
        
            
                
            
        

    


[image: ]



For Trip, Kelly, Jay, and Kyler.

You are my everything . . . past, present, and future.

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for and may be obtained from the Library of Congress.

ISBN 978-1-4197-8558-0
eISBN 979-8-88707-928-8

Text © 2026 Eileen M. Ruvane
Book design by Deena Micah Fleming

Published in 2026 by Amulet Books, an imprint of ABRAMS. All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical, electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher.

Amulet Books are available at special discounts when purchased in quantity for premiums and promotions as well as fundraising or educational use. Special editions can also be created to specification. For details, contact sales@abramsbooks.com or the address below.

Amulet Books® is a registered trademark of Harry N. Abrams, Inc.

ABRAMS is represented in the UK and Europe by Abrams & Chronicle Books, 22-24 Ely Place, London EC1N 6TE and Media Participations, 57 rue Gaston Tessier, 75166 Paris, France. abramsandchronicle.co.uk and media-participations.com info@abramsandchronicle.co.uk

[image: ]
ABRAMS The Art of Books
195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007
abramsbooks.com




FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF KESSEN NATALIE TURNER

Everybody lies. All the time.

The past is a lie you tell yourself so you can polish your memories into a better life.

The present is a lie you tell others because your true life is no one else’s business.

The future is a lie that’s told to you. All the things that could happen, that should happen, that will happen, no matter what. Lies and lies and lies whispered softly in your ear like promises. Or maybe warnings.

This is my story. I will try to tell the truth.






40 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS MONDAY, NOVEMBER 9
CHAPTER ONE


We have definite rules. You can’t steal money. You can’t steal someone else’s stuff. But stealing a shower? That’s fair game. If people let themselves be duped, that’s on them.

I crank up the hot water and let it blast over my head, washing away the last nineteen hours in the station wagon. A thousand miles of driving, plus a four-hour nap parked behind a dumpster somewhere in the armpit of Tennessee. Mom and I fake-smiled and lied our way into free guest passes at the Max Fitness Hub using our go-to story about wanting to test out the gym before joining. Like we’re some kind of gym connoisseurs. Or people who could ever afford a membership.

I watch Mom at the sink through the gap in the shower stall door. She squeezes a blob of toothpaste onto her brush, but then just stares blankly into the mirror, all those fake smiles gone now. Even from here, I can see the three chicken-pox scars on her forehead shining in the harsh light of the locker room. The more stressed Mom gets, the whiter and shinier those scars get. This morning, they look like freaking headlights. Not a good sign.

“You OK out there?” I call.

“I’m fine.”

Mom’s two favorite words. As far as she’s concerned, unless there’s massive bleeding, dismemberment, or death, it’s your sworn duty as a Turner to be fine.

I’m done with being fine. It’s not enough anymore. At least not for me.

She rinses her mouth and spits in the sink. “You almost finished, Kess?”

“Just a few more minutes. I’m loving this shampoo. It’s lemon scented,” I say. “Almost as good as that rosemary mint we had that one time, like four moves ago. Where was that? St. Louis?”

“New Mexico.”

Right. I don’t remember much else about New Mexico. Some of the places we’ve lived blur together like that. The place with the nice shampoo. The place with the Costco, where we got all the free tastings. The place by the plasma clinic, where I once tried to sell my blood for cash.

I stand under the hot water, letting the shampoo run into my eyes. It stings like hell, but it’s something to remember.

Maybe this move will be different.

Maybe this time, I’ll figure out how to stay.

•

We sneak out of the gym when the receptionist’s back is turned. Goodbyes are for the Normals. We’ve moved ten times in the last dozen years, and I’ve never once said goodbye to anyone. Every time Mom and I move, we disappear like ghosts. The next day, we’ll be in another strange apartment in another strange town, Mom acting like it’s all one big adventure. We are Turners, the Lucky Ones. We get to go wherever we want, whenever we want.

Check that. We get to go wherever Mom wants, whenever Mom wants.

But I’m sick of moving. And Mom is . . . I don’t know what Mom is.

Something’s wrong.

We were in Texas for less than five months when she pulled the plug yesterday with absolutely no warning. She was already half packed when I woke up. No pep talk, no Moving Day feast, no car karaoke. As usual, she won’t tell me where we’re going, like I’m still a little kid waiting for the big surprise. But this time, she’s not even pretending to look excited.

This time, she looks scared.

We walk back to the car, Mom’s eyes nervously checking every corner of the parking lot. She doesn’t say a word as we pull out and merge onto the highway. She stays in her head as the miles slip silently behind us.

I get feelings sometimes. Creepy, crawly, itchy little feelings. Like something is about to happen. I know that sounds ridiculous. It is ridiculous. But the farther we drive, the stronger the feeling gets.

Something is coming.






CHAPTER TWO


We push north for eight hours until we’re somewhere in northeast Pennsylvania. The highway exit curves around to a stop sign in front of a dilapidated billboard advertising a dozen different businesses—mostly candle shops, antique stores, and gas stations. Mom takes a left, and we drive for another ten miles, signs of life decreasing in inverse proportion to the magnitude of the mountains. At one point, I almost have a heart attack when two deer bolt across the road in front of us.

When we enter the town of Delphine, the road smooths out and widens slightly. Apparently, there’s enough going on here for three traffic lights. Mom turns at the third light and finally pulls up to a curb. She puts the car in park and looks out the window. “This is it. It’s worse than I remember.”

I stare at the building, an ugly shack the color of toenail fungus. It sort of slumps sideways, half-hidden behind grass that’s horror-movie deep. And that’s not even the weird part. There’s a massive neon sign hanging in the window with a red eyeball blinking on and off, like Now I see you! Now I don’t!

MADAME AMALIA’S PSYCHIC SHOPPE

Shoppe, spelled with an e on the end, like it’s some kind of quaint candy store for the voodoo-inclined.

“You’re kidding,” I say. “We’re moving to a freaking psychic shop?”

“We’re not moving here,” Mom says quietly. “We’ll just stay a few days, a week at most. No big deal. I just need to see an old friend.”

I snort. “Since when do you have friends?”

Mom frowns, ignoring my question. “After this, we’ll head south again. Maybe even Tennessee. That could be fun, right?”

She’s not really asking my opinion. She never does. But I test her anyway. “How about we go back to Moss Creek? You know, I had a friend there.”

Mom sighs like, Not this again. “No regrets, no repeats, remember?”

Right. Cue the trumpets. It’s one of Mom’s famous rallying cries. I rub the back of my neck. Moss Creek was two moves ago, and I’m not entirely sure I want to go back, even though it’s the one place that felt like an actual home. I miss my best friend, Sadie, but I can’t forget what she did. Or that look on her face. The pity.

Pity is worse than regret.

Besides, I’ll never convince Mom to go back. She tried to hide it, but I saw the eviction notice.

“So, how long have you known this psychic friend of yours?” I squint at the sign. “Madame Amalia?”

“Since before you were born.” Mom looks in the rearview mirror and finger combs her hair.

“How come you never mentioned her before?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mom says. “It was a long time ago.”

“I mean, you’re friends with a psychic. Seems like it might have come up during dinner conversation at least once. Or maybe we could have called her and asked for some winning lottery numbers.”

“Give it a rest,” she snaps. “I barely even knew her.”

Barely knew her?

Then why the hell did we just drive clear across the country to see her?

•

We walk across the cracked path to the front door. The sign in the window says CLOSED but when Mom knocks, the door pushes open, bells jingling overhead. Inside, it looks like a regular retail shop, except for the weird mix of psychic crap and cheap toys. Crystal balls and tarot cards on one shelf, Ouija boards and stuffed black cats on another. Psychic stones and spirit candles to the left, Magic 8 Balls and plastic wands to the right. A small candle flickers next to the cash register, but there’s no one in sight.

