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CHAPTER ONE: SEVER

WALLIS
It all started the day Gus murdered the ficus.
Wallis Grey slammed the bathroom door, locking it behind her despite the protests of the
housekeeper. She positioned herself in front of the mirror over the sink, and with the first of
many brutal cuts, she sacrificed her vanity at the altar of creative rebellion. Yes, Wallis Grey
basically shaved half her head two hours before her mother’s fourth wedding.
Sheaves of blond curls on the bathroom floor were tickling her feet. She gave her new reflection
a smirk, and turned the dog clippers on, just to hear the buzz. Verna beat the door again,
pleading with her to "please come out, por favor" because she had "some sweeties" and Wallis
"wouldn't be in any trouble at all" if she'd "just come out of the bathroom, mija."
Then came the splash, the crash of glass and liquid somewhere right outside the bathroom
door. Though caught off guard by whatever disaster had just taken place outside, this great
noise wasn't all that startled Wallis.
For a split second, she was standing with her feet covered in curly strands of solid gold.
She blinked a couple of times, always opening her eyes to the exact spot where she'd closed
them, and every time seeing the unmistakable strands of actual gold strewn across her feet like
ringlet jewels. She felt a slight surge of panic, as if she had just carelessly destroyed something
valuable.
It wasn't the first time she'd had these kinds of visions, for lack of clearer terminology. But they
always faded. Or she ignored them.
She took a deep breath, and it was all just regular hair again.
"They're going to hate it," she whispered to herself, looking up at her reflection, royally pleased.
"Ah, you gotta be kidding me," she heard a boy's voice mutter outside. She leaned toward the
door trying to hear what the ruckus was about. She heard a stern, calm voice in place of Verna's
mumbling, telling her that it was "time to cease this nonsense."
Mrs. Sloane. Couldn't miss the accent.
Wallis sighed, knowing that the effect of locking the bathroom door had lost its vigor, and turned
the doorknob to face the fates. She looked back at the pile of hair on the ground. Her stomach
squirmed with nerves. Oh God, they're going to hate it, she thought again, this time less
pleased.
Then she thought of that hideous purple dress she's supposed to wear, Elliot's saccharine
announcement of her engagement to the Wentworth fortune, moving into yet another stupid
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house. Then the thought of her mother wearing a wedding dress with a baby bump courtesy of
Mr. A.E. Wentworth, Jr...
Without further hesitation, Wallis was back to being righteously pleased.
"Wallis Jayne, stop acting like a child and open this door immediately," Mrs. Sloane enunciated
carefully.
Messing with Mrs. Sloane was not the same as messing with Verna. As Wallis’s private tutor for
almost three years now, Mrs. Sloane had quite a few more resources than Verna to be used for
Wallis’s personal punishment.
Seeing the potential for very long, repetitive essays in her future, Wallis finally turned the knob,
opened the door slowly, and watched the horror drip like thick, fresh molasses down the faces of
Mrs. Sloane, Verna, and a distressed Augustus Wentworth — better known as Gus, the soon-tobe stepbrother.
She was right the first time. This was, in fact, a very fine feeling.
"Dios mío, esto no puede estar pasando!" Verna started in immediately, her mouth covered with
both hands, muttering Spanish nonsense. Wallis was pretty sure she heard the phrase "your
mother is going to kill you" somewhere in the chatter.
Drama, Wallis thought, turning to look at the pile of hair behind her again. The one Verna
couldn't stop staring at.
It was an awful lot of hair.
Mrs. Sloane shook her head slowly, but she had a slight spark of amusement in her eyes.
Still, Wallis dared not smile. It was always strange, how Mrs. Sloane looked at her.
Wallis then turned her attention to Gus. The ficus tree that stood just atop the family staircase
was nearly turned on its side, leaning on him—the limbs and leaves drooping around him, dead.
Apparently startled or having knocked it over clumsily, Gus was wrestling the branches from
around him while simultaneously trying to mop up his newly spilt orange juice from the
hardwood floor.
With his socked foot.
"Gross," Wallis chuckled quietly, hopping back into the bathroom to check her reflection one
more time.
She'd always been told she looked older than her age, and she was starting to believe this, for
staring back at her was a face much older than 13.
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GUS
This was the wrong kind of orange juice.
