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~1~ 
November 

ALEX BRACED ONE FOOT AGAINST THE TREE TRUNK, grabbed 
for a thick branch, and began to climb. The tree was old and sturdy. 
Aside from the shaking of  its golden leaves, it barely registered his 
presence. He made his way up to the U-shape where the trunk split 
into two main branches and sat.  

The air was cool against his face. It smelled of  exhaust and fresh-
cut grass and cooking meat. It smelled like home. 

When he was a kid, he’d been terrified of  climbing trees. He’d 
had a serious accident after falling out of  one, and the left side of  
his body bore the scars to prove it. When his older brother William 
had taken him to the Park to play—one of  Will’s babysitting duties
—Alex had refused even to play on the jungle gym. So William had 
half  carried, half  dragged him over to the   nearest elm tree. 

Alex’s brother had stood over him until he finally began to 
ascend, crying so much his tears blinded him. The still-tender scar 
on his face had burned as he imagined, over and over, how it had 
felt to plunge out of  that tree and into the earth. How the girl with 
him—Evelyn—had screamed. Alex held that knowledge in his gut, 
something truer and deeper than he could’ve described in words 
like “fear” or “anxiety” or even “terror.” But William had made him 
climb. 

And it had worked. He wasn’t afraid of  climbing anymore. 
Or maybe he’d just gotten older.  
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From his perch, he stared out at the Park. The trees had held 
jealously onto their leaves this year, and a riot of  fall colors was still 
on display: vibrant yellow, maroon, almost neon orange. They 
rained down onto the walking paths, gathering in drifts. 
Thanksgiving was just a week away. 

In one week, it would be a year since his dad died. 
“Hey!” someone yelled. “You better come down from there.” 
Alex looked down. A man stood at the base of  the tree, face 

turned upward. He was dressed all in blue: navy pants, light blue 
button-down rolled up over tanned forearms. His shoes were so 
shiny that they made Alex squint. Looked like an I-banker type on 
lunch break. 

“I want to talk to you.” 
Seriously? Alex thought. “Why?” 
“My son said some a-hole in a tree threw a shoe at him. At a ten-

year-old boy!” 
A shoe? That was one he hadn’t heard before. “Wasn’t me.” Alex 

dangled his legs, showing off  the Chuck Taylors that were very 
much attached to his feet. 

People were starting to stop and stare. A few frowned at Alex, 
like they really thought he was the shoe-throwing monster. 

“There’s laws in this city, you know,” the guy yelled. “I could 
have you arrested for assault. I happen to have the mayor’s cell 
number.” He held up his phone like he was brandishing Excalibur. 

“There are ordinances against climbing trees, too,” the banker 
said. 

So freaking weird. This couldn’t be for real. Alex pointed 
generally in the direction of  a playground. “There’s kids climbing 
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trees over there. And they probably are throwing things. Go bother 
them.” He’d seen people sitting in trees in plenty of  New York 
parks. Like some ordinance was going to stop basic mammal 
instincts like finding a high perch and sitting on it. 

The guy’s phone rang at that moment, and he had to turn away 
to answer it. Probably some crucial business deal. Alex pulled his 
legs up under him, climbed to a higher branch, and settled in. He 
slipped his phone from his jacket pocket and thumbed out a text to 
Evelyn. 

Some d-bag tried to have me arrested for climbing a tree. 
But then he hesitated before hitting send. Alex wasn’t afraid of  

climbing trees anymore, but he wasn’t sure about Evelyn. That 
surprised him, and then it made him sad. Because he loved her 
more than anything else in his life, and yet there was so much about 
her that he didn’t know. 

Evelyn was back in Castle Heights, Colorado. She’d been his 
girlfriend since the summer, though she’d been important to him for 
far longer. They’d been long distance for the past couple months, 
after Alex had to come back to New York with his mother. I need you 
home, his mom had said. What about your senior year? 

But Evelyn needed him, too. She’d been through some really bad 
stuff  over the summer. And he certainly didn’t care which high 
school-slash-prison counted him at roll call.  

But here he was, sitting in a tree in Central Park, getting yelled at 
by random business bros. He’d left Castle Heights. He’d chosen his 
mother. Because he knew that Evelyn would still stick by him, and 
he was pretty sure his mom wouldn’t if  he’d chosen Evelyn instead. 

“Hey!” 
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Still here? Alex thought. Really? Isn’t there a jogger fleeing the scene of  an 
unscooped dog turd somewhere? Surely the mayor would want to hear 
about that. 

“This is your last warning.” 
A legit crowd had now gathered, clogging up the nearby path to 

stare. Alex gritted his teeth. His skin was turning hot and sweaty. He 
hated being told what to do by people who didn’t know him, who 
just wanted him to shut up and stop causing trouble. Why can’t you 
just follow the rules? That’s what William had asked him a hundred 
times. William would probably love this guy. They could sip scotch 
and discuss the bond market together. 

Alex couldn’t stop himself. He pulled off  one of  the Chuck 
Taylors and—as they say—chucked it. 

Not aiming at the guy. But close enough the I-banker made a 
balletic leap out of  the way. It was pretty graceful actually. He 
wished Evelyn could’ve seen it. She wasn’t so great at following 
rules, either, though she usually managed to keep a lower profile. 
Not flouting New York City law in front of  a crowd. Some of  whom 
now had phones out, filming. Alex waved at them, though he 
already regretted the shoe. His mother would be pissed if  he ended 
up going viral and one of  her more tech-savvy friends saw it. 

“You’re in for it now,” the banker said, thumbs already punishing 
his phone’s screen. 

One of  the onlookers stepped forward from the crowd. He was 
gripping the straps of  his backpack just under his shoulders, and 
right away Alex recognized him. It was Pradeep Burman from 
Alex’s senior class. A remnant of  his old life, back when he used to 
have things like friends and a dad. 
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“Alex?” Pradeep craned his neck, looking up. “Is that you?” 
“What’s this punk’s name?” the banker asked. “Alex what?” 
Alex groaned, knocking his head against the tree trunk. 
“Look, he didn’t mean it,” Pradeep said. 
“He threw a damned shoe at me!” 
“Alex is kind of…” Pradeep waggled his fingers near his temple. 

“He hasn’t been doing too good lately. But he’s harmless. Can’t you 
let this slide? Please?” 

Alex was about to defend his mental state—and probably make 
matters worse—when he saw another man walk past on the path, 
talking into a phone. Another business type. 

But this one looked like William. His brother. 
Pradeep was still defending him, though Alex wasn’t really 

listening anymore. It was William, despite the unkempt hair, which 
Alex’s uptight older brother wouldn’t usually sport. And the 
wrinkled polo, which Alex didn’t recognize. But he knew the way his 
brother walked. Stiff-legged, his spine ramrod straight. Fists curled 
like he expected to be disappointed by the world and wanted to be 
ready. 

Alex jumped down out of  the tree. The banker stumbled 
backward. “Hey!” 

Leaving his shoe behind, he ran after his brother. 
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~2~ 

ALEX RAN DOWN THE PATH. The man who looked like William
—was it really him?—had folded into the walking crowd, heading 
toward Fifth Avenue. As if  he’d been cutting through the Park on 
his way to…where? The law firm, where William was currently on 
leave, was downtown. Miles away. 

Alex slowed down, hesitating. He looked left, then right. He’d 
lost sight of  the man’s dark, too-long hair. Dad, Alex thought. He’d 
looked the way Alex remembered his dad. Maybe that explained 
the pang in Alex’s heart. 

But where’d he gone? 
“What the heck is with you?” Pradeep tapped Alex’s arm. He 

was panting to catch his breath.“You almost got sent to juvie back 
there! I think that guy was seriously calling the cops on you.” 

Wouldn’t be the first time. “Yeah, the shoe was probably dumb.” 
Pradeep held out the now-infamous shoe. Alex tugged it back on, 

glancing at the other boy. Pradeep was a little shorter than him, hair 
cut short. Freshman and sophomore years, Pradeep had thick, curly 
hair. Back when they used to game into all hours of  the night, 
shouting and laughing into their headsets at one another. That felt 
like another lifetime. 

“Thanks for helping me out,” Alex said, still craning his neck to 
look for William. “You were always the smart one.” 

“Dude, are you okay? What is going on?” 
“Trying to find my brother.” 
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William was standing in the mass of  people waiting to cross 
Fifth. 

Alex took off. He had the vague sense that Pradeep was following 
after him. He got to the light and barely slipped through with the 
tail end of  the crowd. Cabs began honking, and Pradeep cursed. 

The man who looked like Alex’s brother—or maybe his dad—
was half  a block away now. Alex wove through the seemingly 
thousands of  people blocking the sidewalk. The man stopped at the 
curb. He wore dark jeans with a red polo tucked in. Then he 
turned. Alex could clearly see his face. 

There was no longer a single doubt. That was William. 
Will raised his hand. Alex shouted at his brother, waving back. 

But then a cab pulled up to the curb. Before Alex could reach him, 
William got in and the cab roared away to join the traffic. Alex ran 
after them. The cab braked, and Alex banged on the trunk. 

“William! Will!” 
Curses came from the cabbie’s open window. Alex’s brother 

turned and looked back through the rear glass. Their eyes met.  
Then the cab turned at Eighty-Fourth and was gone. 
Alex slowed to a stop. He stared at the intersection where his 

brother had just disappeared. 
“Shit,” he muttered. 
He took out his phone. Will’s number went straight to voicemail. 

As usual. 
Pradeep strolled up. “I’m guessing that was your brother? He 

looks different. Like, old.” 
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“Yeah. That tends to happen.” Alex stuck his phone back in his 
pocket, looking up and down the street. He felt lost. He had no idea 
where to go. 

Pradeep sighed. “Man, I don’t want to leave you right now, cause 
like, the last thing I heard you were in the hospital for taking 
sleeping pills. So we’re going to a diner and you’re going to tell me 
what that was all about. Kay?” 

Alex nodded. He didn’t want himself  to be alone right now, 
either. 

✵ 

Pradeep was sipping on a vanilla mint milkshake. He used the 
straw to stir it. “But your mom must have heard from William, 
right? Who doesn’t return calls from their own mom?” 

Alex bit the end off  a French fry. “If  she’s spoken to him, she 
hasn’t told me.” 

He hadn’t seen or heard from his brother since August, the last 
time they’d been in Castle Heights. That was when the police had 
shown up at Byrne House, the Victorian monstrosity that their 
family owned. William had concluded the whole thing was Alex’s 
fault. Alex, the troublemaker. Alex, the little brother that William 
never wanted. He and William had not parted on amicable terms. 
The words “never want to see you again” may have been used. 

Byrne House was also the place where he and Evelyn met. It was 
the source of  most everything bad, and yet nearly everything good, 
in Alex’s life. 

Pradeep shook his head. “I’m sorry, man. I was wondering what 
happened to you last semester. You know, after—” He glanced 
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away, waving his hand, which might’ve been an oblique reference to 
any number of  incidents: Alex’s dad’s death, his arrest, or maybe his 
subsequent suicide attempt. You know, small things. 

“We didn’t see much of  you last semester,” Pradeep finished. 
Alex pushed the paper tray of  fries away. “I did my schoolwork 

at home for a while. Well, not at home—at my brother’s. I lived 
with him in Brooklyn after…after.” 

“A bunch of  us got together and sent a card to your hospital 
room. Did you get it?” The straw went up and down in the 
milkshake. 

Alex tried to remember. But that time was such a blur—the 
hospital stay, his mom’s anguish at what he’d done. It wasn’t so 
much that he’d wanted to die. In that moment though, with his 
dad’s prescription bottle in his hand, he just couldn’t bear to exist. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “Thanks.” He meant this sincerely, but 
the words came out dull and monotone. 

“We tried texting, too. Me and Kayla? But you never wrote. To 
be honest, I thought you’d switched schools until I saw you this fall. 
I waved at you in the hall. You didn’t wave back.” 

“Sorry about that. I guess I didn’t notice.” 
After his dad died, he’d withdrawn from everything and 

everyone. When he met Evelyn—reconnected with her, really—he 
had finally felt like a real, living person again. But he hadn’t tried to 
resurrect his old friendships back home. He’d gotten his grades up 
and submitted his college applications like he was supposed to. But 
when it came to the social world of  high school, he’d been 
sleepwalking through his days, caring only about when he could talk 
to Evelyn again. 
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Pradeep rolled his eyes. “So, yeah. I should get going.” He took 
another slurp of  his milkshake, pulling out his wallet. 

“I’m not trying to be rude,” Alex said. “Tell me about you. 
How’ve you been?” 

Pradeep dropped a ten dollar bill on the table. “Just great.” He 
got up to leave, grabbing his backpack, and then turned back. “Are 
you seriously that clueless? You have no idea?” 

“No idea about what?” 
“There was a fundraiser. A freaking assembly.” 
Alex shook his head. But his cheeks were starting to burn. 

Obviously he’d missed something important. 
Pradeep’s mouth twisted up. “My sister’s on the lacrosse team. 

She’s one of  the freshman who were in the bus accident in 
September. Or do you not remember that? She nearly died.” 

“Oh my God. I’m sorry, I—I do remember hearing about that, 
yeah. But I didn’t realize your sister was hurt.” Dipti, he recalled. Her 
name’s Dipti. 

Pradeep grabbed the straps of  his backpack and shrugged. “The 
whole school was talking about her. It was on the news. I missed 
school, too. It was…” His voice had started to crack. “But I guess 
you ‘didn’t notice.’” Pradeep turned on his heel and stormed out of  
the diner. 

Alex got up, threw down some cash on the table, and ran after 
him. “Hey, how’s Dipti doing?” 

Pradeep didn’t stop walking, didn’t even look over. “She’s getting 
better. Slowly. Pins in her legs but she can walk again with crutches. 
The fundraiser was to help us with the medical bills, which was 
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really fun. Begging the rich a-holes to throw us scholarship kids some 
spare pennies.” 

“Jeez. I’m so sorry. That must’ve been really terrible.” 
Pradeep was one of  the few students at their private school who 

received grants to cover the outrageous tuition. Alex’s parents had 
scrimped and saved to pay his way, something he’d always felt guilty 
about. After his father died, Alex thought he’d switch to public 
school. He’d found out through William about his parents’ many 
debts. But his mom had refused to consider it. After all we sacrificed, 
you’re getting that diploma. 

Alex dodged around a businessman with a phone in front of  his 
nose. “What about you?” he asked his friend. “Are you all right?” 

“I’m okay. Maybe I’ll tell you about it later. If  you actually want 
to listen.” 

“I do. I swear.” That wasn’t 100% accurate. But Alex wanted it to 
be true. He’d always liked Pradeep, and he wanted to be a decent 
person. A decent friend. 

Pradeep slowed his pace, sighing. “Look, maybe your brother 
was headed toward Brooklyn.” 

“What?” 
“The cab.” Pradeep spoke reluctantly, like every word was an 

effort. “You mentioned he lives there—you could probably check.” 
Alex grabbed Pradeep’s shoulder and squeezed. “That’s brilliant. 

You’re right. Maybe that’s where William was going.” Maybe he 
was staying at the apartment. Why didn’t I think of  that? 

“Come with me,” Alex said. Pradeep’s eyebrows shot upward like 
an elevator headed for the penthouse floor. 

“Why?” 
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Because my brother intimidates the hell out of  me. 
“Because you’re a really nice guy? You don’t want me to be 

alone?” 
Pradeep sighed. “All right. I’m probably going to regret this, but 

all right.”  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~3~ 

THEY REACHED PROSPECT HEIGHTS AND WALKED DOWN A 
TREE-LINED STREET, past row after row of  brownstones. A few 
blocks later, an enormous, modern apartment building towered 
overhead. Steel and glass. Alex’s stomach gurgled nervously. He 
kept trying to think of  what to say to William, but nothing seemed 
right. Just seeing his brother’s face an hour ago had turned him 
upside down. Where he’d been indignant before at Will’s 
disappearance, now he wondered if  his brother would ever forgive 
him. Before, he hadn’t thought he cared. 

Generally, Alex was good at convincing the world he didn’t care. 
The problem was convincing himself. 

“Nice place,” Pradeep said, looking up. “Must be brand new.” 
“Only the best for my brother. He only likes the newest thing, or 

something so old it’s irreplaceable.” 
Unlike Alex, William had no trouble fitting in during his private 

high school days. He owned several pairs of  boater shoes and wore 
shorts with tiny farm animals embroidered on them. 

Floral-scented air wafted out when Alex opened the door. 
Ricardo looked up from his  desk and smiled. “Mr. Evans! Long 
time no see. How are you doing?” The concierge wore a tailored 
blue shirt with a checked shirt, his long hair smoothed back into a 
low ponytail. He was a former amateur wrestler. He’d shown Alex 
the publicity photo once. His stage name had been Casanova, as 
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several of  the unattached ladies in the building could probably 
attest. 

