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    FOR MY DAD


    Who not only taught me about superheroes,

    but is my Hero,

    and the strongest man I know.


    


    AND BRIANNE


    The best best friend forever ever,

    and my very own Samwise Gamgee,

    without whom many people

    —myself at the top of the list—

    most definitely would have been lost.
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    Chapter One


    


    “Wishing to be friends is quick work, but friendship is a slow ripening fruit.”

    —Aristotle


    


    I knew right away that Davin Kowalski was different. For one thing, he was kind of impossible to miss: a tall, scruffy guy in a long black trench coat, often seen sprinting to his next class. He wasn’t known for saying much; but then, he wasn’t really known at all. If anyone could have guessed what was going on in that brain of his underneath his unruly mop of hair, I think we all would have looked at him differently.


    As it was, he took great pains to isolate himself and keep his thoughts a mystery. In class—when he made it on time—he sat in the corner, hunched over his desk, always reading or writing something. He was a loner and kept to himself. He was so good at it that most people passed by him without a second glance—unless it was to whisper about him. Most people thought he was sort of scary and went out of their way to avoid him, and he certainly was intimidating. Always dressed in dark clothes and wearing combat boots, he seemed a generally disheveled mess towering over the rest of us.


    At first I was no different, no more privy to his thoughts than anyone else. I was a bit on the shy side myself so we’d never actually had a conversation, even though we’d been in a study group once or twice. We had World Civilizations together, one of those liberal arts prerequisites they assign half the freshman class to attend, and our study group was easily a third of that. Even for a small school like Dubsy, that was too many to get to know anyone well right away.


    I don’t know exactly what it was about the way he’d come stumbling in late and looking half-asleep that caught my interest. There were cuter—and probably saner—guys in my class that would have been a whole lot easier to get to know. And it wasn’t like I made a habit of trying to salvage hopeless causes. I’d given that up ages ago. But there was just something in his expression that reminded me of my own loneliness and homesickness. Whatever it was, my heart went out to him. Of course, I should have known right then that I was in for a world of trouble.


    We were walking out of class one day, and I was by myself. Tiffany, a girl who lived in my suite, usually walked to class and lunch with me but had skipped that day. I didn’t really care. I’d eaten plenty of lunches by myself in high school.


    It was just an ordinary, crisp fall day and students were milling around, walking over to Phelps Dining Hall. I was not particularly in a hurry; I knew that by the time I got there, the line would already be out the door. Just steps away from reaching the parking lot, I began digging through my bag for my ID card. I rifled through its murky depths and irritably pulled out the folders and notebooks I’d so neatly tucked away just moments earlier. I heard footsteps behind me, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Then I was jostled: an elbow bumped my own and sent my books flying all over the sidewalk. “Hey!” I yelled after the culprit, but he was still moving—running—past.


    “Sorry,” he called over his shoulder, his black trench coat flapping behind him like a cape.


    Then I saw what he was running to.

    


    Across the street, on the lawn next to the cafeteria, a group of students were playing Frisbee. I watched as a long throw sent one of the guys running backwards into the street after it, oblivious to the car that was backing out toward him. From where I stood, I could see what was about to happen, but it was obvious neither party was aware of the other—a large van was blocking the view.


    That was when Davin caught the Frisbee, threw it back to the group, and pushed the guy out of the way just in time. He himself didn’t quite make it out of harm’s way; the car had a bike rack that snagged his forearm and tore his sleeve.


    “Hey, keep your game out of the parking lot, morons!” I heard the driver yell as she drove away.


    The Frisbee guy, too, was yelling at him. “What was that for?”


    By that time, I’d crossed the street as well. “Are you blind? That car would have hit you,” I snapped. “He did you a favor.”


    The Frisbee guy frowned and backed away. “Whatever. Just...keep your hands off me, man.”


    “You’re welcome,” Davin called after him mildly. He shook his head.


    “Jerk,” I muttered; he seemed to suddenly notice me. “Not you. Him,” I clarified.


    “You…saw all that, did you?


    “Yeah.” I faced him, looking stern. “Are you crazy? You could have been killed! Or at the very least, seriously injured.”


    He glanced over at me. “Well, luckily, no one was. You’re all right, aren’t you?”


    “Yes. But if I hadn’t stopped to pick up my books...” I looked at him, curiously. Surely he hadn’t knocked them out of my arms on purpose.


    He was looking at my folders. “Star Wars and Spider-Man, huh? Your boyfriend got you carrying his stuff, now?”


    “What? These are mine,” I exclaimed indignantly.


    “Oh. That’s cool.”


    “No, it’s geeky,” I contradicted. “But I don’t care. Anyway, I don’t have a boyfriend.” I shoved them back in my bag, feeling flustered and self-conscious; for an awkward moment we just stood there. “Your arm is bleeding,” I frowned, suddenly noticing.


    He glanced down. “Oh.” He shrugged. “It’s just a scratch.”


    “That’s what they all say. You know, even little scratches need to be taken care of, or they’ll get infected,” I said.


    “What, are you pre-med or something?” He sounded annoyed. “Is that like, Minor Wounds 101?”


    “No. Mom Lectures 101.” I reached back into my bag and pulled out my travel first aid kit.


    “You carry around a first aid kit?”


    “Believe it or not, it comes in handy.” I ripped open an alcohol pad, pushed up his sleeve, and began cleaning his scrape, even though he clearly didn’t want me to. He didn’t exactly stop me, either. “You never know when you might need a band-aid here, some Tylenol there. I like to be prepared.”


    “You don’t really strike me as the hypochondriac type.”


    I looked up at him, about to apply a band-aid. “I’m not. It’s everyone else I worry about.”


    “So...you’re a Boy Scoutanda nurse.”


    I laughed. “Nope. Neither. Just a concerned citizen.” I crumpled the band-aid wrapper. “All done.”


    He inspected my handiwork and flexed his arm. “Good as new. Thank you, Doctor...” He looked at me curiously. “I know I should know your name.”


    “Anna. Fisher.”


    “Right. You’re in Howard’s class, right?”


    “Yeah. World Civ.”


    “I’m Davin. Kowalski.”


    Of course I was aware of that, but I wasn’t about to let him know it. Even if he was conscious of how his looming presence made an impression on his classmates, it might come off creepy and stalker-ish. And he clearly already thought I was weird. Best to just keep things polite and friendly. “Well, Davin Kowalski, are you headed to lunch?”


    “I am,” he replied, but there was something guarded in his tone.


    I ignored it. “Okay then,” I said, and I began walking. He fell into step beside me, sort of. I could sense a subtle apprehension on his part, as though he was unsure of himself. I decided the best way to deal with it was to pretend like nothing was wrong, and to talk to him like I would talk to anyone else.


    This was harder than it sounds for two reasons: one, it normally took me a while to open up to new people. And two, Davin didn’t exactly give off a vociferous vibe himself. Before when I’d been around him, he’d always given the impression that staring at him too long was a bad idea. As was asking him inane questions like what time it was or if you could borrow a pencil.


    I always imagined that if I ever got near him, in an actual conversation, I’d be able to tell what was simmering below the scruffy, dark-clothed surface. Rage? Apathy? Broody emo angst? But up close, the only thing I sensed was deep sorrow. And not ‘life sucks I want to die’ self-pity. From his weary, guarded manner, I got the sense he’d been through an honest-to-goodness tragedy. What exactly do you say to someone like that? How do you even strike up a conversation? Or, in my case, once you do manage to start a chat of sorts, how do you sustain it?


    We stood in line in silence for several awkward moments, only moving about two feet closer to the cafeteria doors. In other words, we were sort of stuck together—at least until we got inside. We shuffled forward a few more inches and I sighed.


    “Something wrong?” he murmured, and I glanced at him in surprise.


    “Not really,” I replied, allowing myself to look a little closer at Davin. He was not exactly what people thought, that was for sure. “The queue is just moving really slow today.”


    “Queue?” He raised his eyebrows.


    “Line,” I corrected myself. “Sorry.”


    “I knew what you meant,” he replied. “And they’re probably just having technical difficulties. Any minute now it will pick up.”


    I let a scoff escape.


    He regarded me calmly. “You disagree?”


    I shook my head. “It’s not that. I just didn’t peg you as the glass-is-half-full type. But I get it now: you’re a Good Samaritanandan optimist.”


    The corners of his mouth quirked up slightly. “Not exactly. Just a realist.”


    If I hadn’t watched him help the Ungrateful Frisbee Guy with my own eyes, I doubt I’d ever have begun to figure him out. Pushing someone out of harm’s way doesn’t exactly scream “I don’t care.” He might have been tall and imposing, but I was quickly noticing that there was, in fact, more to him. Up close, he was surprisingly better-looking than I’d realized—in a scruffy, messy, unkempt way. Underneath the stubble, trench coat, and unbrushed hair, there was a certain quiet strength. “Right,” I said. “A realist who takes crazy risks to help strangers.”


    He frowned at me sharply, but as we moved forward, he merely mumbled, “And you’re a med student who’s far too easily impressed.”


    “Nota med student,” I reminded him. “And stop acting like Clark Kent getting caught using his Kryptonian super strength to stop a car or something. It was nice, what you did. Even if the guy didn’t appreciate it.”


    Davin stopped walking forward, and a gap widened between him, me, and the people in front of us. Even as a couple impatient classmates bypassed us to enter the cafeteria, he just stared at me. “Whoare you?” he asked, in a bewildered tone.


    I cocked my head at him, totally baffled. “I told you. Anna Fisher. And I happen to be starving, so let’s go.” I tugged at his arm and led him back in line. He didn’t say anything else as we swiped our cards and got our trays and silverware; I glanced at him a few times as we chose our food, wondering if our strange time together had come to an end. I’d seen the way he ate—he sat alone, for one thing. Usually reading or writing. Sometimes both. Practically at the same time.


    After I got my drink, I stood with my tray, scanning the already crowded dining hall. Where to sit? I watched wistfully as a table of girls waved a friend over. Two whole months of college, and I hadn’t made a single real friend. Then I squared my shoulders, reminded myself I was a big girl, and prepared to go it alone. Before I took a step, however, I was startled by someone tapping me on the shoulder; it was Davin, tray in hand and looking awkward. “Um, you don’t have to join me, but if you’re looking for a table, there are a couple good seats over there.” He nodded toward the far end.


    “Okay,” I said, and I ignored the stares of a few classmates as I followed him to a mostly deserted table near the back. I sat across from him and just studied him a moment before eating. He noticed and swallowed a bite of his meatloaf before returning my gaze.


    “I know you probably think I’m weird, just like everyone else at this school does,” he said abruptly. “You don’t actually have to sit here if you don’t want to. I’m sure you have other friends you’d be more comfortable with. It’s okay, really. I’m fine with being alone.”


    “So am I,” I replied. I watched him a second longer. “You’re wrong, though,” I went on. “There isn’t anyone I’d rather be eating with. And the truth is, I don’t exactly know what to think of you. Yet.”


    “Let me save you the deep psychological profile,” Davin said. “I’m a mess. Simple as that.”


    “If that’s true, I highly doubt there’s anything simple about it,” I returned evenly. “But anyway, you asked me to sit here, remember? It’s not polite to uninvite me now. Especially since we’re already eating.” I took a bite off my own plate to punctuate my words.


    “I wasn’t really—I mean, I was just letting you off the hook. In case you just sat here because you felt sorry for me or something.” He shook his head. “But you’ll have to forgive me. You’re the first person—besides my roommate— I’ve had lunch with all semester.”


    “Really?”


    He nodded. “And this is one of the longest conversations I’ve had. That fact is, Anna Fisher, you bewilder me. With your band-aids and Star Wars and superheroes. You took me by surprise.”


    “Oh,” I said, not really sure how to respond to that.


    “And since you’ve declined my offer to go sit with more respectable citizens of the Phelps Dining Hall, you might as well tell me more about yourself. Like, where are you from? What brought you to Dubsy?”


    I might have been only a freshman, and an out-of-stater on top of that, but even I knew he was talking about our school. Dub-C, or Dubsy, was the nickname students had given Western Pennsylvania College, given that even the initials WPC took almost as long to say as the full name. Apparently the ‘P’ was silent.


    “Well,” I sighed, stabbing salad with my fork, “Let’s see. I’m from a couple of places, actually.” I fidgeted shyly, never one to enjoy being in the spotlight. “I was born in San Diego, but my parents are missionaries in Brazil. I’m actually half Brazilian myself—my mom is from São Paulo.”


    His eyebrows rose. “Really?”


    “Yeah.” He glanced at me again, and I could see him taking in my dark curly hair and light olive skin like I was a puzzle he was mentally putting together. I twisted a strand of my long hair around my finger self-consciously. Sometimes I hated having my mom’s Brazilian genes; they kept me short (my mom and I topped out at 5’2”, while my dad and brother reached 5’9”—so unfair), and I lived in fear of turning out like my aunts. The de Silvas were large (though lovely) women, and by the age of twelve I’d already had more curve than most girls, especially for my height. I’d been particularly insecure about my weight in high school, when we’d moved back to the States and I’d found myself surrounded by tall, wispy blondes. “So,” I went on, “I lived in Brazil half my life, and here the other half, when we were on furlough.”


    “Oh? What’s afur-low?”


    I smiled. “A fancy word for a missionary break. It’s when we’d come here for a while—we always called it ‘home’—and tell the churches that supported us about what was going on in our town. You know, raise more money, and stuff like that.”


    “Wow.”


    “Yeah.” I took a bite. “It was weird, but it was my life.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I came here because—well, I got a scholarship—but also, it seemed small and quiet, and in a good community. Not to mention a decent international student population. It was an open door.” I smiled.


    “How do you like it?”


    “It’s fine,” I nodded over another mouthful. “A bit small.”


    “So, are you like, super religious, then?”


    I grimaced. I’d been asked that question numerous times since moving back to the states, and I never knew quite how to answer it. “Um, not really,” I said finally. “I mean, I have faith in God, and my family’s beliefs are important to me. But I’m probably not going to preach at you or tell you you’re going to hell or anything. If that helps.” I took a sip of water. “So what about you?”


    He laughed briefly. “AmIsuper religious?”


    “Well, that’s not what I meant, but I take it that’s a no.”


    He shook his head. “I mean, we grew up Catholic, but I don’t know. Some days I want to believe in God, but most of the time I just wonder how the world could be so screwed up if He really existed. Why would He let bad things happen to innocent people, you know?” He tightened his jaw as he avoided my eyes and I knew he wasn’t being argumentative or rhetorical. Something had happened to him—or someone close to him—that had shaken his childhood faith.


    Throughout my life I’d heard ways to answer this particular problem. But in my experience, those cut and dried, black and white responses didn’t usually make anyone feel better or closer to God, and he’d probably heard them anyway. I didn’t even bother with them. All I said was, “I know. And the truth is, I wonder about that stuff, too.”


    “And here I thought you’d have the answers,” he smiled grimly.


    I shook my head. “Nope. Still figuring stuff out, like everyone else.” I took another bite of my salad and changed the subject back to him. “Anyway, what I really wanted to ask was what your story is.”


    He shrugged and picked at his meatloaf—what was left of it. “Nothing interesting. I grew up near here in the North Hills of Pittsburgh and came here because I got an academic scholarship.”


    I knew instinctively that there was awhole lotmore to his story than that, but I simply nodded again. Some stories can’t be pried out of a person; they have to be earned. So I went for a safer question. “Academic scholarship, huh? So, you’re more intellectual than athletic. Interesting.” It was a nosy question, I admit. But now that his trench coat was off, I thought I could discern the outline of a fairly toned body under his dark shirt. It was one of the many seemingly contradictive things about him which made me curious; he wasn’t the only one trying to put a puzzle of a person together.


    “I don’t know if I’d say that. But I kinda gave up on school sports,” he replied. “I tried wrestling and track for a while, but they weren’t for me. I found other athletic outlets outside of school.”


    “Like what?”


    “Um, I did karate, tai kwon do, stuff like that. A lot of martial arts. Last year I started jujitsu.”


    “Jujitsu? Cool.” I grinned admiringly at him. “Isn’t that the discipline Batman likes to use?”


    “Um….” He chuckled dryly. “I don’t know. Is it?”


    “I think so.” I nodded. “Of course, he’s supposed to be an expert on pretty much every martial art there is. Maybe every fighting style? I can’t remember. Something like that.”


    “That certainly would explain why he’s so formidable,” Davin agreed. His brow was wrinkled thoughtfully, but there was a hint of a teasing smile around his mouth.


    I shot him a friendly glare. “Don’t mock, okay?”


    “I’m not mocking! I didn’t say anything.” He was trying hard to hide a smile, which was amazing in itself, since I had never seen him smile about anything before that moment.


    “Then don’t act like it’s strange for me to talk about Batman. Everybody likes Batman, right? I’m not saying he’s my favorite, but he’s pretty cool. I mean, psychologically he’s kind of a mess, but at least he’s trying to help.”


    Something flickered in Davin’s eyes. He leaned forward over his tray. “I can see you feel pretty strongly about this.”


    I swallowed another mouthful and put down my fork. “I mean, it’s not on the same level as world poverty, global climate change or international wars, but yeah, okay, fine. I like to talk about superheroes.” I folded my arms protectively against myself. “If that makes me a weirdo, so be it.”


    “Look who you’re talking to,” he grinned gently. “Around here, I’m practically King of the Weirdos. You’re fine. I just haven’t met many girls who talk about superheroes. Again, you bewilder me.”


    I sighed. “I don’t mean to.”


    “It’s not a bad thing,” he assured me, but there was something else, something unidentifiable in his expression. His dark brown eyes were fixed on my face, making me feel like the center of his attention for one exhilarating, uncomfortable moment. He took a deep breath, looking like he was about to say something—maybe something vital, whenIthappened for the first time.


    All of the sudden he blinked and sat straight up. He glanced down at his tray, then up at me. “I’m really sorry, Anna, but I’ve got to run.” He stood and began getting his stuff.


    I stared at him. “What? Why? You’re barely done with your lunch.” I looked at the clock. “I-It’s just after twelve thirty.”


    He looked apologetic. “I just can’t stay. There’s something I’ve gotta take care of before my next class.”


    “Oh, okay.” I was surprised at how disappointed I felt, but tried not to show it. I felt like the cliché:Was it something I said?


    “Yeah. I’m sorry. Listen, maybe— y’know….” He hesitated and I looked at him expectantly. Finally, he shot me a sad smile and shook his head. “Well, anyway, it was nice to meet you, Dr. Fisher. Hope I’ll see you around.”


    And he was gone. I stared after him for a moment, baffled and somewhat irritated. What possibly could have been so important that he would rush off in the middle of lunch? I sipped my ice water slowly. I wasn’t even sure what bothered me more: him leaving, or his lack of reason. I was alone then, even though my table was beginning to fill up as more students came in. Suddenly a tray slammed down in front of me and I looked up to see Tiffany.


    “I almost couldn’t find you, way back here,” she said breathlessly. We usually walked from class to lunch together, and ate together, too. She hung her backpack on the back of her chair and sat down. “You have to tell me if I missed anything important in class,” she commanded, “but first, you are not going to believe what I just heard. On the way in, I ran into Lisa’s boyfriend, Nate? Who said that weirdo in the trench coatshoved himin the parking lot for no reason.”


    “Wait, just now?” I frowned. Had Davin left merely to pick a fight? The idea alarmed me.


    “Well, no,” she shook her head and I relaxed, “he said it was like fifteen minutes ago.”


    “In that case, I happen to know there was a reason,” I informed her. “A good one.”


    “It sure didn’t sound like it,” Tiffany insisted. “Well, therewas, okay?” I snapped. “I was there.” “You were? Why? What happened? Spill!”


    I sighed. With more patience than I felt, I explained the whole story: that Davin had been saving ungrateful Nate’s life by pushing him out of the way. “He even got scraped by the car, so I gave him a band-aid,” I added.


    “And then you had lunch with him?” she grimaced as I finished.


    I frowned sharply. “What’s wrong with that?” “Well, you know. He’s….”


    “What?” I demanded.


    She shrugged and made a face like she’d smelled something unpleasant. “Weird. Scary.”


    I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “He’snotscary. And what exactly makes him weird?”


    “He’s a loner. Always by himself. And he dresses badly. He always looks like he’s been out all night, or down in a basement, building a bomb. And he talks to himself all the time.”


    “So what if he likes to be by himself?” I scowled, wondering if she thought the same sorts of things about me. “And who cares how he dresses or looks? I thought we were out of high school.” I wasn’t even going to dignify the bomb-building comment.


    “You know they say he went to jail for stabbing a guy,” she persisted. “Just for sitting in his seat.”


    I narrowed my eyes at her. Oh, wonderful. The rumor mill certainly had been productive. “And just who is ‘They?’ Anyone who can actually verify this story?”


    “All I’m saying is, you should be careful,” Tiffany said, completely ignoring my question. “You don’t know anything about him.”


    That’s not true, I wanted to say.I know he’s a realist, he’s okay with being alone, and he helps people when he thinks no one is watching. But of course, I didn’t say any of that. Because despite my protests, Tiffany had a point. Her attitude about Davin might have been petty, shallow and annoying, but there was a kind of objectiveness about it. Granted, she was judging him solely on his outward appearance, like so many classmates I’d known in high school. I wanted to feel smug about the way I’d delved beneath the surface, trying to find out who Davin really was, instead of glancing at the externals, filling in the blanks and putting him in a neat little category. But the unsettling thing about deciding to look deeper at someone is that once you start, there’s really no end. I’d basically plunged headfirst into a bottomless trench. One band-aid, a bit of conversation, and a half-eaten lunch, and I was done for. The worst part was, for all my lofty goals of digging deeper, I had the strange and paradoxical feeling that I actually knew less about him than before.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Two


    


    “Be courteous to all, but intimate with few,

    and let those few be well tried

    before you give them your confidence.

    True friendship is a plant of slow growth.”

    —George Washington


    


    Over the next few weeks, I barely saw Davin. He continued to skip and come late to class, and often afterward he would dash away before I could even say hi. I knew there was something going on with him, but I didn’t know what, and I wasn’t entirely sure it was my business. We hadn’t exactly become BFFs after our one afternoon together.


    I was friendly, waving or smiling at him if he happened to glance my way and meet my gaze. But I didn’t go out of my way to be near him or talk to him. After all, he was the one who’d abandoned me during lunch. For all I knew, he was avoiding me. In the absence of any explanation, I tended to assume things were my fault. Perhaps I’d asked too many questions, or maybe he really did prefer to be alone.


    One day, after he earned another “absent” in World Civ, I came across Davin sitting on the lawn outside the library. He was staring off into space with a half-eaten sandwich in his lap. I hesitated; he hadn’t seen me, so I could have just walked away and left him alone. But he was wearing that sad and lost look on his face that had tugged on my stupid sympathies several times already.


    Don’t get involved, a voice inside me said.Didn’t he already admit that he’s a mess? You can’t fix him. But I didn’t want to fix him, exactly. I wanted to be a friend. Maybe he was in a bad place, but he’d still gone out of his way to keep a random guy from getting hit by a car. So he wasn’t entirely a lost cause. I had to believe that meant there was more to him than his troubles.


    I plucked up my courage, walked over, and sat down next to him. “You missed a killer lecture today,” I announced.


    He looked at me in surprise. “What?” He blinked several times, as though I’d truly startled him.


    “World Civilizations, room 203, Dr. Howard, Mondays Wednesdays and Fridays from eleven am to noon, any of that ring a bell?” I teased.


    He sighed. “Right. Is he mad I keep skipping?”


    “Who, Howard?” I shrugged. “I can’t tell if he even notices. But I’m not sure it’s doing your grade point average any good.”


    He set his bag lunch aside. “Thanks for the tip, Dr. Fisher.”


    I rolled my eyes. “If you don’t remember my first name, just say so.”


    Davin frowned slightly. “What makes you think I don’t remember your name, Anna?” When I didn’t respond or meet his gaze he nodded knowingly. “This is because I ran out on you the other day, right?” I looked over at him, watching his face as he seemed to struggle with himself for his next few words. He sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I seemed rude by taking off—it honestly had nothing to do with you. I certainly didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


    “Hey, that’s okay,” I said hastily. “No big deal.”


    “Good. Because I was actually enjoying our conversation.”


    “Oh.” I looked away. “Me, too.”


    “That being said,” he went on, “I’m not exactly good company right now.”


    “That’s why I came over, actually,” I said. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”


    He gave a dry chuckle and sighed. “Is it that obvious that I’m not?”


    I took a deep breath—once again, plunging into unknown depths. “Look, Davin, you don’t have to tell me anything. I know it’s not like we’re super close…but I just figured maybe you’d want to talk about it. Or not talk about it at all, in which case you might be glad of someone to take your mind off whatever is troubling you.”


    He looked over at me with that same slightly puzzled expression he’d worn throughout our first encounter. “Those are both kind and generous offers.”


    “But?” I prompted, sensing his hesitation.


    There was such a long pause that I thought maybe he really didn’t want to talk about it, and I ought to just leave. “I’m sorry, Anna,” he sighed. “But I did try to give you fair warning. I really am kind of a mess. My head…my life right now…things aren’t going well for me. I’m not saying that to be mysterious and intriguing. I’m just being honest. I know that’s why other people talk about me, avoid me. And I don’t blame them. I just kind of live my own life.”


    “That sounds lonely,” I commented.


    He looked over at me. “It is,” he admitted softly. “But…it’s kind of the way it has to be.”


    “That’s rather fatalistic,” I said. “I mean, geez, even Batman had Robin.”


    He looked at me sharply. “Again with the Batman references? What is it with you?”


    I shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry. I’m so used to using superheroes as examples. I was just trying to say, he’s kind of a loner, too. But even he leaned on a few people now and then. Robin. Alfred. Commissioner Gordon. Occasionally Batgirl or Catwoman.”


    “So…you’re saying I shouldn’t always hide myself in the Batcave,” he replied slowly.


    I grinned. “Yeah! You got it.”


    He tried to smile, then. “I know you’re probably right, but that’s a lot easier said than done. It would help if I knew who my Alfreds, Robins, and Gordons were.”


    “Can’t help you there, but if you’re looking for a Batgirl, I’m in,” I teased. “I always thought she was the coolest, anyway.”


    “She probably was.” He glanced at me. “I do get what you’re really saying, Anna, and I appreciate it.” He stood and shouldered his back pack. “Sorry to run out on you again…I just….”


    “Oh, right. No problem. Just, you know, anytime you need to talk, let me know. I mean it. Just call me Barbara Gordon.”


    He looked at me rather keenly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    “Okay. Well, see ya around, Davin.” He turned to leave and I watched him. Guys had always somewhat mystified me, but this guy…I wasn’t sure I’d ever figure out.


    Back in my room, my roommate was watching TV— the news. I made a face she luckily didn’t see. I hated watching the news because it was boring and depressing. I knew it was important to be informed about things that were going on in the world, but it seemed like news shows mostly focused on the negative things. Nicki, however, was taking a class that required her to keep up with current events.


    “Anything interesting going on in the world?” I asked during a commercial break.


    “Always,” she said curtly. We didn’t talk much. She recited a list of events which I mostly didn’t pay much attention to because I was busy looking for my sticky-tac—a putty-like substance that was the only thing approved for hanging pictures on the dorm walls (as opposed to nails and tacks, which left holes, and tape, which left sticky residue). She told me about local and national kidnappings, murders, bombings, huge natural disasters, political scandals…the same tragedies—products of our fallen nature, my parents would say—that happened every day. Just as I suspected: a show devoted entirely to the ways humanity was failing.


    “Oh, and this should be right up your alley,” she added.


    “What’s that?” I asked, fixing a poster of mine that had fallen down with the afore-mentioned sticky-tac.


    “There are some rumors going around that there’s a guy like, saving people and stuff.”


    I leaned back and squinted. Was Spider-Man crooked? I adjusted the corner. “Oh, yeah?” That was better.


    “Yeah. I mean, it’s probably all just a prank, but apparently there’s someone out there who likes superheroes even more than you.”

    I considered this. “Is this person really helping people?”


    “Supposedly. They say this guy dressed in black might have stopped a couple of robberies. I mean, it’s completely unconfirmed. There aren’t even any actual, reliable witnesses.”


    I just nodded. “Interesting.” Since I hadn’t seen the report, I wasn’t entirely sure I believed Nicki. It sounded like the kind of thing she might say just to lead me on. I knew she thought my posters of my favorite superheroes were juvenile, but dang it, I was going to hang up what I wanted on my side of the room. It wasn’t as though the magazine pullouts of boy bands and teen heartthrobs on her side were so much more mature.


    It wasn’t until later, when I was in bed and trying to sleep that I really thought about it. What kind of person would make up a story about a guy going around saving people? And if it wasn’t just a hoax, who on earth would go around acting like a superhero? It was crazy.


    


    The night it all really started, I was shopping. Tiffany and her suitemate Misty (a very incongruent name for a brash and bossy sophomore) offered me a ride to Wal-Mart and I took them up on it. On our way to the main gate, I spotted Davin jogging on the side of the road. “Stop the car!” I said. Misty slammed on the brakes so hard I hit my head on the back of Tiffany’s seat.


    “What the crap, Anna?” Misty demanded.


    “Sorry,” I stammered, slightly dazed. “I meant, pull over and stop next to that guy.”


    “Oh, not him again,” Tiffany groaned. I glared at her fiercely.


    Misty gave me an impatient look over her shoulder. “We’re on our way to the store. You can flirt later.” She glanced at him with a dubious expression. “Though you need to work on your taste—that guy has creeper written all over him.”


    “He’s not like that,” I assured her. “Come on, guys, let’s just see if he needs to go to Wal-Mart, too. I mean, we’re already going.” They looked at each other, then back at my pleading face.


    “Fine,” Misty sighed. “But I’m not stopping anywhere else for him. If he tries anything funny, we’re leaving him on the side of the road. And put on your friggin’ seatbelt.” She pulled over to the curb where he had stopped, watching our car with a slightly puzzled expression.


    Tiffany reluctantly rolled the window down. “Hey, David.”


    “Davin,” I corrected impatiently.


    “Whatever. Hey, we’re going to Wal-Mart and just wondered if you wanted a ride there.”


    He looked down at her warily. “Um, thanks. That’s... nice of you.”


    I watched in her side mirror as she forced a smile. “Oh, don’t thank me. It was all Anna’s idea.” She motioned with her head back to where I sat. He leaned over even further.


    “Oh! Hey, Anna.” He smiled a little, and I felt my stomach do a funny little flip. He hesitated. “Well, there are a few things I need to get….” he glanced back at me, looking thoughtful. “I was just going to walk, but I could use the ride. If you really don’t mind, that is,” he added suddenly.


    “No,” I said. “Of course not.” The other girls shook their heads unenthusiastically. Tiffany climbed out, prepared to crawl into the back with me. He put out a hand to stop her. “You can stay up front,” he said. “I don’t mind.”


    I scooted over to make room for Davin and as he settled beside me, I felt my stomach flutter. When had I crossed over from being merely compassionately concerned for him to being emotionally nervous around him? What was going on? Surely I wasn’t starting tolikehim. That would be ridiculous. I barely knew him, for one thing, and for another, he clearly had some issues. I tried to remind myself that I was just trying to be a friend to him.


    “So what do you need to get?” I asked him as we each got a cart at the front of the store.


    “Um, just some school supplies—pencils, pens, paper—stuff like that. What about you?”


    “I’m getting some munchies and some makeup.”


    “Oh.” He gave me a funny look. “A whole cart full?”


    “No.” I giggled. “Why? You want to share?”


    “Okay.” He fell into step beside me.

    “You can set your bag in the cart if you want,” I told him, referring to his backpack, which he had worn in.


    He shrugged. “I don’t mind wearing it.”


    I didn’t think much of it; I was trying to remember if I was forgetting anything else I needed. In the snack department, I gave a sigh. “Ah, Junk Food. How would I survive college without it?”


    He laughed at me—a short, soft laugh, but a laugh nonetheless. “I know. Imagine if we had to actually subsist solely on the cafeteria food.”


    “I suppose it could be done,” I mused, “but I would hate to try it. Thank goodness we’re not too far from Giant Eagle and here.”


    “Speaking of junk food…” He grinned and suddenly launched into a story about a time when he and his brother had played tag in a store and nearly gotten kicked out. “We were just kids...I was eight, and he was thirteen. Our aunt brought us here, and we were so bored, and sohopped upon pop and candy, and we just ran all over the store. Trevor was ‘it,’ and chased me through the hardware and sporting goods departments before he got me. And I chased him all throughwomen’s clothing. He nearlyran downsome old lady. That was bad enough, but then theseotherboys joined in....” The way he told the story had me laughing so hard I was sure people could hear me several aisles over. But the best part was, he was laughing too, looking more cheerful than I could ever recall seeing him. Then suddenly, as we rounded the corner, he stopped abruptly;Ithappened again.


    “Um, I tell you what,” he said suddenly, his smile fading. “Why don’t I run and get my stuff and then I’ll just meet you over in the pharmacy-cosmetic area. Okay?” He didn’t really give me a chance to object; he began walking off without even waiting for an answer.


    “Fine,” I called after him. He wasn’t even going the right way. I rolled my eyes and wheeled off to find the rest of what I needed. I knew it wouldn’t take long, though. It wasn’t like I was a glam girl—I’d never even worn make-up until high school—but a girl wants to look her best, even just for herself.


    When he didn’t show up a few minutes later, I kept looking around in that area. I tried out some perfumes (wondering fleetingly what he’d think of them before I caught myself), looked at bold-colored nail polishes, and searched for the perfect clear, vanilla-flavored lip gloss. I sighed and glanced at my watch. Tiffany and Misty turned down my aisle.


    “Hey, we’re ready to go. Where’s what’s-his-name?”


    I glared at them, irritated that they made no attempt to hide their disdain. “Davin?” I reminded them sarcastically. “I don’t know. I guess in the school supplies section.”


    “Let’s go, then.” Misty wheeled her cart around. “I don’t want to stay here all night.”


    But he wasn’t there. We walked around for a good ten minutes, hoping to run into him. “Let’s page him,” Tiffany said, giggling. “Is it DAY-vin or is it DAH-vin? I keep forgetting.”


    “DAH-vin,” Misty asserted, “like Gavin, right?”


    “No, it’s DAY-vin,” I corrected, “like David but with an ‘n’ on the end. But guys, we don’t need to page him,” I protested. “He’ll show up.” They ignored me. First we checked out, and then we waited at the front after the announcement was made. And waited. “He’s got another ten minutes,” Misty said. “Then he can find another ride back.”


    “Maybe he already did,” Tiffany said. “There are a few other Dubsy kids around.”


    “Look,” I said, “he wouldn’t just leave.” But even I was feeling doubtful as the minutes of Misty’s ultimatum ticked away. She gave me a look and began gathering up her bags. Just then Davin appeared, running past the registers.


    He was sweaty and red-faced as he skidded to a halt next to me and my friends. “Sorry, girls,” he panted.


    “Where’s your stuff?” Tiffany stared at his empty hands.


    “My stuff?” He looked startled, and reached subconsciously toward the straps of his backpack, as if checking to be sure it was there.


    “Yeah, your school supplies. Did you set them down somewhere?” I was puzzled.


    He opened his mouth, looking sheepish. “I-I guess I forgot to get them.


    Misty stared at him. “You forgot? What the hell have you been doing?”


    “I got busy…I ran into some people I knew, and I guess we just kept talking…I don’t know what happened. Sorry,” he apologized.


    We all exchanged skeptical looks. In the first place, I had hardly seen him have a conversation with anyone— anyone besides me—about anything that wasn’t school-related. It was a little hard to imagine him yakking away the night. To further complicate things, I had been watching his face as he spoke; I got the distinct impression that he was lying. There was something else, too—something about his disheveled appearance that struck me as odd.


    Misty sighed: a long, drawn out, end-of-her-patience sigh. “You got five minutes,” she said. “We’ll be in the car.” She turned without another word.


    He dashed off as though running for the hundred meter race. It surprised me how fast he was, even though he’d seemed winded just a few seconds ago. He returned just in time with a small plastic sack and climbed in beside me again.


    The ride home was much quieter than the ride there; Davin seemed tired and even more withdrawn than usual. I couldn’t figure it out. Something had transpired while the four of us were at Wal-Mart, something that had changed his mood; something he didn’t want to be honest about.


    We dropped him off at his dorm and drove back to our own. It was getting late. I tried working on a Soc paper I had due, but I couldn’t concentrate. And even when I lay down to sleep, I still couldn’t get my mind off the mystery that was Davin Kowalski.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Three


    

    “My friend is one who takes me for who I am.”

    —Henry David Thoreau


    


    I awoke the next morning not to my alarm but to Nicki’s television blaring the news. Reluctantly I rolled out of bed, already grouchy and extremely annoyed with my day; I had no way of knowing that in a few short minutes my whole life was about to change.


    “Sorry, current events report,” Nicki muttered as the perky weatherman predicted more rain and turned things over to the traffic reporter. “I’ll be leaving in a sec.” I shrugged, and rolled my eyes when she wasn’t looking.


    When I came back into the room from the bathroom, Nicki had indeed left for class, but she hadn’t bothered to turn off her TV. The morning news was still on, and loudly. I shook my head and went over to turn it off.


    “And now for our special report,” a very tan anchorman was saying.


    “You might not believe it, but wait until you hear from our reporter,” the perfectly composed anchorwoman added. “Jennifer?”


    Jennifer Wright came on the screen just as my hand reached for the power button. “Well, it looks like there might be some truth to the rumors that Pittsburgh has its very own Superman, after all,” she said, and my hand froze in place. “Last night, at the Gibsonia Sheetz, a young woman was rescued by a mysterious man dressed all in black. We have her here to today to give her account.”


    I sank onto Nicki’s bed, stunned.


    Sheetz was a gas station, a regional chain. They didn’t have Sheetz in California or Virginia, for example, but it was well known in Pennsylvania and Ohio. The Gibsonia Sheetz was just down Route Eight from where Misty, Tiffany, Davin and I had been shopping at Wal-Mart. And it was there that a few guys wearing ski masks apparently tried to rob the register. A young woman had been the cashier, and when she tried to tell the would-be robbers that she didn’t have much money in her drawer, they began threatening her. One of the guys struck her a couple of times; she was on the verge of being attacked by all of them, when out of nowhere, another guy showed up. He, too, was wearing a ski mask, but all of his clothing was black.


    The security camera had caught most of the action, and before the woman spoke, they played the clip. I watched in awe as the figure in black stepped between the woman and her attackers. When they turned on him, he disarmed them unbelievably fast, and within seconds, he had them duct taped and unmasked. There was no sound, but he clearly talked to the woman and made sure she was alright before dashing off into the night.


    “Can you tell us how you feel?” Jennifer asked the young woman, as they sat in the studio’s fake living room set.


    The woman cleared her throat nervously. “Well, grateful, really. If that man hadn’t stopped them…” she broke off in a shaky sigh.


    “You’re a very brave woman,” Jennifer said reassuringly.


    The woman—I didn’t catch her name—shook her head. “I’m no hero,” she said. “That man…he was amazing. I’ve never seen anyone so fast and strong and agile—not in real life. He was like…he was just…almost inhuman. And then when he had finished with the guys, he came over to me and asked if I was all right.” She looked reflective. “He really cared,” she said. “Then he told me to call the police. He stayed with me until we saw the police approaching, then he ran off. He was so fast.” She looked up at Jennifer again. “He really was like…Superman.”


    I felt an odd tingle at the back of my neck, and I shivered. It was such a bizarre thing to hear about; yet I believed it. It was almost as though I’d crossed into an alternate reality, like Comic Book World, where Superheroes did indeed come to the rescue of those who needed it. I sat cross-legged on the bed in front of my roommate’s TV and realized she’d been telling me the truth. There had been rumors of a hero in town, and now they were confirmed.


    “If this account is indeed true and accurate,” the anchorman said later, in a tone which implied it probably wasn’t, “then we may have some serious issues to grapple with. Should citizens be able to take the law into their own hands? Will a day come when this so-called hero will have to face possible punishment for the things done in the name of his alleged justice? We’ll have more details on the man in black, tonight at eleven.”


    I turned off the TV and angrily tossed the remote on to Nicki’s bed, unsure what bothered me more—the anchorman’s insinuation, or the lame handle he’d given the hero. The Man in Black. That was a cheesy name for a superhero. But as I would soon find out, no one knew what to call him. Nicknames were stuck to him from all different forms of media as the story rapidly received more and more attention. Some other names had been Ninjaman, the Silent Shadow, and even Superman. Boring, lame, and simply uncreative. Superheroes were supposed to have names thatmeantsomething—didn’t everyone know that?


    Before I left for class I caught part of a popular local talk show on the radio. They did an informal poll on what the city should call their new hero. I was tempted to call in and rant, but the idea of being on the air was terrifying. Instead I listened as they read off the results. Of the choices, one name began to take the lead: Shadowman. I assumed it was because of his dark outfit and the way he quickly disappeared back into the shadows.Shadowman. It was still corny, but I decided it would do for the moment. I was already fascinated by the whole idea. Could it be there was a real hero—inmytown?


    I thought about the strange story all the way to class. It was unsettling on several levels: obviously, the hero thing was a big deal to me. I was still trying to sort that out—had someone really dressed up and gone to save another person? Just like the comics? Really? But I was also struck by the violent act of a woman being attacked. It seemed so uncharacteristic, especially out in the suburbs. Pittsburgh isn’t perfect, but it doesn’t have the crime rate of other large cities. Equally troubling was the realization that it had happened so close to where we’d been.


    I kept thinking about it during class, not really paying attention to the lecture. The past wasn’t as interesting to me as the recent events. I kept thinking about how close I’d been to seeing a hero in action. Of course, I’d been shopping. And waiting for my friends, and then waiting for Davin.


    I frowned suddenly, remembering Davin’s weird behavior. Though I’d tried to shrug off his mysteriousness, it had plagued me. I glanced at him, across the room, looking like he could barely stay awake. What was it he’d said?I just got to talking with some people.But he wouldn’t have been sweaty and tired from chatting. At least, I never got that way from a conversation. The only thing that made me sweaty and tired was running. But where would he have been running from?


    With a swift sharpness that startled me, my thoughts swung back around to the news report. Wal-Mart and Sheetz were maybe a mile away from each other, give or take. Davin had been gone for about thirty or forty minutes; was that enough time to have run to the crime scene and back? The fastest runners in the world could do the mile in less than six minutes, and Davin was pretty fast himself, so it seemed.


    But why would he have been there?


    Before I could answer myself, Dr. Howard dismissed us. I’d barely heard a word of his whole lecture, and felt slightly guilty. I pushed aside my remorse as I watched Davin gather his things: I had an idea.


    “Anna?” Tiffany stood in front of me, blocking my way. Crap. I’d forgotten about Tiffany. She looked at me expectantly. “Um, so I told Neil I’d meet him for lunch,” she said. “Is that okay?”


    “Yeah,” I said instantly. “Yeah, that’s fine. No problem.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yeah,” I insisted, inching toward the door. Davin was already descending the steps. “I’ll be fine. But hey, I’m starving. So I’ll see you around?”


    “Okay. See you.” Tiffany headed for the bathrooms, most likely to check her make up before seeing her boyfriend.


    I hurried down the steps, out of the building, and into the crisp fall air, attempting to catch up with Davin. This would have been impossible had he not stopped to put on his long, black trench coat; his legs were far longer than mine and he seemed to be in a hurry.


    “Hey, Davin,” I huffed as I approached him.


    He snapped his head around in surprise. “Oh. Hey, Anna.”


    “Going to lunch?”


    “Um, yeah.”


    “Yeah, me too.” I tried to act like this was the most natural conversation in the world—which, from the outside at least, it was. To me, however, it was much more: I was on a mission to figure some things out about Davin. “So. Did you hear about that woman that got attacked last night?” I asked this, too, casually, as we reached the cafeteria.


    “Um...” he frowned and looked away, fiddling with the tear on the sleeve of his trench coat. It had gotten ripped the day we met; I wondered how the scrape on his arm had healed. “I don’t think so. What happened?”


    “I guess some guys were trying to hold up the Sheetz, and they almost attacked the cashier, but this guy saved her.”


    “Oh, yeah?” He glanced at me, but concentrated on grabbing his tray and silverware.


    “Yeah.” I couldn’t tell what effect my words had on him. I didn’t say anything else about it as we went through the line.


    As we walked to a table, he said, “Sounds like an idiot.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “This guy, who tried to save the day. That was a stupid thing to do.”


    My temper flared. “Um, this guy didn’ttryto save the day. Hedid. That girl would probably be dead if not for him. He’s a hero.”


    He took a sip of his soda. “I’m just saying that’s a dangerous situation to walk into. Things could easily have gone differently. She could be deadbecauseof him.”


    “This from the guy who nearly got himself run over in the parking lot, trying to push someone else out of the way?”


    He frowned, then shrugged. “I know my limits. Cars are one thing, bullets are another.” He glanced at me again, over his sandwich. “That was no big deal. But this attempted robbery...all I’m saying is, if this guy had any brains, he wouldn’t have gotten involved.”


    I left my food uneaten and folded my arms. “So, he should have just stood by and let it happen? Let that poor girl get attacked?”


    He didn’t look at me but talked over his food. “Maybe they weren’t going to seriously hurt her. You never know.”


    “Are you serious?” I was completely aggravated with him. Why was Davin bad-mouthing Shadowman? It didn’t make any sense. Unless... I tried a new line of questioning. “So, whatever happened to you, anyway?”


    He swallowed. “What do you mean?”


    “Last night. At the store. Where did you go?”


    He gave me that evasive look again. “I told you. I was just talking.”


    I raised an eyebrow. “To who?”


    “Um...fine, okay, I was talking to the store manager.”


    “What? Why?”


    “I was filling out an application,” he replied stiffly. “If you must know.”


    “Oh.”


    “What did youthinkI was doing?”


    I couldn’t tell him the truth; it would have been insulting. I had two thoughts, both of which were far-fetched and fanciful. One: he was one of the guys who had tried to hold up the store. It could explain why he was resentful of Shadowman’s interference.


    Or two: (and seeming less likely by the second) hewasShadowman. The idea suddenly seemed ridiculous, now that I was facing Davin. He was so very rational, matter-of-fact, and unheroic. Aside from his one small act of keeping an ungrateful Frisbee player out of harm’s way, everything else about him sort of screamed his misanthropic tendencies. He always seemed kind of annoyed when I brought it up, anyway. I started to wonder why the idea of him being Shadowman had ever occurred to me in the first place. I was just jumping to conclusions, as usual.


    “Anna?”


    I realized he was still waiting for an answer. “Um, nothing. No, I was just curious. You know? You were gone a long time.”


    “It was a long application,” he muttered. “So, about this guy—”


    “What guy?”


    “The so-called hero that you were just talking about.”


    “Oh! Right. Shadowman.”


    He winced. “Is that what they’re calling him? Seriously?”


    “I know—lame, right?”


    “All I’m saying is that it was dangerous, what he did. I hope other people don’t start copying him and putting themselves in harm’s way.”


    “You have a point,” I acknowledged, grudgingly. “I just don’t see why you have to look at it from such a negative angle. He was just trying to help.”


    He smiled wryly at me then. “I told you, I’m a realist,” he reminded me.


    I sighed. “Fine. Enjoy your down-to-earth logic and practicality. But you should know that I will not easily be swayed from my adoration of heroes.”


    “Of course not.” He took another sip of his soda. “Just...don’t expect this guy to be like your comic book heroes. That stuff is fantasy. This is a real guy.”


    “That’s what makes this so great,” I replied. “Things like this don’t happen in real life. I just think it’s exciting.”


    He sighed. “Already a fangirl, huh?”


    “You don’t understand,” I told him. “Ilovesuperheroes. I always have.”


    “This guy’s not a superhero,” he said.


    “How do you know?” I demanded. “You didn’t see him! The news showed the footage from the security camera. This guy is fast, like, lightning fast.”


    He gave me a skeptical look. “Lightningfast? Really. Are we talking The Flash here? Nothing but a red blur?” His voice was very sarcastic, but I tried to overlook it.


    “He was wearing black, not red. He might not have beenquiteas fast as The Flash, but he was pretty speedy. Faster than a regular person.”


    He just looked at me for a moment, and I felt myself flush. “You’ve already made up your mind to like this guy, haven’t you?” He studied me.


    “Well, I mean, I don’t know anything about him, but yeah. I like that he’s trying to help.”


    He nodded. “I guess I shouldn’t make fun of you for that.”


    “No, you shouldn’t,” I agreed primly. “For that matter, I shouldn’t expect you to be as enthusiastic as I am, either.”


    “Because I won’t be,” he assured me.


    “Well, if you can accept that I’m a great big geeky fangirl, then I guess I can accept that you’re a skeptic and a realist. You shouldn’t have to pretend to be as excited as I am just to make me happy. If it comes to that, you shouldn’t have to pretend to be anything around me. Friends should be real with each other, you know?”


    He was quiet a moment. “That sounds fair. Out of consideration for you, I will try to keep my critique of…Shadowman…to a minimum.”


    “I would appreciate that,” I admitted. “But I’ll try not to expect it.”


    “Doesn’t mean I agree with you, though,” he clarified. “I still don’t think this guy is anything to get excited about.”


    I shrugged. “You’re entitled to disagree. But you’re wrong.”


    “Time will tell,” he sighed, standing and gathering his stuff. “See you later.”


    “Bye.” I watched him go, and then looked down at my own tray of uneaten food. I’d been so busy defending Pittsburgh’s new hero I’d barely taken a bite.


    As I picked at my salad reflectively, I noticed that the table had really filled up. I hadn’t realized so many people had sat down; for a few minutes, I’d only been aware of Davin and myself. I was still replaying our conversation about Shadowman when I heard a nearby voice echo my own thoughts.


    “No, I really think Shadowman is a superhero!” insisted a wiry redhead to my left. I looked over as he gestured wildly to his friends. “My roommate thinks it’s all a hoax. Ahoax!What do you guys think?”


    “Could be CG,” a spiky-haired guy replied from across the table.


    “No way,” the redhead replied. “I haven’t seen computer graphics that good. Yet.”


    “I don’t know, man,” another guy chimed in, adjusting his glasses. “People are saying it’s just a promotion for a new TV show.”


    “What show?” the redhead demanded.


    “I don’t know.” The third guy shrugged. “Some new reality show, I think.”


    “I can’t believe you guys!” the redhead exploded. “Seriously, some guy is saving people right here in Pittsburgh, and you think it’s fake! Don’t any of you get that we potentially have our own superhero?!”


    “All right, come down out of orbit, Sputnik,” the spiky-haired guy said smoothly. “I think we all see the possibility. But we don’t want to jump to conclusions.”