Gus stared inside the icebox, his nose getting cold, and sighed a sigh that most would reserve
for news of a loved one's death. Why do these people keep buying the wrong kind of orange
juice? Did he need to write it on every wall in the house? This orange juice had no pulp. Who
drinks orange juice without any pulp? Not me, he thought. Not anyone with half a brain. He blew
a little grunt of irritation into the cold box and slammed the door shut, carton of thin, inadequate
orange juice in hand.
Gus didn't really know what was expected of him, on this most auspicious of occasions. He
knew he was supposed to wear a suit. He was supposed to comb his hair. He was supposed to
behave. He did not want this day. But as much as he did not want it, he had things he was
supposed to do.
The tiny spark of frustration grew as he thought more and more about this day. Ever since Elliot
and Wallis arrived, nothing was the same. He climbed the stairs, and Gus mentally grumbled:
here were the new people: moving in, insisting on maids, buying the wrong kind of orange juice.
He got so worked up about it that he didn't even notice the ficus until he was on top of it, and it
was already dead.
Chaos ruled his next few moments. Gus wrestled with the ficus, trying to get it off of him, trying
to get off of it, the juice glass smashing. His mind was racing. No one had ever seen the Death
Thing happen before, and now three people stared at him as he murdered the ficus tree. It all
moved in slow motion: the green leaves curled under, the telltale brown withering spread quickly
over them. Wallis peeked around the bathroom door and Gus saw her hair. Good grief, he
thought. Her mother is going to kill her.
A puddle of the wrong kind of orange juice pooled on the floor, creeping toward the rug. Gus
looked around for a rag or a towel. Seeing nothing absorbent in the area, he just used the handy
sock that was on his foot. He was looking down, watching the orange juice soak up when he
heard a soft clearing of the throat above him. Eye contact with the Sloane-y Bird.
More than once he'd caught her staring at him with peculiar eyes and a faint smile. Even when
he returned her stares, she refused to back off, giving Gus the impression of senility or
unadulterated creepiness. And now, she was standing over him like a bird of prey, ready to eat
him alive or stare him to death with her beady, birdie eyes.
"What are you doing?" she peered at him down her nose, squinting as though she could not see
him properly.
"I was going to my room," he mumbled, trying not to make eye contact.
"With a glass of orange juice?"
"Yeah."
"You mean, yes."
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"Yes. Yes, ma'am."
"I think your father made it clear that no food or beverages were allowed anywhere but the
kitchen or dining hall." It wasn't a question, but he kind of felt like he needed to answer.
"He says stuff like that all the time. He doesn't mean it."
The squint around Mrs. Sloane's eyes softened, and she straightened up, motioning for him to
evacuate the premises. Gingerly stepping over the broken glass, and making sure he didn't
brush against anyone (lest he do something crazy like kill them), he tiptoed to his room, just
down the hallway. He passed the bathroom and stole a quick glance inside. There was Wallis
and her stupid haircut, and she grinned at him like a crazy person. Gus hurried on his way,
shutting his door just as Elliot came tearing around the corner, mad as hell.

WALLIS
She reached up and felt the short hair above her right ear turn abruptly to long, soft curls
somewhere around the back of her head, leaving one side with hair grazing just past her
shoulder and the other side barely four inches in existence.
Jagged, uneven, choppy, exposed right ear. Just as she'd intended. At least for now. Her hair
had always grown like wild weeds, so by month's end, with the right trim, it would be barely
noticeable. Just a memory. And a delightful one at that.
Wallis shook off the loose strands, and for a second she thought she heard something: a faint
chime, like a pocket of loose change. Wallis looked at the pile of hair on the floor, checking for
another glimpse of that gold.
She shook her head again, listening carefully for the slightest jingling. Nothing. Gone.
"Why do you do this?" Mrs. Sloane stood over her, eagle-eyes narrowing, hands rolled into fists
on her bony hips. And what sort of answer was going to be acceptable?
Wallis gave a confident shrug, looking Mrs. Sloane square in her green eyes.
"Do you know what Dr. Wright would call this?" she asked again, this time searching for a
specific answer. And Wallis knew.
"She would say I'm ‘acting out.’" And she is the worst therapist in the history of time.
"Yes. That’s right. Acting out," Mrs. Sloane reached out to turn Wallis back around to the mirror,
both of them facing reflections. "You know what I call it?"
"Selfish," Wallis answered firmly, ignoring the twinge of guilt just behind her eyes.