Despite his warm greeting, Ricardo had a wary look in his eyes. 
“Not bad. We were just going to head up,” Alex said, pointing a 

thumb at Pradeep. “William knows we’re on our way.” 
Ricardo cringed, leaning his hands on the desk. His muscles 

bulged inside his sleeves. “So sorry, no can do. Your brother’s not 
here.” 

“No? What about his girlfriend, Daniella?”  Saying her name out 
loud made the protests in Alex’s stomach grow more insistent. 

But Ricardo just shook his head, no recognition in his eyes. 
“Afraid I haven’t had the pleasure.” 

Alex glanced around the glass-lined, elegantly furnished lobby, 
feeling like an ass. “I must’ve misunderstood. Maybe he’s expecting 
me tomorrow,” Alex said lamely. 

“Sure,” Ricardo said, not believing a word of  it. “I’ll look 
forward to seeing you then.” 

“Should we go?” Pradeep whispered. 
Alex rested his elbow casually on the desk. “Actually, couldn’t you 

let me up just for a sec? I think I forgot something up there.” 
Pradeep played with his backpack straps. 
A pained expression crossed Ricardo’s face. He crooked his 

finger, and Alex stepped in closer. “Unfortunately, your brother 
expressly asked that we deny you any further access to the 
apartment. I’m really sorry. It’s out of  my hands.” 

Alex mumbled a goodbye and left. Pradeep hurried after. They 
walked down the block and Alex braced an arm against a brick 
wall, breathing heavily. He felt French fries inching up his throat. 
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“Ouch,” Pradeep said. “I’ve been thrown out of  some nice 
places before, but that was…” 

“You’ve been thrown out of  places?” 
“Okay, maybe not.” Pradeep shrugged. His backpack straps 

shifted on his shoulders. “Just trying to make you feel better.” 
Alex managed to smile. “You’re gonna have to try harder.” He 

took a few breaths. His stomach’s contents began moving downward 
again. “Thanks for coming all the way out here. Sorry this was such 
a waste of  time.” 

“Wait, you’re not giving up yet, are you? That was like, your first 
go. You just have to re-spawn.” 

Alex laughed at the gaming reference. “Got any more ideas? I 
could really use one.” 

“Maybe…” Pradeep tapped his chin. He glanced down the 
street, toward the opposite end of  the block from the apartment 
entrance. A sun-burned man sat on several flattened cardboard 
boxes, piles of  folded fabric and overfilled plastic bags around him. 
“Hold on a sec.” 

Pradeep went over to the man on the sidewalk. After a couple 
minutes of  chatting, Pradeep waved Alex over. “Phillip, this is my 
friend Alex. Alex, meet Phillip. He’s going to help us out. You got 
twenty bucks?” 

Alex took out his wallet and handed over the wrinkled bill. 
Pradeep smoothed it out, then presented it to Phillip, who smiled 
with square white teeth. “We got a deal?” 

“Sure,” Phillip said. “Unless the cops show up. Then you’re on 
your own.” 
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“Five minutes,” Pradeep said, holding up his hand with the 
fingers splayed. 

Alex watched them walk toward the building’s entrance. Phillip 
went inside, while Pradeep watched from behind a large concrete 
planter. A few minutes later—four actually, according to Alex’s 
phone—Pradeep started waving frantically. Alex joined him. From 
here, he could hear the yelling the lobby. He looked through the 
glass. 

Phillip was apparently doing a one-man chorus line in front of  
Ricardo’s desk. The concierge was gesturing wildly while talking 
into his phone. A couple of  other residents had just come out of  the 
elevator and were watching the commotion, clutching their own 
phones at the ready. 

The door behind the desk opened and another man came out. 
Dennis, the security guard. Ricardo turned to say something to him. 

“Let’s go,” Pradeep said, tugging Alex’s sleeve. 

✵ 

They made it through the lobby and up the stairwell. But after 
climbing five floors to William’s door, Alex met a new obstacle. 

His key wouldn’t work. William had changed the lock. 
“You’ve got to be freaking kidding me.” He hadn’t even been 

here since early fall, when he and his mom had picked up his 
belongings. What did Will think he was going to do, break in and 
rob the place? Attack him in his sleep? 

Pradeep groaned. “I really have to do everything?” 
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Alex glanced at him. “If  you can get me in there, I will owe you. 
Big.” 

“You already owe me. Really big.” 
Pradeep shook the knob, peering at the crack where the door 

met the frame. “It’s just locked by the handle. Not the deadbolt.” 
He took off  his backpack and fished around inside it. His hand 

came back holding a small black pouch with thin pieces of  metal 
inside. 

“Holy crap,” Alex laughed, “are those lock picks? I guess a lot has 
happened in the past year that I missed.” 

“I’ve had these since forever. There’s plenty you don’t know 
about me. You just didn’t bother to ask.” 

Pradeep worked the pieces of  metal into the lock. It took several 
minutes. His forehead glistened with sweat. Alex kept looking over 
his shoulder at the elevator, expecting it to open and Ricardo to 
come tearing out. But then the knob turned. 

“Boom.” Pradeep grinned. They slapped hands, and for a 
moment it felt like old times. 

“Thank you. I owe you.” 
Alex pushed open the door. 
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~4~ 

THE APARTMENT WAS EMPTY. Literally. All the furniture was 
gone. 

Alex walked into the living room. There were indentations on 
the carpet where the sofa had sat—the sofa where he used to sleep. 
Dust along the wall where the entertainment center had been. 

“He must’ve moved out pretty recently,” Pradeep said from the 
open kitchen. He looked in the fridge and pulled out a takeout 
container. “Check out the sticker—dated yesterday.” 

So William really had been here, in New York. Maybe for days. 
And he hadn’t bothered to say a word to Alex.  

“Does he own this place?” Pradeep asked, running a hand along 
the marble countertops.  

“He emptied his savings and ate cereal for a year to pay for it,” 
Alex said. The building was only a couple years old, but William 
had spent every free moment on improvements. Modern chrome 
light fixtures, stone mosaic tile accents. Last year, that had been 
William’s entire existence: slaving for days at the law firm, and then 
coming home to mix grout or compare paint samples. As if  he 
could guarantee happiness by constructing the perfect outer life. 

Before, William had dated on occasion, sometimes even bringing 
the girls to family dinners. But none had lasted for long. No one 
could meet his impossible standards—it was like he’d had an ideal 
woman in his head, and no real person could ever measure up. 
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Then their father died. Alex fell apart. And he’d crash landed 
into William’s perfectly curated life. 

“What’s your sister like?” Alex asked. 
Pradeep shrugged his backpack straps again—he never seemed 

to take the thing off. “Dipti? We fight all the time, but she’s pretty 
cool actually. Much cooler than me, and she lets me know it. I 
worry about her sometimes, the jocks she hangs out with. Those 
trips they go on—even before the bus accident happened, I still 
worried. Like those chaperones really know what’s going down?” 

Pradeep sounded more envious than concerned. “Dipti gets 
along better with my friends than I do. Like Kayla—they hang out 
constantly.” 

His eyes had squinted in a funny way when he said Kayla’s 
name. 

“Still getting no traction with K?” Alex asked. “I would’ve 
thought you’d worn her down by now.” 

Pradeep’s cheeks glowed red. “Shut up, man. Do not go there. 
Seriously.” 

Alex laughed. “But you and Dipti get along? Even with the 
fighting?” 

“Sure. She’s my sister.” 
He’d said it like that was the only possible choice. Alex looked 

away. “Not all siblings are like that.” 
“Deep down, though,” Pradeep said, “I’m sure your bro still 

loves you. You’ll work things out.” 
Instead of  answering, Alex walked the rest of  the small 

apartment. The bathroom, with its glass enclosure and European 
fixtures. He checked the cabinets and found a stray toothbrush. A 
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stick of  deodorant that Alex recognized as his own brand. Next was 
William’s bedroom, which looked like a tiny white box without 
Will’s modern art prints and overpriced curtains. 

Looking at all that empty space, Alex felt nothing. Like he was 
equally hollow on the inside. 

He went back to the living area. Pradeep was sitting on the 
kitchen counter, swinging his feet. He met Alex’s gaze with a small, 
sympathetic frown. 

“He’s not coming back,” Alex said, and his voice sounded so 
small and pathetic that tears rushed into his eyes. He walked over to 
the window, blinking them away. Pradeep was quiet. Letting Alex 
compose himself. Poor kid probably regretted tagging along; this 
was just embarrassing. 

Was it so terrible Will, your life here? Alex wondered. Were we that easy 
to leave? 

Alex remembered the first night he spent here after his suicide 
attempt. Their mother had been so distraught, so overwhelmed 
with self-pity and self-blame, that she’d retreated into her bedroom 
and refused to come out. She’d never been comfortable showing 
emotion. We should give her some space, William had said. Like she was 
the one who’d been wronged. 

He’d given Alex a spare blanket and the second pillow from his 
bed. Alex remembered how William spread out a sheet on the 
couch and tucked it in around the cushions. There was no spare 
bedroom; what guy under thirty could afford that? But Alex had 
liked waking up here in the morning to the bright light in the 
window, more sun than his mom’s mid-floor apartment ever seemed 
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to get. He’d liked how the bathroom looked like a hotel. Everything 
clean and impersonal. 

Their mother and William discussed the situation over the 
phone. They agreed that Alex should stay with his brother for the 
time being. They agreed that was what he needed, a different place, 
a new routine. William had explained the decision in the living 
room while Alex sat on the sofa, hands between his knees. 

William was strict about rules. No dishes left in the sink, no 
clothes on the floor. No friends visiting, especially no girls. Some 
days they didn’t say a word to one another. Yet William always 
remembered to order the brand of  coffee that Alex liked and the 
soap he preferred. They watched Netflix together in the evenings, if  
Will didn’t have to work too late.    He made sure Alex was doing 
his schoolwork. On Sundays they both went to their mom’s 
apartment for dinner. Alex would push his food around the plate, 
while Lila Evans sat there with her ever-present wine glass, and 
William carried the conversation for all three of  them. 

During that time, Alex hadn’t needed to think much. William 
took care of  things. The arrangement wasn’t sustainable for either 
of  them. Yet Alex hadn’t really understood how much his brother 
resented him until they got to Castle Heights, and he overheard the 
things that William said about him to Daniella. 

After Reginald Byrne—Daniella’s father—died in July, Alex and 
William had both gone to Byrne House to sort out their part of  the 
estate. William and Daniella had immediately fallen headlong into a 
relationship. Or had their romance started earlier? Alex would 
probably never know. But however it happened, William had 
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stopped wanting his perfect life in New York and decided to create a 
new life with distant cousin Daniella instead. 

Looking around the empty, dusty apartment, Alex thought: It’s 
because I ruined this place for him. And then Alex had ruined Castle 
Heights for William, too. 

It’s no wonder he hates me. 
“Hey, man,” Pradeep called. He was peering into the hall closet. 

He reached in and came out with a paperback. “William forgot 
this.” 

It was a well-worn copy of  Neverwhere by Neil Gaiman.  
“No,” Alex said, taking the book. “It’s mine.” 
He opened the front cover to read the inscription. For Alex, Never 

forget that there’s more to this world than we can see. Don’t be afraid to open 
your heart to something new. Love, Dad. 

“Used to be my dad’s,” Alex said. “I kept borrowing it, so he 
gave it to me.” It had been Alex’s favorite book in middle school, 
though he hadn’t read it in years. He’d brought a bunch of  books 
here last year, and must’ve left this one behind. The inscription 
made it special. Priceless. But he hadn’t even noticed it was gone. 
How had he not noticed? 

William knew this book was important. Alex was sure of  it. 
But Will had just left it here. 
Will looked like their father, but his personality was more like 

their mother’s: distant, reluctant to let his emotions show. William 
and Lila could sit quietly in a room, hardly speaking, and they still 
seemed to understand one another perfectly. Their dad had always 
been the one to make sure that Alex—being the youngest, an 
accident—wasn’t left out. Dad used to do magic tricks to make Alex 
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laugh and taught him some sleight of  hand. He didn’t look like the 
other doctors in his practice; he was a bit overweight, messy and 
preferred joking around or playing basketball more than he liked 
dinner parties or the theater. He embarrassed William to no end, 
and for the longest time Alex couldn’t understand it. His dad was 
the best.  

Alex remembered his father tucking him into bed as a kid. Back 
then, the wounds on his left side still ached sometimes. His dad 
would stroke the scar on his face and read to him. Maybe Neverwhere, 
maybe The Dark Tower or The Magicians series. Books that were 
supposed to be for grown ups, but his dad took the time to explain 
what needed explaining.  

Alex closed his eyes, waiting for the sting in his eyes to go away. 
Then he slipped the paperback into his jeans pocket. 

“We should go,” he said. 
When he turned around, Pradeep was holding a small card. 

“Found this on top of  the microwave.” 
It was a business card that read, AAA City Movers, along with a 

phone number. 
“Maybe you could call them and find out where your brother 

went,” Pradeep said. “If  he doesn’t call you.” 
“Thanks. Really. For everything.” 
They took the rear exit to avoid the concierge desk. On the walk 

back to the subway, Alex said, “I guess I’ll see you at school?” 
Pradeep adjusted his backpack straps. “Probably.” 
This felt awkward. At times, Alex had no trouble making friends. 

Especially girls. Girls were easy to get along with because Alex could 
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grin at them and crack a joke, do a little flirting, and somehow 
things just clicked. It often worked with his gay acquaintances, too.  

But with a lot of  guys, he struggled with what to say. His 
wisecracks sounded mean instead of  playful. He felt like guys could 
see through him and knew just how uncertain he was.  

“We could hang out again,” Alex offered. 
“Maybe.” Pradeep took out his phone. 
They rode the subway together for a little while, until they had to 

take different lines. On his way back to Manhattan, Alex stared up 
at an ad for an energy drink, feeling hopelessly alone. 
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~5~ 
August 

Four Months Ago 

ALEX STOOD BY THE BYRNE HOUSE GATE, a hand on one of  its 
spikes. He looked up at the mansion, taking in its stone curves, its 
black glass. It was surreal to be here again after so many years. So 
many dreams. Gray clouds drifted past against a starless night sky. 

In the year after it happened, Alex would sometimes wake up 
crying in the night. His father would come into his room, and Alex 
would ask, “Was it real? Was she real?” 

His dad hugged him until Alex was calm. He would tell Alex the 
story, just as Alex had told him. “Her name is Evelyn Ashwood. You 
and Evelyn fell. You got hurt. Whatever she saw down there, it 
scared her. But it’s okay, Alex. She’s fine. It wasn’t your fault.” 

His father had explained that the Byrne family covered up the 
hole. They wouldn’t let anyone else fall into that underground place 
ever again. Eventually, Alex had believed it. 

But now, somebody was missing. A guy named Milo Foster. And 
the last person who saw him here, at the mansion? 

It was her. Evelyn. 
Alex walked along Byrne House’s iron fence. When he reached a 

secluded spot, he glanced up and down the street. Then he scaled 
the metal bars and leapt over. 

The gardens were overgrown and dense with shadow. He looked 
for the tree. It had been the tallest one back when they were six. Is it 
that one? he thought. It wasn’t near as tall as the one in his memory. 
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He kept pushing through the brush, occasionally using the light 
of  his phone to see. He wasn’t even sure what he was looking for. 
An open pit, like the mouth of  a well? The police might have noticed 
that. But still, he looked. He listened for a voice. Anything. 

Then, he saw something. A light. He crept closer: there was a 
flickering lamp in one of  the old buildings. From the wooden stalls 
inside, it looked like a stable. It might be important. A clue. 

Alex froze. He’d heard a noise behind him. Holding his breath, 
he turned around. The silhouette of  a person crouched on a brick 
section of  the fence. It was a girl. But she wasn’t looking at him; she 
was staring off  into another direction. He crept closer. She was 
young. Cute, actually. What was she doing up there? She didn’t 
belong here, that was for sure. Otherwise, why was she being so 
adorably sneaky? 

He couldn’t help himself. “Hey!” he whispered. 
The poor girl shrieked and then fell. Alex ran to her, brushing 

leaves and branches from her face. “I’m sorry!” he said. “I’m—” A 
dumbass? Yeah. So much for my chances with this one. “Are you okay?” 

She was coughing and flailing her arms like she’d been immersed 
in six feet of  water, not six centimeters of  leaves. She mumbled 
something. It sounded like, “Milo.” The boy who was missing. 

“Take a sec to breathe,” Alex said. 
Finally, she looked up into his face and screamed. Not the best 

start. Most girls didn’t mind his scar so much—but then again, it 
was dark, and this girl clearly hadn’t expected him. 

She got herself  into a standing position, brushed off  her clothes, 
and began peppering him with questions. What are you doing? Why are 
you here? 
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She had freckles on the top of  her nose, and her cheeks were 
turning pink with fury. She was definitely cute, though it annoyed 
him that she assumed he didn’t belong at Byrne House. She didn’t 
either. 

