What could it hurt?

Her pulse skipped as she crossed the room.

“Hey,” Cate greeted. “I had Bree set aside some scones. I didn’t order coffee yet—I didn’t want to presume you’d want another round of decaf.”

Mary smiled. The way her heart was drumming, decaf was probably wise—but she was already throwing caution to the wind. Why stop now?

“Oh, I think I’ll order the fully loaded option today.”

Cate went to stand, but Mary stopped her.

“Oh no,” Mary said. “You paid last time.”

“I invited you.”

“Only because you called first. Same as last time,” Mary asked, “or would you like to spice it up?”

Cate’s brows lifted, amusement dancing across her face.

“I meant something with more flavor,” Mary added quickly.

Cate tilted her head, her eyebrows arching another degree.

“In your coffee!” Mary blurted.

Cate chuckled. “I’m not opposed to spicing things up,” she said lightly. “Surprise me.”

Mary reminded herself not to swallow her tongue. She nodded and turned toward the counter. God, Mary. Would you like to spice it up?

She made her way to the counter, silently scolding herself. “Two cappuccinos,” she said. “One loaded, no frills, one... something with flavor.”

Bree smirked. “Pumpkin spice?”

“Sure,” Mary said, handing over a few bills. “Make the no-frills one a double.”

By the time she carried the mugs back to the table, Cate had closed her notebook.

“So,” Cate said, “what’s the verdict? Cautious decaf or reckless indulgence?”

“Reckless indulgence,” Mary replied, setting the cup in front of her. “Pumpkin spice for the brave.”

Cate smiled. “Then that’s mine.”

Mary laughed. “Am I that obvious?”

“Let’s just say I pegged you for strong coffee and good restraint.”

Mary stirred her cup, letting the spoon clink gently against the porcelain. “You sound like you’re profiling me.”

Cate grinned. “I think that’s more your jurisdiction.”

“My jurisdiction?”

“Profiling. Aren’t there psychiatric profilers?”

“I think most are psychologists, but I’m sure there are a few psychiatrists.”

“Mm. Makes sense. You made the right pick,” Cate said, holding up her cappuccino. “I’d say you’re the better profiler.”

“Mm. Your desire to suffer through pumpkin scones might have been a clue.”

Cate nodded.

“And Bree suggested the flavor,” Mary admitted. “I’m guessing she has your flavor profile memorized.”

Cate stared at Mary for a beat before bursting into laughter.

“What?” Mary asked. “I speak the truth,” she said, lifting her drink to her lips. She set the cup down and drew a steadying breath. “I think Jimmy’s doing a little better.”

Cate smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. But... I didn’t invite you to coffee as Jimmy’s teacher.”

“No?”

“No.” Cate took a quiet breath for courage. “Look, I know there’s no way to separate myself from that reality. I’m part of your son’s daily life. But I was hoping we might become friends.”

Mary nodded slowly.

“And I won’t lie to you,” Cate continued, her voice soft but steady, “I’d like to take you out sometime—you know, on one of those antiquated things they call a date.”

“A date?”

“Yeah.” Cate’s smile tilted—half-shy, half-daring. “But if you’d rather keep things as friendly outings on a date, I’ll understand.”

A smile edged its way onto Mary’s lips. She could hear both hopefulness and a trace of apprehension in Cate’s voice—an echo of her own. She’d closed herself off years ago to anything beyond outings on a date. Dating carried too much risk. That might have been acceptable for her, but it wasn’t fair to open Jimmy’s world to the precarious landscape of broken hearts—at least, not if she could prevent it.

And yet, she found herself smiling.

“Cate,” she said softly. “I just⁠—”

“It’s okay,” Cate replied, her expression gentle. “I hope we can be friends.”

Mary looked at her, feeling the disappointment more than seeing it. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Having coffee?” Cate asked, trying to lighten the conversation.

“I’d like to have a date,” Mary admitted.

Cate nodded. “But?”

“How do I do that without risking Jimmy’s feelings? You know he has a little crush on you?”

Cate chuckled. “I think it’s more that he finds me goofy—a little goofier than the other teachers.”

“Goofy?”

Cate shrugged. “I enjoy listening to my students’ stories. I try to weave them into lessons when I can—to help them see how what they are learning fits into their lives.”

“That doesn’t sound goofy. It sounds like teaching.”

“Mm. Not everyone sees it that way.”

Mary’s brow furrowed. “How do you teach unless you engage?”

“Excellent question.”

Mary sighed. “I like you.”

“That’s a bad thing?”

“No,” Mary said, chuckling. “It isn’t bad at all. There are lines—boundaries that…”

“Well,” Cate said with a smile, “in my experience, boundaries move. Just look at any map.”

“Always teaching, huh?”

“More like always observing,” Cate said. “I think people often look for what they expect to see. It’s why I love working with kids—they haven’t lived long enough for expectation to erase wonder, or worse, hope. They see more with their hearts than their heads. But that changes, too. I’ve been teaching third grade for six years. I taught first grade before that. There’s a difference. Kids become more skeptical every year.”

“A certain amount of skepticism is healthy.”

“Sure,” Cate said. “A certain amount. I think you mean things like—don’t get into a car with a stranger, look both ways before you cross, and don’t play with matches. Safeguards aren’t the same as skepticism.”

Mary smiled. “No, I suppose they’re not.”

“Look, we don't know each other well. I'd like to get to know you better. I also understand your concerns about me being Jimmy's teacher and...”

“It's not that.”

“Okay?”

Oh, just come clean, Mary. “I haven't 'dated' in years.”

Cate nodded, unsurprised by the admission.

“The last relationship I had ended abruptly. Maybe that isn't true. It felt that way. I should have seen it coming. I didn't. And I never imagined Laura would walk away from Jimmy. It hurt him. That hurt me.”

“I understand,” Cate said.

"But I also worry about what my hibernation is teaching him."

"Hibernation? That sounds a little extreme. I mean, you are here with me."

"Mm. That's not a little thing," Mary confessed. "And it's... I wanted to call you. I wanted to see you again. Finding the guts to call you without some lame reason about Herbert in my son's closet was..."

Cate smiled warmly. "I think I see the picture. Listen, I'm not proposing marriage or even a long, romantic weekend in the mountains."

Mary bit back a grin.

"Maybe coffee could lead to dinner? A movie? Maybe a trip to pick our pumpkins and drink cider? Maybe even a little monster hunting?"

Mary shook her head affectionately.

"Maybe we won't reach the monster hunting phase, and we'll find we're content to sip coffee together once in a while. One thing I know: no lasting romance can exist without friendship. I don't walk out on friends, Mary. That much I can promise you."

"Pumpkins and cider, huh?"

"It is that season."

"Mm. When is monster hunting season?" Mary asked as seriously as she could manage.

"Ah. You mock me. You think I'm kidding about monsters."

"No. Actually, I don't."

"I'm pretty sure my monsters look a little different from the ones you unearth," Cate offered.

"Oh? Giant children-eating trolls?"

"Nope. Can't say I've found any of those—trolls or monsters who eat kids."

"You take your monsters seriously," Mary said.

"I told you why I like kids so much. I wish I could say that life hasn’t made me more skeptical and concerned about safety. I realize that shutting myself off won’t protect me from getting hurt; it will only blind me to the possibilities in life. I'd hate to miss out on new adventures and friendships."

"Are you sure you're not the psychiatrist?" Mary asked.

"Nope. Not a diagnosis, just an observation."

Cate's observation was honest and insightful. Mary nodded. "If we were to..."

"Have dinner?"

"And proceed to pumpkins and cider, Jimmy would need to know."

"And be included," Cate said. "And if I'm seeing things clearly, that's what has you worried."

"He adores you, Cate."

"I'm rather fond of him, too."

Mary nodded.

"I can't make you promises, Mary. I don't know what's going to happen a second from now. I like you." Cate sighed. "And I'm attracted to you. That's not something I experience often."

Mary blushed. "No?"

"No. I know better than to let that lead. It matters, though—attraction. Maybe I should just set it aside. I don't want to. We have a lot to learn about each other. It's been a long time since I dated anyone that mattered to me—anyone I wanted to pick out pumpkins with."

"These pumpkins are almost as important to you as your monsters, aren't they?"

"It was a family outing growing up—picking out pumpkins and drinking cider. I always hoped I'd have someone to share that with. If that makes sense," Cate replied.

Mary’s resolve to maintain her distance from Cate had been cracking with every sip of cappuccino and every word the teacher spoke. Sincerity wasn’t easy to feign. Cate was right—people often saw what they expected or hoped to find. Either could mislead you. She searched Cate’s eyes, setting aside her inclination to explain or justify her feelings.

It wasn’t love, but it was something more than attraction or curiosity. One thing seemed clear: Mary wanted to see where it might lead.

She cleared her throat softly. “You said you don’t walk out on friends.”

“That’s true,” Cate said.

Mary laughed. “Then maybe you should come over for dinner Saturday.”

Cate blinked. “Dinner?”

The question hung between them like a held breath.

“Dinner,” Mary repeated, hearing the word leave her mouth before her brain could catch up. “Nothing fancy. Just… dinner. I can cook.”

Cate’s smile widened. “I have no doubt. I’d like that. But if you’d rather go somewhere, you know…”

"Safer?"

Cate shrugged.

“No. Besides, I’m sure Jimmy would love to show you where Herbert lives,” Mary said.

“You want me to look in his closet?”

“Afraid Herbert really is in there?”

“No. Herbert doesn’t scare me. I remember my brothers’ closets. Those socks were terrifying.”

Warmth—the kind that signaled hope—bloomed in Mary’s chest. “Well, I’ll be sure his socks are in his drawer.”

“Oh, thank God,” Cate said with mock relief.

“You’re really traumatized by those socks.”

“You have no idea,” Cate said, shuddering.

Mary laughed.

“So, Saturday. Should I bring something?” Cate asked.

“Just yourself,” Mary said. “Four o’clock?”

“On one condition.”

Mary raised a brow. “Which is?”

“I’ll bring dessert.”

“Fine by me. I can cook. Baking is another story,” Mary said.

“Ah, I sense a story.”

Mary shrugged and sipped her cappuccino.

“Not going to tell me, huh?” Cate teased.

“We’ll talk after dessert,” Mary said, winking.

Cate cleared her throat. Oh, Cate. It’s dinner. Just dinner.
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Cate stepped out of the café, and the bell above the door gave its familiar chime behind her. The late afternoon air carried a faint chill that hinted autumn had arrived. Change was on the horizon again.

She hadn’t expected this—hadn’t expected her.

Mary O’Keeffe bore the weight of the world with grace, yet Cate could sense the cracks beneath that composed exterior—worry lines etched by deep love and significant loss. There was a gentleness to her strength, a steadiness Cate hadn’t recognized she had longed for until today.

She walked to her car, still smiling. Dinner. Not coffee. Dinner at Mary’s house. With Jimmy. And possibly… Herbert.

Cate shook her head, laughing under her breath. “You’re out of your mind, Morrissey.”

A breeze stirred, scattering a few crisp leaves across the pavement. She caught one before it hit the ground—a small red maple leaf, the color of embers. She twirled it absently between her fingers, thinking about Jimmy’s stories, the way his eyes brightened when he talked about the creature in his closet.

Most teachers would dismiss it as mere imagination, but Cate knew better. The world was larger than many believed. Sometimes, what children saw wasn't just a product of their imagination but a glimpse into something far greater and more magnificent than most people could comprehend.

She tucked the leaf into her notebook as she reached the car.

Dinner. Saturday.

The thought sent a warm flutter through her stomach—nerves, excitement, or perhaps a mix of both. It had been a long time since anyone had made her look forward to something beyond a classroom full of kids or a quiet night alone with a glass of wine and a movie.

As Cate started the engine, she glanced in the rearview mirror at the café. Through the window, she saw Mary walking down the street toward her car, pulling her jacket around her. Even from a distance, Cate sensed Mary's uncertainty. She was on the brink of remembering how to hope.

Cate smiled, whispering to herself as she pulled away, “We'll start with dinner, Doctor. See you Saturday.”


CHAPTER THREE


Jimmy

It’s been two whole weeks since I’ve seen Herbert. Thistle doesn’t live in my closet, but he comes to visit—usually after school, before Mom gets home from work. It kind of surprised me when he showed up early this morning. I thought he’d be worried about Mom seeing him.

Thistle says Mom won’t see him even if he’s standing right in front of her. I still don’t understand things. Why can’t Mom see Thistle? And if Mom can’t see monsters, why was Herbert hiding? I have so many questions.

“I didn’t think you’d come today,” I said.

“We have to study your Fluverjack,” Thistle said. “And you have company coming.”

“Yeah. Ms. Morrissey,” I said softly.

“I thought you liked her?”

“Ms. Morrissey?”

Thistle nodded.

“She’s great!” I said. “But I don’t know why she’s coming here.”

“Maybe to make a friend.”

I scrunched up my face. “You mean like with my mom?”

Thistle smiled. He has a funny smile—kind of goofy. He has a spotted tongue and two really long teeth on the bottom of his mouth that stick out when he grins.

“Your mom could use a friend,” Thistle said.

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Monsters notice things,” Thistle said, leaning against my dresser. “We see what people forget to say out loud.”

I tilted my head. “Like what?”

“Like how you talk about her when she’s not in the room. You worry about her.”

“She worries about me,” I said.

Thistle’s ears twitched. “Then you’re the same kind of people.”

I looked at him, thinking about that. “Do monsters ever get lonely?”

“All the time,” he said. “That’s why we find our humans.”

“Herbert found me,” I whispered.

Thistle nodded. “And you’ll find him again. But first, we study. You’ll need your words.”

“My words?”

Thistle smiled again, showing all his small, flat teeth. “Fluverjack.”

“Thistle?”

“What is it, Jimmy? You look worried.”

“I want Ms. Morrissey to like my mom.”

“Cate likes everyone.”

My ears perked. “Cate?”

Thistle groaned.

“How do you know Ms. Morrissey?”

Thistle’s mouth went lopsided, and he shrugged. “She’s my human.”

[image: ]



Dinner at the O’Keeffe’s

Mary took a deep breath, enjoying the aroma of simmering garlic and spices. She gazed into the pot, hoping her stare could coax perfection from the chicken cacciatore. She wanted it to feel effortless—a cozy Saturday dinner—but she had already made the sauce twice. The first batch burned while she went upstairs to remind Jimmy to clean his room. The second was technically fine, but something about it tasted… flat.

Her mother’s voice drifted from the dining room. “You know, most people don’t polish the silverware for a casual dinner.”

Mary groaned. “Don’t exaggerate. It’s not polished—it’s rinsed.”

“Mm-hm,” Ellen said, stepping into the kitchen with her crossword in one hand and a mug of tea in the other. “I suppose the linen napkins folded on the table are an exaggeration, too.”

Mary turned down the heat. “It’s just dinner.”

Ellen smirked. “With a single lesbian.”

“Who happens to be my son’s teacher.”

“Who you happen to find interesting.”

“Dinner with a friend,” Mary said. “She’s coming as a friend.”

“Of course she is,” Ellen said, taking a sip of tea. “Just like your father and I were ‘friends’ the night he showed up with a bottle of Chianti and his mother’s lasagna recipe.”

Mary pointed the spoon. “Not the same thing.”

“Close enough to smell like it,” Ellen said, nodding toward the sauce. “That’s cacciatore, isn’t it?”

Mary sighed. “Yes.”

“I’ll give you this—it smells better than Chianti and lasagna.”

Footsteps thumped in the hall. Jimmy appeared in the doorway, his hair slightly mussed, shirt half-tucked, cheeks pink from the cool air outside.

“Did you wash your hands?” Mary asked.

“Mostly.”

Ellen arched an eyebrow. “What does ‘mostly’ mean?”

Jimmy looked from his grandmother to his mother. “I used soap—just not for the full thirty seconds.”

Mary stifled a smile. “Go finish, please. Cate—Ms. Morrissey—will be here soon.”

Jimmy nodded. “Mom?”

“Hm?”

“Can I ask Thistle to stay for dinner?”

Mary blinked. “Thistle?”

“Yeah. Thistle.”

“Uh… sure,” she said, humoring him. “As long as Thistle doesn’t mind chicken cacciatore.”

Jimmy grinned. “I don’t think he’ll eat chicken. Monsters don’t eat meat. Cheese, maybe.”

Ellen chuckled behind her tea. “Sounds like a perfectly normal dinner guest to me.”

Mary shot her a look, but Ellen just shrugged and wandered back toward the living room, humming.

Jimmy darted upstairs, and Mary exhaled, glancing around the kitchen. The counters were too clean. Too conspicuous—the kind of clean that says you’re either trying to hide something or impress someone. Mary wasn’t sure if Cate would think she was a serial killer and the chicken cacciatore hid the evidence, if she was as OCD as many of her patients, or if, God forbid, she was trying for romance.

She caught sight of herself in the window’s reflection—flushed cheeks, hair escaping her clip, a smear of tomato sauce on her wrist. “Probably the serial killer,” she muttered, chuckling.

Outside, a car slowed at the curb. Mary froze, spoon still in hand.

Ellen called out, “Do you want me to answer the door, or do you want to pretend you’re not home for a full ten seconds first?”

Mary rolled her eyes but couldn’t help laughing. “She knows we’re home. I’ve got it.” She wiped her hands on a towel, took one steadying breath, and opened the door.

Cate Morrissey stood on the porch holding a bakery box and a bottle, her smile warm enough to make Mary’s pulse skip.

“Hi,” Cate said. “I come bearing dessert.”

Mary’s heart stumbled somewhere between her ribs and her throat. “And wine.”

“Nope. Actually, it’s cider. I figured it covered all the bases—and ages,” Cate said. She inhaled deeply. “It smells amazing in here.”

“Chicken cacciatore,” Mary said. “It’s nothing fancy.”

Cate met her eyes, grinning. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“It isn’t… anything fancy.”

“Fancier than what you’d get at my house.”

“Oh?”

“Mm-hm. Unless you consider throwing something on the grill, cooking,” Cate said.

“It’s cooking,” Ellen announced, entering the room.

“Cate, meet my mother.”

“Hi, Mrs. O’Keeffe,” Cate said.

“Ellen,” she corrected. “But feel free to call me Mom—or Nana. That seems to be all I answer to these days.”

“It’s nice to meet you. Jimmy talks about you all the time.”

“But does he ‘tell’ on me? That’s the question.”

Cate laughed. “No. I hear you’re a crossword wizard.”

“Keeps my mind sharp and my tongue quiet,” Ellen said.

“If only,” Mary muttered.

Cate stifled a laugh.

“Hi.”

Cate and Mary both turned to find Jimmy smiling up at them.

“Hi, Jimmy,” Cate said.

“Hi, Ms. Morrissey.”

“Let’s set aside the formalities today, okay?” Cate said. “If we’re not in the classroom, you can call me Cate.”

Jimmy blushed and nodded. “Thistle said thanks for inviting him to dinner, but he has to head home for work for a little while.”

Cate lifted a brow.

“I… umm… can I help you, Mom?”

Mary nearly swallowed her tongue. Jimmy was always polite. She struggled to get him to leave his shoes by the door and put his laundry in the basket. Two people with the same crush under one roof surely spelled disaster. What was she thinking?

Ellen intervened. “Looks like Cate brought cider,” she said. “Why don’t you take Cate into the living room? I’ll pour us some cider while your mom checks dinner. Then we can all sit and visit for a bit before we eat.”

“Sure,” Jimmy said.

“Let me take your jacket,” Mary offered. “He might talk your ear off,” she whispered.

Cate winked. “Lead the way,” she told Jimmy.

“Mary.”

“What?”

“Don’t give me that ‘what’ nonsense. You know perfectly well what I’m about to say.”

“And still, you’re going to say it.”

“Because even though you know it, you still need to hear it.”

Mary rolled her eyes and went back to the stove while Ellen pulled down some glasses from the cabinet.

“Don’t roll your eyes,” Ellen warned. “And don’t start your doomsday predictions before I put out the cheese and crackers.”

Mary chuckled. “It’s… complicated.”

“Your casual dinner with a friend is complicated?”

Mary sighed.

“That’s what I thought. Life doesn’t promise it’ll be easy. You don’t need to make it complicated when it’s perfectly simple.”

Mary set down the spoon and lowered her voice. “She’s Jimmy’s teacher. And if you haven’t noticed, he has a crush on her.”

“So? I don’t think Jimmy’s daydreaming about dating Ms. Morrissey in the third grade. He likes her. He trusts her.”

“Yes. And what happens when I blow that up for him?”

“Who says anything will ‘blow up’?”

“Mom.”

“I know better than to think you’ll listen to me. For once, I wish you would.” Ellen softened. “I saw the way Cate looked at you. And I see the way your eyes light up when you talk about her.”

“And that’s why this is a bad idea.”

“Mm-hm. Would that be the casual dinner you’ve told me about, or the one where you polished the silverware and remade your sauce?”

Mary groaned.

“You don’t fool me, Mary Ellen O’Keeffe. Stop trying to logic yourself out of a good thing.”

“Good Lord, Mom. We’ve had coffee twice and talked on the phone. It’s⁠—”

“A chance for friendship,” Ellen said. “Maybe one that could become more. Oh, don’t look at me that way.”

“What way?”

“Like I just took the last seat on the last lifeboat of the Titanic.”

Mary chuckled despite herself.

“Stop imagining the worst things that might happen and enjoy what is happening,” Ellen said, lifting two glasses of cider. “Now, I’m going to take these to your friend and your son. Feel free to pour some of my whiskey into ours before you join us.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Liquid courage,” Ellen said, grinning as she left the room.

Mary shook her head and stirred the pot. “Next thing you know, she’ll be telling me to spike Cate's with her whiskey, so I can get lucky.”

“Who’s getting lucky?”

Mary’s head snapped up, and her face flushed.

Cate stood in the doorway, laughing. “I was looking for the bathroom.”

Mary nodded, mortified.

“Mary?” Cate leaned against the doorframe. “You okay?”

Mary’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“I—uh—nothing,” she finally managed, waving her spoon haphazardly. “I was just talking to my mom.”

Cate crossed her arms. Her eyebrow lifted slightly as her smile widened. “About luck?”

Mary groaned. “You didn’t hear that.”

“Oh, I did. Loud and clear.” Cate took a step closer, her tone teasing but soft. “Should I be worried?”

“Only if you consider chicken cacciatore a gateway drug,” Mary muttered.

Cate laughed. “I’ll take my chances.” She nodded toward the pot. “It really does smell amazing. And I don’t mean that polite kind of ‘amazing’ you say when someone burns the garlic. I mean, actually amazing.”

Mary tried to hide her smile, stirring the sauce a little too intently. “I might’ve overthought it.”

“Overthought dinner?”

“Dinner, the place settings, my outfit—take your pick.”

Cate leaned against the counter, close enough that Mary could smell the faint spice of her perfume—something with cedar and citrus. “Do you always overthink things?”

“Only when I’m trying not to.”