"Exactly. Selfish." The look in Mrs. Sloane's eyes felt, at first, like condemnation. But then, that
spark of amusement returned.
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She lifted her right hand to the back of Wallis's head and sighed sweetly. "I believe we can make
something work here. Something not quite so harsh?"
Wallis shrugged.
Then the footsteps began. Elliot was the only person on the whole estate to wear high heels,
and the taps of her shoes were delicate little bombs on the old wooden panels of the second
floor. There was no escaping it now, Wallis knew: someone had told her mother.
Elliot's champagne dress flew behind her, trying to keep up as she made a violent glide toward
her daughter. Her dark hair was pulled back tightly, not a strand out of place. She looked like the
young version of herself that Wallis imagined existed years before she was born. Only she
looked really, really angry.
Verna was on the floor, clutching her rosary, mopping up orange juice, mumbling Spanish and
pointing to the pile of hair in the bathroom — Mrs. Sloane with both hands on Wallis's shoulders,
the right one slightly tightening.
And Wallis.
With half a head of hair.
Stomach sinking.
Feeling smaller and uglier than ever in the presence of her porcelain mother.
"Exactly," Elliot said with an eerie calm, having stopped just before the great puddle of orange
juice. "Exactly what is happening here..."
Wallis could feel Mrs. Sloane's still steady breathing from behind her, and the tutor turned her
shoulders slightly, leading Wallis out into the clear of the hallway. Her head finally fully revealed.
"Wallis Jayne," Elliot closed her eyes in elegant disdain. Mrs. Sloane's hands disappeared from
Wallis?s shoulders. She was bare.
"Mother," Wallis returned the theatrical tone.
"That... is not my name," Elliot cleared her throat. "Do you know what day it is, Wallis?"
"Your wedding."
"My wedding. My lovely wedding. Do you want me to have a lovely wedding, Wallis?"
I mean, are you starting a collection of lovely weddings?
Wallis didn't answer. The hair was in a pile on the bathroom floor. She felt like it was pretty clear
what kind of wedding she wanted Elliot to have.
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"Do I take that as a no?" Elliot said softly. She probably meant to evoke compassion, or at the
very least pity, from the hearers, but it only made Wallis more angry.
"Nothing I say will be the right thing," Wallis replied. Her face hadn't a trace of malice. Matter of
fact. Steady. She glanced, ever so slightly, toward Mrs. Sloane whose white-haired head was
lowered.
Elliot's hand swept to her forehead and gently across the side of her face as if she were posing
for a painter or sculptor. Any second now, she was going to blow. Wallis was ready.
"I can't seem to make you understand, can I? Is this day about you? Are you getting married
today?" her voice was getting louder, sharper, shriller. Here she goes.
The sound muted slowly, and Wallis’s vision blurred. She heard the familiar shimmer, and the
entire scene faded to some kind of veiled, gray version of itself. Her mother’s dress and dark
hair turned into a transparent film. She was there, but she was ... nothing. Hollow. But around
her whisked a familiar hooded figure—one whose presence always gave Wallis a chill down her
spine.
Wallis shifted her gaze carefully to Mrs. Sloane, who was brighter than almost all the rest of the
scenery. And she looked much younger.
The strangest part of all, however, was the ficus tree. Wallis had never even noticed it before.
Verna was still on the floor, every bit herself, scraping the wooden panels where leaves would
have been in this scene ... if the ficus were dead.
But it wasn't dead. It was green and straightened up in its basket. Maybe even greener than
before? Wait, what?
Elliot carried on: "I haven't time to be bothered with her episodes this morning. Mrs. Sloane?"
Mrs. Sloane looked up, but did not answer. There was a distance about her face. Not unkind,
but almost as though she could see straight through Elliot to the wall behind her.
Elliot's voice turned an enraging shade of sugary. This was the most angering to Wallis of all of
her tones. "Would you mind, Mrs. Sloane, seeing to the proper dressing of our little rebel, here?"
"Of course," Mrs. Sloane responded.
Wallis just stared at Elliot. Was she really not going to ask why? Was she really not going to give
the opportunity for a good all-out fight?
The air was cold on the right side of her head, and she shivered, seeing the quick and faint
whipping of that dark vapor around her mother. Elliot gave her one last look before turning, one
hand on her clearly pregnant belly, and shooting the final dart from her mouth: "I don't know why
I bother. Nobody's going to see you anyway."