“Hello?” Mom calls. “Amalia?”

The stockroom door flings open, and a woman bursts out. Even though she’s, like, five-foot-nothing and weighs approximately three pounds, she has a hard-ass vibe, like she doesn’t take shit from anyone.

“The shop’s closed,” she barks. “Didn’t you see the sign?”

“I’m here to see Amalia. She’s expecting me.”

The woman looks from Mom to me and back again. “And you are?”

“Melissa Turner. This is my daughter, Kessen.”

Her whole attitude changes in an instant. “Melissa, sorry. I’m Sue Chun, Madame Amalia’s attorney. We spoke on the phone the other night. I didn’t expect you so soon. Did you wind up flying after all?”

“We drove.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “All the way from Texas in two days?”

“You said it was urgent, Ms. Chun. Where’s Amalia?”

Urgent? What happened to going-to-see-a-friend-for-a-few-days-no-big-deal?

I give Mom a look, but she’s laser-focused on the lawyer.

Ms. Chun waves for us to follow her. “Please, call me Sue. Come, sit down. We need to talk.”

We go through a shimmery gold curtain into something called the Reading Room. Room might be pushing it. It’s more a corner of the store sectioned off by a curtain and a whole mess of potted plants, like maybe it’s easier to see the future if you’re surrounded by a jungle. We sit at a small table that has a milky crystal ball in the center. I have the urge to hold hands and chant ommmmm out loud. If I concentrate hard enough, maybe the crystal ball will fire up and show me what’s really going on.

Call-Me-Sue frowns at the crystal ball and pushes it aside. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to give you more information over the phone. As I said, Madame has some unusual stipulations in her legal instructions. She insisted that we speak face-to-face. I thought it best—”

“Where’s Amalia?” Mom says.

The lawyer pauses, like she’s trying to figure out how to arrange the words she’s going to say next. I want to shout at her to just spit it out already, but I keep my mouth shut. What if she doesn’t want to discuss the urgent-legal-stipulation-whatever in front of Mom’s sixteen-year-old daughter?

She clears her throat. “I’m afraid the situation is more serious than I let on over the phone. There’s been an accident.” She touches Mom’s arm. “Amalia’s injuries are quite serious.”

Mom’s face goes white. “What kind of accident?”

“A car accident,” Sue says. “Three days ago.”

“Are you sure?” Mom asks.

“Yes, Friday. I’m sure.”

“No. Are you sure it was an accident?”

It’s dead silent in the shop.

What the fuck?

Sue takes a deep breath, speaking slowly. Deliberately. “The roads were icy. She lost control and hit a tree.”

Mom stands. “I need to talk to her. Now.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible. She hasn’t regained consciousness.”

The scars on Mom’s forehead are shining like lasers. “What do you mean? You said she told you to call me.”

“Not in so many words,” Sue says. “Please, sit down. Let me explain.”

But Mom just stands there, arms crossed, red blotches beginning to bloom on her face. I can feel the same heat rising inside me, my heart tripping fast. That itchy feeling getting stronger. Something’s definitely wrong.

“Amalia first came to me two years ago, after her cousin died,” Sue explains. “She wanted to set up certain . . . protocols . . . that should be followed in an emergency. Calling you was number one on the list. In fact, she was on her way to my office to make some changes when she had the accident.”

“What kind of changes?” Mom asks. “Did she give you anything for me? Files or . . . ?”

Sue shakes her head. “She never made it to the office, but I think it was just routine adjustments. She gave me updated contact information for you every few months. I gather you and your daughter move around often for your work.”

At the word daughter, Mom looks at me sharply, like she completely forgot I’m in the room. “Enough talking. I need to see Amalia.”

Sue flicks her eyes in my direction. Then she nods. “Of course. We can go over the rest of the details privately at the hospital. In fact, you should talk to the doctors. There might be some decisions to be made.”

“Decisions?” Mom says.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Amalia put you in charge.”

“In charge of what?”

“Everything.”

My stomach tightens. Why would my mother be in charge of “everything” for some psychic she supposedly barely knew?

“Mom? What the hell is going on?”

But Mom just shakes her head. “Nothing. Everything is going to be fine.”

The words slip from my mother’s mouth, smooth as silk.

But the look in her eyes tells me different.

Things are not fine. Not at all.






CHAPTER THREE


Sue holds the Reading Room curtain aside and waves us into the main shop. “Where are you staying? We can drop Kessen off on the way to the hospital.”

“I figured we’d just stay at Amalia’s house,” Mom says.

“Actually, Amalia lives here, in the back room.”

“Here?” I squint at the stuff by the cash register. Crystal Soaps for the Soul. Instant Karma Incense. Witching Hour Wax Melt. No thank you. “Mom . . .”

“Stay put. We won’t be long.” Mom squeezes my shoulder and heads out. The door jingles shut behind them, and then it’s quiet in the shop. Actually, no, it’s not quiet at all. That neon eyeball sign is buzzing like drunk wasps, and there’s an annoying ticking sound coming from behind the stockroom door. I take a deep breath and then push inside.

The stockroom is totally depressing. Concrete walls. A warped linoleum floor the color of old bloodstains. Dusty boxes of unpacked merchandise that look like they were carted in off the truck, plopped wherever there was room, and then forgotten for the next ten years. Behind the boxes, Madame Amalia has her “house” set up in the back. There’s a refrigerator, a microwave, and a small TV, plus a lumpy bed shoved into a dark corner. The whole place smells damp and sour, like unwashed towels.

I follow the ticking to an old-fashioned time clock that’s hanging on the wall. EMPLOYEES, PLEASE PUNCH IN AND OUT FOR EVERY SHIFT. Employees, plural. Madame Amalia must be an optimist. There’s a large mirror hanging on one side of the time clock and a crooked corkboard on the other, with a few thumbtacked flyers and a photo of—

Wait! Is that a picture of me?

It takes me a second to realize it’s actually Mom, from years ago. She’s with another girl, both of them wearing graduation robes and holding champagne glasses high. No freaking way. Mom’s always on me about studying hard to get into college because she never got the chance to go. I grab the photo from the board and flip it over. There’s a note scribbled on the back: COLLEGE GRADUATION. AMALIA TOASTS THE FUTURE WITH HER BEST FRIEND!

Her best friend? Barely knew her, my ass.

I stare at the photo. It’s a little freaky. Mom looks like my twin. She wore her black hair long back then, no glasses, no tired look in her green eyes. Next to her, Madame Amalia looks totally normal, not like some weirdo who lives in the back of a psychic shop. But if Madame is just a friendly neighborhood psychic, then why is Mom lying about her? Why ask if her accident was really an accident? And why lie to me about never going to college?

My eyes dart around the dim stockroom. Maybe there are answers hiding in the boxes of psychic candles and Magic 8 Balls. I should check. Rule Number 4 from my Move Survival Playbook: Know your environment.

Besides, Mom’s friend is in the hospital. It would be nice to clean up a bit for her. And if I accidentally come across anything interesting in the process . . .

I go to work, keeping my eyes peeled as I clean my way through the living area. I straighten up Madame’s boxes of inventory, organize the mail on her desk, even “dust” the inside of her desk drawers. Nothing interesting jumps out at me.

Out front in the showroom, it’s the same. The most exciting thing I find is in a half-unpacked box labeled HEADS & OTHER STUFF. Heads, as in shrunken heads. Creepy little things with leathery brown skin like rotting apples, their eyes and mouths stitched shut with knotted twine.