    ‘Sputnik’ groaned. “You’re killing me, Alan!” “I’m just saying, let’s wait and see what happens. See if this guy resurfaces again, and what he does.”


    “So, how many times will it take before you’re convinced?” The words were out of my mouth before I remembered that I was not actually part of the conversation. The guys all turned to look at me in surprise. By this time I could see that it was a group of more than three people; they had taken over most of the table, and they were all staring at me like I was an alien.


    “Um...” I cleared my throat. “Never mind.”


    “No, wait!” The redhead reached across the empty seat between us and splayed his hand on the table, as though trying to connect me to the conversation. “You saw this guy on the news?”


    “Shadowman? Yeah. I saw him.”


    “And you think he’s for real?” he persisted.


    “Well...” I looked at all the expectant faces, and suddenly I wasn’t as sure as I’d been with Davin. “Yeah, I mean, that was my initial reaction.”


    “But now you’re having second thoughts?” The spiky-haired one spoke up.


    I shrugged. “No, not really. I’d like to see a little more of him in action, but...I don’t know. I just have a feeling that he’s the real deal.”


    “You have a feeling?” Another guy, further down the table, echoed my words. “How quaint. While that’s really cute and all, around here, we tend to stick to cold, hard facts.”


    Sputnik rolled his eyes. “Ignore Greg. He thinks he knows everything.”


    Greg glared at him. “I certainly know more than some. For example,” he turned his sneer on me, “I bet you’ve never even read a comic book.”


    For a second I was too incredulous, then too outraged to speak. I clenched my jaw and tried to stay calm. “Actually, I’ve been reading comic books since I was about seven. Any other tests I need to pass in order to carry on a conversation with you guys?”


    “No, no. Really,” Sputnik insisted hastily, “Gregory doesn’t speak for all of us.”


    “And anyway, we don’t stick entirely to facts,” the third guy spoke up again. He flashed a smile of white teeth that contrasted with his dark skin. “We discuss possibilities, too, and I think this discussion falls under the realm of possibility. We all saw a guy dressed in black keep a woman from getting hurt. We may not know exactly what that means yet, but that doesn’t mean we can’t speculate.”


    “Good point, Chuck.” Sputnik pounded the table with his fist. “I like speculation. For example: who do you think would win in a fight? Shadowman, or Spider-Man?” He looked at me. “What do you think, um...what’s your name?”


    “I’m Anna,” I replied, offering him my hand to shake.


    “Nice to meet you, Anna. I’m Doug.”


    “Oh!” Somehow I couldn’t think of him as a ‘Doug.’ It just didn’t fit—it seemed too mild for someone as expressive as he was.


    “What?” He looked perplexed by my expression.


    “Nothing! It’s just...I was starting to think of you as Sputnik. Because he,” I pointed to the guy with spiky hair, “called you that a couple minutes ago.”


    The two guys across from him—Chuck and...Alan?— hooted with laughter. Doug blushed, nearly as red as his hair. “If that’s easier for you to remember, then sure, call me Sputnik. That’s fine.”


    “Can I call you Sputnik, too?” his friend teased.


    “Shut up, Alan,” Sputnik replied good-naturedly. “You alreadydocall me that.” He turned back to me. “So? Spider-Man, or Shadowman?” He and all the other guys waited for my answer.


    “Hmm.” I thought seriously. “Well, I’d really hate to see them in a fight. Spider-Man’s pretty much my favorite, but...Shadowman...he’s real.”


    “Allegedly,” interrupted the rude guy.


    “Shut up, Greg,” Sputnik said, with less teasing in his tone.


    Like I cared what that guy Greg thought of me anyway. “I don’t know,” I concluded. “I think I need to see a bit more of him in action first. I don’t think he has any webbing capabilities or super strength, so Spidey probably has him beat there. But who knows, maybe he has some other cool power we didn’t get to see.”


    Sputnik grinned widely at me. “Not a bad answer!”


    “Yeah,” Alan agreed. “Welcome to the club!”


    “Club?”


    “Yeah. We’re Dubsy’s official Comic Book Club,” Chuck told me.


    “Really?” I wrinkled my nose in delight.


    “Yup. And since you not only read comics, but clearly love superheroes as much as we do, you’re in!” Sputnik added cheerfully.


    “Awesome,” I replied.


    Alan looked at me closely. “You’re excited about this?”


    “Well...yeah. I do love superheroes.”


    “No kidding?” He continued to scrutinize me. “'Cause we don’t take kindly to mockers.”


    “No kidding.” I held up my hand as if swearing an oath. “I’m honestly a great big geek.”


    Alan, Sputnik, Chuck, and the rest of the guys grinned broadly at me. “Welcome.”


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Four


    


    “A Namer has to know who people are,

    and who they are meant to be.”

    —Madeleine L’Engle, “A Wind in the Door”


    


    The buzz quickly spread around school. Students were divided; some, like Sputnik’s roommate, adamantly refused to believe that Shadowman was anything other than an elaborate hoax. And others had heard the same rumor Chuck had—that it was all a promo for a new reality show. I was glad that at least a few others embraced the idea that he was a hero, and I found myself seeking out the comic book club to eat with.


    “What you guys keep forgetting,” the annoying guy Gregory reminded the rest, “is that we don’t even know for sure if this guyhasany real special powers or not.”


    “Yeah, but Greg,” objected Alan, “if he doesn’t have any powers, how does he know where to be to help people?” The rest of us looked back at Gregory.


    He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he’s just in the neighborhood. I mean, bad stuff happens all the time. Or, maybe he knows because he really set everything up to fake a rescue.”


    There were several groans of disagreement. “Nowyou’reforgetting something, Greg,” I piped up. “Let’s just say he had the means and the wherewithal to set up these last few encounters we’ve been hearing about. My question then is, why? If he was doing it for fame and attention, and a chance in the spotlight, then where is he? Why hasn’t he come forward?”


    He shot me a smug glance. “Maybe he’s just trying to win people over. Gain the city’s trust. Think about it: it would be the perfect plan.”


    “You’re saying you think he’s avillain?” Sputnik sputtered.


    “No.” Greg shook his head. “That wouldn’t make him a villain. That would just make him...pragmatic.”


    “And self-serving,” I added.


    “Is there something wrong with that?” Gregory asked.


    “Yeah,” I replied emphatically. “It’s pretty much the opposite of a hero. Heroes don’t do things for themselves. They take care of other people first.”


    “Yeah, and that's what usually gets them in trouble. All I’m saying is, if you have the ability, why wouldn’t you make it work for you?”


    “Ugh, that’s so cynical. I get that most people are like that, but isn’t that what sets heroes apart? Not just that they have special abilities, buthowthey use them?”


    Gregory eyed me coolly. “Let’s say you’re right. Maybe this Shadowman has special abilities. And maybe he really is trying to use them for other people. All I’m saying is, we still don’t know that we can trust him. We don’t really knowanything about him. I mean, if he’s the real deal, where has he been? Why did he wait untilnowto start helping people? We don’t know anything about him, because instead of coming forward like an honorable citizen, he’s hiding in the shadows again, waiting for another chance.”


    “Another chance forwhat?What do you think this guy’s endgame is, exactly?” Sputnik looked indignant, as usual.


    Gregory shrugged. “That’s just it. We have no way of knowing.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I think you guys are overthinking this. I mean, why can’t he just be a decent guy who wants to help people?”


    “Then why wear a mask?” Alan mused. “I’m not saying I disagree, but someone could help people by joining the police department, you know? It would seem a lot less shady.”


    “Why does Spider-Man wear a mask?” I countered. “Why does Batman? They could have joined the force, too. They felt the need to protect their identities. Batman wanted to be above the law, I think. And Spider-Man...well, he’d probably freak his partner out if he ran up a wall to chase a criminal.”


    “So it’s for self-protection, you think?” Chuck mused.


    I shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not worried about it. Maybe it’s to hide his horribly disfigured face. That doesn’t matter to me. All I care about is that he’s trying to do some good in this world. In fact, if I’m ever in need of rescuing, and he whisks me away, I am not going to be thinking about his ulterior motives. I’m not even going to care what’s under his mask. I’m just going to be glad he saved my life,” I declared confidently. “And that’s the bottom line.”


    “If you say so.” Gregory shrugged and glowered at me from his corner. It was a pretty typical conversation for our group; I didn’t always sit with them, but I tried to catch up with them once or twice a week. I found comfort in our conversations (as geeky as we all were), while the rest of the campus seemed ignorant of what to think about Shadowman.


    


    It was just after Thanksgiving Break that Shadowman got some unexpected publicity, adding to the mystery and controversy surrounding him. From my room, I could hear sirens in the distance. I paused from my Comp I reading. I couldn’t help but wonder if right then, somewhere not too far away, Shadowman was having it out with criminals. I made myself finish the chapter before I turned on Nicki’s TV (she was out with her study group), hoping for a news update.


    I flipped through several channels without much luck. Then suddenly the words “We interrupt this program…” caught my ear. I stopped and listened. A serious looking anchorman told us that a Giant Eagle (a grocery store down Route Eight and near the city) had been in the process of being robbed—when something went very wrong. They showed an exterior shot of a building that had flames streaming off of it. I gasped. The sober, live-on-location reporter told us that police had estimated there had been about a hundred and sixty hostages inside the building, when apparently, one of the robbers had gotten anxious and fired his gun into the ceiling. It had hit a gas line, triggering an explosion which caved in part of the roof and had set on fire some of the flammable products the store kept (such as aerosols and oils). The police had no idea how many people, including the robbers, were still alive.


    While the young woman finished speaking, a gasp came from the crowd that had gathered. The reporter turned to find out what was going on, and the cameraman zoomed in to see a soot-streaked woman and child standing just outside the doors, coughing and crying.


    “Ma’am! Ma’am!” The reporter raced to be at her side as a fireman also approached her to drape a blanket over her shoulders and ask the woman if she needed oxygen. “Ma’am,” the reporter repeated, sticking the microphone in the lady’s face, “can you tell us how you managed to escape?”


    The woman pulled her son closer to her and drew shaky breaths. “That man,” she panted. “In black. Shadowman. Saved us. He’s saving everyone.”


    The reporter leaned forward with increased interest. “Did you just say the Shadowman is in there? Was he there with the robbers?”


    “No, no,” the woman said crossly, still wheezing. “He came to help us.” She broke off again, coughing.


    I wasrivetedto the screen.


    The fire chief was waving the reporter away. “They need oxygen. No more questions.” He led the escapees away. The other firemen were hosing down the building, and the deadly orange glow began to subside. More and more people appeared in the doorway safely, streaked with soot and ash. They all said the same thing to the nosy reporter:Shadowman saved us all. He got there just after the explosion. He’s a hero.


    I kept watching, hoping for a glimpse of him. My heart began to pound in anticipation. The police were asking how many were thought to be still in there, and it seemed like less than ten. And suddenly, five men, hands tied and mouths taped with duct tape, were escorted out.


    “Here are your perps, boys,” a deep voice called out. I leaned forward. Like the proverbial tall dark streak of light, only a black blur could be seen racing away. My heart stopped for half a second and something flickered in my mind. But I was too busy watching to absorb it, so I pushed the thought away and focused on the TV. The cameraman zoomed and followed him as far as he could, but all too soon the one they called Shadowman was gone.


    It struck me anew that the name was wrong. Shadowman? It lacked something. As the newscast ended, it hit me, and I dashed over to my computer and opened up my email account. My fingers fairly flew over my keyboard as I composed a brief letter and fired it off to the major local news channels and papers. I wrote:


    To whom it may concern:

    Thus far you have been calling Pittsburgh’s unknown hero “Shadowman.” The point of a hero’s name is to not only strike fear in their enemies’ hearts, but also to give an idea of who they are and what they do. I believe a better name for this brave man would be something like “Dark Lightning.” Like the proverbial tall, dark streak of light, he moves and strikes quickly; and though his actions are good, he dresses in black, and those he fights should not take him lightly. Wherever the storms are…Dark Lightning goes.


    Sincerely, Anna Fisher


    To my eternal surprise, someone listened. By the following evening, as though some mutual agreement had been reached, they were all calling him Dark Lightning. My email was even printed as an editorial in more than one paper, with the title “Tall, Dark Streak of Lightning.” I felt equal parts pride and horror. What had I done? I had perhaps given him the name everyone would know him by, forever. What if he didn’t like it? I should have slept on it before naming him. I should have given my letter a second read in the morning before I sent it.


    The truth was I had slept uneasily that night anyway; my brain just wouldn’t quit thinking and replaying what I had seen. I kept wondering about this man, whom I’d newly christened ‘Dark Lightning.’ Who was he really? Why did he do what he did? What was his story? I tossed and turned, unable to get rid of the images of rescued people, captured criminals, and a camera-shy hero.


    I gave up trying to sleep around four AM and tried working on some more Sociology. By five thirty my stomach was growling. The cafeteria wouldn’t be open for another half hour, so I decided to go ahead and take my shower and get ready. I rarely ever got up in time for breakfast, so it was a new sensation for me. I left the dorm with my bag over my shoulder, my curly hair still slightly damp, and walked over to Phelps.


    The smell of bacon and eggs greeted me as I walked in. It was unbelievably quiet; there couldn’t have been more than ten people in the whole place. It was only quarter after six. I got some oatmeal, eggs and bacon, and sat in my usual area. I yawned as I got some orange juice. If my brain had been working better, I would have thought to bring a book; I’d been rereadingA Wrinkle in Timein between assignments.


    But I didn’t need it. Just then, someone plopped his tray in front of me. I looked up—way up—to see Davin towering over me. “Hey. Mind if sit here?” His voice was low and gravelly.


    “Of course not.” I smiled and shook my head. He sat heavily in his seat; I suddenly recalled that he’d missed several classes of World Civ, and I was about to tease him about skipping. But my smile faded quickly as I looked at him more closely. “You look terrible!” I exclaimed. “Are you sick?”


    He shook his head slowly. His hair was sticking up all over the place—even more than usual, that is—and his face was covered in its usual fuzzy wreath of stubble. But there were new additions, too: dark circles ringed his eyes, and several blotchy spots on his cheeks and chin looked like newly forming bruises. There was even a fresh scab at the corner of his left eye; he looked flat-out exhausted. “’M just tarred,” he mumbled, and a yawn punctuated his words.


    “Up late, huh?”


    He glanced at me briefly. “Mm-hm.” Again he had that shifty look, like he wasn’t telling the truth. “Studying.”


    “Looks more like you were out brawling,” I commented skeptically. “Are you in trouble or something?”


    He jerked his head up sharply. “Why would you say that?” he asked over his mouthful of scrambled eggs.


    “Well, as I said, you look terrible, for one thing. Beat-up terrible. Like someone was using you as a punching bag.”


    He ran a hand gently over his face. “Is it really that bad?” He sighed as I nodded. “Is that the only reason for your concern, Dr. Fisher?” He paused in between bites.


    “You haven’t been to class much lately,” I reminded him.


    “Oh...I overslept a few times,” he mumbled.


    “Huh.” I wasn’t buying it. I knew enough about guys, from my brother and a tip he taught me, to have a pretty good idea when they are lying. Or anyone, for that matter. There’s a funny, far-off look that will come into his eyes, as though he is searching for an answer, calculating the risks, keeping track of what he’s already said. And of course, he tends to avoid your eyes, as Davin was avoiding mine. “But you’re up in time for breakfast this morning. Convenient.”


    He cocked his head at me and swallowed his milk. “You don’t believe me,” he said. Practically accused.


    “Well,” I said slowly, taking a sip of my juice, “you have to admit, the circumstances are suspicious.” I was half kidding, but I could see he was taking it seriously.


    He leaned back in his chair, motionless for a moment. “This is part of why I keep to myself,” he said flatly. “Fewer questions.”


    That stung a little. “Fine.” I shrugged. “Whatever. It’s none of my business, I get that. But your story does need work, because I’ve never seen anyone look so trashed just from spending the night studying.” I paused and made a point of looking him over once more. “Anyone with eyes and half a brain is going to think you were in a fight.”


    His eyes flickered to me; there was almost panic in his expression. But then he looked down and swallowed a couple more bites before replying. He did not look up at me as he said, “Well, some of the guys in my dorm and I did get to roughhousing a bit.”


    I nodded, though again I knew there had to be more to the story than that. “Well, you should really put something on that cut above your eye. Or would that make you seem not macho in front of your friends?”


    He cocked his head at me again. “What is it with you and band-aids? People healed long before they were invented, you know.” k`1`2


    “Not as well,” I retorted.


    He sighed in mock defeat. “Would it make you feel better to give me one?”


    “Only if I can watch you put it on.”


    “Perhaps you’d like to do the honors?”


    I considered, my heart fluttering ever-so-slightly in a way that should have alarmed me. But he was just a friend in need. “Well, I suppose I am pretty much done with breakfast....” I pushed my tray aside and dug in my bag for my first aid kit once again. “Lean forward.” He complied, resting his head in his hands. “So did you clean this when it first happened, or what?”


    “Um....”


    “I’ll take that as a no.” I swabbed it with an alcohol pad, and he flinched. “Don’t worry, almost done.” I dabbed on some ointment before pressing a band-aid down. “There.”


    “Thanks,” he grumbled, but he was smiling faintly, too.


    I laughed; he always seemed so reluctant. “You’re welcome. You should be more careful.”


    “Yeah, yeah. I will. Anyway,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes, “today is a new day.” He drew in a deep breath.


    “Very philosophical,” I noted.


    “Courtesy of Intro with Dr. Campbell.” He grinned. “I love that class. I’m thinking about majoring in it, you know. Actually, you should take it sometime. You know, to balance out your anatomy classes or whatever you premed students take.”


    “I told you, I’m not pre-med. I’m not anything, yet. I’m undecided—but I hadn’t considered taking Philosophy.”


    “Why not? You seem to have a good brain, a good knack for reasoning.” It was said like a compliment, but there was something else in it, too—a challenge.


    I shrugged. “If by that you mean that I tend to overanalyzeeverything, then I guess you’re right.”


    He narrowed his gaze at me. “Do you really? Overanalyze, I mean.”


    “Yep.” I shrugged self-consciously. “After all, I didn’t exactly take your word for it that all you did last night was study.”


    “True.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Interesting.” “What is?”


    But he merely drained the last of his milk and stood. “That’s my cue,” he said, and there was a hint of a smile around the corner of his mouth. “Sorry, but once more I have to run off and leave you alone. Can you handle it?” I narrowed my eyes back at him. “I’ll manage,” I replied brusquely. “Really,” I insisted, when he hesitated. “I’m tougher than I seem.”


    “I don’t know,” he remarked, shouldering his bag, “you already seem pretty tough to me.” He shot me something remarkably like a smile and waved as he headed out. “See you around.”


    By then I was no longer irritated by his disappearing act; I was more intrigued than anything else. Davin had a secret, and I found myself growing ever more curious about him. Perhaps I should have put it together, right then. I had all the pieces I needed, but I wasn’t paying attention.


    I was too distracted by how close our faces had gotten when I’d applied the band-aid. And things like the way he smelled of thunderstorms and coffee, or how his dark brown eyes had locked onto me. My brain was filled with questions like,I wonder what he thinks of me?andHe’d have mentioned it if he had a girlfriend, right?instead ofWhere could he possibly be dashing off to at seven AM on a Saturday?orWhy would he allow his dorm mates to hit him in the face?


    As he walked away, all I was thinking about was how I felt like I got to see more of the back of that boy than the front.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Five


    


    “If I had known what trouble you were bearing, what griefs were in the silence of your face,

    I would have been more gentle and caring,

    and tried to give you gladness for a space.”

    —Mary Caroline Davies


    


    Winter came with more snow than I had ever seen in my entire life. We didn’t get much snow in the tropics of Brazil, and even Southeastern Virginia winters were mostly mild. In fact, if it snowed more than half an inch most places I’d been, the whole city would shut down and virtually everything was canceled. Not so in Pittsburgh. They took snow in stride, sending out fleets of salt trucks and snow ploughs around the clock.


    Not a single class or final was canceled at Dubsy, no matter how chilly the walk from the dorms to the classrooms. I found myself completely frazzled by the end-ofterm tests, sacrificing so much sleep for last-minute studying that I felt like a zombie. I was glad when the last one was over and the break had commenced, but no sooner had I drawn a breath of relief than I realized I was in for a very lonely three weeks.


    The tiny Dubsy campus emptied within a matter of hours; most students had family in the city or within a couple hours’ drive. There was a group of international students who stayed behind; but even many of them had host families in the area who welcomed them into their homes. My room was empty (not that I missed Nicki); Mercy Hall (my dorm) seemed deserted; even at Phelps Dining Hall I barely saw a soul.


    For a day or two it was kind of nice—even relaxing. But the more twinkling lights I saw and Christmas carols I heard, the less I wanted to be alone. I took to exploring the campus, partly to see if I would cross paths with anyone. I rarely did, and the others I ran into were never alone, as I was. They were always in pairs or clusters.


    I missed my family so much it was like an ache. During the year I’d talked to them every couple of weeks, and I was busy enough that I could keep the homesickness somewhat at bay. But the prospect of facing the holidays without them seemed bleak and unbearable.


    It wasn’t the tree or the presents I’d be missing, either; we never had much but the Fishers had traditions. And no matter where we’d been, we’d celebrated together. But there simply wasn’t money in the Missionary Fund budget for an expensive international flight. I was stuck in Pennsylvania, thousands of miles away from my parents and brother. It would be my first time spending the holidays away, and I was depressed. I had never felt so lonely in my entire life, not even when I ate lunch by myself every day of my junior year of high school.


    When it got too cold to walk around campus anymore, I stayed warm in the library, curling up with books and gazing out at the cold, white world. I explored each floor, discovering which kinds of books were shelved where. I found the children’s section, and checked out some childhood favorites. Then one day I made a fortuitous discovery.


    “Excuse me, Ma’am?”


    The librarian looked up at my inquiring whisper. I pointed to a shelf. “Are we allowed to actually check these out?”


    She looked where I was pointing and raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”


    “Wow.” I smiled, and she looked at me again, curiously. “It’s just that I’ve never been to a library that hadcomicbooks you could check out,” I explained.


    She nodded. “We had a rather eccentric donor who died just a year ago. He had given a lot of money to the library over the years, and then he left his entire collection to us, insisting that his comic book collection be included. Oh, his grandkids were mad—they wanted to auction ‘em off. I guess they would have made quite a bit of money too, but here they sit. Not many…who actually come to check them out, though,” she added.


    I knew what she meant. She had almost said ‘not manygirls.’ Humph. I compiled a large stack of The Fantastic Four and The Amazing Spider-Man, threw in a few X-Men and Avengers for good measure, and placed them on the counter. “I’d like to check these out,” I said sweetly.


    She gave me another one of her curious glances as she stamped each one. “Due back in two weeks.”


    I was on my way out the front when I nearly ran straight into the last person I expected to see: Davin.


    “Hey!” After a second of looking surprised, he smiled an unexpectedly large smile, almost as though he was truly pleased to see me. “Anna! I didn’t know you were still here.”


    “Yeah,” I began, but he held up a hand.


    “Hang on. Let me just drop these off,” he held up a couple of books, “and then I’ll walk you back to your dorm.” It was obviously not a request.


    I hugged my comics to my chest and waited with mixed feelings. The thing was: Davinwasa good looking guy. Most girls didn’t bother to look past the intimidating combination of black clothing, beard, height, and combat boots. Oh, he was tall—he had to be over six feet—but he was also well built. All that martial arts training, I supposed. And if anyone had looked more closely, they would have noticed beneath his scruff and scowl that he occasionally had a nice smile, as well as deep brown eyes that kindled with a golden glow when something caught his interest.


    I couldn’t tell if he intentionally kept himself hidden under unnecessary layers, or if he really didn’t know or care how others saw him. It was possible that he was just too busy rushing around doing whatever it was he did that he didn’t pay attention to his appearance. Or was too wrapped up in his own little sorrowful world. Half the time his tee shirts were sadly wrinkled, and his socks were often mismatched. His hair was generally just plain awful. It looked as though he had nice, curly hair, but had taken it upon himself to cut it all off. And had done the job half asleep. With kiddie scissors. With so many obstacles, who else would dare glance twice to look deeper? He didn’t have the obvious, easy charm that other guys did. Guys like Chad Chang, who practically had his own fan club he was so good looking, invited adoration with open arms. Davin, on the other hand, kept the world at arm’s length. Even me.


    So while I found myself developing a weird attraction to him—messy black hair, unshaven face, combat boots and all—I was still a little dubious about his strange behavior. I certainly didn’t need the intimate details of his life all at once. I hoped that in time he would trust me enough to tell me more of his story, but in the meantime I was growing weary of feeling like I was being lied to. It seemed like he needed a friend, and I would have liked to be one; but how could I help him if he wouldn’t be honest with me about what was really troubling him?


    He returned within moments, leaving my thoughts unsettled. “May I?” he asked, holding out his hands. “Huh?” I gave a half shake of my head. I had no idea what he was asking.


    “Your books. Can I carry them for you?”


    “Oh! Oh, um, they’re really not that heavy.”


    He kept his hands out. I thought it was kind of sweet and old fashioned that he would offer, but also fairly unexpected. I couldn’t think of the last time I saw a guy carry a girl’s books for her. And it wasn’t like they were at all heavy and bulky; I was perfectly capable of managing them without any help, and I was more than used to doing things for myself. But I couldn’t exactly think of a good reason to say no without being insulting, so I handed them over.


    His eyebrows shot up when he saw them. “You…read comics,” he observed, with that same sort of incredulity the librarian had expressed.


    “Yeah,” I said flatly, starting to get annoyed. “On occasion. Is that a problem?”


    “No. I mean, I knew you liked superheroes. But you actually read the comics. That’s…awesome.” He shook his head, still looking at the stack in his arms. “Let’s see here…you have Fantastic Four, Spider-Man, the Avengers, and X-men.” He shot me a look there on the library steps in the chilly evening air. It was starting to get dark, but the outside lights were on and I could see his expression clearly. It was a look I was beginning to know well: the Probing Look. It felt like he was trying to read my mind. I don’t know, maybe he was. I could never decide if it would be painful to have someone intrude on your thoughts or if it would be just like eavesdropping and you’d be oblivious.


    “Have you always liked comic books?” he asked, in a strange tone that matched the look he was still giving me.


    What a question. “Yeah,” I told him. “My big brother used to buy stacks of them when we were in the States. Then he’d weed through them and tell me which ones were worth reading. And when we went to visit my Grandparents, we’d go through my dad’s old collection. He’s really the reason we got into superheroes in the first place.”


    “Are these your favorites, then?” We began walking in the sharp, chilly air towards my dorm.


    “Yes.” My teeth were beginning to chatter.


    “A Marvel girl.”


    I smiled. “Yep. Though of course you know I do like Batman sometimes, especially when Batgirl is involved. And later I began to like Superman a little. Wonder Woman was okay, too, depending on the run.”


    “So who is your ultimate favorite superhero? Wait, let me guess.” He held up one of the Fantastic Four issues. “Human Torch?”


    I scoffed. “No way. He’s too much of a show-off.” “Wolverine?”


    “He’s cool. But...he’s got too much emotional baggage.”


    He frowned. “What baggage?”


    “Oh, you know, a hundred plus years of angst and identity crises, for starters. And, of course, that humongous crush on Jean Grey when she’s sooo taken.”


    He nodded in acquiescence. “Then who?”


    “Spider-Man,” I said decisively, my breath showing. I shoved my gloved hands deep into my pockets. “There are a lot I like, but Spidey’s my fave.”


    “Really.” I couldn’t tell exactly what that tone was. Impressed? Surprised? Unbelieving?


    “Yeah.”


    “Huh. So let me ask you: do you really like Spider-Man, or Peter Parker?”


    “Oh, um. Well, that’s tough.” I frowned at him. “I’m not sure that’s even a real question. How can you even separate the two? I love them both.”


    He shot me the look and used the tone again. “Really.”


    “Yeah.Really.” I liked Davin, but Ididn’tlike people giving me a hard time about liking comic books. I tossed my dark curls in annoyance.


    “Why?”


    “Why is Spider-Man my favorite?”


    “Yes, but also, why do you think they can’t be separated?”


    “Because they can’t be,” I said, like it was obvious. “They are, after all, the same person—”


    “No, they’re not,” he said shortly.


    “Yes they are,” I contradicted.


    He shook his head emphatically. “Just because that’s his superhero identity doesn’t mean that’s who he really is.”


    “Well, I disagree,” I insisted. “If you think about it, Spider-Man is who he is because of Peter Parker. There couldn’t be Spider-Man without Peter Parker. You couldn’t have just anyone put on the red-and-blue costume, shoot webs from his wrists and beSpider-Man. They’re like two sides of the same coin, as the saying goes. One is George Washington’s head, and the other is, um…”


    “The eagle,” he filled in. He wasn’t looking at me, but his brow was deeply rutted.


    “Right,” I continued. “And really, even Peter wouldn’t be the man he becomes if it weren’t for his powers and how he decides to use them. How can you even say they are two different people?” I looked at him, but he was concentrating on his shoes. I waited for a response, and when none came, I went on with my dissertation on Spider-Man.


    “Peter went through a lot with his uncle’s death and deciding to become Spider-Man, and then Gwen dying…and even though his story’s kind of sad, he doesn’t let that stop him from doing the right thing, and even cracking jokes while he’s at it. Practically every other hero is all business, serious and angsty. Spidey’s got his problems and his doubts, but he’s still full of snarky comments. And he’s still a geek at heart. He’s just a really great character. He’s not perfect, he’s not too handsome or popular, and he’s got flaws and struggles. That’s how I like my heroes.”


    “Hm.” Davin paused for a moment under one of the street lights. There was a pinkish glow all around reflecting off the snow, and more flakes began to fall from the sky. He just looked at me under that halo of light. He was wearing his bemused look again, like he still didn’t quite know what to make of me. It was as if he was sending me a quiet question; though what he was asking I couldn’t tell. I shivered.


    Somehow that seemed to be the cue for him to start moving again. He still wasn’t saying anything, so I kept rambling on to fill the silence and keep my face from going numb. “So, yeah, the Wall-Crawler is my favorite, and some of the others I love are a lot like him. Like Rogue from the X-Men, or Ben Grimm from the Fantastic Four. They also have a lot of personal struggles because of their powers, yet they can be really funny, too. In a way, they’re all both blessed and cursed. Yet they still find a way to go on. And sometimes, every now and then, things work out for them. I’m pretty sure they all got together with the loves of their lives at some point, even if they didn’t exactly live happily ever after.” Again, silence. I waited, the only sound the crunching of our feet in the snow. “So…do you have a favorite? Or do you even read comics?”


    He drew a deep breath. “Um...no, not really. I never got into that kind of thing.”


    “No?” I looked at him in surprise. “You seem to know a lot of characters.”


    “My grandfather read them,” he mumbled. “So I’m familiar with a few of them, I guess.” He said this slowly, almost as if it pained him to say it. “Okay, fine. I guess I did kind of get into them for a while.” He gave a half shrug, glancing down at the stack in his arms. “The one thing I really remember is that all these heroes have hard lives, y’know? You’d think having special powers would make their lives easy, but….”


    I nodded in agreement. “‘With great power comes great responsibility,’” I quoted.


    He threw another swift glance my way, and there was something between a smile and a resigned frown on his face. Or both. “Yeah.” We were in front of my dorm then. I glanced in through the glass door. The normally busy main lounge was deserted because of the holidays.


    “You wanna come in and warm up?”


    He didn’t answer right away and I regretted even asking. I wasthis closeto just turning around and walking in by myself when he answered, “Yeah, sure. For a few minutes.”


    We sat on one of the couches and Davin set my comics in between us. He shed his dark trench coat and leaned back. It was quiet. He asked me why I wasn’t with my family and I told him it came down to finances. “What about you?” I asked.


    He shrugged. I waited, wondering if he would give me a real answer, or if he’d tell me anything at all. “My sister…died earlier this year,” he said finally, and my whole attitude changed. Suddenly a lot of things made sense. “Things haven’t been the same in my family since then. My parents told me that they weren’t going to celebrate Christmas this year. Said they just didn’t have a reason. I don’t know if they wanted me home or not. They didn’t ask. And I really didn’t have a reason to go.” He said all of this in a low voice, without a lot of emotion, as though merely stating the facts. “So here I am. But don’t pity me. I’d rather be here.”


    “I believe you,” I surprised myself by saying.


    He turned his head slightly, slowly, to look at me. “That’s a first, isn’t it,” he said dryly, and looked away.


    “Yeah, well…it’s easier to believe you when it’s clear you’re finally being honest and real.”


    “Sorry.” He frowned. “I just don’t like talking about it, okay? It’s…” He swallowed. “It’s still too fresh.”


    “I get it,” I said. “Some things stay raw no matter how long ago they happened.” I don’t know why I told him; it sort of tumbled out awkwardly. I guess I just wanted him to know I had a tiny idea of how he felt. “When I was about thirteen, my brother almost died,” I explained slowly. I didn’t look at him but focused on the far wall. “We were coming home from school one day, and our Jeep broke down. We had to walk to get gas, and before we knew it, we were in a bad part of town.”


    “This was in Brazil?” he asked.


    “São Paulo,” I nodded, staring vacantly at the wall again and thinking back. “I started to get scared and wanted to turn around. Finally he agreed to let me stay in the car with the doors locked while he went for the gas. But when we started to go back...we found ourselves in the middle of a gang fight. I mean, we literally came around the corner and walked into it.” I swallowed hard at the memory. “It was like they converged around us…they were just bent on destruction, not caring who got in the way. We tried to make it through but it was chaos. And then…Andy got shot by a stray bullet. He lost so much blood. We had to wait until the fighting died down, and no one would help us. I really didn’t think he was going to live. It was awful.”


    Davin looked at me thoughtfully for a minute. “And you helped him, of course,” he said, in a strange tone. It wasn’t a question, and there was something heavy and unhappy in his voice.


    “Well…yeah,” I replied reluctantly. “Sort of. Not really. There…there really wasn’t a whole lot I could do, but yeah, I tried to help. It was my fault.”


    There was a long pause, and then Davin sighed. “I wish I could have done something to help my sister. I would give anything to be able to go back in time and save her. When I think about it, sometimes it makes me so angry, I just want to smash something.”


    “Like the Hulk,” I commented sympathetically. He threw me a bewildered look. “I’m sorry,” I said immediately. “That didn’t help. I told you, I use a lot of comic book references. And then I told you the thing about Andy, and that didn’t help either...you’ve probably heard everyone’s sob story. I just…I’m sorry about your sister. Not that I just pity you or anything, ‘cause that’s not helpful, either. I just know that if I lost Andy, I’d be a total wreck.” I frowned. “Not that I’m saying you’re a wreck….” I covered my face with my hands. “I can’t say anything right tonight.”


    He turned toward me again and seemed to shake himself slightly. “No, don’t feel bad. At least you didn’t tell me that you know exactly how I feel and that I will be all right in a little while.”


    I shook my head. “I wouldn’t say that. I may carry around a first aid kit, but I don’t believe in putting band-aids on broken hearts.”


    A small, sad smile curved his lips. “I know. You care about people. I can tell that about you. You try to help, to do what you can. At least, that’s the impression I got the day we met. And the time you offered to listen.”


    Did I really try to help? I thought about that, stifling an inconvenient yawn.


    He sat forward abruptly. “I should get going. But thanks for the chat. You’re a really great person to talk with.”


    “I am?” The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it.


    “Yeah,” he smiled. “You have interesting ideas, for one thing. And you’re a good listener. I feel like I could tell you just about anything.” His eyes flickered away. “Just about.”


    I narrowed my eyes at him seriously. “And yet you won’t.”


    He returned my gaze. “Maybe someday I will.”


    I didn’t reply right away. As he stood, I decided to ask him. “Hey, Davin. Are you doing anything tomorrow?”


    He considered. “Um, nothing much. Why?”


    “Are you sure? There isn’t someplace you’ll have to be rushing off to?”


    He gave a dry chuckle. “Probably. Why? You want to hang out or something?”


    I shrugged nonchalantly. “If you’re free. I know I’m not going to be doing much. I’ll just be in my room,” I held up my comics, “reading.”


    He nodded slowly. “Okay. How about I give you a call when I’m free?”


    “That’d be great,” I said, smiling. I walked him to the door.


    He stopped and looked at me, smiling shyly and somewhat sadly. It was almost as if he didn’t trust himself to be happy. “Okay, well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” But even as he walked away, I knew he wouldn’t. And I was right.


    I consoled myself with lots of costumed superheroes on the glossy pages of my borrowed comic books. I put quite a dent in my stack, although I did take a break for dinner. I made ramen noodles in my roommate’s microwave and turned on her TV to see a news bulletin in full swing. My heart skipped a beat; Dark Lightning was at it again! It occurred to me that I could perhaps learn to enjoy watching the news after all, if they kept showing footage of my new favorite hero. Of course, I also had to wade through a lot of negative commentary about him in the process—a lot of it eerily echoing Davin’s concerns the day we argued about Shadowman.


    Musings and daydreams about Pittsburgh’s hero kept me occupied until I crawled into bed; then it occurred to me that Davin had never called. I tried not to be too disappointed. It wasn’t like he had promised me anything. He was probably just busy, or keeping up his solitary ways. But still. Comic books and TV shows could only keep me entertained for so long. Eventually I’d need someone real, someone I could actually spend time with. It was starting to look unlikely that Davin could be that person.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Six


    


    “To the soul,

    there is hardly anything more healing

    than friendship.”

    —Thomas Moore


    


    It was Christmas Eve before I talked to him again.It was just starting to get dark, and I had barely made it to the post office before it closed. I had a small but much appreciated package in my arms as I entered my dorm lounge again.


    “Hey, Anna.” His voice was so soft; had there been any other noise in the room I would not have heard him.


    I froze first, then turned slightly. He was sitting on one of the couches in the lounge—the same one, in fact, where we’d been sitting a few nights previous. He looked downright exhausted, and I couldn’t help but wonder why. With classes out, what did he have to push himself to do? “Hey,” I finally returned, a little stiffly. I admit, my pride was a little wounded.


    “Listen, I’m really sorry I didn’t call you the other day.”


    I shrugged, still standing at the door.


    He stood, moving as though it took all his strength to do so. “Can we hang out now?”


    I sighed. “I don’t know. Can we?”


    He hung his head, his expression clouded.


    “Davin, look,” I said. “It’s not that I’m mad at you or anything. I just don’t know what to think. You seem like you don’t really want to hang out with me. I mean, it seems like your isolation and your other responsibilities are more important to you. And that’s okay; it just makes it hard to have friends if you’re always hanging out in the Fortress of Solitude.”


    He simply stood there a moment, and I could see another internal struggle going on. Finally, just when I thought he was about to say something, instead he nodded and began heading to the door.


    “Wait,” I sighed, grabbing for his arm. “Davin—”


    He winced and sucked in his breath when my fingers closed around his wrist. I let go abruptly. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing, I just—it’s just a little sprained, that’s all.”


    “Sprained?” I echoed. Then I held out my hand and commanded, “Let me see.”


    “It’s nothing,” he protested, but he still obediently pushed up his sleeve.


    I grimaced, noting the mottled purpling of the skin not only on his wrist, but his hand as well. “Yikes. Davin, this isn’t nothing. You should get the campus doctor to look at it.”


    “It’s um, it’s closed for Christmas Eve,” he said.


    The fact that he had actually tried to get it taken care of made me realize just how bad it had to be. “There’s always the emergency room,” I suggested. “Passavant is not that far.”


    He shook his head. “I—I can’t, Anna. I’m sure it will be fine in a few days.” He tried to smile at me. “I’ll just be very careful.”


    “No, you won’t,” I sighed. “All right. Look at me. Promise me you will stay right here and wait for me while I go get my first aid kit.”


    “Anna—”


    “Promise!”


    “I think this is beyond even your skill, Dr. Fisher,” he said.


    “Yes, it is,” I agreed. “But at least let me wrap it in an ace bandage and ice it or something. Have you been icing it?” At his sheepish expression, I knew the answer was no. “Right. So. You’re staying right here, correct?”


    He hesitated, but I held his gaze until his dark, sad eyes looked away. “Promise,” he mumbled.


    I dashed upstairs and grabbed my kit and the ice pack I kept in Nicki’s mini fridge. I also scooped up a couple blankets and hurried back downstairs. As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I faltered; he wasn’t where I’d left him. But as I stepped into the lounge, I saw him sitting on the couch. With a sigh of relief, I plopped beside him.


    “Roll up your sleeve,” I ordered. He complied without grumbling, and I began wrapping the ace bandage around his wrist. “Too tight? Too loose?” I asked, glancing up at him.


    He shook his head. “Just right, actually.” The expression on his face was different; for once he wasn’t feigning irritation or impatience. Instead, he actually looked grateful.


    I was afraid if I commented on it, he’d never trust me enough to be vulnerable again, so all I said was, “Here,” and handed him the ice pack. “Keep that on for ten minutes, off for twenty, and repeat.”


    “Thanks, Anna.”


    “Don’t thank me,” I sighed. “For all I know, you fractured it and ought to get it set. No way to tell that without an x-ray.”


    He smiled grimly. “Too bad you’re not Supergirl. Then you could just use your x-ray vision.”


    I put my hand on my hip and grinned. “Well, who says I’m not Supergirl? Maybe mild-mannered college student is my secret identity.”


    His smile deepened. “I wouldn’t doubt that for a second,” he said. Patting the blankets I brought down with his good hand, he asked, “And what are these for?”


    “Well,” I said, “traditionally, blankets are used to keep oneself warm when it is cold.”


    He managed a chuckle. “Are you thinking of carrying them around with you for emergencies too?”


    “No,” I said, abandoning the joke. “I brought them down because it’s chilly in here, and I intend to keep you here at least an hour to make sure you actually ice that. Plus I am going to want my ice pack returned eventually.”


    His smile faded. “Anna—”


    “No more arguments, Kowalski. Doctor’s orders.”


    “I was just going to remind you that ten minutes ago, you were about to kick me out.”


    “Psh. I wasn’t kicking you out—you were leaving. But you’re not, now. Besides, it’s Christmas Eve. You shouldn’t be by yourself. With a sprained wrist.”


    He gave me a sharp look. “Don’t do this out of pity, Anna.”


    “It’s not pity,” I told him. “Honestly. I don’t really want to be by myself tonight, either.”


    “If I’m your top choice for company, then maybe I should be pitying you,” he said.


    “You’re pretty much my only choice,” I told him. “And I think you’re underselling yourself.”


    He scoffed. “My own family doesn’t want me around,” he said, unable to hide the bitterness in his tone. “So why would you?”


    It was a fair question; I just didn’t have a ready answer. “I don’t know, Davin, I just….” I shrugged. “I like hanging out with you, I guess.”


    “But?”


    “But nothing. I do worry about you, though.” I motioned to his bandaged hand.


    Davin sighed. “I don’t want you to feel like you always have to fix me.”


    “I don’t,” I protested. “The band-aids and stuff…that’s nothing. I could do that in my sleep. I know your real issues are a lot deeper, and I couldn’t fix those even if I wanted to.”


    “I don’t expect you to; no one can. That’s the thing. All the stuff I’ve been dealing with…it’s left me kind of…broken. I don’t even know if I know how to be a friend anymore.”


    “I don’t believe that. And everyone’s got battle scars, Davin. Myself included.”


    “Yeah, well, my scars haven’t healed yet, and I don’t want to inflict them on anyone else. That’s part of why I keep to myself most of the time. I didn’t come here for bandages, therapy, or to make you to feel sorry for me.”


    “Why did you come over?” I asked, figuring I had a right to know as well.


    He shook his head, the tiniest of smiles hovering around the corners of his lips. “I guess I like hanging out with you, too.”


    “Well I guess that settles it,” I replied, smiling and handing him a blanket. “Now let’s see if we can’t find some sappy Christmas special on TV so we can really feel sorry for ourselves.”


    He took his blanket and wrapped it around himself, balancing the ice on his injured hand and shooting me a grateful look. I knew that look; I’d lived it.


    I bundled in my own blanket and reflected on the strange and somewhat unexpected friendship that was slowly developing between Davin and myself. It was clear to me that he needed a friend, but for reasons unknown to me, thought that it was better for him to be alone. I could also tell that this was something he deeply believed; it wasn’t a persona he was projecting to get attention.


    Somewhere during the next couple hours I came to an agreement with myself. Despite knowing he would most likely continue his mysterious behavior and would at best only be able to maintain an erratic friendship, I decided to take another plunge. I didn’t have any delusions about changing or fixing him, though, honestly; my only thought was to be there for him just as I would have wanted someone to be there for me if I were in his shoes. The way I had often wished someone had been there for me in high school whenIwas the weird loner, and the way I still sometimes felt, lost in the shuffle of college.


    I knew it was strange, and I hoped I wasn’t over-romanticizing the situation, but sitting there on the couch with him, it just felt as though we were somehow connected. We didn’t have to talk, and it wasn’t awkward. We were just two lonely, out-of-place people sharing a holiday with junk food from the vending machine and a Claymation classic on the television.


    Even with the blankets insulating us, I was hyperaware of how close we sat on the loveseat; at first I sat curled in a ball, hugging my knees to my chest. As the evening went on, however, I relaxed. We sat there, so close but not touching, and I found myself wishing he’d take my hand. He never did—though for a little while he let his arm rest on the back of the sofa behind me, ice pack and all. As one classic movie gave way to another, Davin’s eyes began to droop. His head lolled and jerked back up as he’d reawaken but curiously he made no move to leave.


    Eventually he stopped fighting sleep; his breath came in slow, heavy breaths and his body relaxed. As he sank deeper into sleep, his head continued to sag to the side until suddenly it was resting on my shoulder.


    Even then I didn’t wake him; I just let him be. I calmly finished my bag of skittles, making careful movements so as not to wake him. I removed his lukewarm ice pack, flipped through a few more channels, and tried not to think about how much I wanted to rest my head against his.


    His head was heavier than I thought it would be, and it seemed to be cutting off the circulation in my shoulder. But I ignored the tingling sensation, the same way I tried to ignore his musky, masculine scent. Just as I was feeling my own eyes and head slouch, Davin gave a startled twitch and woke up.


    He drew a deep breath and stretched, looking dazed. “What time is it?” he asked, glancing around. I pointed to the clock and told him it was after midnight. “Mmph. I should probably go to bed.”


    “Probably,” I agreed.


    He folded up my blanket and handed it to me, and I walked him to the door. He didn’t say much, just gave me an awkward hug and mumbled, “Merry Christmas.”


    Later, after I was in bed and just dozing off, I was startled by my phone ringing. I answered immediately, worried something was wrong with someone I cared about. “Hello?”


    “Hey. I just wanted to say thank you.” Davin’s warm, deep voice was on the other end.


    My erratic heartbeat slowed to a less frantic pulse. “Oh. Um, you’re welcome.”


    “Sorry, I know it’s late. I was too sleepy when I left to say it properly, but now I’m awake and I just wanted to say it before I forgot.”


    “You don’t have to apologize,” I assured him. “It’s fine. I already told you, anytime you need to talk, you can call on me.”


    “Well. Thank you,” he repeated.


    “You don’t have to thank me, either,” I said.


    “Yes, I do. Not just for fixing up my hand—which by the way, is no longer throbbing or stabbing me with pain every time I move. I’m starting to think you really should look into med school.”


    “Haha,” I said. “Well, I’m glad it’s feeling better.”


    “It really is. But that’s not the only thing you did for me tonight,” he went on. “I’m not good at asking for help, and I really didn’t want to be alone and you…well, you rescued me.”


    On the other end of the line, I squirmed silently. “Davin…”


    “I know,” he said quickly, as if sensing my discomfort. “To you it was probably no big deal, but…it meant a lot to me, and I just wanted you to know that.”


    I thought of his dark, grateful eyes and the way his head had leaned against me. “It…it meant a lot to me, too,” I said finally.


    “I guess it’s a good thing we found each other, then,” he replied.


    It both pleased and unnerved me how his words echoed my earlier thought. “Yeah, I guess so,” I agreed. “A really, really good thing.”


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seven


    


    “You’re supposed to trust friends.

    You have no reason to be his friend?

    That is part of the pleasure of friendship:

    trusting without absolute evidence

    and then being rewarded for that trust.”

    —David Shore


    


    I awoke to my phone ringing the next morning. It was my family, calling to wish me a Merry Christmas. It was so good to hear their voices, to know that I was missed and not forgotten on this special day. I talked with them for nearly two hours, catching them up on the events of the past few weeks. They were pleased that the package they’d sent me for Christmas had arrived just in time. I told them I loved every little thing they’d sent me. I felt my own age again, talking to my parents; young, alone, and unsure of myself. Being in college and on my own had begun to make me feel so old and practically grown up—as far as that was from the truth.


    Then my mom asked whatever happened with that guy who disappeared at Wal-Mart. I sighed audibly into the phone. “I don’t know. It’s a long story, Mom,” I told her. “Basically, the guy is kind of a mess. He’s really nice and all, but he’s…troubled.”


    “Troubled? Troubled how?” She sounded concerned.


    “Oh, I don’t know,” I repeated. The phrase was beginning to feel like a mantra, because I could never seem to find the right words to explain my feelings and thoughts. Especially when it came to Davin. “I don’t mean he is trouble. I think he’s just been through a lot. Although, I do think he’s hiding something.”


    “Like what?”


    I shrugged unnecessarily. “Depression, maybe? A drug addiction? I’m not sure.”


    I could hear the frown in her voice. “Well, you be careful then, Anna. I know how you care about people, but I don’t want you getting in trouble. Remember what happened with Emily. Don’t go getting yourself mixed up with someone you can’t save.”


    I was irritated by her tone and the insinuation that I couldn’t take care of myself. “He’snothinglike Emily. And I don’t want to save him, Mom. I just want to be a friend.”


    There was a pause. “Are you sure that’s all you want?”


    I bit my lip but evaded the question; why is it that mothers have the ability to read their kids so well, especially when we’re trying our hardest to hide the truth from ourselves?


    Davin called about twenty minutes after I hung up with my family. I hadn’t moved from my bed, but had stayed motionless in my pajamas, feeling alone and confused. He was the last thing I wanted to deal with, especially since perplexing emotions were beginning to cloud the subject. But his voice didn’t sound sad; instead he seemed excited. “Merry Christmas!” he exclaimed. “Can you come down?”


    “Down where?”


    “To your lounge. I have something for you.” My jaw dropped slightly. “You-you’re downstairs? Right now?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Um…well, you’ll have to wait a few minutes, because I’m not ready.”


    “Okay,” he said, sounding unsure.


    “I’m in my pajamas,” I explained, embarrassed for who knew what reason. Perhaps ingrained modesty; nice MK girls did not let boys see them in their pajamas. Or even talk about pajamas to boys.