“I was the last person to see Milo before he disappeared,” she 
said. “I still don’t get why you’re here.” 

Then it clicked. She was Evelyn. The girl. The girl. He wanted to 
touch her, to assure himself  that she was really standing here in 
front of  him. 

“I’m Alex Evans,” he said. 
Her bemused expression didn’t change. 
You know me, he thought. Please tell me you remember. But she just 

glared back, no light of  recognition in her eyes. This girl that he’d 
agonized over, pined for, built up into a kind of  talisman within his 
mind. 

Was it real? he’d asked his father. 
She was real. But he—Alex Evans, the boy with the scar—meant 

nothing to her. She didn’t remember him at all. 
Even later, as he fell ever more profoundly in love with her, he 

didn’t forget that feeling: that he was the one who wasn’t real. That 
if  he hadn’t forced his way back into her life, she’d never have felt 
his absence. 
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~6~ 

“I SAW HIM TODAY. WILLIAM.” 
Alex was in his bedroom, sprawled over the comforter, holding 

his phone over his head.  
On the screen, Evelyn’s eyes went round in shock. “He came 

home? What did he say?” 
“It’s more what he didn’t say.” He explained everything that had 

happened—Central Park, Pradeep’s intervention, the apartment 
break-in. Except he made it all sound exciting and mildly heroic 
instead of  sad. 

“I like this Pradeep guy. Why didn’t you mention him before?” 
He shrugged. But he did know, kind of. When he got to Castle 

Heights, he’d wanted to put his life in New York behind him as 
much as possible. It never occurred to him that his old friends would 
miss him. Though Pradeep had made it clear that he was no longer 
interested in Alex’s friendship, anyway. 

“I had no idea until today that Pradeep was a criminal 
mastermind,” Alex said. “He’s like you. He never gets caught.” 

Evelyn grinned. She flipped onto her stomach, repositioning her 
phone in front of  her. Chestnut-brown hair fell over her shoulder. 
She was always beautiful, but tonight especially. The lights were off  
in her bedroom, her phone the only thing illuminating her face. Her 
cheeks and mouth were lightly pink. Long lashes framed her dark 
blue eyes. She was wearing a gauzy, rainbow-colored thing. He 
could see the thin straps of  her tank top through the fabric. 
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She bit at one corner of  her lip. “I wish I was there right now.” 
Alex put his free hand under his head. “Me too. Like crazy.” 
“Less than a week.” 
He sighed, closing his eyes. “Six days.” Actually, five days and about 

fifteen hours. Not that he was counting. 
Evelyn was set to visit her dad in Baltimore for Thanksgiving, 

and she was booked on a train to Manhattan for the next day. He 
was thrilled to see her, hold her—Jesus, kiss her—but the 
anniversary of  his dad’s death put a bitter tinge on everything lately.  

Evelyn gave him an update on the latest Castle Heights goings-
on. Detectives Penn and Tyson had come by her house, following 
up on a few questions about the disappearance of  Milo Foster last 
summer. The police still had no idea about the real story or how 
Byrne House was involved.  

“They basically admitted that their investigation of  Milo’s 
disappearance—and the sicknesses over the summer, too—has gone 
nowhere,” Evelyn said. “I’m sure they suspect I know more than 
I’ve said. But they know they can’t force me, either.” Her gaze slid 
away, going unfocused. She didn’t like talking about what 
happened. Not even with him, which he liked to pretend didn’t 
bother him. 

“But you’re all right?” he asked. He asked this same question 
nearly every time they spoke. 

“I’m fine,” she insisted. 
“Jake’s not bothering you?” He couldn’t resist asking. He didn’t 

like to think about Jake being in the same state as Evelyn, much less 
the same neighborhood. The last time he’d seen Jake and Evelyn 
talking—before Alex had left Castle Heights—he’d seen the lust in 
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the way Jake looked at her. It made him so angry his vision had 
started to cloud. Alex was the only one allowed to look at her like 
that. 

I am supportive. I am a picture-perfect good boyfriend. Pay no attention to the 
jealous, sex-crazed maniac behind the curtain. 

She rolled her eyes. “Jake is not a problem.” 
Evelyn insisted on feeling sorry for the guy, but Alex didn’t trust 

him for a second. Jake was one of  the many reasons that he kept 
second guessing his decision to leave Castle Heights. He hated that 
he’d had to leave her. Especially when they’d had so little time 
together. He couldn’t bear the thought that his feelings for her—or 
especially her feelings for him—might have changed.  

“You sure your mom’s okay with me coming?” Evelyn asked. 
“Given the timing, I mean?” 

“Believe me, your visit will be good for my mom,” Alex said. 
“She needs the distraction.” We both do, he thought. 

Evelyn was convinced that Alex’s mom didn’t like her, and 
maybe she was right. But Lila Evans was rarely effusive. She didn’t 
like many people in general—except William. 

At dinner, Alex had waited for his mom to mention something 
about her eldest son. To drop some hint that she’d seen him. But 
she just sat drinking her pinot grigio, making small talk about her 
day. Finally, Alex had decided to just ask. 

“Heard from Will lately?” he’d said, spearing a wedge of  potato 
with his fork. 

His mother perked up. “Have you?” 
The hope in her voice made Alex regret he’d mentioned it. “Not 

yet.” 

33



Lila set down her wine glass. “I just don’t understand why you 
two can’t make up. Whatever it was you did—” 

“Mom, not everything is my fault.” 
She’d stood up, heading toward the wine bottle for a refill. “Well, 

I guess I just don’t get it.” 
“Yeah. Me neither.” Alex had shoved the last few bites of  food 

into his mouth and left the table. 
Their mother had always preferred Will over him. It was no 

surprise to Alex at this point. In some ways, Alex couldn’t blame 
her. William could interpret her moods far better than Alex or even 
their dad ever could. She’d especially relied on her favorite son after 
becoming a widow. William handled the financial mess, called the 
banks about loan extensions; William took her to art galleries and 
subtitled movies. 

But Alex had relied on his brother, too. He and his mother were 
both unmoored now that William was gone. 

“Alex?” Evelyn asked. “I still see you, but your brain seems to be 
very far away. Did you hear anything I just said?” 

“Crap. I’m sorry.” He sat up, ruffling his hair back into place. 
“Tell me again?” 

She was still smiling, but her eyes were tired. “Don’t worry about 
it. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay? Six days.” 

“Yeah.” Less than six days. Thank God for that. Otherwise, his 
brain really would be in a faraway place, and it wouldn’t be 
anywhere good. 
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~7~ 

HE WAS CLIMBING THE EVERGREEN TREE. The very tallest one. 
The girl giggled from a nearby branch. “Help, I’m stuck!” Her 

long brown hair had snagged on the spiky needles. 
Alex reached over and gently pulled the locks free. Her hair was 

soft as silk between his fingers. She smiled at him, tilting her head 
coyly. But this wasn’t the little girl who’d scaled the tree with him 
years ago—this was the Evelyn that appeared on his phone’s lock 
screen. The girlfriend he fantasized about when he closed his eyes at 
night. She wore a long printed skirt that somehow didn’t impede 
her movement. 

Alex was grown too, though he climbed effortlessly, and the 
branches didn’t sag beneath his weight. 

“Catch me,” Evelyn said, suddenly high above him. 
I’m dreaming, he thought. Not that this realization gave him pause. 

He simply accepted it. And it was more than welcome. He was 
having a vivid dream about the girl he missed most in the world, 
and he wanted to enjoy every moment. 

Alex reached her. They sat beside one another on a single 
branch. Evelyn put her palm on his cheek and kissed him. Alex’s 
body lit up like a bulb flooded with electricity. 

She giggled again, which—admittedly—seventeen-year-old 
Evelyn didn’t often do.  

“Where’s the cigar box?” she asks. 
“The…what?” 
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He tried to get his brain to work. The cigar box—it belonged to 
his dad. Alex had told her about it last summer. For years, it sat in 
his dad’s study: a bit smaller than a shoebox, inlaid with exotic 
wood in a pattern of  vines and leaves. It looked antique and 
expensive, but that wasn’t why the box had been important to Alex. 
His dad kept his magic card deck inside. I want you…to have it, his 
dad said in the hospital, struggling to speak after his stroke. 

There’d been a hiccup not long after his dad died—his mom had 
given the cigar box away, and Alex had some trouble getting it back. 
But that was all behind him now. 

The dream version of  Evelyn nodded along with his thoughts, as 
if  she could hear them spoken aloud. 

“Why?” Alex asked her. 
“Where is it?” 
She kissed the side of  his chin. Her fingers gripped the inside of  

his thigh. It wasn’t easy to focus on her question.  
“My dad’s study.” It was sitting on the bookshelf, like it always 

had been when his dad was still alive. 
“Can’t I have it?” 
Alex was so shocked that he pulled away from her. His instinct 

was to say, Hell no. It was precious to him, and he couldn’t believe 
that his Evelyn—the real one—would ever ask. And why would she? 
But this Evelyn was so vivid. He could smell the floral sweetness of  
her lotion. He wanted to make her happy. 

“Well…okay. I guess.” 
Her eyes were glassy. “Go get it.” 
He looked down through the tree branches. The ground was so 

far away it was in shadow. His body swayed and he groped for the 
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tree trunk, pressing himself  against it. He gasped for breath. All he 
could think of  was his father’s grave, the sheer walls of  dirt. The 
coffin disappearing inside. 

The branch disappeared from beneath him. His hands slipped 
away from the trunk, his skin scraping raw. “Help me,” Alex cried. 
“Please.” 

Evelyn just stared back. 
Arms flailing, Alex touched something solid and tried to hold on. 

Then Evelyn screamed. He’d grabbed onto her foot. But it didn’t 
stop him from falling. 

✵ 

“No!” 
Alex’s chest was drenched with sweat. He could still hear her 

screams. His eyes strained to see in the darkness of  his bedroom. 
The sheets and comforter were tangled around his legs.  

He couldn’t move. 
His whole life, people had asked about the scars. He’d lived with 

that accident for over a decade and he’d never been able to forget it. 
For Alex, there was everything before he found Evelyn again—the 
inscrutable dreams, the barrier that he always felt between himself  
and others, his dad’s death—and everything afterward, when his life 
finally started to make sense. But the guilt was still there. 

A floorboard creaked. A shadow moved against the wall. 
There was someone in his room. 
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His pulse raced. Yet still, his arms and legs would not obey him. 
Alex’s eyes began to ache as he stared at the foot of  his bed. Then 
his heart lodged in his throat.  

His father was standing there. He held something in his hands—
something small and rectangular. The cigar box. 

As Alex watched, his dad crossed the room and walked out the 
open door. 

I’m still dreaming, Alex thought. 
Slowly, his legs agreed to move. His feet stung with pins and 

needles as he got up. His bedroom door was open. But he swore 
he’d closed it—like he always did—before settling down to sleep. 

Alex went out into the hallway. One other door was open. 
The door to his dad’s study. 
It was a tiny room, barely larger than a closet, though still an 

indulgence in a New York apartment. They would never have been 
able to afford this place if  his mom hadn’t inherited it. They’d 
struggled to pay the taxes and upkeep since his dad’s death. But the 
apartment was his mom’s last tie to her family, and so far she’d 
refused to sell it. Not that she had explained her reasons to her son. 
She usually wasn’t so sentimental. 

The curtains were pulled back, filling the study with nighttime 
city light.  

They’d left this room much as it was when Ben Evans was still 
alive. Alex’s mother had never said so expressly, but she seemed to 
think that mourning was the kind of  thing one did in private. But 
the room was much tidier than his dad’s study had ever been. It was 
the version of  Ben that Lila wished he’d been: no piles of  papers 
everywhere or books double-stacked on the shelves. 
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Alex went to the shelf  where the cigar box was supposed to sit. 
But it wasn’t there. 

He scoured the room, opening all the drawers, even crawling 
behind the chairs. But it was no use. The box was gone. 
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~8~ 

ALEX WANDERED INTO THE LIVING ROOM, squinting at the 
assault of  morning light through their span of  windows. It was his 
favorite thing about their apartment, the feature that made guests 
stop and stare: the view of  Central Park’s treetops, framed by 
skyline. Today the sky was too bright, and there were a thousand 
windows throwing back glare. 

Yawning, he moved on to the kitchen. He’d barely slept at all. 
He’d spent half  the night searching for his dad’s cigar box. But it 
wasn’t anywhere; not in the study, not Alex’s room, not the far 
corners or crannies of  the various closets and odd storage places 
that populated their old apartment.  

He was going to ask his mom about the cigar box. Maybe she’d 
moved it. She’d better not have moved it. That box had brought him 
enough trouble already. But aside from the question of  where was the 
question of  why. Why did he dream about the cigar box? Why had 
it suddenly disappeared? 

And what the heck had he seen in his room last night? 
First, before he tackled any of  those questions, he needed coffee. 

His mom always made a pot first thing, which was one of  the ways 
that he assessed her moods. Only the blackest dejection would stand 
in the way of  her caffeine addiction. 

Their small, galley-style kitchen was quiet. Nearly every surface 
was off-white, from the beige fridge to the chipped tile countertops. 
And not the trendy kind of  white that Alex had seen in fancier 
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apartments or on social media. His mom and dad used to have 
wistful conversations about the kitchen and bathroom renovations 
they’d do someday. Their Upper West Side apartment had a multi-
million dollar view, but it hadn’t been updated since the eighties. 

“Mom?” Alex asked. The carafe in the coffee maker was dry. 
Alex checked—it hadn’t been used. But it was almost ten o’clock. 
Warning bells sounded in his head. 

He went over to his mother’s closed bedroom door. His knock 
was so loud it made him jump. “Mom?” he asked again. “You 
feeling okay?” 

There was a muffled sound inside. Alex opened the door a crack 
and peered inside. She was burrowed beneath her blankets. From 
the way yesterday’s clothes were strewn on the floor, it looked like 
she’d gone to bed late and hadn’t gotten up yet. That wasn’t like 
her.  

The pile of  blankets on her bed shifted. One of  her eyes looked 
out. It was bloodshot. “Just a headache.” Her voice was hoarse.  

This didn’t feel right. Something was off  about her, but he 
couldn’t pinpoint it. “Are you sure, Mom? Need me to call Dr. 
Jacobson?” 

Her reaction was immediate. “No. I just need some rest, that’s 
all.” 

“If  you say so.” Alex hesitated, still hovering in the doorway. 
“Hey Mom, do you know where the cigar box is? Dad’s old cigar 
box?” 

She didn’t answer for a moment. He wondered if  she’d fallen 
asleep. He asked the question again. 
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“Huh? Oh, no. I don’t know. Alex, please close the door? My 
head is splitting.” 

She rolled over and disappeared beneath the covers. 
Her door made a soft click as he shut it. He decided to make the 

coffee himself, so she’d have some ready when she woke up. 
Caffeine helped with headaches, right? In fact, he thought, I’ll make a 
real breakfast. Pancakes. Why not? He was still on edge from his 
dream last night. He and his mom could both use a decent meal in 
their stomachs; last night all they’d had was reheated pasta. 

He started rummaging through the pantry, looking for the 
pancake mix. His mind had returned to the cigar box, trying to 
puzzle out the strange events of  the night before. It was a dream, all 
of  it. Even the figure in his room. And maybe he’d dreamed about 
the cigar box because he’d already noticed, subconsciously, that the 
box was missing from the study shelf. But why now? What was his 
subconscious trying to tell him? 

Assuming it was just my subconscious, he thought. Alex’s hand paused 
on a container of  baking powder. He wasn’t going to say it. Wasn’t 
even going to think it. 

My dad was in my room last night. 
“Pancakes,” he said aloud. “I’m making pancakes.” 
Finally, he found the pancake mix behind a stack of  soup cans. 

But then his foot hit against a paper grocery bag on the floor, 
overflow from their recycling bin. The bag toppled over and green 
wine bottles rolled out of  the pantry across the kitchen floor. He 
cursed under his breath, thankful that none of  them had broken. 

As he picked up the bottles, he noticed just how many there 
were: ten bottles of  the pinot grigio his mom liked, the one that only 
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cost six dollars at their local store. When had she drunk all of  these? 
Some of  them still had drops of  wine inside. 

She’d taken the recycling out just a few days ago. Lately she’d 
been doing it herself, often before he got home from school, even 
though she hated going down to the building’s dimly-lit trash room. 
There’d been the extra glass or two of  wine most nights at dinner. 
The slow, creeping increase of  her intake. She got offended and left 
the table the one time he’d mentioned it. 

He glanced in the direction of  her bedroom. The realization was 
swift, but still a shock. 

She’s asleep because she’s hungover.  
The door creaked on its hinge as he looked in at her again. 

“Mom, do you need anything?” 
“Just sleep,” she said, and tucked her head back underneath the 

pillow. 
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~9~ 

DR. NEIL JACOBSON LIVED ON LONG ISLAND, in an old 
colonial-style with ivy draping its walls. Alex sat in the backyard 
drinking a glass bottle of  Coke. 