Cate’s grin softened. “You don’t have to try so hard, Mary.”

“I’m not⁠—”

“You are,” Cate said gently. “But it's kind of nice. It means you care.”

Mary met Cate’s eyes and forgot to breathe for half a second. Cate didn’t look away. There was no judgment there—just quiet warmth and a hint of amusement—the kind that made it impossible to hide behind sarcasm or the safety of her spoon.

Before she could say anything, Ellen called from the next room, “If you two are going to flirt in the kitchen, at least bring me my cider!”

Cate laughed, straightening. “I like her.”

“Please don’t encourage her,” Mary said.

Cate brushed past her, her shoulder grazing Mary’s just enough to make her pulse skip. “Too late,” she said, grabbing the remaining glasses. “Come on, Chef. Now, where does your mother keep the whiskey?”

Mary rolled her eyes, but the corners of her mouth wouldn’t stay still. “You’re going to encourage her, aren’t you?”

Cate winked.

Mary took a slow breath. She might be in over her head this time. Her son was inviting monsters to dinner, her mother wanted her tipsy, and Cate…

She’d unpack that later.

Maybe with whiskey.
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Jimmy

Watching my mom with Ms. Morrissey—I mean, Cate—was kind of like watching tennis.

Nana calls it banter. She does the same thing with her friend, Mr. Edwards, who lives in a big old house at the end of our street. She’s known him forever—like since my mom was my age. He was friends with my grandfather.

Zac says old people don’t date. I don’t know. I think the only thing Nana looks forward to more than the crossword puzzle in the paper is when Mr. Edwards takes her out to dinner or pops by for a “nightcap.”

I don’t know what that means. They drink out of these frilly glasses—some purple stuff my mother says is a cordial. It must be an old-people thing. Like whiskey.

Dinner was weird. Not bad-weird—just weird-weird.

Mom kept smiling at Cate like she was trying not to, and Cate kept pretending she didn’t notice, which made Nana giggle.

I think Nana had the best time out of all of us. She kept giving me these looks like she was in on some joke the rest of us didn’t know yet.

Mom laughed more than usual. Not the kind she uses with her friends on the phone. You know, the polite kind?

This laugh sounded like it surprised her.

I noticed that Cate talks with her hands, and when she does, Mom watches them. Not in a creepy way. Just... noticing. It’s like when you’re trying to memorize something important.

Nana told me Cate’s “a breath of fresh air.”

I don’t know what kind of air the rest of us have been breathing, but I think she means Cate makes Mom happy.

I like it when Mom looks happy.

Thistle told me earlier that I might not want to tell Mom who he belongs to—not yet. He said sometimes grown-ups need time to believe in the things right in front of them.

I asked him if that meant Mom. He said yes.

Then he said Cate would try to help her remember.

I didn’t get what that meant at first. But after hearing Mom laugh, and seeing the way Cate smiles at her—and Nana pretending to care about the crossword she left in the living room so they could be alone—I think I do.

Cate isn’t only here for Herbert or me. She likes my mom. My mom likes her—like she liked Laura.

At least, I think that’s what’s happening.

I don’t remember Laura much. I mean, I recognize her in pictures. And I have these flashes—not memories exactly, more like the hint of something that happened.

I know she used to take me to the playground because I liked to swing. Nana told me that once. And sometimes, when I’m swinging, I think I can hear her singing.

It’s strange because I don’t really remember her voice—not unless I’m on a swing.

Maybe it’s like a dream—something I made up in my head.

That’s funny. I believe in monsters, but I don’t know if Laura really sang to me.

She was my mom—or at least, she was supposed to be. Mom never talks about it. Not anymore.

I asked Nana once. She sighed—heavy, like she probably shouldn’t say anything, but she knew she didn’t have a choice. Kind of like I feel when Mom tells me to leave my shoes by the door.

I know it drives Mom crazy when I don’t, but I like to keep them in my room with all my other stuff.

She always scolds me for sighing when she reminds me.

I don’t know what Laura thought about that.

We didn’t live here then. We lived on the other side of the country, in California. I remember that—a little.

Mostly because we could walk to the beach from our house in Santa Monica.

Mom still likes to sit on the sand and watch the waves. We can only do that in the summer now.

I think Mom expects me to be sad about Laura because she is—or she was for a long time.

And I don’t know if she believes me when I say I don’t remember.

I don’t feel like I’m missing anything, and I know Mom worries about that.

That’s not why I see monsters.

That’s what Mom thinks—that I need to see them because I’m scared or lonely.

But I think it’s Mom who’s scared and lonely.

She even looks a little afraid of Cate. That’s silly. Cate is super nice.

I left the living room when Nana went to get her crossword puzzle.

Mom told me I could stay, but I really wanted to come upstairs.

I hope Thistle shows up.

I miss Herbert, but it’s fun having a monster around who speaks English.

And Thistle is Cate’s best friend—he’s known her since she was my age.

My age exactly. That’s what he told me.

I guess I’ll draw some pictures while I wait.

Maybe if I make more pictures of Herbert, he’ll find his way back.

[image: ]


Back in the Living Room

“I hope Jimmy knows he was welcome to stay and visit with us,” Cate said softly, setting her cider glass down.

“Oh, I think he knows,” Mary replied. “He follows my mother’s lead.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Cate asked, half-smiling.

“No,” Mary said, shaking her head. “I never expected to be a single parent. And I certainly never thought I’d move home.”

Cate tilted her head. “So… not a bad thing, but maybe not the best thing?”

Mary chuckled quietly. “Something like that. There are a lot of memories here for me—here, at home. Some of them aren’t the best.”

“You don’t have to tell me anything that makes you uncomfortable,” Cate said.

Mary hesitated, then gave a slight nod. “My dad was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer when I was four.”

Cate’s expression softened. “Oh, Mary. I’m so sorry.”

“I didn’t really understand it at the time,” Mary said. “He fought for four years. Spent most of them sick, but he always smiled for me.” She paused, her eyes lowering to her hands. “He died a month after I turned eight.”

Cate didn’t rush to fill the silence. “Losing a parent is always hard,” she said finally. “But for a little girl…” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine.”

Mary gave a small, wistful smile. “It was a long time ago.”

“Time’s a funny thing,” Cate said, leaning back a little. “It doesn’t really pass the way we pretend it does. Sometimes it’s just a feeling—like a moment that stretches and stays.”

Mary looked at her, something flickering behind her eyes. “You sound like my therapist.”

Cate smiled. “I hope that’s a compliment and not an indictment.”

Mary chuckled. “She was one of the good ones. One of the reasons I chose psychiatry.”

“So, you never planned to live in this house again—I understand that.”

“I never planned to live in Connecticut again,” Mary admitted. “I left for college and only came back for holidays. Until Laura and I split.”

“How long were you together—if that’s not too…”

“Nine years.”

“Long time.”

“Too long for her,” Mary said quietly. She shook her head. “We met when I was starting my residency. She was on track to become a surgeon.”

“Ambitious.”

“She was… ambitious. I think Laura saw everything in life as something to conquer. I just didn’t understand that included me.” Mary’s mouth twisted faintly. “I certainly didn’t think it extended to motherhood.”

The picture of Mary’s life—the one that made her hesitant to trust—was coming into focus for Cate. It demanded she tread lightly, but also that she wade in, gently, to something deeper. Mary had chosen to share these pieces of her life; that meant she wanted to trust Cate, and Cate intended to earn that trust.

“And that’s how you landed here?” Cate asked.

Mary nodded. “I thought we were building a great life—a family. It felt that way for a while. When Jimmy was a baby—even when he started toddling—it seemed almost idyllic. Pulling him in a wagon to the beach or the playground, watching his face light up when Laura would sing to him as I pushed him on a swing. But then came the inevitable upheavals—ear infections that demanded one of us leave work, a temper tantrum because he was overtired, competing schedules, and ultimately, different priorities. Big ones.”

She paused to sip her cider and gather her thoughts.

“I never wanted Jimmy to be an only child,” Mary continued. “It’s not that the experience was terrible for me. It could get… lonely. All my friends had siblings. All my cousins did, too. I felt…”

“Different,” Cate guessed.

“Yes. And I thought differently, too,” Mary said. “I had friends in the neighborhood and at school, but much of my time was spent with adults—listening to their discussions and their perspectives. It’s not that my parents didn’t spend time with me doing the things I enjoyed—reading books, going to the park, watching Saturday morning cartoons, visiting the zoo, or a science museum. They did those things with me. But I didn’t have an escape when their conversations turned—not really. Most of my cousins lived in New Jersey. Not far, I know, but…”

“Far enough,” Cate said.

Mary nodded. “They didn’t come for the holidays. It was usually my parents, me, and my mom’s folks who shared Thanksgiving dinners and Christmas mornings. And I loved it. I did. Being included meant listening to what they wanted to discuss. Do you know what I mean?”

“I think so. I told you, I have a big family. But I get the gist.”

Mary smiled again. “I wanted Jimmy to have an escape—someone to play with when the dinner table became livelier with adult conversation. I wanted him to get to be someone’s brother.”

“Things you missed,” Cate said softly.

“Yes.”

Cate sighed. “I understand that feeling. And Laura didn’t want more children?”

“She did—before we had Jimmy. We talked about it many times. But thinking about having children doesn’t always line up with being a parent.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” Cate said quietly.

“All the details don’t matter. We hit an impasse—one I wasn’t willing to compromise on. Ironic, really. Watching her leave also meant I’d likely never have more children. But I couldn’t ask her to stay. I felt deceived.”

“And she doesn’t talk to Jimmy?”

Mary shook her head. “No. She did for the first few months. When we sat down to discuss custody arrangements, she told me she didn’t want shared custody. I was stunned. Visits would be fine if that’s what Jimmy wanted. He was four.” She sighed. “It was a not-so-subtle message, one I read clearly. I pressed gently at first, hoping I’d read things wrong. I hadn’t. She had a million excuses why she couldn’t see him. And then she took a job in Seattle. That’s when I decided to move home. I wanted Jimmy to have family—to have my mom. And while I hate to admit it to her, I needed her, too.”

Cate didn’t need to be a therapist—or a psychiatrist—to recognize how difficult that admission was. She watched Mary exhale, her posture softening like a weight had been set down, if only for tonight.

“You made the right choice,” Cate said. “Even if it didn’t feel like it at the time.”

Mary’s eyes lifted. “Maybe. I still wonder if I could’ve made her stay.”

Cate shook her head. “You can’t make people stay, Mary. You can only give them a reason to want to.”

For a long moment, they just sat there—the clock ticking softly in the hall, the gentle pop of the radiator, and somewhere above them, Jimmy’s foot creaking across the old floorboards.

Cate glanced toward the ceiling. “Sounds like someone’s busy.”

“He’s probably looking for Herbert in his closet.”

Cate smiled. “We’ve all hidden in a closet at some point.”

Mary laughed. Cate knew exactly how to lighten her mood. Then she sighed.

“What’s that about?” Cate asked.

Mary smiled warmly. “I don’t know what this is.”

“This again? You mean, talking?” Cate teased.

“I think we both know the talking is part of something more.”

Mary’s directness surprised Cate. “I hope it is,” Cate said. “I don’t think we need to define it—or decide what it will be.” She paused. “I’m not Laura. And not just because I find the idea of cutting people open and looking at their insides disturbing.”

Mary bit back a giggle.

“I don’t walk away from things I care about,” Cate continued. “And I don’t run from things that scare me.”

“And this—whatever this might be—does this scare you?” Mary asked.

“Yes,” Cate said softly.

Mary tilted her head. “That surprises you?” Cate asked.

“A little.”

Cate nodded. “I like you, Mary. It gets harder to deny what I feel every time we’re together.”

“And what do you feel?”

“Something I know could be more,” Cate replied. “Something I’d like to be more. And yes, it scares me. But maybe that’s just proof that you matter—that what might happen between us matters.”

“I promised myself I’d never bring someone into my life unless…”

“There aren’t any guarantees,” Cate said. “There are only chances we take—and chances we ignore.”

“And people who leave.”

“Yes,” Cate said. “But you might be forgetting something.”

“Which is?”

“People never really leave. It’s like time—it’s always there. You can’t see it, not really. You feel it.”

“You’re talking about memory,” Mary said.

“Maybe. But memories aren’t empty—the good ones or the painful ones. People leave, but they also stay—in what we remember, and in what we become.” Cate hesitated, then added quietly, “My dad left my mom when I was ten. He still visited, but it wasn’t the same. I was so angry—at everyone. I spent an entire year mad. Barely spoke to my mother or my father. I found every excuse to be away from home. We had thick woods behind our house, and I built this rickety fort out of branches.” She smiled at the memory. “And I hid there. Like the closet, I guess.”

“But something changed,” Mary said.

“It did. I had a terrific sixth-grade teacher—Miss Cavanaugh. I think I had my first real crush on her,” Cate admitted.

Mary grinned. “I recall that feeling."

Cate laughed. “She gave me Island of the Blue Dolphins to read. Something sparked in me when I finished that book—something about seeing the possibility in the world again, seeing its beauty. I didn’t know that’s what it was at the time. Looking back, I do.”

Mary held her breath for a moment. Her father had read that book with her the year he died. She’d often wondered why he’d chosen that story—a girl surviving alone on an island. Listening to Cate, she saw it differently now. She saw Cate differently, too: a light that hinted at something extraordinary, a place that might turn out to be the safest she’d ever known—if she had the courage to reach for it.

“Mary?” Cate called softly.

Mary looked up. “Do me one favor before you leave tonight?”

“If I can,” Cate replied.

“Kiss me goodbye.”

Cate smiled. “I promise.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Jimmy

Thistle has been spending a lot of time with me lately. We haven’t really done much with my Fluverjack lessons, though. Mostly, he explains things—stuff like how he came to be Cate’s best friend and how all her jokes about monster hunting are kind of true. She doesn’t hunt them to hurt them, but not every monster is like Herbert or Thistle. Turns out there are all kinds.

Herbert is an Inkling. It’s a funny name, I know. Thistle says Inklings are a little shy. They help people not feel so alone. I thought that was weird because I wasn’t lonely when Herbert appeared. I’d just been at Zac’s riding bikes. Then Thistle told me Herbert came because my mom thought about him. He was her monster! But he showed up because she was worried about me. That made more sense.

There are also Pipnocks, Veldas, Snuddlers, and Trindlefoots—tiny ones with too many toes who collect buttons and secrets. Murmurins whisper things that make you doubt yourself. Nobblenooks live closer to the edge of our world, and they sweep up the bad energy when people stop believing. Then there are Gloomwigs, who eat worry, and Hushlings, who live under pillows and keep nightmares quiet.

Thistle says most monsters aren’t bad; they just forget who they’re supposed to help. It’s kind of like people that way.

Thistle is a Wispkin—or at least that’s what humans call him. He can go back and forth between the place where monsters live and our world, and he understands every language without being taught. Speaking them is trickier, though. He says it’s because of slang. Cate taught him how to speak English the way we do—slang and all. Which is kind of funny because Ms. Morrissey is a total stickler about slang. She’ll put red marks on our papers if we don’t use “proper English.”

I’ve been spending as much time with Cate as I have with Ms. Morrissey. It’s not like they’re totally different people, but they are different for me. Like, I have to raise my hand to ask Ms. Morrissey a question, and I can’t call her Cate. Ms. Morrissey doesn’t help me rake leaves, and she doesn’t buy me ice cream in the cafeteria.

It’s kind of weird, honestly. I like Ms. Morrissey, but I love Cate. I mean, I really love her. And I don’t know for sure, but I think my mom does, too. Nana definitely does. Somehow, in two weeks, Cate’s become part of our family. It’s weird. Weirder when I’m in class.

Tomorrow, Cate’s taking us to get pumpkins to carve and on a hayride. I guess there’s a really big corn maze where we’re going, too. That should be fun. I’ll bet Cate hides in it to scare Mom. Or maybe they’ll hide from me so they can kiss. They don’t think I know. I know they’ve been kissing—like, a lot.

I haven’t told my mom or Cate that I’ve seen them kissing. Just like I haven’t told my mom that Herbert was her monster and Thistle is Cate’s best friend. I also haven’t told them that I know Cate is a Bridger. Thistle explained that to me, too. Bridgers can enter the monster world. They can see every kind of monster that exists, even ones that look a lot like shadows. Thistle said that Bridgers always have two things close: their journal and their katana sword. The journal is so they can record where they see monsters, and what kind. And the sword is special. It’s made in a place monsters call the Falvren—kind of like the edge of the beach? That’s how Thistle described it. It’s like where the water meets the sand. It’s always moving, just a little. When Cate needs to send a monster back, she uses the katana. He didn’t really explain why they have to get sent back. And I didn’t ask. I kind of want to ask Cate if the katana can bring monsters back, too. But the only time I see her without mom is in class, and then she’s Ms. Morrissey. I’m not really sure what to do.
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The Classroom

Cate was careful not to single Jimmy out in class or do anything that might make him uncomfortable. She was walking a fine line—one she knew she’d need to address soon.

She hadn’t said the words I love you to Mary. It was too soon—not because she didn’t feel it, and not because she wasn’t ready to say them. Mary just wasn’t ready to hear them. Cate felt that, too.

It was the curse of a Bridger. Cate could sense things before they happened—both with people and with monsters. Her mother called it a gift, and most of the time it was. But sometimes, knowing too much before it came to pass was a burden. Like now.

Something was stirring beneath the surface—she could feel it like a hum under her skin. Whatever it was, it would have to wait. She needed to talk to Jimmy first.

When the final bell rang, Cate exhaled. “Jimmy?” she called.

Jimmy’s head popped up from his concentration on his backpack.

“Could I talk to you for a minute?” Cate asked.

Jimmy nodded and sighed. He’d tried to pay attention in class—it was just that his thoughts kept wandering. First to Herbert and Thistle. Then to Mom. Then to Cate.

“Hey,” Cate said gently. “Is everything okay?”

Jimmy shrugged. “Sure.”

“I don’t think it is.”

“I’m sorry if I was daydreaming.”

Cate smiled faintly. “Wait here,” she said.

She stepped into the hallway and lifted her phone.

“Cate?” Mary’s voice answered almost immediately.

“That would be me,” Cate said softly. “I wasn’t sure if you’d pick up. I hoped you might.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure,” Cate admitted. “Jimmy seemed… off today. Look, I told Bob Lawrence we’ve been spending time together.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I didn’t tell him that I’m hoping it becomes something… more.”

“Cate…”

“Just hear me out,” Cate said quickly. “I think I need to. I’d like to give Jimmy a ride home today.”

“Any reason?”

“I want to talk to him—as Cate, not as Ms. Morrissey. I think he needs that. And I realize you might rather talk to him yourself, but⁠—”

Mary sighed. “I will. But you wouldn’t ask if you didn’t think it was important. I should be able to wrap up by four-thirty.”

“Why don’t you meet us at Jerry’s?” Cate suggested.

“Pizza?”

“Why not?”

“And what do you plan to do until then?” Mary asked, laughing softly. She could practically hear Cate’s grin through the phone.

“I don’t know. I’ll let him lead,” Cate said. “If you want to call your mom⁠—”

“No,” Mary interrupted gently. “I think we need to talk to him together.”

“Okay,” Cate said. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

She ended the call, took a deep breath, and walked back into the classroom.

“I’m in trouble, huh?” Jimmy asked, slinging his backpack over one shoulder.

“No,” Cate said. “Come on. I called your mom—she’s going to meet us for pizza later.”

“Really?”

Cate nodded.

“Are we going home first?”

“We can,” Cate said. “But I thought I might take you to see where I first met Thistle.”

Jimmy’s face lit up. “Really?”

“Really.”

He grinned, already grabbing his jacket.

“Let me get my things,” Cate said.

“Cate… I mean⁠—”

“It’s okay, Jimmy. Class is over now. Cate is fine.”

“Do you think we’ll see any other monsters?”

“I don’t know,” Cate said, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “Do you have your notebook—the one you’ve been drawing in?”

Jimmy nodded.

“Good. If we see any, you can help me record them.”

“You mean like a Bridger?”

Cate winked. “Exactly like that.”
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Jimmy

I didn’t know what to expect when I slid into Cate’s car. We drove for a few minutes, not far—just to a brook that runs through one of the local parks.

“This is where you met Thistle?” I asked.

Cate nodded, leading me toward a big rock. “Well, it’s where he found me again.”

“Again?”

“Yep. I was eleven.” She pointed to the rock. “Let’s sit.”

“Did you lose him?”

“I did,” Cate said.

“Like I lost Herbert?”

“A lot like that.”

Cate looked… she wasn’t sad, exactly, but something in her face seemed heavier—like she was remembering a feeling she couldn’t quite put into words.

“Cate? Are you okay?”

She smiled and rested her hand on my knee. “I lost track of Thistle for a while,” she said. “My dad left my mom when I was ten.”

“You mean like Laura and my mom.”

Cate nodded. “Thistle told you what I am—a Bridger.”

“Yep. That’s so cool! You see all kinds of monsters.”

“It can be... cool,” she said, smiling faintly. “It can also be hard, Jimmy. Some monsters come into our world because we’re happy and open to seeing them. Others come when we’re sad or lonely.”

“Like Herbert.”

“Mm-hm.”

“And sometimes, when a person gets really scared about being lonely, they start pushing everyone away—even the monsters they love. And when that happens, a different kind of monster appears.”

“You mean like Nobblenooks? Thistle told me about them.”

“That’s one example. There are others—monsters who can only stay in our world by feeding off pain and insecurity. They whisper to you when you’re angry or hurt. The more you pull away, the stronger they get. And the more fear you feel, the easier it is for them to push monsters like Herbert or Thistle back into the Between.”

“That’s awful.”

Cate nodded. “A Bridger gets to meet all kinds of wonderful creatures, Jimmy. But we also see a lot of sadness. And if we’re not careful, that fear can creep into us, too—and we can lose our ability to see altogether.”

“Is that what happened with Thistle?”

“Not exactly,” Cate said. “My mom is a Bridger, too. My dad believed her about monsters, but he couldn’t see them. And there were loads of times she had to leave us—sometimes for days. He wasn’t really the warm and fuzzy kind of dad, but he was still my dad. When he left, I knew monsters were part of the reason he didn’t come back. That hurt. And it scared me. For a while, I thought maybe seeing monsters wasn’t such a great thing after all.”

I frowned. “But you found him again.”

“He found me.” Cate smiled softly. “I was sitting right here, feeling like something was missing—something more than just my dad. I thought I saw something over there.” She pointed toward a tree that was on the edge of the water. “But it disappeared. I felt so disappointed, like everything would leave me. Even hope. But I wanted to see it again.”

“Was it Thistle?”

Cate chuckled. “No. It was a Velda.”

“You saw it again?”

“I did. After Thistle came back. He walked out of the woods and sat down on this rock with me. Then the Velda reappeared. Her name was Elenra,” Cate said softly.