I flip one over to read the label. OTTO EMPORIUM INC., GENUINE REPLICA. As in real-fake. I snort. On brand for something that’s pretty-ugly. “What do ya think, Otto? Got any idea what’s going on here?” The head doesn’t answer. “Yeah, me neither.”

I sigh and look around the psychic shop. Two hours of searching, and I’ve got zip. Just a sweat-soaked T-shirt and a whole lotta questions.

I place the shrunken head on top of the cash register and turn it to face the front door. “Congratulations, Otto. You’ve just been promoted to Head of Security. Keep an eye on things while I go change.”

I rummage through our suitcase for a fresh shirt. New town, new me. Definitely not a new shirt, though. Getting clothes at a secondhand store sucks, but there’s one big advantage: You can create a more interesting life story out of someone else’s castoffs. The weirder the shirt, the better the story. My best shirt so far was the BOSTON GRUDGE MATCH tee that I wore on Day One in Kansas. I scared the shit out of everyone, making up a story about my last field hockey team and the wicked crazy grudge match that ended with three girls in the hospital and the coach in jail. It totally kept people off my back the whole nine months we were in Kansas.

So, who do I want to be today? I put on a bright green tee, PARADISE CACTUS FARMS. There’s probably a good story in this one. Better than the truth anyway. Besides, it’s OK to tell lies about yourself. It’s nobody’s business who you are, how much money you don’t have, or whether your father bothered hanging around to see you grow up. The only thing people need to know about you is whatever you decide to tell them.

I just get back out to the showroom when the shop door flings open and a guy about my age walks in, looking like he stepped right out of a surfer boy catalog. Sun-streaked blond hair, expensive sunglasses, and a tan, even though it’s November. He’s good looking, and boy does he know it.

“Sorry,” I say. “That door was supposed to be locked. We’re not exactly open.”

“That’s OK. Pretend I’m not exactly here.” He glances out the window at a car parked in front. There’s a girl in the passenger seat, talking on her phone. “She begged me to pull over so she wouldn’t lose the call, but I can’t listen to her anymore. I’m just gonna hang in here for a bit.”

He bro-walks across the room, checking himself out in the mirror as he passes. He eyes me up and down over the top of his sunglasses, like he can see right through my shirt. “Paradise Cactus Farms? Exactly how do you go about raising cactuses?” He gives me a sly look. “Must be kind of a . . . prickly business, right?”

I sigh. One of those guys. “Really? You never heard of Paradise Cactus Farms? It’s pretty famous. It’s an art barn that my mom and I own. We make cactus sculptures out of recycled junk.”

“What kind of junk?”

“Old keys, soda bottles.” I give him a look. “Ugly sunglasses.”

He laughs and takes the sunglasses off. “So, you’re the artsy type?”

“My mother’s the artist. I’m the psychic.”

He leans against the counter, flexing his muscles in my general direction. I’m surprised he doesn’t choke on his own testosterone. “OK, Madame Psychic. Tell me what I’m thinking.”

I close my eyes and touch my temples, like I’m channeling a telepathic connection. “You’re thinking of buying this crystal ball,” I say, palming the fifty-dollar price tag. “It’s on sale for just a hundred bucks.”

“Nope. Not my style.” He picks up Otto and smirks. “This, on the other hand . . .” I can see the joke behind his eyes. Something about getting a little head.

I grab Otto from him. “I bet your girlfriend’s done with her call, so . . .”

He glances outside. “Technically, she’s not my girlfriend.”

“Really? Does she know that?”

He laughs softly, then cocks his head to the side and just stares at me. He’s trying to make me nervous, and it’s working. But I ignore the heat creeping up my neck and stare right back. No way I’ll give him the satisfaction of looking away. Finally, his lips curl into a smile. He reaches into his pocket and lays a twenty dollar bill on the counter between us.

“How ’bout you tell me my future?” He trails a finger lightly across my arm. “Are you and me gonna get close?”

Before he knows what’s happening, I’ve got him in a wrist lock, his fingers bent backward. “I got two predictions for you. One: Touch me again, and I’ll break your fingers. Two: You’re about to have a big fight with your girlfriend.”

I let go and quickly swipe the money from the counter.

His face twists. “What the hell? I was just—”

The bell jangles on the front door, and a tough-looking blonde comes in. “Come on, Eddie. I’ve been waiting for you. What are you doing in this place anyway?” She checks me out like I’m dirt under her fingernails. Then she pulls Eddie toward the door.

Outside, Mom’s car pulls up right behind theirs.

The two of them stop and stare at the car. The dented fender. The rust flaking off like leprosy. The duct tape holding the side mirror on. They don’t say anything, but they don’t have to. I know what they’re thinking.

Mom gets out of the car, stopping to hitch up her cheap jeans, which are two sizes too big. She’s carrying a bag of groceries in one arm and a pack of toilet paper in the other. Eddie’s girlfriend leans over and whispers something in his ear. They both burst out laughing.

My ears flame. That old question burns in my gut: attack or retreat? I open my mouth to spew out the lies that come to my lips automatically. Those jeans were hand-made by a famous designer. That car is just Mom’s latest retro art project. We’ll probably get a hundred grand for it when she sells.

Fuck it. Who cares what they think of me? It’s not like I’m ever gonna see them again.

“Hey, Eddie,” I call out, “one more thing: I’m pretty sure she does think she’s your girlfriend. Don’t you, sweetheart?”

The girlfriend glares at me and then drags Eddie outside, bitching at him the whole way.

I smirk and tuck the twenty bucks in my pocket. “Check it out, Otto. I am a psychic. Eddie’s having a big fight with his girlfriend. Just like I predicted.”






CHAPTER FOUR


“So how’s Madame Amalia doing? Did you find out what happened?” I take the bag of groceries from Mom and start putting things in the fridge.

“The roads were icy. It was a one-car accident.”

“Why did you ask that lawyer if she was sure it was an accident?”

“Did I? I don’t remember that.” Mom’s eyes slide sideways.

I stare at her for a minute but let that go for now. Instead, I hold up the picture of Mom and Madame Amalia. “I found your graduation photo. Which is pretty weird since you said you never went to college.”

She stares at the image. For a second, her eyes get glassy like she’s gonna cry, which totally freaks me out. Mom’s middle name is Suckitup Buttercup. I can count on one finger the times I’ve actually seen her cry.

She takes a deep breath. “I never said I didn’t go. I said I didn’t graduate.”

“But you’re wearing graduation robes, drinking champagne.”

Her face sours. “It was a joke. One of Ammy’s friends lent me the gown for the photo. I flunked out sophomore year.”

“Why did you lie to me?”

“Because it’s humiliating. Being a failure. Never being able to get ahead.” Her voice rises like a whistle. “You want to know which classes I failed? All the mistakes I made?”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” I say. “Jeez, Mom. I find out you had a best friend I never heard of. You went to college, I don’t even know where.”

“What?”

“Which college?”

She blinks like a deer in the headlights. But then she just shuts the conversation down. “Penn State, OK? Enough questions, Kess. It’s been a long day.”

There’s no use pushing her; Mom refuses to talk about the past. Another one of her life mottos—Always forward, never back. Like she’s some kind of free spirit dancing toward an exciting future. Funny how dancing toward the future can suddenly look like running from the past.

•

An hour later, Sue Chun sweeps through the front door like a mini tornado. She drops a box on the counter and starts unpacking. “Amalia’s purse, phone, car keys. Not for her regular car—that one’s totaled—but she keeps an old junker parked around back. I’m not even sure if it’s street legal, but as long as you’re staying, you might need it.”

I almost choke on the water I’m sipping. “Staying?”