    “Oh,” he chuckled slightly. “Well, I’m in no hurry. I’ll wait.”


    I hung up and leapt out of bed. I threw on a pair of jeans but changed shirts three times. I gathered my long, dark, curly hair into a messy ponytail and dabbed a bit of makeup on. I didn’t want to take too long, but I did want to be presentable. I squirted some fresh-smelling body spray on just before I grabbed my keys and walked out.


    “Nice slippers,” Davin grinned. They were green and furry.


    “Thanks.” I shrugged and looked him over, half expecting to see a new injury. “So what’s up?” He had one hand behind his back.


    “Merry Christmas,” he repeated, drawing the hidden hand out. He was holding a garish gift bag by its drawstrings; in place of tissue paper, plastic bags stuck out of the top in tufts. “Sorry, I know it looks crappy,” he apologized as he handed it to me.


    “No, it’s just…you got me a present?” I looked up at him in dismay. “I didn’t get you anything! When did you even have time to do this?”


    “This morning, when I went to fill up my roommate’s car. It was a spur of the moment thing. Really. Don’t worry about it,” he insisted, seeing my hesitation. “I just happened to see this and thought of you.” That got me curious enough to pull out the plastic bags.


    A half laugh escaped me as I gazed down at his gifts: a couple boxes of assorted band-aids, a new ace bandage, a bottle of ibuprofen, alcohol wipes, and some ointment. I looked up at him, grinning broadly as I held up one of the boxes of bandages. “Spider-Man band-aids,” I said, nodding. “Excellent choice.”


    He had been watching my reaction carefully, and let himself grin at my approval. “Yeah, I figured you needed a restock, especially since you met me…and I know you love Spider-Man, so.” He looked unexpectedly bashful. “Oh, there’s one more thing in there. I didn’t actually buy it—I sort of…rescued it. I found it when I was helping collect donations for the rummage sale at St. Barb’s.”


    I dug beneath the medical supplies and pulled out a battered copy of an old VHS tape: the cover showed an illustration of an old X-Men cartoon series. “Oh, my gosh,” I said, laughing again. “This is amazing. Ilovedthis as a kid! Davin….” I couldn’t think of anything to say; I found myself getting a little choked up. It wasn’t so much the gifts themselves as it was the knowledge that he’d thought of me. “Thank you.”


    He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “Like I said, I saw the medical supplies and it reminded me of you and your first aid kit. When I saw the cartoon, I thought of you, too…I remembered you said you like the X-Men, and thought you might get a kick out of it. I know it’s a bit old school but….Wait, you don’t already have it, do you?”


    “No.” I grinned, still looking it over as I shook my head. “I don’t own many movies, really. Old or new school.”


    “An anti-materialist doctor, how refreshing. But just wait until the big bucks start rolling in. You’ll change your tune.”


    I rolled my eyes, but he was laughing. “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m not a med student? What I am is an MK, and we just never really bothered about collecting a bunch of…well, we called them ‘worldly possessions.’ We lived pretty simply.”


    “I’m not, like, tempting you or anything, am I?”


    “No! This is fine. It was very nice of you. Really.”


    “You’re not like, against technology like the Amish, are you?”


    I shook my head. “We didn’t livethatsimply,” I laughed.


    “I mean, are there movie theaters and stuff like that in Brazil?”


    I sighed. Americans. “Yes,” I said patiently. “São Paulo is extremely modern, actually. It’s got a population around the size of New York. And at least as many skyscrapers, I’m sure.”


    “Oh. Sorry.” He looked embarrassed. “I was picturing jungles, you know? Rainforests. Little huts. The Amazon and all that.”


    “All of which I’m sure you can find somewhere in Brazil, just not in the city, where I’m from.” I smiled at him. “But don’t worry, that’s a common misconception.” “Well,” he scratched his head thoughtfully, “Pittsburgh is nowhere near as big and exciting as New York. But we love it, and it has its own charm, you know?”


    “I guess,” I shrugged. “I’ve hardly seen any of it outside Dubsy.”


    “You—” He looked speechless. “You haven’t beendahntahn?”


    “Where?”


    He laughed. “Downtown. That’s how natives pronounce it. Don’t worry, you’ll pick this stuff up as you go along. Pittsburgh practically has its own language.”


    “Hm.”


    “So, you know, you really should get the experience of getting into the city.”


    “Yeah, don’t get me wrong, I’d like to,” I told him. “I just haven’t exactly had the opportunity yet.”


    “How about now?”


    “Now?” I stared at him.


    “Yeah, why not? My roommate left me his car, and my grandparents sent me a little money for Christmas. We could see what’s open.”


    I considered. “It would be nice to get off campus.”


    “That’s what I’m saying!”


    “You sure you don’t mind?”


    “Of course I don’t mind. I suggested it!”


    “I know, but…first the gift and now a tour of the city…I’m starting to feel like I might owe you before the day is over.” I shifted awkwardly. If anything, growing up dependent on other people’s donations had only made me more determined to not find myself in someone else’s debt.


    “Not a chance. I’m pretty sure the scales are still solidly tipped in your favor. Not that I’m keeping track, but if I was, I’d say I owe you.”


    “For what?”


    “Medical expertise.” He looked serious, except for a crinkle around his eyes. “And treatment.”


    “Very funny.” I shot him a look. “How is your wrist, anyway?”


    “See for yourself.” He pushed his sleeve up and I nearly gasped; except for very faint yellowish splotches, you would never have known his arm had been injured.


    I looked up at him in consternation. “And it feels okay? You can use it normally?”


    “Yep.” He clenched and unclenched his fist, waggled his fingers and rotated his wrist to prove it.


    I shook my head. “You must be a pretty fast healer.”


    He shrugged. “Not that I know of. I think it must have been your skill.”


    I looked at him sharply. “You’re kidding, right? All I did was wrap a bandage around it, and give you an ice pack.”


    “Well, then I don’t know what to say.” He shrugged again and grinned. “It’s a mystery, I guess.”


    “Right,” I agreed. “Starting with how you got hurt in the first place. You never did tell me….”


    “You never asked,” he retorted. Seeing the question forming on my lips, he loudly cleared his throat and went on. “Anyway…seriously, though. I just wanted to make this clear: I do appreciate what you’ve done for me. Not just the bandaging up. You’re pretty much the only friend I’ve made this semester.”


    I sighed and didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Ditto.”


    “Well, I feel bad because you’ve met me at a pretty grim time in my life. And yet…you just let me be. Some people, they would try to fix me, find the solution. Others would take advantage of my brokenness, even try to keep me down so I’d look to them, need them, and they could feel better about themselves. Not you. You’ve neither pushed nor pulled but just let me breathe. You have no idea how much I needed that.”


    I didn’t exactly know what to say to that. It was like being thanked for having curly hair or for being good at spelling. It was just sort of the way I was, or tried to be. The weird thing was, while I was letting him just be, he was doing the same for me. I didn’t have to fake a smile or pretend to be trendy with Davin. He accepted me, too, and my geeky awkwardness. “Well,” I sighed, “I’d say it’s been pretty mutual so far.”


    He looked faintly skeptical. “If you say so. All I know is, last night you gave me a chance even though I didn’t deserve it. And you just let mebe, without having to think or talk too much. You’ve been doing that ever since the day we met. I just wanted you to know I appreciate that, for whatever it’s worth.”


    “Hm.” I silently tucked that away, like Mary pondering things in her heart. “Okay, well, I suppose I should go get some shoes on and grab my bag.”


    He grinned. “Okay. I’ll be right here.”


    Davin’s roommate Kevin, it turned out, was the youngest of four kids, and apparently they’d each had a turn owning “The Beast.” It really wasn’t a bad car, aside from the small dent in the passenger side that was not very reassuring, and the piles of stuff in the backseat.


    “Guess he doesn’t give too many rides in this thing,” I commented, stepping over some fast food bags as I climbed in.


    “Actually, the funny thing is, he does. It’s just mostly guys and they all pile in anyway.” Davin grinned at me. The Beast, though a white ‘92 Buick Roadmaster, had recently been upgraded. It had no working air conditioning (not really an issue when it was twenty seven degrees out), but it did contain a state-of-the-art stereo system. “Kevin saved up all his summer work and graduation money to get this,” he informed me.


    “Ah.” He seemed so different, so relaxed. Normal, even. “So where are we going, anyway?”


    “Dahntahn, remember?”


    “Yeah, butwheredawntawn?” I attempted to mimic his pronunciation and failed.


    His lips curved up slightly. “Close. Flatten your vowels a bit and you’ll get there.”


    “You didn’t answer my question.”


    “Because I don’t have an answer to give. Do we have to have a destination in mind? Don’t you ever just like to go for a drive and see where life takes you?”


    “I suppose that would have a certain spontaneous charm,” I agreed. “Very carefree, yet sort ofcarpe diemat the same time. But I’ve never done it, personally.” “No?”


    “No.” I was going to have to tell him. I sighed. “I can’t drive.”


    “What? Why not?”


    “I never learned.”


    He glanced over at me, incredulous. “You’re kidding.”


    “Nope.”


    “I could give you a lesson,” he offered.


    “Maybe, sometime.”


    He abruptly pulled the car into a nearly empty shopping center parking lot. “What happened to all that spontaneous, carefree, seizing-the-day stuff?”


    I stared at him.


    “Come on,” he said, unbuckling his seat belt.


    “No,” I said, not moving.


    “Come on.” He got out and opened my door.


    “No,” I repeated. “I don’t have my permit.”


    “You don’t need a permit to do figure eights in an empty parking lot,” he said.


    “And you’re not twenty one,” I added, as though I hadn’t heard him.


    He stood there, not moving. “Come on.”


    “No,” I stated emphatically. “I don’t know the first thing about driving cars.”


    “Then that’s what I’ll show you,” he said.


    “Maybe some other time,” I said. “Not today. Come on, you’re letting all the cold air in.”


    “No,you’reletting all the cold air in, by not climbing out,” he retorted infuriatingly.


    “I’m not doing this today, Davin, so just forget it.”


    “Don’t be so stubborn. Or nervous. You’ll do fine.”


    I looked at him. I was on the verge of saying I wasn’t being stubborn, but the set edge of my jaw seemed decidedly against it.


    “Come on, Anna. Once around. Nice and slow. You’ll do fine.”


    I still hesitated, but I felt my resolve weakening. The truth was, I had very little to lose. I was going to be taught by a guy I liked, in a car that was already dented. I drew a deep breath. “Okay,” I exhaled. I slowly unbuckled my seat belt and climbed out. Davin took my place, grinning, but not smugly. I refastened the seat belt on the driver’s side, feeling strange with a wheel in front of me. I could barely reach the pedals. “I’m too far away,” I said, so he showed me how to adjust the seat closer. “Now what?” I asked nervously.


    “Put it in drive,” Davin replied. He indicated the gear shifter, sticking out of the steering column. “Grab that lever, and move it from P to D. That’s it.”


    “Now what?”


    “Gently press on the gas pedal—that’s the one to the far right—gently now,” he cautioned, as I stepped too hard and the car lurched forward. “The one beside it is the brake—Anna, what’s wrong?”


    My hands gripped the steering wheel a little too tightly. I had my foot firmly on the brake pedal. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to do this,” I said.


    “Calm down,” he soothed. “You’re doing fine. Everyone is nervous at first.”


    “Okay, well, I’ve had enough for one day.” My voice was rising in pitch and volume. I didn’t know why I was so afraid, although I’ve always tended to hate doing things I wasn’t good at.


    “Anna.” Davin’s voice was calm and even. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you quit now. I just want you to push yourself a little farther. You have to conquer this fear or you’re never going to want to try driving again.”


    So what, I thought wildly.Maybe I don’t want to drive. Maybe I don’t care about that. Maybe I’ll move to a city with good public transportation, and I’ll never have to worry about cars or driving again.


    “Come on,” his gentle voice interrupted my irrational thoughts. “Try again. Just see if you can go once around. Just one loop.”


    I drew another deep breath and unclenched my fists. Just one loop. “Okay, well, just don’t freak out and start yelling,” I muttered. I used my toes to press down the accelerator ever so slightly. The Beast just barely began to move.


    “That’s right, now give it a little more,” he coaxed.


    “I don’t want to give it anymore,” I growled. The car inched its way across the pavement.


    Davin gave me a half amused, half patient smile. “You know you’ll have to go faster than this eventually.”


    “That’s what you think.”


    “Like on roads, you know?”


    “I’m not on a road. Stop telling me what to do.” I had crawled my way to the edge of the parking lot. “Now what do I do?”


    A teeny, tiny chuckle escaped from Davin. He tried to swallow his smile as he explained the steering system to me. “Turn it to the right,” he instructed, “and we’ll start making a loop.”


    I began turning the wheel.


    “More, more,” he called out. “Anna, turn it more—” he reached over and pulled the steering wheel toward him sharply as we just barely missed the curb.


    “Droga,” I hissed, irritated with myself. I exhaled sharply. “Sorry.” I stopped the car.


    He smiled, though a little uncertainly. “That’s okay. Don’t stop now. Everyone makes mistakes when they’re learning. Keep going.”


    I straightened in my seat and tried again. By the time I reached the next corner of the parking lot, I was a little more ready. I turned and turned that wheel as hard as I could.


    “Take it easy,” Davin laughed. “I think there’s power steering in this thing.”


    “Are—you—sure?” I grunted, just making the turn again. But I made the next one, and the one after that. I didn’t even hit the one car in the lot. I stopped the car where we had started from and exhaled. “I did it!”


    “Great job,” Davin said. “You should go one more.”


    “What? No, no, once was fine. You said one time, remember?”


    “I said once, but what the hell? You’ve already proven to yourself that you could make it around—why not give it another shot just to show that it wasn’t just beginners luck?”


    So I went around once more. And then once more. And then he somehow talked me into doing a couple figure eights. When I stopped again, he gave me an enormous smile. “How do you feel now?”


    I took a breath. “Pretty good,” I admitted, which was an understatement of sorts.


    “Good enough to drive back to campus?”


    “Ha! Not that good.” I laughed as I unbuckled my seat belt. The car jolted when I took my foot off the brake, so I stomped down on it again in alarm.


    “It’s all right,” Davin said. “Keep your foot on the brake.” He reached over to the gear shift. “You just always have to put it in park when you’re done.” He moved it back to P.

    “You didn’t tell me that,” I grumbled as we passed in front of the car.


    He laughed again. “I know. It was my first lesson, too.” He had us back on to the highway in no time. “You were pretty snippy back there,” he said, grinning.


    “I was?”


    “Yeah. You were mouthy.”


    I bit my lip sheepishly. “Sorry.”


    He shook his head. “I think it’s funny. Especially since you don’t remember.” He turned the music back on. “By the way, what was it you said back there?”


    “What? When?”


    “When you were making the first turn. It sounded kind of like dragon, or something.”


    “Ohhh.” I grinned in recognition. “You meandroga.”


    “Yeah, that’s it. What does it mean?” Glancing at the self-conscious smirk on my face, he raised his eyebrows. “What, is it like a Brazilian curse word or something?”


    I laughed. “No. Not really. It’s just something my brother and I used to say instead of cursing.Drogaactually just means drug in Portuguese. It’s not a bad word; we just weren’t really allowed to swear, so that’s what we would say when we were angry or frustrated about something. When Andy was a kid, he thought it was a swear word because adults would whisper it to each other or spell it when they didn’t want him to know what they were talking about. So it was his own private curse word, and he kept using it even after he realized it wasn’t actually a bad word. I sort of picked it up from him.”


    He nodded, grinning himself. “Interesting. I like that. I might pick it up, too.Droga. Did I say it right?”


    “Roll your ‘r’ a bit more,” I told him.“Drrroga,” he said, and I laughed out loud at his exaggeration. He laughed too, and our crinkled eyes met briefly before he looked back at the road.


    “You’re laughing,” I pointed out.


    He nodded. “I know. Is it freaking you out?”


    “No,” I replied, laughing myself. “It’s kind of nice. You should try it more often.”


    “Well,” he glanced at me mischievously, “Maybe I will. If you keep cussing me out in Portuguese.”


    “It’s not cussing!” I protested.


    “I know.” He grinned, stretched in his seat and sighed. “Wow. I don’t know why, but I feel so good today. Too good to mope. And certainly too good to hang out on campus. I’m glad we did this. Are you hungry?”


    I leaned back into my seat. “Yeah.”


    “Where do you want to eat?”


    “Um, wherever. I mean, are things even open?”


    “There’s alwayssomething open, even on Christmas.” He thought for a moment. “Continuing our theme of seizing the day, how about we just drive down, take in some sights, and see what we find? If nothing else, there’s bound to be some fast food places open. Or an Eat ‘N Park.”


    “Sounds like a plan to me.”


    We drove down Route Eight and chatted easily on the way, waxing philosophical about everything from our history class to the songs on the radio. We crossed a river on a big steel bridge, and as we headed further in under concrete ramps, Davin pointed out the stadiums that housed Pittsburgh’s beloved sports teams.


    “I cannot get over how many people here get into American football,” I said. “Even the women!” Teeny bopper girly girls; mature, respectable professors; and stern administrative staff alike had dressed in black and gold whenever their beloved team was playing.


    “Yeah, well, we love our Steelers,” Davin shrugged. “Always have, always will. Why, you don’t?”


    “I likerealfootball.”


    He frowned at me. “And what is thisrealfootball you speak of? You’re not talking about soccer, are you?”


    “I most certainly am. To the rest of the world, that is calledfutbol.”


    “Foootball?” he echoed snarkily, mimicking my pronunciation. “Hm. Fooootball. I wonder why here inAmerica, they call itsoccer, then.”


    I narrowed my eyes. “Because you wasted the rightful name up on some game where the players carry it around a lot more than they kick it.”


    He cleared his throat. “Touché.” Davin sighed. “Well, fine, so you’re not a Steelers fan—yet—but I guess I can overlook that for the moment.”


    “How gracious of you.” I felt my stomach rumble a little. “So have you seen any open restaurants yet?”


    He nodded. “A couple, but no place particularly good. I was thinking of seeing if the Spaghetti Warehouse was open, if you don’t mind.”


    “I don’t,” I said honestly. “As long as it won’t be too much longer.”


    “We’re actually almost there,” Davin told me. “We’re heading into the Strip district right now.”


    “Thewhatdistrict?”


    He laughed. “Strip district. Has nothing to do with whatever it is you look so worried about. They just call it that.”


    “If you say so,” I replied doubtfully. As it turned out, however, I didn’t see any instances of people taking off their clothes on the street we were on. We had to park and walk a little way to get to the restaurant, but I didn’t mind too much.


    Lunch was nice, and we had more interesting conversations over our pasta.


    “So…I understand that your brother got you into comics,” he said, chewing on a breadstick, “but it seems like you might have grown out of it by now.”


    “Why?” I said, trying not to get defensive. “I think superheroes are fascinating.”

    “In a scientific, laboratory observer kind of way?”


    “No,” I frowned, “in a personal, universal way. I think we see ourselves in heroes. How we wish we could be. Whatever their wacky origins and powers are, there’s still something very human and relatable about characters like Spider-Man, who deal with all this crap but still keep fighting the good fight.”


    “Another Web-Slinger reference.” The Probing Look was back. “You really do like him, don’t you?”


    I smiled bashfully. “I think I’ve been in love with him since I was in junior high.” To divert attention away from my comic book crush, I kept talking. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be a Lois Lane or a Mary Jane,” I continued. “I’m fascinated by superheroes who have this secret identity and seem ordinary in one place and then go around saving people in another. I mean, they have this girl, and they act one way around her when they’re the masked hero—bold, flirtatious, even—but then when they are themselves they seem to lose their nerve or pretend they’re not interested. Yet they always seem to want the girl to like them for the everyday them, not just the superhero them.”


    Davin seemed unusually bored by this train of thought. He looked away from me the whole time, out a window beside him. I stopped, remembering belatedly that he was not a rabid fan of comics the way I was. He glanced back at me, almost cautiously. “But you don’t really believe in superheroes, do you?”


    “Well…” I nodded surreptitiously to a nearby table where a gentleman sat alone, reading a newspaper. On the cover was a picture of a dark, blurred figure. DARK LIGHTNING STRIKES AGAIN, the caption read. “Clever,” I muttered. “Except they make him sound like something bad.”


    “Well, with a name like that, can you blame them?” I snapped my head toward him. “What do you mean?” “‘Dark Lightning?’ That doesn’t sound a little sinister to you?Darkusually meansbad.”


    I frowned, and replied without thinking, “But, that’s not what I meant at all!” He cocked his head, puzzled. “What?”


    “Um….” I suddenly realized Davin did not know I’d accidently named the hero, and I’d just practically admitted it. I tried to stall. “Huh?”


    He looked at me—very keenly, of course. “I said, ‘dark means bad,’ and you said, ‘that’s not what I meant.’” He chose his words carefully and slowly. “But I don’t understand what you’re saying. What didn’t you mean?”


    “Um…” I repeated. I figured if I told him the truth, Davin would forever after think of me only as the chick who was weirdly obsessed with Dark Lightning. But how could I expect him to ever open up with me, if I always lied or concealed the truth when it was convenient? I sighed and spread my hands out on the table and looked at Davin. “It’s kind of a funny story,” I said. “The thing is, I actually…sort of…accidentally…named him.”


    Davin was speechless. He was stunned. He stared at me. “You? You did? Seriously? H-how…?” He made sounds as though he wanted to ask more questions, but couldn’t quite form them.


    I drew a breath and resigned myself to telling him the story, even though I anticipated his teasing. “I just…I didn’t think Shadowman was the right name for him,” I explained.


    “No,” Davin agreed slowly. “Okay. But…how did you come up with Dark Lightning?”


    “Um…he just…he’s so fast, that when he runs away, it’s like a dark blur. Because he’s wearing black. And it just reminded me of that old saying about the ‘tall dark streak of light.’”


    “That’s an old saying?”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “Is it Brazilian?”


    “No.” I shook my head. “You never heard that?” He shook his head. “Oh. Well, maybe I watched too many old movies growing up. I know I heard it somewhere. Hm. Anyway, the lightning part of it….” I sighed. “For some reason I thought it would be clever to say that ‘Wherever the storms are, Dark Lightning goes.’ I don’t rememberwhynow, but it made sense at the time. It was the middle of the night. I don’t know—I wrote it all down.”


    “But I still don’t understand how that became his name,” Davin objected.


    “Well, neither do I, to be honest,” I admitted. “I sent an email with my suggestion to the papers, just, you know, throwing my two cents out there with everyone else’s. I never really imagined anyone would print it, let alone agree with it, but I guess The Powers That Be liked it. All I know is that both the Post-Gazette and the Trib ran my letter in the editorials the next day, and suddenly everyone was calling him that.”


    He shook his head in amazement. “That’s just….”


    “Crazy. I know. I’m actually worried about it, because what if he doesn’t like it? What if it’s not fierce enough? What if it’s too long? What if people think it means he’s bad, like you said? Or that he has some power over lightning?” I bit my lip. “I hope he doesn’t hate it.”


    Davin stared at the table top and shrugged. “I’m sure he doesn’t mind; it’s not like he offered a name, and at least now they have something to call him. I mean, ‘Shadowman’waspretty lame. And it’s nice that his new name was thought up by a fan, someone who obviously believes in him.”


    “Why wouldn’t I believe in him?” I asked; it came out a little sharper than I’d meant for it to.


    He shrugged again, finally giving me a thoughtful look. “Well, what makes you think he’s trustworthy?” Davin challenged.


    “Now you sound like Greg!” I stared at him. “Why would he go around saving people if he was a villain?” I demanded.


    He shrugged. “I’m just saying, it’s kind of weird. I mean, no one knows anything about him, no one can get a decent shot of him…how do we really know what he’s up to?”


    “That’s really cynical,” I snapped. I was getting irritated, and I didn’t know why. Why did I feel like I had to defend Dark Lightning? And why did I care what Davin thought of him?


    “Who’s Greg, anyway?” he asked.


    I waved my hand dismissively. “Just an annoying guy in the Comic Book Club.”


    Davin started to laugh, but instead cleared his throat at my fierce expression. “You’re...in a comic book club?”


    “What part of ‘I love superheroes’ don’t you understand?” I asked, but I was laughing, too. “Maybe that’s weird, but I don’t see why it’s so unreasonable that I like Dark Lightning. I think it’s great what he’s doing. I’m glad to see someone helping people out. Too many people today are just plain selfish,” I explained. “And we’re all so wrapped up in ourselves that we get suspicious whenever someone decent comes along. It’s no wonder he hasn’t made himself more well-known, with all the mistrust the media’s dishing out.”


    He folded his arms across his chest impassively. “Well, I told you before, I’m just not going to assume this guy is good. I’ll have to see for myself before I decide.”


    I rolled my eyes. “I wonder how many people said that about Spider-Man,” I couldn’t resist adding.


    He sipped his drink and stretched. “Spider-Man’s not real,” he replied.


    The flat, unemotional way he said it made me mad. “Thanks for lunch,” I said stiffly. I pushed away my plate, finished.


    “You’re welcome,” he said. I was annoyed to see yet again a hint of a smile playing around the corners of his mouth. He chewed a few more minutes quietly then took another sip of soda. “You know, you’re kind of deep,” he said.


    I stopped and looked at him. I’d been reaching for another breadstick but instead I withdrew my hand and gave him my attention. “You think so?”


    “Well, yeah. I don’t know, maybe I’ve just been around too many shallow girls lately or something. All— well, almost all—the girls I knew in high school seemed to be interested only in externals—how they looked, who they dated, what parties they were seen at—that kind of thing.”


    I didn’t say anything, but quietly reflected on my own high school experience—which, since we moved to the states before my sophomore year, had been similar.


    He leaned forward slightly, as though to catch my eye. “I meant it as a compliment,” he said gently.


    I looked back up at him. “I know.” I hesitated. “It’s just, it’s been a while for me to even have someone I could really talk like this to, or you know, really be myself around.”


    He smiled. “I’m flattered.”


    I grinned back. “You should be. Not everyone gets to know the Real Anna Crístina Fisher.”


    That look came into his eyes again—not exactly probing this time, just keen, as though he wanted to say something but couldn’t, or thought I understood something I maybe shouldn’t. “Not everyone gets to know the Real Davin Adam Kowalski, either.”


    “So…do I have the honor?”


    He cocked his head, the keen look still vivid on his face. “Partly. Not completely. I’d like to say it’ll come in time, but that’s not something I can promise.”


    I thought about that. So therewassomething he was hiding.


    “But,” he added, looking away, “if I was going to let anyone see the real me, I’d say you stand the best chance.”


    Really?I found that interesting. I sipped my water and smiled, but didn’t say a word.


    We spent the rest of the afternoon navigating through the city; Davin seemed to know it fairly well. We went to the Point, as promised; however, because it was winter, the fountain was turned off. Davin assured me it was much better when the fountain was on, but I still thought the view of the water and the city rising above was beautiful. Afterward, we drove past a few other landmarks, like Ft. Duquesne, and PPG plaza, all mirrored and shiny.


    “I have an idea,” Davin said suddenly. “We could go to the South Side Works and catch a movie. Theaters are always open on Christmas.”


    “Okay,” I shrugged. “What’s playing?”


    “I don’t know. I’m sure we can find something.” We agreed on a fluff comedy flick and settled in our seats with popcorn, candy, and soda. The food cost more than our tickets had, but Davin didn’t complain. He really seemed to be enjoying himself—and I was, too. The movie was mediocre but mildly entertaining—it was a break at least, from school. We laughed, and I enjoyed the drama of possibly reaching my hand into the bag of popcorn at the same time as him.


    Then, about halfway through—maybe less—Ithappened again. “Um, I’ll be back,” Davin whispered in my ear. He stood and slipped out of the theater. I didn’t think much of it at first—I mean, sometimes you just gotta go— but he never came back. After twenty minutes or so, I started to get really worried. What if Spaghetti Warehouse hadn’t agreed with him, and he was sick? I didn’t know if I should stay through the movie, or check on him. I didn’t care about the movie; I cared about him. But I also didn’t want to intrude...it was all so awkward. I had no idea what was going on or what I should do, so I just sat there.


    Finally, I just couldn’t take it anymore. I left the theater, too, even though the film was still playing. I walked into the lobby anxiously—and there he was, sitting calmly on a bench. He stood when he saw me. “Is it over already?” he asked, and smiled. “Did they save the day?”


    I looked at him blankly. “What happened to you?” I demanded.


    “Oh, I just...” he shifted. “I had to go, you know, and then...I just...felt like stretching my legs around the building.”


    “I was worried about you,” I said.


    “Oh. Well, you didn’t need to be.”


    “I see that now,” I replied sharply. “I just don’t get it. I mean, it wasyouridea to go see a movie. We didn’t have to.”


    “I know.” He frowned. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to upset you, Anna. I guess...I guess I just wasn’t as in the mood for a movie as I thought.”


    “Whatever,” I sighed. “You ready to go back now?”


    “Yeah. Yeah. You?”


    “I am,” I replied emphatically, and so we headed back to Dubsy. It was a weird way to end what had otherwise been a really cool day, and it bugged me to leave it on such a sour note. To top it off, I saw a news report later that night about how Dark Lightning had also been in town, foiling a bank robbery. In the South Side, no less. I couldn’t believe we’d been right there, and missed him. Sometimes Davin drove me nuts.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eight


    


    “The glory of friendship is not the outstretched hand, nor the kindly smile,

    nor the joy of companionship;

    it is the spiritual inspiration that comes to one when he discovers that someone else believes in him and is willing to trust him.”

    —Ralph Waldo Emerson


    


    “Here’s to the new year,” Davin said, handing me a plastic cup filled with diet soda—except he called it dietpop. He clinked his own plastic cup against mine.


    I said nothing, forced a smile, and drank. Davin fell silent, stealing wary glances at me as I perpetuated the silence. He’d invited me to a New Year’s Party, and I’d come, grudgingly. We’d had fun on our day in Pittsburgh…but I had been frustrated by it, too—with his remarks about Dark Lightning, the way he’d run off and left me without explanation—not to mention the ambiguity of the day. Would that be considered a date? Or was it just two people hanging out—like we were that night? I knew I was being insecure, but I just couldn’t seem to stop myself. I was irritated with him, but I would not talk about it. Nope, I preferred to seethe inwardly, and to make him suffer a little. It was a retributive kind of torture, I suppose, measured to retaliate against perceived wrongs.


    The trouble was, I knew it wasn’t entirely his fault— howcanyou blame someone for doing something unintentionally hurtful?—and I was starting to feel bad for makinghimfeel bad. He was becoming my friend, and he’d been trying hard during the break. He didn’t know, unless it was as blatantly obvious as it sometimes felt, that I was developing some feelings for him. And though it was maddening that I didn’t know if he considered the day before a “date” or not, he couldn’t know that I wanted it defined. As for the way he’d talked about Dark Lightning—well, perhaps that was the ginger male ego and jealously talking.


    I bit my lip. I didn’t know why I felt I had to defend that mysterious hero anyway. So what if I’d been interested in heroes from the time I was three years old? Was that any reason to blindly assume that Dark Lightning was everything I’d dreamed a superhero should be? I couldn’t help but hope that he was, and at that moment it occurred to me that I might have had the beginnings of a hero-crush on him.


    “You’re awfully quiet tonight.” Davin tried an ill-timed and ill-aimed attempt at humor to draw me out. “Still day-dreaming about Spider-Man?” he teased.


    I glared at him. “You really don’t get it, do you?”


    He raised an eyebrow.


    “You make it sound like it’s a fetish or a weird celebrity crush, and it’s not. Yeah, I might be a little in love with Spider-Man, but it’s not because he wears spandex that shows off his muscles or because he could swing me to safety with his acrobatics and webbing. I already told you there’s more to it than that.” I could feel myself building into a rant. “People always act like I can’t like superheroes and be a rational person. Like, comic books are so fantastic and unrealistic that anyone who likes them has lost touch with reality. Pure wish fulfillment. Well, I don’t see it that way. There’s so much more to why I love superheroes.”


    He looked surprised by my outburst, but curious. “So, whydoyou love them so much?”


    “Well,” I groped for a clear explanation. I’d been teased, patronized and ostracized for my love of superheroes. Yet no one had ever once asked me to explain my obsession. “I guess…they’re an example. The good ones— they’re relatable. They show us who we are, and…who we could be. They remind us that sometimes doing the right thing means putting others before ourselves. In fact, almost all of the time. And they teach us that it’s not an easy path, but that it’s worth it.”


    “And you believe all that?”


    I nodded. “It’s easier to believe, somehow, when you’re reading someone else’s story.”


    He sighed. “You can say that again.”


    “I don’t know,” I went on, still musing. “I think heroes call to that part of us that wants to make a difference but is afraid. But I also think they appeal to the side of us that wants to be rescued.”


    “Wait.” Davin frowned thoughtfully. “I thought girls today didn’t want rescuing. No, wait—that’s not right. They don’tneedrecuing, that’s it. Right?”


    I rolled my eyes exaggeratedly. “I’m not just talking about women being rescued by men, you know. I think we all want to play a little of both roles, to an extent. We want to know we have something to offer the world,” I sighed, “and we want to know that someone will come through for us when it counts. Even if we’re capable of making it on our own. I’m talking about something deeper than gender, something that makes us human.”


    “Oh.” His expression lost its bemusement and his gaze became keen. “I was going to say. You don’t exactly come across as a damsel in distress.”


    I let a short laugh escape. “I’m not saying I’m Wonder Woman. I do look up to heroines like Rogue, Batgirl, and Princess Leia. But no one is invulnerable.” I shook my head. “I mean, I may not have taken martial arts, but I can take care of myself for the most part. The problem is—all those heroines I admire, none of them did their best work alone. They had allies and friends to come alongside them. And that’s just it. No one wants to go through life alone, fighting battles single-handedly their whole life. Not even the hardiest of heroes. That’s just a miserable existence. Everyone needs someone in their corner, right?”


    He nodded slowly. “I see what you’re getting at.”


    “And at the end of the day, you simply can’t win every battle on your own. No one can. Fictional characters or real people. And that’s something else we can learn from comics. Even if you could,” I wrinkled my brow, “would you really want to? By all accounts, it gets lonely being your own hero.”


    He drew a breath. “Yeah, well, life can get lonely even if you’re not a hero.”


    I nodded. “Tell me about it.”


    He forced a wry smile. “Well, you’ve certainly given me a lot to think about,” he said. “But you definitely are deep water, Dr. Fisher. Fathoms deep.”


    “Thanks,” I said. Not everyone could make a statement like that sound like a compliment. I took another sip. “One question, though. Why are you so hard on him?”


    “On who?” he looked genuinely confused.

    I realized he had no way of knowing I’d been thinking of our hometown hero most of the night. “Dark Lightning.”


    “Oh.” He frowned slightly, a strange unreadable expression in his eyes. “I don’t know. Why do you defend him so vehemently?”


    “I don’t know,” I floundered. “I told you…I just believe in him.”


    “Why?”


    I sighed, exasperated. “I don’t know,” I repeated. “I just…have a feeling about him.”


    His eyes flickered; but instead of looking at me he gazed keenly at his shoes. “But how…how can you trust someone you don’t even know?”


    “Well….” I swallowed, wondering if I should really say it. If I even really believed it. “I trust you.”


    He looked up at me sharply.


    “At least, I’m pretty sure I do,” I amended quickly.


    His frown was deep, but it wasn’t angry. “How can you trust me,” he murmured, “when you don’t even believe everything I tell you?”


    “I don’t know,” I said slowly, shaking my head. I really didn’t. “I guess trust is a kind of intuitive thing. And even though you’re not always honest with me, that doesn’t mean you would ever do anything to hurt me.”


    He was silent for a moment. “Trust must come pretty easily to you, then.”


    I shook my head again. “Not really,” I replied.Not since Emily.


    He stared at me so hard that I really started to worry that hewasreading my mind. “So why me? After everything I’ve already done to let you down?”


    “Well,” I sighed, “I guess I just have a feeling about you, too, Davin.”


    He just let that sink in a minute; and though he still looked troubled, it was less of an angry, disturbed kind as it was of the surprised and uncomfortable type.


    We fell silent again.


    “You know,” he said, “seeing as how this is going to be a new year n’at,” (“N’at” was apparently a common Pittsburgh phrase, literally meaning, “and that” or, “and so forth” and used to encompass pretty much everything) “…since it’s a fresh start, a new chance and all that, I was thinking. It’s time for a change, you know?” He drew a breath and licked his lips again. “So, if there’s something…I mean, I kinda noticed that you might have been a little upset tonight….”


    Oh, brother. Who says guys are clueless?


    “And I just wanted to say, if it’s because of anything I’ve done, or said, or didn’t say…I just want to apologize.”


    My mouth actually fell open a little. I swallowed, but I couldn’t quite think of anything to say.


    “Well? It is going to be ‘auld acquaintance be forgot,’ or what?”


    I tilted my head and scrutinized him for a moment. “But you’re not really going to change, are you?”


    He hesitated. “Well, it is a new year. And people can change, you know.”


    “Yeah, they can. I believe that,” I agreed. “And sometimes, change is good.”


    “Sometimes it’s necessary.”


    “Yeah, sometimes it is. But it’s hard to force change. And I told you back at the beginning that you didn’t have to fake anything with me.”


    “I remember that,” he replied slowly. “You did.”


    “Sorry that I haven’t been living up to that tonight.”


    He sighed. “And here I thoughtIwas apologizing toyou.”


    I opened my mouth, but just then, the countdown began. “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, FIVE, FOUR, THREE, TWO, ONE—HAPPY NEW YEAR!!” Noise makers were blown all around us, and arms pulled other bodies close in kissing embraces.


    I stood there feeling awkward, sort of wanting Davin to kiss me but not wanting to initiate it myself…so much for Girl Power. I shot a brief glance his way.


    He smiled at me shyly and took a step closer. I froze, heart pounding, as he put one hand on my cheek and leaned toward me. I swallowed, gazing up at him with what I hoped was an expectant (and not alarmed) expression. He bent his head toward mine and kissed me…on the cheek.


    My heart sank, a boulder descending to the bottom of the ocean. I pulled back a little stiffly, but he held me in place with his other arm—when had he put it around my waist?


    Our dark eyes locked and my breath caught in my chest. Then before I knew it, he had kissed me on the lips. It wasn’t arealkiss; certainly it was not a movie-style, make-out kiss. It was just two pairs of lips barely pressing together—the lightest brush—and it was over. Yet somehow I felt like my heart was going to explode.


    “Happy New Year, Anna,” he whispered, his breath warm on my face.


    “H-Happy New Year,” I stammered.


    For a fraction of a second, he looked like he was going to kiss me again, his head tilting toward me and his eyes slowly closing. Just then,Ithappened again; in one fluid motion, he stiffened and his eyes flew open. He quickly straightened up and let me go, just when I needed support the most. Then he shot me one of the saddest, most ironic smiles I have ever seen in my life. “Droga,” he sighed. “I guess you were right.”


    I was already reeling, trying to figure out what I’d done to make him pull back from our kiss. “About wha—I don’t know what you mean.”


    “Changing,” he replied, not looking at me, but outside at the brilliantly clear midnight sky. He finally turned a guilty glance on me. “I guess I can’t force myself to change after all.”


    “Isn’t it better if change comes gradually?” I couldn’t help asking, though I had no idea what he was talking about.


    “You know,” he replied, “sometimes I think the universe doesn’t want me to change anyway. I think I’m supposed to be miserable.”


    I disagreed, but was too confused to make a rational argument then and there.


    He was gathering up his coat and wadding up his trash. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I really, truly am. I want you to believe that.”


    Now, I knew that a few kids had snuck in some alcohol—which was not permitted in Dubsy dorms—and though I hadn’t knowingly consumed any, I was beginning to wonder if the soda was spiked after all. Had I missed something? “Sorry—for what? Kissing me?”


    “No!” He exclaimed sharply. “A-are you?”


    Incoherent syllables that in no way resembled words were all I could get out. I shook my head vehemently.


    “Oh. Okay. No, I meantsorry,” he put his hand on my arm and handed me my jacket, “that I have to leave. Right Now. And I can’t even walk you back to your dorm. I mean—that is, maybe you want to stay.”


    I blinked. “No.”


    “Well,” he mumbled to himself, “okay, maybe I have time. Yes, if we walk fast, I can take you.” He led me out the door and into the bitterly chilly night. Davin’s idea of walking fast was basically to sprint. And while I enjoy a good run, I don’t enjoy jogging just to keep up with someone.


    Though I was panting and the freezing air stabbed my lungs like I was breathing knives, I managed to ask, “Where is it exactly—that—you have—to go—anyway?”


    “I just have some things to take care of,” he replied shortly.


    Things?He obviously didn’t want me to ask any more, which made me all the more curious. I knew I wasn’t really entitled to an explanation, so I tried to keep from letting another question pop out before we reached my dorm. I fished in my pocket for my key card. “Thanks for walking me over,” I gasped, feeling horribly out of shape, and rightfully so.


    “Thanks for ringing in the new year with me,” he replied. The way he leaned forward made my stomach twist up, thinking he was going in for another kiss, but instead he held the door open for me. “Sorry I’ve got to run off.” He looked sad.


    “You know what, Davin? It’s okay,” I told him. “Really. I was getting tired anyway.”


    He hesitated, frowning again. “Yeah, but back there….”


    “Back there I was being a jerk, and I’m sorry. I’m serious: you don’t have to change who you are to be my friend. Auld acquaintance long forgot.”


    He stared at me for a long second. “Well, thanks, Anna.”


    I nodded. “Goodnight. And good luck with your…things.” That sounded awful, but I didn’t know what else to say.


    “Thanks,” he repeated, standing back. “And thanks for coming tonight. It was…good.” I fought a desire to laugh.Sureit was good. “Oh, and,” he added, still backing up, “just so we’re clear, I, uh…I trust you, too.” I let the door close behind him, but stayed to watch him dash away: a shadowy figure just beyond the light posts, streaking off into the darkness.


    Back in my room, I turned on my roommate’s TV to see if there was any news of my favorite hero. They kept doing teasers about a Dark Lightning story on the way while they waxed prophetic about the New Year. I began to doze off the later it got, but one chilling story caught my attention.


    “While we’ve obtained several reports already tonight of people receiving assistance from Dark Lightning, a female Pitt student was not so lucky,” the anchorwoman said. “Steve is on the scene. Steve?”


    Steve stood in front of a building at the University of Pittsburgh. “Thanks, Karen. Police officials have informed me that a female student was followed into her dorm room and attacked tonight. The victim’s identity has not been released, and the police are saying the suspect is still at large. We are working to get updated information, including a description of the attacker, as soon as possible. In the meantime, the police and University officials are cautioning all students to be vigilant and take all precautions to lock their doors securely.”


    I shivered and automatically checked my own door as the anchorwoman thanked the reporter and went to a commercial.Who would do such a thing?I wondered.And why?

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


    


    “Friendship is born at that moment

    when one person says to another:

    What! You too?

    I thought I was the only one.”

    —C. S. Lewis


    


    Before I knew it, campus began filling up again. The new semester started and we walked to our classes all bundled up only to shed our coats in the profusely heated buildings. Life became busy again. So busy and so crowded, in fact, that I almost wished the break had never ended and I’d be able to read in peace without some horrible assignment hanging over my head.


    Nicki, my roommate, was a very studious girl who took life much too seriously. She always made me feel guilty for not studying more even though she never said a word. She would just work so steadily that I felt wrong for watching a movie or reading when I had papers to write. But that was Nicki. So long as it was quiet enough to get her work done and we always passed room inspections, we got along.


    Room checks were a weekly occurrence in Dubsy dorms. Or, in my case, a weekly inconvenience. It was an archaic tradition from the college’s earlier days, like the gender-segregated dorms. Basically it meant that once a week, when our RA came by, our dorm and our half of the suite bathroom had to be clean.


    We always passed, or very nearly. Allie, the Resident Advisor on our floor, was not too strict—but shewouldflunk anyone for having open food or dirty dishes out because she was terrified of promoting a roach infestation. I didn’t have much, so it wasn’t too hard to keep my side tidy. I did forget to clean our bathroom once when it was my turn, though. Nicki didn’t say anything, but I could feel her resentment after Allie apologetically flunked us and left.


    I wanted a friend to talk to. With so many other people around, I shouldn’t still have felt the same empty loneliness I had over the break. But the busyness and bustle of the semester meant I had less time to connect with anyone. Tiffany and I had already drifted apart. We no longer had classes together, and I just didn’t see the point in putting a lot of effort into friendships like hers and Misty’s that didn’t really let me be myself. I thought of Davin often and all our good talks, but as usual, he was hard to catch.


    Occasionally I ran into him at the cafeteria; we ate together a few times, but it was always interrupted the same way our first lunch had been. And sometimes I saw him, but it was always at the wrong time—he was on his way out and I’d just arrived, or the other way around. He was always friendly at those times, but also distracted and distant. It seemed that despite our bonding and our almost-date, we were no closer than we had been at the beginning of the school year.


    I hung out with the comic book club a few times, but I needed some female companionship. The guys were mostly nice; but after that annoying Gregory kid rubbed it in my face that Dark Lightning was chased by the police (it was a misunderstanding, as usual), I started to avoid them.


    I was lonely; the people I ended up talking to remained acquaintances and we never talked about anything deep. I didn’t like to show that side of myself. I’d just smile, be cheery, or maybe complain about the loads of homework or the slow cafeteria line or whatever other meaningless, mundane things were being discussed. And I had no one to laugh with.


    I had always thought that I was fine with being alone. Halfway through high school, I moved from Brazil to America, and it took me forever to make friends. I had culture shock of virtually every kind, besides which I was awkward, geeky, and shy. So I ate alone, telling myself that it was fine while I watched other people have normal conversations with their friends.


    But I got through it, and I wore it like a badge of honor—I Can Be Alone and it's Okay. I had told myself countless times since then that I didn’t mind solitude and quiet, and that was true. Most of the time. I wasn’t so desperate that I was out there, partying and meeting people to escape my loneliness; no, I preferred to hold out for something truer, something real.


    Still, when the moment shifts, and you realize you don't actuallywantto be alone, that underneath the bravado is an ache that won’t quite fade away, you’re not only aware of how lonely you are, but how much you've been lying to yourself. And that was how I felt. I wanted real friends, but it felt like weakness to admit it. Instead, I soldiered on into the semester.


    One day, just as winter was finally surrendering to the inevitable spring and renewal of life, I went for a run around campus. It was the first day I hadn’t needed a heavy coat in months. I was reveling in the returning greenness and the arrival of a few brave flowers. We had a lovely campus, and there was a woodsy sort of spot that I had discovered in the autumn, when the leaves were bright and vivid. I first jogged around some of the back trails of campus, saving the woods for my cool down; I wanted to end my run by delighting in the new growth. Spring always made me feel like maybeIwould start growing again. Chronologically as well as metaphorically, I’d had a wintry couple of months and I was longing for some sunshine and color back in my life.


    I stopped short just as I reached the edge; sitting under a large maple tree was a girl. She was leaning against the trunk and reading—I couldn’t tell what book. I was actually kind of annoyed at first, because I knew I wouldn’t be able to enjoy “my” woods as much. I’d feel as though she were scrutinizing me. But when I got closer and saw the peaceful, contemplative face of the auburn-haired girl, I decided that maybe I was wrong.


    She looked up from her book just then—not at me, but up at the blue sky above. She looked utterly lost in thought, and I paused where I was; I didn’t want to interrupt her. Then she closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, and her lips moved faintly. Was she praying? I was very intrigued, and kept watching.


    As she let out her breath, she opened her eyes and saw me. “Hi,” she said, blushing faintly across her freckles.


    “Hi,” I replied, feeling at least as awkward and embarrassed as she seemed to. I tried to find a way to smooth things over and look like less of a creeper. “What are you reading?” I asked, casually resuming my post-run stretches.


    “Out of the Silent Planet,” she told me.


    I straightened. “Really?” She nodded and showed me the cover. “How do you like it?”


    She thought a moment. “It’s interesting,” she replied. “It’s good. A bit outdated scientifically—it’s about a trip to Mars and interacting with its inhabitants—but highly imaginative just the same.”


    I nodded, stretching out my other hamstring. “Yeah. It’s pretty fascinating, his take on why the planet would appear red from afar and what the different creatures would be like.”


    “You’ve read it!” She sounded surprised.


    “I have. I read through the trilogy every few years, actually.”


    She raised an eyebrow. “So, you like C. S. Lewis?”


    “I grew up on him. He’s one of my favorite authors,” I confessed.


    Her face lit up. “Me, too!” She got to her feet. “I’m Jill,” she added, walking over and holding out her hand.


    I smiled and stood up straight again. “I’m Anna.”


    “Nice to meet you, Anna. What year are you?”


    “Freshman. You?”


    “First semester sophomore. I started in January last year. What’s your major?”


    I sighed. “Undecided. Leaning toward Sociology.”


    She nodded approval. “That’s cool.”


    “What about you?”


    She smiled ruefully. “As crazy as it sounds, Theology.”


    “Oh! Actually, that sounds like it would be interesting. How do you like it?”


    “I love it,” she admitted. “But...I think I’m going to have to drop it back to a minor, and switch to Elementary Ed.”


    “You have to?” I echoed. “Well...” she sighed, “as much as I love what I’m studying, it’s not the most practical major. I’m not planning on being a pastor, so I think I should have a degree in something more in line with what I want to do. I love kids, so I figure being a teacher could be fun.” She shrugged. “It’s a tough call, which is why I was praying about it just now.”


    “Well, I hope you figure it out,” I said, honestly.


    “Me, too. But I’m going to have to figure it out inside, I think. I’m starting to get chilly out here.”


    The breeze had indeed picked up; the sweat that had thankfully cooled me down while running suddenly made me feel too cold. “Yeah, I should get back, too.”


    “What dorm do you live in?” she asked, starting down the path.


    “Mercy,” I replied walking beside her.


    “No way!” she exclaimed. “That’s whereIlive. What floor?” We determined that we must never cross paths because she was on the first floor, left side, and I was on the third floor, right side, and—


    “‘Ne’er the twain shall meet,’” Jill finished poetically. “Till now.”


    We walked back to our dorm together, and in the lounge, reiterated our enjoyment at meeting each other as we prepared to go our separate ways. Since it was rare for me to feel so quickly at ease with anyone, I impulsively asked her if she’d like to join me for dinner later.


    A shy but sincere smile spread across her face. “Yes, I would,” she replied. “Thanks for asking, Anna.” We stood in the lounge a moment longer, to arrange a time for us to meet up again.


    But somehow, one thing led to another, and we ended up standing there talking for a couple of hours. As we stood there, having totally lost track of time, a sudden stream of girls began to exit the dorm. It didn’t take us long to figure out that it was already dinner time.