“She was standing right where the water bends—half in sunlight, half in shadow. I could see through her, like she was made of mist and moonlight. She didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at me, and then she reached out her hand and touched my chest.” Cate smiled faintly, pressing her hand over her heart. “She said one word: Elenra. I thought it was her name. Later, Thistle told me it means light of the heart in Fluverjack.”

“What happened?” I asked.

Cate looked toward the brook, her eyes distant. “She vanished, but I could still feel the warmth where she touched me. Thistle said she came to remind me that monsters find us when we’re brave enough to keep our hearts open—even when they’ve been broken.”

I didn’t say anything for a while. The only sound was the brook running past us and birds chattering in the trees.

“Do you think Elenra will ever come back?” I finally asked.

“Oh, I’ve seen her a few times. Not for a while. There are many Veldas—and Wispkins.”

“And Inklings?”

Cate smiled.

“But none of them are mine,” I said.

“Monsters don’t belong to us, Jimmy,” she said. “They come to us. It’s not the same thing. We have to choose them—and they have to choose us, too. Just like people.”

I thought about that for a minute. “Do you love my mom?”

Cate sighed.

“It’s okay,” I said quickly. “I won’t tell her.”

Cate chuckled softly.

“Are you scared—to tell her you’re a Bridger?” I don’t know why I asked. I already knew the answer.

“Maybe I am—a little,” Cate admitted. Then she smiled at me. “I also love you, you know?”

I grinned. I did know.

“It’s not easy being in class with me, is it?”

I shrugged. “I really like Ms. Morrissey,” I said. “But she’s not you—not exactly.”

Cate’s smile told me she understood. She pointed to my notebook. “How many monsters have you drawn?”

“A few,” I admitted. “I used to see them more before Herbert came. Then it was just me and Herbert. Now, I only see Thistle.”

“Can I see?”

I nodded and handed Cate the notebook. She opened it so we could both look at the pictures.

Cate turned a page in the notebook. “This one’s an Inkling, right?” she asked.

I nodded. “That’s Herbert. He looks kind of funny there because I couldn’t find my good pencil.”

Cate smiled. “He’s perfect. And he looks happy.”

She flipped to the next page. “And this one… I haven’t seen a Trindlefoot in years. You even drew the extra toes.”

I grinned. “They collect buttons.”

“I know,” Cate said. “Thistle has taught you a lot.”

She turned another page. Her breath caught softly. “And this one?”

"I think it's a Murmurin,” I said. “Thistle told me about those, too. It got really close once. It didn’t scare me. Thistle says Murmurins can make you feel queasy.”

“They can,” Cate said quietly. She studied he picture. The monster was almost completely visible, but its tail was missing. “This is actually a Kipplekin. They’re kind of like tricksters. Not bad or good, but their mischief can cause problems for monsters and people. You shouldn’t have been able to see that one—not where he was.”

I looked up. “What do you mean?”

Cate traced her fingertip over the page, like she was trying to make it come to life. “Wispkins, Inklings, even Pipnocks… they come when a child believes. But Murmurins, Veldas, Kipplekins—they exist in the Falvren. You only see them if you can feel that place.”

I frowned. “Like you?”

Cate’s smile was warm, but her eyes were thoughtful. “Maybe like me,” she said. “Or you're something a little different.”

“Different than a Bridger?”

“Maybe,” Cate said. "I can see monsters when they are in our world or in theirs, but I can't see them when they are in the Falvren."

"Thistle said that's kind of like standing on the beach with your toes in the water."

Cate grinned. "Thistle is great at explaining things so we can understand. He's been around a long time."

"How long?"

"Centuries in our time," Cate said.

"Whoa."

She sighed. "The Falvren is always moving, just a little. Everyone has to pass through it to get to the other side. A Bridger can't see things until they are in one world or the other."

She turned a few pages back to one of my sketches—one where Herbert stood in my closet, but I could only see half of him. “You saw Herbert before he was fully in our world."

“Is that bad?”

“No,” she said quickly. “Not bad. Just… different. You should tell Thistle next time he visits. He’ll know what it means.”

I leaned a little closer. “Do you think it’s dangerous?”

Cate looked toward the brook again. The water glimmered. Kind of like stars. I thought I saw something there—something bright and soft, like when you can see sunlight in the rain. But it disappeared.

Cate smiled. “No, Jimmy. It’s a gift.”

“Cate?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think Mom will ever believe me?” I asked.

“Give her time, Jimmy. Your mom loves you more than anyone or anything.”

“She loves you, too,” I said.

Cate gave a half-smile. It hurt my heart a little. She knew Mom loved her—I could tell. But she was worried. I could tell that, too.

“She does,” I said quietly. “You probably just need to tell her... like I did.”

“Maybe,” Cate said softly.

I wasn’t sure what to say next, so I said the first thing that popped into my head. “I don’t remember Laura,” I said. “But whenever I’m on a swing, I think I hear her singing. It’s really weird.”

“It’s not weird at all. Does it bother you?”

“No. It’s a lot like seeing monsters, I think.”

“How so?” Cate asked.

“Well, I don’t really see them until I feel them. Do you know what I mean?”

Cate smiled.

“I think I loved Laura,” I said. “And maybe I still feel that she loved me when I’m swinging. I don’t remember the other stuff—like Mom does. I don’t know why.”

Cate squeezed my knee. “You trust your heart,” she said. “More than most children—or adults.”

“Is that bad?”

“No, buddy. It makes you Jimmy. And I think he’s pretty special.”

I blushed. I know I did. I could feel it.

“I hope you stay,” I whispered.

Cate squeezed my knee again. “I hope I get to stay, too.”
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Pizza

It surprised Mary that she’d beaten Cate and Jimmy to the pizza restaurant. Her last appointment had run late, and she was sure Jimmy would be eager for soda and pizza.

She asked for a booth by the window, ordered a diet cola, and opened the menu she already knew by heart. She wasn’t sure what Cate and Jimmy had spent their afternoon doing, but she was confident it included more monster talk.

Jimmy had formed a natural bond with Cate that grew stronger as they spent more time together. Something about watching her son connect so easily with Cate tugged at her heart in unexpected ways. Maybe it was the relief of seeing him laugh with another adult. Maybe it was envy of Cate’s calm certainty—the kind that seemed to reach children and adults alike.

She stirred her soda, listening to the laughter of children and the soft beat of a pop song playing from the overhead speakers. Everything felt familiar, creating a cozy calm that made her feel at home. But inside her, a persistent flutter of something new on the horizon tugged at her heart—a feeling she could identify but hadn’t yet found the courage to confront.

Then the door swung open. Jimmy burst in first, grinning, Cate following close behind with a slightly breathless, apologetic smile Mary had already learned meant there’s a story here.

“Hi, Mom!” Jimmy said, sliding into the booth across from her.

“And what have you two been up to?” Mary asked.

Cate slid in beside her and smiled.

“We went to Benson Park,” Jimmy explained.

“Oh? And what did you do there?” Mary wondered.

“Talked,” Jimmy said, lifting a menu and pretending to be as grown-up as the woman across from him.

Mary looked at Cate. “About monsters, no doubt.”

Jimmy peered over the top of the menu. “We talked about lots of stuff,” he said, his tone mysterious.

Mary blinked, amused.

“And then we went for a walk in the woods,” Jimmy added.

“We did. Jimmy saved a turtle. Which reminds me—you should probably wash your hands,” Cate said.

Jimmy dropped the menu and grinned. “We saw beavers, too, Mom.”

“Did you?”

“Yep. Two of them! They were so big,” Jimmy said, sliding back out of his seat. He looked at Cate, then his mother. “I don’t care what we eat, but can I have a Coke?”

“Sure,” Mary said.

“Cool. I’ll do the whole thirty seconds,” he promised, scampering off toward the bathroom.

Cate chuckled.

“That must have been some talk,” Mary said.

“I don’t know,” Cate replied. “It was overdue, I think. I think he wants to stay in my class.”

“But you’re not sure if he should.”

“I don’t know. I think that’s something Principal Lawrence will have to weigh in on,” Cate said.

“Worried about Jimmy?”

“Sure. Also worried that I can be impartial as his teacher,” Cate admitted.

Mary nodded.

“Look, this isn’t the time to discuss it. I just... my attachment to him is different from how I feel about the other students. I adore them—all of them.”

“I know.”

“Jimmy is... well, you both mean a lot to me.”

Mary’s breath caught. How could her life have shifted so drastically in just a few weeks? Did it always happen that way—change? She tried to tear her gaze away from Cate’s. Something held her in place—like one of those old Gravitron rides that spun so fast it pinned you to the wall.

Jimmy came bounding back to the table, his hair sticking up on one side like he’d wrestled the hand dryer in the bathroom.

“Clean,” he declared, holding out his hands.

Mary raised an amused eyebrow.

Cate inspected his hands with mock seriousness. “Impressive. I’d say you hit at least twenty-eight seconds this time.”

Jimmy grinned. “Thirty-two, actually.”

Mary laughed—an unguarded, easy sound that surprised even her. “So? What are we having?”

“Anything on top but with extra cheese,” Jimmy said instantly. “And garlic knots. Thistle says garlic keeps bad dreams away.”

Cate raised an eyebrow, her smile tugging wider. “Does he now?”

“Uh-huh. He also says you talk too much when you’re nervous.”

Mary choked on a laugh. Cate shot Jimmy a look that was half amusement, half mock horror.

“Traitor,” Cate mumbled.

Jimmy shrugged. “Ms. Morrissey always tells the class that honesty matters,” he said.

Mary covered her mouth to stifle a laugh, but Cate’s expression of mock indignation left her helpless to contain her amusement and affection.

“So,” Mary said, recovering, “tell me about this beaver you saw.”

Cate looked at her, brow raised and immediately fell into a fit of laughter.

Mary groaned, then started laughing too.

Jimmy’s nose crinkled. “You guys are so weird sometimes.”

Cate and Mary looked at him, stunned, then laughed harder.

“So weird,” Jimmy muttered, shaking his head as the server set down their drinks.

Jimmy shook his head. Jimmy thought he saw something flicker in the glass window beside him—a tiny shimmer of color, blue fading into green, like sunlight bending through water.

He didn’t say anything.

He just smiled. What had Cate said? "Give her a little time, Jimmy."

Tonight, they'd share pizza. Tomorrow it would be pumpkins. He could wait until she was ready... he hoped.


CHAPTER FIVE


Jimmy

The weekend started better than any I remembered. Thistle was in my room when we got back from having pizza on Friday night. And that wasn’t even the best part. Mom took Cate’s hand when we left the restaurant. She even kissed Cate before Cate got into her car! It was so cool. I thought maybe she was ready to hear about everything, but I kept quiet because Thistle said sometimes it’s better to let people come to you. I think he meant that I should let Mom ask me questions when she’s ready.

I told Thistle that Cate took me to the brook, how she looked at my drawings, and said I might be like her or… something else.

Thistle smiled. He’s funny. He’s not very big, but he has a really deep voice—deeper than Zac’s dad’s or even Mr. Lawrence’s. He lay back on my bed beside me, sharing my pillow. Thistle smells sweet, kind of like candy but not quite. And a little like a flower, but not exactly. And a little bit like rain when it falls on the grass. It always makes me feel good when he puts his head on the pillow next to mine.

“Am I?” I asked. “Am I something else?”

“I don’t know,” he replied.

“But you know everything.”

Thistle laughed. When he laughs really hard, he smells even sweeter.

“Is that funny?” I wondered.

“I don’t know everything,” Thistle said. “I only know some things. You might be a new kind of Bridger. Time will tell.”

“But are there different kinds of Bridgers?”

“Not that I’ve seen. But I haven’t seen everything.”

I thought about that for a minute. “You’ve seen almost everything. You know all kinds of stuff about people and monsters.”

“I know things about what I have seen and where I have been. There are some places I’ll never go. And there are still things I don’t understand.”

“But Cate said you’re really old.”

Thistle put his hands behind his head, like I do when I want to remember something.

“In human time,” Thistle said. “In monster time, I’m not much older than you.”

“Huh.” I put my hands behind my head, too. “Can’t you go anywhere?”

“I can walk in your world, in the Falvren, and in the Between. They’re all connected. I think anybody could do it—humans or monsters. They just don’t believe they can.”

“But what else is there?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Thistle replied. “There are whole worlds living inside of us we never think about… until we have to.”

“Like what? You mean like a virus?”

“It could be. But all kinds of things happen inside us that we don’t pay attention to until they stop working or they start doing something different.”

“I guess. You mean like how my grandfather died of cancer?”

“Or how your heart beats and your eyes see. All of it. You don’t see it, you don’t even feel it all the time, but it’s always there.”

That made sense. But Thistle always makes sense. He can explain things better than most people I know, even Cate.

Thistle was quiet for a while after that. I think maybe he was falling asleep. Monsters sleep funny. They don’t close their eyes all the way—just partway, like they’re pretending.

“Thistle?” I whispered.

“Mm?”

“Do you think Mom will ever remember?”

“Remember what?”

“Herbert,” I said.

Thistle opened one eye. It glowed a little in the dark. “Sometimes remembering doesn’t happen all at once. It happens in pieces—like stars coming out after sunset.”

I thought about that for a long time. “I hope she remembers soon. I miss Herbert.”

“I know,” Thistle said.

“And I don’t like keeping secrets from her.”

“You mean about Cate being a Bridger?”

I pulled the blanket up to my chin. “That, too.” I closed my eyes for a minute. “Do you think she’ll stay?”

“Do you mean Cate?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know,” Thistle said. “If she can, she will.”

“You mean if Mom lets her.”

Thistle scooted closer to me. He’s super warm. I think it’s on account of having three hearts. He told me about that last week.

“What does your heart tell you?” Thistle asked.

“That Cate’s supposed to stay with Mom and me.”

“Then trust that she will.”

“Thistle?”

“Hmm?”

“I hope you stay, too.”

“Goodnight, Jimmy.”

“Night,” I said. I closed my eyes, hoping Thistle would still be there in the morning. Cate would be back early for our pumpkin patch adventure. That’s what she called it. For the first time since Cate and Mom became friends, I wondered if she might really stay—here, in our house. Thistle must have read my thoughts.

“Time, Jimmy. Give it time.”

Why does everyone always say that? I’m not an adult, but I know sometimes you don’t get more time. We’re not like monsters who live for centuries. I heard Thistle giggle.

“Thistle,” I groaned, opening one eye. “You keep reading my thoughts.”

“Sorry. Go to sleep,” he said. “I’ll be here in the morning.”

That helped. I closed my eyes again. Maybe everything would be all right.
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Morning at Miller’s Pumkin Patch

Mary enjoyed the morning. Cate arrived just before nine, carrying a grocery bag. For the next forty minutes, she made large pancakes filled with chocolate chips.

Mary had to send Jimmy back to the bathroom twice to wash the chocolate off his face before they could leave for their planned adventure. She shook her head affectionately when she noted the chocolate at the corners of Cate’s mouth and directed her to the upstairs bathroom. She wasn’t entirely sure why, but she had handed Cate the keys to her SUV so she could drive them to a farm that Mary had visited many times as a child.

Mary gazed out at the fields of Miller’s Pumpkin Patch. They stretched wide beneath a bright October sky, dotted by orange pumpkins and pots of golden and rust-colored chrysanthemums, just as she remembered. A few scarecrows stood guard at the entrance to a giant corn maze. In the distance, a tractor rumbled along, pulling a wagon of families perched on hay bales. It was quintessential New England in October—the kind of scene Mary thought belonged on a postcard.

Jimmy was already halfway out of the back seat before the engine stopped, his excitement as boundless as the fall sunlight. He ran toward a row of wagons lined up by the entrance, calling back over his shoulder.

“Come on, slowpokes!”

Mary laughed, shaking her head. “He’s had one too many pancakes.”

“Or just enough,” Cate said, smiling. She’d brought a thermos of coffee for them both, the kind of small, thoughtful gesture that still caught Mary off guard.

They joined the crowd making their way toward the hayride, Jimmy tugging the handle of a red wagon behind him. A little girl in a unicorn hat waved from the next row over. Nearby, the tractor’s engine sputtered to life, and a puff of wood smoke drifted from the cider stand.

Mary felt the warmth of Cate’s hand brush hers as they walked. The touch was brief, but it steadied her.

“Cate!” Jimmy called. “Come on! Look at this pumpkin. It’s huge! It’s way bigger than Thistle!”

Cate froze for a heartbeat. How much longer could she avoid telling Mary the truth—the whole truth? How could she even say the words I love you if she couldn’t tell Mary everything? For the first time in many years, she felt untethered. Afraid. Afraid that to hold on to this—this fragile, growing connection—she might have to let go of the world she’d known since childhood.

Mary wasn’t Cate’s everything. But she could be. And Cate wanted her to be. She could almost see it—the life that might someday be theirs: Cate home before Mary, helping Jimmy with his homework. Mary starting the coffee while Cate was still in the shower. Laughter echoing through their house as the three of them carved pumpkins and teased each other about spiked cider and Ellen’s crosswords.

A life that was ordinary. Beautifully, achingly ordinary.

Then, as if to remind her how fragile ordinary could be, Cate saw it—something flickering between the corn stalks. A shimmer, like heat rising off pavement. She blinked, and it was gone.

Mary noticed the change in her expression. She reached over and took Cate’s hand. “Cate? What is it?”

Cate hesitated. “Nothing,” she said softly. “Just the light.”

Jimmy was waving from the patch now, holding up a lopsided pumpkin. “Hurry up! Look at this one!” he shouted. “Mom! You can make this one into Frankenstein!”

Mary laughed. “Well, at least that’s a monster I’m familiar with.”

Cate tried to smile, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Are you okay?” Mary asked.

“Yeah, of course. I think I might’ve eaten too many pancakes, too.” It was a weak excuse, but the best Cate had.

“Then next time,” Mary teased, “you shouldn’t make them as big as Jimmy’s pumpkin.”

She grabbed Cate’s hand.

“Come on,” Mary said. “Let’s see if we can find Dracula for you.”
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Cate could hardly believe the sun was setting. Three laps through the corn maze, two rounds of cider and apple cider donuts, along with a hayride or two, and a cart with more pumpkins than three people could hope to carve had chipped away at the daylight. She’d set aside her worries, amused by Jimmy’s enthusiasm for racing through the corn maze and his creative pumpkin ideas. It wasn’t until her last visit to the cider stand that her trepidation returned.

She’d opted to try an apple cider float with Jimmy. Cate would be the first to admit she had an affinity for whipped cream. If she could, she would add it to everything—pie, pancakes, cider—maybe not lasagna, but anything she could justify. Her enthusiasm for the heaping scoop of homemade whipped cream left her with a mustache that looked more like she should be driving a sleigh than looking for monsters.

Mary had shaken her head, her eyes lighting up with unmistakable affection. She’d grabbed a napkin, reached out, and gently wiped the white fluff away, letting her fingertip trace Cate’s lip softly.

“You are going to be a handful, aren’t you?” Mary asked.

Cate’s heart thundered, then swiftly plummeted. She couldn’t lose Mary. She wouldn’t lose these days with Mary and Jimmy—chocolate cheeks and sweet mustaches. This needed to be the beginning of a forever tale, not a chapter in a fairytale drawing to a conclusion. No matter what. Even if it meant leaving her monsters behind.

Mary helped load the pumpkins into the back of the car. Jimmy hummed to himself, tracing faces in the foggy window with his fingertip. The day had been perfect—one of those rare, golden days that felt suspended outside of time.

What now?
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Monsters in the House

By the time Cate turned the car onto Maple Hill Road, the last bit of daylight was fading to lavender. Jimmy had fallen quiet in the back seat, his head resting against the window. The pumpkins rolled softly in the trunk with every curve of the road. Mary’s hand brushed Cate’s knee—a small, wordless gesture that felt like an unspoken promise.

It should be one of the happiest days of her life. All Cate felt was fear—fear of losing something that mattered to her. It was an old, sinking feeling that sent chills down her spine and prickled her skin with gooseflesh. She recognized it. She’d felt it when she watched her father load the last box into his car.

She pulled into the driveway, the headlights sweeping across the porch.

Mary frowned. “What on earth⁠—?”

Ellen was standing at the top of the steps, clutching her cardigan tightly around her. The porch light flickered once, then again. And a third time.

“Mary! Cate!” Ellen called, her voice sharp with panic. “The house—it’s shaking!”

Before Cate could answer, Jimmy’s door flew open.

“Stay in the car!” Cate shouted, but he was already running toward the porch.

Cate’s heart lurched. She cut the engine and jumped out.

Ellen backed against the doorframe, eyes wide. Behind her, something moved—something dark and low, with a rippling shimmer like oil across water. It slithered along the porch rail, leaving faint scorch marks where it touched.

Jimmy froze halfway up the steps. “Cate! It’s a Nobblenook!”

Cate’s breath caught. The air around her seemed to hum, charged and alive. She ran to her car, popped the trunk, and threw the spare tire onto the ground. Her hands shook only a little as she drew out the katana. The blade, forged in the Falvren, was etched with symbols that shimmered faintly even in the dim porch light. With a deep breath, she ran back to the porch.

“Stay here,” she told Mary and Ellen.

Mary looked at her, bewildered. “What are you⁠—?”

“Mary, please. You need to trust me right now. Stay here.”

Jimmy’s wide eyes darted to her. “It’s after Thistle,” he said.

Cate nodded. “I know.”

When she turned back, the creature was halfway through the open doorway. Ellen was pressed against the wall, Mary pulling her back, Jimmy standing between them and the Nobblenook like a sentinel.

“Jimmy, stay with your mom,” Cate said firmly.

“But Thistle...”

“Trust me.”

The air inside the house quivered, bending the light around it. The walls seemed to breathe.

“Cate!” Mary’s voice broke—pleading, terrified. “What is happening?”

“It’s a Nobblenook, Mom. A monster.”

Mary shook her head.

“It is,” he said.

Cate stepped into the living room, her fear swallowed by something deeper—resolve. The Nobblenook turned toward her, warping like smoke. It hissed, and for a heartbeat, Cate saw her own reflection in it: her doubts, her guilt, her longing for normalcy.

“I know why you came,” she whispered. “But I don’t give up that easily,” she said.

The blade sang when she raised it—an almost inaudible hum that cut through the air. Light spilled from its edge, gold and blue, rippling like water.

The Nobblenook lunged.

Cate stepped forward, steady and sure, her voice low but clear. “Go back to the Falvren.”

She swept the katana through the air, the blade catching the dim light like sunrise. The creature shrieked—one long, aching note—and then it was gone.

She took a deep breath. The question loomed again. “Now what?”

Thistle appeared on the stairs.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Thistle nodded. “No more waiting, Cate,” he said. “You need to trust...”

“I trust Mary. I just...”

“You need to trust what you feel,” Thistle said.

“Jimmy...”

“I’ll take care of Jimmy,” Thistle promised. “No more secrets.”

Cate took another deep breath, hoping her nerves would settle. Just because she banished monsters from her life didn’t mean Jimmy would. And then what? How would she guide him?