“Just till Ammy gets back on her feet,” Mom says quickly.

Sue frowns. “You heard the doctors. She could be in a coma for weeks. And even if she wakes up—”

Mom’s lips go tight. “When Amalia wakes up, we’ll figure out the next steps. In the meantime, Kess and I will get this place organized for her.”

“You sure? That stockroom looks like a bomb went off.”

“Cleaning. It’s what I do.”

I flinch. I hate when Mom says that. Whenever I spew my lies about our amazing lives, the fact that my mother cleans other people’s toilets for a living is never part of the story.

Sue shrugs. “Well, it can’t hurt to spruce the place up. In fact, while you’re here, maybe we can keep the shop open for business. Amalia could use the cash flow.”

“That makes two of us,” Mom says. “Know anyone who needs cleaning?”

Sue shakes her head. “Not any homes. I’ve got a new corporate client, but they’re looking for an established office cleaning service.”

“That works,” Mom says. “I’ve got five years of commercial cleaning experience. You want me to send a reference?”

Yeah, no. Mom has never cleaned an office in her life. Her references will be great, though. They’ll also be fake.

“It’s a night job. Sometimes weekends, too,” Sue says. “You OK with that?”

“Perfect,” Mom says. “That’ll free me up to run the shop during the day.”

They start working out the details, and I head to the back to grab a hoodie from the suitcase. Even though I got only four hours of sleep, I gotta go for a run. Back in Texas, I’d be at field hockey practice right now, running hard enough that I wouldn’t have to think. Running is like oxygen to me: accessible, free, and mandatory.

Mom stops me on my way out the door. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“For a run.”

“It’s getting late. And we haven’t checked out the neighborhood yet.”

“Well, I’ll be sure to give you a full report when I get back.” I make to go around her, but she stops me again.

“This isn’t the city, Kess. Running in the woods is different.”

“I’m not afraid of trees.”

“There could be bears.”

“Bears. Right.”

“Plus, you could get lost, and you don’t even have a phone.”

That’s a cheap shot. I’d give my right boob for a phone, but the most we can afford is loading minutes on Mom’s.

Sue clears her throat, like Remember me? “Why not let Kess use Amalia’s extra phone? Just for safety’s sake.”

Mom frowns. “We’re not using Ammy’s phone.”

“It’s not her personal phone,” Sue says. “Plus, the number’s unlisted. She only gave it to a few of her long-term clients. The thing hasn’t rung once since she’s been in the hospital.”

Mom shakes her head. “I don’t think—”

“Never mind.” I push the door open. “I’m pretty sure I can outrun a bear.”

“Wait.”

Mom opens her mouth and then closes it again. The scars on her forehead shine like mini moons. Finally, she holds out the phone. “This is for emergencies only. If it rings, let it go to voicemail.”

I tuck the phone in my drawstring bag next to my water bottle. As the door closes behind me, Mom stops it with her foot.

“Be careful, Kess.”

“Am I ever not careful?”






CHAPTER FIVE


I turn away from the main road, no idea where I’m going. I run until my thighs start to burn and the blood hammers through my veins so hard I feel bruised from the inside out.

I pass a few sleepy businesses, then a cluster of cottages. This is by far the smallest town we’ve ever been in. My feet go from pavement to gravel, from gravel to dirt. A faded sign points into the tall trees: RIDGE HIKING TRAIL. I turn up the long, steep hill. Put my head down and lean into it. The path switches back and forth, climbing higher and higher. Legs shaking. Lungs aching. Every muscle on fire.

I run through the pain. And then past the pain.

The tangled knot deep in my gut finally unties itself.

When I get to the top, I come out on a high ridge that overlooks a large, black lake below.

This. This is the place.

The trail empties into a grassy clearing. There’s a giant oak towering in the middle, a tangle of roots spilled around the trunk like a pile of writhing snakes. Behind the tree, the setting sun splashes the sky with orange and pink.

This is where I’ll make my mark in Pennsylvania. In Flagstaff, it was on the side of a barn. In Moss Creek, it was on an old railroad track. In Santa Cruz, or Santa Fe, or Santa-something-or-other, it was on the roof of a Little League dugout.

I shrug off my drawstring bag, reach inside, and take out a key ring. Ten keys, one for every place I’ve lived. I choose the second-to-last key on the ring, the Moss Creek key, and go to work carving my name into the trunk of the tree. Kessen Natalie Turner.

When I’m done, I swallow the fullness in my throat. Why does it always feel this way? I should be used to it by now. I lay down on the soft grass and watch the enormous sky stretch out across the ridge. The sky is the sky, no matter how many times we move. This is the same sky I laid under in New Mexico, and California, and all the other places I’ve ever been or would ever be going. I imagine the sky is watching me back. That it can see everything at once—all those places where I’ve made my mark—and can connect them into one big constellation of Kess. A Kess-shaped mark on the Cosmic Radar.

Suddenly, I sense something next to me. I scramble up, ready to run. But it’s not a bear. It’s a dirty gray dog. He’s just looking up at the sky, as if trying to understand his place in the universe, too.

I always wanted a dog, but Mom would never go for it, not when we move around so much. But even back when my father was still around, we didn’t have pets. I tap my finger against my tooth, trying to remember.

“He didn’t like dogs,” I whisper. “Or maybe he was allergic?”

The gray dog gives me a deep look, like he’s urging me to remember. I close my eyes and search inside. There’s something sliding around the edges of my brain. Something blue.

“The blue monkey!” I exhale. “Dad gave me that blue stuffed monkey. He said it could be my pet.”

Quickly I reach into the drawstring bag, pushing aside a water bottle and Madame Amalia’s phone. I grab a tattered notebook. THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF KESSEN NATALIE TURNER. I flip through the pages to the section about my father. I scan the page titled WHAT I KNOW FOR SURE, which is pretty much just his name, what he did for work, and where Mom met him (David Black, accountant, a bar in Buffalo) and stop on another pathetically short page titled WHAT I REMEMBER. Quickly, I jot down:

Blue Stuffed Monkey—He gave it to me, and I carried it everywhere.

I wait for more to come to me, but that’s all I’ve got. I sigh, looking at the rest of the page. There’s not much there. If I close my eyes, I can summon up rough hands and a scratchy beard. The faint smell of smoke and leather. A deep voice calling me Pumpkin. But I can’t really pin him down in my head. Mostly, I remember late afternoons when Mom and I would wait for him to come home from work, that feeling of anticipation building, like the long climb up a roller coaster.

My last memory of my father is also my best memory. We went ice-skating when I was four. The day comes back to me in flashes. The three of us with the whole lake to ourselves, skating round and round. Tiny parachutes of snow landing on my new pink coat. Happy laughter inside a perfect snow globe. My little legs getting stronger with each turn around the ice. Did he look proud of me? I think he did.

The memory goes blurry after that. There was a sound that scared me. Maybe an animal in the woods, or a clap of thunder? I remember my legs going out from under me, how I split my lip on the ice, drops of blood mixing with my tears. And how my father scooped me up. He held me so, so tight. Like he would never let me go.

But I was wrong about that. Because he did let me go. Absolutely and completely. He left us just a few months later, and he never looked back. It took another ten years for me to figure out why. Mom let it slip: He never even wanted me. He only married her because the condom broke.

Next to me, the gray dog sighs. His nose stretches toward my journal, then flinches away like he smells something bad inside.

“Everything is fine,” I whisper.

The dog watches me. The sky watches me. The journal trembles in my hand.

I slam it shut. I stand up and dust the dirt from my sweats. “Go on now, boy. You should get yourself home.”

But the dog doesn’t move. There are no tags hanging from his collar.