    Jill laughed. “I can’t believe we’ve been talking this whole time! I was going to go up and change and put my book away, maybe even take a nap. Instead I’ve been blabbing away!”


    “We both were,” I corrected. “But I can’t believe it, either. I was going to take a shower,” I sighed.


    She smiled at me. “Oh, who cares about how we look. It’s not like you smell or anything. Let’s just go!”


    “Okay,” I agreed. “You’re right. Who cares?”


    “It’s not like we’re trying to impress anyone,” Jill continued, as we changed course and headed back out. “Right?”


    “Right,” I echoed. Then I thought of Davin. “Well...maybe justoneperson....”


    We walked to dinner, ate together, and talked nearly the whole time. I was amazed that I had as much in common with her as I did. I’d been raised mostly in a completely different country, yet we were so similar. We shared a love of books and romantic movies, as well as a similar faith. We talked easily and when we didn’t, we were comfortably silent. But mostly we talked.


    It was nice. Even in high school, I’d mostly had makeshift friends forged by the shared status of outcast. It was rare for me to discuss things so easily to someone outside of my family, but somehow Jill got me. I’d only met one other person I’d connected to as quickly, and it certainly didn’t take long for me to confide in her about him.


    Jill was a voice of reason, speaking peace into my chaotic storm of growing feelings for Davin. She listened and observed and told me candidly that she could tell there was indeed “something” between us. As to what that something was, however, she confessed she was as ignorant as I. “The thing is,” she sighed, “guysthinkthey’re really basic and easy to understand. Butwe, at least, are complex, and so we complicate everything by overthinking, and miss entirely what they are trying to say.” I had to agree with her there.


    Walking back to Mercy after dinner one night, we stopped to check our dorm mail boxes before parting ways. Nothing of personal significance ever seemed to find its way in those tiny slots; it was mostly notices from the school and flyers about club meetings, stuff like that. But on that day when I reached in, I pulled out a promising-looking little envelope.


    “Oh! You got a card!” Jill smiled.


    I was about to say that it was more likely to be for Nicki when I flipped it over and saw my own name scrawled across it. Well, sort of: it was addressed toDr. Fisher, and my heart fluttered. Who but Davin called me that?


    I opened the envelope and pulled out the card while Jill looked on curiously. It was one of those nature scenes that you can get in packs of like twenty-five that are either blank on the inside, or pre-printed with things like “Thanks so much!” or, “Get Well Soon!” I flipped it open and my eyes went straight to the bottom. It was signed,Davin Adam Kowalski.


    I closed the card without reading the rest and (rather melodramatically) pressed it to my chest. “From Davin,” I sighed. Jill raised an eyebrow, and I then tried to act as if it was no big deal. “I’ll read it later,” I said, hoping I sounded casual. She nodded, smiled knowingly, and we parted ways to go to the opposite ends of our dorm.


    Back in my room, I was relieved to find that that Nicki was out. I sat on my bed and hungrily read the card.


    “Dear Anna,” I could hear him say,


    “It feels like forever ago that we watched TV in your dorm, drove around town, or even just sat and had a good conversation. I know you probably get tired of hearing me apologize for being so bus, but you med students understand a full schedule, right? (Kidding.)


    “Anyway, I just wanted you to know I miss our chats...and I miss your band-aids, believe it or not. But who knows, maybe the profs will ease up soon and we’ll get to have asocial life again. Or maybe we’ll run into each other during Spring Break? Will you be around? Call me sometime (though I’m a lousy phone person, sorry!) and maybe we can catch up. Hope to talk to you soon, Friend.


    Davin Adam Kowalski”


    I closed the card and sighed. I felt…confused. I appreciated everything he said, but I guess, in the back of my mind, I had been longing for something more concrete. I wanted him to consider me more than just a “friend.” And I’d been hoping for some kind of clue or sign of that in the card. If it was there, I couldn’t tell for sure. All I could tell was that he wanted to hang out. And things don’t get more vague than that.


    I shook my head. Spring Break. I didn’t know what I was doing yet. It was only a couple weeks away, but I’d had offers to go home with Jill, and also possibly visit a friend in Virginia. Suddenly I was torn. But did I really want to give up a chance to get away for a week, and to have that vital, soul-feeding time that comes from good girl-bonding? Just for a guy…who only saw me as afriend?


    


    I put off getting in touch with Davin for a few days. I needed to think things over first. I went to Jill’s room rather late one night; I liked her roommate Lindsey, but I was glad she wasn’t there so I could talk freely, and we ended up talking for hours.


    “The thing is,” I told her, “I almost feel like there could be something more there. But I’ve been wrong before. And he’s definitely not hinting at anything more.”


    “Did he ever say whether that day you spent in Pittsburgh was really a date or not?”


    “No.” I shook my head. “That’s just it. If it really had been, he would have said something. Right?”


    Jill shrugged, her auburn hair sliding over one shoulder. “I don’t know. Guys can be so complicated. You think you know exactly what they’re thinking, and then it turns out you were completely wrong. ‘Course, it’s the same for them.”


    I let my eyes slide over all the artsy, black and white photo posters she had on her side of the room. There was something comforting in their gray tones and soft lines. There were a few of Europe I really liked, but at the moment my eyes lingered on a photo of a man and a woman embracing.


    She followed my gaze, then looked back at me, her green eyes questioning. “I thought you weren’t sure if you liked him or not.”


    I frowned. “I know. But…I realized I might have some feelings for him. It’s just that I’m all confused. I don’t want to be the kind of girl who falls for a guy just because she thinks he needs her and that she can help him. It’s more than that, I think. Because he really is a good guy. And he’s sweet. And unexpectedly funny. He just…”


    “Keeps leaving you hanging.”


    “Yeah.” I sighed. “I don’t know.” I was quiet for a moment, my thoughts continuing only in my head until they burst out again. “That’s the other thing. He’s got some big secret.”


    My friend looked surprised. “Secret?”


    “Well…something like that. He’s so mysterious. There’s something that he’s just not honest about. I mean, he—he’s got something going on in his life, something he doesn’t want to tell other people, something that gets in the way of his friendships. Including ours.” I gave her a few examples of his erratic behavior. “…And he’ll just leave, without any explanation.”


    “Weird.” She looked thoughtful. “What do you think it is?”


    I looked at the ceiling, as though it would provide inspiration. “Who knows. Maybe he’s depressed, or self-abusive. Is that a thing?”


    “You mean, like, he cuts himself?”


    I shrugged. “Maybe, something like that. Or maybe it’s drugs, or some other addiction.”

    “Maybe he’s not a junkie. Maybe he’s a dealer,” she offered.


    I made a face and shook my head.


    “Or,” Jill continued, suddenly sounding dramatic, “maybehe’s secretly married. Only they can’t tell anyone because then they’d have to live together and lose their cheap rooms on campus.”


    I laughed at her unlikely suggestion. “Or maybe he’s a secret agent.”


    “Or in the witness protection program!”


    We were both laughing by then. “Or a superhero,” I threw in.


    “Yeah, like that Dark Lightning guy.”


    I giggled at her statement, then fell silent. I’d been kidding when I said superhero, and hadn’t thought of Dark Lightning at all until she said it. We were joking, of course; but once the idea was out there, it had lodged in my brain. Hadn’t I once briefly considered the possibility of him being Shadowman?


    “No—I’ve got it,” Jill announced, interrupting my musing. “He’s a vampire.” I laughed again, feeling there was no end to the outrageous, ridiculous excuses we were coming up with. “Seriously, it makes sense. He’s always tired and pale, and keeps himself away from people so he won’t bite them....Maybe that’s what he’s doing when he disappears. Getting his fix ofblood.”


    “Ew.” I laughed her silly suggestion off. “That’s gross.”


    “Okay, maybe not a vampire. But you have to admit, his behavior is pretty shady. It stands to reason that if he’s trying to keep it a secret, then it’s probably something bad—illegal, or immoral. Or both.”


    I frowned. “Yeah, that’s a good point. I mean, he doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who would do anything really bad, but I guess I don’t know him all that well.”


    “Also, you already kind of like him.” She looked at me. “So, what do you think it is?”


    “I really don’t know,” I confessed. “In my Intro Science class—”


    “You mean ‘Our Changing Universe?’” Jill rolled her eyes at the title.


    “That’s the one. Anyway, we talked about this thing called Occam’s Razor, which basically just means the simplest explanation is best.”


    “Oh, yeah, I kind of remember that. So, what do you think it is in Davin’s case?”


    I sighed. “I guess the simplest explanation would be that he’s just still dealing with his sister’s death. I think it really messed him up. That could explain the depression, and account for his erratic behavior. But I don’t know what the answer is for sure.”


    “I like my vampire idea better.”

    I laughed. “Well, maybe they should come up with a new principle. Hanschu’s Treatise: the most ridiculous, interesting, and far-fetched idea is best.”


    She laughed. “Hanschu’s Treatise, huh? Not bad. Though I was thinking more along the lines of the Sherlock Holmes maxim: ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’”


    “Well, I don’t think I’ve eliminated anything yet… except the vampire idea,” I laughed, and then yawned and glanced at her clock. It was after two. “I guess I should let you get to bed.”


    “Letmeget to bed? Hey, if you need to go, just say so. I won’t stop you. My door’s always open.”


    I stood and hugged her. “Thanks, Jill. I appreciate that. And thanks for letting me come over and spill my guts.”


    “No problem,” she replied. “That’s what friends are for. But are you sure you’re okay?”


    “Yeah,” I replied confidently. I was. Mostly. “I’m just tired, and I have a lot on my mind. But I’m fine.”


    “All right. I’ll see you at dinner tomorrow then.”


    I walked to my room and entered as quietly as possible. It was too dark to see after I closed the door, but I managed to find my way to bed. I set my alarm, groaning softly about the few hours of sleep I’d be getting. Yet then I lay there, unable to sleep.


    My mind wandered back to our silly conversation, and I let myself consider some of our crazy suggestions. None of them seemed likely. But the idea of him being a superhero was still stuck in my head. It was a ridiculous thought, and I knew it. Hadn’t I already ruled it out? He was just a college kid. A sad, messed-up guy who was too busy and too depressed to help anyone. He could barely helphimself. Besides, he didn’t evenlikeDark Lightning. Or people in general, for that matter. His generally brooding and sullen exterior was more suited to an anti-hero, or a villain.


    That thought troubled me. Davin a villain? I didn’t like the idea at all. Still, I couldn’t deny that Jill was right about his shady behavior. What if he really did have a dark secret? As much as I wanted to believe he was good, what if I was wrong? The way I’d been with Emily? It hurt my head and my heart to even think that about him for a moment, but since I was having trouble coming up with any other rational arguments, the tiny doubt was also lodged in my brain.


    Villain, or hero? I shook my head into the darkness. No. Davin was a lot of things, but I couldn’t see him as either one. He was a weird, complex, troubled guy, but that was all. Before I drifted off to sleep, I firmly told myself to stop jumping to conclusions and remember that he was, if nothing else, my friend. A friend I cared about, more than I wanted to admit.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


    


    “The affections are like lightning:

    you cannot tell where they will strike

    till they have fallen.”

    —Jean Baptiste Lacoraire


    


    As I left my dorm the next morning, there was a sign posted on the door: REMINDER: ONLY STUDENTS WITH AUTHORIZED ID CARDS MAY ENTER THIS DORM. DO NOT LET ANYONE IN WIHTOUT AN ID CARD. Below that, at the bottom, it readMandatory Housing Meeting tonight at seven. ALL RESIDENTS MUST ATTEND.


    I frowned, annoyed and somewhat puzzled. Mandatory meeting? Just what I needed. I’d been told such meetings were normally restricted to the beginning of each semester, to go over rules and events. I’d only been to two, and already I found them tedious. I wondered what had happened to make them call one mid-semester…perhaps some sort of infestation of bugs or mice? I shuddered.


    Hustling to class, I noticed there was a kind of grim aura about the students I passed. Several groups were clustered together, talking in low voices and looking serious. At least one group of girls looked distraught and possibly in tears. I began to worry. Had something happened? Maybe someone—an elder member of staff, perhaps—died?


    Whatever was going on, my Comp I teacher either didn’t know, or didn’t feel like discussing it. So my curiosity remained unsatisfied until I got to lunch. Since Jill had an eleven o’clock class on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I often ate with the Comic Book Club. When I finished going through the line and got to their table, I saw that they, too were crowded together, murmuring in low voices.


    As I set my tray down, I heard a breathless voice behind me say, “Hey, Anna!” Next to me, Sputnik, my wiry redheaded friend, plopped down. “Hey, guys.” He settled in, oblivious to the somber atmosphere. “Hey, where’s Pete?” he asked, his mouth full as he dug into his sandwich. “I need to ask him how he got past that one level of ‘Battlefront 3000.’”


    They guys all stopped murmuring and looked at him. “What?” Sputnik froze and swallowed hard. “Do I have something on my face?” He reached a hand up to feel his freckled visage.


    Several guys exchanged glances before Paul, a large but shy senior, spoke up. “Didn’t you hear? His girlfriend was the latest victim.”


    “Victim?” Sputnik sputtered, nearly choking. I was confused, too.


    “Yeah...” Paul looked at our expectant faces bemusedly. “Haven’t you guys heard about the attacks?” When we shook our heads, he continued, “Apparently there’s this guy who’s been following girls into their dorm rooms and attacking them. Last night, it happened to Pete’s girlfriend, Alisha.”


    A chill went down my spine. “It happened here?” I clarified. “At WPC?” I used the full initials for emphasis. Paul nodded.


    “Apparently it’s happened at Pitt and a couple other schools downtown,” Alan spoke up, and I did vaguely recall hearing about it on the news, around New Year’s. “But that was a few months ago. Hey, what are they calling this guy again?”


    “The Hallway Stalker,” Paul informed us. “So far, only two Dubsy girls have reported the attacks. One girl lived in Magdalene, and Alisha lived in Mitchell.” Magdalene was the one coed dorm, and Mitchell was the other women’s dorm at Dubsy.


    “And they haven’t caught the guy yet?” Sputnik demanded.


    Paul shook his head. “They barely even have a description of him.”


    “Don’t you find it odd,” a cool voice spoke up from the other end of the table, “that we have a hero here in our city, and yet, when young, innocent girls are attacked right here, he does nothing about it?”


    “What are you suggesting, Greg?” Alan asked, narrowing his eyes. My own jaw tightened as well.


    “I’m just pointing out that it’s rather suspicious,” he shrugged. “For all we know, Dark Lightning could be perpetrating the crimes himself, which is why he’s never been caught. After all, aren’t the descriptions eerily similar? Dressed in black, masked, elusive….”


    “Youcannotbe serious.” I was livid with Gregory for even making such a suggestion.


    “I’m pretty sure it would be easy enough to verify,” Alan said calmly. “We could just cross-reference the dates and times of the attacks with the reported activities of Dark Lightning. After all, he can’t be in two places at once.” Alan, Sputnik and I all turned to see Greg’s reaction.


    Gregory clenched his jaw, clearly annoyed by Alan’s quick logic. “Fine. Let me posit an alternate scenario: from my research, I’ve deduced that it’s quite likely Dark Lightning is young, probably no more than college-aged. He might even be a student here, or at one of the other universities. What kind of superhero lets girls get attacked in his own home?”


    “You don’t know this is his home,” Sputnik snapped. “Or that he’s in college. Just because you’re good at percentages doesn’t mean—”


    Gregory leveled his gaze at the energetic redhead. “Oh, I’m pretty sure I’m right about this. I’ve been thorough in my calculations and in my hypotheses, and—”


    “That doesn’t even matter,” I interrupted angrily. “You can’t expect someone like that to be everywhere at once. If he didn’t help those girls, I’m sure he had a good reason.”


    He narrowed his eyes at me. “Is that what you’ll tell yourself when it happens to you?”


    I sat back abruptly, as if he’d slapped me.


    “Gregory!” Alan intervened sharply. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t scare her like that!” To me he said, “Don’t listen to him. I’m sure they’re beefing up security and you have nothing to worry about.”


    I nodded vaguely.


    Gregory shrugged again, in that cool and impartial manner he had. “I’m sure he’s right. And if for some reason Campus Security fails, you can always hope for your beloved hero to save you.”


    I just glared at him.


    “If I was a hero,” Sputnik murmured, breaking the silence, “and you were in trouble, I’d definitely go out of my way to save you.”


    We all looked at him in surprise. His eyes got wide. “Did I say that out loud?”


    Alan started laughing, and Sputnik turned redder than his hair. “Crap.” He avoided my eyes. “Forget I said anything, okay?”


    I smiled gently. “It’s okay, Sputnik. I’d accept your help anytime.” I meant it, but I also meant to give my words a bit of an edge, directed at Greg. If he got it, it didn’t show; he was already walking away.


    It was an equally grim scene at the Mercy mandatory meeting. Sandy, our normally cheerful and motherly hall director, was grave and stern as she talked about extra security measures. “You are to have your ID badges with you at all times,” she insisted. “Never let anyone in you don’t recognize, even if you’re just trying to be nice.”


    A girl raised her hand. “What about our boyfriends?” she asked. “Are they still allowed in the lounge?”


    Sandy sighed. “Yes, but we are moving curfew to twelve and I don’t want to hear any complaints about it,” she added loudly, over the protests that were beginning to rise up. “All gentlemen must be out of the dorm by midnight, is that clear?” She looked around at us all. “So far we’ve avoided having any attacks in our dorm, and I want to keep it that way. The safety of you girls is my priority, so if you see anything or anyone suspicious hanging around, you tell me, one of the RAs, or campus security, right away.”


    Mona, my other suitemate, raised her hand. “You know the side door sticks, right?” she said. “It doesn’t close right away, and sometimes the latch doesn’t catch.”


    Sandy frowned. “No, I didn’t. Stacy, write that down and we’ll get maintenance over to fix it first thing in the morning. We’ll also be installing alarms in all the rooms,” she told us. “We’ll have another meeting next month to go over how to arm them. In the meantime, everyone be safe, stay together, and look out for each other. Oh, and your housing requests for next semester are due next month. You’re dismissed.”


    Jill and I exchanged a serious look as the meeting broke up. “Scary, huh?” she murmured. “I guess this means you don’t want to move down to the first floor now.”


    I frowned. “Huh?”


    “Oh—didn’t I tell you? I found out one of my suitemates is transferring to Pitt next semester. I talked to my other suitemate—her name is Kim—and she’s willing to let you move in.”


    “Really?” My face lit up. “That would be great!” It was no secret I hadn’t been getting along with Nicki. “Where is she? I’d like to meet her.”


    Jill scanned the room. “Um, it looks like she might have headed back already. She’s studious, too, but not sanctimoniously so. I’m pretty sure you’ll like her. In fact, let’s grab a form now, before we forget.”


    The prospect of getting a new roommate and sharing a suite with Jill was so cheering that it was hard to feel as properly solemn and serious as we were supposed to. Between planning my fall semester, preparing for the summer, and trying to decide what to do for Spring Break, I had a lot on my mind. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to push the worry all the way out; and it didn’t stop me from double checking the lock on our dorm room door before I went to bed.


    


    I finally called Davin back at the end of the week, when things had started to settle down. The phone rang and rang as usual, and just when I was expecting his voice mail to come on, instead I heard, “Hello?”


    I was startled into stammering, “Uh, hi, Davin?” “Yeah, this is Davin.”


    “Oh, hey, I was expecting to get your voice mail. This is Anna.”


    “Oh! Hey! How’s it going, Anna?” He sounded happy.


    “Good, good. I, uh, I wanted you to know I got your card…”


    “Oh, great.”


    “Yeah. Thanks. That was really sweet of you. Um…”


    “Glad you liked it.”


    I paused, trying to figure out how to say what I had to say next. “So…what are you doing for Spring Break?”


    “Oh, um…I don’t know. Kevin’s talking about taking The Beast to New York or something. Or maybe Seven Springs for skiing, you know.”


    I was both relieved and disappointed. “That sounds cool.”


    “Yeah, well, I haven’t decided if I’m going yet. What are you doing?”


    The juxtaposition of those two sentences confused me. Did it really matter to him what I was doing? “Um…I haven’t really decided yet either…but I think I’m going to go home with Jill.”


    “Oh. Who’s Jill?”


    “Jill Hanschu. She’s a semester ahead of us. She lives in my dorm. Anyway—”


    “That redhead I’ve seen you with the last couple times in the cafeteria?”


    “Yeah, that’s her. She’s invited me to her place. She lives near here,” I added unnecessarily.


    “That’s nice of her.”


    “Yeah, she’s become a good friend.”


    I heard a sigh over the line. “I’m trying, Anna, I’m just really busy—”


    “Whoa, Davin, calm down. I wasn’t trying to say that you’re not a good friend. I was just talking about Jill.” I frowned at his defensiveness.


    “Oh.”


    I closed my eyes and exhaled. “You know, I kind of miss our chats, too,” I said into the silence.


    “Yeah. Well maybe sometime…I don’t know, after finals or something, we can hang out again.”


    “That would be nice,” I said. There was another pause. I decided if he didn’t feel like talking, then for once, I would be the one to end the conversation. “Well, thanks again for the card, Davin.”


    “You’re welcome. Really.”


    “I guess I’ll talk to you later.”


    “Yeah.”


    “Okay. Well, have fun skiing, if I don’t see you before then.”


    “Yeah, you have fun, too.”


    “I will. Okay, bye.”


    “Bye.”


    I hung up with a heavy heart. I didn’t want to think about how Davin always managed to get my emotions twisted up, so I grabbed my keys and ID card and went for a jog.


    


    In my head, I had these daydreams thatsomehowneither Davin nor I would end up going anywhere for the break, and we wouldsomehowmagically reconnect. These little fantasies usually ended with him telling me how much my friendship had meant to him, just before asking me on a date. But it didn’t work out that way. Instead he and some other guys piled into Kevin’s Beast and headed to Seven Springs, and I went with Jill as planned—though a little sulkily at first. Jill was nice enough to pretend not to notice and let me sort myself out on the way to her house. We ended up having a pretty good week, despite the fact that Davin kept popping into my head about every ten minutes.


    Jill’s family lived nearby in the North Hills of Pittsburgh, in a nice community called Wexford. It wasn’t an exciting, action-packed week, but that was okay. We both enjoyed just relaxing, sleeping in, and catching up on movies and TV. In fact, the quiet rhythm had become so nice that I was dreading going back to school a little. Jill was ready; as much as she loved her family she couldn’t wait to get back to her own way of doing things.


    It probably also helped that Jill’s mom was more than a little freaked by all the news of the attacks; she about wore Jill out with making her promise to be extra super careful at all times. Mrs. Hanschu even went out and bought us each a small canister of pepper spray: “Carry it with you at all times,” she insisted, pushing it into our hands.


    While back at Dubsy, school officials were often just as adamant about safety, at least we were kept busy enough to take our minds off it once in a while. The last few weeks flew by; it was hard to believe my first year was already coming to an end. End-of-semester papers and assignments seemed to multiply and it was common to see groups of students walking together to and from the library. It was frazzling enough just to try to get all the assignments done; adding in the anxiety of another possible attack just put everyone on edge. When finals came, I couldn’t wait for it all to be over so I could go back to getting at least five or six hours of sleep—and I knew I wasn’t the only one.


    I ran into Davin just outside the cafeteria one afternoon. He was sitting in the bright sunshine with a textbook in his lap, but his eyes were closed.


    I walked over. “Are you dreaming your way to a better understanding of science?”


    His eyes flew open and he stared up at me. “Hey,” he said, rubbing and blinking his eyes. “How are you, Anna?”


    “I’m well,” I told him. “On my way to my Spanish final.”


    “Ah.Español.”


    “Sí.” I smiled. “You look tired.”


    “I am,” he sighed. “I’m so tired nothing is sinking in, and I have my Changing Universe exam at two. But I can’t stay awake to study.”


    “Maybe you should just rest,” I suggested. “Remember Dr. Howard used to say that the brain can’t remember things without enough sleep.”


    “I don’t have time for sleep,” Davin mumbled.


    “I hear ya.”


    He looked up at me again, squinting in the noon sun. “So how was your Spring Break?”


    “Good. Relaxing. How was yours?”


    “Okay. I’m not much of a skier. But we had fun. I tried snowboarding for the first time.”


    “Oh? How was that?”


    He grinned at me. “Awesome. I kinda got the hang of it, you know, after I fell down about a hundred times. It helped that my brother and I used to ride our sleds as if they were surfboards.”


    I snorted. There was a pause and I glanced in the direction I was heading, ready to sayhasta.


    “So…what are you doing this summer?”


    My face lit up. “I’m going home. To Brazil. My parents were able to find some cheap tickets.”


    “I thought they were living in Virginia, now.”


    “No, that was when I was in high school. They moved back around the same time I started here.”


    “Oh, I see. So, first time home from college, then, huh? You must be excited.” He smiled wistfully as I nodded. “That’s great, Anna. I hope you have a great time.”


    I smiled. “It will be good to see them again. What are you doing?”


    He hesitated. “I’ll be around here for most of the summer. I might go home for a little bit, but I got a job at the Giant Eagle down the road.”


    “Oh. Well, that should be good.” I don’t know why I said that, except that it sounded like what I should say.


    He smiled at me wryly. “Yeah, I’m sure I’ll have a riveting summer working at the grocery store.” He yawned widely.


    It was contagious. I covered my mouth and sighed. “I take it you were up late studying, too?”


    “Something like that.” Subconsciously, he rubbed a fresh bruise on his jaw.


    I frowned, knowing better than to ask about it, but still wondering who had punched him. Honestly. How did he get beat up so much? Who would want to hurt him, and why? It made me uneasy even to speculate. He had dark circles under his eyes, too, and unconsciously I rubbed my own eyes, which were gritty with lack of sleep. “At least you didn’t get woken up by the cheap, faulty alarm system they put in your dorm,” I said darkly, still rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.


    He frowned. “What happened?”


    I yawned again and shook my head. “After those two attacks, all the girls’ dorms put in alarm systems in all the rooms. They’re supposed to be a deterrent, a preventative measure,et cetera, and I get that. But right now, they’re just a nuisance. Sometimes the batteries die, and they go off in the middle of the night. Or some girl stumbles in from partying and her roommate forgot to turn it off. All I know is, someone on my floor had had their alarm go off every night this week, and none of it was an attack. But all of us suffered a lack of sleep.”


    He frowned. “I’m sorry they haven’t been working right,” he said slowly, “but I guess it’s better to be safe, right? I mean, at least they’re doing something about it. Maybe they’ll get all the bugs worked out over the summer.” He glanced across the lawn for a moment before adding, “Hey, that reminds me. I wanted to ask for your address.”


    Blame the lack of sleep. “My address?” I echoed stupidly.


    “Yeah. You know. Of where you will be in Brazil, this summer. You know. For mail? Little white envelopes with stamps…” He squinted up at me in the sunlight, grinning.


    “Oh! Right. Um,” I fumbled in my bag for a scrap of paper and my pencil.


    He took the scrawled address and tucked it into a pocket of his backpack. “You don’t mind, do you?” he asked suddenly. “If I write you?”


    “No, that would be fine,” I said. “That’d be cool.” I didn’t know whether to act nonchalant or pleased; I was afraid of over- or under-reacting. Given his track record, I didn’t want to expect too much, but then again, there was something sweet about him at least asking and intending to write. “It, uh, it would be great to hear from you.”


    “Okay. Well, thanks.” He patted the pocket he’d tucked the slip of paper into, and then there was an awkward pause.


    “You’re welcome,” I said abruptly. “Thank you. Good luck with science.”


    “Yeah. Good luck with Spanish,” he called after me.


    “If I don’t see you…have a good summer,” I said.


    “You, too,” he said. “Stay safe.”


    I glanced back at him one more time before booking it to my final. I got there just as Señora Prepelkastarted handing out the tests.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    


    “Friendship is unnecessary,

    like philosophy, like art...

    It has no survival value;

    rather it is one of those things

    that give value to survival.”

    —C. S. Lewis


    


    The blast of tropical heat that greeted me when I stepped off the plane felt like I’d stepped into a warm, sweaty, hug. I didn’t think I’d ever miss the climate, but after the freezing and overcast winter, I was glad to be back in a place where the sun shone every day. The lush greenness was not unlike some parts of western Pennsylvania, but Brazil’s forests had a richer, more tropical feel. I was sweating before I even reached the car, but it felt inexplicably good. Or at least, it felt familiar, and that was what felt good.


    My family greeted me with hugs and kisses and even a few tears. My brother, Andrew—Andy—even looked happy to see me, and for once didn’t call meBobeña…at least, not right away. It was his special nickname for me—it means something like ‘little silly girl.’ He looked like he had grown a couple of inches, but what was worse, he was growing a mustache. I groaned. “Andy? What’s this?” I pointed to his lip.


    He grinned at me, his teeth showing white next to his dark tan skin. “You’re the first girl that’s complained about it,” he teased.


    “Not true,” my mother contradicted. “I tell him every day that he needs to shave it.”


    “And I tell him every day to leave it,” my father jumped in. My mother shook her head at him smilingly as he took my suitcase and motioned to Andy to grab my carry-on bag. We all climbed in the beat up minivan that my dad had gotten for a steal during our years in Virginia.


    The long flight had left me tired and sort of dry feeling. I was quiet most of the ride, just enjoying the bustle of the city and the bright, almost brazen colors of the neon signs. It was the heart of São Paulo. The summer heat rippled from the sun to the earth and back up again. Everything was shiny and glimmering and it was wonderful. I was home.


    And then it hit me. I was home. Thousands of miles away from my new friends and my new routine and way of life. I hadn’t expected to miss school so soon. I had thought that maybe, by the end of the summer, I’d feel ready to go back. But I had not thought that only two weeks later I’d be school-sick.


    I didn’t want my family to notice; they were so happy to have me back. And I was happy to be there. Mostly. But it was strange how a place could feel like home, yetnotfeel like home at the same time. I’d been away from them for a year, and longer from Brazil. Things had changed.Ihad changed. Even coming back from furlough never felt this way. It was good to be surrounded by my family and people who knew me, the Real me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I didn’t really fit there anymore. Life had gone on without me. I’d missed out on important things in our part of the city, and in our church—births, weddings, deaths.


    One afternoon as I was trying to read, I overheard some of our neighbors talking to my mother—in Portuguese, of course. I was disappointed to find that I’d become rusty and couldn’t recognize all the words. For some reason—on top of everything else I was irritated about—it made me angry with myself. I grabbed my water bottle, lip balm, and wallet, tossed them into my backpack, and snuck out the back, letting the door close quietly behind me. I had to go for a run.


    I hopped on the nearest metro and headed into the city to Ibirapuera Park, São Paulo’s equivalent of Central Park. It’s a big, busy place, home to several museums and monuments; yet there was something calming about it—an island of green tranquility in an ocean of concrete chaos. I set off at a jog but quickly came to the conclusion that I wasn’t getting enough exercise in college, even with the required Phys. Ed. classes and my occasional jogs; instead I slowed to a walk. Above the trees, skyscrapers still loomed as far out as I could see. Even still, just being there, sheltered a bit from the city, I began to feel more peaceful.


    I found it strange that a park in São Paulo could remind me of Pittsburgh—even stranger still, that I was glad of the reminder. It helped me begin to feel like I could connect the different parts of my life. The familiar sound of the not-too-distant traffic was like a familiar lullaby; the steady stream of bikers, joggers, walkers, and street performers made up a rhythm not unlike the beating of my heart or the inhale/exhale of my lungs. I wasn’t so out of place. Brazil was in my blood, forever. It would always be a part of me and who I was. I was raised there, I had played games in the very park I stood in, and I had learned about life there. Maybe I was learning more about life, about different kinds of things in college, but I would never be rid of my past, my upbringing. And I wouldn’t want to be. But I still couldn’t see how it would fit with my future.


    I rounded the loop heading toward the Museum of Modern Art, not at all planning to stop until I saw their display. For a moment I just stood there, catching my breath. Banners and posters proclaimed a special exhibit for the summer: comic books. Featuring the artwork of Brazilian comic book illustrator Roger Cruz, familiar faces of some of my favorite heroes peered out at me through the glass.


    And there it was: another important piece of my past, something that had shaped me into the woman I was becoming. Superheroes. I wanted to go in, but museum visits aren’t cheap, and I wasn’t working that summer (unless you counted all the unpaid childcare I did for my family’s church). So I just lingered a moment, outside looking in, wondering again why comic book heroes were such a constant source of fascination for me. Despite the unrealistic portrayal of women’s bodies (sometimes covered apparently in nothing but dental floss), I felt a kinship with the stories. As if, as fictional as they were, they could tell me something about my own story.


    I eventually wound my way back to the metro station and headed home. At one stop, a young mother and her small child climbed on and sat across from me. The boy seemed to share my love of heroes; his shoes and shirt bore the images of several well-known comic book icons. Old enough to know he ought to stay seated but too young to be good at sitting still for long, he hopped off his mother’s lap and tried to run down the aisle. She called his name sharply, but it wasn’t until the train began to brake for the next stop that he turned toward her. The sudden stop in momentum, which merely made the rest of us lean forward in our seats a bit, caused the small and unsteady boy to topple over. He picked himself up quickly, but seeing a bleeding scrape on his hand, he began to whimper.


    His mother tried to soothe him; in gentle tones she explained that once they got home, she’d take care of his little wound. Without a word, I reached into my bag and found my first aid kit. I pulled out a band-aid, reached across the aisle, and held it out to her. She looked up in surprise, but it quickly turned to gratitude. Flashing me a smile, she then turned her attention to bandaging her son’s scrape.


    I watched her, and that, too brought back memories of Pittsburgh…and a certain young man I’d given more than a few of my band-aids to.


    


    


    “So, who’s the guy?”


    I rolled over on my bed to face Andy. He stood in my doorway, leaning on the frame. “What are you talking about?”


    He came in and sat on the edge of my bed. “Come on. You’re my sister. You think I can’t tell when you’re thinking about some guy?” If he hadn’t been privy to so many of my mood swings while in the throes of my previous crushes, he might have been oblivious. But all through high school, Andy had been one of my best friends and closest confidants.


    Still, I didn’t answer right away. I sat up next to him and stared at my bare, brown feet. The metallic green nail polish Jill had lent me was almost completely chipped or rubbed off. My toes looked terrible. But I had never worried about a pedicure in Brazil before, even a self-given one. I felt so jumbled up and confused about everything. “Bobeña?” He nudged me.


    I sighed. “That’s right. That’s what I am. A silly girl. You might as well tattoo that on my forehead. Right here,” I motioned with my thumb and pointer finger about two inches apart, “in big, black, bold letters. BOBEÑA. Or just plain IDIOT.”


    He gave me a troubled look. “Anna? What’s with you? You don’t really mind when I call you that, do you?”


    “No,” I snapped. “I deserve it. I am a silly girl. I’m a moron, actually.”


    Andy was silent for a moment. Then, “You wanna tell me about him?”


    I sighed. “His name is Davin.”


    “What kind of name is Davin? I can tell already that this guy is a loser.”


    I gave him a pained look. “He is not a loser,” I told him. “He’s just…confusing.” I told him the story of how we had met, and my big brother listened patiently as I related the stories that made up our evolving friendship. “I really like the guy, and I’m glad we’ve become friends,” I summed up. “The problem is,” I hugged a pillow tightly to my chest, “he just doesn’t see me that way. And I don’t even know why I care. I know he’s dealing with something. I just…I don’t like him simply because I feel sorry for him. At least, I’m pretty sure that’s not it.” I shook my head and shrugged. “But I know I don’t want to keep feeling this way when he doesn’t see me like that.”


    Andy sighed. “That’s tough,” were his words of wisdom. “You know, though, I have to say, as your big brother, that this guy doesn’t sound like he’s worth your time. You deserve someone who treats you like you’re the most important thing. And if he’s always running off, what is that telling you about what’s important to him?”


    “Do you think I’m just a Last Resort friend?”


    He frowned, pondering this. “I want to say yes, but if that were true, I don’t know why he’d bother giving you a Christmas present or a card. Last Resort friends are for getting from, not giving to. I mean, unless he’s a very highly advanced manipulator.”


    “I really don’t think he is,” I told him. “After what happened with Emily, I know I would be able to sense that with others. And I don’t get that from him. I think he wants to be truthful and sincere, but something is stopping him. What that is, I have no idea. I mean, I could be completely wrong, but…I don’t know. I can tell when he’s being dishonest or holding back part of the truth. It’s there in his eyes, like you showed me.”


    “Like I wish I’d never showed you,” he deadpanned, because once he’d explained how to tell when someone was lying, I used to call him on it. Sometimes he’d slip something by me with a straight face, but it was rare. The problem was, he could also tell when I wasn’t being entirely honest, either. He scrutinized me. “There’s something else you’re not telling me. What is it? Spill.”


    I chewed my lip. “You have to promise not to tell Mom and Dad.”


    His eyebrows shot up. “Um, no,” he flatly refused. “I will not promise anything of the kind, and you know exactly why. I will, however, use my wise, older-brother discretion. What is it?”


    “I just don’t want them to worry,” I said. “It’s not an Emily-type-thing. It’s…there have just been a few…attacks on campus.”


    He frowned sharply. “Attacks? Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, yeah, I’m not one of the victims. It’s just…they haven’t caught the guy yet.”


    “And…part of you wonders if your mysterious friend Davin has anything to do with it.” The fact that I didn’t even need to put it into words first, that he just knew what I was getting at, was one of the reasons I always went to Andy. We’d been pretty close our whole lives, and we thought similarly about so much; it was easy for me to talk to him even when I didn’t have all my ideas fleshed out.


    “Is that terrible?” I sighed, covering my face with my hands. “Itisterrible. He is a really great guy, and I don’t honestly believe he would ever do that, but….”


    “But you like to figure things out. Right now you’re taking two seemingly unconnected mysteries and trying to piece them together.”


    “So you think I’m crazy.”


    “No.” He shook his head. “I just think you need more evidence. You have good instincts, Anna. Trust them, but always try to back them up with facts if you can. For example: does he have an alibi for when these attacks occurred?”


    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “All I really know is that he’s got a secret. He’s lying about something.” I sighed. “It could just be that he’s in counseling or AA or something, and doesn’t want anyone to know. I mean, he’s never been anything but a gentleman with me, and last winter we spent a bit of time together. The campus was practically deserted—he could have done anything to me, but he didn’t.”


    “This attacker—does he have a type? Is he a serial?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I read this one article that quoted a profiler who works with the police, and he said that most likely the Hallway Stalker is an opportunist, some guy who just saw a chance to do something bad and get away with it, and got hooked. Then this other psychologist in another article said it was just as likely that he stalked his victims ahead of time, knew their schedules and routes, because the opportunities were always a little too perfect. But none of the girls had anything in common that either of them could see.”


    Andy nodded slowly. “In that case, if Davin was the Hallway Stalker, you would think he’d have taken advantage of the situation you described.”


    “Exactly. On the other hand, the attacks started happening just after that.” And hadn’t Davin run off that very first night it had happened? He had abruptly left the party for some mysterious purpose, and I remembered watching the news later that night and hearing about the first attack. But why would he run off just to go all the way downtown to assault some random girl? It absolutely did not make sense.


    “He’d have to be Jekyll and Hyde,” I went on, shaking my head. How could the guy who barely kissed me, holding me so gently that New Year’s Eve, and who walked me back to my dorm be a psychopathic misogynist? If all he wanted was opportunity, I’d been right there. In the dark. Alone. And all he did was hold the door open for me. “Who he is when he’s with me just doesn’t fit with a psycho who goes around attacking college girls.”


    “Well, no matter what, Anna, I think you need to be really careful. Trust your gut, but look for facts, too. And whatever you do, don’t confront him when you’re alone with him.”


    I rubbed my temples. “I know this is all so silly. I’m making something complicated out of nothing. But thanks for listening. Are you going to tell Mom and Dad?”


    He shrugged reluctantly. “They’ll be worried, if I do.”


    “Which they shouldn’t be, because campus security is tighter now.”


    “That won’t make them feel better if they know you’re hanging out with the guy you think is behind the attacks.”


    I thought for a long moment. “No, I don’t actually believe that Davin is the Hallway Stalker,” I said slowly. “I just had to talk it out with someone who would take me seriously without freaking out. So, thanks for that.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yes. The truth is, whatever is going on with Davin, it started long before there was a Hallway Stalker on the loose.”


    “And you just have to hope that whatever his issues are, they won’t endanger you?” Andy shook his head and sighed.


    “I don’t really think they will.” When my brother scoffed, I persisted, “I know you think I’m being too trusting, but I’m not. You tell me to trust my intuition, well there it is: my instinct about him is that he is good. Broken, but good. I mean, despite the way he keeps so much to himself, he does care about people. He’s a good friend, too. And when I’m with him, I really enjoy myself. We’ve had a lot of fun together. I feel like I’ve seen a side of him that not many people get to see. And having seen that, I can’t really believe anything terrible about him. To be honest, I really care about him.”


    “Even if he turns out to be a sociopath?”


    “He’d still need a friend,” I said. My brother glared at me. “I’m kidding. I mean, I’m not—he really does need a friend. But it’s only when I’m away from him that these doubts creep in. It’s when he runs off that I start wondering too much where he’s going. When he’s with me, I don’t get any weird, creepy vibes at all. I mean, atall. He’s mysterious, yeah, but I feel totally safe with him.”


    “And I suppose you still want to figure out what his deal is.”


    “Of course I do.”


    Andy sighed. “Geez, Anna. You couldn’t have picked a less complex guy to fall for, and your freshman year, no less?”


    “Told you,” I leaned against his shoulder. “Bobeña.”


    “You’re not an idiot,” he argued. “You just care too much sometimes.”


    “And think too much,” I added.


    “Yeah, that too. I just hope you’re right about him, and he’s really worth your time.”


    “Now you sound like Jill,” I complained.


    “I just know you. Whatever is going on with this guy, chances are you already have it figured out, but you don’t want to admit it. Even though you’re brilliant, you second guess yourself too much, and you let your blind spots get in the way. You talk yourself out of the truth all the time.”


    I scowled at him. “What are you talking about?”


    “Like with Emily. You knew, right away, that there was something off about her. Remember? But you shrugged it off and convinced yourself it was just because you didn’t know her very well. You made excuses for her half the summer before you’d admit she was too much for you to handle. As much as you love figuring things out, sometimes you’re afraid to face the truth. How do you know you’re not doing the same thing all over again with Davin?”


    “Because Davin and Emily are two very different people, for one thing. I’m not afraid to face the truth; I just don’t want to jump to any conclusions. Look, just forget I even brought the Hallway Stalker thing up.”


    “Even if I could, I still wouldn’t be convinced that he’s good for you.”


    “Why?” I tried to keep the resentment and defensiveness out of my voice.


    “Even if he’s not a psycho, he’s still é uma pessoa preguiçosa.”


    My frown deepened. “Did you just call him a slacker?”


    He shrugged, unrepentant. “It seems like he’s causing you more heartbreak than anything, so I have to wonder: how is that a good friendship?”


    “It’s only heartbreaking because I like him as more than a friend, and he doesn’t think of me that way,” I protested. “He’s still a good friend.”


    “Running off and ditching you half the year is what they call good friendship these days?”


    “It’s—” I sighed in frustration. “He’s busy,” I defended, “and I already told you he has issues. But he’s trying. And I’m sorry, but where is it written that only people who have their act together are allowed to have friends? What if I’m supposed to be there for him for a while, and later he can be a better friend to me?” I pulled back to face him.


    He raised one shoulder blade up in a half shrug. “Look, I don’t know this guy. What I do know is that you wouldn’t be the first person to talk themselves into staying in a dysfunctional relationship.” He leaned back on one arm to face me better. “I’m sorry, but I think you deserve better. I hate to see you upset over someone who doesn’t appreciate you. And who may or may not be a sociopath.”


    My unsmiling expression didn’t change. Andy was supposed to be my wise, elder brother, but his words didn’t make me feel better. I knew that if I had been on the other side of the conversation—if a friend had told me some of the things I’d shared with Andy—I’d probably be just as concerned. Why couldn’t I get anyone to see that Davin was more than what he appeared to be? Or was I the one who was blind—was I just seeing what I wanted to see? I wanted to know how my emotions had spiraled so completely out of control.


    Andy put his long, tan arm around me. “He’s out there somewhere, Sis.”


    “Who is?”


    “Your Hero.”


    “My what?”


    “Don’t you remember? When you were about twelve you used to say that you wanted to marry a superhero.”


    I gave a half-laugh. “I forgot about that. That’s funny.”


    “Yeah. Hey, that reminds me: Is it true, those rumors about some kind of superhero out by where you go to school?”


    Something about the juxtaposition of the two subjects combined with Andy’s assertion that I needed to trust my instincts reminded me of my old suspicion that Davin might actually be Dark Lightning. There was still a part of me that thought it was as unlikely as the idea of him being the Hallway Stalker. Even so, I couldn’t seem to stop myself from thinking through the possibility once again.


    “Yeah,” I said slowly, reaching for my scrapbook of articles. “Yeah, it’s true.” I forced a smile and began flipping through the pages of articles I’d collected over the past two semesters, showing them to my brother, who read each one eagerly.


    “This is unbelievable,” he breathed, his fingers tracing each line as he pored over every detail. As he read, I remembered and relieved each one, trying to recall if any of the instances had coincided with Davin’s secretive disappearances, or any of his odd injuries. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed faintly possible.


    “Wait, is this the same guy?” Andy interrupted my musings. “I thought his name was Shadowman. Why are they calling him Dark Lightning now?”


    I bit my lip to keep from smiling as I turned the page and showed him the clipping of the editorial letter I’d written. He read it and then looked up at me, shaking his head and smiling. “Anna, this is amazing. You have a Superhero in your own backyard. That is so awesome!”


    I smiled, my mind still whirling with possibilities. “I know.” What was it Andy had said moments ago? Trust your instincts, but look for facts.


    “And hey,” he added, giving me a playful shove, “maybe you’ll even get to meet him!”


    “Maybe,” I agreed. And maybe, I thought to myself,just maybe…I’ve already met him.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    


    “If we would build on a sure foundation

    in friendship, we must love friends

    for their sake rather than for our own.”

    —Charlotte Bronte


    


    Davin’s letter didn’t come until almost halfway through the summer, when I’d nearly given up on him. I mean, I had told myself I wasn’t expecting to hear from him—even if he had asked for my address, I was sure he’d forget or be too busy—but all the same I kept rushing to get the mail. I froze when I finally saw it in my hand. He had written!


    I left the rest of the mail on the table and went straight into my room. I closed the door and sat on my mattress. If my hands trembled as I opened it, I didn’t notice because I tore into it so quickly.


    


    “Dear Anna,


    First of all, I apologize for not writing sooner. Work has kept me busier than I thought it would. Then the rest of the time I just want to relax. I checked some comic books out of the library. I am enjoying them.


    I guess one reason I haven’t written was that I wanted to be able to tell you something interesting, some funny story or something, but my summer has been pretty dull. It’s very quiet here, though not as deserted as it was during winter break when you and I hung out.


    Actually, it turns out that it’s really lame to stay on campus over the summer. Almost everyone else is gone, but I’m still not up to spending three whole months with my parents. Kevin’s around, too, so I mean I have stuff to do and people to hang out and goof off with. But there’s no one to be deep with. There’s no one to be Davin Adam Kowalski with. I didn’t realize how much I’d come to appreciate that until you disappeared for the summer.


    Miss you, Friend.


    -Davin

    


    PS: Also, there’s no one to patch me up when I do stupid things like trip into our bunk beds and give myself a black eye. Where’s Dr. Fisher when I need her??


    Just kidding.”


    


    I gave a trembly sigh as I finished reading. Then I read and reread, doing what girls do best. What was he saying? Why did he saythat? Surely he wouldn’t have said that if— but—


    I laid it on the bed in front of me and leaned my back against the wall. I chewed my lip, considering whether I should let Andy read it and tell me what he thought. Then I pulled out one of my many spiral bound notebooks and began scribbling a reply…but I couldn’t get past the beginning. I imagined a dozen different things to say and twice as many ways he’d interpret and respond to each one. I gave up. I lay back on my bed and re-read the letter again, written on plain, lined paper. He had written me! I chased thoughts around in my head, each one more confused than the one before. I didn’t know how I had become so crazy about that guy.


    Later in the evening, I went to sit out on the back porch to clear my head. It was hot and still, the sun just starting to set. Hardly anything stirred, not even a breeze. Had it been a few hours earlier, I would have already been sweaty. I was annoyed when only moments later, Andy sat down beside me. “What are you doing out here?” I mumbled, trying to hide my irritation.


    “Hey, Sis. Can I have a seat?” He sat without waiting for me to answer, and took a sip of the iced tea he’d brought out with him. He offered me some, and I declined with a wave of my hand. He didn’t say anything right away. Instead we just looked out at the neighborhood. “You’re not having a good summer, are you?”


    I gave a half-hearted shrug. “I’m not having agreatsummer,” I admitted.


    “On a scale of one to ten, ten being the vacation we took in Orlando, and one being the Summer of Emily,” he gave me a dark, knowing look and we both shuddered, “how would you rate this summer?”


    “Hm.” I contemplated Andy’s question. While it was definitely no Orlando, it was nowhere near the Summer of Emily, which Andy and I also candidly called “The Summer of Hell.”


    Emily Albright was our cousin, daughter of our dad’s sister, and a year younger than me. A few years previous, Andy and I had spent the summer with the Albrights in Southern California. I was going into my junior year, and Andy had just graduated. My aunt and uncle were having some trouble with Emily, and we were sort of supposed to be a good influence on her. It didn’t exactly go that way. Suffice to say that she probably impacted us more than we affected her.


    As it turned out, Emily wasn’t just a spoiled kid acting bratty. No one knew at the time, but she had legitimate emotional problems. Her parents naïvely thought she was just being a moody teenage girl. It wasn’t entirely their fault; Emily knew the right (or wrong) thing to say to everyone. Before those terribly long three months were over, she had tried to turn my brother and I against each other, threatened to commit suicide numerous times, and had suffered so many panic attacks that we lost count. I had to share a room with her, and I lost more sleep that summer than my whole freshman year.


    I tried so hard to help her, to be there for her, but in the end, it wasn’t enough. Years later, I still felt shaken by the memory. I could look back and see that it had changed the way I looked at people—especially people who needed some kind of mending: either I could help them, or I couldn’t. Most of the time I felt like there was nothing I could do for anyone, including myself. Davin, though hurting and grieving, did not give off that manipulative, emotionally needy vibe that I had become so intimately familiar with because of Emily. Even so, I hadn’t wanted to get involved with someone who was hurting for a long time after that.


    So why did I suddenly want to be there for Davin? And if my instincts could be off about her, could they be wrong about Davin, too? I was circling back through the same questions that had plagued me all summer, when Andy gave me a nudge.