“No more secrets or half-truths,” she mumbled.

One more breath for courage, and she stepped onto the porch.

For a long moment, no one spoke.

Ellen’s hand was on her chest. “What in heaven’s name was that?”

Mary’s voice trembled. “Cate…”

Cate lowered the blade. “I didn’t want you to see this. Not yet.”

Jimmy stepped closer, his small hand finding hers. “You had to,” he said softly. “It was after him.”

Mary blinked. “After who?”

Before Cate could answer, a soft glow shimmered in the doorway—just for a moment. A flicker, like fireflies in the shape of a smile.

“Thistle,” Jimmy whispered.

Cate looked at the light, then at Mary. “There’s something I need to tell you,” she said, “about me.”
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Mary sat on the sofa, staring at Cate in disbelief. “So, you’re… what? A chosen one? Chosen to protect monsters?”

“That’s not exactly how it works. I still don’t fully understand it. Monsters’ entire reason for existing is to help us.”

“And that’s why you have a sword?”

“They lose their way sometimes, just like people. Some kinds of monsters have become fearful and angry—just like we can.”

Mary rubbed her face and groaned. “This is crazy.” She dropped her hand and looked at her mother. “Mom?” she asked.

“I thought you hated that word,” Ellen said.

“What word?”

“Crazy.”

Mary sighed. “What would you call it?”

“I felt the same thing you did,” Ellen said. “It stopped when Cate went inside with that… what is that again?”

“It’s called a katana,” Cate said, turning toward her.

Mary exhaled sharply. “What do you expect me to say?”

“There are worlds within worlds,” Cate said.

“Meaning?”

“Just what I said. For most of human history, people thought the earth was flat. They thought angels walked on clouds and gods lived inside volcanoes.”

“Because they didn’t understand how things worked,” Mary countered.

“Mm.” Cate’s voice softened. “And they only discovered more because they were brave enough to look beyond what they’d been told.”

Ellen bit back a grin.

“Oh, you can’t be serious, Mom,” Mary said. “You don’t actually think there was a monster in the house?”

“I think something rattled this house,” Ellen said. “It didn’t shake the McFarlanes’ next door. There was no earthquake. Something happened. Cate stopped it. That’s what I saw.”

“But you didn’t see a monster. Neither did I.”

“Because you don’t believe it was here!” Jimmy shouted. “Just like you don’t believe in Herbert anymore!”

Mary blinked.

Jimmy’s face crumpled—frustration and hurt swimming in his watery eyes. “That’s why he left. Because you don’t believe in him or want him anymore. He was here for you, Mom. And now he’s gone!”

Cate sighed. “Jimmy, this was because of me,” she said. “Because of my doubt, not Mom’s.”

“Because you’re afraid to tell her what we can see! Because she won’t believe it’s real. Even if Herbert misses her more than he misses me!”

He turned and bolted up the stairs.

“Jimmy!” Mary called after him.

Cate sighed softly.

“What is he talking about?” Mary asked her.

“Would you believe me if I told you?”

“You’re asking me to suspend reality.”

“Am I?” Cate asked. “Or am I asking you to look with your heart instead of your head?”

“Are we still talking about my son’s monsters?”

“What makes you think they belong to him?”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Mary muttered, starting for the stairs.

“Sit down, Mary,” Ellen said.

“I—”

“Sit.” Ellen’s tone left no room for argument. She took a slow breath and exhaled it. “I don’t make a habit of meddling. I’m going to now.”

“Mom—”

“Sit and listen,” Ellen said. She turned to Cate. “You too. Put that pointy thing away and sit.”

Cate smirked faintly, setting the sword aside.

Ellen looked back at Mary. “Do I believe in monsters? I don’t know. People believe in all kinds of things they’ve never seen—gods and angels, demons, aliens.”

Mary laughed under her breath.

“They believe in people who’ve given them no rational reason to trust them,” Ellen went on. “They follow ideas and movements that hurt them more than they help. You deal with that fallout every day. So maybe—just maybe—try listening to Cate. You love her. Trust that she loves you enough to be honest.”

Mary froze. “Mom⁠—”

Ellen turned to Cate. “Don’t let her push you away,” she said gently, then stood. “I’m going to check on Jimmy.”

Mary started to stand. “Maybe I should⁠—”

“No,” Ellen said, firm but kind. “You stay where you are. Not just because it’s what you and Cate need. It’s what your son needs, too.”

Cate watched Ellen disappear up the stairs and turned to Mary. “I would never lie to you.”

“I know.” Mary rubbed the bridge of her nose. “But monsters? Do you know how⁠—”

“Crazy it sounds?” Cate finished. “Yeah. I heard you.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Mary said quietly.

“Only about believing in monsters.”

“You have to admit⁠—”

“Listen.” Cate leaned forward, her voice soft but sure. “I don’t share this part of my life with people. My mother knows, but only because she sees the same things. Most adults can’t. I can’t open those worlds for them. I can’t open it for you. Only you can do that.”

“Worlds?”

“I told you—worlds exist within each other.”

“Like alternate universes?”

“More like planes of existence,” Cate said. “Layers of reality. I don’t fully understand how it works. I lost the ability to move between them once. I promised myself I’d never let that happen again.”

Mary’s skepticism lingered. Curiosity softened its edges. “Move through worlds?”

Cate nodded. For a moment, her expression turned inward. “It’s a rare ability. And it comes with… sacrifices. My parents’ marriage didn’t survive it. My father believed monsters existed, but he resented what they took from him—what they took from our family. Seeing other worlds can be wondrous, but it demands a lot from those who can.”

Mary studied Cate, hearing the unspoken words between them: I’m afraid this could take you from me, too.

Cate went on gently. “Jimmy was telling me about that sea creature—the panda skeleton?”

Mary managed a faint smile. “Is that what his monsters look like?” she asked.

“I haven’t seen one quite like a sea squirt,” Cate said, “but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

Mary exhaled. “Tell me.”

“About monsters?”

Mary nodded.

“Do you really want to hear this?” Cate asked.

“I think I need to.”

Cate nodded. “All right. The monsters—at least the kind Jimmy sees—come from a place humans call the Between. The Wispkin say it isn’t between anything at all—it’s through.”

“Wispkin?”

“That’s why the Nobblenook was here,” Cate said.

Mary blinked. “The what?”

Cate smiled. “Nobblenook. There are many kinds of monsters. They’re not so different from us. Nobblenooks come from a place called the Falvren. It’s where the edge of both realities thins.”

Mary shook her head, struggling to make sense of it. “And you hunt them? Why hunt monsters if they’re not here to hurt anyone?”

“I don’t actually hunt them,” Cate said.

“But you’re a monster hunter.”

“Technically, I’m a Bridger.”

“And that means?”

“Someone who can reach into the Between.” Cate took a breath. “Monsters aren’t born the way we are. Inklings—like Herbert—they’re born in the instant before something is seen. That feeling you get—the inkling that something’s about to happen? That’s how Herbert was born.”

Mary’s eyes widened. “You’re saying I created Jimmy’s monster?”

“He came to you, Mary.”

“I don’t remember.”

“I know. That’s why he hid in Jimmy’s closet.”

“But if I don’t remember him, how did he come to Jimmy?”

Cate smiled softly. “You do remember him—here.” She pointed to her chest. “I told you, I don’t understand all of it. Thistle says you must have dreamed about him. Herbert sensed your worry about Jimmy—that’s where he appeared.”

“And then he left?”

Cate hesitated. “Did you say anything about Herbert before he disappeared?”

Mary frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The day I called you,” Cate said gently. “Jimmy muttered that you’d be happier if Herbert disappeared.”

Mary groaned. “I might have said something to Mom. And Herbert heard me?”

“He felt you,” Cate said softly. “He’s part of you, even when he isn’t here. You’re his human—his best friend.”

Mary let out a strained laugh. “You make him sound like a dog.”

“Monsters aren’t pets. They’re companions.”

“Why don’t they have their own world?” Mary asked.

“I told you—they do.”

“Wouldn’t Herbert be happier there?”

Cate shook her head gently. “No. There are many kinds of monsters, but they all have one thing in common: they want to be here—with us. Even the Nobblenooks.”

“That’s what rattled the house?”

“Yes. They sense when we’re losing faith—when belief starts to fade.”

“And they kill?”

“No,” Cate said. “They sweep monsters back into the Between. Nobblenooks feed on fear and sadness.”

Mary swallowed hard. “And Herbert?”

“Inklings are guardians,” Cate said softly. “They appear to children who fear being left behind. They teach them that even when something disappears, the memory remains—that waiting can be an act of faith.”

Mary stared at her. “Herbert came to me?”

“When you were four,” Cate said gently. “When your father got sick.”

“I don’t remember.”

“You do. You’ve just buried that memory so deep, you can’t find it. But you do remember. If you didn’t, Herbert would never have appeared again.”

“How do you know this?”

“Thistle,” Cate said. “Wispkin attach themselves to Bridgers like me. They’re teachers—guides. They help us find the courage to speak, to connect, to translate feelings into words. They don’t need voices to talk to us.”

“So, they’re telepathic?”

Cate nodded. “Thistle taught me Fluverjack—the language spoken between monsters. I taught him English. I sent him here about a month ago, when I saw Jimmy’s drawings. It isn’t like a monster to hide in a closet.”

Mary leaned back against the couch, stunned. “So the real reason you called me wasn’t Jimmy—it was Herbert.”

“No,” Cate said gently. “I was worried about Jimmy losing Herbert.” She paused. “Jimmy worries about you, Mary—about you being lonely. Just like you worry about him. Herbert reappeared to Jimmy because you called him. Your fear that Jimmy might feel abandoned like you once did—that’s what brought Herbert back. But when your doubts grew louder…”

“The Nobblenooks came,” Mary whispered.

Cate nodded.

“But you said the Nobblenooks were looking for Thistle when they came today,” Mary said.

“I did. They came because of Jimmy’s fear—his fear that you’d send me away. And that he’d lose Thistle, too. And they came because for the first time since I was a little girl, I felt a similar fear. I worried that keeping Thistle close meant losing you.”

Mary’s mouth went dry. “You were afraid of losing me?”

Cate nodded, barely perceptible. “I’ve learned that belief can build a bridge. I’ve seen wonderful things between worlds, but it comes at a price. Bridgers seldom have partners. Not many adults see the things I can.”

Mary stared down at her hands, her fingers twisting together in her lap. Her pulse thrummed in her ears. “I’ve spent my entire life trying to make sense of what I can see and explain,” she whispered. “And you’re asking me to believe in what I can’t.”

“I’m not asking,” Cate said softly. “I’m inviting.”

“What if I can’t?”

Cate leaned forward, her eyes gentle but steady. “You can’t force it. The Between isn’t opened by reason—it’s opened by wonder. Sometimes that means remembering what it felt like to believe in something you can’t see.”

Mary allowed the words to settle in her mind. From upstairs, she could hear the faint creak of floorboards—her mother moving in Jimmy’s room, offering soft murmurs of comfort. She thought of her father and how the light in their house had shifted when he was gone. Perhaps she had buried something after all. Maybe Herbert wasn’t a story Jimmy made up, but rather one she had forgotten how to tell.

She glanced at Cate. “And if I could remember… if I could believe again—could we bring him back?”

Cate smiled faintly, the kind of smile that held both hope and sorrow. “He’s never really gone, Mary. He’s just waiting for you to open the door.”

Mary turned her head toward the staircase, picturing Jimmy’s closet—the one she’d told him to stop filling with make-believe. The one that had creaked open when the house trembled. A chill moved through her—not from fear, but from recognition.

“I don’t even know where to start,” she said quietly.

“Start small,” Cate said. “Start with something you’ve wanted to feel but are afraid to trust.”

Mary looked up at her. “You mean, like faith?”

“Like love,” Cate said.

Silence stretched between them—gentle, not heavy. The house had gone still, the air thick with possibility. For the first time in years, Mary didn’t rush to explain it away. She simply breathed, trusting in something unseen.

“Cate…”

“I love you,” Cate said softly. “And I don’t want to lose you before I’ve had the chance to really hold you.”

Mary closed her eyes, overwhelmed by a wave of emotion that nearly choked her. She’d vowed never to let anyone leave again. If that meant keeping the doors of her life—and her heart—shuttered, so be it. But Cate had already slipped through the cracks: through playful banter, thoughtful conversations, and the way she gently encouraged Jimmy to share his stories, his fears, his heart.

Mary couldn’t ignore the spark in Cate’s eyes when she looked at her, filled with visions of pumpkins, cider, and a strange world that both fascinated and confounded her.

Had she stopped believing in love? Maybe she had—at least for herself. It had become another storybook idea, as outlandish as the monsters in Jimmy’s imagination. She could never hold onto love. How could something so elusive be real?

And yet, looking at Cate now, love came crashing down on her—heavy and real.

Holding onto it meant holding onto Cate.

“I love you, too,” Mary confessed. “And it scares the hell out of me.”

“I understand,” Cate said. “Anything that truly matters can be a little scary. When you allow yourself to trust it, you risk losing it someday. You have a choice—you can keep it at a distance, or you can hold it close. I’d rather face the sadness of loss than the loneliness of never trying.”

Mary smiled faintly. “No wonder you’re a teacher.”

Cate reached out, cupping Mary’s face.

“Should I expect a lot of sword fighting in my future?” Mary asked.

Cate chuckled. “Depends.”

“On?”

“On how often you kiss me.”

Mary’s eyes twinkled. She leaned forward and kissed Cate softly, smiling into it.

“Good start,” Cate whispered.

“It is,” Mary agreed. Then she sighed.

Cate read the thought behind it. “He’ll be okay.”

“Jimmy’s angry with me.”

“He loves you more than anyone,” Cate said.

“I don’t know what to say to him.”

“Tell him the truth.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Mary said.

“Don’t you?”

Mary hesitated. “What do I say?”

Cate stood and held out her hand. “Let’s go find out.”

Mary took her hand but paused halfway up the stairs. “Cate?”

“Hm?”

“For what it’s worth, I want you to stay—in our lives.”

Cate’s grin was bright and warm. “Good. Because I really hate carrying that sword. It’s heavy.”

Mary rolled her eyes, laughing softly as Cate led her toward the stairs.

“Now,” Cate said, “let’s go deal with those monsters.”
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“Jimmy?”

I didn’t really want to talk to Nana. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone. I don’t know what kind of monster ran down the stairs, but I know he was looking for Thistle. Why would anyone want to hurt Thistle? Is that what happened to Herbert?

I’d never seen anything like that before—and I’ve seen loads of things. More than I’ve told Mom, Nana, or even Cate about. Most of them just kind of peeked at me, you know? Like they weren’t really sure about me. I guess it’s because monsters expect us not to be sure about them.

I hugged my pillow tighter when Nana sat on the edge of my bed.

“Jimmy,” she said softly. “I know you’re upset.”

“Everybody leaves,” I whispered.

Nana sighed. “I guess that’s true.”

I turned to look at her.

“You expected me to tell you it isn’t, didn’t you?” Nana asked.

I just shrugged.

“It is true. And it hurts,” she said. “But you’re forgetting that sometimes it’s you who does the leaving.”

I frowned.

“Mm. That’s not something we like to think about or admit. But it’s also the truth.”

“I don’t leave my friends.”

“We don’t always leave because we choose to,” Nana said gently.

“You mean like when Grandpa died?”

“That’s one way people leave. But sometimes people move to different places—or they just find they have different interests than us, and we grow apart. People leave in all sorts of ways.”

“Mom’s right. Why bother?”

Nana smiled. “No, honey. Your mom isn’t right about that—and she doesn’t mean it.”

“She said it. I heard her say it to you.”

“Well, we all say things we don’t mean sometimes. You didn’t mean to hurt your mom’s feelings just now, but you did.”

I groaned. “But Herbert did leave because of Mom.”

“Mm. Maybe because his feelings were hurt.”

“I guess. Because she doesn’t want him anymore.”

Nana scooted closer. “Oh, I don’t know if that’s true. It might feel that way to Herbert.” She sighed heavily, sadder than I ever remembered.

“Jimmy… your mom’s had a lot of loss in her life. She was only your age when your grandfather died.”

“I know.”

“Mm. She had loads of friends she talked to before that—friends like Herbert.”

“Really?” That surprised me. Nana had never told me that before.

“She did. A lot of friends at school, too. I think she hoped they’d help keep her from hurting when her dad got sick. He was always honest with her, so she knew he’d leave her someday. And when all those friends didn’t stop her from missing him, she turned them away—for a long time.”

“But didn’t that just make her feel worse?”

“I’m sure it did. But grief makes us do strange things. No one likes to hurt, sweetheart.”

“But Herbert would have helped.”

Nana smiled faintly. “I’m sure that’s true. But she didn’t want to think about losing him, too.”

“She still had you.”

Nana chuckled. “She didn’t have much choice about that,” she said. “Eventually, she made new friends. But your mom did most of the leaving. She went away for college, then she found a school even farther away to become a doctor. She could’ve stayed in one place forever, but she didn’t. She’s always been on the move—until she landed back here.”

“Because of Laura?” I asked.

“I think Laura leaving gave your mom a reason to come home.”

“You mean an excuse,” I said.

Nana laughed softly. “I suppose I do.”

Her laugh trailed off, and the room grew quiet again—too quiet. For a moment, I thought I heard something, like a sigh coming from inside the closet. I held my breath, but it didn’t come again.

Nana patted my knee. “You’ve got your mother’s heart. It’s a good one. It’s just a little bruised.”

I frowned. “Can hearts bruise?”

“Sure, they can,” she said. “But they heal, too. That’s what love’s for.”

A knock sounded on the doorframe.

Mom stood there. Cate was just behind her. The light from the hallway made them both look softer somehow. Mom looked nervous. Cate just smiled.

“Hey, buddy,” Cate said. I noticed her hand pressed into Mom’s back.

I didn’t answer. I just hugged my pillow again.

Mom cleared her throat a little. “Mind if we come in?”

I shrugged. “It’s your house,” I muttered.

Mom stepped into my room, and Nana moved so she could sit on the bed. Cate went to the chair by my desk. She didn’t speak. She just smiled—one of those small smiles that made her eyes seem kind.

“Jimmy,” Mom began, “I owe you an apology.”

I looked up. “For what?”

“For not listening. For saying things I didn’t mean.” Mom took a breath. “I said I wished you’d make some real friends instead of Herbert. That wasn’t fair to you—or to him.”

I bit my lip, trying to figure out if this was a trick. Mom didn’t usually talk like that.

“He left because you stopped believing,” I said quietly.

Mom nodded. “Maybe. I think I stopped believing in a lot of things I shouldn’t have.”

Cate shifted slightly, watching us, but she didn’t say anything.

“Can he come back?” I asked.

Mom glanced at Cate, then at Nana. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I’d like to let him know he’s welcome.”

Cate leaned forward a little. “You know,” she said, “sometimes when we want something—or someone—to come back, we have to make space for them.”

I frowned. “Space?”

“Mm-hm. Not just in your closet, but in here.” She tapped her chest. “Monsters—and people—come back when they know there’s room for them to stay.”

Mom’s hand found mine. Her fingers were warm. “Maybe we can all make a little room,” she said. “For each other.”

No one said anything for a minute. Maybe it was even longer. It felt that way. The house creaked the way it always did when the wind blew outside. Then I heard something that sounded like a whisper behind the closet door. It was so soft I almost missed it.

“Well,” Nana said, rising from the bed, “I think someone just found his way home.”

I jumped off my bed and opened the closet door. “Herbert?”

Herbert peeked out from behind some shirts.

“You can come out now,” I told him.

He took a step closer but stayed inside the closet.

“Are you scared?” I asked.

He nodded.

“It’s okay. Mom doesn’t mind if you stay.” I held out my hand, and Herbert took it.

Cate smiled. “Hi, Herbert.”

Mom looked confused. Herbert’s grip on my hand tightened like he was afraid.

“It’s okay,” Cate said. “It might take a little while for Mary to see you. She knows you’re here.”

I looked at Herbert. He was looking at Mom. I looked at her, too.

“Hi, Herbert,” Mom said.

Herbert smiled, and his eyes got bigger.

“I wish I could see you,” Mom said. “But I hope you’ll stay.”

Herbert leaned close to me and whispered. I couldn’t understand what he said. I looked at Cate.

Cate nodded. “Herbert? Why don’t you ask me your question?”

Herbert said some jumbled words. All I knew how to say in Fluverjack was yes and hello.

Cate seemed to understand everything he said. She smiled, speaking low, the words round and musical, almost like a hum.

“Krilah enna thur,” she said.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means, you are home,” Cate explained.

Herbert’s grin showed all his teeth, and he hugged me—like really hugged me—so tightly I coughed a little.

“What’s happening?” Mom asked.

It must’ve looked funny to Mom and Nana, me all smushed up against—nothing.

Cate started laughing. “Monster hugs,” she explained.

Mom nodded. I could tell she still wondered if any of it was real—or maybe Cate and I were playing a joke on her. Then I had an idea. I looked at Herbert and smiled. “Stay here with Cate. I’ll be right back,” I promised.

I ran as fast as I could down the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Mom called after me.

“Getting my backpack!” I shouted back, leaping down the stairs two at a time.

By the time I came back up, everyone was still in my room—Cate by the chair, Mom sitting on the bed, Nana hovering near the doorway. Herbert was half in, half out of the closet again.

I plopped my backpack onto the floor and grabbed Herbert’s hand. “It’s okay,” I told him. “Come sit on the bed.”

I led him to sit beside my mom. He looked a little scared—or maybe worried. I reached into my backpack, fished my hand past a few empty candy wrappers until I found the bag of Warheads I bought at the store earlier that week.

“What’s that?” Mom asked.

I didn’t answer. I just grinned and tore the bag open. The smell of sour sugar made me blink. I pulled out a handful of Warheads and held them up.

Cate laughed softly.

“Herbert likes them,” I said. “They’re Mom’s favorite, too.”

Mom blinked, caught off guard. “They are,” she said.

I nodded. “I know! I don’t know why I didn’t see it before! You used to share them with Herbert. That’s why he likes them.”

The air shifted again—warmer this time, almost like sunlight through the window. Cate looked between them, smiling like she was waiting for something to happen.

I passed Herbert the bag. He reached inside and grabbed a candy, then another, and another until he found a blue one. He looked at Mom.

“What’s happening?” Mom asked.

“Hold out your hand,” I said. I didn’t know how it worked—seeing, not seeing, believing, not believing—but Herbert wanted to give Mom the blue candy. Maybe if she saw it land in her palm, she might remember more about him.

Mom held out her hand.

“Go ahead,” I told Herbert. He looked at me. “No,” I said. “You give it to her. It’s okay.”

Herbert reached over and put the candy in Mom’s hand. She stared at it, kind of like she thought she’d gone crazy.

“It’s just a candy,” I said.

“How did⁠—”

“Well?” Cate said. “Don’t just stare at it. Eat it.”