I peek over the edge of the ridge. There’s a path leading downhill to the lake below. At the bottom, an old cabin is tucked under some trees with a rusted FOR SALE sign.

“Is that your home, boy?”

The dog sits up straighter.

My voice cracks. “Did they leave you out here all alone?”

I reach my hand toward him, but he scuttles backward. He looks at me warily, the hair rising on his neck.

“It’s OK,” I whisper. “Everything is going to be OK.”

But the dog runs away.

He knows that I’m lying.






CHAPTER SIX


I’m sitting behind the cash register, my wet hair wrapped up in one of Madame Amalia’s weird towels. She sells them in the back of the store by the singing bowls and sage smudging sticks, whatever those are. The towel’s got a giant six-fingered hand on it that has a creepy eyeball in the middle of the palm.

“Eyeballs are big around this place, aren’t they, Otto?” I frown at the shrunken head’s stitched-shut eyes. “Oops. Sorry, buddy.”

I hear Mom banging around in the back room. She’s been at it all day. Says she’s “organizing.” Funny thing about that, it looks more like searching than organizing. And she didn’t ask me to help. What is she looking for?

A few minutes later, the stockroom door opens and Mom plops Madame Amalia’s laptop on the counter. “All yours.”

“Finally,” I say. “You finish searching it? Hide all the good stuff before I get a look?”

She sighs. “I just wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything personal in there.”

“Like what? A secret stash of psychic porn?”

“Very funny.”

“Does she have Wi-Fi or do we need the neighbor’s?”

“It’s already connected. The computer has a password, though. It’s here, in this notebook,” she says. “But you gotta reverse the last two numbers.”

I give her a look like, how’d you figure that out? She’s good at finding free Wi-Fi, but she’s no hacker.

Mom laughs, and for a second she seems about ten years younger. “Amalia always forgot her passwords. So she’d write them down, but with the last two digits reversed. She called it reverse psy-code-ogy. I swear she had a code for everything.”

“That’s weird.”

She picks up Otto. “No, this is weird.”

“Everything’s weird.”

“Feels that way, doesn’t it?” She squeezes my shoulder. “You getting hungry? I’ll see what I can wrangle for dinner.”

I boot up Madame’s laptop. I usually have to do my Day One school prep on a computer at the local library. Now that we might be here for a few weeks, Mom’s enrolled me at Delphine High. Whenever we move, she’s religious about sending me to school right away. Says it’s the safest place for kids to be. Like if I’m not in school, I’ll wind up shooting drugs or pole dancing in some backstreet bar. Plus, there’s the whole college-will-save-you thing. Well, it didn’t save her. And it’s not like someone’s gonna come knocking on my door with a scholarship, since one, I’m not scholarship-smart, and two, by the time someone knocks on my door, we’ll probably have moved.

I crack my knuckles, then get down to the most important kind of studying: studying the new school. If you wanna survive being the new kid in high school, you gotta know exactly what you’re doing and exactly where you’re going. Wandering the hallways trying to find your classroom is like tying red meat around your neck and tiptoeing past a pack of starving wolves.

First, I do an image search for a map of Delphine High. I find an old construction plan showing where the classrooms and offices are, plus the cafeteria, gym, and locker rooms. I memorize the important stuff and make myself a mini cheat map to carry. Then I do a deep search. School websites are useless; you gotta check out social media sites, search for video and images, find the news and rumors. It’s best to know as much as possible going in.

When I’m feeling pretty solid about school, I stop to listen. Mom’s still mucking around in the back room, searching for whatever. Well, two can play at that game. Mom may have already gone through Madame’s laptop, but she could have missed something. I click through the computer’s documents quickly. Most of them seem to be about business. Income and expense ledgers, balance sheets, stuff like that. I’m no finance wiz, but it looks like the psychic shop is practically bankrupt.

I hesitate for a second before opening Madame Amalia’s Personal Correspondence folder. I don’t want to creep on someone I don’t even know, but how else am I gonna figure out why Mom’s been so sketchy since we got here? Turns out, there’s nothing to read. The folder’s empty. Same story when I sign into Madame’s email account. Nothing in the inbox or sent folder. Even the junk mail folder is empty. No social media accounts. No blogs. No website.

Hard to believe Madame Amalia is that boring. Less hard to believe that Mom wiped the entire laptop before giving it to me.

I rub my eyes and stare at the image on the desktop. There’s a cartoon of a psychic looking in a mirror with black curls tumbling out of her turban. Caption: I WANT A JOB CLEANING MIRRORS. IT’S JUST SOMETHING I CAN SEE MYSELF DOING. Weird, but also kinda funny. Is that what Madame Amalia is like?

I squint at the screen and then smile when I notice something. Something that Mom probably didn’t clock. It’s hard to see because it blends in with all that curly cartoon hair.

A trash bin icon.

Did Mom remember to empty the trash?

I double-click the icon. My heart freezes as I scan down the list of deleted documents inside.

CLASSIFIED.

CLASSIFIED.

CLASSIFIED.

Ten “classified” documents, created on different dates but all deleted about an hour ago. And one document titled M., also deleted today.

Classified, as in spy shit? Secret dossiers? Codes?

I shake my head. Please. A psychic spy in backwater Pennsylvania? Right.

Still, Mom is lying her ass off. Acting scared. Something’s not right here.

Quickly, I drag the documents out of the trash and onto the desktop. I wipe my sweaty palms down my legs. Is it against the law to open a classified document?

Otto gives me a look from the cash register. If he had eyes, he would definitely be rolling them.

I click on the first file.


CLASSIFIED

2010 Nissan Altima. Low Mileage! Excellent condition! Call Amalia at 555-779-2424.




I sigh softly. No spy shit here. It’s just a classified ad to sell a car.

I open the next document.




CLASSIFIED

2010 Nissan Altima. Needs some work. For details, call 555-779-2424. Ask for Carmen.



I click through the other documents. Same, same, same. Every “classified” document is slightly different wording, but the same ad. Madame Amalia trying to sell her 2010 Nissan Altima. BFD.

Why would Mom bother deleting this stuff?

My eyes fall on the last document in the trash that’s just titled M.

I click it open, and my heart ramps up.

M for Melissa. Mom’s name.

It’s a letter from Madame Amalia to my mother.


Dear Melissa,




I hope you and Kess are settled in. I know the last move was really tough, but I think it was wise. Better safe than sorry. And yes, I do think you’re safe. I’m sure your close encounter was nothing. Even if you were seen, I doubt you were remembered. Still, it won’t hurt to be extra careful right now and play it cool. I’ll pause my other work for a while and make sure it’s all well hidden. Trust me: No one is going to find out about Nora. It’s been more than twelve years, and we covered our tracks. What’s buried will stay buried.




Love,

Ammy








CHAPTER SEVEN


Heart pounding, I drag the deleted documents back into the trash bin and shut the laptop down. What in the actual fuck is going on? Automatically, I grab my field hockey stick and start re-taping the handle. There’s something about the ritual that always helps settle my brain. The ripping sound of the duct tape as it pulls away from the roll, the way it smooths over all the nicks and imperfections as I wrap it around the stick. A better grip—that’s exactly what I need.

Mom comes out from the stockroom. She taps a finger on the laptop. “You done with this?”

“Yeah, for now.”

She touches my cheek. “You look tired.”

“Long day.”

“I hear you. That was the drive from hell, right? And we didn’t exactly have a good night’s sleep either.” Her voice is the same flavor of fake chipper she used on the receptionist at the gym this morning.

She’s not supposed to use that voice on me. We’re supposed to be in this together.

“Mom.” My voice cracks. I blink back sudden tears. She’s right. I am tired. I’m fucking exhausted. But that’s not what’s causing this twisting in my gut. “What are we doing here?”