    “Time’s up,” he said, smiling. “So what’s the score?”


    I had practically forgotten his question in thinking of Emily. Another shudder. “Um…” I looked skyward. “A…five, I guess. Somewhere around there. Maybe a four or a six, depending on how it ends up.”


    “I’m sorry it hasn’t been better.”


    I shrugged again. “It’s not that it’s terrible. I’m just bored. I kind of miss campus life, you know?”


    “And maybe a guy named Davin?”


    I sighed. “Did I tell you he wrote me?”


    He cleared his throat and gave me a look. “You read it to me.”


    “Oh, yeah. You were supposed to help me interpret it.”


    He rolled his eyes. “Anna, it’s not written in another language.”


    “Oh yes it is,” I declared. “It’s written in boy language, and I don’t speak it.”


    “Boys don’t have their own language,” Andy argued. “That’s girls.”


    “Humph. Could have fooled me,” I retorted.


    “Come on, Anna, what’s so hard to understand about it? He missed you. End of story.”


    I considered that. “Yeah…but did hemiss memiss me, or did he justkindof miss me a little?”


    He stared at me. “And you say girls don’t have their own language.”


    “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “I can see you’re not going to be any help.”


    “I don’t know what you want me to say,” he grumbled. “I can’t read his mind any more than you can. I’m not even sure I want to.” Before I could protest, he changed the subject. “Can we talk about Dark Lightning instead?”

    I grinned. “Yeah, I guess.” After all, Dark Lightning was probably my second favorite guy to talk about.


    


    My first letter from Jill had been in a yellow envelope with pink flowers and had been rather silly, all about her boring summer. Her second mailing was not in a little yellow envelope but a big manila envelope containing other goodies.


    


    “Dearest Friend,” Jill wrote,


    


    “I apologize for being remiss in my attentions to you. I really have been missing you dreadfully. (As you can see, I’m still reading too much British literature.) “I’m sending you this article because, naturally, I thought it would interest you. I actually watched some of the coverage of it on the news, but don’t be jealous, I recorded some, too. We’ll watch it when you come back. Which reminds me: I’m so excited that you’re going to be my suitemate this year!!!


    “I’m still having a rather dull summer, but I have to tell you this. I went by Dubsy last week to drop a few things off with my roomie. And guess who I ran into?? Yep, Davin! He recognized me (though he forgot my name) and asked if I’d heard from you lately. He also told me to tell you the next time I talked to you that he says hi and that he’s very sorry that he’s been too busy to write you back yet. So now you know. I thought that was rather inadequate, but well-meant, I suppose. I hate to say it but he wasn’t looking so great. Kind of zombie-like, if you ask me. (OR...vampire-like!! I told you!!!!!) I think he might even have had a black eye.…Anyway, we didn’t really talk but I told him I’d pass on his message. But I sincerely hope your summer is getting along just fine without him.”


    I sighed and turned the page over.


    “Well, I’m afraid I still don’t have much to say. My summer is as dull as it was last time I wrote. I spend a lot of time reading...too much, according to my old friends. I call them ‘old’ because they were friends to me in a different stage of life. I find that they are like pureed baby food that has lost its appeal as I have grown and my appetites have changed. I crave deeper friendships based on things below the surface. That’s why whatever I do with my old pals, I wish you were along. I’d shoot you a smile and you’d know exactly what I was thinking. I miss you, friend, but I hope you are having a wonderful, relaxing time with your family. Let me know when you’re coming back so I can know when to pick you up at the airport.” Then she signed with a little heart, her name and a smiley face underneath. Then a few lines down, in different color ink, she’d added a postscript.


    “PS: I decided to throw in these doubles of the pictures I took during finals week. Sorry they’re so late ! ” Another smiley.


    I gave a dramatic little sigh and blinked away the beginnings of happy tears; I was so lucky to have her as a friend. I set aside her letter and turned to the other contents of the envelope. The article which she’d referred to was several pages of newspaper folded up. I unfolded it and gasped. On the front page, in big, black letters, the headline hollered: PITTSBURGH DECLARES DARK LIGHTNING A HERO!Underneath was a picture of an inferno, at the center of which appeared to be a tanker truck and a bus, both horribly mangled and intertwined, like a grotesque imitation of modern sculpture. I gave a little shiver as I devoured the article.


    “Pittsburgh. In a press release earlier today, Mayor Smyth has declared the man known only by the name Dark Lightning to be a local hero. Yesterday, when an oil tanker collided with a greyhound bus, the mysterious do-gooder was the first on the scene to help people, and, witnesses say, the last to leave until the work was done. According to one account, he dug through the wreckage with ease, giving weight to the theories that Dark Lightning is endowed with a special, above-average strength.


    “Sources at OilCo say they are unsure as to why one of their trucks or truckers would have crashed. However, crime scene investigators have already begun theorizing about the brakes. “We know that the drivers of both the tanker and the bus were not intoxicated or under the influence of any drugs,” states Herman Himmelstein, head of the CSU. “We are currently doing a thorough investigation of the vehicles.”


    “While no one knows what exactly caused the incident, theories abound. Some citizens even hint that perhaps the newly named “hero” was involved in order to gain more publicity for himself. Whatever the case may be, there are plenty of Pittsburghers who are ready to defend the mysterious figure.


    “Leave the guy alone already,” complained one woman when questioned. “Yinzhave done enough damage to that guy’s character.” See HERO, A-3.”(Yinz—another Pittsburgh word that was basically their version of y’all.)


    I read the rest of the article, but it was mainly more of the same. I felt angry as I read some of the accusations and finally set the paper aside in disgust.Well, I thought,even comic book heroes had their critics.I just couldn’t figure out why anyone would distrust “DL,” as I’d begun calling him to myself. But I realized that the unknown would always bother some people.


    On page two of the paper, something else caught my eye: HALLWAY STALKER CLAIMS ANOTHER VICTIM; STILL ELUDES POLICE. I shivered again—but for an entirely different reason—and scanned the short article. This time, the girl had been a student at Point Park. She’d simply been walking home from a party when a guy followed her into her dorm, forced his way into her room, and raped her. Her description of her attacker was as vague as the others—wearing dark clothes, with something covering his face. She did, however, add a new distinguishing factor: she said she was pretty sure he’d been wearing sunglasses. The rest of the article was full of the same tips for protecting yourself from such an attack—Check your surroundings. Keep your keys out. Carry pepper spray or another deterrent. Walk with friends.The article ended with the police promising they were still doing their best to find and stop the Hallway Stalker before he claimed any more victims. I folded the paper back up and put it back in the envelope, trying to also put it out of my mind.


    That night at dinner, I passed around the photos Jill had sent me and talked more about school than I had in weeks. I’d thought that bottling it in would spare my family’s feelings, but they enjoyed hearing that I was doing well and finally making a few friends at school.


    “Jill seems like a nice girl,” my mother said, flipping through the stack. “This Davin boy on the other hand….” She held up a picture Jill had taken of Davin and me together. He was actually smiling in it, his arm lightly around my shoulder. But he was still dressed in black, scruffy, and sporting a few abrasions on his face. We both looked exhausted—but that’s what finals will do to you.


    I just looked at my mom. “Don’t say it,” I sighed. “I know. He’s a mess. But he’s a good guy underneath that.”


    “Are you sure you’re not just blinded by your— inexplicable—attraction to him?” She pursed her lips. My mom knew me too well; she’d been privy to all my fleeting high school crushes. She was the one who told me to be myself and not change for any guy, no matter how good looking or charming he seemed. Perhaps that was partly why I was drawn to Davin: He allowed me to be myself and was asking nothing from me, nor was he trying to charm me with his dazzling looks or stellar personality.


    “No,” I said honestly. I’d given it quite a bit of thought over my weeks away. “I know it sounds weird and it’s hard to explain but…we’ve just sort of bonded.” I blushed then, thinking suddenly of our sort-of kiss. I decided not to mention that.


    “Didn’t you say he took you on a date or something?” my dad said, as my mother passed the pictures to him. I felt like I blushed even more deeply and squirmed. “Not exactly…we were just hanging out.”


    “But he paid for your dinner and movie ticket, right?” Andy confirmed.


    “Yeah…but only because I didn’t have any money….” “Sounds like a date to me,” my dad said, peering through his glasses at the photo of Davin. I didn’t quite like the scrutinizing expression on his face, but there was no reason for me to expect anything less from my family. They would always be a bit protective of me, the youngest, no matter how old I got. Traveling between countries had made us a fairly tight group; I was learning to be independent at Dubsy, but I was still very connected to them. And as I looked around at my family, chatting and nagging and laughing over our meal, I realized that my angst and school sickness was not so bad. It was actually quite normal. This was part of life, this growing up and feeling that tension between closeness with my family and learning to be my own person. Whatever Davin was to me, it was a blip compared to what I had with my family. It was time for me to put things back into perspective.


    In that moment of clarity, I realized that as much as I cared about Davin, I didn’t have to be a slave to my feelings. I’d allowed myself to mope and pine for most of the summer, but school was approaching and it was time for me to get a grip. It was time to seize the day, as Davin would have said, but also to know when to let go.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    


    “A woman uses her intelligence

    to find reasons to support her intuition.”

    —G. K. Chesterton


    


    I didn’t hear the news until the day I got back. Almost the minute I got off the plane Jill was flagging me down. As I waited for my luggage at the baggage claim, she told me she had Big News. “Do you want me to just spill it, here and now,” she asked, “or get you home and let you experience it unfolding properly like the rest of us did?”


    I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about, so as my olive green cargo bag emerged, I heaved it onto my shoulder with a grunt and said, “Just tell me!”


    “Okay, but let’s at least get to the car,” she said.


    I rolled my eyes. After what seemed like an endless flight, with no less than three wailing children (translation: no sleep for Anna), two connections, and six bathroom trips, I was ready to collapse. I was pretty sure whatever her big news was, it probably didn’t concern me much and could even keep until after I’d gotten a decent night’s sleep.


    But after she deposited my bag in the trunk and saw us both buckled into her car, she drew a deep breath. “Okay,” she said. “Two weeks ago, it was all over the news.”


    “What was?” I yawned.


    “They revealed Dark Lightning’s identity.”


    There were several seconds of silence as my friend’s announcement slowly penetrated my fuzzy, sleep-deprived brain. Still, even as it sunk in, all I could manage in response was, “What?”


    “I’ll show you the press conference,” she told me as we made our way back to campus. “I recorded it for you. The police department was there and everything. It was very official.”


    “So…” I seemed to be having trouble processing the concept. “He just…told everyone who he was? He gave up his secret identity?”


    “Yep.”


    I felt my heart begin to pound. “And…who was it?” I asked carefully, already picturing the black ski mask being pulled off to reveal Davin’s face.


    But to my surprise, Jill shrugged. “I don’t know. Some guy, I forget his name. He’s cute, though. Well, you’ll see.”


    I rode silently the rest of the way back to Dubsy, while Jill prattled and filled me in on all the latest tidbits. I was in a stupor; my brain was buzzing with questions and possibilities about Dark Lightning and Davin, but at the same time I was so weary that I had to fight to keep my eyes open.


    Jill took pity on me and told me we’d watch the promised press conference the next morning. “You get some rest,” she said, handing me my bag as she dropped me off at my room. I didn’t need her advice to comply; I was asleep as soon as I crawled into bed, and I slept soundly for nine hours. If my dreams were troubled with Dark Lightning or Davin, I didn’t remember it in the morning.


    When I awoke, however, the first thing that occurred to me was that I’d learned something important. My slowly waking brain searched itself to recall what it was. When I heard a soft knock and Jill’s voice call, “Anna? You up yet?” through the door, it all came back to me.


    I leapt out of bed and threw open the door to my friend. “Morning.”


    She grinned at me. “Someone slept well, I see.”


    “Yes. And I have just remembered the incredible news you gave me last night, and now I am sufficiently awake to give it proper consideration.”


    She laughed. “Yeah, I knew you had to be out of it last night. I was kind of expecting more of a reaction, to be honest.”


    While she spoke, I’d been glancing around my room, only to discover that it wasn’t my room. “Um, Jill…justhowout of it was I last night?”


    “Fairly. You mentioned something about screaming babies and too many connecting flights. You looked like you did most of finals week,” she added helpfully. “Why?”


    “Well, I’m just trying to figure out where I am, exactly.”


    She laughed, seeing my confusion. “Did you forget you requested to be my suitemate this year?” She gestured to the room. “This is your new room. The RAs wouldn’t let me get any of your stuff out of storage, but I figured the least I could do was put some sheets on your bed since you’d probably be tired.”


    I just looked at her. “Jill, you are seriously the best ever.” I threw my arms around her. “And I missed you tons over the summer.”


    She hugged me back. “Yeah, I missed you, too. Now get dressed and come watch the thing I recorded for you!” She darted back through the bathroom and into her own room.


    “I can’t watch it in my pajamas?”


    “You can, but I’m starving and I’d like to go to lunch when it’s over. Wouldn’t you?”


    “Jill!” I called to her through our connecting bathroom as I pulled on some jeans. “You realize I’ve been more than twenty-four hours without a shower, right?”


    “Oh, who cares,” she grumbled. “You look fine. Just put on some deodorant and a bra. I mean, aren’t we just going to be getting sweaty lugging your stuff down from storage anyway?”


    She had a point. I frowned at my sloppy reflection as I passed the mirrors and continued into Jill’s room. I rather liked that we were living so close. “Okay, fine,” I announced, “I’m as ready as I can be under the circumstances.”


    “Come here,” she said, barely glancing at me. She had her recording all queued up and gestured for me to sit on her roommate’s bed. As soon as I was settled, she pressed play.


    On the screen, there was a platform full of official looking people, and a man stood at a podium with a microphone. A banner at the bottom of the screen identified him as “Bert O’Leary, Chief of Police.” Flash bulbs went off as he began to speak.


    “Citizens of Pittsburgh, it has come to our attention that the masked vigilante known as ‘Dark Lightning’ was apprehended last night.” A burst of voices babbled forth an eruption of questions, which he silenced with a raised hand. “Units were responding to a routine call in S’Liberty,” (the Pittsburgh pronunciation of “East Liberty,” one of several neighborhoods in the heart of the city) “when they found Dark Lightning binding another man. Our forces apprehended them both and brought them in for questioning.”


    “Isn’t it true,” one reporter in the audience burst out, “that he had just immobilized a drug dealer?”


    Chief O’Leary sighed. “I cannot comment on any ongoing investigations,” he replied. “We do have officers looking into the activities of both men that night.”


    “Are you going to release the identity of Dark Lightning?” another reporter asked.


    The chief motioned to someone off screen. “Yes,” he said, directing his attention back to the reporter. “We are releasing his identity, because we are asking for anyone with information on this man to come forward.”


    Even though Jill had already assured me that it was not Davin, I still felt my heart squeeze in some mixture of dread and anticipation. They flashed a picture in the upper right corner of the screen of a guy in his early-to-mid-twenties with floppy blonde hair. He was squinting a bit as though the flash of the camera had surprised him. Jill was right— he was cute, sort of, but he was also…not what I was expecting.


    He was wearing this goofy, sort of startled expression, like a kid who’s been caught doing something naughty but knows he’ll talk his way out of it. The police chief was saying his name was Tony Gale, and that he was a student at Carnegie-Mellon University. He also urged anyone with further information about him to call in on the hotline number they flashed on the screen.


    “That’s not all,” Jill said as the conference ended. “They also did an interview with this Tony guy.” She went to the next bit she’d recorded for me with a sort of eager glee. “This was about a week later, when they cleared him of any charges. They couldn’t really prove that he’d broken any laws, you know.”


    I glanced at her before returning my attention to the screen; I couldn’t figure out why Jill was suddenly a fangirl, when before she’d never showed much interest in DL. On the screen, Tony Gale sat opposite Jennifer Wright in the cozy fake living room studio. “Tell us about how you started down this path of vigilante justice,” she prompted.


    He grinned. “I wouldn’t exactly call myself a vigilante,” he protested, still smiling. “I’d say I’m more of a Boy Scout. A Samaritan. If I see someone who needs help, I do it. Simple as that. As for how I got started…well, it was simple, really. I had the ski mask, and I just happened to be passing by someone who was getting mugged. I thought maybe I should do something.”


    “So you put on the mask—” Jennifer prompted again.


    “Yeah, you know, I mostly just thought it would make me look tougher. Scarier. And hey, it worked!” He flashed another smile at the reporter.


    She smiled back, but it was professional. Stiff, even. “So, what would you say qualifies you to go around helping people?” she asked, and there was a subtle shift in her tone. It was almost accusatory.


    He didn’t seem to notice or get defensive. “Aw, you know. I never really thought about it. I mean, I’ve always been kinda strong. My dad told me I should always use my strength for good, you know? Watch out for the little guy.”


    Beside me, Jill sighed. “I finally get what you see in this guy,” she said.


    I frowned at her. “You do?”


    She paused it and turned to me. “Well, yeah. He’s just a regular guy helping people. It’s kind of sweet, actually.”


    Sweetwas not the adjective I’d been thinking of. I glanced doubtfully at the television, where Tony Gale’s face was frozen on the screen, his goofy grin still in place. For some reason, I felt disappointed by the whole thing. He just came across as so…bland and uninteresting. I guess that was just what I deserved for romanticizing him, just like Davin had warned me not to.Davin. He was probably having a good laugh over the whole thing, if he’d heard. And how had I ever talked myself into considering the notion that he was the elusive hero? I stood and stretched.


    Jill glanced at me. “There’s more,” she said, still holding the remote.


    “Oh?” I said. I’d lost interest. “Um, can we finish after lunch? I’m starving.”


    “Yeah, of course. Me, too.” She slipped on a pair of flip flops and we headed out. The whole way to lunch she prattled about how exciting the whole thing had been and how the whole city was talking about Tony Gale.


    I threw her my own version of the Probing Look. “Jill,” I asked casually as we entered Phelps, “do you…have a crush on this guy?”


    She went red, blushing to the roots of her auburn hair. “What? No! Of course not!”


    I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Really? I mean, it’s okay if you do. You wouldn’t be the first person.”


    “Well,” she kept her eyes averted, “I mean, I knowyoulike him….”


    “Jill,” I laughed, “it’s like crushing on a celebrity. There are no dibs. All of us can admire from afar, because it’s not like we’re ever going to meet him. Besides, I have to say, he’s not exactly what I was expecting.”


    She sat across from me, her brow quizzical. “Why? What were you expecting?”


    “I don’t know.” I chewed thoughtfully. “But they are sure he’s really Dark Lightning, right?”


    “Yeah. They talk about it in the rest of the interview.” She sipped her soda. “Basically, the police caught him in the act of stopping a drug deal. Mask on and everything.”


    “Right,” I said. “But he didn’t try to run away?” She shrugged.


    I was thinking,Why did he let himself get caught? Why would he go on television and reveal his identity? It doesn’t fit.Then I thought, Fit what? You don’t know him. Maybe he was always in it for the publicity.I sighed.


    Just then, Davin walked in. My heart gave a funny double-time thud as I watched him travel across the room. He stopped just inside the large hall crammed with crowded tables; I knew he was just looking for an empty spot but I half hoped he was looking for me, too.


    Then our eyes met.


    He couldn’t have heard, but he might have seen, the sharp intake of breath that served as my unguarded reaction. As he walked over—slowly, but with that loping grace that told me he knew how to use every muscle in his body—I tried to compose myself. Not seeing him all summer had churned my already confusing feelings for him into something of a frenzy. I felt desperate for some sort of sign or clue regarding the possible existence of deeper feelings.


    He stood in front of our table, looking down, a warm smile in his brown eyes. “Hey, Anna.”


    “Hey.” I smiled back, but I couldn’t manage anything else. I was too busy trying to look calm.


    “Join us,” Jill said, filling the gap of my inarticulate flailing with calm cordiality.


    “Oh—thanks.” He sat, and I was afforded a good view of him for the first time in three months. His hair had grown out a bit from the awful haircut he’d had when I met him, and there was something slightly less haunted in his gaze. But he still looked tired and pale, and I could have sworn there were faint bruises on his arms.


    He glanced at me, too, and I was reminded of what a mess I was. Perfect. “How was your summer?” he asked, between bites.


    “Good,” I said. “Yours?”


    He shrugged. “Boring. I wouldn’t say I’m exactly glad school is starting, but it is sort of nice to be getting back into a regular routine.”


    “If you say so,” Jill sighed. “I for one am going to miss sleeping in.” She looked at me. “Am I right? Though you seemed fine this morning—I didn’t exactly have to drag you out of bed to watch that interview.”


    “What interview was that?” Davin asked, forking a piece of pasta.


    I glanced at him before replying. “Jill recorded the press conference and follow up interview where Dark Lightning’s identity was revealed.”


    His fork faltered just slightly, but continued so swiftly I almost wasn’t sure I saw it. As he chewed, he made a face. “Oh, right. I heard about that. Figured you’d be eating it up.” He shook his head, yet he was smiling. He took a few last bites of his pasta and pushed his tray aside, leaning forward on his arms across the table. “So. Is he everything you were hoping he’d be?”


    I cast a wary glance at Jill. “Well…not exactly. He seems nice.”


    “But?”


    “I don’t know,” I mused. “I guess…I just don’t quite understand why he chose to reveal himself now. It’s weird. Something seems…off.”


    Davin and Jill both frowned at me. “Don’t tell me you’re a skeptic,” he groaned. “Seriously?” He shook his head. “Jill,” he appealed, “help me out here.”


    She was only too willing. “I don’t get why you’d doubt him,” she said. “I mean, what would he gain by lying?”


    “Oh, I don’t know: fame, popularity, adoring women, legendary status throughout the city…”


    “Enemies on every corner,” Davin jumped in, correcting my list. “A giant target on his back and the backs of those he loves. A criminal record.”


    “He was never charged with anything,” Jill objected.


    I was watching Davin keenly. “So. What do you think of him?” I asked. “You were the skeptic from the start, so now that he’s out in the open, what’s your assessment?”


    He narrowed his eyes at me, still faintly grinning. He thought a moment, then replied, “I think the same thing I always have: He’s an idiot.”


    Jill’s jaw dropped.


    “Sorry,” he said. “I mean—he seems like a nice enough guy, I’ll give him that.”


    “But?” I prompted, just as he had.


    Davin shrugged. “Guy goes around in costume for a year just getting in other people’s business, and then lets himself get caught by the police, only to let them reveal his identity to the world?” He shook his head. “I don’t see the logic. But to each his own, I guess.”


    “Didn’t seem like he had much of a choice that the police released his identity,” I pointed out.


    “No,” he agreed. “But he didn’t exactly have to do the follow up interview. Don’t get me wrong,” he added hastily, “I’m sure he means well. Truth be told, I kind of like him against my will. He’s very personable,” Davin said. “If someone had to be stupid enough to sign up for watching over this crazy town, I’d rather it be him than someone deranged. He seems pretty trustworthy.”


    “You think?” I kept watching him.


    He laughed at me. “You’re the fangirl, Anna. I thought you’d be the one convincing me!”


    “She didn’t watch the whole interview yet,” Jill explained. “She just heard the news last night.”


    “Right,” I agreed. “I have to process things.”


    “And then overthink them,” Davin teased, referencing one of our earlier conversations.


    “Exactly.”


    “Well, if you overthink this one too much, your bff might just steal him away,” he cautioned, nodding at Jill with a smile.


    Jill blushed again. “Shut up!”


    I sighed. “She can have him.”


    Davin’s teasing smile faded abruptly. For a moment he just looked at me—his trademark Probing Look in full force—as though truly trying to read my mind. “I don’t get you, Anna Fisher,” he said softly. “I feel like I shouldn’t be surprised, yet I am.” He shook himself suddenly and stood. “Sorry girls, I’ve got to go. Thanks for letting me join you.” And without a word of explanation, he was gone.


    Jill sat stiffly, poking at the remains of her casserole. “I don’t know what you see in him,” she said quietly.


    “Don’t start,” I replied, suddenly weary. I picked up my own tray, suddenly eager to be gone. “Because it doesn’t matter,” I told her, standing. “He clearly doesn’t think of me that way, and I’m tired of waiting around for him to.”


    Jill raised an eyebrow at me but said nothing. Instead she picked up her tray, too, and followed me out.


    We spent the rest of the afternoon doing too much work to talk. The school had allowed me to store my few boxes of belongings in a closet on the third floor. This meant that they had to be lugged down two flights of stairs and an endless hallway to my new room. When I’d left, it had seemed like only a few small crates. By the time we’d brought them all down, I could have sworn they’d multiplied in weight and number. How had I accrued so many books—especially non-textbooks?


    All the sweating and lugging and grunting seemed to help, though, or maybe it was having something else to focus on. Just when we were starting to relax—Jill was heading back to her room and I was about to tackle unpacking— my new roommate arrived and asked if we would mind helping her bring some things up? To which we naturally answered yes.


    It took about four and a half trips to get everything out of her station wagon, but she was so apologetic and grateful about it that it was impossible to get mad. Once we got everything in, we cracked open a couple cans of ice cold diet soda from the vending machine in the basement—and I finally got to study my new roommate.


    Kim Wheat was a tall, willowy blonde with a shy but genuine smile. She looked like the kind of girl I’d been intimidated by in high school, but she was much more welcoming and friendly then they had been. She seemed genuinely interested in my framed photos of Brazil, and didn’t sneer at my hero pictures. Kim’s side of the room was quickly decorated with a few battered movie posters (mostly featuring well-known and drooled over male actors, which somehow I just didn’t mind as much as Nicki’s teen magazine pullouts), a homemade quilt, and even more books and movies than I owned.


    As we both attempted to cram our book collections into the dorm’s tiny built-in shelves, I had a sudden realization: I still had to buy my books for the semester. “Crap,” I said aloud.


    “What’s wrong?” Kim asked, looking up from a pile of paperback romance novels she was trying to fit under her bed.


    “I still have to get my books. For class, I mean.” “Oh, me too. We still have tomorrow, though.” “I know,” I sighed, “but it will be packed then, and I really wanted to just sleep in one last day before the semester starts.” I glanced at the clock. “I could just make it if I go now…but I’m all sweaty and gross.”


    Kim glanced at me. “You look fine to me,” she said. “Besides, there’s hardly anyone on campus yet. Most people like to come rolling in sometime after noon tomorrow.”


    The bookstore was empty when I got there, apart from a cranky and lethargic senior at the register who seemed put out that she couldn’t close up early. I was almost all the way through my book list, arms piled high with heavy and expensive textbooks, when another student burst in.


    From behind one of the shelves, I watched in dismay as Chad Chang made his way through the store. I knew I should have gone with my first instinct: Avoid people when sweaty. It wasn’t as if he really knew me, but we had taken a class together the previous year. He was a year ahead of me, and had a reputation for being one of the best looking guys on campus. I was half surprised he wasn’t followed in by some of his constant admirers.


    Still, I wasn’t eager to be seen by him, grungy as I felt, let alone talk to him. I quickly made my way up to the counter with the rest of my books, hoping to slip out unnoticed. Not that I thought he’d notice me, exactly. But if I everwasgoing to be noticed by him, I didn’t really want it to be when I was coated in sweat.


    As the grumpy cashier rang me up with agonizing slothfulness, I suddenly heard a voice right behind me ask her, “Do you have any more copies of ‘Intro to Algebra?’”


    I froze and didn’t turn.


    “Sorry,” the cashier replied, not sounding the least bit sorry. “Those were back ordered. This is the last one.” And with that, she scanned the copy of “Intro to Algebra” that I had pulled off the shelf just moments ago.


    He gave a dry chuckle and stepped closer so that he could come face to face with me. “Well, aren’t you a lucky girl,” he said, smiling.


    “Yeah,” I croaked. “Super lucky. Now I’ll be the only one in class able to do the homework assignments. Hurray for me.”


    “At least you’ll be able to study,” Chad returned, still in a teasing tone. “And who knows? Maybe it will impress the professor and you’ll become his special pet and get good grades without having to try very hard.”


    I laughed at that. “Maybe, but I doubt it. The word on Dillon is that he’s a real stickler.”


    “Oh, you’ve got Dillon for Intro? Me too! What time?” He consulted his schedule. “I’ve got him at two-thirty—”


    “Tuesdays and Thursdays?” I finished in surprise. “Me, too!”


    “Well, now I’m the lucky one, since I seem to know the only girl in class with a textbook.”


    The cashier, who had been waiting through our whole exchange, sighed huffily. “You do know we’ll be getting the rest of the books in by the end of the week, right?” She held out a hand and told me the total. Wincing at the amount, I handed her my card.


    “Still,” Chad persisted, “until the rest come in I’m sticking with you….” He hesitated. “Don’t tell me, I know we had a class together….” He screwed up his face as though concentrating. “Emma?”


    I shook my head, sure I was blushing. I couldn’t believe he remembered I’d been in his class, even if he couldn’t recall my name. “Anna. Fisher.”


    “Right! What did we have together—Basic Humanities?”


    “Um, I think it was Comp I,” I said, feigning a weak memory though I knew perfectly well I was right.


    “Oh, yeah! You were the chick who wrote a paper defending that Dark Lightning dude.”


    “That was me,” I admitted shyly, feeling flattered that he had remembered it.


    “I’m Chad,” he said, flashing me a wide grin.


    The cashier rolled her eyes and held out my receipt for me to sign. “Thank you,” I mumbled. I scribbled my signature and hastily gathered my books to make way for Chad to check out.


    “Well,” Chad said, still smiling at me as he set his books on the counter, “I guess I’ll see you in class, Anna.”


    “Right,” I said, giving a stiff wave. “See ya.” Then I left before I could do or say anything horribly embarrassing, something I’d been prone to during my high school days.


    The whole way back to my dorm, however, I kept asking myself what had just happened. Chad Chang had smiled at me and talked to me like I was one of the pretty, much-admired girls he usually was surrounded by. Things like that just didn’t happen to me; I was invisible to most guys.


    Except Davin, I thought. But then I tossed my head. Davin was different. And even he hadn’t remembered my name from class.


    As I reached my room, I shook myself from my reverie. It was probably just a weird fluke, and most likely he was just being nice. Whatever it was, I was determined not to let it go to my head.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    


    “You never lose by loving.

    You always lose by holding back.”

    —Barbara De Angelis


    


    When I arrived at Algebra, Chad immediately waved me over. I thought that uncommonly nice, considering we’d only just officially met, and I had bought the last textbook available. I sat with a smile and we chatted before Dr. Dillon came in. Chad leaned over and looked at me from under his long, dark lashes and spoke in a soft but assured voice. Suddenly I found myself leaning in to listen better, and I felt my pulse falter every time he smiled at me.


    I knew rationally that I was being silly, and I kept telling myself not to get sucked in by his charms. It wasn’t as though we talked about anything other than the weather and how hard we thought the class would be. Still, I was so bashful and nervous around him that I just kept nodding in response to everything he said.


    As we left the room, we discovered that our next classes were in the same building and continued on together. We resumed our conversation, shifting the topic to whether or not Chad was going to major in History. He had a fascination with ancient cultures, but his parents wanted him to study something practical like Accounting or Business, and apparently they weren’t very happy that he’d chosen to attend Dubsy instead of some place with a little more prestige, like Pitt or Harvard.


    I was so busy nodding and keeping that pleasant look on my face that I nearly didn’t see Davin. He was ducking out of the library, which was next to the Carnegie Humanities building. (People in the Pittsburgh area always pronounce it Car-NEG-ee, instead of CAR-neg-ee, like they do everywhere else. Since Andrew Carnegie—the billionaire who founded Carnegie Hall in New York, amongst other things—had lived in Pittsburgh, I wondered if they knew something others didn’t. Or perhaps it was more mysterious Pittsburghese.)


    Seeing him gave me a jolt, much stronger and more painful than the mild attraction I was feeling for Chad. I wished he’d seen me, too, but he was already hurrying away to the other side of campus. My heart sank and the burst of adrenaline faded from my system as I watched him disappear, a tiny dark dot in the distance.


    “Well, anyway,” Chad said as he held the door open, “I guess I’ll figure it out eventually.”


    I nodded again, this time feeling guilty because I had missed his last few sentences by wondering how Davin was doing. “Thanks for walking with me,” I said, standing near the hallway that led to my class.


    He put one foot on the stairs. “You’re welcome. I guess I’ll see you Thursday.” He smiled at me again, and I savored that on that way to my Humanities class.


    This became something of a ritual with us. We’d talk before class, usually about how boring or hard the previous assignment had been or how bad the Cafeteria lunch had been—heavy, intellectual things like that. I would mostly listen and nod in agreement, since most of his thoughts were something of a consensus opinion anyway.


    Then after class we’d gather our stuff and walk over to Carnegie. He’d say something funny and I’d laugh and he’d even ask me a few questions once in a while. More than once, though, I’d catch a glimpse of Davin strolling out of the building before we went in. He never saw me. But I actually made it a habit to look for him before I’d even realized I’d done it. It bothered me, probably because each time I felt either guilty or fake, and I wasn’t sure which—or even why.


    I still hadn’t figured it out when Homecoming rolled around. I sighed when I saw the flyer for the dance stuck to my door. As I went in, I pulled it off savagely. I’d avoided it the previous year, having come down with a cold the day before and thereby begging off. But even though Tiffany and Misty weren’t likely to hound me about going this year, since I hardly ever saw them, I still felt a twinge of dread. I liked dressing up and all that as much as the next girl, but I’d had some pretty pathetic experiences at dances in high school. Well, actually, overall high school had been wretched. But dances in particular had been atrocious; I’d been a lot heavier back then, dressed up in whatever we could find from the thrift store. I’d go to the dance, and end up standing on the sidelines while all the pretty girls got asked to dance. That’s what I told Jill when she came in and asked if I was going to go.


    Jill gave me a serious look. “High school is over, Anna. It’s time to leave that stuff behind. I think you should go.”


    I shrugged. “Dances are for couples,” I objected. “I mean, it’s fun to go with a bunch of girls, but not when the slow songs start.” Iwasn’tplanning on going. At least, not until a study session when Chad happened to ask what I was thinking about it.


    “Oh…um…” I bit my lip as his adorable face looked at me expectantly. “I was thinking I might go,” I said finally, which was a tremendous lie. If Jill had been there she would have choked.


    “Well,” Chad said, looking slightly nervous for the first time in my memory, “what would you think about going together? You and me?”


    My jaw dropped. I blinked. Had I just imagined that? Or did he really ask me? “Sure,” I blurted.


    “Great,” he said smoothly. I was sure he hadn’t had too many girls turn him down. He smiled. “I can’t wait.” “Neither can I,” I grinned. I nearly burst into Jill’s room, feeling like I was about to have a nervous breakdown. I was equally anxious and giddy when I spilled the news: Chadaskedmetohomecomingcanyoubelieveit?”


    She laughed. “What?” When I told her, more coherently, she looked thoughtful. “So, you said yes.”


    “Of course!”


    “Even though you didn’t want to go an hour ago.”


    “Going with aguyis different. Especially this guy. I still can’t believe he asked me. I mean, really.”


    “It’s not that far-fetched,” she chided. “And it’s fine that you changed your mind. I’m just glad it wasn’t because of Davin.”


    I whirled to face her. “What does that mean?”


    She shrugged. “You know. I just hate seeing you pine over him when he’s clearly not ready for or even capable of a serious relationship right now.”


    “What? Why would you say that?”


    “Look, I know you think the world of him, and I’m sure he’s a nice guy. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. He’s got trouble written all over him.”


    I frowned deeply. “Jill! That may be the most judgmental thing I’ve ever heard you say. You hardly know him.”


    She folded her arms defensively. “You’re right, I don’t. But I see the way you look at him and talk about him...and it just doesn’t seem like he has his act together enough to appreciate you for the great catch you are. And I’m sorry, but that puts him on my bad list. And here you have a guy who actually seems to have taken an interest in you. I’m saying it’s an improvement.”


    I bit my lip, feeling conflicted. “Look, Jill, I know you’re just being loyal, and I appreciate that. But Davin...well, he’s my friend, too, even if you don’t see it. But...that’s all we are right now, and I get that. Chad... nothing may even happen with Chad, but I’m enjoying hanging out with him. He’s a nice, cute,normalguy. And right now, that’s enough for me.”


    “Good,” she said. “You should have a normal guy who sees you for what you are. That’s how it ought to be. I’m glad he asked you to the dance, and I’m glad you’re going. Maybe it will remind you of how nice it is to be in a normal, drama-free relationship.”


    I didn’t say anything. I sometimes felt that way, too, that maybe I should let Davin go his own way and focus on my healthier relationships. I still cared about him, but I barely saw him; it made me wonder if he was avoiding me. That stung—but there to ease the pain was Chad. I was starting to really like him. I tried to tell myself that hanging out with a guy like Chad was just what I needed. Someone without a lot of baggage and secrets. And I almost convinced myself. Almost.


    By the time the night of the dance came, I was nervous—giddy, but nervous. I felt really pretty and special by the time I was ready—not at all like I had in high school. Jill helped me do my hair, and the dress was borrowed from Jill’s roommate Lindsey, who was around my size—short and curvy like me, not skinny petite, but not overweight either…those days were behind me. It was a dark burgundy red—a color Ilove—with sequins around the neck and hem. My hair was up with curls hanging down and I was wearing more makeup than usual—but it was a special occasion.


    Chad picked me up promptly at eight, bearing a white rose. I was excited and fluttery-nervous. He looked fantastic, of course, with his dark hair hanging over his forehead and his lean body in a dark suit.


    His attractive, angled eyes looked me over approvingly. “Anna, you look amazing.” He smiled—a smile that I am sure he perfected over the years to send the girls a-swooning. I kept my balance, however, as he led me to the dance floor.


    The lights were dim, the music was good, and I was with the most handsome guy there. It should have been the perfect evening. I think Iwantedit to be, and I just kept telling myself how perfect everything was. Chad was being a gentleman, and he was making me feel attractive and desirable. During a slow song, he drew me a little closer. I rested my head on his shoulder (since he wasn’t all that much taller than me) and tried to feel as wonderful as I’d imagined I’d feel.


    Then I saw him.


    A wave of icy hot adrenaline washed over me; I tensed up a bit and Chad asked if I was all right. “Fine,” I said, forcing a wide smile. I glanced back to where I’d seen Davin. He was sitting at a table—talking with Jill. My stomach lurched. I wanted the song to end, but the stupid singer just kept dragging it out, repeating the chorus about eternal love and so on over and over, holding out long notes over piano and saxophone.All right already, I thought irritably,we get the point. Droga! Just end the song!It finally did, and I told Chad my feet needed a break.


    He led me to the table where his friends sat; I hesitated briefly and glanced a few tables over where my own friends (and Davin) were sitting. As Chad sat next to me, he followed my gaze. “Friends of yours?” I nodded. “You wanna invite them over?” He motioned to some empty chairs at the table beside us.


    I shook my head. “Nah. I’m fine.” I forced a cheerful smile. Chad sat next to me, and had the exasperating audacity to rest his arm on the back of my chair. I really didn’t want to invite Jill, Lindsey, Kim, or Davin over, partly because there was no room at our table, but partly because I wanted to get away from the people I found myself enveloped by.


    Chad Chang was gorgeous and popular, and the friends he surrounded himself with were equally attractive and social. They were also, unfortunately, rather shallow and snobby. I’d started out the night wanting to give his group the benefit of the doubt; I’d tried not to assume they’d fit the stereotype. But the girls gave me the obvious once-over that clearly let me know they didn’t think I was Chad-worthy; the guys almost completely ignored me and kept talking about how they wanted a beer. In between dances, the boys huddled together and talked in low voices. I couldn’t tell if they were talking about sports or their dates (or both) but one word I heard them use a lot was “score.” The girls, on the other hand, blatantly critiqued the outfit of every girl in the room and gossiped the whole time. The worst part was, Tiffany, my erstwhile suitemate and lunch partner, was dating one of Chad’s friends. She completely ignored me. Apparently I was no longer worth her time, though she did give me the jealous eye when I sat down with Chad.


    I sat there, not a part of either group, and not particularly holding Chad’s attention—except for his arm, still staking his claim on me. When we danced, I enjoyed myself. But at the table, failing to integrate into his social circle, I had half a mind to get up and leave. I didn’t, mostly because it seemed both rude and a waste of a good hairstyle. Instead I stayed there, staring unhappily into space and trying not to glance in Davin’s direction.


    I caught my eyes straying his way again, and felt my heart jolt when I saw he was no longer in his seat. For one second, my heart plummeted; he’d left without even talking to me. But then he was right there, making his way toward me, and my pulse began to race. I straightened in my chair, and Chad noticed my movement, breaking off his conversation with his friends long enough to ask, “Is everything okay, Anna?”


    “Sure,” I replied distractedly, and several people glanced in the direction I was staring.


    “It’s that weirdo in the trench coat,” one of Chad’s friends murmured. I automatically shot him a dirty glare.


    “Oh my god, he’s coming over,” his date hissed, nestling closer as though Davin had some kind of contagious disease.


    Ignoring everyone else, he nodded at me. “Hey, Anna.” His eyes flickered momentarily to Chad—and presumably his territorial arm. But he smiled at me nonetheless.


    “Hey, Davin.” I tried to sound calm and nonchalant. “Long time no see.”


    “I know. How have you been?” Once more, a glance at Chad, whose arm was curling closer.


    “Good,” I said. “How about you? Still busy as usual?”


    “Always,” Davin replied, with a wistful smile.


    “This is Chad,” I said. “Chad, this is Davin.”


    Chad gave him a tilt of his head as acknowledgment. “Hey, how ya doing.” He was polite, but a little stiff.


    Davin nodded back at him.


    From across the room, I could sense the rest of my friends watching; sure enough, Jill was shooting me a glance with her eyebrows nearly halfway up her forehead. I bit my lip. I knew what she was thinking: Drama!My table—full of Chad’s snobby friends—was silently unwelcoming.


    “So, do they have anything to drink here? I’m so thirsty.” I looked at the plastic cups in front of the other girls.


    “Yeah, over there by the door,” Tiffany informed me, her first sentence acknowledging me since I’d sat down.


    I started to move, but Chad stood. “I’ll get it. You want water?”


    “Yes, please.”


    He moved off, slowly. He didn’t want to go, I could tell, but he also wanted to make it clear that he was responsible for me for the night. As soon as he was gone, as if on cue, every other couple excused themselves from the table and went to dance. Which left me alone with Davin. Not the way I would have chosen, but it was a relief just the same.


    “Wow. Was it something I said?” Davin quipped, watching the exodus.


    I sighed. “No. It’s them. They’re not allowed to mix with other life forms.”


    He laughed softly. “Right.”


    “Which explains why they’ve been ignoring me all night,” I went on, feeling at once nervous and bitter and frustrated. When Chad had asked me to the dance, I’d thought it sounded perfect. My shot at a normal romance. But I could see two things clearly: 1) I didn’t mix with his group, and 2)…I still had feelings for Davin.


    “Their loss,” Davin said.


    I looked up at him in a rush of gratitude. “I’m really glad you came over,” I said.


    “Yeah. Well, you looked like you could use a friend.” Davin looked like he had something on his mind, something he needed to tell me, when Chad came back.


    “Still here, huh?” My date set my glass of water on the table and drew his chair a little closer to me. We were all quiet for a moment, the air pulsating both with the techno song and the tension between us.


    “Aw, man,” Chad muttered suddenly. He reached for a napkin and pressed it to his thumb. “I’m bleeding.”


    I looked at him in surprise. “What? How did that happen?”


    “I don’t know…I probably scraped it on the decorations at the punch table. They have all these wooden hearts up to go with their lame ‘Love is in the Air’ theme, and the point of one of them must have scratched me as I was getting a drink.”


    I glanced at the scrape, frowning. It didn’t look too bad. “Sorry.”


    He shrugged. “I don’t care. It doesn’t hurt. I just don’t want to bleed on anything.” He pressed a paper napkin to it.


    “Oh, well, Anna—you’ve got your first aid kit, right?” Davin nodded first at me, then at Chad. “She’ll fix you up. Regular doctor-in-training, am I right?”


    “Um, I didn’t bring it,” I said; my “dress” purse was far too small for all but the absolute essentials. “Sorry.”


    Chad shot me a bemused frown. “You’re studying to be a doctor? You never told me that.”


    “No. That’s just something Davin likes to joke about.”


    “I wouldn’t joke if you weren’t always patching me up,” Davin retorted. He looked at Chad again. “You must have noticed, right? It’s kind of cute, actually.” Though my heart fluttered, I tried to shoot him a warning glare. He ignored me. “I like to call her Doctor Fisher.”


    Chad shook his head. “No, can’t say that I’ve seen…Dr. Fisher…in action,” he replied, glancing at me again.


    “Oh.” Davin looked genuinely perplexed by that information. “Huh. Well, she’s told you all about her favorite superheroes, though, right?” He grinned.


    “Superheroes?” Chad echoed, one eyebrow arched as though he thought Davin was putting him on.


    “Yeah—you know, Spider-Man, Dark Lightning, the X-Men….”


    Chad shot me another mystified look. “She might have mentioned Dark Lightning once or twice, but that’s about it.”


    “Really? Only twi—” Davin also looked confused, but then he caught himself. “Oh. Well, you’re lucky, then. She used to never shut up about that guy.”


    Chad just nodded absently, as though his mind was busy evaluating me in a whole new light.


    I was at a complete loss for words, with no idea how to reassure either of the two guys that I wasn’t purposely misrepresenting myself or anything. It was just that Chad usually did most of the talking. If he’d asked, I’d probably have told him. And it wasn’t like Chad was constantly getting banged up the way Davin was.


    Before I could say anything—before I had figured out how to explain myself without making either guy sound bad—Chad’s friends returned from the dance floor. They were still giving Davin the hostile “intruder” glare and I felt my shoulders tightening up with tension. Could my night possibly get any worse?


    “Say, Chad,” Davin said abruptly, as if sensing my discomfort, “I know you’re Anna’s date for the evening and all, but you wouldn’t mind if I had one little dance with her, would you?”


    I looked over at Chad apprehensively, not entirely sure what his response would be.


    He looked at me, then at Davin, rubbed my shoulder lightly, and considered. Suddenly he smiled, first at me, then at Davin. “Sure, Man. If she wants to. No problem.” He looked at me and I panicked. Did he expect me to refuse, or to make up my own mind?


    Davin looked across the table at me. “Well, what do you say, Anna? Would you like to dance with me?”


    My mouth opened, but it seemed like an hour passed before the words crossed my lips. “Yeah. Sure.”


    He stood, walked over, and extended his hand. I took it and he pulled me up. “Just one,” Chad reminded us as we headed to the dance floor. But as I walked with my hand in Davin’s, I had a sudden wild desire to just keep going, leave the dance with him and not look back.


    The repetitive techno song was just ending and faded into a slightly softer, slower pop song...about love, of course. Davin put his free hand on my waist. My heart began beating even more rapidly, which I hadn’t thought possible. But then, Davin and I had never been very close physically—except for that one New Year’s peck.


    “Thanks for coming to my rescue,” I said.


    “The least I could do. You looked so unhappy sitting there.”


    “You noticed that, huh?”


    He pulled me just a fraction closer. “Yeah. I noticed.”


    We were silent for a few moments, just dancing.


    “He doesn’t deserve you, you know,” Davin murmured.


    “Who? Chad?”


    “No. Theotherguy who had his arm around you all night.”


    “If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect that you’re jealous, Davin.”


    “What makes you so sure I’m not?”


    I looked up at him in surprise. “Well, then why didn’t you just ask me to the dance yourself?” My words hung in the air a moment, seeming loud over the song. I didn’t exactly want to take them back, but it was probably the boldest thing I’d ever said to a guy. And my stomach clenched itself in knots while I waited for his reply.


    “Yeah, I suppose I could have, except I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to make it until the last minute.” He shot me another one of his sad smiles. “Though of course I don’t consider myself a very worthy candidate, either,” he apologized. “And then…there’s the fact that I didn’t know how you’d respond, considering this is our second conversation of the semester.”


    “Right. There is that.” I sighed. “I mean, I get it, we’re both busy. That’s fine, as long as you’re not, you know, avoiding me.”


    His arm tightened around my waist and drew me so close our bodies touched. “If I was, I’m doing a pretty terrible job of it at the moment.”


    “Horrible,” I agreed, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. It wasn’t because his grip was too tight, mind you. It was just the sudden proximity. And he smelled sogood, the scent of fresh coffee and rain clinging to his skin as he leaned in.


    “It wasn’t on purpose, you know,” he added after a moment. At my blank look he clarified, “I wasn’t avoiding you intentionally. I was just having a rough semester, and I’ve been swamped…time got away from me.”


    “Okay. As long as you weren’t just trying to get out of a few band-aids.”


    He laughed softly. “Scouts honor, Dr. Fisher. I’ve actually grown fond of your mending, and I probably could have used you once or twice.”


    “But?”


    His smile faded. “I guess I have a stubborn streak. I hate to always be dumping my troubles on you. You deserve better.”


    “Oh, so now we’re back to what I deserve.”


    “I’m just saying—”


    “You’re saying you’d rather go it alone than risk inconveniencing someone who cares about you.” I pulled away and just stood there, arms folded. “And you wonder why I compare you to Batman?”


    He shook his head, gently took my arms, and drew me to him again. “I’m dark, but I’m not that dark. I’m not out for revenge against anyone,” he retorted.


    “Well, I should hope not.”


    He didn’t answer right away. “But I am working through a lot of stuff.”


    “I know you are,” I said softly. Instinctively I tightened my grip on him, and he mirrored my movement. “But don’t you think it sometimes helps to talk about that stuff?”


    He smiled, though it looked a little grim. “Sometimes.”


    “Like, have you ever tried therapy?”


    “For a while. Right after Gina died. It helped, a little. But a therapist can’t help me with what I’m going through right now.”


    That sounded mysterious and vaguely ominous, so I asked, “Why not?”


    “Because I’m not a textbook case of anything,” he replied. “Now can you stop trying to diagnose me, Dr. Fisher, and just dance?”


    “I was just trying to help. Not fix you—just help.”


    “I know.” He sighed as the song ended. “Right on cue, here comes your date.”


    “Davin, wait.”


    He shook his head again. “It’s fine. Really, Anna. I need to get going anyway.” He nodded briefly as Chad walked up, and shot me one last look: that sad, apologetic attempt at a smile that I was starting to see too often. “Thanks for the dance, Anna. See you around.”


    I didn’t say anything; I could find no words that would express the swirled chaos of emotions inside me. So I just watched him go right out the door.


    Chad stood beside me. “May I have this dance?” he bowed slightly, smiling that perfect smile again. Not a hint of sadness, or even irritation, if it came to that.


    I tried to smile in return. “Okay.”