There it was. It was always something — the subtle stuff of great boxing matches. And what,
was Wallis going to fight back?
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What's there to say when your mother basically tells you that you don't matter?
Nothing.
There's only the complete validity of purpose for half of your hair piled on the bathroom tile.
There's only the echo of her heels on the shining wooden floor—surely, the only sound heard for
miles upon miles.
There's only the absence of feeling where throbbing, life-altering pain should be.
"To the room, child," Mrs. Sloane said, with no hint of concern for any bit of the previous scene.
She pointed toward Wallis’s door, and a stone cold Wallis nodded and proceeded first. Hearing
the leaves crunch under her feet as she walked toward her bedroom, she remembered the
ficus. There it was: leaning in a droopy mess just as she'd seen it when Gus had first started
that half of the ruckus. Except for those few seconds. Those few blurry seconds when she'd
seen it alive.
Wait. Why is the ficus dead?
"None of your concern, Wallis Jayne," Mrs. Sloane said. Was she reading minds now? "Verna
will take care of the mess. We've a wedding to prepare for."
"Yes," Wallis replied, her attention easily moved from the tree back to the tasks at hand. "Yes.
The wedding. The dress. And now the hat." She sighed heavily.
For the first time since the whole hair/ficus incident began, Mrs. Sloane let out a chuckle.
"Come on, in we go."

GUS
Gus searched around his room for one of the blue inhalers. He would probably want one in his
pocket today, just in case. It was turning into just the sort of day where an inhaler would be
needed at some point. There, on his bed, was the assortment of clothes he was to wear today.
Black suit, black shoes, new underwear. The setup was exactly the same as his mother’s wake.
His vision blurred, water pooled under his eyelids and the familiar rising of defeat bubbled from
his chest up into his throat. He forced a cough like the one his father always forced when she
was mentioned, a now rare occasion.
Oddly enough, it worked.
He dressed himself, pocketing an inhaler, and checked his look in the mirror on the back of his
door. He seemed a little taller in the suit — nothing like his behemoth father. He heard Elliot's
voice not far from his door and instinctively held his breath, backing away from the mirror slowly,
trying to block out all of the sound. Hoping Elliot wouldn't notice the dead ficus.
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Right. The ficus. I can't believe I killed that ficus in front of everyone.
He climbed up on his dresser and reached to the top shelf. Blindly moving books and trinkets
around, he felt for the notebook.
Gotcha.
Gus sat down and thumbed his way to the middle of the book. He stopped on a page that read:

He took a pen and carefully wrote below the entry about Eric:
Augustus Eli Wentworth the Third, simply put, had a Death Thing. Not that he had been
purposely employed by the Grim Reaper or anything. He didn't try to be a murderer. He just kind
of...was. It was always happening, as long as he could remember. The killing wasn't as bad as
the fear of somebody noticing. He figured if he could keep from making a spectacle of himself,
he and his Death Thing could fly under the radar until it decided he was, in fact, a really bad
murderer, and it needed to recruit somebody else for the spectacle-making business of killing
ficuses.
As he replaced the Notebook, Gus heard a sharp knock on his door, bringing him back to reality.
"Come in."
The door cracked open and his father peeked through. Gus stood, stealing a quick glance to
make sure the Notebook was out of sight.
"Hi, Dad."
His father's eyes fell on a picture of Gus with his mother, taken at the beach the previous year,
and settled there. This was the routine. He seemed to be thinking, formulating what to say next,
clearing his throat to prepare for the custom cough.
It was always this difficult.
Much to Mr. Wentworth's dismay, he and Gus were polar opposites. The one thing they'd had in
common was the late Mrs. Wentworth, and now that she was gone (and a new one was taking
her place), they could barely find the smallest bit of shared interest between them.
The older Wentworth coughed, signaling the beginning of conversation. "Are you okay?"
"Yes, sir."
Bring
The Last Beholder: Book One

Megan Beam & Erin Hicks

"I heard some commotion earlier, was that you?"
"No. Wallis cut her hair and her mom was mad," he answered, carefully skirting over the rest of
the commotion. Don't ask, don't tell.
"Ah," Mr. Wentworth said.
They stood in silence for another moment. There seemed to be a reason that the elder
Wentworth had come to his room, but he couldn't get around to it.
"But you're okay?"
"Yeah," Gus replied, feeling the heat creep up into his cheeks. His father's emotional ineptitude
was giving him a headache.