“How’ve you been doing?” the doctor asked. He sat across from 
Alex in an upholstered patio sofa, one leg crossed loosely over the 
over. He’d always been a big man—larger than life, it had seemed 
when Alex was younger—and he’d only gotten larger in the many 
months since Alex last saw him. 

“Um, okay. Mostly.” 
The visit was proving just as awkward as Alex had expected. 

He’d been afraid that his mom needed more help than he could sort 
out on his own. But there was a lot he needed to say first. Or rather, 
apologize for. 

“I’m really sorry about what happened last year,” Alex said. “All 
the trouble I caused.” 

Dr. Jacobson leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. 
He’d been the youngest in the pediatrics practice, but Alex’s dad 
said that they all looked to Neil Jacobson as their leader. He could 
manage even the most terrified or defiant of  parents. Alex never 
understood why the man didn’t have a family of  his own. Maybe he 
gave too much of  himself  to his work, devoting endless nighttime 
hours to children’s emergency rooms on top of  his usual 
appointments. 
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But he had always intimidated Alex; Dr. Jacobson seemed more 
like a TV version of  a perfect doctor than an actual living human. 

“I got your letter,” the doctor said. 
“Yeah, but I should have said it in person.” The apology letter 

was a cop out.  
Dr. Jacobson nodded. “True. Understandable, though. Given the 

circumstances.” 
But it wasn’t, Alex thought. I was an asshole. It annoyed him that 

Dr. Jacobson wouldn’t say it. 
It was all because of  the cigar box. Maybe that explained the 

dream—Alex’s innate sense that something was wrong with his 
mom, and he didn’t know where else to turn but here. 

Not long after his dad died, his mother had given the cigar box 
away to Dr. Jacobson, along with a bunch of  his other possessions. 
Alex couldn’t believe it when he found out—the one thing that his 
dad specifically wanted him to have, and his mom had taken that 
gift away.  

“Your mom didn’t realize what the box meant to you,” Dr. 
Jacobson said. “I had every intention of  giving it back. You could’ve 
just asked me for it.” The words were more patronizing than 
scolding. 

“I know.” 
That was the thing that bugged Alex the most—the doctor 

would have understood immediately. Of  course you can have it back. 
What’s mine is yours, son. But so soon after his dad’s death, Alex 
couldn’t bear the thought of  sharing one iota of  his grief. Not with 
the perfect Dr. Neil, the man who had no family, no responsibility 
except to abstract legions of  children who weren’t his own. 
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So Alex had taken a ridiculously expensive cab to the Long 
Island house when he knew the doctor would be busy at the 
hospital. He hadn’t been thinking straight. He certainly didn’t 
realize the neighbors would be so vigilant. 

After William had bailed him out of  jail, the cigar box had 
arrived at the apartment, addressed to Alex. Dr. Jacobson had 
convinced the local authorities to drop all charges, too. You should be 
damned grateful, William had said. Not everybody gets so many chances. 

“It’s funny, I was just talking to your brother about that cigar box 
a few days ago.” 

Alex looked up sharply from the Coke bottle. “When?” 
“Last week. He called and asked about your father. And the cigar 

box came up.” 
Alex’s stomach burned, and his armpits began to sweat. Last 

week? Had William been in New York even then? 
Or had that conversation prompted his visit? 
“The box has an interesting history, actually.” Dr. Jacobson sat 

back, shifting his bulk against the cushions. “Your dad ever tell you 
about it?” 

Alex was still trying to process the new information about his 
brother, and how it might be important. “Not really.” 

“It belonged to his grandmother.” 
Clara Byrne. Alex hadn’t known the cigar box belonged to her. 

His dad rarely spoke of  his family, actually. 
“Ben—your dad—he didn’t have an easy childhood. Only child, 

single mom. He lived with his grandmother when his mom was 
putting herself  through school.” 
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Alex put down his drink on a wooden table. “I had no idea.” He 
just remembered Clara as an old woman in a nursing home, her 
mind clouded with dementia. Their visits had always been painful 
for his dad, and Ben Evans would never speak much in the days 
afterward. 

“After his grandmother died, your father found out that he’d 
inherited half  of  that house in Colorado. What’s the name of  it?” 

“Byrne House,” Alex said, thinking of  rough stone and a 
sharply-peaked roofline. 

When they went to Byrne House for Clara’s funeral, it was one 
of  the first times that Alex’s dad had even been to the family estate. 
Alex had never quite understood the rift in the family. He just knew 
that the two sides of  the Byrne family—each descended from either 
Walter Byrne or his brother Simon—never got along. And after 
Alex fell on the Byrne House grounds, that distance had only 
increased. 

“Right. Byrne House. Well, your dad didn’t seem to have much 
interest in the real estate, but he also got a trove of  other things that 
had belonged to his grandmother. I told him the antiques were 
probably worth some money, but he just stuck them in storage. All 
except the cigar box. He said it had personality and layers, like he 
was talking about a human being and not an inanimate object. 
That’s how Ben was; money didn’t really speak to him, but 
character did.”  

This description certainly squared with the father that Alex had 
known. His dad loved stories about hidden worlds where the main 
character faced the worst and proved his mettle. 
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But he’d never questioned why the cigar box was important to 
his dad. And it certainly didn’t seem to have layers; it had just been 
a box, something that opened and closed and held his dad’s trick 
card deck and a few mementos. 

He thought of  the inscription in the paperback book: Never forget 
that there’s more to this world than we can see. 

But what was he supposed to see? 
He tried to understand how his brother might fit into this. Could 

William have taken the box? But why? Did he know about its 
connection to Byrne House? 

“I was surprised when your mother gave the cigar box to me,” 
Dr. Jacobson said. “I’d assumed that was an innocent oversight on 
her part, since I happened to know that your father wanted to give 
it to you. I just didn’t get the chance.” He smiled ruefully. “You’ve 
still got it, right?” 

“Oh. Yeah, of  course.” 
Dr. Jacobson studied him a moment, but he didn’t press the 

subject. “How’s your mom doing these days? I try to call, but we 
haven’t had much chance to really talk.” 

Mom. She was the reason Alex had come here in the first place. 
Alex shifted in his seat. “She’s not that great, actually. She’s—” 
His phone rang. He’d left it on the wooden table, and now he 

glanced at it. His mother was calling. 
Dr. Jacobson could see the display. “It’s all right,” he said. “Go 

ahead and answer it.” 
Alex did. “Mom?” 
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“There you are,” she said brightly. “Are you at the store? I saw 
the pancake mix out, but no pancakes. I started making them, but 
then I saw we need milk.” 

Alex glanced at the doctor, who was listening with a practiced 
mask of  concern.  

“I can get milk. But mom, I thought you weren’t feeling well?” 
“Headache cleared up after a little rest. I’m fine.” And she did 

sound fine. This was as close to effusive as his mother ever got. 
What if  he’d been wrong? What if  there was some other 
explanation for the wine bottles? 

“Are you heading home?” 
“It’ll be awhile. But yeah, sure.” He ended the call and looked 

sheepishly at Dr. Jacobson. “I guess I’d better run.” 
“But you were going to share something before she called? You 

seemed pretty worried, son. In fact, you still do.” 
Alex tucked his phone into his back pocket. “Yeah, no. I thought 

maybe she was sick this morning, but seems like I was wrong. It was 
good to see you, sir.” He picked up the bottle of  soda. “Thanks for 
this. And for everything.” 

The doctor waited another moment for him to say more. But 
when Alex stayed quiet, the man stood up and offered his hand. 
“You or your mom need anything, you just let me know.” 

The doctor was right: Alex was still worried about his mom. But 
she’d never forgive him if  he implied she was an alcoholic to Dr. 
Jacobson. What if  he was wrong? She’d accuse Alex of  stirring up 
more trouble for no reason, like he always seemed to do. 

But if  he could just track down his brother, maybe William 
would know what to do. At least their mom would listen to him. 
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As he rode the train back to Manhattan, Alex thought about 
what he’d learned. He needed Will’s help with their mother. But he 
also wanted to ask his brother why he’d called Dr. Jacobson out of  
the blue. 

Did you take dad’s cigar box, Will? Alex wondered. That would’ve 
meant he came to the apartment when Alex and his mother weren’t 
there. But unlike Will, they hadn’t changed any locks. 

What if  that had been William in his room, last night? No. Alex 
dismissed it…but the thought wouldn’t go away. Was it a last “screw 
you” to his obnoxious little brother? Or was the cigar box important 
in some way that Alex didn’t know? 

I have to find him before he leaves town again. Before he’s gone for good. 
Assuming it wasn’t already too late. 
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~10~ 

IT WAS MONDAY, the last day of  class before their break for 
Thanksgiving, and the hallways of  Brindley High School were 
appropriately abuzz. Yet as Alex walked along the window-lined 
corridor, a halo of  silence surrounded him. Eyes tended to follow as 
he passed, and voices dropped to whispers. The more reckless girls 
might hold his gaze and bite their lower lips. 

Ever since he got arrested in the fall of  junior year, he’d been that 
guy. No longer the guy with the scar, or the guy whose dad died, but 
the guy who spent half  a night in jail. Though the stories tended to 
round the time up to twenty-four hours at least. He’d completed his 
probation last semester, and yet his reputation hadn’t improved. Not 
that he’d made much of  an effort. 

Dr. Jacobson was the reason the school hadn’t expelled Alex 
altogether. The doctor was an active alumnus and donor. He’d 
smoothed things over, as he often did so well. Yet another reason 
that Alex should be grateful. And he was. But graduating from this 
place meant a lot more to Alex’s mother than it did to him. 

He pushed through the doors into the courtyard. The school’s 
stately stone buildings lined the open space, with a large fountain at 
the courtyard’s shaded center. The tables were crowded, despite the 
drop in temperatures. Alex navigated between groups of  freshman 
and sophomores, looking for Pradeep’s dark buzzed hair. Most 
seniors didn’t eat here, but he hoped that his old group of  friends—
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or perhaps acquaintances was more accurate—still met up here 
during their lunch period.  

He rounded the fountain. A freshman looked up and locked eyes 
with him. She turned red and scurried away. 

Alex saw Kayla’s pastel pink hair. She was standing and 
gesturing to the group, who roared with laughter. She noticed him 
as he approached, one of  her eyebrows quirking in curiosity. 
Pradeep turned around, his smile fading when he saw who it was. 

“Hey,” Alex said, raising a hand. 
The table went quiet. Some of  them he saw everyday in various 

subjects—Mal in Physics, Taylor in Calculus. He’d hooked up with 
Becca a few times sophomore year, and they were still on good 
terms. But it had been a long time since he’d talked to these people 
outside of  class, and longer since he’d shown up here at lunch. Even 
before his dad died, big groups had never been his thing. Mostly 
he’d been content to game with them on Discord from the comfort 
of  his room. 

“Alex!” Kayla said casually. Like the last time they’d spoken had 
been yesterday and not last year. “Want to sit down?” 

She was the group’s unofficial figurehead. An invite from her was 
tantamount to acceptance. Taylor scooted over, making room on 
the bench. 

But Alex shook his head. “Next time? I actually need talk to 
Pradeep. Alone, if  that’s okay?” 

Pradeep mumbled something—Alex couldn’t hear what, but it 
didn’t sound promising. 

“Please?” he added. 
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Pradeep sighed. “Yeah man, for a minute I guess.” His cheeks 
were growing rosier, as they often did, which probably frustrated 
him and provided fodder for his sister’s teasing. He dragged himself  
up, slinging on his backpack like it weighed fifty pounds. “I’ll see 
you guys later.” 

They took the nearest door back inside. The corridor was empty, 
just a couple of  kids digging through their lockers. 

“Find your brother?” Pradeep asked. 
“Not yet. I tried calling the moving company, but they haven’t 

gotten back to me. But that’s why I wanted to talk to you. You 
always could do stuff  with computers.” Alex waggled his fingers. “I 
need The Magician.” 

That was what Pradeep used to call himself  in middle school. He 
always had some crazy hack to get ahead on their favorite games. 

Pradeep smiled, shaking his head at the reference. “Look, I’m 
glad I could help you yesterday. But you can’t just walk up after not 
speaking to me in like, forever, and then ask a bunch of  favors. 
Friendship doesn’t work like that.” 

Alex’s face started to heat up. “I know. But—” 
“I’m not your sidekick. OK? I have my own shit to do.” 
He turned on his heel, heading down the hall. Alex followed. “I 

get it. I wasn’t assuming you’d help me for free—there has to be 
something I can do in return.” 

“I doubt it.” 
“What about Kayla?” 
Slowly, Pradeep turned around, frowning. “What about her?” 

His tone held a warning. 
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The bell rang, and the hallway started to fill up with people 
moving to their next class. Alex pulled Pradeep aside. 

“You help me track down my brother, I help you out with Kayla. 
I know how girls think.” That was perhaps an overstatement. But 
Alex was confident he could make Kayla notice Pradeep as 
potentially more than a friend. And maybe give the guy some 
pointers. Number one: set down the backpack occasionally. 

Pradeep glanced back and forth the hall a few times, like he was 
warring with himself. Then he said, “Okay. Deal.” 
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~11~ 

ALEX TOOK THE ELEVATOR TO THE APARTMENT’S 
SUBBASEMENT. The florescent lights clicked and hummed, painting 
everything a sickly yellow. He unlocked the door to the storage area, 
and then walked into the narrow corridor that gave access to the 
individual units. Furniture and boxes were just visible through the 
slatted walls. 

When he was little, Alex would occasionally sneak down here to 
play with other kids from the building. Which certainly wasn’t 
allowed. But it was like a low budget horror movie down here, 
between the rusty metal-cage walls and the old water stains on the 
ceiling. Sounds echoed strangely down here. Perfect for a game of  
hide and seek, especially if  getting the girls to scream was the main 
goal. 

The metal structure rattled as he unlocked the door to the 
storage unit marked “Evans.” The rest of  his family had always 
shunned this level of  the building. Yet his dad had trouble throwing 
things away. Every year or two, Lila Evans would pack up a box of  
unwanted things to be relegated down here—either by William or, 
in later years, Alex. So between storage duties and the hide and seek 
games, he’d been down here countless times. But Alex had never 
spent much time actually looking through his family’s collection.   

He pulled a chain, lighting a bare bulb that swung overhead. His 
old red bicycle was down here. William’s forgotten pair of  ice skates. 
Tents and sleeping bags and plenty of  other sporting goods that 
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they’d bought optimistically, though none of  the Evans family were 
big on outdoor adventures. There were banker-style boxes stacked 
high along one wall. The place smelled of  mildew and damp earth 
and old cardboard. 

Evelyn would love this, he thought. She would’ve seen a treasure-
trove of  family memories, just waiting to be discovered. Alex didn’t 
even know exactly what he was looking for. Not the cigar box—that 
had disappeared recently, and his mom certainly hadn’t brought the 
thing down here. But something that Dr. Jacobson said yesterday 
had stuck in his mind.  

Ben got a trove of  things that had belonged to his grandmother, and he just 
put them in storage. 

Alex took down the box at the top of  the pile. The cardboard lid 
squeaked as he lifted it off. He started shuffling through papers: 
drawings with the name Alex scrawled in crayon at the bottom, 
ticket stubs and theater programs, essays William must have written 
in high school. Alex wondered who’d saved these things, his mom or 
his dad? Probably his dad. Lila Evans had never been especially 
sentimental about the past. 

Somewhere in the subbasement, there was a screech. Like a rusty 
hinge moving. Then there were footsteps. Alex froze and his heart 
began to race, though it was silly. He had every right to be here. It 
was just a neighbor coming to a different storage unit. 

He returned to looking through the box. But there wasn’t much 
of  interest, unless you found the program from Alex’s fifth grade 
graduation intriguing. He reached for the next box in the pile. As he 
flipped through the papers, he kept an ear trained on the 
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subbasement around him. Maybe it was just his experience at Byrne 
House that had made him wary. 

The footsteps had disappeared. But now there was a faint 
scraping sound. It could’ve been anything; a fan circulating the stale 
air, a rusty pipe. Then the metallic screech came again, sending an 
unpleasant tingle through his body. He got up and went to the door 
of  the unit. The walls down here were like a chain link fence, loops 
of  metal bound together. There were narrow slats of  wood situated 
between the links, providing a modicum of  privacy. But you could 
still see through the gaps around the slats of  wood. 

He opened the flimsy door and peered into the corridor. Looked 
left, then right. All the other storage units were closed. “See? It’s 
nothing,” he said quietly to himself. “This isn’t Byrne House.” 

He closed the door and went back to his search, ignoring the 
scraping sounds. 

About twenty minutes later, Alex finally found something 
promising. The box itself  was relatively new, made of  clear plastic, 
but right away Alex could tell that the items inside were old. They 
looked yellowed and brittle. He unsnapped the lid; a folded dress lay 
on top. The lace fabric might’ve once been white, but now it was 
the color of  weak tea. Pearls lined the neck and waist. Gingerly, 
Alex lifted the delicate fabric and set it aside.  