“We’re just helping out a friend, Kess.”

I shake my head. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“There’s nothing for you to worry about.” Her look is absolutely genuine. Totally convincing to any other human on the planet. But I saw it. The tiniest flare of her nose. The infinitesimal flinch in her eyes.

I stare at her, my brain cycling through questions I don’t ask. Who is Nora? What did you cover up? Why are you lying to me?

She pulls me into a hug. “Honey, you look upset.”

I wriggle away. “No. Something’s going on. You can fool everyone else, but I see you.”

We stare at each other. The moment stretches. Finally, her face softens and she nods.

“You’re right. I didn’t want to worry you, but I found something on that laptop.”

My heart jogs in my chest, but I keep my face still. “What?”

“Ammy’s business accounts. This place . . .” She drops her voice to a whisper. “The shop’s almost bankrupt.”

My stomach sinks to the floor. Classic Mom. Cover up a big lie by confessing to a different lie, something that doesn’t matter as much.

I could confront her with Madame’s letter. Could demand that she explain Nora, the cover-up, all of it. But she’s too good. She’ll have a perfectly reasonable answer for everything. And then she’ll know that I know.

I’m a great liar, but she’s the best. I’ve watched her in action my whole life. If she thinks I’m sniffing around for truths she doesn’t want to give, she will lock things down. My only advantage is if she thinks I don’t suspect anything.

I don’t even know what to suspect. What’s buried will stay buried.

That itchy feeling in my gut is raging. Something is wrong.

I clear my throat. “Is that what you’ve been searching for, financial stuff? You think Madame will lose the shop?”

“I don’t know, honey. I hope not. But Ammy asked for my help, and I want to make sure I’m not missing anything important. Bills, whatever. I don’t want you worrying about it. Everything’s going to be fine.”

She gives me another hug. A closing hug, like she’s sealing the lie. And I hug her back. Like I believe.

When the doorbell rings, Mom flashes a huge smile, glad to be changing the subject. “I totally forgot! I ordered pizza! We’re splurging tonight.”

She unlocks the door and waves the delivery guy inside. “Hang on a sec. I have to get my purse from the back.” She breezes past me with a big smile. “Celebration pizza. We deserve it.”

I hurry to pull the stockroom door shut behind her. If anyone sees the bed, our half-packed suitcase, they’ll know we’re living here.

Behind me, the pizza guy clears his throat. “What are you celebrating?”

“We just moved here. I mean not here here. This is just where we work.” I turn around and my voice trails off when I see the hot guy standing in front of me. It’s not that he’s Greek-god gorgeous or anything, but he’s intense. Blue eyes that stare right through you. A body that looks like it’s cut from stone. I stand there, gaping like a fool. He stands there, gaping back. It takes me a second to realize it’s not me he’s staring at, but the top of my head.

Shit. I yank the weird towel-turban off my head, trying to finger-comb my wet, tangled hair. “Oops. I just got out of the shower. I mean the shower at the, ummm, gym. Where I, ummm, work out. I work out a lot.”

Kill me now. I sound like some muscle-head guy trying to impress a girl.

He raises his eyebrows. “The gym? What gym?”

Right. There’s probably no gym in the bustling town of Delphine.

“We’ve got a gym in the basement of our new house. Across town. Where we just moved.”

I wave my hand vaguely, hoping he doesn’t question the logic of taking a shower and then rushing across town with a towel still wrapped around my head. Usually the lies come out like butter, but there’s something unnerving about the way he’s staring at me. It’s not how that Eddie guy stared at me, trying to see under my clothes. More like this pizza guy can see under my skin.

“So, you’re going to Delphine High?” he asks.

“Yeah. I start tomorrow.”

“I go there. Junior.”

“Same.”

It’s quiet. Guess we’ve run out of things to talk about. What is taking Mom so long? I pick up my field hockey stick and smooth down the new tape, just so I have something to do other than stare at him.

He squints at my stick. “You play?”

“No. I just collect old sticks, then sell them online. It’s a thriving business.”

He raises an eyebrow.

“That was a joke,” I say.

His mouth twitches into this adorable little half smile. “Well, no joke, you gotta join the team.”

“Field hockey season’s more than half over. Nobody’s joining the team now.”

He shakes his head. “Trust me, they need people. A bunch of their players are hurt, but they’ve got a chance to make the playoffs for the first time in ten years.”

The first time in ten years? Pretty pathetic.

“Pathetic, I know,” he says.

Wait, did I just say that out loud?

No. No, I did not.

His eyes laser into mine, a look on his face like, You know you want to.

And he’s right. Doesn’t matter that we won’t be here long. Things are always easier at school if I can blend in with a team.

Besides, I really love playing field hockey.

“You love playing field hockey, don’t you?” he says. Again, like he can read my mind.

“How would you know? Maybe I hate field hockey.”

He nods at my stick. “You just moved here. You’re not even on a team, but you brought your stick to work.” He shrugs. “I get that way about football. Seriously, you should go see the coach tomorrow.”

Mom finally bursts through the stockroom door, waving cash. “Here you go.”

He hands me the pizza and thanks Mom for the money.

Halfway to the door, he turns around. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Kess Turner.”

“I’m Miles Macklin.” He smiles, and I swear the temperature in the shop instantly shoots up by ten degrees. “Well, Kess Turner, I’ll see you around.”

We watch the door close behind him, then Mom elbows me. “Hot.”

“The pizza?”

“That look he gave you. Maybe school won’t be so bad tomorrow.” She laughs, a real laugh. For a second, everything seems almost normal again. “Wait, I almost forgot! I got you something for Day One.” She disappears into the stockroom and comes back carrying a large bag. She reaches inside and tosses me a T-shirt. CONEY ISLAND SYNCHRONIZED SWIM TEAM—SOLO DIVISION.

“Weirdest one I could find,” she says.

I laugh. “This is awesome. Thanks, Mom.”

“Don’t thank me too soon. This was the only coat they had in your size.”

She pulls a coat out of the bag. It’s the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen. Puffy, green, and downright fugly.

“You’re kidding,” I say. “It looks like the evil love child of an avocado and a life raft.”

“It’s warm.”

“It’s gross,” I say. “Wait, how far did you go for this? At least fifteen miles, right?”

“Twenty.”

I give her a look.

She holds up her hand. “Twenty miles. Semple Promise.”

Semple Promise, not simple. As in Gretchen Semple, the meanest girl in third grade. It was Flagstaff, Arizona. Life Number 5. Gretchen was like a cactus shoved up my ass. She ragged me nonstop. My snot-colored eyes. My extra-crispy sunburn. My cheap, ugly-ass clothes.

A couple of weeks in, Mom found this sweet T-shirt at the thrift shop. Bright purple, with a girl flipping over a balance beam, her ponytail flying out. There was no way Gretchen could make fun of it.

I told everyone the shirt was from my mom’s gymnastics school that she owned in Norway. I was always using Norway back then. It sounded cool and mysterious. But Gretchen called me out in front of the whole class. She said the shirt was hers, and she’d donated it to the thrift shop because it was soooooo old. Then she proved it. The label had her initials sewn into it.

I was usually good about not crying, but that day? The tears wouldn’t stop. So I doubled down and lied even harder. Told them I was upset because it was my father’s birthday and I missed him on account of him being dead. Said he died in the war. Being a hero.

Yeah, that backfired on me big time. Gretchen and her father showed up at our apartment later that night. He forced her to apologize, and then when he clocked the rathole we were living in, he went on and on telling Mom he could help her get services. You know, because she was a military widow.