"I know that today is hard for you."
"Dad ... " Gus was equal parts touched at the acknowledgment of this awkward day and
seriously uncomfortable.
"I'm just checking."
"Yes. I'm fine. Thank you."
"And you think Elliot is ... you like her alright?"
Gus opened his mouth to speak, and then clamped it shut again. Clearly, his father hadn't come
in here for the truth. Gus was getting it now. This was the best man speech. "Yes. I like her fine.
All of this is... fine."
Mr. Wentworth growled and huffed a breath, extending his hand to Gus as though they'd just
settled some kind of corporate deal. Gus froze, silently pleading with all forms of higher power to
please not activate the Death Thing while he shook his father's hand on his wedding day.
He let out a sigh of relief sprinkled with the sting of slight disapproval as his father said,
"Firm up your grip, son. I'll see you downstairs," and took his leave.
In the following silence, Gus formed a quick plan to jump out of his window, climb down the rain
gutter, and take off into the woods for the rest of the week. But instead, he took one more look
at himself in the mirror, tightened his belt and straightened his tie.

WALLIS
Mrs. Sloane stared hard at Wallis’s reflection. She tried the hat at one angle, then another, then
added the flowers. Wallis could barely conceal her pleasure. It was going to take more than a
hat to cover up her visionary angst.
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Mrs. Sloane gave a heavy sigh.
"You can't honestly expect me to expose myself to this kind of humiliation without revolt," Wallis
said to Mrs. Sloane just before it was her turn to walk out the French doors down the aisle of
flower petals and candles in the back garden. Verna's eyes widened and fogged over with terror
and pleading.
"Please, mija," she exhaled. "Think of your mother..."
Mrs. Sloane let out an immediate "Ha!" followed by, "I suspect that is precisely what she is
doing," in a sharp whisper, pointing Verna to the swarm of arguing servers crowding the dining
hall. "Child," Mrs. Sloane turned back to Wallis, straightening her hat, passing the small bouquet
of orange roses, and some grand sense of responsibility: "Not all decisions are about right and
wrong. Sometimes it's just about the kind of person you're going to choose to be. Right now. No
matter what."
Mrs. Sloane pushed open the French doors and the music from the cellist playing at the back of
the garden rushed through the foyer. Orange flowers were everywhere.
Disgusting.
"It's only for an hour," were the last words Wallis heard as she stepped carefully, one foot in front
of the other, avoiding rose petals and walking the long haul to where Mr. Wentworth stood
beside a very distracted Gus — whose face was flushed.
Is he sweating? It's freezing out here.
Wallis had a surge of compassion, watching Gus at the wedding where two extra crazies would
be officially invading his home — the word had lost its meaning three weddings, six houses, four
my-mom's-boyfriends, three step-Christmases and eight unfamiliar, half grown step-siblings
ago. But before the compassion she felt for him could become anything tangible, she reached
her destination, and turned for what would surely be a grand entrance.
Elliot appeared like a vision with a burst through the French doors and perfectly timed musical
interlude, floating down the aisle like a swan to the build of the cello suite. Wallis felt another
surge of rebellious impulse rising, and she suppressed it with great physical effort, reminding
herself that her point had been sufficiently made and stacked neatly on the Venetian tiles of the
second floor bathroom.
But then Elliot had to go and make that face.
The woman in the wedding dress had almost always been a stranger. And if ever asked the
question, there's a good chance Wallis would just say that she raised herself. She had no need
for parents or family. Adults, as far as she could see, were just poor excuses for misbehaved
children who finally got to do what they wanted — finally got to stay up past bedtime or watch
that channel without supervision. Finally got to eat dessert as many times a day as they felt like
it. And at no point had Elliot ever (ever) made Wallis feel as if there were something she knew
about the world that Wallis didn't or wouldn't be able to figure out on her own.
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So, when Elliot looked Wallis square in the eyes, raised one perfectly kept eyebrow, and
smirked, Wallis made a decision about exactly the kind of person she was going to be right
there in that ceremony. In front of everyone. And, unable to suppress the competitive urge under
such pressure, Wallis carefully mirrored the sardonic smirk in delicate delivery right back to her
mother.
And took off her hat.
Slowly at first, in blatant mockery of the pretense with which her mother had been gliding down
the aisle. But, being Elliot's only daughter — and as such, prone to the theatrical — Wallis
finished off the removal by throwing her head back and shaking the only half of her hair that
would move, being sure to get it good and fluffy for the big reveal.