Beneath lay a small book with a cracked leather cover. In gold 
foil letters—now mostly faded—it read, Diary. On the inside cover, 
the owner had scrawled the name Clara Byrne. 

This diary had belonged to his great-grandmother. 
To him, Grandma Clara had always been the ancient woman 

who couldn’t recall his name. He knew very little about her 
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background, just that she’d been sent away from Byrne House as a 
small child. She’d been an orphan at such a young age. He’d never 
really thought about what her life was like. 

Alex sat on another box and began to glance through, taking 
care as he turned the stiff  pages. 

The diary began when she was around eighteen years old, or so 
Alex gathered from her mentions of  school and an aunt who served 
as her guardian. She described working in a factory during the war, 
making machinery. She lived in an apartment with several other 
working girls, her first time out on her own. It sounded like she 
hadn’t grown up wealthy, but she hadn’t been destitute either; she 
was able to finish high school and hoped to someday attend college. 
Considering the tragic loss of  her parents, Alex was amazed at 
Clara’s hopeful attitude. 

Alex began to flip through the pages, looking for a mention of  
the cigar box. Anything that might, somehow, be important. 

He felt that tingle again, a sense that someone was watching him. 
He looked up, glancing around. But all was still and quiet. He 
returned to the diary. 

Several pages later, he saw a name he recognized: Uncle Simon. 
Holding the diary up to the light, Alex continued to read. 

I’ve had a letter from Aunt Harriet. It’s now been half  a year since Uncle 
Simon passed, and Harriet is still not pleased with me for having missed the 
funeral. But I couldn’t have gotten away, even if  I’d had more affection for the 
man. All he ever did was play cards and complain when they visited, and he 
smelled of  bourbon, which I cannot stand. 

Again, she’s asked me to come to Byrne House. I wonder if  I should go, even 
if  it means risking my job. But I can’t stay in New York forever, can I? I have no 
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people here but my girlfriends, and they have a tendency to marry and move to 
Connecticut. It’s perfectly dreary avoiding every handsome soldier in New 
England to avoid falling in love, but I have dreams of  my own. I can’t ever 
forget that. Perhaps Harriet can help me with my tuition fund.  

Harriet has sent along a gift: a wooden cigar box that she says belonged to 
my father, Walter. According to my aunt, Uncle Simon kept the object in his 
office for many years. The box is quite intricately made, and I do appreciate 
having another memento of  my parent. Perhaps I 

Alex looked up from the diary in mid-sentence, distracted by a 
noise. There it was again—the footsteps. They were unmistakable; 
heavy soled shoes hitting the concrete floor. Alex waited. The 
footsteps grew louder, though he couldn’t tell what direction they 
were coming from—the echoes were too fragmented in this space. 

The footsteps stopped. 
Alex caught the faintest suggestion of  movement—a shifting of  

light to dark between the slats of  the wall. As if  someone were out 
in the dim corridor, looking in at him. Goosebumps rose all over his 
skin, and cold sweat began to roll down his sides. 

“Somebody there?” Alex asked. His voice sounded deep and 
gruff. Far braver than he felt. “Can I help you?” 

Nobody answered. 
Enough of  this, he thought. He jumped up and yanked on the 

door. 
It wouldn’t open. 
He examined the handle, thinking it was stuck. But then he 

noticed the lock—it was double-sided. It could be secured from 
either side of  the door. And it appeared to be locked now. But Alex 
hadn’t done it while he was inside the unit, he was sure. 
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He pulled the key from his pocket and twisted it into the lock. 
The door swung too fast, smacking into the wall of  the storage unit. 

Nobody was in the hall. The sounds, even the scraping, had 
stopped. 

“I think I’m done,” he said aloud. “Gonna head back up.” Just in 
case somebody, somewhere, was listening. 

He returned Clara’s diary, put the boxes back in order, and 
locked up. His Chuck Taylors were muffled against the floor. When 
the elevator doors finally closed, cutting off  the view of  the 
subbasement, Alex finally exhaled. He realized he’d been holding 
his breath. 
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~12~ 

PRADEEP HELD ONTO HIS BACKPACK STRAPS, gazing at the 
crenellations of  the Upper East Side.  

“My room’s this way.” Alex pointed. 
“I remember,” Pradeep said. He sighed, like it wasn’t such a 

good memory. 
The last time he’d visited Alex’s apartment was around 

sophomore year. As far as Alex recalled, they’d had a decent time. 
Xbox and cinnamon rolls that Alex’s dad had made in the middle 
of  a Sunday afternoon. But Pradeep was trudging down the hallway 
like this was the last place he wanted to be. 

In Alex’s room, Pradeep extricated himself  from his backpack 
and set it on the floor. “Where should I set up?” 

Alex cleared books and papers from his desk. “How’s this?” 
“Good enough.” He nodded at a picture of  Evelyn that Alex had 

pinned to his cork board. “Who’s that?” 
“My girlfriend in Colorado. Evelyn.” 
Pradeep snorted and said under his breath, “Girlfriend in every 

state?” 
“What? That isn’t what I meant.” 
“Whatever.” Pradeep got out his laptop and opened it. “Let’s get 

this over with.” 
Alex went to the desk and slammed down the lid of  the laptop. 

Pradeep started to protest, but Alex held it down firmly. “You don’t 
want to be here? Fine. Just go.” 
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“You know how much that MacBook cost?” He pried the 
computer from beneath Alex’s hand. “Jeez.” 

“I said I was sorry before for being a shitty friend. I’m not gonna 
keep taking crap from you.” Alex had barely slept last night. He 
kept hearing creaking sounds, imagining that someone was standing 
at the foot of  his bed. He’d finally huddled beneath the covers like 
he was five years old, not emerging until light streamed through the 
windows. 

“I’ll find my brother on my own,” Alex said. Though he had no 
idea how. 

Pradeep slid his laptop back in the bag. Alex sat on his bed with 
his arms crossed, propping his feet against the windowsill. He 
waited for the sound of  the other boy’s retreat, the soft footsteps 
padding away on the rug. 

But Pradeep didn’t leave. 
“Kayla had a crush on you for like five years. You realize that 

right?” 
Alex glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t think so.” She’d been in 

their squad of  gamers. Kayla had just been one of  the guys. 
Pradeep dropped his backpack on the carpet and sat heavily on 

the desk chair. “That’s because girls always like you. You think they 
go around flipping their hair and batting their eyelashes to 
everyone, like that’s their natural state.” 

“I don’t think Kayla has ever batted her eyelashes.” 
“She was obsessed with you since middle school, and you used to 

call her bro. ‘Hey bro, that last round of  Overwatch was sick.’ 
Wanna know whose shoulder she cried on? Mine. And it was not as 
good as it sounds.” 
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Alex wracked his brain for some evidence that Pradeep was 
telling the truth. But he’d never thought about Kayla that way, and 
he certainly didn’t think she felt anything but friendship for him. 
And girls didn’t always like him. That was ridiculous. 

True, over the summer he’d had options. Evelyn had been the 
one to make the first move. But things were complicated between 
them given their history, and there’d been another girl, Caitlin 
Meyer, who made it clear she was into him. She had seemed like a 
great girl. He’d been tempted for maybe five seconds. But then he’d 
had to admit the truth: for him, no one could ever come close to 
Evelyn. Caitlin had texted him a few times since, but he hadn’t 
written back. He knew better than to open that door again. 

Pradeep scratched at his buzzed hair. “I’m just saying, there’s 
nothing you can do to make her want me. So I’ll try to help you find 
your brother, but the rest of  the deal’s off. Just leave Kayla out of  
it.” 

He’s scared. Alex had plenty of  fears, too, though girls had never 
been one of  them. Pradeep just needed a strong nudge. Perhaps 
even a shove. And it wouldn’t work unless he didn’t see it coming. 

“Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll pay you back some other way.” 
“No. I’m just helping out a friend.” Pradeep held out his fist for 

the most reluctant fist bump Alex had ever seen. 

✵ 

The next several hours were spent with Pradeep tapping away at 
his computer, while Alex made nachos and ran to the corner market 
for extra bottles of  Mountain Dew. 
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When he returned, his mother was in the kitchen, extricating the 
cork from a fresh bottle of  pinot grigio. He set the plastic grocery 
bag on the counter. 

“Hello there.” She smiled up at him. Her blond hair was neatly 
smoothed back from her forehead, a black headband holding it in 
place. The cork made a small pop. “Pradeep came out to say hi. It’s 
good to see him again.” 

“Yeah. Some other people might come over later, if  that’s okay.” 
She nodded. He watched her pour a generous glass. 
“Mom, are you doing okay?” 
“Of  course, Alex. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
“Because it’s almost Thanksgiving.” 
Her hand paused, resting on the stem of  the wine glass. 
“And because it seems like you’ve been drinking a lot. More than 

usual.” 
Her lips pressed together, turning white. “I am not going to 

entertain those kinds of  questions from my own son,” she 
whispered. “Especially when we have a guest in this house.” 

“Maybe you could talk to Dr. Jacobson? I’m just worried Mom, I
—” 

“Enough, Alex. Why do you have to make everything so difficult?” 
She picked up her wine glass and headed for her room. “Go see to 
your friend.” 

Her door closed. Alex stood in the kitchen until the tight feeling 
in his chest unwound. Then he grabbed the bag of  Mountain Dews 
and returned to his room. 

“Any progress?” he asked, shutting the door behind him. 

64



“Yeah, actually. William hasn’t taken the bait on my phishing e-
mails yet, and until then I won’t be able to nail down an IP address. 
But I think I’ve got a new phone number here, registered to a 
William Evans. A lot of  them in the world, I figure, but pretty sure 
this one’s your brother.” 

 Alex held out a bottle of  soda. Pradeep twisted of  the top and 
gulped down half  of  it.  

“That would be great,” Alex said. “Since he’s blocked me on his 
other number. If  he even still uses it.” 

Pradeep jotted down the new number on a scrap of  paper. Alex 
took it to the kitchen with his phone. His mom was still secluded in 
her room; he checked the level of  the wine bottle in the fridge, and 
it was still mostly full. At least she didn’t take that with her too, he 
thought. 

He dialed the number and held the phone to his ear. A generic 
voicemail greeting answered. 

“Will?” Alex walked over to the window, imagining his brother 
out there in the city somewhere. “It’s about Mom. I think…I’m 
worried about her. She won’t listen to me, but she’ll listen to you. 
She needs you.” Alex thought of  the cigar box, but that would have 
to wait until later. It meant nothing compared to his mother’s 
wellbeing. 

“Thanksgiving is in two days,” he said into the phone. “It’s 
almost been a year. We both need you.” 

Alex ended the call. He took a slow breath, pushing away those 
feelings. His dad in the hospital bed. The call in the morning: he 
didn’t make it. 
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He went back to his room, where Pradeep had started packing 
up. He was winding his power cord into a tight ball. 

“You’re not going yet, are you?” 
“I don’t think there’s much more I can do,” Pradeep said 

apologetically. “At least not yet.” 
Alex leaned against the doorframe. “But I was thinking we—” 
The door buzzed. Perfect timing, Alex thought, starting to smile. 

He’d asked the doorman to let them up. 
“Expecting someone?” Pradeep asked. 
Instead of  answering, Alex jogged to the door and opened it. 

Kayla and Dipti waited in the hall. “Hey!” Kayla said. She held up 
a plastic bag. “I didn’t know what kind of  food to bring for a seance. 
I decided on Fritos, because they sound like bones snapping. Is that 
wrong?” 

“Seance?” Pradeep asked from inside the apartment. 
“I think the basement here’s haunted,” Alex said. “I called 

reinforcements.” He’d texted Kayla while Pradeep was neck-deep in 
computer code. It was all part of  his pay-Pradeep-back plan. An 
elaborate plan, at that. 

Alex stepped aside to let them in, but Kayla gave him a quick 
hug as she passed. Dipti waved one of  her metal forearm crutches 
at him. 

“Hey, big brother,” she said, smiling at Pradeep, who regarded 
the girls with an open mouth. 

“Who wants to take bets on whether guac is good with Fritos?” 
Kayla headed straight for the kitchen—clearly she remembered her 
way around. 
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Pradeep grabbed Alex’s arm before he could join them. “Not 
cool, man,” he whispered. “What do you think you’re doing? I told 
you the deal was off.” 

“I can’t invite people over?” 
Pradeep glared back. 
Alex held up his hands. “Hey, I’m just doing this for a friend.” 
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~13~ 

THE DOOR TO THE STORAGE UNIT SQUEAKED ON ITS HINGES. 
They filed inside, nudging boxes and bicycles out of  the way. 

“Creepy,” Dipti said. 
Alex waited for Pradeep to enter. As usual, he had his hands tight 

around his backpack straps. He’d refused to leave it upstairs—Where 
I go, my computer goes, he’d said. Which Alex had been counting on. 

He closed the door. Quickly, he inserted the key and twisted, 
locking them in. 

“So who’s supposed to be haunting this place?” Dipti asked. 
“I’m not sure.” Alex turned around, pocketing the keys. “But I 

got really freaked out the other day. I kept hearing footsteps and 
strange noises, but nobody was there.” 

“Yeah, right,” Pradeep muttered. 
Alex smiled, like this was all in fun. But he was nervous. He 

wanted to know if  there was really something strange—something 
supernatural—going on, or if  he’d only imagined it. Doing that with 
other people sounded a lot better than doing it alone. Plus, he could 
help out Pradeep in the process.  

“Come on,” Dipti said, elbowing her brother. “You believe in 
parallel universes and that AI is going to take over the world. Why 
not this?” 

“Science is not something you ‘believe in.’” 
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“We’re not here to discuss the technological singularity,” Kayla 
said. “We’re here for Alex.” She turned her brilliant smile toward 
him. 

This is not going well, he thought. He hooked his arm around 
Pradeep’s neck, drawing the other boy closer. “No, Pradeep’s right 
to be skeptical. He’s got a good head on his shoulders, this one. He 
spent all afternoon trying to hack my brother.” 

Kayla laughed, but Dipti wrinkled her nose. “He did what?” 
“Anyway, the other day,” Alex went on, as Pradeep extricated 

himself  from Alex’s grip. “I was going through some things down 
here that used to belong to my great-grandmother. There’s this 
weird house that my family owns, well partly owns, in Colorado. It’s 
called Byrne House. That’s where I met my girlfriend, Evelyn. Who 
I’m very much in love with.” 

Pradeep rolled his eyes. But Kayla was nodding along 
encouragingly, no sign of  displeasure on her face. Alex relaxed. If  
Kayla had ever had a thing for him, she thankfully didn’t now. That 
was step one of  the plan. 

Step two would be a little more delicate. 
“So you think it’s your great-grandmother?” Dipti asked, sitting 

down and leaning her crutches against the chain link wall. 
“What about your dad?” Kayla asked gently. “It’s been about a 

year, right?” 
Alex thought of  the figure he’d seen at the end of  his bed. 

Assuming that hadn’t actually been his brother—it was bizarre to 
think of  William sneaking around that way, though Alex couldn’t 
discount it. 
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But if  he was being haunted, he knew exactly who he wished was 
trying to contact him. He just didn’t want to admit that to his 
classmates. His body might do something stupid and unforgivable, 
like making him cry. 

“Pretty sure it’s my great-grandma,” he said. 
Alex pulled over the box that held Clara Byrne’s things. 

Immediately, the girls starting cooing over the lace dress, the diary, 
and the old photographs and baby items that Alex assumed had 
belonged to his grandmother, Clara’s daughter. 

Kayla turned over the box’s lid on the ground. Then she folded 
the dress and placed it on the lid. She set the diary down next on 
top of  the dress. 

“We have to make a circle,” she said. 
“How do you know what to do?” Pradeep asked. 
“I read books,” she responded playfully. “I know things.” 
He didn’t say anything, so Alex nudged him with his thumb. 

“Lead on, oh wise one,” Pradeep intoned, making Kayla grin. 
Alex lifted an eyebrow at his friend. There. You see? 
They cleared more space, gathering around the makeshift altar. 

The cement floor was so cold Alex felt it through the seat of  his 
jeans. Without the others noticing, he slid the key to the storage unit 
out of  his back pocket. He wedged it beneath the lid of  one of  the 
boxes. 

Kayla tugged on the light switch, leaving the storage space in 
shadow. The meager light from the corridor glowed in between the 
wooden slats on the walls. She sat down and held out her hand to 
Pradeep. 

“Dude,” she said, “complete the circle.” 
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Alex took Dipti’s hand on his left side, Pradeep’s on the right. 
Pradeep’s hand was sweaty, and his cheeks were flushed. But this 
was definitely going even better than Alex had hoped.  

Kayla cleared her throat. “Clara Byrne, or um…” 
“Tennyson,” Alex said, supplying Clara’s married name. 
“Clara Byrne Tennyson. Whatever you choose to call yourself.” 