Mom lifted a brow but popped the candy into her mouth. Her lips puckered and her face got all scrunched up. Herbert laughed. He laughed so loud it shook my bed. I laughed, too. Then Cate did, and so did Nana.

And then it happened.

Mom stopped chewing and stared right at Herbert. Not through him. At him.

Her eyes went wide, like she’d just stepped into bright sunlight after being inside for days.

“Herbert,” she whispered.

Herbert smiled, showing his teeth again.

“I remember you,” Mom said, her voice cracking like she might cry. “You liked playing checkers, and you hated thunderstorms.”

Herbert nodded. “Haelu,” he said.

Mom shook her head.

“It means hello,” I explained. “Thistle taught me.”

Herbert nodded.

“It actually means I see your light,” Cate offered.

Mom studied Herbert for a minute. “Hi, Herbert. Would you like to stay here? With Jimmy?” She looked back at Cate. “With all of us?”

“Dootin,” Herbert said. Then he smiled wider than I’d ever seen. “Thank you.”

I couldn’t believe it! I’d been trying to teach Herbert how to say thank you for months!

“Well, it’s been a busy day,” Nana said. “One that calls for pizza. And cookies.”

Mom took a deep breath. “You and Herbert should spend some time together. I know you missed him.”

“I think he missed you,” I said.

Mom smiled. “Well, I’m not going anywhere—none of us are,” she said. “I’ll see you at dinner. If Herbert likes pizza. I don’t remember.”

Herbert grabbed another sour candy.

“Or maybe he’d rather just eat Warheads,” Mom said, laughing.

She stood and leaned in to kiss my cheek. “I’ll let you know when there’s pizza—and cookies,” she promised.

I watched Mom take Cate’s hand as they walked out of my room and looked at Herbert. “I think Mom loves Cate,” I said.

Herbert nodded.

“So? You like checkers? Have you ever played Chinese checkers?” I asked.

Herbert shook his head.

“I’ll teach you,” I promised. “Then we can all play.”

“Thank you,” he said, popping another candy into his mouth.

“Herbert?”

He just smiled.

“I’m really glad you’re back.”

Herbert handed me a blue candy. I popped it into my mouth, and my eyes started to water. “Why do you and Mom like these things?” I asked.

He laughed so loud my bed shook again.

“I’m so glad you came home,” I said.


EPILOGUE


Eight Months Later

Jimmy

It’s almost the end of the school year. I’m really happy about that because now Cate can move in with us. Mom said it wasn’t a good idea while Cate was still my teacher. That’s grown-up logic. It didn’t make any sense to me, Thistle, or Herbert. Cate’s here every day anyway—I mean it. Every. Day. Unless she’s off chasing a Nobblenook or one of those pesky Murmurins.

Murmurins are like whisperers. That’s what Cate says. I’ve never seen one, but Thistle says they’re sort of like lizards that change color. You can’t always spot them. It takes a Bridger like Cate a long time to learn how.

Mom laughs whenever Cate says she’s “going to be late grading papers,” because sometimes that means she’s actually chasing a Murmurin out of somebody’s basement. Cate always smells like cinnamon and woodsmoke when she gets back. Mom pretends not to notice, but she always lights vanilla candles on those nights.

Things feel different now—more like home. Mom doesn’t call it crazy anymore when weird things happen. She just smiles and says, “Must be one of your friends again.”

She still can’t see everything Cate and I can. But she sees Herbert. He doesn’t live in the closet anymore—sometimes he goes to other places. Cate says that’s because we trust him to come back, and now he can help other people, too. Kind of like Thistle.

Thistle is here most of the time, even though he can leave whenever he wants. He’s been teaching me about the Between and the Falvren, and sometimes he brings other monsters to visit. It’s really fun—most of the time.

Marvin is an Ingleroot. He’s warm like a fireplace and comes to people who are afraid of the cold—or of growing cold inside. He’s as tall as Herbert but thinner, with scruffy gray fur and short ears like a bear’s. He’s got one horn, just on the right side of his head, and hands that look almost human. That surprised me. He’s really good friends with Thistle—probably because Marvin lived with Cate when she was little. He was trying to help her dad, but her dad didn’t want to see monsters. That makes them sad—monsters, I mean.

Marvin told me that Murmurins used to whisper good dreams to people in their sleep. But they got chased away so often that they started whispering doubts and telling lies instead. No one likes being tossed aside—not even monsters.

I asked Marvin and Thistle if we could change that.

They both shrugged.

I think we should try. It would mean catching a Murmurin—and that isn’t easy. I’ve got a lot more to learn before I can do something like that.

Maybe we could ask Twinkle. She’s a Peerin. They listen to the stories people are afraid to tell and the questions they’re scared to ask, and they help other monsters find them. Maybe Twinkle could listen to a Murmurin and figure out what made them stop being kind.

I don’t know. Maybe I’ll ask her tomorrow.

Just then, I noticed something flicker in the corner of my closet—like a soft ripple of light, there and gone again.

“Dinner’s ready!” Cate called from downstairs.

“Be right there!” I shouted back.

The light flickered again, this time brighter.

I smiled. “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I’ll come right back.”

“Jimmy!” Mom called again.

“Hold on, Mom! There’s a monster in my closet.”
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Mary turned and looked at Cate.

Cate shrugged. “I’d get used to it.”

“Monsters hiding in closets?”

“And drawers, chimneys, and cupboards,” Cate said. “Your son is a monster hunter, honey.”

Mary shook her head, smiling.

“And pretty soon, you’ll be able to say that about your wife, too.”

“Does that mean double the monsters?”

“Would that be a bad thing?”

Mary wrapped her arms around Cate’s neck. “No. But I prefer the cinnamon and vanilla smells to the wood smoke.”

Cate laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Jimmy stepped into the kitchen and groaned.

“Something wrong?” Mary asked.

“Are you gonna kiss that much when you get married?”

Cate turned to him and shrugged. “Why? Feel left out?”

She puckered her lips and lunged toward him.

Jimmy ran for the living room. “Cate! No! No kisses! There are no kissing monsters!”

Ellen walked into the room, crossword in hand. “A new monster?”

“Mm. A silly one named Catherine Morrissey.”

“At least she’s not living in your closet.”

Mary laughed. Always something to be thankful for.

“Cate!”

Mary grinned, shaking her head. I wonder where she’ll seat all the monsters at the wedding.

She laughed again. At least it won’t be in my closet.

Look for more from Jimmy and his monsters soon…


JIMMY’S MONSTER JOURNAL


(Started in Cate’s old notebook. Finished in mine.)

Cate says keeping a record helps you remember what you believe.

Thistle says it helps the monsters remember you.

I think they’re both right.

Mom writes lists about groceries and appointments.

Nana keeps a list of the really hard words she finds in her crosswords.

I write about monsters.

The real kind. Not the movie ones.

The ones that sneak in when you’re sad or curious or lonely.

The ones that help you find your way back, face your fears, and remember your dreams.

Most grown-ups can’t see them. That’s okay. They don’t have to.

Monsters don’t need everyone to see them.

They just need someone to believe in them.

So this is my journal. It sounds fancier than a notebook.

Cate’s is called The Bridger’s Field Guide to Monsters.

I haven’t seen as many as she has, but I hope I get to meet them all someday.

Then I can make my own field guide.

I think I’ll call it The Book of Monsters and Beyond.

Cate says there are more worlds than stars, and I believe her.

Maybe I’ll meet monsters she’s never seen.

Or travel someplace even Thistle hasn’t been.

Thistle says if I write down what I see, I’ll always be able to find my way home.

I think that’s what this book really is:

a map made of monsters.

— Jimmy


MONSTERS I’VE MET AND SEEN


(Written in pencil. Smudged in places. Smells like peanut butter crackers and adventure.)

Herbert (Inkling)

Sometimes hides in the closet. Not because he’s scared—he just likes the quiet. Herbert came because my mom was worried about me. Cate says he was her monster first, born the moment before she imagined him. All Inklings are like that. They come from a wish someone made out of love. He’s big and green with purple fur on his belly, neck, and tail, and two shiny horns that curl a little at the ends. He’s a little shy, and he loves sour candy. I don’t know if all Inklings love it, but Herbert will eat bags of it!

Lesson: Monsters come when someone loves you enough to believe they will.

Thistle (Wispkin)

Smells like candy and rain. Glows a little when he’s happy. Has three hearts and says one of them belongs to me. I think that’s nice, even if it’s weird. Thistle laughs at everything, even when he’s sad—and he always knows when I’m about to ask something big. Wispkins are translators, and they can move between the Between (where monsters live) and our world. He can read my thoughts.

Thistle isn’t very tall. He has light purple fur (Cate says it’s lavender). His ears flop a little, and he doesn’t have any horns. He’s super warm, and he likes to share my pillow.

Lesson: You don’t have to see everything to believe it’s real.

Marvin (Ingleroot)

Gray, tall, thin, fuzzy, and warm—like a campfire that tells stories. Has one horn and two jokes he repeats a lot. He used to live with Cate when she was little. He says grown-ups forget how to see monsters because sometimes they get colder inside. I told him I won’t forget.

Lesson: Warmth isn’t just heat. It’s being seen.

Elenra (Velda)

Veldas live where water and light meet—like the edge of a stream or a puddle after rain. They look like mist and moonlight mixed together, and they shine a little brighter when someone remembers something they thought they’d forgotten. Elenra was the first Velda Cate ever saw. She helped Cate find Thistle again. That’s what Veldas do—they remind people that hope hides where sadness ends.

Lesson: Cate says when you let light and shadow touch, that’s where healing begins.

Nobblenook

They look like moving shadows with too many elbows. Not evil, just empty. They show up when people stop believing—or when they start pushing love away. Cate says they’re what happens when sadness gets stuck. Thistle says they just need light, but they’re afraid to find it.

Lesson: Fear feeds Nobblenooks. Belief makes them fade.

Murmurin

I haven’t seen one yet, but I’ve heard them—maybe. They whisper under the covers when you’re almost asleep. They used to whisper good dreams, but people stopped listening, so now they tell lies. They hide in basements. They’re kind of like monster bullies. I want to help them remember how to be kind. Cate says that’s “a very Jimmy idea.”

Lesson: Monsters can become bullies too—if they get their feelings hurt.

Twinkle (Peerin)

She’s small, kind of like a mouse with butterfly wings and ears that twitch when you lie. Peerin listen to the stories people are afraid to tell. They help monsters find the people who need them. Twinkle hums when she’s happy. She says every secret has a sound, and I should tell all my stories.

Lesson: Listening is a kind of magic.

Kipplekin

Orange, furry-eared tricksters with long tails that can grab things (especially snacks). Not mean, just nosy. Likes to rearrange pencils and turn socks inside out. Laughs like a hiccup. Cate says Kipplekins test patience. I think they just test people’s moms.

Lesson: If something goes missing, it’s probably a Kipplekin.

Loomer

Looks like a big, floppy dog, but you can’t touch them because they’re made of fog. Only comes out on rainy days or when someone’s having a nightmare. Protects people who feel trapped inside their heads. They don’t bark like a dog—they hum, like the radiator in my Nana’s bedroom. Cate says Loomers eat bad dreams.

Lesson: Not all clouds mean storms.

Scribkin

They sneak into notebooks when you’re drawing or writing and finish your sentences for you. Scribkins don’t talk, but you can tell what they mean by how the ink looks. It’s wobbly when they’re excited and neat when they’re proud. Thistle says I have two already. I think they keep me from cheating on my homework.

Lesson: Sometimes help looks messy—and that’s okay.

Watchwing

Looks like a moth made of moonlight. They guard the doorways and windows where the worlds meet. If you see one flicker past your window and feel calm instead of scared, it’s a Watchwing. Cate says they stand between fear and faith.

Lesson: Light doesn’t have to be bright to show the way.

Drimble

Tiny, round, and sleepy. They like teapots, pockets, and naps. Drimbles show up when your brain won’t stop spinning. They yawn so loudly it makes you yawn too, which helps you rest. Cate says they protect rest. I think everyone needs one. Thistle says Nana has one, and that’s why she nods off doing her crosswords.

Lesson: Sometimes the best way to fix something is to rest.

Puddlekin

They live in puddles, sinks, tubs, mirrors, and sometimes shiny spoons. You can’t always see them, but sometimes they look back at you from the reflection. Puddlekins show you things you might become if you’re brave enough to change. They giggle when you make faces at them and like to splash when you’re grumpy. Cate says they’re “hope in liquid form.” I saw one in a puddle at school. I think they just like jumping in mud.

Lesson: Even puddles can tell you something about yourself
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A Note from Cate

Jimmy,

I found this tucked between your math homework and Nana's crossword list. You might think I didn’t notice, but Bridgers more than just monsters. One day, you'll be an amazing Bridger, too.

You’ve done what most adults forget how to do, you’ve believed without needing proof. You’ve listened without needing answers. You’ve loved without conditions. That’s what keeps both our worlds alive.

Keep writing, even when you’re not sure anyone will read it.

Keep looking, even when you’re not sure what you’ll find.

And keep your heart open, that’s where the light gets in.

I love you,

Cate

P.S. Tell Herbert to stop hiding my good pens or I'll hide Mom's sour candy.


DATING A DEMON MOM


CHAPTER ONE

So, here’s the thing: my mom is a demon. Not like she has horns or anything. Well, she does, but she only shows them on special occasions. The thing is, she really needs a date. But how do you find your demon mom someone to love? It’s not like I can place a personal ad. My brother, Jax—he’s seven—tried to set our mom up with his second-grade teacher. That was a disaster. Jax doesn’t understand that humans don’t believe in demons. No matter how many times we tell him, he keeps trying to get Miss Dyer to date our mom. Me? I’d like to find her a nice werewolf or maybe a vampire. There must be someone for Mom in our neighborhood. We can’t be the only demon family living in Cozyville.

Mom says she was tired of the same old thing in Fearstown. Fearstown was loaded with eligible witches and monsters—every kind you can imagine! Mom even dated a three-headed lizard demon for a few weeks. She was nice enough. But Mom said she was sure there were three stomachs that went with those heads. Groceries would cost a fortune! That’s when Grandma told her there was a job in Cozyville running the historical society. Mom couldn’t wait to start. She found this cool old mansion and moved us in a week later. I like it here, but humans are a little strange. I don’t know why they think monsters and demons are bad. We come from different places—places where horns and heads, scales, and spells are just your everyday occurrence. Although the three-headed thing kind of unnerved me. I never knew who I was supposed to be talking to!

Now, here we are in this little town. Mom calls it quaint. I guess. The people are nice, and I really like the pizza. I know my mom loves us, but she’s lonely. I need a plan. Or a sign.
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“Now, what are you three doing in my kitchen? Conspiring?”

Three heads popped to attention.

“Uh-huh. We are not ordering pizza again tonight.”

“Mom.”

“Jax. No. Pizza.”

The doorbell blared through the house.

“Don’t tell me you ordered a pizza without asking?” Amy asked.

Three heads shook back and forth.

“Uh-huh. I guess I’ll see who that is.”

“Jax!” Lucilla scolded her brother.

“I didn’t do anything,” he said.

“That better not be Miss Dyer.”

“Miss Dyer wouldn’t ring our doorbell,” Jax said.

“She might if you keep insisting Mom has horns,” Lucilla replied.

Jax sipped his juice and shrugged. “She does.”

“Jax!”

Elisha giggled.

“Don’t encourage him,” Lucilla told her little sister.

“Maybe we should call Lydia,” Jax said.

“Mom isn’t into more than one head,” Lucilla said.

Jax shrugged again.

“Maybe Mom could date that lady where we get the pizza,” Elisha offered.

“I don’t think she’s Mom’s type.”

“You mean 'cause she’s blonde?” Jax asked.

“Nah. I mean because she’s human,” Lucilla replied.

Jax and Elisha looked at each other and shrugged again.

Amy opened the front door and smiled at the green-eyed blonde woman standing on her stoop. “Can I help you?”

“I don’t know if you should ask that question the first time we meet,” the woman replied.

Amy tipped her head.

“Oh, sorry. Hope. Hope Crestwell.” Hope turned and pointed down the street. “I live down the street.”

“Ah. Amy. Amy Prisca.” Amy sensed a presence behind her. “And if I’m not mistaken, three little monsters are hiding behind that wall to see who you are.”

“Monsters?” Hope asked.

“Lucilla?” Amy called.

Lucilla stepped out with Jax and Elisha behind her. “Hi.”

Hope smiled at the threesome. “Kids are much scarier than monsters,” she said lightly.

Amy laughed.

“Listen, I didn’t mean to disturb your dinner or anything. If you were eating dinner. Which maybe you were.”

“Mom said no pizza tonight,” Elisha told the woman.

“You can’t exist solely on pizza,” Amy said.

Jax shrugged. “Maybe you can,” he said.

“Pizza is a weakness for me, too,” Hope offered. She turned back to Amy. “Listen, I just wanted to come over to invite you to my annual Halloween party.”

“Halloween party?” Amy questioned.

“Yeah. You know, people get dressed up, eat junk food, watch scary movies, all that stuff. Actually, we don’t watch scary movies because of the kids. More like we listen to 'Monster Mash' and eat junk food,” Hope explained.

“I see.”

“I mean, you don’t have to come. Most of the neighbors do, though. I thought it might be a good way for you to—you know, get to know folks.”

“And what does one bring to this Halloween party?” Amy asked.

“If you really want to bring something, I always seem to run out of apples.”

“Apples?” Amy questioned.

“You know, for the bobbing contest.” Hope saw a flicker of confusion in Amy’s eyes. “No way! You’ve never bobbed for apples?”

Amy shook her head.

“It’s an annual thing. You put them in water and then you try to get them with your teeth. Sometimes, blindfolded. That makes it even harder.”

“I see.”

“Well, if you come, I’ll be sure to teach you,” Hope said.

“Apples?” Amy asked.

Hope grinned.

“And this party is on All Hallows' Eve?” Amy tried to understand.

“Actually, it’s on Saturday. Two days before Halloween. The kids like to trick-or-treat. So, I do it early every year. That way they get to wear their costumes more than once.”

“I see.”

“Hey, no pressure,” Hope said. She glanced over at the three children who’d edged a bit closer. “But the kids might have fun. You might, too. People here are pretty nice once you get to know them.”

Amy smiled. “We would love to come and bring apples, of course.”

“Oh. Great!” Hope fished in her jacket and pulled out an invitation. “All the information is on there. If you need anything—you know, like directions to any place or anything like that, my number is on there. Or you can always knock on my door.” She pointed to her house again. “If I’m there, I’ll answer.”

“Would you like to come in?” Amy asked.

“Huh?”

“Well, since you were kind enough to invite us to your home, it seems appropriate for me to invite you to share a pizza with us.”

Jax pumped his fist in the air.

“Pizza, huh?” Hope asked.

“Unless you are allergic to pizza,” Amy said.

“No. I don’t really like anchovies, though,” Hope said. “Slimy little bastards,” she mumbled.

Amy laughed. “Ah, yes, the furry fish. They put those on pizza?”

“They shouldn’t,” Hope said. “I’d love to share a pizza. What kind?”

“There are kinds?” Jax asked as Amy led Hope inside.

“Sure. Buffalo, pepperoni, meat, barbecue, even potato.”

“All we’ve had is cheese,” Elisha explained.

“Seriously?” Hope asked.

Three children nodded.

“Since you seem to be an expert,” Amy said, “why don’t you choose one for us?”

“I don’t want to get something you don’t like,” Hope replied.

“Trust me. These three will eat just about anything.”

“Not tuna,” Lucilla said. She stuck out her tongue. “They had that on bread at school. Gross!”

Hope laughed. “Check. No tuna on the pizza.”
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Hope is funny. Most humans are a little strange. I don’t know who would want to eat tuna! Hope said she doesn’t like it either. That’s good. One box checked off my list. Mom laughed a lot with Hope tonight. And I think she’s interested in learning about this human bobbing ritual. Humans are weird. I like apples, but I don’t really understand why people give them to teachers or want to catch them with their teeth. It’s not like they can run away or anything. Back in Fearsville, we gave our instructors Kordji candy. Kordji is kind of like crickets but less chewy. To tell you the truth, I liked the buffalo pizza better than Kordji candy. Hope laughed when I asked about putting buffalo on pizza and explained it’s not really buffalo. Why would anyone call chicken a buffalo? That makes no sense at all. See? Humans are weird. That’s like calling Kordji a kangaroo or something.

Mom says we’ll have to get costumes for Halloween. Jax told her she should just show her horns. For once, I think he’s right. I’ve seen pictures of the demon costumes people wear. Who has satin horns? That’s just stupid. And no demon could fit her hooves into nylon stockings. Where do people come up with this stuff? I need to think of a way to get Mom and Hope together before this party. Maybe Grandma will have an idea.
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The Next Day 

“You really love those old books,” Carol observed.

Amy looked up from her reading and grinned. “The history of this place is fascinating.”

“I suppose it is.”

“It’s also sad,” Amy said.

“Sad?”

“Yes. Throwing people in jails for being witches. They weren’t even witches. Sometimes, I don’t understand people.”

“Yeah, well, nowadays people love the idea that witches could be real,” Carol said.

“And you don’t think there are real witches?”

“I don’t know. If you mean witches who can perform magic, no.”

Amy nodded. She looked up when the door opened.

“Hi, Carol.”

“Hope?” Amy asked.

“Amy?” Hope countered.

“You two know each other?” Carol asked.

“We’re neighbors,” Hope explained.

“Yes, I know. I didn’t realize you’d already met.”

“Hope stopped by the other day to invite us to her Halloween party,” Amy explained.

“Of course! Yeah. That’s a must,” Carol said.

“Is it?” Amy asked.

“It is. I should warn you,” Carol continued.

“Warn me?” Amy asked. “Is there danger at this party?”

“Only to your ego if you try to challenge Hope during her apple bobbing contest,” Carol replied.

Hope’s eyes rolled back into their sockets. “I’m not that competitive. I have a technique. That’s all.”

Amy’s lips pursed with amusement.

“What?” Hope asked. “I do! I spent thirty years mastering it.”

“That many years?” Amy asked.

“Yes. That many years,” Hope said. “I lost my first contest to my brother, Alec, when I was five. It was humiliating.”

“And she swore she’d never let him win again,” Carol said with a chuckle.

“And did he? Did Alec ever win again?” Amy asked.

“For the next five years,” Hope grumbled. “But by the time I reached ten, he couldn’t beat me. My mom could, though. So, I just kept honing my⁠—”

“Technique?” Amy teased.

“Yes.”

Carol looked back and forth between the two women. She went to school with Hope. There was a distinct sparkle in her friend’s eyes when Hope looked at Amy.

“Interesting,” Carol thought.

“Something tells me you didn’t come here to talk about apples,” Amy said.

“No. I came to meet the new director,” Hope replied.

“Did you?” Amy asked.

“I did. Hey. Wait a minute. Don’t tell me...”

Amy stood and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Crestwell.”