The gasps began somewhere toward the front of the crowd. But when Elliot made a dead
freeze, lasting at least two full seconds, in the aisle—her eyes black as coal, her porcelain skin
drained of all blood—the entire crowd had erupted into tense whispers and awkward shifting in
the seats.
Wallis imagined her mother imploding. Glasses being thrown, chairs turned over. Wallis cracked
herself up a little in the split-second daydream, but just a blink away and her mother was gliding
down the aisle again.
What?
Elliot flashed another smile in Wallis’s general direction, never really locking eyes. Wallis
glanced down at her right hand. Yes, there was the hat. It definitely wasn’t on her head
anymore. She shook her head slightly. Yes, there was still half a head of hair missing.
Of course. Nobody ever sees me anyway.
Her heart was pumping wildly. Her head was spinning, vision blurring. As a gust of wind blew
through her hair, she heard the light chimes. Murmurs began speaking over her as little black
wisps of wind and smoke whirled around her head. They always whispered, but on rare
occasions like this she thought she could actually feel them poking and prodding at her —
bruising her shoulders and her chest. She never knew what to do when they got out of hand like
this. It's not like anyone else could see. She did her best to ignore them and looked at the
ground quickly, to steady her feet, and caught a glance of bright red blood soaking the front of
her dress just at the center of her ribs and up her left shoulder, dripping onto her hands, her hat,
her bouquet, making a pool of blood at her feet, as if someone had stabbed her right in the heart
or lungs. Frozen, she simply stared at the ground. She felt no pain. She was pretty sure nobody
had run and stabbed her at all.
She blinked quickly and looked back down at her hands. Nothing. Not a drop. No blood on her
dress, not on her fingers. Her immediate instinct was to find Mrs. Sloane, who was eyeing Wallis
with no expression but complete calm. Mrs. Sloane simply made full eye contact with her, and
then shifted her eagle eyes abruptly to Gus. Wallis followed her gaze, feeling the ominous
weight of whatever had just happened lift as she did. His eyes were closed. Then he opened
them and looked right at her.
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_________________________________
"You know, when beggars have lice, and the only way to treat the lice is to just kind of hack the
hair off? As close to the scalp as possible? With, like, a blunt kitchen knife? I was inspired by
that. A sort of mange-y-chic." Wallis popped another petit four in her mouth and grinned widely
at Mr. Wentworth's college roommate, a 10-year veteran of the state senate. The poor man
searched the room nervously for anyone to rescue him from the feral bridesmaid. He pretended
to see a colleague and hurriedly excused himself. Wallis, smiled, pleased with her stealthy
sabotage of the reception. She grabbed a handful of mints, and seeing Verna making a beeline
toward her, decided there was no time like the present to do a little exploring of the house she
was going to be living in — at least for awhile.
A surge of energy, partially from the thrill of breaking the rules, partially from the sugar intake,
burned through her shoulders, elbows and hands as she reached to open the door that led into
the room where Mr. Wentworth held his "business meetings," on nights when no one was
allowed on the first floor after 8 pm. Verna called for her and Wallis turned the knob and closed
the door behind her quietly.
Something rattled behind her, like ice in a glass, and she stared into the window of the door,
trying to see from the reflection who had sneaked in before her.
A tall stranger was standing at the bar, a lit cigar in his left hand, an antique gun (undoubtedly
one from the collection that surrounded him in the smoking room) tucked under his elbow,
pouring himself a glass of scotch.
He was a massive man, with dark, messy hair, a white dress shirt half tucked in, and charcoal
gray pants. He was clearly not nervous to be drinking Mr. Wentworth's scotch or smoking his
cigars. Wallis found the whole scene quite amusing, doubting that the broad-shouldered
gentleman even knew anyone at this wedding at all.
She turned her head toward him slightly, seeing in the reflection that she had been spotted. He
let out a deep chuckle. She put her finger to her mouth, indicating that she was hiding. He
nodded, and motioned as if he were zipping his lips.
"Miles," he whispered, pointing to himself, his grin carving deeper into his face and his dark
eyes sparkling.
"Wallis," she mouthed back, resting a finger on her sternum. He nodded. He reached around to
crack the door open, and peeked out before indicating that she was in the clear.