Kayla shifted on the concrete, getting comfortable. “We are 
gathered here today—” 

Dipti giggled. Kayla shushed her. “To open ourselves up to your 
memory,” she continued. “We will be your conduits on this physical 
plane. What do you want Alex to know?” 

Alex closed his eyes, listening. Hoping. It was too sentimental. 
Aww, the poor kid who misses his dad. 
They sat for a couple more minutes. Then Dipti sneezed, 

yanking her hand away to cover it. 
“You broke the circle!” Pradeep said. 
Alex shook his head, smiling. “I don’t think that was the 

problem.” He wasn’t sure if  he was disappointed or not. 
Pradeep dug into his backpack and came out with a travel bottle 

of  hand sanitizer. He squirted some onto his sister’s palms while 
Kayla laughed. They finally calmed down again, reformed the 
circle, and held hands. But the basement remained non-haunted. 

Kayla shrugged, picking up the dress and diary and replacing 
them in the box. “Sorry Alex, your great-grandma was a no show.” 
She retrieved Dipti’s crutches and held them out. 

Alex got up, brushing off  his jeans. Pradeep hitched his backpack 
onto his shoulders. He tried to open the door. 

It wouldn’t open. 
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Pradeep jiggled the handle. “It’s locked,” he said. “What the 
heck? Alex, did you lock it?” 

Alex feigned innocence. “Maybe out of  habit. But I’ve got the 
key.” He searched his pockets, where—of  course—he didn’t find it. 
He started searching around on the floor. 

“Crap, I think I dropped the key. I can’t find it anywhere.” 
“We’re locked in here?” Dipti asked, her voice going an octave 

higher. 
The others got on their hands and knees, feeling around on the 

concrete. 
“Sorry guys,” Alex said. “I’m an idiot.” 
Pradeep gave him the side-eye. “You think?” 
“But it’s okay.” Alex patted the ubiquitous backpack. “Pradeep 

can get us out. Right?” 
Pradeep’s eyes narrowed. What are you up to? “No I can’t,” he 

insisted. 
“Yeah, you can.” Alex raised his eyebrows. This is your moment, 

man. Don’t blow it. 
“What’s he talking about?” Kayla asked. 
Grumbling, Pradeep unzipped a pocket of  his pack and got his 

lock pick set. He flipped open the leather flap, revealing the delicate 
bars of  metal. 

Kayla whistled. “Damn, is that what I think it is?” 
“Are you kidding?” Dipti said. “Do Mom and Dad know you 

have that?” 
“No, and they’re never going to. Unless you want them to hear 

about your Bellinis-and-bikinis lacrosse party last semester.” 
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Pradeep selected a pick, knelt by the door, and inserted it into the 
lock. 

Alex leaned against the chain link wall, making it squeak. “He’s a 
hacker and a rebel, ladies.” Dipti laughed hysterically. 

Pradeep shot him a look of  death. “Quiet. I need to 
concentrate.” 

Kayla was watching, a surprised but impressed expression on her 
face. Alex had a split second to feel satisfied. 

Then the entire subbasement went dark. The lights in the 
corridor, the emergency exit signs, everything—they all went out. 

Dipti screamed. The others cursed. 
“Alex, this is not funny,” Pradeep said. 
“I didn’t do it. I swear!” Alex fumbled for his phone and turned 

on the flashlight. His friends’ shocked faces jumped into view. He 
was breathing hard, his heart racing in spite of  himself. This was 
not at all part of  the plan. 

Pradeep had dropped his picks and was furiously gathering them 
up. 

Kayla reached for the chain to the overhead light bulb. She 
pulled it again and again, but nothing happened. “Electricity’s out.” 
She cursed again, pulling out her own phone to add to the small 
sphere of  light. The rest of  the basement around them was pitch 
black. 

“Can we get out of  here now?” Kayla asked. “Please?” 
“Maybe I can find that key,” Alex said. It was time to abort the 

plan. He went to the box where he’d tucked the key. His fingers 
searched the edges of  the lid. He’d put it here, he was sure. But the 
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key wasn’t there. This couldn’t be happening. Don’t tell me I screwed 
this up, he thought. 

“Wait,” Dipti said. “Who’s doing that?” 
They all stopped moving. Alex heard it—the same scraping 

sound from the other day. 
“Is that an emergency generator?” Pradeep whispered. But it 

couldn’t have been. The lights stayed off. 
Then came the footsteps. 
Slow at first. There was a heel hitting concrete. Then a faint 

squeak, like the leather sole of  a shoe. Chills spread over Alex’s 
body. He raised his phone, aiming it at the door. They couldn’t see 
anything between the wooden slats; just blackness. Dipti’s fingers 
tightened around his elbow. Pradeep got up, backing away from the 
wall until he stood next to Kayla. 

“There’s somebody out there,” Dipti whispered. 
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~14~ 

“HELLO?” KAYLA’S VOICE WAS LOUD, ECHOING. “Who’s out 
there?” 

No one answered. 
Kayla went up to the door and held her phone against one of  

the gaps, looking through. “There’s nobody. Or at least, not right 
now.” 

Dipti was looking at her phone. “We can’t even call for help. No 
reception.” She shook her brother’s shoulder. “Get us out of  here!” 

Pradeep went back to work with his lock picks. Alex kept 
searching frantically for the key. He couldn’t find it. Where the heck 
had it gone? Finally, he backed up against the boxes and watched, 
feeling useless. He’d have to request a new key from the building 
management. His mother would just shake her head. Alex messed 
things up again. Big surprise. 

The sounds of  their breathing filled the space. It took several 
long minutes before Pradeep said, “Yes! I’ve got it!” Sweat was 
pouring off  his forehead. 

He pulled the door open. Alex exhaled, wiping a hand down his 
face. Thank God. 

What the heck had happened? If  that had been his dad, then his 
dad’s sense of  humor had gotten a lot more pointed on the other 
side.  

“That was amazing,” Kayla said to Pradeep. “Why didn’t you 
ever tell me you could pick locks?” As Pradeep repacked his 
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backpack, Kayla started asking excited questions about how he’d 
learned. 

“Think you could get into my house?” Kayla asked. 
Pradeep had his shoulders back. He looked like he’d grown a 

couple inches taller in the last half  hour. “Deadbolts are hard. 
Sometimes impossible. But I could give it a shot.” 

The lights were still out, but it didn’t seem quite so black in the 
subbasement. Maybe their eyes were adjusting. 

Kayla and Pradeep went into the corridor, heading toward the 
exit.  

“Stairs are on the left,” Alex said, “in case the elevator’s out.” He 
was putting the storage unit back in order, replacing the boxes and 
bicycles where they’d been before. He’d all but given up on finding 
the key. 

“Crap,” Dipti said. She flicked a finger at one of  her crutches. “I 
hate these things.” 

“We’ll get someone to fix the elevator,” Pradeep called back.  
“Or I could carry you,” Alex offered to Dipti. 
Pradeep spun around, walking backward. “Or you could not. 

Hands off  my sister.” His glare was piercing in the low light. Kayla 
and Dipti both laughed. 

“I wasn’t…” 
Dipti smacked Alex’s shoulder with the back of  her hand. “Don’t 

worry about it. He’s just showing off  at this point. Do you have any 
idea how long it took him to pop the practice lock that came with 
his beginner’s set? Like, five years. Now he’s all, ‘Look at me Kayla, I’m 
the lock master.’” 
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Alex smiled with his lips closed. Pradeep had gained some much-
needed confidence. Alex’s plan had worked. He should’ve been 
glad. But he just felt deflated. What had he expected, a message 
written on the wall? I miss you, kid. It’s all going to be okay. Ridiculous. 
His dad was gone. 

He went out into the corridor, ready to close up the storage space 
and get out of  there.  

“What’s that?” Dipti asked. She switched her phone to her other 
hand, bent over and picked up something from the ground. She 
stood back up. 

A small, silver key glinted between her fingers. 
“Thank you,” Alex said in a rush, snatching it. “I guess I 

dropped it.” 
Dipti eyed him as he closed up the storage unit and locked up. 
“Was any of  that stuff  for real?” she asked. “I could’ve sworn I 

saw somebody out here, but now…I don’t know. Did you plan this?” 
Alex opened his mouth. Closed it. Tucked the key deep into his 

pocket. “Some of  it. But I didn’t mean to really lose the key. And 
the lights, the footsteps—” He shook his head. 

Dipti leaned against her crutches. “Maybe your great-grandma 
just really wants my brother to get laid.” 

Just like that, his mood turned around. Alex barked a laugh. 
“Thank you, Grandma Clara.” 

“Think Clara could hook me up? There’s this hot sophomore on 
my lacrosse team, Jessica Mayfield. I could use a wing woman.” 

“I’ll put in a word.” 
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They walked toward the elevator. The overhead lights flickered, 
then returned with a steady hum. Alex blinked at the sudden 
brightness. 

“What about your girlfriend, Evelyn?” Dipti asked. “When do 
we meet her?” 

“She gets here Friday.” Alex’s chest filled with warmth. “So, 
maybe this weekend? It’s her first visit to the city.” 

Dipti started brainstorming all the places they’d take her. Alex 
started to picture it—the five of  them taking cheesy pictures in 
Times Square, wandering through Chelsea Market. And William’s 
going to call, he said, repeating the words like it was a mantra. 
Everything might actually work out. Maybe he didn’t need his dad to 
reach out from the grave to believe that. For the first time in a year, 
Alex could imagine Thanksgiving as something other than bleak. 

✵ 

By the time his friends had left, Alex saw he’d missed a call from 
Evelyn. He took his phone into his room. 

She answered right away. “Hey.” Trees swayed behind her. She 
was in Walter Park, across the street from her house. Hair blew 
across her cheek. He wanted to reach through the phone and tuck it 
back behind her ear. 

“Shouldn’t you be packing?” he teased. 
“Are you kidding? My suitcase has been ready since last week.” 

Her shoulder shrugged inside her sweater. She seemed distracted. 
She wouldn’t quite look at the screen. “Except I kept changing my 
mind about what clothes to bring.” 
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Alex lay back on his pillow, tucking his arm beneath his head. 
“You look happy today,” she said. 
“I had a good day, actually. Pradeep and some other people 

came over. But in about forty hours, I’ll be having a really good day.” 
Evelyn pursed her mouth and glanced away. He realized she 

didn’t look happy. At all. “What’s wrong?” 
She blinked a few times. Her voice was barely audible when she 

spoke. “I’m not coming.” 
“But you are.” He sat up, pulling the pillow into his lap. 

“Everything’s set.” Her plane was leaving Denver at five a.m. 
tomorrow morning for Baltimore. Her train tickets for Friday were 
already booked. They were going to meet Pradeep and the others at 
The Bagel Store on Saturday morning before a day of  shopping in 
Williamsburg—Dipti’s idea. If  she’s into vintage stuff, Dipti had 
assured him, she’s going to love it. 

“My dad just cancelled my trip. He said that work stuff  came up
—some client that he has to handle. Over Thanksgiving, can you 
believe that?” She shook her head, wiping her eyes. “I haven’t seen 
him in months, and now this. I swear I hate him. I hate him, I hate 
him.” 

Alex closed his eyes. He was reeling. Five minutes ago, everything 
had been perfect. 

“I’m so sorry. I know how hard this Friday will be because of  
your dad, and I was supposed to be there for you.” A tear broke free 
and rolled down her cheek. “I’m supposed to be there.” 

He couldn’t stand to see her crying. When it came to Evelyn, all 
he wanted was to hold her and protect her and force the bad things 
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away. Just like he did when they were kids. If  he could take care of  
her, then he wasn’t superfluous. He mattered.  

“It’s okay.” He didn’t sound remotely convincing. Alex cleared 
his throat, sitting up straighter. “Hey, it’s okay,” he said, more firmly 
this time. “I’m gonna miss you, but I’m all right.” 

“You promise?” 
“Promise.” He smiled, but it cost him. Inside, all the lights had 

gone out again. He was trapped in the dark, and he couldn’t find 
the key. 
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~15~ 

EVELYN WAS CLIMBING HIGHER AND HIGHER. He couldn’t keep 
up. He reached for her. Caught her foot. Then the branch beneath 
him broke, and her screams followed him down. 

Alex coughed, waving dust away from his face. I don’t hurt, he 
thought. He felt his cheek, his hip. There were no wounds. No scars. 
I’m fine.  

But Evelyn moaned. 
He rushed to her. She was lying in a heap on a rough stone floor. 

They were in a tunnel. The ceiling curved over their heads. 
Shadows danced over the uneven walls; light flickered from oil 
lamps every few feet. 

Alex tried to help Evelyn stand, but she screamed again and 
collapsed. 

“My leg,” she said. “Oh God, it hurts.” 
Her leg was bent in an unnatural way. The skin below her shorts 

was turning dark indigo. Alex picked her up. Sweat rolled from his 
face. 

Then they heard footsteps. Evelyn’s fingers dug into his biceps. 
Her eyes bulged in terror. 

“Run,” she whispered. “He’s coming.” 
Alex stumbled forward. With every step, Evelyn cried out. The 

footsteps behind them grew ever closer. “Shhh,” he murmured to 
her, “shhh. Please.” 
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The tunnel narrowed and darkened. They’d left the oil lamps far 
behind. The walls crept inward, pressing against Alex’s sides. His 
head brushed the ceiling. He held Evelyn against his chest. 

Finally, a light appeared. A torch burned beside a metal door. 
“No. Not there,” Evelyn said. 
“But it’s the only way out.”  
 He reached out and twisted the knob. The door began to open. 

“No!” Evelyn screamed, leaping from his arms, trying to close it. 
She fell into the doorway and disappeared. 

✵ 

Alex cried out as he woke. He cursed into the dark room. The 
sheet was drenched in sweat. For several seconds he didn’t move, 
just blinking into the darkness. 

Then his gaze moved to the foot of  his bed. 
The figure stood there, watching him. An outline made of  

shadow. 
“What do you want?” Alex whispered. “Why are you doing this 

to me?” 
The man stood there. Mute. 
“Say something.” Please. Tell me what this means. Help me. 
He didn’t. 
“You’re gone.” Alex grabbed his pillow and threw it across the 

room. It made a soft thud when it hit the carpet. “You’re dead! I 
don’t want you here!  

82



It was hot beneath the covers when he crawled inside. He 
pressed his face against the mattress and wished for the oblivion of  
sleep.  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~16~ 

AT THE LAST MINUTE, Dr. Jacobson called to invite Alex and his 
mother for dinner. “Come join me,” he said over the phone. 

Alex stood in his family’s living room, looking out over the 
treetops of  Central Park. As much as he loved this view, he’d never 
understood why he was standing here in this fancy apartment 
instead of  someone else who deserved it more. Just because his 
mother’s parents had made a shrewd investment decades before he 
was born. He hated the randomness of  it. If  Pradeep were here, 
he’d probably say that all systems move toward chaos. There was no 
point searching the skies for meaning. 

“It’ll just be me and a few friends,” Dr. Jacobson said. “Caterer 
dropped off  the food this morning, and trust me there’s plenty. I’d 
love to see your mom. I tried calling her, but she’s never been good 
at calling back.” 

The doctor chuckled, though Alex heard the worry in the man’s 
voice. But Alex’s mother didn’t want their questions or their 
concern. 

“I’ll ask her,” Alex promised before he ended the call, already 
knowing she would say no. 

She did. They ate takeout sushi in the kitchen, his mother paying 
more attention to her white wine than the food. Every time she 
lowered her glass, the stem hit the table a little too hard. The sound 
was defiant. 
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After the dishes were done, Alex went to his room. He shut the 
door and leaned against it. His phone stared up at him from his 
hands. He thumbed to his recent calls and tried—one last time—to 
contact the number Pradeep had found. There was no answer. He 
didn’t bother leaving another message. William was gone, and he 
had no intention of  coming back. 

He dropped his arms to his sides, looking around his room. The 
clothes discarded on the floor, the soda bottles littering his desk. 
He’d meant to get it all cleaned up before Evelyn arrived tomorrow. 
But now there was no point. 

His ringtone made him jump. He hated how quickly hope rose 
inside him at the sound. Fingers shaking, he looked at the screen. 

He didn’t recognize the number. 
“Hello? Will?” 
“Hi, I’m calling for Alex? This is Marcy from AAA City Movers, 

returning your message?” 
“Right, yeah.” Alex sat on the edge of  his bed. “Hi.” 
“I’m so very sorry to be calling on the holiday, but it seems 

there’s a problem with the credit card on file.” 
“Credit card?” 
“Yes, and I’ve tried Mr. Evans’s number several times but he 

hasn’t picked up. I really need to get this sorted before my crew can 
drop off  his belongings. I was hoping you’d have some way to get in 
touch with him?” Marcy laughed nervously. “I really am sorry, this 
is not how I usually do things. I just have to get his stuff  off  the 
truck, you know, it’s been several days now and I need it for another 
local job tomorrow.” 
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Alex jogged over to his desk, brushing papers and soda cans out 
of  the way. “I’m his brother, I’ll take care of  it. Just hang on a sec.” 
He found his wallet and slid out the credit card his mother had 
given him for emergencies. He recited the number to Marcy, who 
sighed with relief. 