“You’re the new director?” Hope asked.

“That’s what the sign on my office door says.”

Hope looked at Carol. “How come you didn’t tell me Amy was your new boss?”

“Uh, how was I supposed to know you knew Amy?”

“Not the point,” Hope said.

Carol grinned. “I didn’t know you made a habit of showing up on strangers’ doorsteps to invite them to your party,” she quipped.

“Amy’s not strange,” Hope said.

Amy giggled.

“I mean, Amy’s not a stranger! She’s a neighbor.”

“Oh, right,” Carol said. “Well, I’ll leave you two neighbors to it—whatever it is.” Carol tried not to laugh at the blush creeping up Hope’s neck. “I’m going to head out for a coffee. Can I bring you one?” she asked Amy.

“No, thank you. Too much caffeine makes me⁠—”

“Jittery?” Hope guessed.

“No. Tired. It’s genetic,” Amy said.

“Well, I’ll see you in a bit,” Carol said. “Hope,” she addressed her friend, “don’t do anything to make my new boss grumpy.” She winked and skipped out the door.

“I’ll go out on a limb and assume you and Carol are friends," Amy said.

“We grew up together,” Hope explained.

“I see. Not that I’m unhappy to see you—Why am I seeing you?”

“Oh! Geez. I forgot. I thought I should meet the new—well, you.”

Amy smirked.

“I mean⁠—”

“Hope?”

“Sorry. I’m supervising the dig at the old chapel.”

“Ahh—Hope Crestwell is the Dr. Crestwell.”

“You make it sound a lot more exciting than it is. Not that I mind.”

Amy’s eyes brightened with amusement. Hope was adorable. For a human. Or maybe for anyone. “An archaeologist,” Amy said. “You didn’t share that tidbit over pizza.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t tell me you were the new director, either. We were too busy listening to your kids talk about food and demons. What is it with that?”

“What do you mean?” Amy asked.

“They act like they never had pizza before. Did you have them on a special diet or something?”

Or something. “No. We lived with my mother for a long time. She’s a bit—traditional.”

“Ah, I get it,” Hope said.

“You find my children’s fascination with pizza more interesting than their talk about demons and monsters?”

Hope lifted her hands. “I don’t really believe in demons and monsters.”

“No?”

“You mean like with horns?” Hope asked.

Amy nodded.

“Well, that wouldn’t be as strange as some people might think. I just don’t believe in evil. Not inherent evil," Hope offered.

“Really?”

“No. Why? Is that strange?”

“No,” Amy answered. “It’s interesting.”

“Mm. I don’t know. Anyone who studies history ought to know that good and evil are choices. Maybe there were gorgons and unicorns long ago. I haven’t unearthed anything to convince me they were real, but people didn’t know dinosaurs were real for a long time, either. Kind of seems like nothing is real to people unless they can see it.”

“And you?”

“I don’t think we can see everything,” Hope said. “That’s probably why I like to dig.” She laughed. “I like to discover things no one has seen before.”

“Then you picked the right profession,” Amy said.

“What about you? Don’t get me wrong. Cozyville has an interesting history. Why move here from—wherever you moved from, to run this place?”

“Fearstown isn’t more interesting than here,” Amy said.

“Fearstown? Is that a real place?”

“You find that stranger than Cozyville?”

“Good point,” Hope conceded. “No. I just never heard of it.”

“Most people haven’t. It’s a small seaside town in Maine.”

“Really?”

“I swear.”

“And what did you do in Fearstown?” Hope asked.

“I taught history.”

“Got tired of teaching?”

“No. Not really. Managing a historical society is still teaching.”

“Another good point. You seem to make a lot of those,” Hope said.

“And you seem surprised.”

“What? No. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I’m kidding,” Amy said.

“Oh. Geez, I’m acting like I had too much caffeine.”

“I’ll assume that means you get the jitters.”

“Guilty.”

“So, Dr. Crestwell, how are things going at the site?”

“Slow,” Hope replied. “But that’s the nature of what I do.”

“What do you hope to find?” Amy asked.

“You’ll think it’s nuts.”

“I doubt that.”

“I hope to find something that no one has found before.”

“Any idea what that might be?”

“Nope,” Hope replied. “That’s what makes it fun.”

“Indeed.”

“Hey. Maybe this is out of bounds.”

“Out of bounds?”

“You know—inappropriate.”

“Talking to me about archaeology?”

“No!” Hope laughed. “I was about to ask if maybe you would like to come over and help me decorate for the Halloween party.”

“Are you offering me a new job?”

“Ha-ha. I will pay you. I mean—it’ll be with food. But I will compensate you for your time. And the kids. If you think they’d like to help. It’ll be a lot of cobwebs and plastic spiders. We could watch a movie after. Or something. Something appropriate for kids.”

Amy’s eyebrow shot into her hairline.

“I didn’t mean—I wasn’t suggesting⁠—”

“When would you like our assistance?” Amy asked.

“Tomorrow? I like to have the house decorated a couple of weeks early. So people get into the spirit. You know?”

“One question.”

“Sure.”

“Do I need to bring apples?” Amy asked seriously.

“Why? Do you want a bobbing lesson?” Oh, dear God. Did I just say that? Out loud?

Amy narrowed her gaze. “Are you willing to show me your technique?”

Hope gulped. She would likely show Amy anything. Even her technique. “I’ll get the apples.”

Amy laughed. “What time should we arrive?”

“Ummm. Uhh… Noon? Is that too early?”

“We’ll see you at noon.”

“Great. I guess I should get back.”

Amy nodded.

“Um, Amy?”

“Yes?”

“I—”

“Yes?”

“Do you think the kids would like to try Hawaiian pizza?”

Amy was certain something other than pizza was on Hope’s mind. “If the word pizza is in the equation, I’m certain they’ll be amenable to any option, sans tuna.”

“And you?”

“We’ll see what you suggest.”

Hope bit her lip. “Great. Okay. I’ll see you then.”

Amy burst out laughing when Hope exited through the door. “Humans. She is cute. For a human.”


CHAPTER SIX


I could be wrong, but I think Mom likes Hope. And when I say that she likes Hope, I mean that she likes her. She came home tonight and told us that Hope invited us over to help decorate for her party. I guess we’ll get to eat pizza, too. And maybe watch a movie. I asked Mom if Hope called her. She told me not to get any ideas. Ideas? What kind of ideas? She needs a date. A real date. Not one where Jax and Elisha spend hours questioning Hope about pizza toppings and bizarre human rituals. They’re both obsessed with this bobbing thing. I’ve tried to refocus them. There is a big difference between being eleven and being in first and second grade. It’s not easy being the oldest kid with a single mom who happens to have horns. Mom told me that humans and demons don’t fall in love. Who made that rule? I need reinforcements, and I can’t count on my siblings. Time to call in the big

guns.
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“Do I need to guess why you are calling?” Grandma Talia asked.

“I miss you, Grandma.”

“I miss you too, Lucilla. But that’s not why you called me.”

“I’m worried about Mom.”

“You worry too much about your mother. I talked to her this afternoon. She seems quite happy in that little town.”

“Maybe.”

“Lucilla. You’re not trying to find your mother a wife again, are you?”

“I think she likes someone.”

“Ah. That would be this woman named Hope.”

“She told you?”

“She told me she met your neighbor.”

“Yeah, but did she tell you?”

“Lucilla.”

“Grandma! You should see Mom! She mentioned Hope tonight and her eyes turned that weird shade of orange.”

Grandma Talia laughed. “I see.”

“Grandma!”

“You can’t force her to see it.”

“Mom says humans can’t love demons.”

Grandma Talia sighed.

“Is that true?” Lucilla asked.

“No.”

“Then why would Mom tell me that?”

“I want you to listen to me, Lucy. Listen, now. Let your mother figure this one out for herself. If she likes this Hope human, and this human likes her, they’ll have to figure it out.”

“She does like Hope. I don’t get it. Hope’s nice.”

“You like her, too,” Grandma Talia said.

“We all do. It’s kind of like we’ve known her for a long time. It’s weird.”

“Well, sometimes that happens. Even with humans,” Grandma Talia replied.

“We’re going to her house tomorrow to help her get ready for a party.”

“I heard.”

“Mom told you?”

“Lucy.”

“Okay. I get it. But, Grandma?”

“Yes?”

“Can you tell me about this ritual?”

“What ritual?”

“The one with apples and bobbing.”

Grandma Talia laughed. “It’s a game, Lucy.”

“You lived with humans for a long time. Did you ever play it?”

“Sure.”

“Grandma?”

“Yes, Lucy?”

“Did you ever love a human?”

Grandma Talia sighed. “Yes. I did. A long time ago.”

“Oh, my God! Our grandpa was human!”

“Lucilla.”

“Grandma! He was, wasn’t he? And that’s why Mom thinks a human can’t love her. That’s why we like pizza so much!”

Grandma Talia laughed. “You certainly have a vivid imagination. Your grandfather hated pizza. I’m afraid your obsession with that human delicacy was not inherited from him.”

“But was he? Was he human?”

“His mother was human, yes.”

“And his father?”

Grandma Talia sighed. “Blastock demon like me.”

“Oh. But why does⁠—”

“Lucy, let this be. If you’re right, you need to trust your mother will figure this out for herself.”

“But why is it so hard?”

“Well, because she knows that Hope assumes certain things.”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that your mother is human.”

“Oh. Maybe Hope isn’t really human!”

“Do me a favor. Don’t play monster-human maker, okay? Trust me.”

Lucilla huffed. Why shouldn’t she want a full family?

“I know what you’re thinking. If you don’t trust your mother, trust me. I’ve lived a bit longer.”

“Yeah, like five hundred years or something.”

Grandma Talia laughed. “Not quite that long.”

“Maybe if you come visit⁠—”

“Goodnight, Lucy.”

“Okay, I get it! But if Mom’s eyes turn orange again, I’m calling you!”

“I’d expect no less. Get some rest.”

“Night, Grandma.”

“Goodnight, my little love.”
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“Do you think Mom is nervous?” Lucilla asked.

“I dunno,” Jax said.

“She doesn’t like pizza that much,” Elisha said.

“It’s not the pizza,” Lucilla mumbled with frustration.

“Maybe she likes Hope,” Jax offered.

“Exactly!” Lucilla said.

“I like Hope,” Elisha said.

“We all do,” Lucilla replied.

“Okay. How do we get Hope to like Mom?” Jax asked.

“We need to get them alone so we can observe,” Lucilla said.

“Observe?” Jax asked.

“Yeah. See how they behave.”

“You mean like if Mom’s eyes turn orange again?” Elisha asked.

“You saw that, too?” Lucilla asked.

Jax and Elisha nodded.

“What are you three whispering about?” Amy asked.

“Just wondering what Hawaiian pizza is,” Lucilla replied.

“Uh-huh. Well, get your jackets. I’m sure you’ll get the answer soon enough.”

Lucilla and Jax skipped from the room. Elisha looked up at her mother.

“What is it, Elisha?” Amy asked.

“I like Hope.”

Amy took a deep breath and squatted to meet her daughter’s eyes. Elisha had just turned six. She was the quietest of Amy’s three children and the most attuned to her mother’s feelings. “Do you?”

Elisha nodded. “She’s nice.”

“Hope is nice.”

“You like her, too.”

Amy sighed. “I do.”

“Like you liked Mom?”

Amy dropped to her knees and cupped Elisha’s cheeks. “I don’t know,” she replied honestly. “I don’t know Hope that well.”

“Is it cause Hope’s human?”

“Oh, Elisha. Your sister has been filling your head again. Hope is a friend, sweetheart. I hope she will be a friend for a long time.”

Elisha looked at her feet.

“What is it?” Amy asked.

“Your eyes were orange.”

Amy flinched. “What?”

“When you told us about Hope, your eyes were orange.”

“Were they?”

Elisha nodded.

“Well, sometimes it happens,” Amy said. “When we like someone.”

“Yeah.”

“Elisha, Hope doesn’t know we’re not human.”

“I know. But maybe she would like us anyway.”

Amy smiled. She leaned in and kissed her daughter’s cheek. “Maybe she would, sweetheart. I think—for now, we should let her assume we’re just like her.”

Elisha nodded.

“Mom!” Lucilla called out.

“We’ll be right there,” Amy called back. “Why do you look sad?” she asked Elisha.

“I like Hope, and she’s human. How come she can’t like us as demons?”

“Oh, honey. It’s not that simple sometimes. Let’s not think about that right now, okay? Let’s have fun helping Hope with this party. Maybe we’ll learn a little more about our new home. What do you say?”

“Okay.”

Amy hopped to her feet and held out her hand.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“It’s okay, you know?”

“What’s that?”

“If you like her like you did Mom.”

Amy smiled. “Come on. Let’s get your jacket.”
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“You know,” Amy began. “You could save a lot of money and decide not to dust for a few⁠—”

“Years?” Hope quipped.

“How much did you spend on cotton cobwebs?”

“Don’t ask. Wait until you see the lights at Christmas. Those cost a lot more, but at least they’re reusable.”

Amy giggled. “You like rituals.”

“You mean holidays?”

“Yes.”

“I guess I do. I like having a reason to get people together. My parents split up when I was eight. They didn’t hate each other or anything. It’s just I never saw them at the same time after that unless there was an occasion.”

“Like a party,” Amy said.

“Yeah.”

“I understand.”

“You do?”

“Yes. My parents broke up when I was eleven.”

“Sucks.”

“Yes. It did. My dad took a job far away. I didn’t see him much.”

“Was it ugly? Their break-up?” Hope asked.

“No. Not really. I think they always loved each other. My mom is—well, she’s⁠—”

“Traditional?”

“Something like that.”

“You mentioned that.”

“Did I?”

“Yeah. When I asked why the kids were just learning about pizza," Hope said.

“Oh. Well, the truth is my father hated pizza.”

“No way. Who hates pizza?”

Amy giggled. “My dad.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

“Oh, no. He was a good person.”

“Was?”

“Mm. He died right after my thirteenth birthday.”

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Amy.”

“Thanks. I miss him. Even after all these years. More lately than I have in a long time.”

“I think it happens. I’m lucky; both my parents are still alive to annoy me. I was close to my Nana. She died when I was sixteen. Sometimes, it feels like yesterday.”

“Hope!” Jax yelled out.

“Yeah?”

“Can we put webs on the bushes too?”

“Go for it!” Hope called back.

“Thanks,” Amy said.

“For making your kids work?”

“I don’t think they see it as work,” Amy replied.

“Most kids will find any excuse to make a mess. And this is always a messy affair.”

“I think they’re quite interested in the bobbing game.”

“I can’t believe you’ve never bobbed for apples.”

Amy sighed. “My mother says I did when I was little. I don’t remember it, though. Halloween wasn’t a big deal in our house.”

“Really?”

“No. I do remember I dressed up as Wonder Woman one year,” Amy said. “I always thought it would be handy to have a lasso that made people tell the truth.”

“I can see that,” Hope said. She laughed when Elisha ran up the front stairs. “Let me guess? Bathroom break?”

Elisha shook her head.

“No? What is it?”

Elisha pointed to the bushes.

“What’s wrong?” Hope asked.

“Sweetheart?” Amy bent to her daughter’s height. Elisha leaned into her mother’s ear and whispered. “Ah. I see.” Amy turned to Hope. “Apparently, there is a real spider in the bushes. Elisha is terrified of them.”

Hope smiled. “You are?”

Elisha nodded.

“How about you show me where Charlotte is living, and I’ll relocate her?” Hope suggested.

“You’re not scared?” Elisha asked.

“Nah. Come on," Hope said, holding out her hand to let Elisha lead her away. Amy followed behind, watching with interest.

Elisha pointed to a place in the bushes.

“Ah… That’s an orb weaver,” Hope said. “If we leave her to do her job, we won’t need all these packages.”

Elisha recoiled.

“It’s okay, Elisha. I promise. She won’t hurt you or me. But I think we should let her stay where she is,” Hope offered.

“How come?” Elisha asked.

“Well, I think she’s waiting for her babies to be born.”

“Eww! More spiders?”

Hope laughed. “Sure. Every species has to breed.”

“You mean spiders fall in love?”

Hope grinned. “Well, they do have a courtship,” she replied. She decided to leave out the part where the male tended to lose his legs and become the female’s dinner. “Why don’t we just leave her where she is?”

“You don’t kill them?” Elisha asked.

“I don’t believe in killing things because they’re different,” Hope replied.

“That’s what Mom says.”

“Your mom’s right.” Hope pointed to the spider. “I used to be afraid of spiders, too.”

“Really?” Elisha asked.

“Yeah. Then, one day, an orb weaver a lot like this one made a web on my parents’ porch. I would watch her at night, spinning her web. It got bigger and bigger. I named her Charlotte after the spider in the book Charlotte’s Web.”

“She didn’t scare you?”

“Not after a while. I don’t know if she saw me watching her. I used to talk to her at night. She caught flies in her web and other bugs. I noticed these brown bubbles. My mom explained those held all her babies.”

“Gross.”

Hope shrugged. “No grosser than the way we’re born. I don’t know. I think Charlotte was one of my greatest teachers.”

“A spider?” Elisha asked.

“Yep. I realized that Charlotte was someone’s mom, just like my mom. And she had a mom, too. Just like me. Maybe we’re not so different.”

“But she’s a spider.”

“Yep. She is a living thing, just like me. She’s probably more afraid of you than you are of her,” Hope said. “I don’t know. Charlotte made me curious about the world. What was she thinking when she spun her web? Did she see me? What did she think of me? Kind of made me want to understand the world more.” Hope smiled. “We’ll just leave her here.”

“Do you think she is one of Charlotte’s kids?” Elisha asked.

“She could be Charlotte’s descendant. Maybe my Charlotte was her great, great, great—like hundreds of times great-grandmother. Spiders don’t live very long.”

“Oh. Charlotte died?”

“She did. And I cried.”

“You cried about a spider?” Elisha asked.

“She wasn’t just a spider,” Hope said. “She was my friend.”

Amy still couldn’t articulate what she expected when she moved to Cozyville. What was it like to live among humans? Hope fascinated her; she looked at the world with a curious and hopeful gaze. More than that, being around Hope made Amy feel. It terrified her, yet something kept her rooted in place. She could use a friend—a true friend. But when had a friend ever made her eyes turn orange or her heart race unpredictably? Taking a deep breath, she decided to set those thoughts aside for now, or perhaps she'd simply bury them.

[image: ]


“Pineapple on pizza?” Amy asked.

“Don’t knock it until you try it,” Hope said.

“It’s good, Mom!” Jax declared.

Amy’s nose wrinkled.

Hope laughed. “I guess Hawaiian pizza isn’t your thing.”

“I think it might just be the pizza. I must take after my father,” Amy said.

“Well, how do you feel about burgers?” Hope asked.

“I love them,” Amy answered.

“What do you say we let the kids take care of the pizza, and I’ll throw a couple of burgers on the grill?”

“Hope, you don’t have to go to any trouble.”

Hope wanted to tell Amy that she would go to any and all trouble if it made Amy stay longer, visit again, or, in some distant universe, look at Hope the way Hope looked at her.

“Hope?”

“It’s not any trouble.”

Amy found herself swimming in Hope’s eyes. She reminded herself to breathe. “If you’re sure.”

Hope nodded, realizing that speaking was a bad idea. She might accidentally reveal to Amy that she couldn't stop thinking about her, which felt a bit insane since she barely knew her. Hope first saw Amy on the day they moved in, unloading a moving van, and was immediately captivated. Amy was different—attractive, alluring, and intriguing.

The more time Hope spent with her neighbor, the more she wished to be part of Amy's world and her family. She cleared her throat.

“What do you think about eating your pizza in the living room?” Hope asked the kids.

“Really?” Lucilla asked.

“Sure. I like to watch movies and eat pizza. I hear there’s a new movie about a vampire hotel. Interested?” Hope asked.

“Yeah!” Jax and Elisha yelled.

“Too kiddie for you?” Hope asked Lucilla.

Lucilla shrugged. “Nah. I just don’t know why a vampire would own a hotel,” she said.

“Maybe the movie will explain it,” Hope offered.

“You don’t believe in vampires, do you?” Lucilla asked.

“I don’t not believe in them. Crazier things have happened,” Hope said. “Maybe there are vampires somewhere. Who knows? Maybe they own all the hotels, and no one told us.”

“Nah,” Lucilla said.

“You don’t think so, huh?” Hope asked.

“No way. Vampires don’t like the sun. It gives them headaches,” Lucilla said.

“Oh, right. The whole being dead thing.”

“Vampires aren’t dead,” Jax said.

“They’re not?” Hope asked.

“No!” Lucilla laughed. “They're undead.”

“Oh, right. Gotcha. Well, maybe they just own all the ski resorts,” Hope said.

Lucilla rolled her eyes. “Come on, Jax. Let’s watch this vampire hotel movie.”

“It’s on Net—” Hope started to tell the kids where to find the movie.

“I got it!” Lucilla said.

Hope turned to find Amy leaning against the counter. Her arms were folded across her chest, and her lips were pursed.

“What?” Hope asked.

“Ski resorts?” Amy questioned.

“Why not?”

Amy took a step forward and looked into Hope’s eyes. “Who are you?”

“Me? Just your average lesbian archeologist.” Hope blushed when she realized her admission.

“Are you embarrassed by your profession?” Amy asked.

“No. Amy⁠—”

“Yes?”

“I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“To tell me you like women?”

“Shit.”

“Hope?”

“Yeah?”

“I sort of figured that one out already.”

“Oh. I⁠—”

Amy took Hope’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Burgers?”

Hope nodded. “Amy?”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t think I was trying to⁠—”

Amy sucked in a deep breath. “Trying to come onto me?”

“Oh, God. I⁠—”

“I don’t think that,” Amy said.

Hope nodded. “I’m making an ass of myself.”

“No,” Amy disagreed. “Believe me. You’re not.”

“I like you, Amy.”

Shit. “I like you, too.”

“You do?”

“I do, but⁠—”

“I get it. I’m not your type.”

“Hope.”

“It’s okay.”

“Hope.”

“No, really⁠—”

“Hope!”

“What?”

Amy sighed, took a step closer, and kissed Hope softly.

“Amy?”

“It’s not that,” Amy said. “Well, it sort of is, but not for the reasons you think.”

Hope nodded.

“Burgers?” Amy asked.

“Distraction, you mean?”

“Trust me, Hope. You’ve done plenty to distract me this week.”

“Really?”

Amy laughed. “I just—I could use a friend.”

“I understand.”

“It’s complicated,” Amy said.

“It’s okay,” Hope said. She smiled. “Really. Friends.”

“Hope, I⁠—”

“It’s okay. Look, we just met. I like you. I like your kids. I don’t want to lose a friendship over my⁠—”

“Hormones?”

Hope laughed. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Please don’t say that,” Amy said. “I don’t want to lose—our friendship.”

“Neither do I,” Hope said. “Let me get the burgers.”

“Maybe you can teach me your technique after dinner.”