    “So,” he said after a suitable pause, “that Davin guy. Didn’t look like he was much of a dancer.” I didn’t know how to respond to that. “Was he, uh…I mean, did the two of you date, or something?”


    “No,” I said. Good. Simple question. Even simpler answer. “We’re just friends.” Good grief, had I really said it in that flat, depressed voice? “I mean, we hang out sometimes. More last year. But we were both too busy to worry about relationships.” Too busy. What a marvelous euphemism for ‘incredibly messed up and confused.’


    He pulled back so that he could look at me. “Are you still too busy?”


    I stared at him. What was he asking? “Um…no, not really, I guess.”


    His response was to twirl me, and then dip me. I looked up at him and he said, “So, how about next Friday? Are you free?”


    “You’re asking me out? On a date?”


    “Well, yeah,” he chuckled, pulling me upright again. “I know it’s usually customary to wait at least until the end of the first date before planning a second, but…I don’t know. I’m enjoying my time with you. I’d like to do it again sometime. What do you say?”


    “Even after everything that Davin said?”


    “What, about how you like to play doctor?” He grinned suggestively. “Yeah, I think I’m good with that.” His smile faded and he appraised me. “Is something wrong? Why the hesitation?”


    “Well, for one thing, I don’t think your friends like me very much.”


    He shrugged. “They’ll come around.”


    I wasn’t sure I wanted them to. Then again, it wasn’t like anyone else was banging down my door, and Chad was a great-looking, charming guy. If he wanted to date me, who was I to say no? The one guy I really wanted had just made it abundantly clear that he was not about pursue me, and for all I knew he didn’t have any desire to, ever. Wasn’t it my prerogative—my responsibility, even—to move on? “Okay,” I replied, “sure. Let’s give it another shot.”


    Chad wrinkled his forehead. “You know, you are really not like other girls,” he said.


    “Oh believe me, I know,” I assured him. I couldn’t tell if it was a compliment coming from him, but he smiled as he said it. I pushed down the questions that were nagging at me, the doubts that Davin himself had raised. Chad barely knew me. Would he have wanted to date me if he really knew what I was like? Would he have wanted me if he could have seen me a couple of years ago? In high school? When my hair had been frizzy and I hadn’t learned how to put on make-up? When I was thirty pounds heavier? Would he like me once my geeky side started to show?


    “So, next Friday, then?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light and even.


    “Yeah, maybe we’ll grab some dinner and catch a movie.”


    “Sounds good.” I smiled back at him, but in the very next second I was distracted. I happened to look over at Jill, and a jolt like static electricity went through me. Davin apparently had come back in, and he was grabbing his trench coat from the table. He waved goodbye to Jill and left again without even looking at me. I suddenly felt the way Cinderella might have felt if she hadn’t had that convenient midnight curfew: my feet were hurting, my hair was slipping free from its pins, and my makeup was getting all smudged from sweat. I was unbelievably tired, undeniably depressed, and I just wanted charming Prince Chad to take me home.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    


    “False friendship, like the ivy,

    decays and ruins the walls it embraces;

    but true friendship gives new life and animation to the object it supports.”

    —Richard Burton


    


    Chad and I only went on a few dates. I had known before he ever asked me out that there was really nothing between us, but I hadn’t bothered to listen to my intuition. Yeah, he was adorable and popular, and I’d been a bit dazzled by his charm. I’d never imagined a guy like him could be interested in a geeky girl like me. And perhaps on some level I’d hoped he could help me get over Davin. We actually had a good couple of weeks, but after that it unraveled pretty fast.


    When he came back from Thanksgiving break, he suddenly became scarce and hard to get a hold of. At first I didn’t let it bother me, but eventually I began to get the impression he was deliberately avoiding me. One day after class—the only place he couldn’t evade me—I cornered him.


    “Look,” I said. “If you want to call it quits, just tell me. Man up and say it to my face. Don’t just skulk around. I can take it.”


    He sighed. “Look, Anna, you’re a nice girl—and you’re pretty and smart—but I just can’t get tied down right now. My parents are on my case about my studies and my future all the time, my professors are assigning tons of homework…I’m swamped.”


    “I get it,” I said. “What I don’t get is why you didn’t just say so.”


    He was silent a moment. “Well, whatIdon’t get is why you decided to ever go out with me when it’s obvious you are more interested in Davin.”


    “That’s—I mean, I just—” Thoroughly caught off guard, all I could manage to do was splutter.


    “It’s fine,” he said. “We gave it a shot, right? I could tell you weren’t totally into it, but I sort of hoped I’d change your mind.” He smiled wryly. “I usually do. But considering you kept dodging my goodnight kiss, I started to think maybe I didn’t have your full attention. And…I’m kind of used to being the center of attention. In fact, I prefer it.”


    “I’m sorry,” I sighed. I had no idea I was so transparent.


    He waved my apology away. “Forget it. Just tell me one thing: why him? Of all the guys in the school you could have fallen for over me, why on earth was it Davin Kowalski?”


    I knew what he meant, and it irritated me. But I also knew he was speaking out of his wounded ego; Chad and Davin couldn’t have been more different—where one was popular and admired by all, the other was an outsider and barely tolerated by most. It had to be perplexing for a guy like Chad to feel like a second choice to such a misfit. I sighed again. “Chad, if I knew the answer to that….” I shook my head. “I wish I could explain it. He just…gets me. And I sorta get him.”


    He nodded slowly. “Well, good luck with that, Anna. Really.”


    “Thanks, Chad.”


    He patted my shoulder as he passed me. “At least we’ll always have homecoming,” he called.


    “Right.” Except all I could think about was my one dance with Davin.


    I expected to feel sadder about ending things with Chad, but it wasn’t like we’d ever been serious. Our relationship had never gotten deep on any level—emotional, mental, spiritual, or physical. I had a few regrets, though: I was ashamed of my own shallowness in letting him sweep me off my feet. Wasn’t that the very thing my mother had warned me against when I was younger?


    And it stung, a little, to find that after all, Chadhadn’twanted the real me. At least, not enough. I also felt bad that he’d been able to tell I was thinking of another guy. How pathetic was that?


    To help take my mind off of boys, Jill invited me home again for winter break, and I took her up on it. I’d been on the verge of saying no and just moping around again, but a wiser part of me prevailed. It was exactly what I needed, short of my own family. I stayed warm in their golden glow while everything outside was cold and gray.


    The Hanschus were so welcoming. She had an older brother, the same age as mine—he was cute, too, but it just so happened that he proposed to his girlfriend that Christmas morning. It was incredibly sweet. I hardly knew either of them and I was tearing up almost as much as the rest of his family.


    Later in the day, I found myself wondering what Davin was up to. I thought back to the previous year, when we’d spent our Christmas together, driving around the city. It made me miss him. So, after picking up their phone and putting it back about twenty times, I finally dialed his number.


    It rang and rang. Then the recording came on. “Hey, this is Davin. Sorry I missed your call. Leave me a message, and you never know…I might get around to calling you back.” I smiled wryly. At least he was honest. Did I want to leave a message, or just hang up? It beeped.Oh, boy. I drew a breath. “Hey, Davin, it’s Anna. I was just calling to wish you a Merry Christmas. I didn’t know—”


    There was a beeping in my ear and I stopped, startled; someone was calling while I was leaving the message. I was startled into abandoning the message and simply answering “Hello?”


    “Yes, hello…I just got a call from this number,” the voice on the other end said.


    “Davin! Hey!” I sank into the nearest seat in surprise. “It’s me, Anna.”


    “Oh hey, Anna! Merry Christmas.”


    “Same to you…how are you?”


    “Uh, okay. I just got to my room.”


    “Oh. Sorry.” Suddenly I was really nervous. “Don’t be! It’s good to hear from you. So what’s up?” “Oh…nothing. I mean, I just called to wish you a Merry Christmas.”


    He chuckled softly. “And a Happy New Year, too?”


    “Sure, why not.” I laughed lightly a moment, too. “So you didn’t go home this year, either?”


    “Actually, I did. That’s where I just got back from.”


    “Oh! Well, that’s good.”


    He scoffed. “Um, I wouldn’t jump straight to good. It was okay. Still very painful. But I think things are getting better, little by little. Knock on wood.”


    “At least they celebrated this year.”


    Something about the way he paused and then said “Yeah,” told me that as usual, there was more to the story. He asked, “So…where are you?”


    “At Jill’s.” I wondered if he thought I was still seeing Chad.


    “Oh.”


    “Yeah. Her family’s really nice. Speaking of which, I probably shouldn’t talk too much longer. I think this is considered long distance.” Jill’s mom walked by then, and hearing me, waved dismissively.


    “Well, I appreciate you calling.”


    “Yeah. I just wondered how you were, and…” I trailed off.


    “Yeah, I’m okay, thanks,” Davin said. “Hey, have a great rest of the break.”


    “Yeah, you, too.”


    “Okay. Bye.”


    “Bye.” I hung up, feeling a confusing mixture of foolish and pleased. On the one hand, it hadn’t been a very long or emotionally deep conversation. He’d kind of cut it short; or had I, by saying I couldn’t talk too long? On the other hand, if he really hadn’t wanted to talk to me, he could have not picked up at all. I shook my head. It certainly hadn’t taken me long to stop thinking about Chad and get back to obsessing over Davin’s every word.Great, Anna. Just great.


    Jill decided to head back to school a bit early, and I had no objections. I figured the quiet would be rather nice. We left the day before New Year’s, because, in Jill’s words, she didn’t want “to be around the two incredibly mushy couples” that made up her family, come midnight. We rang in the New Year quietly, in her room, with popcorn and chocolate and sappy movies likeSleepless in Seattle. I knew it was pathetic, but again I couldn’t help but wonder what Davin was doing. Was he celebrating? Was he kissing another girl at the stroke of twelve? Was he rushing off, to leave her confused, too?


    Late the next morning Jill burst into my room and woke me up. “Hey, Anna, quick, turn on Kim’s TV.”


    “Wha?” I sat up groggily. I rubbed my eyes; she didn’t wait for me to comply but turned it on herself and flipped to a certain channel. “I am standing here, downtown,” a young, pretty reporter was saying to the screen, “with several witnesses who have just informed me that the hero known by the name Dark Lightning was especially busy last night.” She spoke in a clear, strong voice.


    My sleepiness vanished and I watched intently. I had nearly lost track of the hero during the Chad Weeks— another reason I should have known the relationship was doomed.


    The reporter turned to the first of the indicated witnesses, a man in a police uniform. “Officer Williams,” she said, as a banner across the bottom of the screen displayed “Al Williams, Pittsburgh Police Officer,” “what can you tell us about Dark Lightning’s actions last night?”


    “Well,” he said, in that slightly flat, almost nasal Pittsburgh accent, “I wadn’t on duty when he came arohnd, but when I got t’the jail this morning, it was full of people. The officer who’d been on duty told us that that Dark Lightning brought ‘em in, and they’d all been drunk and rohdy, driving an’ causin’ trouble n’at. They slept it off, an’ now nobody’s hurt. He did us all a favor, if yinz ax me.”


    “Thank you, Officer Williams,” the reporter (“Jennifer Wright, KDKA news” her banner read) said seriously. She moved over to another person standing not too far away. “What was your experience last night?” she asked.


    “Johnny Ellis” leaned into the camera. “That guy saved my life,” he declared.


    “You say he saved you?” Jennifer moved closer. “How so?”


    “I was out here for First Night, and I was walking back to my apartment when these guys surrounded me. I mean, I was a little drunk, but I think these guys must have been high or something. They were holding knives and telling me to hand over my wallet, when outta nowhere, WHAM! One guy just hits the ground. While we’re all staring at him, WHAM! Another guy hits the ground.” Every time he said WHAM, Jennifer jumped slightly. “By the time we figure out what’s goin’ on, the rest of them are running for their lives. I mean he just took them down. WHAM! I guess he tackled them or something. It was amazing. Dark Lightning,” he looked into the camera, “you’re awesome! Thanks for saving my life!”


    The camera went back to Jennifer, fighting back a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Ellis.” She went on to talk to other people, and I just sat there, mesmerized. I still couldn’t quite believe it was all real, but there it was, on Live TV. And it was fitting that I was glued to the news, listening to the stories. My fascination with superheroes went so far back I couldn’t even quite recall how it had first begun.


    It felt as though I’d been captivated by the notion my whole life. The idea of someone living a normal life, pretending to be fairly ordinary (and in some cases, the complete opposite of his alter ego), and then sneaking off to be a completely different person under the protection that his disguise gave him…it just intrigued me. What kind of person could do that? Living, day in and day out, two separate lives? Could it really work in real life? What about when his or her two lives collided?


    What about the love interest? That had always been a special spot of fascination for me. It always seemed to cause the Hero so much pain, not to be able to tell her who he really was, or to be all that he wanted to be with her. He always had to divide himself. And I always wondered why Lois Lane never figured out that Clark was Superman. I mean, for pete’s sake, a pair of glasses doesn’t make that much difference. But then, I never really understood what he saw in her anyway. He would always tell her to stay out of trouble, and she never would, and then he’d have to rescue her, and I always thought she did it slightly on purpose. But really, none of the heroes’ love interests seemed very bright when it came to their guys. I always resented that. Were girls really that stupid? I thought we deserved a little more credit.


    And just as I was thinking all this, I happened to glance at the picture on my desk of Davin and me from last year. Jennifer Wright was still asking people about Dark Lightning. I suddenly remembered the conversations I’d had with both Jill and my brother several months prior, about what Davin’s secret sneaking off might mean. I frowned, letting myself think for a few minutes.


    “The guy is amazing,” one woman was raving, “just incredible! He carried me to safety and it was practically like he flew! He’s so fast and so strong…” She had the look of a woman caught in the throes of hero-worship. She even fanned herself off a little. Then she squealed, “Tony Gale, I LOVE YOU!” and exploded into giggles with her off-camera friends. Neither Jennifer nor Jill looked very impressed by that response.


    “All right, thank you Jennifer,” the anchorman was saying as the reporter’s live broadcast ended. “And we’ll have a reaction from Tony himself tonight at eleven.”


    “Ooh!” Jill slapped my leg. “Remind me to record that!”


    I was saved the trouble of replying as the next story began; it was as of much interest to us, but for a completely different, and far more sobering, reason. The Hallway Stalker had struck again. This time his victim—a student at Duquesne—had been so badly attacked she was in the ICU at Passavant Hospital. They talked about how it was the one year anniversary of his first appearance, and how his behavior had escalated in violence and number of attacks. The first few girls had been beaten, but the last few had been both beaten and raped.


    Fortunately, he hadn’t been active at Dubsy for a while. There were quite a few colleges and universities in the Pittsburgh area for him to choose from. Though they all worked frantically to keep their students safe, it was impossible to know when or where he would attack next.


    One group of students at Point Park had taken matters into their own hands and organized a night watch; volunteers banded together and roamed the campus to discourage the Hallway Stalker and any other would-be rapists. However, their efforts were considered controversial by the news: That very New Year’s Eve they had attacked a man all dressed in black that they believed to be the Hallway Stalker, but since he had turned up at a different school, authorities were unsure if it was a copycat, if they had deterred the actual Stalker, or if it had been an innocent person altogether.


    “I don’t know,” one of the volunteers said, his face and voice distorted. “We beat him up pretty bad. We were so sure it was him, hiding in the shadows and dressed in black…if it wasn’t him, we’re really sorry.”


    “While we appreciate the gesture of students banding together to defend one another,” the Chief of Police said when interviewed next, “vigilante justice is dangerous, as this report proves. There is not enough evidence to suggest a copycat Stalker, so at this point it looks as if they may have beat up an innocent person, who may be inclined to press charges.”


    “But isn’t it true,” Jennifer Wright pressed, “that no one has yet come forward to admit they were attacked?”


    “Yes,” Chief O’Leary confirmed.


    “And isn’t it also true that the hero known as Dark Lightning could be considered a vigilante?”


    At the mention of the superhero, the police chief’s face darkened. “As far as I’m concerned, Dark Lightning is little more than a menace. I do not condone his actions, and if it were up to me, I would have him locked up.”


    “But,” Jennifer Wright sounded surprised, “surely he’s helping? And you do have Tony Gale’s admission, so couldn’t you arrest him?”


    “The mayor has given him a pardon,” Chief O’Leary said, and it was clear he didn’t approve of the idea. “As for him helping, I think it’s his example that we have to thank for the violent attack by these college students. Rest assured,” he added, looking directly into the camera, “that as long as I am chief, I will not tolerate masked whackos of any kind running free in my town.”


    “Well then.” Jill turned off the TV. “That was… weird.” She sat down on Kim’s bed again.


    “Yeah,” I replied, my mind still whirring. “Definitely.”


    Jill looked at me intently. “You okay?”


    “Yeah,” I replied automatically. She gave me her look. “Okay,” I conceded, “I do have something on my mind, but I’m not ready to talk about it yet. I gotta give it more thought.”


    I pushed all confusing thoughts of Davin, Tony, the Hallway Stalker, and Dark Lightning—honestly, what a mouthful of a name I’d come up with!—aside and decided to go for another jog. On a whim, I tossed my water bottle and keys into my backpack so I wouldn’t have to carry them, and headed out. The weather wasn’t exactly ideal, as I quickly discovered. The snow had turned to a light drizzle, and everything outside was a wet, soggy, chilly mess. I knew the sensible thing to do was go back inside, but I told myself I at least needed a quick walk to clear my head.


    For some reason, I wanted to keep the questions at bay. Whenever they popped into my head, I pushed them in the dark and unorganized corners of my mind—the same cobwebbed crannies which contained my unresolved feelings for Davin. I just didn’t want to face them. I knew I couldn’t know for certain the answer, so I just tried to ignore the questions. Instead of politely fading away, they merely waited in the shadows, lingering like a reminder of something you’re supposed to do, but can’t quite recall.


    Fortunately, running was the best antidote. It seemed like whenever my head got too crowded with my over-thinking, taking a few laps around the track always seemed to help. By the end of my run, my musings never seemed as weighty as they had when I’d started, no matter what I’d been pondering or worrying about. Often, it would actually help me straighten out my unruly thoughts.


    I sighed, my breath just showing, as I paused at a crossroads of paths. One led to my forest, and the other would eventually come to another favorite spot of mine, a small pond-fed waterfall. Of course since it was winter, the pond would be frozen and the waterfall would be dammed off; there wasn’t much else to see over there, so I headed to the woods.


    Somehow they weren’t quite the same in the winter, either. They seemed so cold and naked, though I suppose there was kind of stark, wild beauty to them, even then. The bare branches protruded up in dark lines against the sky. Withered leaves decayed on the ground below, damp from rains earlier in the morning. I leaned against the trunk of one tree, feeling sort of saddened by the deadness that surrounded me. I longed for spring to come and things to grow again. Perhaps I had been conditioned by my childhood in Brazil to love greenness in nature, and all around me was gray and faded—even the sky.


    I looked up at the drab ceiling of cloud cover that completed the monochromatic landscape. But as I looked, I realized that the sky was rapidly growing darker, and it was already a much deeper gray than it had been when I’d started my jog. I straightened up. If a storm was on its way, then I wanted to get back to my dorm as quickly as possible.


    I’d only walked a few steps when a loud crack of thunder overhead startled me. I looked upward again, and as the wind began to set the trees trembling, I noticed the rain had frozen and turned into sleet. I was undaunted at first, having spent half my life getting caught in sudden showers. But as the freezing mix of sleet and rain became heavier, I realized that it was no summer storm in Brazil. It was a Pittsburgh storm: cold and steady, it could last for a while. My dorm was still about ten minutes away, and I hadn’t brought an umbrella or raincoat, so I decided to head to the nearest place of shelter.


    Just down the path was a little chapel. I knew that if it was unlocked, and it most likely would be, it would be a nice place to dry off and wait it out. I headed straight for it, but stopped short at the doorway. With my hand on the handle, I could see through the window that someone was standing just inside, huddled and shivering. I was getting rather chilly myself, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to go in if there was someone else there. I had wanted to be alone. If it came to that, the person inside had probably wanted to be alone, too.


    I was turning to go back out into the sleet when something checked me. I hesitated there on the steps, then glanced back in the door’s small window. The person was still standing in the foyer; and it almost appeared as if whoever it was had been caught in the downpour as well. At least, I could see the dark-clothed figure shaking— shivering? I bit my lip. For some reason I felt compelled to go in and make sure he or she was okay.


    Besides Davin, it had been a long time since I’d gone out of my way to try to help someone; usually I was so certain I’d be no help at all that I wouldn’t bother. More scars left by the Summer of Emily, I supposed. In that moment, I felt emboldened by my mild successes with Davin, and bolstered by the courage of my hero Dark Lightning. In short, my stupid soft heart overruled my insecurity.


    I pushed the door open gently. “Excuse me,” I said politely, sticking my head in, “I don’t mean to be rude, but is there anyth—” I stopped short, my mouth hanging open, as the dripping wet person turned to face me.


    Even though his face was battered and bloody, I would have known it anywhere. My heart stopped and I felt like I couldn’t breathe as I looked at one of the people I cared about most in the world. I shook my head, my voice shaking as I struggled to say, “Davin—my God—what happened to you?”


    He shook his head slightly and swayed, but only managed to get out two words—“Anna, no,”—before fainting.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    


    “If one falls down, his friend can help him up.

    But pity the man who falls

    and has no one to help him up!”

    —Ecclesiastes 4:10


    


    I gasped and rushed to his side, trying to keep him from hitting the stone floor. “Davin, Davin, stay with me,” I said, my voice high pitched and frantic. My short frame was really no match for his tall, athletic body but fortunately, he hadn’t completely passed out. “Let’s sit down,” I suggested quickly, leading him to one of the pews at the back. He winced as I squeezed his ribs. “Sorry,” I gasped.


    He sank onto the bench with a soft groan and glanced up at me gravely. “You shouldn’t be here,” he mumbled.


    “No,youshouldn’t be here,” I retorted. “You should be at the hospital. Look at you!” His face was bruised and blood was seeping out of wounds above his eyebrow and on his chin. He looked awful. There were dark shadows under his eyes, and they weren’t focusing properly. He blinked.


    “Anna?” He sounded uncertain. “Anna, don’t—”


    “Shh, I’m right here,” I assured him, even though I was pretty sure he was still trying to get me to leave. “Just hang on, I’m going to fix you up.” I dug in my bag for my little travel first aid kit, just as I had the day we’d met. Fumbling with the latch, I tried to sound nonchalant. “So, um, what happened, anyway? How…how did you—how did this—” I stopped and licked my lips. Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to finish my question. Maybe I didn’t want to know. I mean, I wanted to know, but I was also afraid of the answer. I didn’t expect him to tell me, either, which just worried me even more. What could he have done that was so awful it would have left him in such a state, but not want to tell anyone?


    I closed my eyes briefly and drew a deep breath.Please. Please let him be okay. Please let me be able to help him.I exhaled and glanced up at the crucifix at the front of the chapel once before focusing on Davin again and getting to work.And please let him be the good man I believe he is.


    My hands trembled as I finally opened my kit. I wanted to patch him up, but if I was wrong about him, if my instincts were off again, like they had been with Emily— I swallowed hard and tried not to think about it. Davin was my friend, and he was hurt. I tried to focus on that, and only that. I sighed. “So, I don’t suppose you want to tell me what happened to you, huh?”


    “Anna…what are you doing here?”


    His tone worried me, and I wondered if he’d briefly lost consciousness or something just then. I decided to keep my tone light. “I was in my woods,” I told him. “When the storm came, I decided this would be a good place to wait it out. I guess you had the same idea. Here, take off your sweater, it’s soaked.”


    He complied, breathing heavily. His black shirt underneath was also damp and tattered. “Anna,” he said sharply, “you need to leave. Just go. Don’t worry about me. You have to get out of here.”


    I gave him a look. “You gonna make me?”


    He opened his mouth but I cut him off. “Hold still,” I said pulling out a couple of alcohol packets. I tore one open and began dabbing his wounds. He flinched as usual, as all tough guys do when their cuts are cleaned after a fight. So I did what my mom had always done: I blew gently on it to cool the stinging. I was distinctly aware that our faces were very close. I tried to focus, but then my eyes strayed and we locked gazes. Stray, wet curls slid down around my shoulders and face.


    “Anna,” he said softly, “thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” I whispered.


    “But you need to go now.”


    I leaned back. “Excuse me?”


    “You don’t have to take care of me,” Davin said. “I’ll be okay. I just came in here to rest and be alone.”


    I admit, my ego was wounded. I pulled back. “I suppose that means you don’t want any band-aids, either,” I said, a touch more bitterly than I’d meant to.


    He sighed. “Don’t be upset. I just…I was in a minor scuffle. No big deal. I didn’t mean for you to see me like this.”


    “Minor scuffle?” I echoed incredulously. “Have you seen yourself? You’re not seriously still trying to pass this off as more roughhousing with the guys?” I shook my head. Then I glanced at him. “Davin, honestly…are you in trouble?”


    He gave me a pained look. “No, Anna. Look, I told you, I’m fine.”


    “Yeah, now that you mention it, you look fine.” I began shoving my stuff back in my bag. I stood abruptly to leave and Davin caught my arm.


    Anger, worry, and stress caused me to react abruptly— even petulantly—and I pulled away as hard as I could. I knew he was a lot stronger than me, so normally it wouldn’t have made much of a difference. This time, however, my sleeve was so wet and he was so weakened that I was able to break free. As I yanked back, all that physics stuff about momentum and everything having an equal and opposite reaction must have kicked in. I stumbled back and tripped into a pew, while Davin knocked himself in the head with his arm, causing himself to slam into the wooden surface of his own pew.


    We both groaned; I regained my footing and glared at him, while he cradled his head and looked at me. “Are you okay?” he asked.


    “Fine,” I muttered. “Just peachy. You?”


    “Yeah, yeah. I just hit my head on the pew when you pulled free.” He sighed, rubbing his forehead gingerly. “Some friend I am, huh?”


    I didn’t say anything…but I didn’t leave, either.


    “Look, I didn’t mean to hold on to you so hard. I’m sorry. I just didn’t want you to leave all mad at me.”


    “Oh, but you told me to leave,” I reminded him sharply, “and Iammad at you.” He looked up at me. “I came in to help you and you’re just brushing me off.”


    “It’s nothing personal,” he said weakly. He was still rubbing his forehead.


    “Stop messing with that,” I snapped. “You’re going to make it worse.” I sighed and plonked beside him again, picking up another band-aid to finish.


    When his wound was dressed, he sank his head onto my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Anna.”


    I relented. “That’s okay,” I murmured, rubbing his head a little. I could smell his shampoo; it was fresh, like pine needles and lemons. The usual scent of coffee lingered on him too, along with the damp aroma of someone caught in the rain. I wondered how I smelled to him.


    “I mean, I’m sorry, because…you shouldn’t…I can’t be your friend anymore.”


    I pushed him away so I could see him. “What?”


    “Ow, Anna, just listen, please. I can’t be the kind of friend you want me to be.”


    “How do you know what kind of friend I want?” I bellowed, standing. I snatched up my stuff and started to walk away again, not really to leave, but just because I was so frustrated. This time, instead of grabbing me, Davin simply stood and followed me as I paced to the front of the sanctuary.


    “Look, Anna, I know the kind of friend you deserve, and I just can’t be it,” he said, facing me from across the aisle. “I’m not dependable—I know that. I’m always getting into odd scrapes—I’m unstable and selfish and unreliable. I know that’s what you and your friends must think.”


    “Not even close,” I argued. “Why would you even say that?”


    He gave me a keen look. “You’ve never thought that about me?”


    “Okay,” I sighed and sat on the short steps that led up to the chancel. “Maybe. Briefly. But that’s not really how I think of you. It’s not what I see in you.”


    His black eyes flickered to my face. “And what’s that?” He sat beside me, hesitantly.


    The friend I’m falling for? The most complex and intriguing guy I know?I couldn’t say any of that. “A guy who’s funny, sweet when he’s not brooding, and obnoxiously stubborn when he’s hurt.”


    Davin smiled wryly. “Oh.” He sighed and was quiet for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”


    “Sure.”


    “How did you know I was here?”


    I shook my head. “I didn’t. I was just out for a jog.”


    He looked slightly skeptical. “Wearing your backpack?” He hooked a finger under its strap.


    It was rather odd, I had to admit. “It’s just something I sometimes do,” I explained, “so that I can have my keys and water bottle and radio and anything else I need with me. I know serious runners don’t do it.” I shrugged. “Oh, well.” I pushed the focus back on him. “Davin,” I said softly, “won’t you please tell me what happened? Who did this to you?”


    He sighed heavily and did not look at me. “I did this to myself,” he said finally.


    “You should take better care of yourself, then,” I said, tossing him some band-aids. He fumbled with them so I impatiently snatched them back and began applying them to his many cuts. As I took in all his wounds on his fists and face, I couldn’t help but remember once again the news reports I’d seen only an hour before. I’d told my brother in Brazil that I never doubted Davin’s goodness when I was with him. But there in front of me, Davin’s bruises were clearly evidence of some kind of violence. But whom had he been beating, and who had been striking him in return?


    I drew a deep breath. “Davin, I need to ask you something.”


    “What?” He had that guarded look on his face, and I almost relented.


    “Um…what do you know about the Hallway Stalker?”


    He frowned. “You mean that bastard who’s been going around attacking college girls all over the city?” He shook his head. “Not much. Why?”


    I chose my words carefully. “He attacked another girl last night. Beat her up pretty bad. She’s in the hospital.”


    Davin clenched his jaw. “Son of a bitch.” He looked up at me, his eyes dark and angry. “Where?”


    “Duquesne.”


    Davin was silent a moment, and I could see that the news really bothered him. His freshly bandaged fists clenched like they couldn’t wait to tear into something else. Or someone else. “Too bad your favorite hero wasn’t there to save her,” he said bitterly.


    “Yeah,” I sighed. “But from what I heard, he had his hands full last night as it was.”


    “Tell that to the girl who got attacked.” His voice was angry and hard.


    I was torn between defending Dark Lightning and comforting Davin. “I know you don’t appreciate him the way I do. But he helped a lot of people last night. The girl who got attacked…it was a terrible thing. But it wasn’t Dark Lightning’s fault. There’s a sicko out there who’s targeting college girls. Unfortunately, the world is full of sickos. Dark Lightning can’t stop them all; I don’t really expect him to. I feel bad for that girl, too…but you really seem to be taking it hard.”


    Davin swallowed. “It just, uh, hits a little close to home for me,” he said finally.


    I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but I also couldn’t tell if he wanted to talk about it or not. So I simply said, “I’m sorry.” I realized—again—that Davin had a lot of mystery around him, and he was entitled to it. But the question gnawed at me. “How, exactly, does it hit close to home?” I asked carefully. He sighed, and I said quickly, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”


    “Remember how I told you my sister died a few months before I started college?” He drew another deep breath as I nodded, biting my lip. “Well, she was attacked by someone at our school.” He shook his head, his face full of dark fury and pain. Hearing that, and seeing his reaction, I would never again suspect him even for a second of being the Hallway Stalker.


    “I’m so sorry,” I said, knowing how inadequate those words were. But the least I could do was drop the interrogation; whatever his bruises were from, whatever his secrets were, he’d tell me when he was ready.


    He swallowed hard. “Yeah, well, maybe now you can begin to see why I’m so screwed up. And why all the crap I’m dealing with just makes me a bad friend.”


    I leaned back thoughtfully and began packing my kit back up. “I don’t think that’s true,” I told him. “Sure, you’re dealing with a lot, but I honestly don’t think you should have to face it by yourself. You already told me you’re not close with your family, that you haven’t made any good friends here,” I counted on my fingers, “and that you quit going to your therapist. I mean, who else have you got?”


    “I can’t do that to you,” he shook his head. “You deserve someone who can really be there for you.”


    “But see, I’m really blessed. I have family and friends I can go to. Everyone should have at least one person like that,” I said. “Including you.”


    His lips twitched, but he didn’t reply.


    “Just tell me this,” I said, as I finished and tucked my kit back in my bag, “do you have anyone else you can talk to? I meanreallytalk to.” I sat back.


    He frowned. “No, not really.”


    “Are you telling me after all this time, you still haven’t made any other good friends?”


    He shook his head. “The thing is,” he said, drawing a breath, “my grandpa always said that you have tobea friend to have them. And what do I do for anyone? I mean, there are a couple of guys I kinda hang out with, go to the movies, eat with, that kind of thing. But we don’t talk. Not about anything important.”


    “These guys don’t notice when you run off or come back all banged up?”


    “Nah.” Davin sighed. “People only see what they want to see, right? They don’t notice that much, and when they do, they’re just not that curious. They are satisfied with simple answers, unlike you. But then, it’s not like they really know me. To tell you the truth, you’re not just the closest friend I have…you’re pretty much my only friend.”


    His words smote my heart. Some friend I’d been, allowing myself to be distracted by Chad’s pretty face most of the semester. I bit my lip again, not sure what to say to that.


    “And that’s just not a fair burden to put on you,” he went on. “Which is why I can’t go on being friends with you. I just don’t want to keep letting you down and hurting you when I can’t do for you what you’ve done for me.”


    “Oh, will you drop your Spider-Man complex?” I growled.


    He stared at me, startled. “Mywhatcomplex?”


    “Spider-Man complex.”


    “What’s that?” He had that alarmed and bewildered expression he used to wear a lot when we were first getting to know each other.


    “It’s just a term I made up—like how at first, he decides he can’t be with Mary Jane because he’s afraid of what will happen to her because of him? You’re basically doing the same thing.”


    He was quiet for a moment. “So, in this analogy, you’re Mary Jane?”


    “You got that right, Tiger.”


    For a moment his face softened in a smile. Then he drew a breath and looked at me very seriously. “You’re so good to me, Anna. I don’t get it. Why? I can’t do anything for you. I can’t write you more than once a summer—I can’t even sit through an entire meal with you. Why would you even want me as a friend?”


    Lightning flashed outside and a loud crack of thunder made me shudder. We had moved off the steps and were both sitting in the aisle with our backs to the sides of the pews, across from each other. Both of us were still wet and slightly chilly, and I shivered before replying.


    “Davin, you’re—” I sighed, mid-sentence. I’d never been terribly good at expressing my feelings off the top of my head, and there were a lot of feelings I wasn’t sure I wanted to express. “You taught me how to drive,” I said.


    His lips twitched upward ever so slightly. “Just one lesson.”


    “Ah, but what you didn’t know was how many times my dad and my brother had tried to teach me before that. You succeeded where others had failed. You know what else? You’re considerate. You act like you don’t care about people, but that day we met, I watched you push that jerk out of the way so a car wouldn’t hit him. You know, I always wondered about that. Whydidyou help?”


    He didn’t answer right away. “Well…who else would have?”


    “Fair enough,” I admitted. “But after that…even though sometimes you acted like you wanted to have nothing to do with me, you invited me to sit with you at lunch, and took me downtown, and to that New Year’s Eve party. And the truth is, back when we started Dubsy, when I didn’t have anyone to talk to, you were there for me, too. So, you want to be a loner, yet you did let yourself kind of become friends with me. You didn’t have to.”


    “I know.” The faint smile on his lips grew stronger. “I don’t know why, exactly. I told myself I shouldn’t. I’d seen you in class before we met, and when you stopped to bandage my arm, I was a little impressed. But it was more than that. I was intrigued by you.”


    “So you said.” I still wasn’t sure if that was entirely a good thing or not.


    “I still am, you know. So compassionate, so beautiful, so mysterious…I’m still trying to figure you out.”


    My head spun. He thought I wasbeautiful? I struggled to keep my composure. “Yeah, well, I’m not actually mysterious. And while you’ve been trying to figuremeout, I’ve been trying to figureyouout. Like right now.” I shifted. “You’ve been trying to push me away the whole night. Why? Either you’re trying to ditch me, or you have some misguided notion that your noble self-sacrifice is what’s best for me. So, which is it? And be straight with me.”


    Davin was silent a moment. “Wow, you really pegged me,” he said finally. “I just keep thinking that if I push you away, then you won’t have to deal with all my crap. The stuff I’m wrestling with I wouldn’t wish on anyone.”


    “Yeah, except you haven’t ever told me what any of your issues and problems are, so I’m not exactly dealing with them, am I?”


    “You have to deal with what it does to me,” he argued.


    “Which is what?”


    He indicated himself—and his many injuries—in one sweeping motion of his hand. “I would have thought you’d have bandaged me up enough times to know.”


    “Can I be honest with you? I don’t mind putting band-aids on you. In fact, aside from being concerned about how you got hurt, I actually kind of enjoy it. I know that sounds weird, but at least I know I’m doing something tangible to help you. And sometimes it feels like that’s all you’ll let me do. I can’t get at your inner troubles to help mend you there, but I can deal with your physical injuries. When you won’t even let me do that…” I shrugged. “I feel like I’m failing you as a friend.”


    He digested that with a heavy sigh. “What a pair we are. Both of us guilt-ridden over a friendship we can’t seem to do without, no matter how we try.”


    “I just wish you wouldn’t try so hard to push me away,” I told him. “The thing is, I may not always be able to be there for you. I have other duties, too. And I…can’t guarantee that I’ll always be acting in your best interests or always put you first. So just let me be there for you when I can. Iwantto. I care about you,”a lot, “so let me show it.”


    He appeared to be considering this. Then his dark eyes flickered back to me. “Okay,” he said quietly. My heart leapt. “On one condition,” he added. “I know you have a lot of questions and concerns about me, like the fact that I am all beaten up or that I’m always running off somewhere. But,” his eyes were pleading, “if you really are going to continue to be my friend, I need you to just trust me for now without knowing all the answers. I told you before that I couldn’t promise that you’d ever know, and that’s still true. I know that would be hard for you, so consider carefully. I hate to have strings attached to our friendship, but this is just how it has to be for now. If we’re going to remain friends, if I agree to stop pushing you away, you’d have to understand that there are some things I just can’t tell you.”


    I chewed my lip. “Well,” I said, considering, “if it’s that important to you, then okay, I guess.” I studied him a moment, curiosity already gnawing at me. I was also concerned; by agreeing to stop prying, was I complicit in his self-destructive behavior? Was I an enabler?


    He tilted his head, watching me. “Really? You’re okay with not having your questions answered?”


    “I wouldn’t say I’m okay with it,” I objected. “But I respect your request. Doesn’t mean I’ll stop being worried about you when you turn up like this, either,” I added.


    There was another flash of lightning, and this time the pause was longer before the rumble of thunder came. We sat in silence for a few minutes, looking out the two tiny windows set in the pair of front doors. The glass was smeared with rain, but I could still see trees writhing outside. “Wild storm,” I sighed. “Reminds me of home. Only colder.”


    Davin was gingerly rubbing his shoulder. “It is a wild storm. We don’t get many thunderstorms here, not in winter.” We watched the elements dance outside from within the dimly lit chapel as our clothes slowly dried. I uncrossed my legs and tucked a different foot underneath me.


    Davin stretched and yawned. “It’s so peaceful. I could go to sleep in here.” His eyes flickered to me once more, and for a dizzying second I wasn’t thinking about sleep or storms but about pressing my lips to his. I gave my head a slight shake and tried to slow my pulse.


    “So, don’t you think Chad will be getting worried about you?”


    I bit back the desire to laugh bitterly. “No.”


    “No?” he said, frowning. “Why not? He wouldn’t care that his girlfriend was out in a storm like this? Or doesn’t he know you went out?”


    “First of all,” I sighed, “I was never his girlfriend. We only went on a few dates, and we only dated for a few weeks. So, no, I don’t think he’d care. We’re so over now.”


    “Really? What happened?”


    “Nothing,” I shrugged. “He’s cute and nice, but I didn’t get along with his friends, and we just weren’t right for each other.” I wasn’t about to tell him that Chad had noticed my undying interest in Davin.


    Davin sighed deeply. “Well, that’s a relief.”


    My heart fluttered. “Why?”


    “Well, for one thing, I saw him making out with a friend of yours in our dorm the other day.”


    I frowned sharply. “What now? Who was Chad making out with?”


    “Um, it was that girl what went with us to Wal-Mart that one time,” Davin replied. “Tiffany, I think?”


    My eyes bugged. “Wow. I should have seen that coming, I guess.” I frowned and shifted uncomfortably, finding that it stung a little to be replaced so quickly. How could a guy like me one minute, and Tiffany then next? We weren’t anything alike. Had he ever really liked anything about me at all? I suddenly felt very cheap, deceived, and naïve.


    He slowly got up on his knees and crawled over next to me. “I’m sorry,” he said. He put his arm around me, and I sagged into his embrace. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”


    “No, it’s fine. I told you, we’re totally over.”


    “It’s still got to suck, though. Your ex and your friend? I should have kept my mouth shut.”


    I could feel my throat closing up and I swallowed in attempt to keep from getting emotional. Why? I was over Chad.Wayover. I had been just as ready to end it as he…but I did regret letting the whole thing happen in the first place. If I’d just been honest with myself, and not so stubborn about trying to get over Davin, I could have saved myself a little heartache. “Actually, I appreciate you being honest with me,” I sighed.


    “And I did tell you he didn’t deserve you,” he reminded me.


    “You did,” I agreed.


    “I have a little experience in this area,” he said after a moment.


    “What area?”


    “Heartbreak. So I won’t say all the stuff people say. Like, ‘there’s someone better for you somewhere out there,’ or ‘you’re too good for him,’ or my favorite: ‘everything will be okay.’”


    “There’s a story in there you’re not telling me,” I said. “How am I supposed to know what kinds of questions I can ask about you, and which are off-limits?”


    “Well, you could always ask, and if it’s out-of-bounds, I’ll just say…I don’t know, that it’s confidential, or classified or something.”


    “Okay, so…you got your heart broken?”


    “Yeah, sort of.”


    “By who? And why?”


    “Classified.” He smiled grimly. “Actually, the story’s not that interesting. I’ll tell you another time.”


    “Another time, then,” I murmured my agreement. I glanced up at his face from where my head was resting on his shoulder. My heart constricted. I still deeply cared about him, but I knew that anything I did at this moment would be construed as being ‘on the rebound.’ But oh, how I enjoyed just having his arm around me! Breathing in his scent, feeling his warmth and being encompassed by his strength….Even though Chad was dazzlingly attractive, I had never felt the same deep, underlying magnetism that I did around Davin. And it was so rare for us to be so physically close that I was afraid to do or say anything to break the spell; I felt I might never get another moment like it.


    “I know I said I’d stay away from clichés,” Davin said, “but anyone who wouldn’t appreciate you for all that you are just isn’t worth crying over, Anna.”


    “I know,” I sighed, with an added emphasis in my words that he’d never understand. My brother had said nearly the same thing about Davin when I’d been home. But Davin did appreciate me…just not in all the ways I wanted him to. Despite all the things that had been said between us, we were still just friends. Nothing more. “The truth is,” I sighed, “I knew we weren’t right for each other. Don’t worry. I won’t be crying over him.”


    We were quiet again for several long minutes, still holding each other. Together we created a warmth that relaxed me, and I felt a slight tingle in my fingers where Davin’s hand was holding mine. I wondered if he felt it, too.


    “Funny,” he said sleepily, “I always feel so relaxed around you. Why is that?”


    “I don’t know,” I said quietly. “But I know what you mean.”


    “I’m sorry I told you to leave,” he added.


    “I’m sorry I got so mad.”


    “Hey,” he chided, “I’m the one apologizing.”


    Ignoring him, I said, “I mean, at the dance, too. I didn’t mean to be so hard on you.”


    He just sighed. “You weren’t, not really. But I guess it’s a good thing we’re both so stubborn, huh?”


    “It is both a blessing and a curse,” I agreed.


    We fell silent again, but it was a good silence. We could have been the only two people in the world. Then Davin said, “I think the storm has passed.”


    We both peered out the windows again; it had. My heart gave a funny lurch, realizing that was my cue to go. I slowly and reluctantly sat up, though we were still close and he kept his arm around me until I stood.


    “Anna,” Davin said softly, as I gathered up my stuff to go once more. “Listen…thanks for tonight. Really. I don’t know what—or Who—brought you here to me,” he glanced to the front of the chapel, and the crucifix that hung there, “but it means a lot. Not just the bandages…I mean, I had a rough night last night, in more ways than one, and…I’m just glad to have you as a friend. Really. Thank you for taking care of me, even though I said I didn’t want you to…it’s funny,” he smiled slightly, looking almost puzzled, “but I really do feel almost a hundred percent better than I did when I came in here.”


    “Good.” I took a breath—a nice, normal, even breath—inhale, exhale. “You’re welcome, Davin. Thankyou.” I smiled. “See? You’re not such a bad friend. You leaned on me, I leaned on you. Give and take. So maybe we’ll work out after all.” I meant as friends, but once I said it I was worried he might take it the wrong way.

    But I guess he didn’t, because all he did was smile and say, “Maybe we will.”


    When Jill and I tuned into the news that night to watch the interview with Tony Gale, they prefaced the piece by reminding the audience of DL’s latest activities and the way he had helped many on New Year’s Eve. There was even new speculation that the well-meaning group of students at Point Park had actually attacked Dark Lightning instead of the Hallway Stalker.


    Jennifer Wright started by mentioning that Tony looked surprisingly well for all he’d been through. And indeed, he looked as clean-cut and presentable as ever. He grinned and shrugged. “Yeah, well, it sounds worse than it was, and besides, I’m a quick healer.”


    As I lay in bed that night, words and images from the day kept flashing through my mind. The reports of DL’s activity, and the Hallway Stalker’s. The contrast between how beaten up Davin had been, and how Tony had nary a scratch. I had to stop and wonder once more: was there a connection? Dark Lightning gets beat up, and Davin shows up at the chapel all bruised? I’d been trying for months to figure out what Davin’s big, mysterious secret was. For a while, I’d considered the possibility that he had a dark side to him, that perhaps whatever he ran off to do was illegal and immoral. I’d found little in the way of facts to back up my hypothesis, and it certainly didn’t fit with the small amount I did know about him. What if I’d been on the wrong track? I’d been thinking villain, but maybe he was the hero. He’d admitted that he had a secret: what if it was that he was Dark Lightning?


    Of course, Tony was supposed to be DL. He’d admitted it before the world. The police had caught him in the very act. If it wasn’t him, why hadn’t the real DL come forward to refute him? I frowned, thinking intently and replaying more conversations in my head.


    Actually, it would make perfect sense that Davin would let someone else take the spotlight. He wasn’t exactly the public type, and with the city watching Tony, he could do what he needed without inciting suspicion. Except from me, apparently.


    Even though Davin said he sort of liked comic books and superheroes, he acted like he didn’t like DL. But perhaps he was just pretending, the way Bruce Wayne would. I thought harder, trying to recall if there were other times Dark Lightning’s activity coincided with when Davin had been missing or hurt. Once or twice could have been coincidental...though I didn’t really believe in coincidence. Still, maybe I was just making something out of nothing, just like when I’d (briefly) suspected him of being the Hallway Stalker.


    My brain was tired, so even though I was trying to process my weird hunch, I couldn’t quite put it together. There were too many gaps and holes, too many things I couldn’t explain. I had to admit, the possibility was there, however remote. It was possible—but still far-fetched—that Davin might secretly be a superhero. I had no proof, nothing concrete. Just my intuition. I yawned, unable to fight sleep any longer.


    When I awoke in the morning, my midnight revelation seemed more like a silly dream: implausible, disjointed, and quickly fading from memory. Of course Davin wasn’t Dark Lightning. It was Tony Gale, unless I could find some piece of evidence that proved otherwise. As usual, I was overthinking things, and my tired and disappointed brain had just been trying to write a better story.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    


    “From acquaintances, we conceal our real selves. To our friends, we reveal our weaknesses.”

    —Basil Hume


    


    My alarm went off for the fourth time, loud and jarring; I slapped the snooze button in annoyance and rolled over. Then my roommate’s alarm went off, and I grudgingly gave up sleep. “Why is it morning already?” I moaned to Kim as we both stumbled out of bed. “And who decided classes should start so early, anyway?” It was only the first day of the new semester, but I already hated my schedule.


    She grinned at my melodramatic reaction sympathetically. “I know. It’s bad enough that school is starting again, but making us go to class at eight? That’s criminal.” She would know; she was a criminal justice major.


    “Yeah, but the worst part is, they make us take all these weird classes just so they can call it a ‘liberal arts’ education,” I grumbled. “I mean, what’s the point?”


    “Mm. How dare they try to teach us more than we need to learn,” Kim agreed teasingly. She knew better than to take my early morning grumblings in earnest.


    I gave her a friendly glare. “Seriously. Why do I need to take an art class? I stink at art. It’s not like I’m going to go in, hear a few lectures, and suddenly my stick figures will improve to Van Gogh-quality portraits.”


    “Did Van Gogh do many portraits?” Kim wondered. “I thought he was known for being more of a landscape guy. Then again, he did do some famous self-portraits, so.”


    “Whatever!” I growled, brushing my teeth exasperatedly. “Fee point ish, how ish one art clash gonna help me in da real world?” I rinsed and spat out. “It’s not.”


    “Well,” she said, considerably more optimistic than I, “it probably won’t do you any good. But then, it probably won’t do you any harm, either. You never know.” But I was convinced I did know; and I was certain nothing good could come of Intro to Basic Art. It was a waste of my time. I walked into the class still grumpy, and chose a seat in the back of the room. I had the table to myself, and I was hoping my surly expression would discourage others from joining me.


    I was relieved when, at five after eight, Dr. Jackson began calling roll and I was still by myself. He had just explained that he was assigning us whatever seat we were in for the entire semester—pretty rigid,I thought,for an art class—when one more student burst into the classroom. Bustling in, and yet managing to look completely unruffled at the same time, a girl headed straight for the empty chair beside me and plonked down. My heart sank and I made space for her reluctantly.


    She dropped her heavily patched messenger bag on the floor between us and rifled through its contents with fingers that each sported a different nail color. Then she pulled out a binder that was plastered with pictures cut from magazines and uncapped a sharpie.


    She threw me a brief glance and I got a better look at her. “Did he say anything important yet?” she asked.


    “No, just attendance,” I replied, trying not to stare at her matching nose and eyebrow rings.


    She nodded and looked back at the front. She was beautiful, I noted with surprise; she was strikingly exotic even with the heavy eye makeup—maybe even because of it. Her skin was a honey bronze and she had thick, serious eyebrows under her dark bangs, and a proud, aquiline nose. She was the kind of person everybody gives a second glance, and I found her intimidating. It wasn’t exactly her makeup, unique outfit, or flashy jewelry. It wasn’t even the small tattoo—a pair of wings and a word that looked like it was in Arabic—on the back of her neck. She just had this kind of intensity and focus as she scribbled notes with her sharpie. This was clearly a girl who grabbed life by the reins and made decisions without hesitating—she was everything I was not. And she probably knew how to draw as well.