The look on Mom’s face was almost as bad as the look on Gretchen’s face when a roach ran across the kitchen table. Yeah, that might have been the thousandth time Mom told me that we needed to keep to ourselves. But it was probably the first time I understood it.

Ever since then, Mom’s been on board with the Semple promise. I hang the fugly green coat on a hook in Madame Amalia’s stockroom. Twenty miles should be far enough. As long as nobody recognizes this fashion abomination as their own castoff, I can deal with it. I’ll just stuff it in my locker as soon as I get to school tomorrow.






39 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 10
CHAPTER EIGHT


Every school is pretty much the same. You got your nice kids, your shitty kids. Fun teachers, crappy teachers. Brick walls, cold floors, and gyms that smell like sweat. Love, sex, broken hearts, and bad decisions. There’s only one thing that makes each one different: history. Not that Jamestown, Bill of Rights, Civil War crap. I mean shared history. Years and years of growing up in the same town, going to the same schools, doing the same stuff, with the same people. It’s easy for them. They know what to expect from each other. They have no idea what a superpower that is.

I sit on a low brick wall by the parking lot, watching kids drift into Delphine High. I take a few deep breaths to settle my stomach. I still get nervous on Day One, but at least I don’t puke like I used to. I remind myself that I’m not trying to fit in, I’m just trying to blend in. That even if I don’t have a history, I can invent one. Mostly, I shut down the worry in the back of my brain, the thoughts that kept me up all night wondering what tracks Mom and Madame Amalia covered, what they buried. Because I can’t get distracted now. I gotta focus to get through this.

I slide off the wall, lift my head high, and start walking.

Delphine High is big enough that a new kid in the hallways isn’t a huge deal. A few moves ago, I started seventh grade in a school of only 350 kids. That was a nightmare. Every eye inspecting me all the time, like I was a monkey at the zoo. Delphine’s about 1,400 students in grades 9 through 12. The hallways are busy enough for me to blend in, plus I know exactly where I’m going. Left inside the front doors. First hallway on the right. Halfway down to the main office.

I’m walking behind three loud guys. Probably seniors, swaggering with that big-dick energy. The tallest guy’s gym bag is open, and one of his sneakers is wiggling its way out. I keep myself amused, trying to guess when the shoe will hit the floor.

Suddenly, the guys stop short, watching a girl walking the opposite way. She’s got her head down, trying not to be noticed, but she’s wearing a bright yellow shirt.

Gym-bag-guy lets out a low whistle. “Hey, Angela, nice shirt! You look extra bouncy in yellow.” He holds his hands out like he’s juggling bowling balls.

Second-guy adds, “Wait, you got a spot of dirt there on the chest. Want me to rub it out?”

The girl speeds past, no eye contact.

Third-guy grabs his crotch. “I’ll rub one out for ya, Angela.”

The three bros think they’re fucking hilarious. Like I said, every school is basically the same.

As I pass by them, the sneaker finally falls out of the tall guy’s gym bag.

OK, maybe I plucked it out.

I walk down the hall like nothing happened.

Nobody notices when I drop the sneaker into the first trash bin I see.

•

The rest of Day One at Delphine High goes by OK. I’m good at this by now. I stay focused, blend in, and keep my head down. Plus, Miles the hot pizza guy was totally right about the field hockey coach. I go see her at lunch (bonus points: no sitting in the cafeteria alone) and she’s all like, Yeah, if you have a field hockey stick and a pulse, we need you.

After school, I take my stick and my pulse out to the field. It’ll be good to run my face off. Something to keep my mind off Mom’s lies.

As I walk past the playing fields, I catch sight of both hot Miles and creepy Eddie on the football sidelines. Miles doesn’t see me, but Eddie gives me a what’s-up chin and that smirky smile that looks like a cartoon dog licking its chops. I can feel his eyes burning a hole in my back as I walk away.

I’m the first one in the field hockey dugout, so I sit on the bench picking at the duct tape that’s holding my cleats together. A few minutes later, a girl sits next to me. She has a mess of angry freckles marching across her face like fire ants, and her hair is the exact shade of orange as a traffic cone.

She bites open a package and shakes something out into her hand, sighing. “Millions of sperm.”

“What?”

She looks at me and then at her hand. “Oh, no. These are gummy worms. I was talking about him.” She motions toward Eddie, who’s strutting across the field in those tight football pants like he’s God’s gift. “Eddie Garrow. He’s got a great ass . . . too bad his head’s stuck so far up it. I mean, millions of sperm, and his was the fastest? Hard to believe.” She tilts the gummy worms in my direction.

“No thanks.” I cover up a smile. She definitely has Eddie Garrow pegged right.

“Yeah, well there’s no accounting for genetics,” she says. “Take me and my sister. She was the star of the track team and broke half the records at this school. Me? I’m like a sloth on tranquilizers. The only thing I’m likely to break is my ankle.”

She contemplates the gummy worms and then tosses some in her mouth. “So, what’s your story?”

I shrug. “Just trying out for the team.”

“This is my second week of practice,” she says. “I’m pretty sure I’ll never get into a game, though.”

She seems to be waiting for a response, so I say, “That sucks.”

She laughs. “No, that’s great. I don’t wanna be in a game. All that running and sweating. Definitely not my thing.”

I frown. “So why are you here?”

“Two reasons. One: My mother is a dictator. This is all part of her Grand Plan to make me more like my sister, godblesser perfect little soul. Mom said I had to try out for something. It was either field hockey, cross country, or swimming. Running’s against my religion, and my hair and chlorine do not play well together. Plus, field hockey chicks are dropping like flies, so they need warm bodies.” She waves the gummy worms under my nose. “You sure?”

“You do realize that you have to run in field hockey, right?”

“That’s the freaking genius of my plan,” she says. “I’m the backup goalie. Actually, the backup to the backup goalie, and they don’t even have enough equipment for three goalies, which means I get to sit my ass on the bench for the rest of the season and my mother can go suck eggs.”

I laugh.

“What’s your name?” she asks.

“Kess.”

“Cool name! Not like me: Elizabeth. Super original, right? I gotta get me a nickname. My last name is Popovich. What do you think of Poppy?”

I shrug. “It won’t exactly inspire fear on the field hockey field.”

“I’m not planning to be on the field, remember? I’m watching from the safety of the bench.”

I laugh. She might suck at field hockey, but she’s funny. I hold out my hand for a gummy worm. “So, Poppy, you said there were two reasons you were on the team. What’s the other?”

“I’m here to ruin Megan Balderon’s season.”

“Who’s Megan Balderon?”

“Captain of the team. She’s a total bitch. Been up my ass since sixth grade. I love the look on her face when she sees me sitting here on her bench on her team.”

By this time, a bunch of other girls are passing a ball around the field. “Which one is she?” I ask.

Poppy stretches the last gummy worm until it tears in two, and then gives me half. “Over there, walking in with Coach.”

Poppy starts waving, all friendly-like. When Megan catches sight of Poppy, her face puckers like she’s sucking on a lemon.

When she sees me, it gets even worse.

That’s because I’ve met Megan before.

Megan Balderon—my new captain—is Eddie Garrow’s girlfriend.






CHAPTER NINE


One thing becomes clear very quickly: Megan Balderon is the golden girl. The coach thinks Megan is uh-maze-ing. You can practically hear the heavenly chorus every time she touches the ball. And Megan buys into that shit.

But I’ll never forget the way Megan looked at my mom yesterday. The way she’s still looking at me now. Like she’s better than me in every way.

I’m gonna have fun taking her down a peg.

By the time the first water break rolls around, Megan’s face is as red as Poppy’s hair. It feels good, making her sweat that hard.