Hope blushed.

“Oh, shit! I meant⁠—”

“I know. We’ll make the apples dessert.” Hope stepped out the back door with two burgers.

Amy threw her head back and groaned. “What am I thinking?”
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I saw the way Hope looked at Mom when we left tonight. Mom’s downstairs pacing. She’s got it bad. I don’t know why Mom’s freaked out. After all, her dad was half-human. And Hope seems to be cool with vampires and stuff. I think she could handle Mom showing her horns occasionally. I know Mom misses our other mom. Things are different in our world. Well, the truth is we’ve been in this world for a long time. We just stay in communities where almost everyone is from another realm. It’s easier to disguise ourselves that way.

My grandma was a baby when the portal closed to the other universes. No one knows why that happened. Now, we’re all stuck here on this plane. I’ve only ever lived here, so it doesn’t bother me. And I don’t know how we’re supposed to stick to ourselves forever. I mean, there are only so many of us. There are way more humans here. And they’re cool. For the most part. Grandma told me that until Blastock demons discovered the portal to this plane, we all thought humans were a myth. It makes sense they see us the same way. Maybe if we didn’t hide, they'd finally accept us, too.

“Why are you still awake?”

Lucilla shrugged.

Amy stepped into the room and took a seat on the edge of her daughter’s bed. “You like Hope.”

“You do, too.”

Amy sighed.

“She likes you,” Lucilla said.

“I know.”

“How come you don’t tell her?”

“Oh, Lucy. It’s not that easy, honey.”

“Maybe it’s not easy because you make it hard.”

“Maybe. You look surprised that I would agree.”

Lucilla frowned. “Is it because she’s human or because you miss Mom?”

“It’s both, Lucy.”

“Do you think Mom would like her?”

“I’m sure she would.”

Amy stretched out beside Lucilla on the bed. Lucy was the only one of her children who remembered her other mother. Blastock demons were not limited in their reproductive ability; they could mate with either gender. Mating was a sacred ritual that accompanied a life bond, much like human marriage. Amy met Hadria when she was sixteen, and they were married four years later. Hadria’s family was Blastock royalty, and her parents disapproved of their daughter joining with a demon who carried “tainted” blood. They barely visited their daughter, even when Hadria fell ill. When Hadria died, her father sent Amy money and a note. The note was simple and to the point:

Amica,

Your progeny carry blood from the line of Hadria, daughter of Elwel, and Elwel, son of Glarius. This is their birthright and completes the formal obligation of our line, set upon at the joining between our daughter, Hadria, and Amica of Sundry. Be it known that we hereby sever our alliance. Amica is freed from her covenant to seek shelter and partnership with another of her choosing, upon which Lucilla, Jax, and Elisha will be confirmed in her chosen partnership, daughters and son of her chosen.

In accordance with Blastock law.

Elwel Balthazar Glarius

“Mom?” Lucilla asked.

“I miss your mother,” Amy admitted.

“I know. But she wanted you to be happy, Mom.”

“She did.”

“And you like Hope.”

“You like Hope.”

“We all like her, Mom, because you do.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah. And I think you should tell her the truth.”

“Lucy, we don’t know Hope that well.”

“She told you stuff.”

“Were you eavesdropping?”

“No. Jax went to find you because we couldn’t find the TV remote.”

“I see.”

“What’s a lesbian?” Lucy asked.

“It’s a human woman who finds partnership with another woman.”

“They have a name for it?”

Amy laughed. “That’s not always accepted in this realm.”

“Like Grandma and Grandpa didn’t accept you and Mom?”

“It’s similar.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Well, humans can only have a baby if they join with the opposite sex.”

“Yeah?”

“And some people don’t think humans should join with anyone unless they can make babies.”

“That’s dumb.”

Amy laughed. “I think every culture has some ‘dumb’ things about it.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t want you to worry about me,” Amy said.

Lucilla looked at her mother. “Why not? You worry about us all the time.”

“That’s true. That’s my job.”

“Nah. You do it because you love us.”

“I do love you, Lucy. So did your mom.”

“Yeah. I know. Just don’t give up on Hope, okay?”

Ironic. Don’t give up on Hope? Amy kissed her daughter’s cheek.

“Mom?”

“Hope and I are friends, Lucy.”

“You have lots of friends. None of them make your eyes change color.”

“You saw that, too?”

“Yeah. You should tell her. What happens if she tries to kiss you and your horns show or something?”

Amy laughed. “I hadn’t thought about that.”

“You should. Someday, she might.”

“She might,” Amy agreed.

Lucilla yawned.

“Go to sleep,” Amy said.

“Are you gonna stay here?”

“I think I will,” Amy replied.

Lucilla snuggled into her mother’s embrace. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, Lucy.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Saturday is Hope’s party. I know Mom sees her at work sometimes. They’ve talked on the phone a couple of times, too. We haven’t been to her house since we decorated for her party. Elisha is moping around the house. Jax keeps riding his bike down the street, waiting for Hope to appear. I wonder if Mom has even noticed. I know Mom is afraid. I think she’s afraid if Hope knows we’re part demon, she’ll freak out or something. I don’t know why, but I don’t think that will happen. Grandma keeps telling me to let it be. I can’t just sit around and watch everyone be miserable! My mom? The one who died? She’d tell me that someone needs to take charge. You can’t just ignore a problem and expect it to fix itself. Sometimes, you’ve got to grab the demon by the horns and pull! Maybe it’s time I had a talk with Hope.
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Hope sipped from a cooling cup of coffee and grimaced. “Sludge.”

“Hi.”

Hope spun on her heels. “Lucy?”

Lucilla waved.

“Does your mom know you’re here?”

Lucilla shook her head. “Nah.” She held up a folder. “I have a report to do for my class.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It has to be about a local place.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I chose the chapel.”

Hope nodded. “I see.”

Lucilla laughed.

“What’s funny?” Hope asked.

“You. You sound just like my mom.”

“How do I sound like Amy?”

“Uh-huh. Uh-huh. I see. That’s what Mom says when she thinks we’re up to something.”

Hope laughed. “Are you? Up to something?”

“Yeah. My report.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you gonna help me, or what?” Lucilla asked.

“Come inside,” Hope said. “We can sit in a pew and talk about this report of yours.”

“Okay. How come you haven’t come over?” Lucilla asked as she followed Hope inside.

“Mm. Are you really here about a report?”

“Sure.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I am,” Lucilla said.

“You want to know about the chapel?”

“That’s why the report is about.”

“Tell me what you know,” Hope said. “Let’s start there.”

“I know it was built by a wealthy statesman named Henry Morgan in honor of his wife.”

“That’s right. It was an extension of the old meeting house that stood a block away.”

“But that’s gone now,” Lucilla said.

“Yes. It is. It burned to the ground in a fire in 1694. This chapel was built in 1699 in memory of Henry Morgan’s wife, Hannah. She was tried as a witch in 1693.”

“Did they kill her?”

“No. But she was in a dungeon-like jail cell for more than six months. Hannah was seventy-three. The dank conditions and stress caused her to fall ill. She died a few weeks after she was released. Henry and his sons built this chapel.”

“That’s sad. Was she? Was Hannah a witch?”

Hope smiled. “She was a midwife. Like most of the women who were prosecuted and persecuted as witches in New England. Hannah was different from many of them, though.”

“Because she was really a witch?”

“I don’t think she could fly on a broomstick, if that’s what you mean.”

“No one flies on broomsticks,” Lucilla said.

“No? Not even witches?”

“No way. Too many slivers.”

Hope erupted with laughter.

“What did I say?” Lucilla asked. “It’s true!”

“I never thought about the risk of slivers,” Hope said as seriously as she could manage.

“You should. That would hurt.”

“I can just imagine the insurance commercials,” Hope mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Hope said. “What else do you want to know about the chapel?”

“Why are you digging outside?”

“To find artifacts from that time.”

“You mean like skulls?”

“No. Paleontologists look for bones. I look for artifacts. Things like jewelry, cups, religious items—things people used and collected.”

“Oh. Why?”

“Those things can tell us a lot about people," Hope explained.

“Like what?”

“How they crafted things. What technology they had available. What they believed about gods and⁠—”

“Demons?”

“I suppose you might find that as well.”

Lucilla huffed.

“Lucy?”

“Do you think there are demons in the world?”

“Do you mean horned creatures from hell who kill humans?”

“I guess. That’s what humans think, right?”

“I think humans have all kinds of ideas about everything,” Hope replied. “I don’t believe in heaven and hell. Not exactly.”

“Really?”

“There probably are other places—other planets, maybe other universes. So, I guess in one of those places there might be creatures with horns or snakes for hair.”

Lucilla shuddered.

“Was it the horns or the snakes?” Hope asked.

“Nobody has snakes for hair.”

“You don’t think so?”

“Nah. They’d never get any sleep with all that hissing.”

Hope suppressed a chuckle. Lucilla’s sincerity, curiosity, and innocence delighted her. “That’s a good point.”

“So, you think demons are real?”

“I think there are all kinds of creatures in the world. And I think there are probably many worlds we haven’t discovered.”

Lucilla nodded.

“What do you think?”

“I think people are weird. I also think demons are weird, so⁠—”

“Weirdness, huh?”

“Yeah. I don’t really think witches and demons, or demons and humans, are different. Not really.”

“No?”

“Nah. They’re all scared of each other for no reason. It’s stupid.”

“People are often afraid of things they don’t understand.”

Lucilla shook her head.

“You don’t think so?”

“What do people need to understand? It doesn’t make sense," Lucilla said.

“What’s that?”

“It’s like my grandparents.”

Hope was keen to listen to Lucilla’s tale.

“They didn’t like my mom.”

“Your dad’s parents?”

“I don’t have a dad,” Lucilla said. “I have two moms.”

Hope fell back slightly, stunned.

“Hadria was my other mom. She died when I was six.”

“Oh, Lucy. I didn’t know. I’m sorry, kiddo.”

“Yeah. It was hard. Most of all, for my mom. That’s when we went to live with my other grandma. She’s great.”

“I’ll bet she is.”

“My grandparents didn’t think my moms should be together.”

“Because they are both women?”

“Nah. Because my other mom was like a royal or something. I don’t really know. They didn’t think that Mom—the mom you like—was good enough. Something like that.”

Hope felt the air rush out of her lungs. Oh, Amy. “Your mom is terrific.”

“You like her.”

“Lucy.”

“What? You do.”

“Your mom is a friend.”

“Yeah. She likes you, too. Like as a kissing kind of friend.”

Hope smirked.

“Anyway, you should come over.”

“I’ll see you all tomorrow at my house.”

“You should tell her.”

“Lucy, you didn’t come here for a report, did you?”

“Sure, I did.”

“About the chapel?”

“Yep. But I might’ve picked it so I could see you.”

“I appreciate that,” Hope said. “I don’t think your mom⁠—”

“She’s just scared that you won’t accept her,” Lucilla said. She stood up. “I should get home.”

“Probably a good idea.”

“She might be different—my mom,” Lucilla said. “But then, you’re different, too.”

Hope listened attentively.

“I mean, you love pizza, and Mom hates it.”

Hope grinned.

“And you think vampires evaporate in sunlight. That’s so crazy. They just get migraines.”

Hope bit her lip to keep from laughing.

“And they don’t own hotels—or ski resorts.”

“So, you told me.”

“Yep. You guys are different. But maybe that’s good. I mean, I like learning about pizzas and what you think about witches flying on broomsticks.”

“And I’m glad you can give me a lesson about why my ideas don’t make sense.”

Lucilla nodded. “Yep. See? It’s a good thing. My grandma told me people don’t always understand what they don’t know. Maybe that’s because they never ask.” Lucilla smiled at Hope. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You will. Lucy?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for the lesson.”

Lucilla’s smile stretched from ear to ear. “See ya.”
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Amy opened her front door and froze.

“Hi.”

“Hope?”

“I think so.”

“Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know,” Hope replied.

“You don’t know?”

“No.”

Amy stared at her friend.

“Are the kids in bed?” Hope asked.

“Yes. Why?”

“I hoped maybe you could help me with something.”

“For the party?”

Hope shook her head.

“Did something happen on the dig?”

“You could say I made a little discovery today.”

Amy held the door open wider for Hope to come inside. “Tell me.”

“I can’t.”

“You can’t tell me what you found?”

“No.” Hope took a step closer.

“Hope?”

Hope leaned in and claimed Amy’s lips.

Amy fell helplessly into Hope’s arms. “This is a bad idea," she whispered.

“Is that really what you think?”

“I don’t know.” Amy let Hope hold her. “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Well, that sounds like a firm decision.”

Amy pulled back and shook her head.

“Lucilla came by the chapel today," Hope offered.

“Lucy? Oh, God.” Amy covered her face. “I’ll kill her.”

“I doubt that.”

“I’m sorry, Hope. She’s⁠—"

“She’s a smart kid who happens to love her mom. A lot.”

Amy smiled.

“Look. I couldn’t bear the thought of you walking into my house in a sea of nosy neighbors tomorrow and not saying anything. I hate this," Hope said.

“This?”

“You call me pretending to need information about the dig. I pop into your office pretending to need some piece of paper.”

“Is that what we’ve been doing?”

Hope raised her eyebrows.

“I guess we have,” Amy admitted. “Well, come in. I’d offer you coffee, but one of us would fall asleep while the other one started pacing. How about a glass of wine instead?”

“Amy, you don’t have to entertain me.”

“No.” Shit. “I don’t want you to leave, Hope.”

“No?”

“You already know that.”

“Still nice to hear you say it.”

“Well, come on. I’ll open some wine. We can sit in the living room and⁠—”

“Talk?”

“We probably should.”

“Okay. Just one thing?”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t rule out me kissing you again.”

Amy sighed. “You have no idea what you’re walking into.”

“Yeah. I do.”

“Shh!” Lucilla warned her siblings. “Mom will hear us.”

“Mom hears everything,” Jax said.

“No, she doesn’t. She’ll hear you in those slippers. They squeak. Take them off.”

“My feet are cold.”

“Jax—”

“Fine.” Jax took off his slippers.

“Now, be quiet. Like when we used to sneak into Grandma’s kitchen to get Kordji.”
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“Lucy told you about Hadria?”

Hope nodded.

“I can’t believe it.”

“Look, if⁠—”

“No. It’s okay,” Amy said. “Hadria was my wife.”

“I assumed. I’m sorry, Amy.”

“We all were. She was wonderful. And she loved those kids. It kills me she hasn’t been here to see them grow.”

“I’m sure. Lucy mentioned that her parents didn’t approve of your marriage.”

“Understatement,” Amy said.

“Something about royalty?”

Lucy. “It’s not as sexy as it sounds. Let’s say her parents felt my upbringing was beneath their family.”

“Were they opposed because you were⁠—”

“No. That isn’t a problem in my culture.”

“Your culture?”

Shit.

“Amy? What are you so afraid to tell me?”

“You wouldn’t believe me.”

“I’ll tell you what I believe.”

A lump formed in Amy’s throat.

“I like you. And I’m as sure as I’ve ever been that if you gave me half a chance—gave us half a chance, I would fall in love with you.”

“Hope.”

“Let me finish. I was with someone for a lot of years. She was great. Really great. I loved her. Her parents were from Moldova. To say they were old-school is an understatement. They didn’t approve. Not of me, and certainly not of us. It tore us apart in time because she wouldn’t let me in. She held back. She was so afraid that if I walked too far into her life, I would judge her. They believed in all sorts of things—things like vampires and creatures that go bump in the night.”

“And you don’t?”

“I told you when we met, I think there are all kinds of things we don’t see. I don’t believe anything is destined to be evil or good. That’s always a choice. People like to think it isn’t a choice because it makes accepting the bad things that happen easier. It gives them a way to justify it. Maybe there is some all-encompassing evil universe. I doubt it. I doubt one exists that’s purely pious.”

“All creatures great and small, huh? Like the spider?” Amy asked.

“Yes, actually. I know better than to make promises I can’t keep,” Hope said. “So, I won’t tell you that I will always like what you have to say or that I will fully understand where you’re coming from. I can promise you two things right now.”

“Two? What might those be?”

“There’s nothing you could tell me that would make me feel differently about you—not even if you tell me you’re hiding another head.”

Amy smiled. “And the other?”

“As much as I want you to give us a chance, I am still going to beat you at apple bobbing tomorrow.”

“I might just believe the first,” Amy said. “The second? I suggest you take some time to hone that technique before tomorrow night.” She scooted closer to Hope. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Do you want a suggestion?” Hope teased.

Amy’s lips met Hope’s tentatively. “You might change your mind when I win tomorrow.”

“You won’t win.”

“We’ll see.”
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Lucilla scooted Jax and Elisha up the stairs when Amy held out her hand to walk Hope to the door.

“Did you hear something?” Hope asked.

“Three somethings,” Amy replied.

“Oh no. Do you think the kids were spying on us?”

“They are little demons,” Amy said.

“With horns?”

“Not yet.”

Hope pulled Amy close. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You will.”

“I don’t want to let go.”

“Hope.”

“I just—I’m afraid when I do, you’ll disappear.”

Amy nearly choked on Hope’s honesty. Part of her was screaming to pack her bags and hightail it back to Fearsville. She let her head rest on Hope’s shoulder. “I can’t.”

Hope panicked. “What?”

“I can’t disappear.”

“No?”

“Don’t have that ability,” Amy said. “Not from you.”

“I should go.”

“Yeah.” Amy opened the door for Hope.

“Amy?”

“Yes?”

“I never break a promise. Never.”

Amy’s lips pressed together in a thin line, and she nodded.

“Never,” Hope said.

“And I never lie,” Amy said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She closed the door and fell against it. “You can come downstairs now!” she called to her children.

Jax appeared at the top of the stairs.

“Where are your co-conspirators?” Amy asked.

“In Lucy’s room.”

“Well, since we’re all awake, you might as well get them. I’ll make us some cocoa.”

“Mom?”

“Yes, Jax?”

“I think you should just tell her.”

Amy nodded. “Get your sisters.” She made her way into the kitchen. “I wish alcohol worked for me.” She turned on the tea kettle to heat some water for cocoa and grabbed a carton of milk from the refrigerator.

Lucilla walked into the kitchen while her mother was pouring the milk into a water glass. “Milk?”

Amy turned and wiped her mouth.

“Mom, you’ll be drunk!”

Amy shrugged. “You can make the cocoa,” she said.

Lucilla groaned. “You’re mad because I went to the chapel.”

“No, honey. I’m not.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Then how come you’re drinking milk?”

“Liquid courage, kiddo.”

“Huh?”

Amy giggled. “One day, you’ll understand.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Mom slept late. That’s because of all the milk she drank. Demons aren’t like humans when it comes to food. Caffeine makes humans hyper; it puts demons to sleep. Demons don’t drink alcohol at parties and celebrations. Back where my grandma was born, they drank Cahlarilla. I don’t know exactly what it’s made of, and we don’t have any here in this world. Grandma says it comes from a plant that kind of looks like daisies, and it tastes a little like the honey humans use to sweeten tea. Demons discovered that milk acts like Cahlarilla. It has to be cold milk, though. If it gets warm, it winds up affecting us like coffee; we just get sleepy. When demons have weddings and banquets, they serve cold milk to the adults. Kids don’t get to drink it unless it’s warm. Gross. I don’t really want to drink something that came out of a cow’s udder. Mom always reminds me that hamburgers come from cows too. I guess so. Still doesn’t seem the same. Plus, milk is white. I prefer green and blue stuff, or maybe orange. White just seems—unnatural.

I have to admit I was surprised Mom wasn’t mad at me for going to see Hope. I told the truth about my report; that probably helped. I think Mom is a little nervous about the party tonight. I don’t know why. It’s not like Hope will see Mom’s eyes change color when they kiss. I mean, they both have their eyes closed, which is a relief. When Mom dated Lydia, sometimes one of Lydia’s heads would keep its eyes open. We never would’ve been able to get away with snooping if Mom had married that demon. I’d be glad to have Mom marry a human like Hope instead.
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“Do I want to know what you are writing in that journal?”

“Grandma!” Lucilla ran into her grandmother’s arms. “Did Mom call you?”

“In a way.”

“Oh. It’s that telepathy thing.”

“You didn’t listen to me.”

“I did so. I just didn’t agree with you.”

Grandma Talia laughed. “You remind me of your mother, Hadria.”

“I do?”

“She would’ve done the same thing.”

Lucilla grinned with pride.

“We have a situation, my little Lucy.”

“Is it bad?”

“No. No. It’s not bad.”

“You’ll like Hope.”

“I’m sure that’s true. Your mother likes her. I think your mother might⁠—”

“Mom loves Hope.”

“Mm.”

“Hope loves Mom, too. Is it that first-sight thing?” Lucilla asked.

“First-sight thing?”

“Yeah. I read it in some book I found in the library. Can that happen?”

“Falling in love is different for every couple,” Grandma Talia said. “Blastock Demons know instantly when they’ve found the right mate.”

“But humans don’t?”

“Sometimes, they do. Not all living things trust their feelings.”

“So, Mom already knew?”

Grandma Talia smiled. “Probably the moment she saw Hope.”

“Oh.”

“Tell me, Lucy. How do you feel about Hope?”

“Me? I love Hope.”

“Mm.”

“Grandma, why do you keep asking me questions?”

“Just curious.”

“About?” Amy asked.

“Hello, sweetheart.”

“Mom. What are you doing here at ten in the morning?”

“Am I only invited after noon?”

“Funny.”

“I can be,” Grandma Talia agreed. “Why don’t you meet me in the kitchen? I’ll make breakfast.”

“Uh-huh. Did Lucy call you?” Amy asked.

Lucilla shook her head. "I'm gonna find Jax."

"Lucy did call you," Amy guessed.

“Nope. This time it was you.”

Amy sighed.

“Are you planning to tell me about Hope?”

“Mom.”

“Amica.”

“What did Lucy say?”

“I told you; you called me last night.”

“Telepathically?” Amy asked.

“No. On the phone. At one in the morning. I got up at five and drove here.”

Amy’s jaw fell slack.

“How much milk did you drink?” Grandma Talia asked.

“A few glasses.”

“Drunk on love, huh?”

“Mom!”

“Oh, Amica, it’s written in your slightly orange eyes.”

“What? Shit! How long have they been like this?”

“Calm down. You have to tell Hope the truth.”

“Oh, right. What do you suggest I say? See, here’s the thing. I’m part demon. Mostly demon, actually.”

“You might start with the I love you part.”

“I can’t," Amy said.

“Why not? You love her.”

“It’s too soon.”

“For whom?”

“For Hope!”

“That’s quite an assumption.”

“What do you mean, it’s an assumption? We’ve known each other for less than a month.”

“You only knew Hadria for a few days before you told her you loved her.”

“Hadria was Blastock.”

“Oh, I see," Grandma Talia commented.

“Apparently, you see something I don’t.”

“You assumed Hadria returned your feelings. You were fortunate. She did.”

“Right. Blastock know.”