    When I arrived back at Intro to Basic Art again later that week, I thought for a moment we had a new student who didn’t know about the assigned seats. Sitting at my table was a girl in a long flowered dress, very vintage-hippie. She actually was wearing real flowers in her hair, and hardly any make up. I sat down, ready to explain to this poor lost soul that the seat was already taken, when I looked again and realized it was the same girl. I ended up not saying anything at all; I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t be rude or just plain stupid.


    Over the next few weeks, I was treated to an array of styles and decades. Each look was unique, and yet each one seemed to suit and flatter her. I never said anything; but then, neither did she. Until one morning, she came in sat down, and said: “Ooh! I love your earrings! Where did you get those?”


    I touched my ears to remember what I had put on. “Oh, these. I got them in Brazil.”


    Her eyes widened. “You’vebeento Brazil? Where? When? Did you like it?”


    Such a barrage of words from her was unexpected. “Um, yeah, I like it. I’ve lived there most of my life.”


    “You’velivedthere?” I didn’t think it was possible for her to sound any more interested and enthusiastic, but I was wrong. “For how long?”


    “Um…Altogether? About twelve years.”


    “Wow.” She sounded so wistful. “I would love that. To go and live in another country for a while, just really get to experience the culture and everything. So why were you there?”


    “My parents are missionaries,” I explained, waiting for the “Ohhh…okay,” brush-off. It never came.


    “Wow,” she repeated. “That is amazing. So did you like, live out in the jungles in huts and stuff?”


    I had to fight to keep a laugh back. “No. Actually, we lived in São Paulo, which is one of the biggest cities in the world. So, we weren’t exactly impoverished or anything. My dad worked at a church in the city. And my mom is actually from São Paulo.” I just looked at her a moment, surprised by our sudden conversation. “I’m Anna, by the way,” I told her.


    She smiled at me. “Laurel,” she responded, sticking out her hand. “Sorry I’m not usually very talkative,” she added. “I’m not much of a morning person. I’m usually half asleep when I get here; this morning I had my coffee. I want to do really well in this class, because one of the things I’m considering majoring in is fashion design. So I sort of need my art grades to be good.”


    The way she said it made me curious. “What else are you considering?”


    “Theater,” she told me off-handedly. “And Dance. And Music. I pretty much plan on being famous someday for something.” She laughed as she said it. “What about you?”


    “Nothing so artsy,” I told her. “I’m torn between Psychology and Sociology right now. I want to decide soon, though.”


    “Why? What year are you?”


    “Sophomore. What are you?”


    “Freshman,” she admitted reluctantly.


    “What? That’s nothing bad,” I assured her. “We all were freshman at some point.”


    “Yeah. But if I don’t get better grades this semester, I might be a third-semester freshman. And that isnot cool.”


    But I quickly learned that if Laurel was anything, it was cool. And with hardly any effort. Within a matter of weeks, we became friends and would often meet at the cafeteria. She was very different from Jill; much more flashy and dramatic. Yet the two of them got along easily if the three of us happened to be together. Neither of them were the type of girl to get possessive over friendships, which was good for me.


    Despite whatever people thought of her because of the way she looked and dressed, I found Laurel to be one of the nicest people I had ever met. We had some deep and interesting conversations over dinner, and one night, we (naturally) ended up talking about boys. Jill and I were quite dismayed to learn that our new, younger friend had vastly more dating experience than the two of us combined. But then I inadvertently impressed her, too.


    “You dated Chad Chang?” Laurel squealed when she heard. “He is sooo cute. What happened?”


    “Well….” I glanced at Jill, who was casting me a significant look. “First of all, I don’t think we were right for each other. We just move in different circles, you know?” Laurel nodded.


    “And then of course, there’s The Davin Thing,” Jill murmured. I glared at her.


    “The What Thing?” Laurel asked.


    Jill said nothing but looked at me pointedly. I rolled my eyes. “All right. The other thing was that I sort of still had feelings for this…other guy. A friend of mine. Whose name, it just so happens, is Davin.”


    “Well, that’s never good,” Laurel said. “The Still-Having-Feelings-Thing, not the name Davin.”


    “What’s going on with him, anyway?” Jill asked.


    I shrugged. “I haven’t seen him much this semester. He’s probably busy, as usual.”


    “Yes, he certainly is a busy lad,” Jill commented dryly.


    “But it’s fine,” I said resolutely, “because we’re just friends anyway. Maybe nothing is supposed to happen right now, or ever, and that’s fine.”


    “So...does that mean you’re free to date other guys?” Laurel asked casually.


    “Well, yeah,” I replied. “If I wanted to. But I don’t really. Why?”


    “Nothing.” She shrugged a little too innocently. “I just know some decent guys, that’s all. But only if you’re interested, which you’re not. So forget it.” She took a few bites of her dinner, and then blurted, “But if you were up for it, I do need someone to double with me this Saturday. No pressure. But wouldn’t it be fun?”


    “Don’t look at me,” Jill said firmly. “I’m going home this weekend. Family wedding.”


    I groaned. “Are you serious? A blind date?”


    “Yeah, but I know him. He’s totally cute.”


    “Laurel…blind dates are really not my style.”


    “It’s not a blind date! It’s just a few of us hanging out. At the Spirit Shop, here on campus. So you’ll be somewhere safe and familiar, and besides, you’ll be with me.”


    “You’ll be with your date,” I pointed out.


    She arched an eyebrow. “Lance may be totally hot, but I do not—I repeat,do not—ever—leave a sistah stranded in her time of need. Got it?”


    I blinked at her in surprise. “Okay,” I said. Meaning, of course, that I understood her statement, not that I was agreeing to her crazy suggestion. Which was how she took it.


    “Great! So I’ll come by your room around seven, okay? Or maybe a little earlier, just to work out what we’re wearing. And then—”


    “First of all,” I interrupted, “I never said I was coming.”


    “You said okay!”


    “And second of all, I don’t need any help picking out clothes.”


    Laurel folded her arms across her chest and surveyed me critically. “Anna, you do have decent fashion sense. But I’ve seen your outfits, and you don’t have anything to wear on a date. Jeans, capris, geeky tee shirts, and more jeans. Which is fine for class, but not for making a splash.” She grinned. “I’ll just bring some stuff over.” I gave her a dubious look, and she explained, “My roommate’s about your size, and I work at the thrift store, so I’m always finding her stuff. She owes me. Just the other day, I picked her up an adorable denim skirt that would look perfect on you.”


    “This is ridiculous,” I said. “Why are we discussing what I will be wearing when I’m not going?”


    Jill turned to me with an amused look on her face. “Oh, I don’t know, Anna. It sounds to me like you are.”


    She was right. Somehow, despite all my protests, I found myself fidgeting with my skirt in the corner of the Spirit Shop—an after caf-hours snack shop that served coffee and lots of the fatty, sugary snacks that college students survive on.


    “Will you stop tugging at that?” Laurel scolded distractedly. “You look fine. Just relax. They’ll be here any minute.”


    But that was what I was nervous about. Laurel had talked me into a skirt that was too short and a halter top that was cut too low for my liking. I felt extremely selfconscious, and I did not stop trying to pull my skirt further down or my top higher up all night. All I wanted was to be back in my room reading, preferably in my Spider-Man shirt and most comfy jeans.


    “Ooo! Here they come. Act cool.” Laurel turned to me and with great animation pretended to be completely engrossed in conversation. I tried not to laugh; but when she caught my grin, she laughed too. “Never mind,” she murmured as they wandered nearer. “We’ll just be ourselves.”


    “Hey, Laurel,” said a broad-shouldered, smokey-eyed guy.


    “Oh, hey Lance,” Laurel replied calmly.


    “Hey,” he repeated, smiling widely. There was a beat’s worth of a pause and then he added, “Oh! This is Brad. You remember Brad, right?”


    “Of course,” Laurel smiled. “And this is Anna. She’s from Brazil,” she added.


    “Brazil?” Brad echoed, looking me over. “That’s hot.”


    I immediately glanced at Laurel for help.


    She smiled lazily and playfully gave Brad a shove. “Don’t overwhelm her; she’s shy. You gotta move slow.”


    “That’s all right,” Brad said, looking me up and down again. “I don’t mind.”


    I just stood there, not quite sure what he meant by that. I tugged on my skirt again.


    Lance cleared his throat. “How about we get a booth and order something?” He turned to Laurel. “You hungry, Babe?”


    She tossed her long, straight hair. “Not really. But I’d love some coffee.” She looked at me as we sat. “How about you, Anna?”


    “Um, coffee would be great,” I murmured.


    Somehow Lance must have arranged it with Brad to separate us into opposite sides of the booth. Laurel didn’t object to being cornered in the booth on Lance’s side, but she did keep shooting me glances of concern across the table.


    Brad brought our order back to the table and hunkered down next to me. “So, Anna,” he said, smiling, “tell me about yourself.”


    “Um…” I categorically hate questions that open-ended. What did he want to know? Favorite color? Astrological sign? Social security number? “Like what?”


    “What’s your major?”


    I pursed my lips. “I’m still undecided. Leaning toward Sociology at the moment.”


    “Mm. Study of society. Gonna try to save the world?”


    I smiled wryly. “Maybe.”


    “Save the world?” Lance echoed. “Dude, what is she, Supergirl?”


    I raised an eyebrow, wishing (not for the first time) more people were aware of the many amazing women of comics besides Supergirl.


    “Don’t knock superheroes,” Laurel said very seriously. “Anna totally loves them.”


    “Well, sure. Who doesn’t?” Brad said. “I mean, have you seen that Dark Lightning guy in action? He is awesome!”


    Suddenly Brad became a whole lot more interesting. “Yeah, he is,” I said emphatically. He grinned at me. And somehow the whole evening started to seem better. Brad was less intimidating, the coffee wasn’t too hot anymore, and Laurel didn’t seem like such a wretched friend for dragging me along.


    In the course of the evening, I discovered that along with his passion for football (in particular the Steelers), beer, and anything patriotic, he had a deep-seated love of heroes. He wasn’t necessarily inclined toward the “super” type, though he’d done a bit of comic book reading in his day. His favorite was Superman.


    Being a mostly Marvel girl, I ribbed him about it. He took it in stride and told me he just loved the idea of someone who went flying around, fighting for “truth, justice, and the American way”—and who could see through almost anything he wanted. I rolled my eyes at that, but it did not escape my notice that Brad was rather cute.


    Brad was the typical all-American guy—clean cut, blue-eyed, with a wide smile. He was also funny and hardworking; he’d already been Quarterback, Homecoming King, and assistant manager of American Eagle Outfitters at Ross Park Mall. In the course of a few conversations, I seemed to have gotten to know him pretty well.


    The four of us hung out a few more times after that night; we met once or twice at the cafeteria and even went to see a movie. Lance kidded him blatantly about me, but Brad would only smile in response. And Laurel interrogated me for details, though I had little to tell her.


    What was to tell? Brad seemed like a nice guy, but I had only just met him. Sure, he was cute and funny, and we got along fairly well, but I still felt the need to be on my guard around him. I tried to shrug it off, telling myself that surely anyone who was a Dark Lightning fan couldn’t be so bad. And that was just it—I didn’t have any real excuse to not hang out with him when I was invited along. There was nothing in particular that I could object to. I’d been stared at by guys before (not in high school, but it had happened once or twice in my first couple years of college), and at least one other guy had put his arm around my chair like a territorial marker, claiming me. I couldn’t think why those things would be bothering me.


    And most importantly, it wasn’t as though Davin was pursuing me. Once again, I hardly saw him. He was out running himself ragged, at least from what I could tell when I did occasionally bump into him. He smiled at me apologetically whenever our paths crossed, but he never called me or sat with me in the caf. It was almost as if our moment in the chapel had never happened—which hurt more than I let on. I was beginning to wonder if my ever-growing crush would ever be requited. Because despite his absence and Brad’s presence, I still had feelings for him.


    I also still had unresolved suspicions about his weird behavior...but since I barely saw him, there was no way for me to confirm my vague notions.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    

    “Without confidence there is no friendship.”

    —Epicurus


    

    “So did we pick a movie yet?” My roommate Kim came back into our room with the pizza we’d ordered.


    “Jill wants a Jane Austen movie, but Anna, as usual, is lobbying for a superhero movie.” Laurel began handing out napkins and paper plates.


    “Come on, Anna, it’s Girl’s Night. We need agirlmovie,” Kim said.


    “Hey,” I protested. “Girls can like superheroes. And superhero movies. Some of them are just as romantic as anything Austen wrote. Plus, a lot of the actors are hot.”


    “You’re losing the battle, Anna,” Laurel shook her head. “Save it for your next date with Brad.”


    Just as I began my objection that I was not dating Brad, our phone rang. “That’s probably him now,” Jill teased.


    Kim answered. “Hello? Oh, hi Mom. Yes, I’m fine. Yes, I’m being careful. …Mom, I am not going to call you every night just so you know I’m okay. You’re overacting.” She rolled her eyes and covered the mouth piece. “Can you guys do me a favor and tell her we walk basically everywhere together?”


    I took the phone from her. “Hi, Mrs. Wheat. Yes, Kim is very cautious, and the four of us walk almost everywhere together. Also, they’ve tripled security since the latest attack. Uh-huh. Bye.” I handed the phone back and Kim said goodbye to her mom.


    She hung up with a sigh. “You know, aside from being a disgusting, horrible pervert who hurt all those girls, the Hallway Stalker has also managed to make my life miserable by freaking out my mom.”


    “It freaks me out a little, too,” Laurel admitted. “One of the girls from Carnegie-Mellon went to my high school. It’s just so creepy and random.”


    “We’ve been talking about it in my criminology classes,” Kim said. “The consensus is that whoever is doing this is deeply disturbed, probably due to a past trauma.”


    Jill scowled. “Everyone has to deal with some kind of trauma. That doesn’t give anyone an excuse to go out and begin preying on college girls.”


    “That’s just it,” Kim went on, getting into her Criminal Justice mode. “Whoever is doing this is probably a highly rational person, except for one vital flaw in his reasoning. He thinks it’s excusable to use people however he wants. It’s common in sociopaths.”


    “But, why?” Laurel folded her arms around her. “Why would someone just attack random girls? I mean, he can’t know all of them personally.”


    “Right,” Kim went on. “Dr. Spenser is part of a team of several criminology professors in the area, and also the Pittsburgh Police force, and he confirmed that there has been no pattern detected in the victims. They all went to different high schools, were from different neighborhoods, states, social classes, and religious backgrounds. They all looked different. In fact, the only thing they can see that these girls had in common is that they followed a consistent routine.”


    “Making them a target for whoever stalked them,” I said grimly. “Then all he had to do was observe, and wait for the right opportunity.”


    Laurel shivered. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she said. “I’m getting creeped out. Can we just watch the movie?”


    “Yeah, the pizza’s getting cold,” Kim agreed.


    I was outvoted three to one for the Jane Austen movie, but for once I didn’t protest. Suddenly the world of crime, villains, and superheroes had become all too real.


    Apparently, though, Kim’s mom was not the only adult on edge; the staff of Dubsy seemed to be perpetually stressed by the possibility of another attack…and the influx of calls from concerned parents. Clear and strict rules were posted all over campus, reminding students about appropriate conduct. At the bottom, there were also several phone numbers listed for reporting any suspicious activities.


    The odd thing was, the students seemed as concerned as the administration. Normally when the Deans and Hall Directors warned them about certain dangers, my classmates generally shrugged it off. It’s easy to feel invincible when you’re young, like things might happen to other people, but never to you. But perhaps because Dubsy was a smaller campus, the threat didn’t seem so far away. Already three girls had been attacked on our campus—all of us knew at least one of the girls by name.


    The victims were not hysterical attention-seeking girls; they couldn’t even be written off by the douchiest of jerks as ‘asking for it,’ as none of the victims were known for being regularly drunk or slutty. (The very fact that some of the girls at other schools had been ignored at first by their peers made Laurel furious and she ranted to anyone who would listen about the evils of misogyny, slut-shaming, and ending rape culture.) The Dubsy girls, however, were just “normal” college students, going about their business, when someone had brutally attacked and raped them. Seeing one of them around campus—or even not seeing them—was a constant reminder that anyone could be next, regardless of how she dressed or what her social life was like. It changed the whole mood of the school, and brought about some surprising results.


    


    “Hey, Anna.” Sputnik and Alan approached me at lunch one afternoon.


    “Hey, guys. What’s up?” I smiled up at my friends, whom I hadn’t seen much of that semester.


    They sat across from me and Laurel. “We just wanted you to know that the CBC and several other clubs on campus are pooling their resources to offer Dubsy a free self-defense course.”


    “Really?” I was kind of impressed by the idea. “Wow. That’s cool.”


    “What’s the CBC?” Laurel asked, eyeing my geeky friends curiously.


    “Comic Book Club,” Alan told her.


    “Though we’ve been debating changing the title,” Sputnik put in. “We have a few literalists who insist that we don’t read comics, we read illustrated fiction and graphic novels.”


    “I don’t know,” Laurel said. “The Illustrated Fiction and Graphic Novel Club just doesn’t have quite the same ring to it.”


    “That’s what I said!” he agreed, smacking the table.


    “What are the other groups?” I asked, getting back to their initial announcement.


    “Some of the campus religious groups, student government, even a lot of the athletic teams are pitching in.” Alan nodded through his list. “I think the Fencing Club actually came up with the idea.”


    “I should talk to the Drama and Art Clubs about it,” Laurel put in. “They should get in on that, too. I love the idea of offering self-defense, but I hope the class isn’t just targeted toward women.”


    “No,” Alan said. “Not that I know of—”


    “Because really,” Laurel went on aggressively, “it’s everyone’s job to make this campus a safer place. Teaching girls to defend themselves is only one part of the solution. Decent guys like you need to make a stand, too, you know. To show that you think rape is a heinous crime, not something funny or some kind of way for men to get what they think they deserve.”


    Sputnik and Alan looked appalled. “Of course we don’t think that!” Sputnik sputtered.


    “Really?” Laurel leaned forward even further. “So you guys are taking the self-defense class, too?”


    “I was planning to,” Alan said. “I can’t speak for the rest of the guys on campus, but I’ve been encouraging them to.” He looked back at me. “Sputnik and I just wanted to let you know about it, because as far as I know, all the CBC guys and their girlfriends are signing up. Also,” he finally broke a grin, “we hadn’t seen you in a while, and we were wondering how you’ve been.”


    “Oh, thanks,” I said. “I’ve been okay. Busy. How about you guys?”


    They nodded. “Pretty good,” Sputnik said. “We recently voted on club president for next year, and Alan and I tied! It was pretty funny, so we just decided to co-captain it.”


    “Good for you guys! Congratulations.” I smiled at them.


    Alan shrugged. “I love the CBC, really, but being voted its president—”


    “Co-president,” Sputnik corrected.


    “—is kind of like being declared King of Nerds.”


    “Co-king,” Sputnik asserted.


    I laughed. “I’m sure your majesties will do just fine. And thanks again for the heads up about the self-defense class.”


    “Oh, there was one other thing.” Alan turned back to me with a thoughtful expression. “Remember how, a while back, Greg made this absurd comment about how he was convinced that Dark Lightning is really a college student like us, maybe even living in this area?”


    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Why?”


    “Well, isn’t it funny that he turned out to be right?”


    “You mean Tony Gale?” I sighed.


    Sputnik picked up on my skepticism right away. “There’s something off about him, right? Even Alan thinks so!”


    Alan looked reluctant. “Look…I don’t want to sound like a conspiracy theorist. All I said was that he seemed…remarkably well-adjusted for someone who goes around stopping crime.” He shrugged. “But what do I know?”


    I looked to Sputnik, who hedged. “I don’t buy it,” he said flatly. “But…on the other hand…he does fit with Greg’s profile…”


    I scoffed. “You guys are actually putting faith in something Greg came up with?”


    They exchanged a glance. “As much as it pains me to say,” Alan sighed, “I’ve seen his probability charts. They’re actually pretty decent.”


    “Really?” That surprised me somehow, but even Sputnik was nodding, albeit reluctantly.


    “Anyway. It just got me thinking, you know? The whole thing. Dark Lightning—possibly being this college student—”


    “Allegedly Tony Gale,” Sputnik put in, “though I suppose he could be just about anyone.”


    I glanced around, almost unconsciously, for Davin. Alan’s words had jolted my memory back to the times I’d spent pondering the possibility that Davin was Dark Lightning. “You mean, like, what kind of person could live the double life of a superhero?”


    “That, and…” Alan glanced at Sputnik and then back at me. “It just made me think. If Dark Lightningisa college student and superhero—if he can juggle classes and homework and crime-fighting, why can’t I?”


    “Well, DL probably has some special powers or training,” Sputnik pointed out quickly.


    “Relax, Sputnik. I’m not saying I plan on donning tights and a cape or anything. I’m just saying, maybe there’s a place for me to use my gifts to help others.”


    I looked over at my friend thoughtfully. “That would be pretty decent of you, Alan.”


    He shrugged. “Isn’t that sort of what we all want out of life anyway? To use what we’ve been given—not just to make a profit, but to leave our mark on the world? I may only be good at algebra, coding, and Call of Duty, but I will find a way to make those work for me. And for others. You know what I mean?”


    “I think I do,” I said slowly.


    “Anyway. Hope you can make the class.” He and Sputnik waved as they headed out.


    Laurel nudged me. “Alert: you’ve got incoming.”


    I glanced up, half expecting to see Brad. Instead, it was Davin, coming out of the line and carrying his tray into the dining area. He looked around but didn’t see me; he had another fresh bruise on his cheek.


    “Geez. Is that guy accident prone, or what?” Laurel shook her head.


    Images flashed in my mind’s eye: a replay of the news from the night before, when Jennifer Wright reported that Dark Lightning had foiled a mugging. Caught on tape, the hero had disarmed the mugger, but not before the creep got in a couple shots—notably, a swing to the head. I’d seen for myself how the mugger’s fist had connected with DL’s face. Granted, it had been impossible to tell how severe the blow was due to DL’s standard black ski mask…but there was Davin, wearing a bruise in the same general area. Coincidence?


    He caught my eye then, and nodded. He strolled by our table and paused. “Dr. Fisher. Just the girl I needed to see.”


    “I’ll say,” I replied, trying to keep my voice light and unsuspicious. “What did you do to yourself this time?”


    He grinned. “Not my fault, honest. Kevin opened the Beast’s door right into my face. Can you believe that?”


    “Who’s the Beast?” Laurel asked, glancing between us.


    “Hank McCoy,” Davin replied, without missing a beat.


    “Who?” Laurel looked thoroughly confused.


    “That’s what Kevin calls his car,” I explained, while digging in my bag for a band-aid. “Davin was just teasing, using an X-Men reference.” I produced a band-aid and handed it to him. “You should put some ice on that, too.”


    “I did.” His smile faltered. “Is everything okay, Anna?”


    I drew a breath, still trying to hide the conflicting, confusing thoughts that were flashing through my head. “Yeah. Laurel and I were just talking about the self-defense class that’s being offered.”


    “Right, I heard about that. Sounds like a good idea. You should go,” he nodded at us.

    “I think I will,” I said.


    “Good,” he replied. He still didn’t sit down; neither did he move on. He just looked at me a moment, with that quietly questioning look. “You sure everything is okay?”


    I nodded, holding his gaze. “Are you?”


    He cocked his head. “Sure. But I got a ton of homework this week, so I’m a little tired. But hey, we should hang out sometime—maybe this weekend?”


    “Sure,” I said. “Call me.”


    He grinned again and nodded. “Sure thing, Doc.” And then he walked away.


    As Laurel and I stood to put our trays away, she asked, “Why does he call you Doctor Fisher? What’s that about?”


    I shook my head, glancing back to where he sat by himself. “It’s his own little joke,” I told her. “When we first met, he had a cut on his arm and I gave him a band-aid. Ever since then, he’s teased me about going to med school, being a doctor, all that kind of stuff.”


    “Aren’t you supposed to be hanging out with Brad this weekend?” Laurel asked.


    I sighed. “Yeah, well, somehow I doubt Davin will actually call, as much as I would love him to.” And I was right: he didn’t.


    Even though I missed him, it was probably just as well. For one thing, I couldn’t stop thinking about the possibility that Davin might be Dark Lightning. I knew it was crazy, especially with the rest of the world convinced Tony Gale was our local hero. But even Alan had admitted that Gregory’s wacky college-student theory had merit; and then there was the bruise. Multiple bruises, really. How many times since we met had I patched him up? What if his injuries really were from fighting criminals?


    Every time I came close to convincing myself, I would get the feeling I was still missing something. I’d think of how lost and lonely he often looked, how he isolated himself, how messed up he said he was. Davin Kowalski was the kind of guy who avoided people, and they avoided him, too. I didn’t see how a mask could change that.


    Sometimes I would stay up late and ponder it, trying to put all the pieces together in my journal. Once when Kim was also up, reading a romance novel, I sighed loudly and she looked over. “Something wrong?” she asked.


    “Just…overthinking,” I said. “Sorry.” As she went back to her book, I thought to myself,I’ve been too hard on comic book girls. It wasn’t as easy to tell in real life if someone was a superhero as I’d assumed it would be. I felt like I had all these strong indications, but nothing concrete. It was, to use a phrase from Kim’s classes, circumstantial evidence.


    That same week I’d seen the bruise on Davin’s cheek, I noticed at least three other guys around campus with similar injuries. And yeah, a couple of them were athletes. But it just highlighted the possibility that I was still jumping to conclusions with Davin. In Kim’s classes they often talked about motive, means, and opportunity when investigating a suspect. I didn’t suspect Davin of any crime—anymore— but I figured the same rules applied. It was a strong possibility that he had the opportunity to be DL. He certainly was missing often enough. He was also fast, and he had told me he’d taken martial arts, so he probably had the means, too.


    But what would his motivation be? And, as Alan, Sputnik, and Gregory had so often argued, how could he know where to be and who to help? No matter how hard I tried to put all the pieces together, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t have enough information, and I didn’t have anyone to talk it over with. So as much as I wanted answers, as hard as I tried to solve the riddle, I just kept coming up with more questions.


    It was bad enough having questions about Davin, but on top of that (and all my schoolwork, and the lingering menace of the Hallway Stalker) I was also confused about Brad. Towards the end of the semester, Lance and Laurel had a falling out (a rather dramatic one, over the possibility of cheating—apparently on both their parts); but for some reason, Brad kept hanging around.


    I couldn’t decide if I was happy about it or not: on one hand, I enjoyed the attention, just as I had with Chad; but on the other hand, there was still something about him that made me uncomfortable. I hung out with him, but tried to keep him at arms’ length so that I wouldn’t be just repeating the same mistakes I’d made with Chad.


    Brad was always very friendly—often a little too friendly—putting his arm around me, offering back rubs, and dolling out heavy-handed flattery. I really wasn’t used to being treated that way by guys, and I wasn’t entirely sure he meant any of it. Occasionally, I’d see him charming another girl, before returning to me and doing the same thing. His insincere flirting confused me so much that I sought Jill’s counsel—that, at least, I could confide in her about.


    She listened patiently as I described his touchy-feely actions and the way he sometimes called me “babe” or “sweetie,” and frowned when I told her I wasn’t the only one he treated that way. Then she calmly asked if I knew what his intentions toward me were.


    “Intentions?” I stammered. It sounded like such on old-fashioned word, out of one of her Jane Austen books (or movies). “I-I don’t really…he’s never…I don’t think he has any,” I finished lamely.


    She responded with an ever-deepening frown. “Anna, I think you ought to set some boundaries with this guy,” she replied, in her straightforward way. “I know Laurel’s a free spirit and all, and maybe she’d disagree, but this just doesn’t sound like you. I hate to say it, but it sounds like a case of ‘friends-with-benefits’ to me. Only he’s getting most of benefits.”


    I wasn’t so sure about that. Hanging out with Brad made me feel pretty and pursued, even if just for the moment. I knew, deep down, that there was no long term potential there. And so in a way, I was reaping the shallow, short-term benefits as much as Brad was. Maybe I already was repeating the same mistakes I’d made with Chad.


    “What if I’m just…jumping to conclusions?” I asked, feeling like I was doing just that in too many areas of my life. “I mean, should I really rock the boat and confront him? What if…what if it ruins our friendship?”


    “That’s exactly why you need to do it,” she insisted. “If he can’t handle it, then you aren’t very good friends, are you?”


    I was quiet a moment—thinking not of Brad, but of Davin.


    “Worst case scenario,” Jill went on, “you challenge him and he runs away. Not literally of course, but he might decide to withdraw and avoid you. Then again, your confrontation might be just the kick in the pants he needs to come clean with you.” She patted my shoulder. “Trust me, I know. Even though it’s scary and it might hurt the friendship, you’ll be better off if you talk to him.”


    I knew she was right. Knew it, knew it, knew it, and not just about Brad. As far as Brad was concerned, I could handle the not-knowing-how-he-really-felt. Brad’s friendship—even if it was a bit confusing—was better than facing the abyss of feelings for Davin I kept holed up. And all the questions that came with them. He was the one I really needed to confront, but at the same time, I had promised him that I wouldn’t pry. So I just kept coasting, putting off any confrontations with either guy.


    


    As the semester dragged toward the end, Brad kept flirting, and Davin kept busy. I barely saw him, and it surprised me how even in the midst of my confusion, I could honestly say that I would much rather have preferred to be spending my time with Davin then with Brad. Brad’s easy, all-American charm was wearing thin; I oddly missed Davin’s brooding loner act, his infuriating pragmatism, and the reluctant way he let me take care of him. Davin would never come out and say that he needed me, though his perpetual requirement of band-aids was obvious. But Brad did not need me at all, even a little bit. I was one replaceable face, one among many; if I dropped out, he’d find another in no time.


    This became ever more clear as the semester wore on, and glaringly obvious after one night at dinner in the caf. Davin and I happened to be having dinner at the same time—a rare occasion—but he was sitting alone, and I was with Brad. I saw him across the crowded room and let myself wonder once more about the possibility that he had a secret identity. It seemed too surreal to think that the guy sitting in the corner, dressed in black and sporting day-old scruff, could be a superhero. He didn’t look like anyone’s idea of Superman—or Clark Kent. He was scribbling in his journal again, as I often saw him do, and I wondered what occupied his mind in the same obsessive manner that he occupied mine.


    Abruptly he stood, and for a second my heart lurched because I thought he was leaving. Instead he headed to the front where the soda fountains were. I quickly stood to get a refill myself. As I walked away from the table, Laurel, Brad, and some of his buddies were laughing loudly.


    “Anna! While you’re up, can you grab me another root beer?” Brad called to me.


    I looked over my shoulder. “Sure.” I glanced at Davin. “Hey. Can you pass me another glass, please?”


    “Sure.” He handed me one. “So. On to a new one, huh?”


    I looked at him blankly.


    He nodded in Brad’s direction. “A new boyfriend, I mean.”


    “Brad is not my boyfriend any more than Chad was,” I objected. “He’s just a friend.”


    Davin took a step closer to me, so that he could speak quieter. “And does he like you for you? Does he appreciate you more than Chad did?”


    “Um, yeah. Maybe. I don’t know.”


    “Does he know that you love superheroes?”


    “Yes.” I jutted my chin out at him.


    “And that you carry around a first aid kit?”


    “No, but what does that have to do with anything? He hasn’t needed it.”


    He nodded slowly. “But he lets you be the Real Anna Crístina Fisher?”


    I was nettled by his insinuation. It had been weeks since Davin had said he’d call and hang out, and I’d barely seen him. So it wasn’t likehewas pursuing me, even as a friend. What right did he have to be nosy about my relationships with other guys? “Look, I never claimed he was my ideal guy. But he’s around. He takes an interest in me. He wants to spend time with me. When he says he’ll call, he actually does.” His face clouded over, and I regretted my words. “But, like I said, we’re just hanging out. It’s no big deal.”


    “You know whatisa big deal?” He leaned in just a little more and lowered his voice again. “I see him flirting with other girls. A lot.”


    That stung a little; how much was a lot? I’d seen Brad flirt with other girls when he thought I wasn’t looking, a few times. Had Davin seen more? But really, a little or a lot, it wasn’t exactly a great quality in a guy. “Yeah, I know,” I sighed.


    “I didn’t say that to talk bad about him. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”


    “I won’t,” I said wearily. “I told you, we’re just friends.”


    “Does he know that?”


    “Considering he’s not pursuing me any more than his other girls, I’d say yeah.”


    “His other girls,” he repeated, sighing. He clenched his jaw and shook his head.


    “What?” I frowned at him, wondering what he had to be so angry about.


    “There shouldn’t be other girls,” he said. “You shouldn’t have to compete with anyone. You’re special, Anna. You shouldn’t be taken for granted. You deserve someone who will fight for you, like the heroes you so admire. I mean...you’re...” he sighed, wrestling with words.


    “What?” I asked, desperately wanting to know what Davin thought of me. Everything else was forgotten. He said I wasspecial.


    He pinned me in place with a direct look, his dark brown eyes smoldering. “You’re Mary Jane,” he said finally. “And you have all these Flash Thompsons and Harry Osborns hovering around you, trying to make a move. Because...you’re basically amazing.”


    Amazing? My heart fluttered. “But I don’t want Flash or Harry,” I murmured.


    “You want Spider-Man,” he finished for me, looking a little wistful.


    I shrugged. “And Peter Parker.”


    He looked at me, very seriously. “Then don’t settle,” he said. “If Brad is what you really want, if he really makes you happy, then…” He drew a deep breath. “Then go for it. He’d be an idiot not to drop those other girls for you. And the truth is, you’re right—at least he’s around. At least if you’re with him, then you’re….”


    “What?” I frowned.


    “Safe,” he finished, looking away.


    “Safe?” I echoed, puzzled.


    “Yeah. Whatever else he may be, if you were ever in trouble, he’d take care of you. Right?”


    “I-I guess.” Davin was being more cryptic than ever, and I didn’t know what to make of it.


    “All I’m trying to say is…” he fixed me with a serious frown, “…be careful.”


    I hoped to God he wasn’t referring to sex. “Um, I don’t know what you mean by that, but okay.” I chewed my lip nervously. “You know Brad and I aren’t…like, intimate, right?”


    “No, I didn’t mean—” He shook his head, looking briefly embarrassed. “Not with Brad. I meant this whole Hallway Stalker thing. That sicko is still out there. You know, just don’t put yourself in dangerous situations. At night. Alone.”


    “Oh! That. Right. Well, like I told you, I took that self-defense class. And I walk almost everywhere with Jill, Laurel, or Kim. Sometimes all three.”


    “Good,” he sighed, looking relieved. “Keep it up. I don’t want anything to happen to you, so be safe.”


    “Okay. Thanks, Davin.” I sighed as he walked away, pondering his strange warnings.


    “Babe!” A loud voice interrupted my thoughts. “You bringing that root beer over, or what?”


    I tried not to glare as I returned to our table, but I knew then that I couldn’t go on pretending. Brad was a nice guy, but he wasn’t what I was looking for, and obviously I wasn’t what he was looking for, either. And even though I’d said repeatedly that we were “just friends,” the truth was, I was beginning to wonder if Brad knew how to be platonic with a girl. He was constantly clouding the water with his flirty little gestures—which didn’t really mean anything to him anyway.


    As far as him potentially keeping me safe went, I didn’t need Brad to be my protector. I had friends, pepper spray (somewhere) and a few self-defense tricks up my sleeve. I could take care of myself. All the more reason to cut him loose.


    After that, I intentionally began to put a little distance between us. I found excuses to be busy when Brad would call and want to hang out; I didn’t return all of his calls. I felt kind of cowardly; I knew at some point I’d have to be direct about it, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I put it off as long as possible.


    It was just before finals when Brad finally cornered me, walking back to my dorm after a study session. I saw him, across the lawn, flirting with Stacy, an off-duty RA from my dorm. He was leaning into her, and she was laughing at everything he said. I was hoping to slip into Mercy without him seeing me, but the classmate I’d walked back with called out a hello to Stacy and caught Brad’s attention. He glanced at me and made a motion for me to wait for him.


    While the girl from my study group bounded into the dorm, I figured it was time to come clean. Brad said something to Stacy and sprinted over to where I was, waiting reluctantly and feeling guilty. “Hey, Anna. What’s going on?”


    I shrugged. “Not much. You?”


    He shook his head. “No, I mean,what’s going on?” “What do you mean?” I asked warily, even though I knew.


    “Well, let’s see.” He cleared his throat. “You haven’t returned any of my messages, you always have an excuse to not hang out...I never see you anymore. Are you avoiding me?”


    “Um,” I said.


    “Does this have anything to do with Kowalski?”


    “What?” I was startled.


    “I saw you guys talking the other night in the caf. Did he say something to you?”


    “Wait. You know Davin?”


    “He’s my suite mate. And ever since you two talked, you’ve been MIA.”


    I drew a deep breath, trying to figure out where to begin. “Okay. Let me ask you something, Brad. Am I your girlfriend?”


    “What?—no.”


    “Are we dating?”


    “Um...no, not exactly.”


    “Right. Then explain something to me. Why is it that you can be flirting with Stacy and yet still sound sort of jealous when talking about me and Davin?”


    “What? No, no—Stacy’s just a friend. That’s nothing.”


    I put my hand on my hip and glanced back to where the RA was still waiting. “I’m sureshedoesn’t think it’s nothing.”


    “Hey, Anna...I mean, you know I like you, right?”


    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “And I like you too. But...” He sighed. “Here it comes. What is it? You want us to be exclusive or something?”


    I shook my head. “Nah. You wouldn’t want that, and truthfully, I don’t either. Honestly, I think I just kinda need a break from guys right now.”


    “You’re serious.”


    “Yeah. Between Chad and you and Davin...” I sighed. “I need a break.”


    “Wow.” He sighed and shook his head. “Well, okay. If you’re sure. But if you change your mind.....”


    I smiled and nodded in Stacy’s direction. “You’ll have moved on to someone else,” I finished for him. “And you know what? That’s okay.”


    Brad hesitated. “You sure?”


    I looked at him steadily. “Yeah, Brad, I’m sure.”


    “Okay, well...guess I’ll see you around. Or...not.” I nodded, forced a smile, and continued into the dorm as Brad resumed his conversation with Stacy. I laughed to myself as I heard her ask, “Who was that?” To which Brad replied, “No one. She’s just a friend.”


    The only thing left to do was break the news to Laurel.


    And Davin. I wanted him to know, too.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    

    “A friend is known when needed.”

    —Arabian Proverb


    


    Laurel didn’t take the news so well. Neither did Jill, for that matter. Both of them were shocked when I related the conversation to them.


    “When I told you to set boundaries, it was so your relationship could be healthy! Not so you could end it!” Jill moaned. “Brad was such a great guy! And so cute!”


    “His cuteness has nothing to do with it,” I said. “He just wasn’t the right guy for me.” But they kept harping at me about it on the way to lunch the following day.


    “I just don’t get it. You pine away over Davin, who barely talks to you. But when a guy like Brad is right in front of you, you walk away.” Laurel gestured wildly with her hands to express her frustration as she talked.


    “Oh, Laurel. It’s not like Brad was ever serious about me, anyway.”


    “He could have been, you never know. It’s not like you gave him a decent chance.”


    “He had plenty of chances, okay? Brad is a nice guy, but...”


    “He’s too well-adjusted,” Jill put in savagely.


    I stopped for a second and stared at her. “Jill! Is that another shot at Davin?”


    “I’m sorry, Anna. I’m with Laurel on this one. First Chad, and now Brad. It just doesn’t seem right that you keep overlooking decent guys in favor of a guy who—you admit—has some dark, mysterious cloud hanging over him.”


    “Okay.” I stopped, and they halted to look back at me. “Time out, wait a minute. First of all, don’t make it sound like I purposely sabotaged my relationships with Chad and Brad. Things just didn’t work out. And secondly, I really wish you would stop talking about Davin that way. You guys don’t have to like him, but I would hope that as my friends, you would at least give him the benefit of the doubt. Or at least try not to hate him, for my sake.”


    They exchanged glances.


    “The truth is,” I slowly started walking again, “neither one of you have really spent time with him. You don’t really know what he’s like. Because mostly I talk to you about him when I’m confused or frustrated—or both—and that isn’t an accurate representation of him. He can be funny, too. And thoughtful...” I started to think about the way he often looked out for me and others. Most recently, he’d warned me about Brad, and to be careful about the Hallway Stalker. But there were other examples, too. “Did I ever tell you guys about how we first met?”


    “I thought you had a class together,” Jill said.


    “Yeah, that’s right—so did about a hundred other freshmen. We actually met on the way to lunch one day, like we are now, when he—” I stopped, mid-sentence. Suddenly,Ithad happened tome. I just stood there, rooted to the sidewalk.


    “Anna?” Jill and Laurel had stopped walking, too, and were looking at me curiously.


    “Come on. It’s starting to rain.” Laurel held up a hand to shield her hair from moisture.


    I could see the scene replaying in my mind. “He...he helped some people,” I murmured slowly.


    “Helped them do what?” Laurel asked.


    I didn’t answer. My suspicions and musings about Davin possibly being Dark Lightning that had been building over the last few months came rushing back to me. The missing pieces I’d been stumped by—the how and the why—suddenly seemed in reach. All I could think was,how did he know it was going to happen?


    I remembered him running past me so fast, his black trench coat flapping. And I’d seen that something was about to happen, because it was seconds away from taking place, but Davin...he’drunto it. Hadn’t he? Like he’d already known it was going to happen, but how could anyone have known?


    Maybe that was why he’d already been heading out towards Wal-Mart the night I made Misty give him a ride—he’d known the Sheetz was going to be held up. Or why he’d taken me to the South Side on Christmas. I felt a sudden and urgent desire to go back and read my journal, cross referencing my entries with my scrapbook of newspaper clippings chronicling DL’s activity. If he had some sort of spidey sense of his own, that definitely would have given him the last two of three: means and opportunity.


    As far as motive went…Davin could be antisocial, but he wasn’t a sociopath. I knew him well enough to believe that if he knew someone was in trouble and could do something about it, he would. I would have bet my life on it. But before I got too carried away convincing myself of my theory, I wanted to go back through my notes. “Um, I’ll catch up with you guys,” I said.


    “What?”


    “I-I forgot something in my room. One of my notebooks.”


    “Can’t you get it after lunch?”


    “No, no. I need it. I just…there’s something I have to look up. You guys go on ahead.”


    I turned abruptly and dashed back to Mercy. The side door was closest, so I headed for it at a jog and nearly plowed into a student hanging out there. “Sorry,” I mumbled. If he replied from the depths of his hoodie-shadowed face, I didn’t hear it. But what did I care? Stupid guy waiting around for his girlfriend to come out ought to at least stand out of the way.


    I dashed inside and was heading down the hallway when I heard the door slam shut. It seemed a little belated, so I glanced back. At the end of the hallway stood a dark figure. I faltered as I realized it was the guy in the hoodie. Guys weren’t allowed in the hallways of Mercy dorm; really no one without a key card could get in, unless, of course, they caught the door after someone else, someone who hadn’t bothered to close the door all the way. Like me.


    But that still didn’t mean he was allowed to be there. I didn’t know whether to remind him of this, or go and get the R.A. on duty. I couldn’t see his face, but I thought I saw a glint of light reflecting off a pair of sunglasses. I took a couple more hesitant steps down the hall, and he took a few steps nearer. My heart began to pound.


    Suddenly all the reports of girls being followed into their dorm rooms and beaten up flashed through my mind. It had been a couple months since we’d heard any news of the Hallway Stalker; his last victim had been just long ago enough to lure me into a delicate sense of security. But sometimes, walking back to my dorm, I’d get that heebie-jeebie feeling of being watched or followed, and it gave me chills. It didn’t seem rational to link the hooded guy standing in the hallway to the rash of attacks, but my mind made the leap almost instantly.


    I turned to face him, and it occurred to me that I’d seen him standing outside that door several times in the past few months. Usually at night. Before, I’d always assumed he was waiting for his girlfriend, but right then I was pretty sure he was there for something else. I swallowed hard, wondering if I could make it to my room and lock it before he got there. Or would it be better to run for the RA? Then I thought,what couldshedo?Allie was smaller than I was! He could probably have taken both of us before we got a chance to call security.


    “You’re not supposed to be in here,” I called out to him. My voice didn’t sound as authoritative as I wanted it to. I fidgeted with the strap of my messenger bag, wondering if I had anything with me I could use as a weapon. I couldn’t remember if I still had the pepper spray Jill’s mom had given me.


    The guy in the hoodie didn’t say anything. He just took a couple more steps down the hall and closer to me.


    Run, I told myself,run!But I was afraid; afraid of what he would do if I wasn’t facing him anymore. I stepped backward again and tightened my grip on the strap of my bag. I had no idea if any of the closed doors that lined the hallway held girls who would hear me if I screamed, or if any were brave enough to call security. I looked at the hooded kid again; his dark outline made it hard to describe him. Still, I tried to pick out anything distinguishing in case I had to give a description later. Unfortunately, the most I could come up with was that he was shortish and kind of stocky. And that he was wearing a dark gray hoodie and black jeans.


    I heard music coming from a door a little way down, and I made up my mind to run for it and try to get whoever lived there to let me in and call security. I couldn’t remember who lived there; all I could do was pray she would be a fast-acting, level-headed soul. As I turned and broke into a run, I heard a muffled curse come from the guy behind me.


    “Help!” I reached the door and pounded twice before I was yanked back and thrown against the opposite wall. My head hit the painted cement bricks with a thud. For a moment, my vision swam; even though he was right in front of me, I still couldn’t see his face—at least, nothing distinguishing. Skin, sunglasses, shadows—and then he was reaching for me again, his hand moving toward my throat as if to choke or silence me.


    My adrenaline kicked in. What was it they’d told us in the self-defense class? Use what you have, use your natural inclinations and make them work for you. My hands went up to shield myself automatically, but I remembered my training and quickly clasped them so I could use them to force his hand away from my face. As I brought my arms down, his elbow bent and it brought him closer to me so I could swipe at him with my right arm.


    He stumbled away and shook his head, seeming surprised—but he quickly recovered. As he reached inside his jacket pocket and pulled out a knife, I could feel a cold sweat forming on the back of my neck. None of the reports had mentioned him having a weapon, and none of the moves I’d learned dealt with disarming an opponent.


    He didn’t lunge at me right away, he just brandished his knife as if to remind me that he was in control. I wracked my brain for a solution, and it came to me. No weapon in my bag? No problem—my whole bag was a weapon. Grabbing it by the strap again, I swung it off my shoulder and through the air toward my assailant with as much force as I could muster.


    My bag of textbooks did pack enough of a punch to disarm him and send him reeling, but he bounced back quickly and pulled it out of my hands before I could swing it again. I crossed my arms in front of me as he advanced again; I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. As he came close I lunged a wobbly kick at him; though I managed to strike at his kneecap, that just seemed to make him angrier.


    He stumbled forward and swung his fist at me. I ducked but used my arms to redirect his blow away from me. After that, I just tried to run back down the hall to the exit. I tripped over my own bag and in the precious seconds it took to regain my footing, he grabbed me from behind once again. I struggled to get away, to twist out of my jacket, but he threw me on the ground. He moved toward me again, but before he reached me, a black blur bulldozed him over.


    I sat up in surprise, pushing the hair out of my eyes. Was I seeing things right? Even though I’d hit my head against the wall, I knew I wasn’tthatdisoriented. Dark Lightning, famed hero of the ‘Burgh, was attackingmyattacker in the hallway of my dorm. I watched in dizzy awe as he pulled my assaulter to his feet and then threw him against the wall. “You really need to learn how to treat a lady, Dude,” he said.


    “Dark Lightning!” the hooded guy gasped. His voice was muffled, as if he was wearing some sort of scarf over his mouth.


    “I know, you’re asking yourself, ‘Why would such an upstanding guy break the rules of Mercy Hall?’” He picked up the guy and began dragging him toward the lounge door. “I guess I thought I’d help take the trash out.” He shoved him into the lounge where Allie gaped in bewilderment. “You—you guys aren’t allowed in there,” she stammered. “I’m going to have to write you up!”


    “Forget about that, Allie!” I said. “This guy followed me in andattackedme!”


    Allie glanced nervously from the phone to Dark Lightning.


    “Nothim!” I snapped. Didn’t she watch the news? “Him!” I pointed to the chair where Dark Lightning had plunked the hoodie guy.


    “I suggest you call security right away,” Dark Lightning advised her in a deep voice. “And then the police.” As Allie reached for the phone, my black-garbed hero turned to me. “Are you all right?” he asked softly, extending a trench-coated arm.


    My heart was pounding. All around the lounge, girls (and their boyfriends) were staring, whispering, and whipping out cell phones. I didn’t care. I was finally face to face—well, face to mask, anyway—with my hero. Dark Lightning. He took a step closer, seemingly unaware of how bizarre it was that he was standing inmy loungein broad daylight. I nodded in response to his question. “I’m okay.”


    “Good,” he said, but it was nearly a whisper. A deep whisper.


    “It’s Tony Gale,” some of the girls hissed in excited whispers, and one girl even called out, “Hey Tony, take off your mask and let us get a picture!”


    He ignored them, and made no move to take off his ski mask. He just hesitated, looking at me as though my reaction was the only one he cared about. I knew it was ridiculous to even think that, but he just kept staring at me.


    I hesitated a moment before lunging forward. He almost flinched, but when my arms went around him in a hug, he relaxed. “Thank you,” I whispered. I abruptly stepped back and looked up at him. “You saved me.”


    His entire face was covered by that black ski mask— except for two slits for his deep, dark eyes. “You’re welcome,” he said softly, and a pang went through my heart. “Just tryin’ to help…though you seemed to be doing pretty well on your own.”


    Flustered, I looked down, and that was when I noticed a familiar tear in the sleeve of his black trench coat. It jolted my memory and brought me back to reality. I looked back up at him. “Areyouokay?” I asked, wondering automatically whether I needed my first aid kit—for either one of us.


    “Yeah. I’m good,” he said. Hesitantly, he reached his hand up to cup my face, but his fingers barely brushed my skin. “I’m just glad you’re safe.” He held my gaze a moment, drawing a breath as though he wanted to say something else.


    Suddenly our tender moment was interrupted by the cries of the others in the room. “He’s getting away!” several girls squealed, and some of the guys started after the Hallway Stalker as he slipped outside and began to run. Dark Lightning pulled away from me and sped out the door and after the hooded kid as well. He was so fast. There was nothing but a dark blur, his trench coat billowing behind him like a cape.


    


    And that was the moment I knew.


    

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    


    “How rare and wonderful

    is that flash of a moment when we realize we have discovered a friend.”

    —William E. Rothschild


    


    A shiver went through me as I watched him dash away. “Wait!” I cried suddenly, sprinting after him. I didn’t even think; I couldn’t have explained why I did it.