“Thank you so much. You have no idea. I hope you and your 
family have a very happy Thanksgiving, Alex.” 

“Wait—um, remind me of  the address where the truck took his 
things? William’s been sick, and he asked me to—” 

But he didn’t even need to finish making up a story. Marcy gladly 
told him. “It’s Brooklyn Quick N’EZ Stor-It. I’m sorry I can’t 
remember the unit number, but I’ll check in with my crew and text 
you when it’s safe and sound.” 

She ended the call. Alex paced across his room, rubbing his hand 
across his mouth. I need to get over there, he thought. This is my only 
chance. 

He shoved his wallet in his pants. Grabbed his keys. In the hall 
he yelled, “I’m going out, Mom.” She didn’t answer. 

When he was walking on the street toward the subway, a text 
came in. It was Marcy. Unit number 12. I hope William feels better soon! 
You have a blessed Thanksgiving! 

He stopped. Closed his eyes as a wave of  grief  crashed over him. 
Someone banged into him from behind, warning him to be careful. 

He’d been okay all day so far. Managed to stay numb. But as the 
sun was setting over the city, his heart was waking up inside. 

He was staring into something hollow and bitter and raw. 
He pulled up Pradeep’s number. 

✵ 
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“Why’s this cigar box so important?” Pradeep asked. 
Alex had decided to call a Lyft, and then picked up Pradeep 

from his building in Queens. Their driver had a grizzled ponytail 
and was listening to NPR. 

Alex squirmed on the plastic-covered upholstery. His knees kept 
hitting the seat in front of  him. “You’re not going to believe it.” 

“Try me.” 
He told Pradeep about the dreams. About the man he thought 

he’d seen in his room. 
“You’re right, I don’t believe you.” 
Alex rolled his eyes, staring out the window. 
“But obviously there’s some reason your subconscious really 

wants that box. And it won’t quiet down until you’ve got it.” 
“I guess so.” Alex caught the driver looking at him curiously in 

the rear view mirror. 
They pulled up in front of  the Quick ’N EZ Stor-It sign. The 

numbers 24/7-365 glowed in yellow and orange. They got out, and 
Alex used his app to tip the driver. They were in an industrial park, 
in front of  a nondescript stuccoed building. 

Pradeep went to open the office door, but Alex stopped him. 
“You brought your lock picks, right?” 

“Wait, what?” 
“I told you to bring your backpack.” And he had; he was wearing 

it, as usual. It made Alex think of  the kid with the security blanket 
on those old Peanuts cartoons. “You brought the picks, didn’t you?” 
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Pradeep glanced around, then lowered his voice. “What exactly 
do you expect me to do here, man? I’m not breaking and entering! I 
thought you had a plan.” 

“I do.” A very improvised, last-minute plan. “But you’re my 
backup.” 

Pradeep groaned. “I was eating squash pie and bingeing Netflix 
like an hour ago. How is this happening?” 

Alex pulled open the glass door. The clerk was already regarding 
them warily. She quickly punched a button on her phone, silencing 
the video she’d been watching. 

“Can I help you?” she asked. 
“Good evening,” Alex said, flashing his most charming, lopsided 

grin. “Unit twelve, please.” He pulled a Columbia Law ID from his 
wallet and tossed it onto the counter. 

She picked it up. The name tag on her orange polo shirt read, 
Tina. She had a tattoo of  a cocker spaniel on her inner forearm. 
Her eyes ticked upward, looking at him. Noticing the scar. 

“William Evans?” 
Pradeep was moving from foot to foot like he had to go to the 

bathroom. Alex resisted the urge to frown at him. 
“That’s me.” The ID had expired a few years ago, when William 

was in law school. People always said they looked alike. Except for 
the scar, obviously. He waited for her to bring it up. He had a car 
accident story ready to go. 

But she didn’t. Tina’s face was impassive. She set down the ID, 
shrugging. “You can just take your key up.” 

Key? Alex hit his palm against his forehead. “Right! I knew I 
forgot something. Shoot, Tina, can’t you let me in this time? The 
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movers just dropped off  my stuff  here, and I forgot my medication’s 
in one of  the boxes. My mom’s medication, actually. It’s really 
urgent.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, though she didn’t sound the least bit 
interested either way. “I don’t have access to the key. It’s all in the 
contract you signed.” 

“But Tina, please—” 
Pradeep slid the ID off  the counter and grabbed Alex’s elbow. 

“Come on, William, we’ll just have to come back another time.” 
They pushed through the door, back out into the chilly air. 

Pradeep held up the ID. “You expect her to believe you’re, like, 
thirty? Really?” 

Alex snatched the card away and jammed it into his pocket. 
“Fine, Plan B. There must be another way—wherever the trucks 
pull in and unload.” There might be cameras to avoid, but Tina 
didn’t seem like the diligent type. She was probably distracted by 
her videos again by now. 

“This is nuts.” Pradeep waved his hands around, like he was 
encompassing the entire world with that statement. “Can’t we just 
go? It’s Thanksgiving, and your girlfriend gets here tomorrow, 
and…” 

“Evelyn’s not coming. She cancelled on me.” 
There was a long pause. Pradeep eyed him, as if  looking for 

some sign that Alex was kidding around. Alex stared back, wishing 
that were true. Finally, Pradeep took off  his backpack. He unzipped 
the pouch, took out his lock picking set, and stuck it into his pants 
pocket. His kissed his backpack a few times, closing his eyes. Then 
he fit the pack under some bushes, out of  sight. 
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“Nobody better touch my computer,” Pradeep said. “I’m starting 
to wish I let you get arrested in Central Park.” 

“No you’re not. Admit it, you’re having fun.” 
The corner of  Pradeep’s mouth inched up. 
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~17~ 

THEY WENT AROUND THE BLOCK, where tall fences enclosed 
the parking lot and loading dock of  the building. There was a van 
parked inside, its rear doors open to the dock. From here, they could 
see through a window into the office, where Tina sat staring at her 
phone. 

They listened for a minute, but nobody else was around. 
Alex went first, scaling the chain link and leaping down the other 

side. Pradeep began climbing behind him. Alex kept to the 
shadows, running along the edge of  the lot until he reached the 
open loading dock. He ran forward, crouching against the front tire 
of  the van. Pradeep was panting somewhere close by. 

A door slammed—the back door to the main office. “Thanks!” 
someone said. 

A guy wearing a Giants sweatshirt walked toward the van, 
whistling. He closed the rear doors of  the van, and Alex quickly 
skirted the bumper before the guy could see him. The engine 
started. The chain link fence began to pull open on its track to let 
the van out. 

A moment later there was a loud beep from inside the dock, and 
a heavy garage door started to descend. Tina was still in the office, 
pushing buttons on the wall. 

“Come on,” Alex whispered. Hunching over, he and Pradeep 
slipped inside the loading dock just as the garage thudded closed. 
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They crawled on their hands and knees past the inner door to 
the office, which held a narrow rectangle of  window. There was a 
map on the wall showing unit twelve on the next corridor. 

“I don’t like this,” Pradeep said. His face was shiny with sweat. 
“There are going to be cameras. We’re going to get caught.” 

“Not if  we’re fast.” 
The numbness had descended over Alex’s body. He felt like he 

was watching this in a movie. That should’ve been a warning—he’d 
had that feeling before, and it never went anywhere good. But he 
couldn’t turn back now. He was so close. The cigar box was here, in 
this building, he knew it. Will must’ve taken it sometime last week. It 
would have been in his apartment when the movers were there. 

The hallway was bare and industrial, lined along both sides with 
small garage-type doors. Each was padlocked. Florescent lights 
hummed overhead, and air fans rumbled. They came to number 
twelve. Pradeep took a knee and immediately began examining the 
lock. 

Alex paced, craning his neck to look for cameras. He’d seen one 
by the entrance to the hallway, a tiny black dome set into the ceiling, 
but what were the chances Tina had been looking the exact 
moment they walked by? The cameras were there for afterwards—
for the police to examine when things turned up missing. But 
nobody was going to know a small wooden box was missing except 
William, and he’d gotten police-shy lately. 

Still, the hallway was starting to feel stuffy. Alex fanned his shirt, 
trying to get more air. 

Pradeep fumbled with the padlock and cursed. “I can’t do this. 
It’s not going to work.” 
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“You can. Just stay calm and concentrate, like in the basement.” 
Pradeep got up, a fist clenched around his lock picks. “No, it’s not 

like that. That lock was ancient. This one’s brand new and complex 
and it’s impossible, okay? I can’t do this.” 

Alex’s breath was caught in his chest. That dark, hollow 
emptiness was opening up again, threatening to swallow everything 
in its path. “Please Pradeep, just try again, pl—” 

A door slammed. There were voices. 
Pradeep’s eyes went wide. “We’re getting out of  here. Now.” 
“But…” Alex glanced longingly at the door marked “12.” This 

was supposed to work. It’s here. I know it’s here. 
“Alex!” Pradeep was staring at him with panic in his eyes. 
“Okay,” Alex said, though the black hole inside of  him was 

yawning bigger. “Let’s go.” 
They made it to the loading dock. “How do we get it open?” 

Pradeep whispered. 
There had to be a switch somewhere. Alex scanned the panel of  

buttons on the wall. He saw one labeled, “Door Up,” and flipped it. 
A machine kicked on and a chain rattled, pulling the garage door 
upward. He cringed. It was much too loud. 

Then some instinct made him turn his head. He was standing in 
full view of  the inner door to the office. And Tina stared back at 
him, her mouth open. 

“Pradeep,” Alex shouted, “run!” 
His friend dashed across the loading dock toward the exit. There 

was running, more shouts. Alex tried to follow. Pradeep had 
disappeared. Alex made it out to the parking lot, but Tina appeared 
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in front of  him, cutting off  his exit. She’d gone out the office’s side 
door, which was still swinging closed. 

Tina pointed something at him. He’d never seen a taser in real 
life. Just online—videos of  police electrocuting suspects, bodies 
convulsing. 

“You better stop there you little punk.” She was panting. “What 
do you think you’re doing?” 

Alex held up his hands. “I’m sorry. We didn’t take anything.” 
“Smug little asshole. I knew that ID was bogus. I’m calling the 

cops.” Still aiming the taser at him, she used her other hand to pull 
out her phone. “You think I like working on a holiday? Think it’s 
fun, ruining my evening?” 

Alex sank onto the concrete, all the fight going out of  him. 
Pradeep was gone, William was gone, Evelyn wasn’t coming. His 
mother had found a way to make herself  disappear. And his dad 
was as gone as anybody could get. 

The cigar box was gone, too. The one thing his dad had really 
wanted him to have, and Alex had lost it. He hung his head. 

“Kid, are you crying?” 
His face was hot and wet. He used a fist to wipe his face but the 

tears kept flowing, like they were raining down on him from 
somewhere else. 

“My dad died a year ago tonight. That’s all.” 
Tina’s thumb hesitated on the screen. 
He started talking. Not to make excuses or try to explain—just 

because he couldn’t stop himself. He had never said these things to 
anyone, not even Evelyn. How his dad had looked so pale, so small 
in the motorized bed while they sat around him eating cafeteria 
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turkey and cranberries. He’d had a stroke the week before, which 
wasn’t right—he was so young. And then in the last couple days 
he’d grown feverish, coughing like the air had turned to water and 
he was drowning. Pneumonia, the doctor said, shaking his head. It 
happens. Like it was some great mystery and not his freaking job to 
fix it. 

They’d switched on the Thanksgiving football games, and at one 
point Alex looked over and found his dad watching him instead of  
the TV. Alex could tell from his eyes that his dad had something to 
say. But when his dad had opened his mouth, the coughing started 
again. 

The nurse gave him more medicine, and he went to sleep. Alex, 
William and their mom went back to the apartment to rest. 

William was the one who called Alex in the morning. It was 
peaceful. In his sleep. 

“I’ve been through a lot this year,” Alex told Tina. “More than 
you’d ever believe. But I thought I was over what happened to my 
dad.” 

She was still holding the taser, but it was pointed at the concrete. 
“I lost my mom when I was around your age,” Tina said. “I don’t 
think you ever get over it completely.” 

“Do you think some part of  them’s still around?” he asked. “The 
people we’ve lost?” 

He knew that, to some extent, this was true. At Byrne House 
he’d seen past events play out in front of  him, as if  the memories 
themselves were alive. He’d felt the emotions and experienced the 
thoughts of  people who died decades ago. And Evelyn had seen 
much more. 
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But he hadn’t really believed until this week that maybe, just 
maybe, his dad was still around, too. 

Tina sighed. “It’s Thanksgiving. Get out of  here. Go be with 
your family.” 

Alex looked up. “Really?” He didn’t mention that his family had 
no interest in being with him. 

She started back toward the office. Then she turned around, 
gesturing with her weapon. “But if  I ever see you around here 
again, kid, you’re getting tased. And then I’m calling the cops for 
real.” 

96



~18~ 

IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT WHEN ALEX GOT HOME. He snuck 
into the darkened apartment, shedding his shoes and coat by the 
door. The living room curtains were open, and a nighttime view of  
Manhattan sprawled before him. Alex sat on the arm of  the sofa, 
looking out. A million lights sent up an eerie pink glow into the sky, 
drowning out the stars. Central Park lay below, like a dark recess 
that had been sliced away from the rest of  the world. 

He and Pradeep had taken another Lyft out of  Brooklyn, this 
one driven by a cinnamon-scented woman who droned on about 
her grandkids. Pradeep held his backpack in his lap like a small 
child. He had apologized for failing with the lock picks and for 
running, though of  course there was nothing to be sorry for. Alex 
was the one who’d dragged him into that craziness in the first place. 
Why did his decisions always seem so clearly stupid in hindsight? 

When they pulled up to Pradeep’s building, he’d gotten out 
without saying goodbye. Just ran for the door like he couldn’t get 
away fast enough. So Alex had screwed that up, too. 

There was a sound behind him. “Alex?” 
Lila’s voice was slurred. He went over to where she was standing 

in the kitchen, one hand braced against the counter. 
“Mom? What is it?” 
The room was lit only by the glow from the windows. She was 

still wearing the same clothes from earlier, linen pants and a 
diaphanous blouse, though the fabric was now hopelessly wrinkled. 
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Lipstick was smeared across her face, the shade ghastly in the blue-
toned light. 

“You were gone. All of  you.” 
“I’m sorry, I had to run out and it took longer than I expected.” 
She was looking around like she hadn’t heard him. “He called, 

but…I didn’t…” 
“Who called? Mom, who called?” 
Her arm brushed something on the counter. It crashed to the 

floor. His mother cried out, cringing away from the sound. 
Alex switched on the lamp. A wine glass was smashed on the 

floor, the stem still visible amid the mess of  liquid and glass 
fragments. 

“Oh, my. Look at this.” She was much paler in the bright light, 
her skin sagging away from her cheeks, her eyes distant and ringed 
with shadows. Lila knelt down and reached out for a curved shard, 
then hissed in pain. Her fingers came back striped with blood. 

“Mom.” Alex took her arms and pulled her away from the 
kitchen. “Let me take care of  it, just—” 

She leaned forward and vomited onto his socks. 

✵ 

Alex was dozing on the couch when there was a knock at the 
door. 

Throughout the night, he’d held his mother’s hair while she 
puked repeatedly into the toilet. Now she was in bed, and the 
kitchen was cleaned up, and Alex’s socks—along with the rest of  the 
clothes he’d worn to Brooklyn—were in the washing machine. 
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He glanced out the window. It was still early morning, the clouds 
golden yellow. 

The knock came again. 
“Yeah, hold on.” The carpet made a whooshing sound under his 

feet as he shuffled toward the door. He flipped the deadbolt and 
opened it. 

William stood in the hallway, hands in the pockets of  his tailored 
pants. His hair curled up at the back of  his collar. 

Alex was too exhausted to be surprised. Instead he turned 
around and went back to the living room. 

William shut the door. “Where’s Mom?” 
Alex flopped onto the couch. “Not even going to say hello? I paid 

the bill for your movers.” 
William looked confused. Then he palmed his forehead. “Damn. 

It’s been…I’ve been trying to wrap things up with the apartment, at 
my office. I’ll pay you back.” 

“How long have you been in the city? Why didn’t you tell me you 
were coming?” 

“Believe it or not, the world doesn’t stop and start with you, 
Alex.” William walked down the hall toward their mother’s door. 

Alex got up and followed. “Who does it start and stop with? 
Daniella?” 

William spun around. He pointed a finger at Alex’s chest. “Do 
not bring her into this.”  