“As Blastock, we know how we feel, not how another demon feels. You were young, and you trusted your feelings. Now, you assume that because Hope is human, she is unable to trust hers.”

“That’s not it.”

“No?”

“Hope told me that she thought if I gave us a chance, we would fall in love.”

“Perhaps she said that because she senses your hesitation and fears telling you her feelings will push you away.”

“I’m not reluctant because I doubt my feelings.”

“No. You’re apprehensive because you doubt hers will weather your disclosure.”

“Maybe I am. The kids love her, Mom.”

“The kids trust what they feel, Amica. As you once did.”

“I don’t want to see them lose another⁠—”

“Loss is inevitable for everyone. Is it their loss you fear?” Grandma Talia asked. “Or is it rejection?”

“I don’t know. Both.”

“I don’t know Hope. I have listened to Lucy.”

“Great.”

“Maybe you should listen to your daughter if you can’t listen to yourself. I know losing Hadria nearly destroyed you. She loved you so much, Amica. What do you think she would say?”

“I don’t need to think about it. I know what she’d say. She would tell me to dive and believe Hope will catch me.”

“I think she would.”

“What if⁠—”

“What if Hope is your chance for happiness, Amica? Don’t run away.”

“Look at you and Dad.”

“Your father and I didn’t part because he was half human. He loved adventure. He couldn’t sit still for five minutes. I loved him enough to recognize he needed to run free—to explore the world he lived in. I always believed he would land back in my arms. I think he would have if time were not so cruel.”

“Mom.”

“Your father didn’t know his father was Blastock. Not until he met me. It unnerved him a bit. He thought he was hallucinating.” Grandma Talia laughed. “He loved me. He said it was better to marry a demon than a Protestant. His mother was Irish-Catholic, you know?”

“That’s terrible.”

“Oh, he didn’t mean it. It was just his way of letting me know he loved me, no matter where I came from. Your Hope—she will probably need a few moments—maybe even weeks to come to terms with the truth. Give her time. Something tells me she won’t wander too far.”

Amy sighed. “I do.”

“You do?”

“Love her.”

“You don’t say? What are you wearing to this soiree of hers?”

“Jax says I should sport my horns.”

“That’s one way to get her attention.”

“I thought I’d go as a nun.”

Grandma Talia laughed so hard she nearly fell off her chair. “Oh, Amica. You are one of a kind.”
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I can’t believe Mom actually dressed in a nun costume! Jax decided to go to the party dressed like a vampire. I think he secretly wishes he could trade his horns for fangs—when he gets them. He keeps wanting to watch that movie with the vampire hotel. I swear, he thinks he’s going to become a demon tycoon and own every resort on this planet. Elisha is going as a cheerleader. I think someone at school told her about that Buffy person. Mom won’t let us watch that show. She says it’s racist. Or something like that. I think it’s because the cheerleader kills demons. Elisha says cheerleaders are cool. I think she got most of the human blood from our gene pool.

Hope answered the door in a pirate costume. Eye patch and all. She giggled when she saw Mom. I notice Mom hasn’t taken her eyes off Hope all night. Watching them gives me the creeps. A nun and a pirate together are much stranger than a demon and a human as a couple. First of all, nuns don’t get married. And pirates must smell funny. I mean, they’re out to sea all the time in boats with fish. Like tuna. Gross. I don’t mind them kissing. I just hope they lose the costumes first.

“A nun?” Hope laughed.

“You don’t like my costume, Matey?”

“Are you trying to send me a message?” Hope asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we haven’t even had a proper date, and I feel like I’m supposed to drop to my knees and pray.”

Amy’s mouth opened and shut a few times.

“You asked,” Hope said.

“Prayer?”

“Maybe worship would be a better word,” Hope said.

A shiver ran over Amy’s skin, and she shuddered.

“Are you okay?” Hope asked. “It’s a little chilly.”

“Trust me. I’m not cold.”

“Good to know.”

“So? When does this competition start?” Amy asked.

“The bobbing begins in fifteen minutes. Eight o’clock sharp. I probably should make sure everyone knows to be on the deck in ten minutes.” Hope leaned in and pecked Amy’s cheek. “Don’t run away on me.”

Amy detected a note of genuine worry. “I’ll be here,” she promised.

“Good.”

Carol sidled up to Amy. “Hello, Sister.”

“Cute. A vampire, huh?” Amy asked her friend.

“I only bought this costume because I know Jeremy has some weird fantasy where he’s seduced by a fanged woman in leather.”

“Jeremy?”

“Oh. You probably haven’t met him. He lives near the chapel. Two houses down. Owns a towing company. A little rough around the edges,” Carol said. “Which is exactly how I like my men.”

“I see.”

“And you like pirates.”

Amy smiled.

“She likes you, you know? Hope. She likes you.”

“Hope is terrific.”

“I haven’t seen her interested in anyone in a long time.”

“She mentioned her ex.”

“Yeah. Elena was nice. Her parents were evil. I swear, Amy. They were mean. Not just religious or old-fashioned. Her father was mean. Elena was scared of him. It hasn’t been easy for Hope.”

Amy sighed. “I kind of gathered that.”

“She didn’t come out until she was in her mid-twenties. And even then, only to a few people. When Elena came along, they pretended to be housemates. She said it was for Elena. I think she was afraid of what people in town would say. Then, after Elena left, Hope took a job in Rome on a dig. When she came back two years later, she was unapologetically out of the closet. I don’t know what happened when she was there. Whatever it was, she decided she was done hiding who she was.”

“It’s never easy.”

“I never had to worry about it. Kind of makes me feel bad.”

“I think most of us hold back something,” Amy offered.

“Maybe. We shouldn’t have to. Except maybe that vampire fetish. You know, come to think of it, maybe Jeremy isn’t the right guy.”

“Not into fangs?” Amy asked.

“Nah. I could handle fangs. It’s this leather. It’s hot and sticky.”

Amy sniggered.

“Five-minute warning! Get to the deck in five minutes if you hope to challenge the bobbing champion!”

“Mom!” Jax ran straight into Amy’s legs. “Come on! You have to challenge Hope.”

“What about you?”

“We get to try with the other kids. You do it in the big barrel,” Jax said.

“I’d better get moving,” Amy said.

“Good luck with the bobbing. Hope is a pitbull when it comes to apples.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.”

“No, really. She hasn’t lost. Ever," Carol said.

Amy winked. “There’s a first time for everything.”
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“You’ve been practicing,” Hope said.

“No. I just listen.”

“Listen?”

“Yes. You told me your technique. I listened.”

“You practiced,” Hope whispered in Amy’s ear. “When? Don’t tell me. Lucy coached you.”

Amy laughed. Lucy was quite proud to announce she won the bobbing contest for pre-teens and teens. Jax finished third for the kids, and Elisha decided to watch instead of participating. It was down to Hope and Amy. Winner takes all. The problem was, Hope didn’t have any real prize for the adults. It was “prize to be determined.”

“Why don’t I know what I win?” Amy asked.

“You have to win first.”

“Uh-huh. You don’t think anyone will ever beat you.”

“Well—”

“Let’s get bobbing,” Amy said.

“As you wish, Sister Prisca.”

Amy rolled her eyes. “Easy does it, Popeye.”

“Popeye?”

Amy shrugged and took her position next to the barrel.

“Do you want to say a Hail Mary first?” Hope poked.

“No. No. But how about we up the ante a little?”

“I didn’t think nuns gambled.”

“Like I said, there’s a first time for everything," Amy replied.

“Okay. I’m in. What’s the wager?”

“No wager. You win, you get to choose the prize you want from me.”

“And if you win?”

“I get the same. I get to choose what prize I want from you.”

Hope fought to swallow. “Deal.”

“Good.”

“All right!” Carol called out. “This is it. Sister Prisca versus Popeye!”

“Hey! Who decided I was Popeye!” Hope asked.

Carol grinned. “Are you ready? On your mark, get set, bob!”

“Three more apples up for grabs! Just three!” Carol yelled out. “And it looks like we’re sitting with a tie.”

“Go, Mom!” Lucilla jumped up and down. “Go!”

“Popeye looks serious,” Carol said. “And wet. Get going, Popeye. The good sister is closing in.”

Amy had to force herself not to laugh, lest she drown in a barrel on the deck of the woman who unexpectedly commanded her heart. Winning presented her with an opportunity. Amy didn’t plan to ask for a fancy dinner, a heated kiss, or a trip to some romantic inn. If she managed to win this insane drowning contest, she would make a simple request. Amy would ask Hope to listen to everything she needed to say before speaking one word.

“Yes!” Jax screamed. “You got one, Mom! One more!”

Hope grumbled. It wasn’t the idea of losing the contest or even losing the contest to Amy that bothered her. If she won, she would be able to ask Amy to spend an evening alone with her—a night when, hopefully, Hope would find the courage to tell Amy the truth.

“Mom! Go! You’re so close!!”

Amy moved her head to the left and felt an apple brush her cheek. The Cheek Technique. It was sneaky and simple. Let the apples come to you. When one brushed your cheek, turn your head gently and bite. The first few rounds were easy. Hope was right. Most people bobbed violently, splashing and thrusting the apples about in the water. Amy’s patience forced Hope to thrash a bit, just to get the apples to move. Of course, they moved closer to Amy.

“Yes! You’ve got it, Mom!”

“Go, Sister!” Carol cheered.

Amy caught an apple and let it fall to the ground beside her.

“That’s it!” Carol yelled. “Sister Prisca of Pelham Place wins!”

Hope pulled her head from the water and took off her blindfold.

Amy smiled at her.

“Beaten by a nun.” Hope hung her head in shame. “What’s my penance, Sister?”

“How about we discuss terms after the party?”

A round of oohs and ahhs was followed by cheers.

“You’re a little—wet,” Hope said.

Amy’s eyes swept over Hope. “At least I don’t look like I walked the plank.”

“Ha-ha. Really. What do you win?”

“Well, my mom is at my house. I thought maybe after the crowd clears, we could spend a little time together.”

“That’s it?”

“No. But I’ll explain the rest later.”

Hope leaned into Amy’s ear. “Do I get to kiss you?”

“You want to kiss a nun? You are a scoundrel.”

Hope pouted.

“We’ll negotiate, Popeye.”

“How did I become Popeye?”


CHAPTER NINE


It surprised me when Grandma showed up on Hope’s doorstep to “collect us.” I guess Mom wants to be alone with her new girlfriend. Grandma warned me not to jump to any conclusions. I’m not jumping to anything. Mom was staring at Hope all night. And Hope doesn’t take her eyes off Mom. They’re so gonna kiss some more.

“I see the wheels spinning,” Grandma Talia said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You don’t need to say a word. Don’t get your hopes up, Lucy.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to see you disappointed.”

Lucilla’s eyebrows came to a point, and she huffed. “Why do grown-ups always make things hard?”

“Is that what we do?”

“Yeah. You always make things so hard. Like when you tell me that people don’t understand each other. That’s just stupid.”

“Is it?”

“I don’t understand what you say lots of times, but I still love you," Lucilla said.

“It’s not always that easy for⁠—”

“For adults?”

“For people.”

“Yeah. For grown-ups.”

“I know it’s not easy to understand.”

“’Cause you don’t need to understand.” Lucilla folded her arms across her chest. “Maybe you guys have problems because you want to make people be like you. And you think if they aren’t just like you, then they aren’t as good as you.”

Grandma Talia listened attentively.

“Like my other grandparents. It’s stupid. I mean, Mom and Mom weren’t even that different, and they still couldn’t understand. What did they need to understand? If somebody loves you, you should be happy. Who cares if they have horns or if they’re human? Jax has blue eyes and mine are green. He’s still my brother. It’s just dumb. Sometimes, I think adults like to make problems just so they have something to make them feel important.”

A smile edged its way onto Grandma Talia’s face.

“How come you’re smiling?” Lucilla asked.

“Oh, because sometimes I forget to listen to you. Your mother said something similar once when she was about your age.”

“She did?”

“Mm-hm. I had an argument with my mother about your grandfather.”

“’Cause he was part human?”

“That was part of it. Your mother told me that if people looked with their hearts instead of their eyes, they’d be happier.”

Lucilla shrugged.

Grandma Talia pulled Lucilla into her embrace.

“Hope will understand,” Lucilla said.

“You seem pretty sure about that.”

“Hope’s not like other grown-ups.”

“No?”

“No. She still believes there are things she can’t see.”

Grandma Talia closed her eyes and held Lucilla close. Children held enormous wisdom. Lucilla was right. She had told Amy to trust her feelings. That’s what Lucilla was trying to explain. Children didn’t see with their eyes; they trusted their hearts. Letting your heart lead ensured that you would feel disappointment and pain, but it was the only way to live fully. Demons and humans had one major trait in common: they let their brains eclipse their hearts too often. “You know,” she told Lucilla, “you will be a wonderful mother one day.”

“Like in a hundred years or something.”

“Maybe not quite that long.”

“A long time, Grandma.”

Grandma Talia laughed. “I suppose so, my little love.”
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Amy watched Hope pick up cups and napkins, turn off a few lights, and search for any task that would keep her in motion. She grabbed Hope’s hand. “Stop.”

“What?”

“It’ll be there tomorrow,” Amy said. “Let’s sit down.”

Hope’s stomach knotted.

“Hope.” Amy smiled. “I thought you wanted to be alone?”

“I do. I just have the feeling you’re going to tell me something that changes everything.”

Amy sighed.

“See?”

“Hope, please. This isn’t easy for me.”

“What could be so bad?”

“It’s not bad. Look, we come from different places.”

Hope’s eyes crinkled with confusion.

“When I say we come from different places, I mean different worlds. My family is⁠—”

“They’re great. Your mom seems terrific," Hope said.

“She is. You promised you would listen.”

“Sorry.”

“Okay. I need you to promise not to interrupt me. Can you do that?”

“I think so.”

“Hope, I need you to listen until I tell you I’m done speaking.”

“I’m listening.”

“I love you.”

Hope smiled.

“I don’t need time to understand how I feel about you. That’s not why I’m scared. And I am scared. You and me—we’re different. When I say different—” Amy sighed. “I need to show you.” She took a deep breath and concentrated until her horns slowly appeared.

Hope’s gaze narrowed.

“It’s not a trick,” Amy said. “They don’t normally show unless I am angry, afraid, or—well, aroused.”

Hope blinked a few times.

“But they’re real. And they’re not the only difference between you and me. Sometimes, when I feel connected to a person, my eyes change color. It’s genetic.”

Hope nodded.

“You see, what I am—I mean where I come from, this is how we look. Humanlike, but with some differences. Just like here, people tell you they are British, Latina, or African, I’m Blastock. Well, part Blastock. My dad was half human. My mom is Blastock.”

Another nod.

“We can’t go back to our world. It’s a long story. If you decide you still want to—well, to get to know me, I’ll tell it to you one day. And if you don’t, I’ll understand.” Amy shook her head. “That’s not true. I won’t understand. I’ll accept your decision.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Okay. That’s it. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

Hope ran her fingers over her lips and steadied her breathing.

“Hope?”

“I’m not sure what to say.”

Amy’s head drooped.

“I don’t know what it means—you’re Blastock. And that means you have horns?”

“It’s one difference.”

“Amy? Is that your name?” There was no hint of malice in Hope’s voice, only curiosity.

“It’s Amica. Everyone calls me Amy.”

“Amica. Okay. The kids⁠—”

“They’re like me. Their other mom was Blastock.”

“Royalty?” Hope asked.

“Not quite the way it is here. They never intermarried,” Amy explained. “That’s why they had an issue with me.”

“Because your dad was half human?”

“Right.”

“And you’re not human. You’re Blastock.”

Amy nodded.

“What else is different?”

“Well, besides the fact that coffee will put me to sleep, alcohol is like drinking water for me.”

“You can’t get drunk?” Hope asked.

“No. I can. Cold milk will make me silly.”

“Cold milk?” Hope asked.

Amy nodded.

“Huh.”

“Hope? What are you thinking?”

“This is why Lucy is always talking about demons and witches.”

Amy sighed.

Hope chuckled.

“You’re laughing,” Amy said.

“Not laughing. Lucy told me that witches would never ride broomsticks because there is a splinter risk.”

Amy covered her face.

“Look, I’m not sure how to process this,” Hope said. “I kind of wonder if someone slipped me a magic mushroom, and this is all a hallucination.”

Amy smiled.

“Or if you’re just laughing at me right now for even considering this might be true.”

“I’m not.”

“The kids are yours and⁠—”

“Hadria’s. That’s another difference.”

“So, you are—I mean, you have⁠—”

Amy tried not to laugh. “I look the same as you,” she said. “There’s a ritual when we reproduce. I’ll explain that one day, too, if you really want to know. If you’re asking about making love, that’s not different. Except for the horns and the eyes. Sometimes, I can’t control that.”

Hope stared at Amy.

“I know it’s crazy. For you, it’s crazy. Maybe I should go and⁠—”

Hope grabbed Amy’s hand. “No.”

“Hope, I⁠—”

“No. I need⁠—”

“Time.”

“To process what you’re telling me—yes, I do. But I don’t need time away from you.”

Tears gathered in Amy’s eyes.

“Do you really love me?” Hope asked.

“Blastock sense when they’ve met a mate instantly.”

“You mean like love at first sight?”

“I suppose it is like that.”

Hope sat back on the sofa. “Huh.”

“What is it?”

“Does it rub off or something?”

Amy shook her head in confusion.

“See, the thing is,” Hope started. “I saw you the day you moved in.”

“You saw me?”

“Yeah. Unloading the truck with the kids. I froze. I couldn’t move. I was kind of afraid you would see me staring and think I was a serial killer or something.”

“You were staring at me?” Amy asked.

“I couldn’t help it! I just—I never felt that way before. About anyone.”

Amy took a chance and reached for Hope’s hand. “You knew.”

“That I loved you?”

“Do you? Love me?”

“Yes,” Hope said.

“Even after⁠—”

“I told you, Amy. Nothing you could say would change how I feel—not even if you had more than one head.”

“You did.”

“Do you think I’m part⁠—”

“Blastock?” Amy guessed.

“Could I be? I mean, if I sensed you were the person or the⁠—”

“Demon?”

“Is that what you are, a demon?” Hope asked.

“That’s what humans would say, I think. What with the horns. In my world, I’m just Blastock.”

“Huh. So, do you think I am?”

“I suppose anything is possible. Do your eyes glow orange when I kiss you?”

“Orange? That’s the color your eyes change to?”

Amy shrugged.

“No. I don’t think so. Hazel. Maybe.”

“We can ask my mother. I think she’ll tell you that anyone can listen to their heart. Where do we go from here?” Amy asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t want you to think I’m afraid.”

“Are you?”

“No. Not of you,” Hope said. “I was with someone who was different. And she shut me out. For a long time, I thought it was my fault. I thought I wasn’t accepting of her world enough to make it work. After we broke up, I went to Rome for a couple of years. I met this amazing woman. Her parents were Roma.”

“Gypsies.”

“Yep. She let me into her world. Completely. I knew we wouldn’t last forever. The last night we spent together, I realized that she accepted me. She didn’t judge me for the world I came from. She loved me as Hope. Just Hope. Hope, who came from Cozyville, USA. Hope, whose parents came from different faiths, so she never went to church. Hope, who knew she liked girls more than boys by the time she was in the third grade. She loved me. Just me. She didn’t ask me to be like her.”

“She sounds amazing.”

“She was,” Hope said. “But she wasn’t the person I was meant to love forever. I knew that, and so did she. I blamed myself for Elena and me falling apart. I blamed Elena’s parents and her culture. Really? The truth is Elena never accepted me. She saw me as broken because I was different. When I couldn’t become exactly like her—she pushed me away.”

“I’m sorry, Hope.”

“Don’t be. I’m not. I heard you,” Hope said. “I have so many questions. I need you to let me ask them.”

“You can ask me anything.”

“But, Amy, you will have questions, too. About me. About the person I am and where I come from. You can’t decide you know who I am without giving me a chance to express how I feel and why.”

“Hope, I would never presume to know what you feel.”

“You think I’m scared because you’re different.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No. You’re afraid I’ll judge you. I’m scared of the same thing.”

“What now?” Amy asked.

“Maybe we could start at a place we both understand.”

“Where might that be?”

Hope grinned. She took Amy’s face in her hands. “How about here?”

Amy melted into Hope’s kiss.

“Good place to start,” Amy said.

“I agree.” Hope folded Amy into her arms.

Silence hovered. Amy closed her eyes with contentment. She felt Hope giggling. “What are you thinking?” Amy wondered.

“Do vampires really get migraines?”

"That's what's on your mind?"

"Well, yeah. Do you know any? Vampires, I mean?"

Amy shifted herself and landed on top of Hope. Carol's diatribe about leather and fangs popped into her head. "Why? Hoping I'll sprout fangs?"

"Depends on what you intend to do with them."

Amy stared at Hope for a second before bursting into laughter. "What am I going to do with you?"

Hope grinned. "I have a few ideas."


EPILOGUE


Six Months Later

All this back and forth is making me dizzy. Ever since Mom started dating Hope, it’s been back and forth, back and forth. One week we’re sleeping at home. The next week we’re staying at Hope’s. It’s insane. Elisha told me she wants Hope to be our mom. I kind of think she’s already our mom. I wish Hope would just take the demon by the horns. And by the demon, I mean Mom. I don’t know how Hope feels about a Blastock joining. I mean, drinking Lackberry juice (that’s kind of like pomegranate) from a silver cup, chanting a few words, and tugging Mom’s horns isn’t any weirder than putting on frilly dresses, exchanging rings, and promising to obey someone forever. I’d rather drink juice and have someone tug my horns than promise to obey anyone. Weird. I love Hope. I really do. I still think a lot of these human traditions are crazy. Hope says that rituals are just part of helping people feel connected. How does sticking your head into a bucket of water to catch apples in your teeth make anyone feel connected? It’s just plain weird. Hope laughs whenever I say that. She said we should create a few traditions for our family. That started with Friday night pizza and a movie. I like that one.

Oh, and Mom thinks we should get to know Hope’s world just like Hope has started to learn about ours. She signed me up for this thing they call basketball. I didn’t understand the dribbling thing at first. Hope had to explain I wasn’t supposed to drool. I have to smack this ball with my hand to make it bounce back to me. Again. And again. How is that a dribble? Water dribbles. Not balls. Turns out humans really love balls. Basketballs, baseballs—footballs. And see? There’s another thing about humans. Why do they call it a football when the whole point of the game is throwing and catching? I don’t get it. And the ball they kick is called a soccer ball! You don’t punch it! Shouldn’t it be a kick ball? Human logic is bizarre. Which brings me back to Mom and Hope. How does it make sense to keep packing our bags to walk half a block to Hope’s house every other weekend? They need to step it up soon. If they expect me to learn to dribble, the least they can do is get married! Sigh. I need a new plan. And possibly reinforcements.

“Hi, Grandma.”

“Lucilla. Don’t get any ideas.”
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