    Though I knew he was too fast to keep up with, I ran anyway. I ran with all my might, pumping my arms and legs as hard and fast as I could, my only thought to catch up with him. Something in me was compelled to be near him—to see, once and for all, if my suspicions were right.


    It was raining harder than ever; I slipped on the wet grass and the water soaked my clothes, weighing me down. As I tried to get a bearing on which way DL and the Hallway Stalker had gone, I heard sirens and saw police and campus security vehicles heading to a far side of campus. If he hadn’t escaped, Dark Lightning would no doubt have been handing the Hallway Stalker over to them at that moment.


    I ran and ran until I was panting and gasping; I was halfway across campus when I slowed to catch my breath. For a heartbreaking moment, I thought I’d lost him and was considering turning around and giving up. I rounded a bend in the trail, when I stopped abruptly. The little chapel— where I’d discovered a badly beaten up Davin months earlier—was only yards away. I just stood there, dripping wet and shivering, but immobile with the realization that was undeniably, relentlessly dawning.


    I walked toward the chapel door slowly, my pulse pounding. Just as I reached it, Davin stepped out. My heart always leapt when I saw him; but this time there was an extra jolt as I took in his appearance. He was sweaty and red-faced, as though he’d just been finishing up a track meet, and his hair was even more mussed than usual. Like he’d just pulled off a hat…or a ski mask.


    He stopped short when he saw me, looking shocked. “Anna!” His clothes were completelydry…like he’d been wearing a familiar black trench coat.


    My heart was racing, and not just because I’d been running or had just survived an attack. “Hey, Davin.” I nodded toward the chapel. “What are you up to?”


    “Oh, um, not much. Just…hanging out.”


    Perfectly vague, as usual, Davin, I thought. He turned the question on me, obviously unsettled by my appearance. “What about you?”


    “Actually, I was on my way to lunch with Jill and Laurel, when I went back in to get a book I forgot.” I looked at him directly, watching to see what affect my words would have on him. “The Hallway Stalker followed me in and attacked me.”


    “What? Anna—are you okay?”


    I nodded. “I am now. Dark Lightning rescued me.” I couldn’t read his expression.


    “Wow. Lucky you.”


    “I don’t believe in luck,” I told him bluntly. “Or coincidence.”


    He didn’t answer right away, and he wasn’t looking at me. “Well, I’m glad he was around, anyway. It would have been horrible if something had happened to you.” The concern on his face was real. He reached his free hand out, tentatively, and put it on my shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay? That bastard didn’t hurt you before…before DL got there?”


    I shook my head. “I’m fine.”


    “Did they catch him?” he asked.


    My heart sank a little. “I don’t know,” I confessed.


    “I think I saw Campus Security around,” he said. “I’m sure they’ll get him. Although, it did kind of look like they were more interested in chasing Dark Lightning than anyone else.”


    “What?” I shrieked. I sighed disgustedly. “So typical! Chase the good guy while the criminal gets away.”


    “Yeah, I guess.” He frowned slightly. “So…what are you doinghere?”


    I tried not to blush. “I was…well…I was kind of following Dark Lightning,” I said, this time not meeting his gaze.


    “Why?” he asked, sounding stern. “You should have stayed where you were safe.”


    “Well…” I glanced up at Davin, remembering why I’d run out there in the first place. Could I be right? Could it really be true? It seemed to fit, but— “I just…I had to see something. For myself.”


    “What?”


    I couldn’t tell him the truth, not yet. I came up with something plausible instead. “I wanted to see Dark Lightning hand that guy over to the authorities.”


    He shook his head, looking torn between amusement and frustration. “I’m sure that if Dark Lightning knew that, he’d be irritated,” he told me. “After going to all that trouble to rescue you, you then go running back into danger.” He sighed. “A fine way to repay him. Very Lois Lane of you.”


    “You’re right,” I realized, meekly. “I wasn’t thinking.” It did seem rather reckless and ungrateful, once I thought about it. But in a way, I’d just felt pulled after him.


    “You know, you really should get your head checked out,” Davin said, interrupting my thoughts. “Let me walk you to the nurse. Make sure you don’t have a concussion.”


    “I’m fine,” I objected again.


    “Probably,” he agreed. “But you still need to be checked. Now, don’t try to argue. You’re always taking care of me when I’m hurt; now it’s my turn.”


    “Okay,” I replied, suppressing a shiver. He wanted me to get my head checked out. Myhead. Because the Hallway Stalker slammed me against the wall. But I hadn’t mentioned that, so Davin couldn’t possibly have known about it, unless...unless he’d seen it himself. I fell into step beside him, my mind whirring with compounded questions and musings that still all seemed to point to one answer. “So, what are you doing for the break?” he asked, distracting me. “Going home again?”


    “Sort of,” I said. “I’m going to my grandparents’ house, in Virginia. My family will be there for a little while, too.”


    “On furlough?”


    I grinned. “On furlough.”


    “That will be nice.”


    I nodded. “Yeah, it will be. What about you?”


    “Oh, same old, same old. I’ll be here, working at Giant Eagle, if they’ll take me back.”


    “You don’t work there during the year?”


    “Nah. Too busy. But I need something to do during the summer…and a way to pay my room and board. Don’t suppose I could get your new address for this summer?” he added shyly. “Or would Brad object to that?”


    I scoffed. “Brad’s not in a position to object to anything.” At Davin’s raised eyebrow, I clarified, “I told him we were through.”


    “Did you?” His eyebrows shot up, and I could have sworn there was a look of relief on his face. Maybe.


    I smiled. “I did. And he took it rather well. So, write, by all means, please. And of course postage will be much less expensive.”


    “Good point.” He ushered me into the infirmary and addressed the intake nurse. “Anna Fisher was attacked in her dorm,” he informed her. The woman looked alarmed.


    “I’m okay,” I said quickly, and she raised an eyebrow.


    “Her attacker was stopped,” Davin explained, “but I just want to make sure she doesn’t have a concussion, or any other injuries.”


    The heavy-set nurse scrutinized me. “You hit your head?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Take a seat. Fill these out. Someone will be with you in a moment.”


    I sighed as I took the clipboard and sat; Davin settled next to me. “This is silly,” I said. “I’m fine. I have a little bit of a head ache, but I’m not dizzy or nauseous. I can walk and talk just fine, and I can remember everything.”


    “Everything, huh? Don’t self-diagnose, Doctor Fisher. Do you remember when the Battle of Bunker Hill was fought?”


    “The what?”


    “The Battle of Bunker Hill. We covered it in World Civ.”


    “No, we did not.”


    “We did, too. The unit on the American Revolution.”


    “Davin, that was like, two years ago! I don’t remember stuff like that!”


    “So, not everything.”


    “Everything important.”


    “That happens to have been a very significant battle,” Davin reminded me, in a smug tone.


    He was saved from a scathing reply when the nurse led me back to a smaller room to wait for the doctor. A bored man came in and glanced at my sheet before shining his little light in my eyes and asking me a series of questions. He made me follow his finger with my eyes and then concluded I was fine. “To be on the safe side, though, don’t go to sleep for a few more hours. Set an alarm and have your roommate wake you up.” He tossed me an ice pack, told me I could take tylenol, and sent me back out.


    “Told you I was fine.”


    Davin looked relieved, and all my whirring thoughts came back. “Well, it was my turn to stubbornly take care of you,” he said as we walked out. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”


    “Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate it.”


    “Where are you headed to now?”


    “Um...” My stomach growled. “Lunch, I guess,” I laughed. Then I stopped. “Oh!”


    “What?” Davin looked alarmed all over again. “What is it?”


    “I forgot—I was supposed to meet Jill and Laurel at Phelps.”


    “I’ll walk you over.”


    “You really don’t have to,” I protested. “I am okay.”


    “I know you are. But...I don’t know. It just doesn’t seem right to leave you alone, right after you got attacked.”


    How could I have ever considered, even briefly, that Davin was anything but good? Walking with him, I felt safe. “Okay,” I agreed. And so we headed, side by side, to the cafeteria.


    He walked very close to me, as close as two people can without touching each other. I rambled about my art class, and he nodded. We kept stealing glances at each other, and looking away. A few times I caught him staring at me searchingly, but I couldn’t seem to let him hold my gaze.


    As we were about to cross the road, Davin suddenly grabbed my wrist and held me back a moment; a car peeled out of the driveway and roared past us.


    “Geez,” I gasped, and then, glancing at him curiously, I added, “Thanks.” He didn’t say anything, but slowly released my wrist. Before he completely withdrew, I took his hand and interlaced my fingers through his. He looked at me, his lips parted in surprise, but then he smiled shyly and gave my hand a squeeze as we kept walking. It gave me a feeling of nervous flutters in the best way. As we walked up to the doors, Jill and Laurel came bursting out the exit.


    “Anna! Where have you been? We were getting worried.”


    “Oh,” Jill said, nudging Laurel and shooting a pointed look at our interlocked hands. “She was withDavin.”


    “No,” I protested, but Davin cut in.


    “Actually, I was just walking Anna over from the infirmary,” he said gravely. “Anna was attacked in Mercy Hall.”


    “What?Attacked?” They stared at me. “Anna, are you okay?”


    “Yes—yes, I’m okay.”


    “Who attacked you?”


    “The Hallway Stalker,” Davin said, and I heard that note of bitterness in his tone again.


    “But,” I interrupted the next flood of questions, “I was rescued.” I paused for emphasis, and couldn’t hold back a grin, despite the seriousness of my tale. “By Dark Lightning.”


    “Seriously? He was here?”


    “He was in our dorm?”


    “He wasamazing,” I said, on the verge of a swoon, when I noticed Davin watching me. “And then,” I added, “Davin also came to my rescue.”


    Both girls turned to look at him, curiously, and he shrugged, apparently feeling self-conscious. “I ran into him, and he made me go to the infirmary,” I held up my ice pack, “and walked me here, too. So I wouldn’t be alone after being attacked.”


    “Wow….That’s actually kind of sweet,” Jill said, looking at Davin with new interest.


    “Yeah, thanks for looking out for her,” Laurel added. “We can take it from here.”


    “Okay.” He released my hand but hesitated. “Let me know if you need anything else.”


    I smiled at him. “Thanks, Davin. Really. For everything.”


    “No problem.” He nodded at us, and turned to walk away. After a few steps, he turned back and added, “Oh, it was 1775.”


    “What?”


    “1775. The Battle of Bunker Hill.”


    “Oh.” I laughed.


    “We learned about it the day we met,” he added. “Another red-letter day in history.”


    I smiled shyly. “Kind of like today.”


    “Yeah,” Laurel chimed in, “getting rescued by your hero! That’s one for the books.”


    “Dear Diary,” Jill added, “today I was saved by a superhero. It was the best day ever.”


    “And by my friend,” I added quietly. Davin, still close by, heard me and glanced my way; I locked my gaze onto his deep, dark eyes.


    “It was no big deal,” he murmured.


    “It was to me.”


    He rubbed his arm self-consciously. “Glad I could help. Especially after all you’ve done for me. So... if I don’t see you before you leave, have a great summer, okay? And be safe.”


    “I will,” I told him. “You too.” I hesitated and added, “Be careful.”


    Once more I watched him turn and amble away. What an idiot I’d been. All that time, it had been so obvious. The signs had all been there, but I’d been too blind to figure out what they meant. Or, as Andy would say, too afraid to trust my intuition. Just like all those other silly superhero girlfriends I complained about, I’d been too distracted to put the pieces together. I’d even tried to fit them together the wrong way. But the picture was finally clear, and it made all the difference in the world.


    I had been saved: by Dark Lightning, yes, but not that fraud Tony Gale. I’d been saved by Davin Kowalski, my best friend and the guy I had fallen head-over-heels for. I knew then, unshakably, that it was true. The doubts, the hints, the questions that had rolled around in my head almost since the very first appearance of the dark hero, all vanished. I would never look at Davin in quite the same way again. Our friendship would no longer be the same.


    For that matter, how could anything be the same? Even though the world kept spinning as it had before, for me, everything seemed cast in a new light. I went about my days the same way I always had; I did what I needed to. I studied, I slept (barely), and I went to my exams. But all the while in the back of my mind, there was the new knowledge that had utterly altered my life.

  


  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    


    “A friend is one who knows you

    and loves you just the same.”

    —Elbert Hubbard


    


    I awoke in a cold sweat from another dream in which I had been running. In the dark, I sat up and shivered, hugging myself as I tried to calm down. I’d been dreaming of the hallway just outside my door, and of a hooded figure standing at the end, holding a knife, chasing me. In my nightmares he was a hundred times more menacing.


    I kept seeing flashes of his gleaming, giant knife every time I closed my eyes, and it felt like I could still hear his grunts and feel his fingers on me. It didn’t seem to matter that in reality I had fought him off and Davin had saved me. The nightmares kept coming anyway.


    I remembered that it was the weekend before finals and that Kim had gone home; I turned on the light and tried to calm myself. I didn’t want to go back to sleep, no matter how much I needed it. Instead, I turned on my roommate’s TV, and found that I was just in time for the early morning news.


    “Later today,” the anchorwoman was saying, “we’ll have an exclusive interview with Tony Gale, and Jennifer Wright will ask him to address the rumors that he’s a fraud.”


    “More than hundred witnesses saw him giving a speech to an elementary school in Brookline,” the co-anchor explained, “while at the same time, miles away in the North Hills, Dark Lightning was caught on camera rescuing a college student from the Hallway Stalker.”


    “Was the hero at Western Pennsylvania College merely a copycat?” the anchorwoman continued. “Or is Tony Gale the copycat, and is now being discovered? We’ll have the details for you tonight at six.”


    I turned the TV back off and sat in silence. Of course I wanted Tony Gale outed as a fraud, though I wasn’t sure how Jill would take the news. I was angry that he’d ever been given even a little of the spotlight that so rightfully belonged to Davin. And I was mad that he’d made me doubt what I’d known deep down—that Davin was Dark Lightning, and always had been.


    It made sense of everything I knew about him, though I still had a lot of gaps to fill in. That was all right. I didn’t need all the answers at once, not now that I knew the truth. But putting that together was easy compared to what I was faced with after the realization hit me.


    


    I hadn’t quite finished processing my discovery, or figured out how to react to it, when I saw him again. He was sitting outside the Carnegie building as I exited, having just finished my last exam of the semester. My first inclination was to avoid him, pretend I hadn’t seen him and hope he wouldn’t notice me. I was afraid my newfound knowledge would be transparent—that he would take one look at me and know that I knew. For all I knew, he could read minds or something. But his expression made me reconsider.


    I headed over to where he sat in the grass, reading a newspaper. “Hey. Whatcha readin’?”


    He looked up in surprise. “Hey, Anna. I was just thinking about you.”


    “You were?” I felt a flutter of excitement. “Why?”


    He hesitated, then flipped the paper over so I could see the headline of the story he’d been reading: “Dark Lightning Fails to Capture Hallway Stalker.”


    I sighed in disgust. “Nice. I suppose they downplay the whole part where you saved me.”


    “What?” He looked at me sharply and I realized my slip too late.


    “I mean,youdidn’t save me,” I sputtered quickly. “DL saved me. You helped afterward. That’s what I meant to say....I suppose they left out the part whereDark Lightningsaved me.” I forced a chuckle. “Silly me.”


    “Speaking of Dark Lightning…how did Jill take the news when she heard they arrested Tony Gale for fraud?”


    I shook my head. “She was livid, of course. And she apologized to me.”


    “To you? Why?”


    I shrugged. “I guess because she knew I’d never really believed it was him.”

    He shook his head. “You really didn’t, did you? Nothing gets by you, I guess.” And he shot me the Probing Look, which I avoided by pointing to the article he still held.


    “Can’t believe they’re actually blaming DL for not catching the Hallway Stalker when the entire police force of the city hasn’t been able to, either.”


    He nodded slowly. “Well, there’s a brief mention of how the Hallway Stalker was attacking someone when he was interrupted by Dark Lightning, but the article definitely focuses more on the whole Hallway-Stalker-escaping-and-DL-not-catching-him thing.” He leaned back on an arm. “I mean, you said DL’s super fast, right? So how did the guy get away?”


    I let out a long, unhappy breath and sat beside him. “Campus Security came to ask me a bunch of questions after it was all over. They did a thorough search of the campus, especially around the dorm, and discovered an entrance to a network of drainage tunnels in the back, behind the hedges. They’re pretty sure that’s what the Hallway Stalker used to get away—they found fresh shoe prints, the lock was open, and there was no scheduled maintenance.” I tried to shrug, but it turned into a shudder. “It looks like that’s how he was able to disappear so quickly.”


    Davin scowled. “Tunnels? Really?”


    “They connect the whole school. Which means, of course, that now Security is updating the locks and everything.”


    “Damn. Well, I guess even good ol’ Dark Lightning couldn’t have known about that.”

    “No, he couldn’t have,” I agreed emphatically. His expression didn’t change; he just kept staring at the headline. “Can I read it?”


    He handed the paper to me, and I got the impression he was watching my face as I read. When I finished, I handed it back to him with a grimace. “I don’t understand why they make him sound so bad. He saved me; isn’t that enough?”


    Davin was quiet a few moments. He drew a breath and replied, “I suppose they just don’t understand him.”


    “I guess.” I wasn’t convinced. “That doesn’t seem like much of an excuse, though. They’re practically out to ruin his character, and for what? To sell more papers?”


    “Well, it’s their business. I mean, you’re right. If that reporter was really being fair and unbiased, he would have at least talked to you. Interviewed you. I mean, not only did DL save you, you’re the girl who gave him his name. If I were a reporter, I’d have led with that. And it seems like his rescuees always get their fifteen minutes of fame, so why not you?”


    I shrugged. “I don’t care about that. I’m not real big on being in the spotlight. I’m more upset about how they’re spinning this story.” I sighed again; I was finding it difficult to maintain a conversation about Dark Lightning in the abstract when I was very aware that his alter ego was sitting right in front of me. “It just kills me that...Dark Lightning...works so hard, and no one seems to appreciate him.”


    “It really does bug you, doesn’t it?” Davin remarked quietly.


    I looked at him. “Yeah, it really does.”


    “More than the fact that you were left out of the article almost entirely.”


    “Much more. Except that, if they had talked to me, I would have told them how awesome Dark Lightning is.”


    And Davin got that wistful, earnest look on his face. “You really believe in him, don’t you?”


    If I hadn’t known better, I would have almost thought he sounded jealous. Then again, perhaps it was honest jealousy, because he didn’t realize I cared about him as Davin Kowalski as much as I did about him as Dark Lightning. I was tempted, right then and there, to come clean with him and tell him that I knew. But I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. I didn’t want to freak him out, and I really, really didn’t want him to lie to me and tell me I was mistaken.


    And call me vain, but I was wildly hoping that someday he would confide in me. Ever since our conversation in the chapel that one stormy night, I’d daydreamed of a time when Davin would say to me, “Okay, Anna. I’m ready to tell you the truth about who I am.” If I told him I knew about his secret life as a superhero, I would never know if he had finally learned to trust me enough to tell me the truth himself. So I decided right then and there to keep my discovery a secret.


    “Of course I believe in him,” I replied to his question. I arched an eyebrow, and baited him with a return question. “Don’t you?”


    He looked down at the article again, avoiding my gaze. “Well...I didn’t know what to think at first. But, I think...now that he’s proven himself by saving you...well, I guess he is a hero after all. I mean, he came to your rescue, Anna. I guess I have to like the guy by default.”


    I looked at him in quizzical exasperation. “Default?”


    “Right. I mean, anyone who saves my best friend can’t be all bad.”


    His words, though off-hand in tone, were a jolt to my heart. I looked over at him. “Did you just call me your best friend?”


    He shrugged, not meeting my gaze and looking faintly embarrassed. “Yeah, I guess I did.”


    I leaned back against the tree, digesting that. “And you meant it?”


    “Anna, you’ve been there for me time and time again. Who else bothers? Who else even notices when I need help?—Not that you’re just my friend because of what you can do for me. I mean, you know me, maybe better than anyone. And you’re still hanging out with me, so...yeah. I mean, I know you have Jill and Laurel who are much better friends to you than I am, but I—”


    “Davin!” I interrupted his self-depreciating speech. “You’re my best friend, too. Jill and Laurel...they’re my girls and I’d be lost without them, but....” I wanted to say,but you saved my life. Or,but I’m in love with you.I tried to come up with a way to finish my thought that wouldn’t spill all my secret feelings. “You were the first person to really let me be myself,” I told him. He finally looked up at me again and I could feel my heart pounding.


    “I thought that was what you were showing me how to do,” he said.


    I smiled. “Maybe we’re showing each other.” As we sat in silence a moment, I realized something was nagging at me. It wasn’t enough to praise DL to Davin; I needed to let him know I believed in him, too. But first, I had to be honest with him. “I have a confession to make,” I said. He looked over at me. “What’s that?”


    I drew a deep breath. “You know how you have this tendency to run off without explanation and return later all banged up?”


    He raised an eyebrow, the guarded look back in his eyes. “I’m aware of that habit of mine, yes.” He sounded wary.


    “Well, do you also remember how I told you I tend to overanalyze everything?”

    “Yeah.”


    “For a while, when I was first getting to know you, I tried really hard to figure out what your big secret was.” Davin didn’t say anything, but the muscles in his jaw tightened. “And…” I forced myself to keep going, “one of my earlier—brief—theories was that you might have been…kind of a bad guy.”


    A thoughtful frown creased his forehead. “Really?”


    “Yeah. I don’t know. You were just so shady and mysterious and troubled, and you always complained about DL, and I don’t know. It only made sense for a very short time. I’m telling you that now because I want you to know I’ve completely changed my mind.”


    I could see Davin thinking that over. “So, for a while, you basically thought I was a criminal, like…” he motioned to the paper, “like the Hallway Stalker.”


    “Yep,” I confirmed, feeling more sheepish than ever.


    He didn’t seem to be mad, though; merely thoughtful. “So…what made you change your mind?”


    “That night in the chapel, when you were hurt, and I mentioned the latest attack, you got so mad.”


    “I remember. I was wondering why you brought it up.” He nodded thoughtfully. “But I could have been faking.”


    I shook my head. “You weren’t. That’s the thing. When I only knew you a little bit, it was easy for me to think you were someone who would be simple to figure out. When I realized how complicated you are, I was worried about you. But now, after everything we’ve been through, I can see what you try to hide from the world: you’re a good guy, Davin.”


    “Not as good as I could be,” he murmured.


    I shrugged. “It’s good enough for me.” And then I slipped my arm through his, the way I’d longed to for ages.


    For a split second, he looked startled, but then he reached for my hand, interlocking his fingers with mine the way we had as we’d walked to the cafeteria from the hospital. He lightly brushed his thumb over my knuckles. “Thanks,” he said softly. “For everything.”


    “You’re welcome,” I replied. “And, um, ditto.” The rest of what I wanted to say was buzzing in my brain. The words repeated themselves over and over:Davin, I know you’re Dark Lightning. Davin, I know. I swallowed, my pulse throbbing. Did I dare say it after all? My confidence wavered.


    Across the lawn in front of us, student after student began heading into the Carnegie building. Our moment, and my chance to tell him, was over. I reluctantly withdrew my hand, and Davin sighed. “Crap. I think it’s time for my Bio final.” He glanced at his watch. “Yep.” He stood and held out his hand to me.


    I hesitated, but he helped me up easily and I guessed that was one of the perks of being a superhero—muscular strength.


    “So,” he said, glancing from the door back to me, “I guess I probably won’t see you until the fall, huh?”


    The realization deflated me even more. “I guess not.”


    “We’ll keep in touch,” he assured me.


    “We’d better,” I countered, “being best friends and all.”


    “Okay, then,” he chuckled. “I guess that settles it.”


    As he stood grinning at me, I felt another urge to tell him the truth once again. Instead, I threw my arms around him and gave him a hug. I could feel his surprise and wariness, just as I had when I’d hugged him as Dark Lightning. But then he relaxed and hugged me back. “Okay,” I sighed, abruptly letting go, “I don’t want to make you late for your exam. Good luck. Oh, and Davin?”


    He turned back to me. “Yeah?”

    “Have...have a great summer. And be safe,” I blurted.


    He nodded. “You, too.” He waved as he headed inside.


    I watched him go with a heart heavy from mixed emotions.Oh, Davin. You just had to go and be a superhero, didn’t you?I’d known from the start that there was something different about him, something potentially special and important. And I’d been right, but being right didn’t make my life any easier.


    As I headed to my room to finish packing, I realized something heartbreaking with utter clarity, something I’d been denying almost as long as I’d been denying that Davin was Dark Lightning:


    I was in love with Davin Kowalski.


    This did not make me happy, as it might have made other girls happy. Being in love with your best friend is problematic enough in normal relationships. But my friendship with Davin was not normal.


    I was not just in love with my best friend: I was in love with a superhero. If I knew anything, I knew how superhero love stories went. They didn’t often have happy endings, for one thing. The few that did usually only found happiness after a tremendous amount of struggles. I had to ask myself:am I willing to go through that?


    As much as I cared about him, I wasn’t a slave to fate. I could choose to ignore my feelings, strong as they were. It would be painful, but no more so than letting myself pine for my friend. Certainly not as painful as knowing I’d probably always come second to his calling.


    I walked to my room, down the very same hallway I’d been attacked and rescued. I still flinched every time I heard a door slam. On my bed, next to my half-packed suitcase was the framed picture of me and Davin; next that was the scrapbook I’d kept of Dark Lightning. It seemed no matter where I turned there were reminders of the two most important men in my life. I loved them both, and perhaps even more so for being halves of the same person.


    In the end, it wasn’t so hard to believe. Iknewit, as sure as I’d ever known anything. With that certainty came the same conclusion, no matter how many times I ran through it in my head: knowing the truth—about Davin being Dark Lightning—changed everything. And perhaps that was part of the reason I’d doubted and questioned myself for so long. Convincing myself was hard enough, but with that obstacle gone, there was an even bigger challenge:


    


    Now that I knew, what was I going to do about it?
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    Tall, Dark Streak ofLightning: the playlist


    I’ve noticed a trend in authors including songsthat inspired them while they were writing. I’ve appreciated reading their lists, because it helped me realize I was not the only one whose writing was influenced by music. Sometimes a song helps me get inside the mind of a character, and sometimes it helps me envision a scene.


    Since I started writing this story almost a decade ago, some of the songs that inspired me are a bit dated (some of them were already old when I was using them). Originally when I began writing, it was one story with three parts instead of a trilogy, so some songs that informed and influenced me the most go with other sections of the story. But here are several songs that that I played a lot of, especially when writing and revisingTall, Dark Streak of Lightning.(Warning: Spoilers for this novel are contained in each description.)


    Be My Only (FM Radio):The newest addition to the playlist. Even though this novel is mainly about the blossoming friendship between Davin and Anna, there are hints of deeper feelings and a shared sense of connection. I love that this song is a duet, and that all three verses could apply to either of them.


    Unwell (Matchbox 20), Superman (It’s Not Easy) [Five for Fighting], Boulevard of Broken Dreams (Green Day), and Where Are you Going (Dave Matthews) are songs I used early on to help me inform the character of Davin, and where he is at emotionally and mentally, especially at the beginning of the story.Where Are You Goingalso applies to Anna and her POV.


    All You Wanted (Michelle Branch): Not for a specific scene, but it helped me get into Anna’s POV. Again, the language of “saving” is predominant, as well as curiosity over what Davin’s secret is (ie, where he goes).


    Holding Out for A Hero (Joss Stone cover): this is a great song, and I like several of the covers, including Frou Frou (Imogen Heap)’s. But I feel like Joss Stone’s version has more of the sound of a song Anna would listen to.


    Hero/Heroine (Boys Like Girls): recommended to me by a friend who was reading through the story. I think it captures a lot of Davin’s attitudes, especially by the end of the book.


    Christmas TV (Slow Club): This is for the chapter when Davin comes to Anna on Christmas Eve; though they are not as physically close as the couple in the song, there is already a kind of emotional closeness between them.


    My Moon My Man (Feist): for the New Year’s Eve scene, leading up to and including the midnight peck.

    Open Your Eyes (Snow Patrol):This is the song I used to write the Homecoming Dance scene.

    Fix You (Coldplay): For the scene in the chapel; from Anna’s POV. Though she doesn’t really want to “fix” Davin, she definitely wants to help and heal him.

    Wonderwall (Oasis): This is a song that helped me flesh out the climactic scene, with Anna realizing once and for all that Davin is Dark Lightning. Once again, the idea of being “saved” or rescued is prevalent.

    Fresh Feeling (Eels): I think this is a good song to capture the way the two of them are feeling about each other at the end.


    

  


  


  


  
    Book Two Preview:


    The Jagged Edge of


    Lightning


    


    Chapter Two


    It is not so much our friends' help that helps us, as the confidence of their help.

    —Epicurus


    In some ways, it felt really good to be back at school—back into my routine, and part of a community again. I loved hanging out with Jill Hanschu, my roommate Kim Wheat, and our other friend Laurel Langford. They were mysistahs, as Laurel put it. Yet as much as I loved being around them, there were some geeky aspects of my personality that they did not completely understand. For that, I had to turn to another group of friends.


    “I’m actually surprised that Dark Lightning still doesn’t have an archenemy,” I overheard someone from a nearby table say. I looked up from my lunch. Sure enough, at the next table over the Comic Book Club was meeting again. Comprised of a group of guys I’d met my first semester, the Comic Book Club was about more than collecting graphic novels. They regularly debated all kinds of things, from which superhero was ultimately the most powerful, to which video game platform was better. In short, they were geeks; as I am quite a geek myself, they welcomed me in. I’d actually kind of missed their company over the summer, though I did get a few emails from a couple of them. I wondered what they would say if they knew what I did: that Dark Lightning was a student at the very same college they were.


    I didn’t join them, since I was already settled and waiting for Laurel to get through the line, but I did listen.


    “Yeah,” another guy agreed. I couldn’t think of his name. “I mean, he needs a real challenge.” I rolled my eyes.


    “I think that’s a sign in itself,” another voice chimed in. I recognized the speaker—his name was Gregory Rutledge and he was an opinionated CBC member with whom I’d perpetually argued with about Dark Lightning’s virtues. Our ongoing disagreement had started back when Dark Lightning was unnamed, and the media was tentatively calling him Shadowman; the guys in that club had been impressed that I had been the one to come up with the local hero’s new moniker. Of course, they were divided over whether it suited him. Greg, of course, didn’t like it. Then again, he didn’t like anything about DL. “If the guy was really thwarting the plans of evildoers in the city, don’t you think someone would be opposing him?”


    “Naw, man, the dude’s a freak of nature. I mean, what do you expect? Some guy in a robot suit shooting laser beams from his eyes?” A guy with spiky black hair—Alan? I couldn’t be sure from the back of his head—shook his head. “We aren’t really living in a comic book.” There were several protests at that, but I pursed my lips in irritation at Greg’s comments.


    “What’s wrong?” Laurel sat across from me, blocking further interest in their discussion.


    “Nothing,” I replied, shaking myself and smiling a little. “I was just listening to those guys behind you.”


    “What were they talking about?” She took a bite of her pasta.


    I smiled wryly. “Dark Lightning.”


    “Ah.” She grinned back. “Your Hero Love.” “My ridiculous crush, you mean,” I corrected.


    “Speaking of ridiculous crushes,” she gave me a significant look over her ice water, “what’s going on with Davin?”


    “Nothing,” I sighed. “He still hasn’t called. I saw him the other day, leaving the cafeteria, but he was too far away to catch up with.”


    She frowned sympathetically, but brightened when I asked her about her latest crush, Tate. As we finished up our meal, a couple of the comic book club guys spotted me and sauntered over. “Hey, Anna.” Alan Wu and Doug ‘Sputnik’ Cavanaugh grabbed a few of the empty chairs near us, and as I greeted them, I re-introduced Laurel. In case they’d forgotten her name. The guys looked at her, then each other, and nodded.


    “So, Laurel. I’ve been meaning to ask: are you by any chance into comic books or superheroes like your friend Anna?” Alan asked.


    “I’m afraid not,” Laurel admitted with a laugh. “Despite her attempts to educate me.”


    “Darn,” Sputnik sighed.


    “Um,” I chuckled, “what’s going on, guys?”


    “We’re recruiting,” Alan told me. “Trying to expand the CBC roster.”


    “Why?”


    “We heard about the administration sponsoring a competition that offers funds to vital Dubsy clubs,” Sputnik told me. “Only, there are a few conditions as to what constitutes a ‘vital club.’”


    “Such as?” Even Laurel was interested, though she was probably thinking about her Drama Club.


    “For one thing, they’re supposed to be co-ed,” Alan sighed. “And so far, you’re the only girl who’s officially part of the club.”


    “Am I official?” I laughed. “I didn’t know that.”


    “We’re not big on by-laws and rituals,” Alan explained. “Membership is sort of subjective. Which is why we’ll probably convince a few girlfriends to join. Maybe.”


    “So what are the other conditions?” I asked.


    “They have to have been a part of the school for at least a decade,” Sputnik said.


    My eyebrows shot up. “And the Comic Book Club has?”


    “Oh, yeah,” Alan told us. “It’s been around since the sixties, when comic books were really taking off.”


    “Also, the club has to host some kind of service project to be eligible,” Sputnik continued. “I’m pretty sure they’re not going to consider our D and D nights as a service to the community, so unless we can pull something else off this semester, we won’t even be in the running.”


    “D and D?” Laurel echoed, looking apprehensive. “Dare I ask?”


    “Dungeons and Dragons,” Alan and Sputnik chorused.


    “So what are you guys going to do?” I looked from one guy to the other. They shrugged.


    “We’re still brainstorming that,” Alan said. “Truth is, we’re a little late to the game. The Kolbe Foundation awards their grant every two years, and it usually goes to one of the athletic clubs, or student council. If we really want to make a play for it, we have to be super involved in school activities, get noticed by the student body and faculty alike. Which kind of goes against all our natural inclinations, so it’s going to be a challenge.”


    “Just how good is this prize money?” I asked.


    “Ten thousand dollars split between the members, to be used for anything from tuition to club supplies!” Sputnik’s eyes were bright.


    “And I’ll bet you’re already measuring your dorm walls for plasma flat screens,” Laurel smiled wryly.


    “Hey.” Alan frowned. “Most of us are scraping by here, already on some kind of scholarship. We’re not just trying to get cash to buy better consoles and more video games.”


    “Though to be fair, we probably will buy a few games,” Sputnik admitted.


    “But we’ll also be able to better furnish our clubhouse,” Alan said firmly.


    “You guys have a clubhouse?” That was news to me.


    “Of course. Where do you think we hold our vintage Nintendo tournaments and Star Wars marathons?”


    “So,” Laurel said slowly, “it’s not really so much of a club about comic books anymore. It’s branched out to include anything geeky.”


    “Hey!” Sputnik and I protested.


    Alan said smoothly, “At our core, we are still primarily focused on comic books and anything to do with superheroes. We’ve had members attend the midnight premiere of every superhero movie for the past decade. Our clubhouse is decorated with movie props and collectibles, and we are all faithful customers of a local comic book shop. However, yes, in recent years, we have expanded our areas of interest to include other shared activities.”


    “Not a bad spiel,” Laurel nodded. “You memorize that?”


    “What you need to find a way to do,” I put in, “is spin it so it sounds like a vital and indispensable part of college life. Like, you could say that you discuss relevant pop culture issues.”


    Laurel laughed. “Not to be mean, but how exactly are comic books relevant?”


    Alan and Sputnik both opened their mouths, but I beat them to it. “Have you ever heard of Superman?” I asked her.


    “Of course.”


    “How about Batman? Spider-Man? Wolverine? The Hulk?”


    “Yeah, sure, I’ve heard of them. I may have even seen part of a movie or two. That doesn’t prove anything.”


    “On the contrary,” I replied. “Our post-modern culture reveres these superheroes much like the ancient Greeks revered their pantheon of gods and goddesses. They’re symbolic of the kinds of potential we wish we had, and we hope for. Not just in terms of abilities like flight or strength—we want to be heroic and help people. Make a difference. Save the world. Superheroes embody and encourage that desire.”


    Laurel and the guys looked at me in surprise. “You’ve really given this some thought, haven’t you?” she said.


    I nodded. Back when I’d first started hanging out with Davin, he had asked me why I loved Dark Lightning and other heroes so much. Put on the spot, I’d stumbled through an adequate explanation, but I’d been mulling it over ever since. There were other reasons, too, but I was still in the process of sorting it all out.


    “I’m getting an idea,” Alan said slowly. “I think you’re on to something, Anna. Maybe what we need to do is find a way to show that the CBC isn’t just about reading and watching the adventures of superheroes to help people. We need to show that we’re just as committed to making a difference, right here and now, in reality.”


    “Yeah!” Sputnik exclaimed. “But, um, how?”


    “You could have a fund raiser,” I suggested, “and use it to benefit some charity that is in line with the CBC’s values.”


    Alan nodded. “I’ll look some things up online tonight.”


    “But what kind of fund raiser?” Sputnik wondered. “Like, a car wash or something?”


    I shook my head. “Car washes are for amateurs. High school groups. We’re the comic book club. It needs to be something creative and unique. You know, like a battle of the bands—but for geeks.”


    “Okay,” Alan said decisively, “you’resocoming to our brainstorming meeting.”


    I laughed. “Deal. But you guys better bring ideas, too.”


    


    At the first official meeting to decide what the CBC service project should be, only five guys showed up. Alan sighed and apologized to me. “I guess most of the group is a little too laid back for this kind of endeavor,” he said.


    I looked at him. “You really want to give up? It’s a lot of money. You could do a lot of good with it.”


    Sputnik looked doubtful. “It would take a lot of work to win the Kolbe grant. It’s not that our guys aren’t capable, it’s just that they tend to channel their energy into less noteworthy areas. Though we do have pretty good GPAs, which also is a point of eligibility.”


    “See what I’m saying? You guys have a good chance of winning this if you just put in a little extra curricular effort. And I’m sure it wouldn’t hurt your résumés, either.” I looked at the guys. “Let’s not give up just yet. I think if we come up with a killer idea, then we can pitch it to the rest and get them on board.”


    “Okay,” Alan drew a deep breath and straightened in his seat. “I’ve been doing a little research, and a little recon. I’ve found out that all the clubs who’ve won in the past have some kind of major karma points on their side. Either they donated tons of money or time to big name charities, or organized and participated in athletic feats to raise money and awareness.”


    That set my brain going, but I scribbled my thought down—“game-a-thon”—and kept listening to Alan.


    “Also,” he went on, “I discovered there’s a theme every year. Each club tries to incorporate the theme into their fundraisers and banners, and stuff like that.” He paused for dramatic emphasis, and smiled. “This year’s theme is: Everyday Heroes.”


    “That’sbrilliant!” Sputnik yelled. “Seriously, this is our year. That’s perfect for us! We’re all about heroes!”


    “Yeah, but we’re technically all aboutsuperheroes,” Chuck pointed out, raising a slender, dark finger for emphasis. “Not everyday ones.”


    “Well, that depends on how you define ‘everyday,’” I countered. “Does ‘everyday’ mean ‘ordinary?’ Or does it mean people who act heroically on a daily or almost daily basis?”


    Alan looked though his notes. “It doesn’t really specify.”


    Sputnik cleared his throat and motioned with his fancy cell phone, on which he’d clearly looked up the definition. “Everyday: common, ordinary, normal.”


    I sighed. “Well, I still think we can put our own spin on it. We can highlight how one of the things that makes superhero stories so relatable is the fact that they mostly live very normal lives. That’s what makes them so great—not that they have powers, but how they use them, how they live their lives—every day.”


    “Okay,” Chuck agreed. “I’m sold. But how do we portray that? How do we showcase it?”


    Alan snapped his fingers. “That’s it! What if we did a showcase? One of the other things I found out is that every eligible club is ‘strongly encouraged’ to enter a float in the homecoming parade. We could all dress up as our favorite superheroes!”


    “I call Batman,” Sputnik said swiftly.


    I laughed. “I like it. And I’m sure we can think of things to do all semester long.”


    “It’s too bad we couldn’t find a way to get Dark Lightning to do some kind of publicity for us,” Alan sighed. “We’re some of his biggest fans. But since we have no way to contact him, there’s no point in wishing for what we can’t have.”


    I looked at Alan intently and thoughtfully. “What exactly would you want him to do?”


    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Pose for a photo with us? Do a meet and greet here at the clubhouse? Let us ask him about what he does and how he does it?”


    “But none of that would exactly help you in the service project department,” I pointed out.


    “But it would be publicity. It would get us some attention.”


    “Dark Lightning’s not exactly an ‘everyday hero,’ either,” Chuck said.


    “I disagree,” I retorted. “He is, in fact, the epitome of an everyday hero. He isnota comic book character. He’s real, and he’s helping people right here in town. Even if he does have a speed and strength beyond a normal person, he must still live a normal life the rest of the time. He’s a regular guy…just trying to help,” I went on, recalling Dark Lightning’s own words to me the day he’d saved me. I had a wild and fleeting desire to expound on DL’s virtues but I knew I had to tone it back. They couldn’t suspect that I knew more about him than anyone else or they’d never let it go.


    “I think we’re all agreed that Dark Lightning would be a spectacular way to make an impression,” Alan said, “but there’s no way we can talk him into helping us out.”


    I made another note. “Let’s come back to that. Maybe we could find a way to communicate with him—put an open letter online or in the paper or something. If we could find a way to contact him, maybe we could convince DL to give away a prize or incentive in some kind of competition. But speaking of competitions, I was thinking about what you said earlier, about the clubs that do marathons for a cause. What if you guys did one, but instead of walking or running, you raised money for every hour you play a video game? You could call it Game-a-Thon, and raise money for something you guys care about.”


    Sputnik’s eyes lit up. “Anna, that’s genius! I love it!”


    Alan nodded. “That could work. In fact, that could be one of our first projects.”


    “Well, let me know what I can do to help,” I said. “I’m not much of a gamer, and I don’t have much money, but I’d be glad to help out with other stuff.”


    “I say we reconvene and try to get a few more members,” Alan said, standing. “Then we can pick a few causes to invest in, and outline the activities we can all commit to.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Can we meet in the cafeteria again? It seems most accessible, and I might be able to talk a few friends into joining.”


    


    When we all met again, I’d failed to get any of my friends to tag along, and I’d only been able to leave Davin a message about it. I still hadn’t seen or talked to him, but I was hoping he’d show anyway. We gathered in the far corner of the cafeteria with our trays, and I pulled out my notes from the previous session. Alan cleared his throat and wiped his mouth after wolfing down a hamburger. “Thanks for coming, everyone,” he said. “It’s good to see a few more folks here this time.” I saw several more faces than at our last meeting, most of them CBC regulars.


    “Look, we all know that winning the Kolbe prize would be helpful. But we also know that it will be a challenge. So I’ve outlined our major obstacles, and what we need to do to overcome them. First big challenge: we need some kind of service project, some event where we help others. Quite frankly, I think the more of this kind of thing we do, the better, because we certainly haven’t done much of it in past years.”


    “And you think cramming it all in at once will help our chances?” asked a dry voice at the back.


    I turned and grimaced; it was my old nemesis, the know-it-all Greg.


    “Look, Greg,” Sputnik snapped, “if you’re going to be negative, you can just leave. You may be an official member, but there is an old protocol of booting uncooperative members. So beat it, or shut it.”


    “Ooh, touchy. I was just wondering whatexactlyour plans were. Or don’t I get a say?” Gregory smirked.


    “You get a vote, same as the rest of the members,” Alan said smoothly. “Majority rules.” He winked at me.


    “We do have a couple things lined up,” I said, taking my cue. “We were thinking of hosting a game-a-thon, and taking the proceeds and using it to do a couple service projects. I mean, we have options. We could simply donate the proceeds to a charity, or we could use them to do something for the student body.”


    “Such as?” the skepticism in Gregory’s voice was unmistakable.


    I drew a breath, determined not to let him get to me. “We were thinking about hosting a free CPR and First Aid certification class. You know, to keep with the Everyday Heroes theme.” I held my breath and looked around for reactions; I was really hoping the guys would get on board with it. I saw Greg shaking his head, and a couple other guys looking blank; my confidence wavered.


    “Come on, guys,” Sputnik said, “it’s not all that different from last semester, when we pitched in with all the other groups to offer that self-defense class.”


    “Which was a huge hit,” I reminded them. “Over half the girls on campus—as well as many guys—showed up. Only this time,” I added, “our group would get all the credit for hosting it.”


    “I think that’s brilliant,” another voice at the back said. A deep, strong, familiar voice.


    I felt a thrill rush through me as I heard it and I craned my head to see. There he was, looming over the congregated geeks: Davin Kowalski. My hero.


    “Seriously,” he said as all of us turned to look at him in surprise. “I think that’s exactly the kind of thing the administration is looking for. And I think it’s really in keeping with who you are as a group.”


    “How so?” Greg challenged. “Unless the class is online, and the manual is a graphic novel, I don’t really see how it connects with us at all. Come to think of it, I’m not really sure howyouare connected with us, either.”


    “You know, Greg, you really are an ass,” Sputnik snapped. “We’re trying to recruit, in case you forgot!”


    “I think what Davin’s trying to say,” I jumped in, “is that to train ourselves and encourage others to be trained is in the very spirit of the comic book heroes we admire. We would be equipping ourselves with skills and knowledge, enabling us to help others in a crisis.”


    “Exactly,” Alan and Davin chorused.


    “Oh! Well, I support that,” Chuck agreed.


    “Great. All in favor of using our game-a-thon proceeds to provide a free CPR/First Aid class to Dubsy?” The room was filled with a chorus of “aye”s. “All opposed?” Alan went on, glancing around. Greg grimaced, but said nothing. “Great, then it’s settled,” Alan said. “We’ll get the details of the game-a-thon together and we’ll have flyers and signup sheets for you to take with you at our next meeting. Oh, and bring any other service project ideas with you then. We still want to get in a few others before homecoming, if we can.”

    As the group broke up, I went straight for Davin, for once not worrying about how it would seem. I hadn’t seen him in months! He was still there, leaning against the wall and waiting for me. “Hey,” I said breathlessly.


    He grinned. “Hello, Anna Fisher.”


    “Hello, Davin Kowalski.” I was seized with a desire to throw my arms around him, but I resisted. “So…how’ve you been?”


    He shrugged, pushing his tall frame off the wall. “Oh, you know, busy.”


    “Right,” I said, looking down so he wouldn’t see the understanding in my eyes.


    “What about you? Can I walk you back to your dorm, chat a bit?”


    “Um, okay,” I flushed, scrambling to gather my bag and my jacket with me. I waved a hasty goodbye to Alan and Sputnik, who I was supposed to brainstorm with a bit more. They looked bewildered, but I knew they’d understand…eventually.


    “So, what’s up?” I asked as he held the door open for me.


    “Nothing. Just wanted to see how you were,” he said, shrugging in his trench coat.


    I looked down again. “Is that why you called all those times?”


    “Yeah, well,” he cleared his throat awkwardly, “I was just checking. It was a long summer, you know? Just wanted to make sure you were okay, after…everything that happened.”


    I tucked stray hair behind my ear and folded my arms, feeling a rush of nervousness. A lot had happened, and he still didn’t know the half of it. “Yeah, I’m okay,” I assured him.


    He fixed me with his well-practiced probing look. “Really?”


    I shrugged. “I still get an occasional nightmare, but for the most part I’m really doing okay, putting it behind me.” I turned the intense look onto him; two could play that game. “How about you?”


    “Me? I’m fine.”


    “Oh yeah? Looks like a fresh bruise on your cheek and an oldish scar over your eye. You call that fine?”


    He stopped and gave a soft laugh. “Right, the ever-observant and over-analytical Doctor Fisher. I almost forgot. I missed that this summer, you know.”


    “You did?” I turned to face him, apprehensively.


    “Yeah. I don’t like to admit this, but I could have used some of your band-aids a couple times.” He looked up and away.


    “Really?” I frowned, trying to recall which of the stories I’d read indicated he might have been injured. “What happened? Are you okay?” Tentatively, I reached for his arm.


    “Nothing much. I’m okay now. Really.” He looked down at me, pushing his hands into his pockets. What was it about him that made him seem so brave and heroic, and yet so in need of saving himself all at once? He looked strong in the fading light, his frame silhouetted against the sky; but his wild, floppy hair and his wistful expression gave him away and revealed his vulnerability. I just wanted to put my arms around him and tell him it would be okay, that I’d always be there. It wasn’t something I could actually promise, but I wished I could.


    The only thing I managed to say aloud was: “Well, I’ve still got my first aid kit, and apparently I’m going to be certified soon, so if you need me, I’ll be around.”


    “Good to know, Doctor Fisher.” He smiled and stirred himself. “Great company I’ve been on this little walk of ours. Sorry.”


    I stopped in front of my dorm, in front of the doors I’d barreled out of in pursuit of Dark Lightning just over four months previous. I’d expected him to look different, with the knowledge that Davin was secretly a superhero, but he looked as scruffy and hopeless as ever. “It’s okay, Davin. I’m just glad to hang out with you again. When you didn’t call back, I was worried….”


    “Oh, right! Yeah, Kevin gave me your message, but it was like a week later. Sorry about that. And you know, school stuff’s been keeping me busy.”


    “Yeah, me too. But, hey,” I paused and took a little risk. “Don’t be a stranger, okay? I still remember what you said at the end of last year. About us being best friends. Don’t go back on that now.”


    “Well….” He grinned. “Alan and Sputnik did talk me into becoming a Comic Book Club member, so, I guess I’ll be seeing you around.”


    I folded my arms again. “I thought you didn’t like comic books,” I teased with mock thoughtfulness.


    “Yeah, well, let’s just say I’ve rediscovered my love for them.”


    “Oh really?”


    “Yeah. Okay, fine, you might have had alittleto do with it.”


    I laughed. “I’m flattered, I guess.”


    And then he looked in my eyes and said, “You should be. Don’t underestimate the effect you have on people, Anna. Not just me, but everyone—those guys in the Comic Book Club adore you. Pretty soon, you’ll have more Chads and Brads around.”


    “Nah.” I shook my head. “I’m done with Chads and Brads and Flash Thompsons and Harry Osbornes. I’m waiting for Peter Parker, remember?”


    “I thought it was Spider-Man?”


    “Him, too,” I said, and for the first time since I’d found the truth about Davin I didn’t guard it in my eyes; I just looked him full in the face, daring him to see what I knew about him.

    He looked at me a moment with slight puzzlement and then looked away. “Hope he doesn’t keep you waiting too long,” he said, stepping back. “Night, Anna.”


    “Goodnight,” I called after him, thinking,I hope he doesn’t keep me waiting too long, either.
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