"Thanks," she said quietly. He smiled again, gently bowing his head to her, and she headed
back toward the stairs. At least from the top she could find a seat far enough away from the
crowd to avoid interaction, but visible enough to observe.
As she finally sat down, Wallis heard the crunching of a few leftover dead ficus leaves. She let
her mind wander back to earlier in the day, when she had first sneaked off with the dog clippers.
She had run up these stairs right beside that ficus —
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That ficus was still alive three hours ago.
She stood up suddenly, letting her eyes search the crowd. She caught movement out one of the
back windows, out toward the woods.
"Gus," she said aloud, already halfway out the back doors chasing after him. Her mind was
racing. That tree was alive. And she saw it dead when it was hanging all over Gus.
From nowhere, something dropped beside him and she had to see what the hell was dead now.
It was a bird that appeared to have a fairly damaged wing. And now, it was dead. She looked up
for Gus again, seeing him wandering only a little further, past a patch of trees and towards the
tiny creek.
She approached him carefully, glancing back and forth from him to the ground around her, to
see if there were any other dead animals or … I don't know, ficus trees. Wallis leaned against a
tree with some initials carved into the bark and quietly watched him.
He looked older than she thought from this distance. His eyes were shut again, and he was
breathing deeply, taking hits from his inhaler as if he'd been trying to breathe deeply all day and
couldn't get the oxygen all the way down in his lungs until just now.

GUS
Not everyone was gifted in the area of invisibility like Gus, as he had made an art form, up to
this point in his life, of shoving his way through crowds without touching anyone directly.
Nevertheless, hordes of people nauseated him to no end. And he knew if he did not get to the
tree line, another scene awaited the wedding guests: one of a half grown kid covered in his own
agoraphobic vomit.
Over the fence, past the guest house, into the woods. He saw a bird fall soundlessly at his right
as he ran, hitting the ground dead. Sorry, he thought.
Out of breath, he made it to the creek that acted as a property line between his father's land and
Mr. Costa's acreage. Gus stopped and sat down on the fallen log that was his favorite sitting
spot. If the sun was just right and he angled his head the right way, he could see the spot where
his father carved the initials of two young people in love: AEW2 & SHB. And directly below,
Gus's own initials, AEW3, carved in the day after he was born by the same hand. But he wasn't
looking for that right now. He was alone. All he had wanted all day was to be alone, and finally—
Crack. Someone stepped on a stick behind him and he reached instinctively for his inhaler.
He turned around to face Wallis Grey, the new thorn in his side. Her face was scrunched up in
half-apology for disturbing him, and she was peeling at the bark on one of the trees.
"Sorry. I saw you running and ... " she trailed off.
"Do you need something?" He spoke politely, knowing his patience was nearing its frayed
edges.
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"Oh, no. I just thought it looked like you were going somewhere."
"Just here."
"Oh."
She meandered around a little while, then sat on the opposite end of the log. Gus mentally gave
up his private hope of having a moment to himself.
"So why did you do that to your hair?"
Wallis shrugged. "I just wanted something different."
She smiled mischievously. Gus raised his eyebrows, and her smile disappeared. He knew it
wasn't the reaction she was hoping for, but he sort of thought she deserved a little bit of that
today. "What does your therapist say about that?"
He saw how his words scraped her and, looking a little like her mother, she soaked up the sting
and gave it right back to him. "What did you do to that ficus?"
The "what?" that came from Gus came too quickly. He had been anticipating the question, and
she knew it now. She smiled again, this time in a nice way that didn't look like she was actually
a better recruit for the Death Thing Artillery.
"I don't know what you mean."
"Right," she said, knowingly. "No, of course you don't."
"I don't!" Why is she asking so many questions?
"Look, you don't have to get all defensive. I'm just asking."
The silence fell on them again. Gus could hear his father making a toast to his new bride, and
the crowd roared with laughter at something he'd said.
"Did you see that bird when you were running?"
This time, Gus waited a split second before answering. "Bird? I didn't notice ... "

WALLIS
"I think," she looked back toward the path they had run. "It just fell out of the sky. I think it just ...
died." She meant to catch his eyes this time.
She felt a twinge of guilt, but shook it off as she wandered awkwardly out of the woods and back
toward the house, passing by the dead bird again. There was probably a better way to start a
relationship with your new stepbrother than to all but accuse him of inconspicuous murder. But
then, no one ever accused Wallis of playing well with others.
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