Anger broke through his exhaustion. He’d sat with his mother 
through the saddest Thanksgiving in history. Both of  them so lost, 
the only turns they’d made were wrong ones. And now William was 
going to waltz in, like they were just part of  his to-do list. 
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“Why are you even here?”  
“You left me a message. Saying Mom is having trouble. Or did 

you make that up, too?”  
“Screw you.” Alex gestured at their mother’s closed door. “She 

was up half  the night puking her guts out. She’s been drunk this 
whole week.” 

“Everything goes to hell when you’re around, doesn’t it?” 
“You’re the one who left us. Not me.” 
“No, Dad left us. That wasn’t anybody’s fault. But somehow, the 

two of  you expected me to fix it. But I can’t, Alex. Nothing I can do 
will ever make Dad come back.” 

Alex stormed to his room, shaking his head. He kicked the door 
closed. Picked up the nearest object—his calculus textbook—and 
slammed it against the wall. The room reverberated.  The book’s 
corner had left a tiny dent in the drywall. He thought about 
FaceTiming Evelyn, but he didn’t want her to see him like this. He 
was ashamed. God, he was so ashamed. My own brother hates me. 
William only saw the messed up parts of  him—the scarred, reckless, 
wounded parts—and right now, that was all Alex saw, too. 

A couple of  hours later, the door opened. William came into the 
room. Alex was lying in the middle of  the floor, staring up at the 
ceiling. 

“Mom agreed to talk to Dr. Jacobson,” Will said. “She admitted 
she’s let her drinking get out of  hand. I’m going to stay here for a 
few days while we figure out what to do.” 

“Just you?” 
“Yes. Just me.” William’s voice held a warning; don’t mention 

Daniella again. “Thank you. For calling. I should have made it easier 
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for you to contact me; I was being immature, and for that I’m 
sorry.” 

Alex laughed through his nose. “Sure thing.” 
Will was standing in the doorway, hands on his hips. “I’ve been 

in touch with Mom a few times since I left Castle Heights, but I 
didn’t realize how bad things were. I even thought about stopping 
by when I arrived this week to clear out my apartment. But I just…
It’s hard for me too. Okay? I miss him.” 

Alex sat up, folding his legs. “I miss him too. I loved him.” 
And he loved me. That had to be worth something. 
“At least we can agree on that.” William turned to go. 
“Hey, did you take Dad’s cigar box?” 
“Did I what?” 
“The cigar box. The one I got back from Dr. Jacobson. It was 

sitting in the study. Did you take it?” 
“Jesus, Alex.” William cursed under his breath. “No, I didn’t take 

that stupid box.” He started to say something else, then changed his 
mind. 

Alex hurried to get up, following his brother into the hall. “Will, 
wait.” William got to the kitchen, then crossed his arms and waited. 

In the end, it didn’t really matter what William believed. But 
Alex knew he had to speak up. It was the only way he could start 
crawling out of  that dark, bitter place he’d dug for himself. 

“I told you the truth back in August. What really happened in 
Castle Heights.” 

“I’m not listening to this again.” William started to walk away, 
but Alex stopped him with a hand on his forearm. 
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“Someday, you’ll see the proof  for yourself. But I’m not gonna sit 
here and let you call me a liar.” 

William sighed. “I can agree not to discuss what happened in 
Colorado. For now, we can just set that aside. For Mom’s sake.” 

“Fine.” 
Alex stuck out his hand, palm up. Reluctantly, William took it. 

Their eyes locked, and for one brief  moment Alex felt a kinship 
with this man. His brother. His roommate. Sometimes, on rare 
occasions, even his friend. The two of  them still co-owned part of  
Byrne House. They’d have to work through their issues eventually. 
But it wouldn’t be today. 

✵ 

William left in the afternoon to get his things from the hotel. 
Alex found his mother on the chaise in her room, reading a book. 
She turned it over on her lap when he entered. 

“How’re you feeling?” he asked. 
“Humiliated.” Lila smoothed her blond hair from her face. 

“Alex, I’m so very sorry. I thought…I don’t know. That I was just 
fine. But I’m not. I’m not.” 

“What are you going to do?” 
“Stop drinking. Which might be harder than I was telling myself. 

It’s certainly hard enough to admit.” Her jaw tightened, and she 
looked toward her window. “This isn’t your problem, Alex. It 
shouldn’t be. But I’m grateful my two sons are back with me, despite 
the circumstances. Thank you for getting him here.” 
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Alex doubted his peace with William would last long. But he was 
glad to make his mom happy, even for a little while. 

“And Evelyn, is she…” 
“No, Mom. She’s not coming. Her dad cancelled.” 
Lila closed her eyes, exhaling. “You must be disappointed.” 
And you’re not. But that’s all right. He’d spoken to Evelyn earlier. 

Told her a little of  the wild things that happened to him and 
Pradeep last night. He’s a criminal mastermind, like you, Alex had 
quipped again, since it was more true now than ever. Never gets 
caught.  

He’d omitted the crying of  course. That part, he hoped Tina 
would take to her grave. 

But all of  it felt a little more bearable in the light of  day. He’d 
managed to laugh about it, anyway, and that had helped. He would 
have to accept that he’d never find his dad’s cigar box, wherever it 
had gone. Whatever it was that his dad—or his subconscious, or his 
great-grandma’s spirit, or the wide, unexplainable universe—had 
wanted him to figure out, he’d never know. 

Lila was gazing down at the upside-down book on her lap. Alex 
turned to go. Then she said, “Just a second, I have something for 
you.” 

She went to her closet. When she came back, she was holding 
something in her hands. Alex stared at it, unable to believe what he 
was seeing. 

“I heard you asking William about it,” Lila said. “I couldn’t 
remember if  you’d already asked me—I’ve been so out of  it lately, 
I’m sorry—but I had it in here.” 

His father’s cigar box. 
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Alex took it into his hands. The wood was smooth and shining. 
“Why?” he asked. 
“It was just sitting in the study. It looked abandoned. Last year, 

when I gave it to Neil Jacobson—That was silly of  me. It was just 
hard to see those things of  your dad’s. Now, anything that reminds 
me of  him seems precious.” 

Alex nodded. His mother had never spoken this plainly before 
about her grief. 

“Thank you.” He held the box against his stomach. “Are you 
sure it’s okay that I have it?” 

She waved her hand, picking up her book again. Dismissing him. 
But he caught the dampness in her eyes. 

He set the box down and pulled her into a hug. After a beat, she 
returned the embrace. “It’s okay,” she murmured, again and again. 
“It’s okay.” 
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~19~ 

ALEX SAT ON HIS BED AND OPENED THE BOX. 
He took out every item: his dad’s magic card deck; ticket stubs 

his dad saved from baseball games and concerts; the program from 
William’s law school graduation and a drawing that thirteen-year-
old Alex had made of  the view from their living room. Alex 
examined every card, every piece of  paper for some kind of  secret 
message. Some clue. 

It’s not here. 
He ran his hands frantically over the inner surface of  the box. 

His fingers probed the corners, making sure there wasn’t anything 
he’d missed. His heart was still racing, so ready to find whatever he 
was supposed to find. But there was nothing here. Nothing except a 
dusty box filled with dusty memories that he’d seen a hundred times 
before. He wished Evelyn were here; she had a strange affinity for 
old things. Maybe she could figure out what he was missing. 

“What is it?” he whispered to his bedroom. “Why can’t I see it?” 
Why can’t I do this one thing? 

His gaze moved around his room, as if  he could find the answer 
there somewhere. The paperback copy of  Neverwhere was on his 
nightstand, the one he’d found in William’s emptied apartment. He 
got up and reached for it. The pages felt brittle as he turned them. 
He ran his fingertip over the inked words that his father had left, 
indelible. 

Never forget that there’s more to this world than we can see. 

105



Alex closed his eyes. Forced himself  to take a deep breath. Then 
another. His pulse still beat at a rapid pace against his neck, but he 
felt calmer. He picked up the box, closed the lid, and held it to the 
light. There were blond-colored flowers inlaid into the darker wood. 
He studied the delicate hinge. The tiny latch. For the first time, he 
noticed the movement in the shapes of  the flower petals, like they 
were twisting and falling in mid-air. 

The flowers continued along the sides of  the wooden box, and 
then around to the base. He closed his eyes again and felt each ridge 
and seam under his fingertips. 

Then he touched something different. His eyes flew open. One 
of  the flowers on the bottom had a slightly thicker seam around it, 
almost imperceptible to the eye. He pushed his thumb into it. At 
first, nothing happened. He pressed harder. The flower began to 
sink down below the level of  the rest of  the base. 

There was a click, and the entire base sprang away from the box. 
Holding his breath, Alex set the base next to him on the bed. An 

envelope lay nestled inside the newly-revealed space. 
It said, Alex. 
He didn’t recognize the handwriting. But as he opened the letter 

and began to read, he understood. 

Dear Alex, 
Dr. Jacobson is writing this letter for me, since I’m unable at the moment. 

The stroke saw to that. I’ve been so lucky in my life, so I can’t be bitter. But I’ll 
be honest; I’m scared. I’m recovering in the hospital right now, but I don’t know 
what these next days will bring.  

I hope you don’t mind me indulging in a bit of  whimsical mystery by hiding 
this letter. You’re the only one who ever seemed impressed by my rudimentary 

106



magical abilities, at least when you were smaller. But you don’t know how happy 
it made me to see you smile. I hope this little trick makes you smile again, 
whether you find this a week from now or in a decade or two. 

When I first held you in my arms, I imagined all the things that I wanted to 
teach you. I wanted to fix the mistakes I’d made before as a parent, being too 
harsh with your brother, not taking the time to listen back when he was willing to 
speak. I wanted to show you all that was beautiful and strange about the world, 
and most of  all I wanted to teach you to be the man I wished I could be. I 
thought I would have all the time I needed to do that, to find just the right words. 
And I hope to God that I do. 

But almost dying tends to give you some perspective. Two things have become 
absolutely clear to me: (1) I have no idea how much time I’ll have with you, and 
regardless of  how much I get, it’ll never be as much as I want, and (2) I 
shouldn’t waste a moment of  that time on platitudes or moral lessons because 
you’re already becoming a man I admire. I’m proud of  the passion I see in you, 
the kindness and empathy. I’m proud of  your bravery, your determination, and 
your willingness to get into some trouble when it’s worth the risk. And if  you’re 
reading this, it means you listened to me. You looked deeper than the surface. Keep 
doing it. 

This box once belonged to my grandmother Clara. Clara didn’t have an easy 
life, but she knew how to love. No matter how bad things might’ve been when I 
was a child, she made sure I felt that love. She gave me this box to hold the 
objects I cared about most. I discovered this compartment—and its contents—
after she died. She never got the chance to see the small reminder of  her mother 
that was hidden inside. 

You have your own unlikely ties to Byrne House now. It seems right to me 
that you have it. 

Someday you’re going to fall in love, and maybe you’ll want to share this gift 
with that person. I hope I get to meet her or him, but if  I don’t, I hope you’ll at 
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least pass on the love that Clara gave to my mother and me, and that I have for 
you. 

Love, 
Dad 

Alex looked in the compartment where the envelope had been. 
Inside, wrapped in soft maroon cloth, was a silver ring. He picked it 
up, rubbing its surface between his fingers: smooth on one side, 
embossed with flowers and vines on the other. This was the “small 
reminder” that Grandma Clara never got to see. 

He already knew, with absolute certainty, that this ring was 
meant for Evelyn. The next time he saw her, he’d slide it onto her 
finger. He was sure his father would approve. 

✵ 

That night, Alex woke to a darkened room. He had been 
dreaming, though he couldn’t remember what. Right away he stuck 
his hand under his pillow, feeling for the envelope he’d tucked there. 
His fingers touched dry paper, cool sheets. It was there. It was real. 
He never wanted another living soul to read that letter, not even 
Evelyn—especially not Evelyn. But the fact that it existed made him 
feel whole again, in a way he hadn’t in the past year. 

He looked toward the foot of  his bed. There was a figure 
standing there. Just a bare suggestion of  curves in the shadows. 

“I found it,” he whispered. “I love you too, Dad.” 
Alex stared until his eyes went out of  focus. The shadows shifted, 

and the curves of  the silhouette melted away.  
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~20~ 

THEY COULDN’T ALL FIT AT THE DINING TABLE, so they 
gathered around the island in the kitchen, holding their plates of  
food. Alex had made tacos, Kayla had brought her mom’s 
vegetarian chili, and Dr. Jacobson unveiled a tray of  pierogis from a 
local Polish restaurant. Someone had made a Black Forest cake, 
which had always been Alex’s dad’s favorite. 

It had been over a week since the real Thanksgiving, but to Alex 
this was the dinner it should have been. He’d invited the whole 
lunch table from school, the doctors from his dad’s practice, most of  
his mom’s friends. 

Dr. Jacobson raised his glass of  sparkling apple juice. “To Ben 
Evans, my colleague and friend, who was one of  the best men I’ve 
ever known. It’s been over a year since we lost him, but he hasn’t 
faded from our hearts.” 

There were murmurs of, “Here, here.” 
The doctor nodded his head at Alex. “And to Ben’s son, who 

brought us all together to celebrate his dad’s life.” 
Alex’s mom gave his arm a squeeze. “Thank you,” she said 

quietly. 
It had been a difficult week. Lila Evans didn’t like to discuss her 

problems with her younger son, and that would probably never 
change. But she’d been in daily contact with Dr. Jacobson, and Alex 
felt hopeful. She’d agreed to get rid of  all the alcohol in the house, 
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and she’d agreed to seek some form of  treatment. What would 
come next for her, Alex didn’t know. 

William had already gone, off  to reunite with Daniella. 
Lila also had resisted discussing Castle Heights. Alex wanted—

needed—to go back there. Evelyn was waiting for him, and no matter 
how much history he had here in New York, his future would be 
with her. Four months apart was a long time, and Evelyn had 
seemed more and more distant on the phone in the last week. But 
school would break for the holidays in just a couple more weeks. 
He’d find a way. 

While the others cut into the cake, Pradeep came over and 
pulled Alex aside. “Can we talk a sec?” He didn’t have his backpack 
on today, and Alex resisted the urge to comment, though Pradeep 
seemed incomplete without it. 

They went to Alex’s room, where the noise of  the party was a 
lower drone. “How are things with Kayla?” Alex asked. He’d 
noticed that she’d been standing awfully close to Pradeep 
throughout the dinner. 

His friend looked down at the carpet and smiled. “Not bad. I 
haven’t like, made the move yet, but we’ve been hanging out more. 
She’s been texting me first, instead of  Dipti.” 

“Progress.” Alex sat in his desk chair, swiveling back and forth. 
“Yeah, speaking of  progress. Your brother clicked on one of  my 

phishing e-mails. I can keep track of  his IP address, and there’s 
more I can find out if  you want. Just let me know.” 

Alex glanced at the cigar box, which he now kept on his 
nightstand. He’d placed all of  his dad’s mementos back inside, but 
he’d added a few of  his own. The paperback of  Neverwhere. Pictures, 
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which he’d printed at the local drugstore: a couple of  Evelyn, some 
snapshots of  his favorite haunts around the city. His dad’s letter was 
back in the secret compartment. Evelyn had a keepsake box at her 
house, and now Alex had one too. 

“I don’t need that anymore,” Alex said. “I’m grateful for your 
help—I really am—but when I hash things out with my brother, I 
want it to be to his face. Not behind his back.” 

 “Okay. I can respect that.” Pradeep shrugged. The motion 
didn’t look the same without his backpack straps on his shoulders. 
He turned toward the door, then paused. 

“Hey, what exactly happened in the subbasement last week? The 
footsteps. The lights going out. That was all you, right?” 

“You’re not going to believe it.” 
“Try me.” 
Alex crossed his arms, glancing again at the cigar box. He’d 

thought about this a lot; what he’d seen and experienced. He knew 
that incredible things could happen. Byrne House had shown him 
that. 

Some days, when he was in a skeptical mood, he felt convinced it 
had all been his imagination. But today wasn’t one of  those days. 

“I think it was my dad. One last magic trick to get my attention.” 
Pradeep screwed up his lips, considering this. “Hey, anything’s 

possible. At least until the robots become our overlords.” 
“Friends?” Alex asked. He held out his fist. Pradeep bumped it 

and grinned. 
“Friends.”  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THANK YOU 

Thanks so much for reading Between Dusk And Light, a Byrne 
House novella. I hope you enjoyed it. 

Read the book that started it all, Under Glass And Stone (Byrne 
House #1): Evelyn is the last to see her classmate the day he 
disappears—just a pale face in the tower window of  Byrne House. 
She turns to Alex, a mysterious newcomer, who believes this latest 
disappearance is tied to the Victorian mansion's dark past. Available 
on Kindle Unlimited, Kindle ebook, and paperback. 

✵ 

The next book in the Byrne House series, Doors Of  Gold And Rust 
(Byrne House #2), is out now. Read Doors Of  Gold And Rust on 
Kindle Unlimited, Kindle ebook and paperback. 
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