Poppy plops down on the bench next to me, gasping. “Human beings are not meant to run like that. I’m dying. Feel my pulse.”

“It’s when you can’t feel your pulse that you have to worry.” I hand her a Gatorade.

“Why are you smiling?” she says. “Don’t tell me you like this shit.”

I laugh. I freaking love it. Pushing myself until it hurts. Not worrying about who I’m supposed to be this time around. Making Megan look second-rate. “It’s all good, Poppy. Remember: Pain is just weakness leaving the body.”

“Don’t give me that motivational-poster crap,” Poppy wheezes. “I bet you have them tacked up all over your room.”

Yeah, right. The biggest poster in my “room” reminds employees to wash their hands after going to the bathroom.

“Speaking of rooms,” Poppy says, “those two should get one.”

She’s looking at Eddie and Megan, wrapped around each other like horny octopuses. Eddie’s got his tongue so far down Megan’s throat, I’m surprised she’s not turning blue. When he catches sight of me over her shoulder, he winks.

“I’m gonna need laser-guided amnesia to get that image outta my head,” Poppy says. “Or maybe a radical lobotomy.”

On his way back to the football field, Eddie stops to talk to me. “Look at you—psychic by night, field hockey goddess by day. By the way, you owe me.”

“For what?”

“That twenty bucks. You owe me a reading.”

“I gave you a reading, and I was right, too.”

He laughs. “You’re gonna be trouble, aren’t you?”

I walk away.

“I like trouble,” he calls.

“You gotta watch out with that one,” Poppy says, following me. “He’s all about the conquest. If he can’t have you, he wants you even more. He chased Megan for two years, but now that he’s got her, he’s bored.”

I shrug. “Not my problem.”

“You sure?”

Megan’s in the dugout, glaring at me.

“Whatever.”

Poppy says, “What did Eddie mean by all that psychic stuff anyway?”

“Oh, my mother and I just took over that psychic shop down on Colton Street.”

“No shit! I used to work for Madame Amalia. At least until my mom made me quit.”

“You’re kidding.” She’s got my full attention now. “What’s she like, Madame Amalia?”

“Nice, but kinda strange,” Poppy says. “I mean, obviously there’s the whole psychic thing, but it’s more than just that. She has this—”

Poppy comes to a dead stop right outside the dugout. Megan’s holding court inside, doing that passive-aggressive thing where she talks shit just loud enough that we can hear, but she never looks our way.

“...she’s more like a psych-o than a psych-ic.”

“...who ever heard of having three goalies? Lizard-Breath only made the team because her mother’s on the school board, and we all know about her mother...”

“...speaking of mothers...driving around in a car held together with duct tape.”

My ears flame. Most of the girls are watching us, waiting for our reaction. I’m desperate to ask Poppy more about Madame Amalia, but I can’t ignore Megan now. The three top rules in my Move Survival Playbook:

Number 1: Always look like you know what you’re doing.

Number 2: Act like nothing bothers you.

Number 3: Never ever let someone push you around.

“Come on,” I say to Poppy. “Let’s go bond.”

Poppy gives me a look like maybe we shouldn’t, but she follows me into the dugout.

I stand directly behind Megan. The rest of the girls slowly quiet down and start fidgeting. Finally, Megan turns around.

“Can I help you with something?” she asks sweetly.

“Just wondering what you’re talking about.”

“Actually, we were talking about you. I was telling the girls that you live in that cheesy psychic shop.”

“I don’t live there.” I feel the heat creep up my neck.

“Oh, really? I saw your mother bringing in groceries and shit.”

“I live in a cabin by that big lake,” I say. “We just work in the psychic shop.”

“Right, right. You’re supposedly a psychic. So let’s hear a prediction.”

I rub my hands together and dial my sarcasm meter to high. “Let’s see . . . I predict that Poppy is gonna fall in love, that you’re gonna fail your next exam, and if we all band together as teammates, we’ll make the playoffs.”

Megan rolls her eyes. “One: Her name is Elizabitch, not Poppy. Two: You’re completely full of shit.”

“Actually, she’s great,” Poppy says. “I went for a reading last week, and Kess predicted that my cousin Jenna was pregnant, which even Jenna didn’t know yet.”

Megan says, “Oh, really? Why don’t you ask your little psychic friend to predict the next person your mother will screw over . . . or your father will just plain screw?”

A bunch of the girls give each other knowing looks. The smile melts off Poppy’s face, her freckles practically on fire. She spins around and speedwalks out to the field.

Despite how much I want to take Megan down a notch, I follow Poppy. “You shouldn’t let her say that shit.”

“Whatever.” Poppy fakes a laugh. “She and I have history. I’m so over her.”

When I turn back, Megan’s still staring at us, a look on her face like she’s swallowing poison but loving it. Straight-up bitch. Someone’s gotta put her in her place.

When Coach lines us up for run-down drills, I make sure I get matched up with Megan.

“On my whistle. First to score wins,” Coach says.

Megan and I lean over our sticks, waiting on the whistle. Megan smirks at the silver duct tape on my stick handle. “Nice stick, Kess. I like how it matches the tape on your cleats. Very Gucci.”

Coach blows the whistle, then sends the ball across the field. Megan and I take off after it. She’s fast, but she’s got no chance against me. I scoop up the ball and leave Megan in the dust. I streak down the field, heading for the goal. Gucci, my ass.

I can feel everyone’s eyes on me, can hear Poppy cheering me on. Even a few of the football guys stop to watch, including Hot Pizza Miles. But, as my feet pound across the center line, I feel something give way. First the duct tape rips. Then my cleat splits wide open. On the next step, I literally run out of my shoe.

And slide across the muddy field, face first.

Megan sprints toward me, a fierce smile on her face. She swoops in and takes the ball. “If you were a better psychic, you would have used more duct tape on your cleats.”

Megan showboats toward the goal at a slow jog, soaking up the attention. Like she’s already won. Like I’m nothing.

Fuck that.

I push myself up and run after her, one cleat grabbing the turf, the other foot trying to find traction in the mud. When she hears me coming, Megan goes balls-out in a full sprint. I catch her just as she pulls her stick back to take the shot. With a final push, I dive in front of the goal to stop her from scoring. The ball flies at me, a spinning orb that blots out the sun.

There’s a crunch.

Then a balloon of boiling water seems to burst inside my head.

Everything goes black.






CHAPTER TEN


A face floats over me like the moon. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” I hear myself say. “I’m always fine.”

But there are black spots sliding around the edges of my vision. I catch a faint lemony smell and hear a solemn bell tolling in the distance. I turn toward the sound, and the world wobbles. For a split second, I feel like I’m somewhere else.


Running through a thick fog.

Sinking into an icy, gray world.

Yellow roses.

A black gravestone.



“Help her up,” a voice says.

And then it’s all gone. I’m back laying on the field, people gathered round me, my head feeling like it’s full of wet cement.

A hand reaches down to pull me up, and the next thing I know, I’m sitting on the bench, with no idea how I got from point A to point B.

A trainer I’ve never met before kneels in front of me, slowly moving a finger in front of my eyes and asking a bunch of questions. Somehow, I answer them all correctly, even though it feels like someone else is answering, while an alternate version of me—a new version that was knocked loose when the ball hit my head—just watches it all happen from a distance.

“I’m fine,” I hear original-recipe Kess insist, while the alt-me simply sits back and thinks, Where did those yellow roses come from? Was that a gravestone?

Sometime later, I find an ice pack in my hand.

“It works better if you actually keep it on your head.” The girl with the orange hair is sitting next to me. Poppy, that’s her name.

I raise the ice bag, gritting my teeth as the cold sets off needles of pain in my forehead. Slowly, I feel the two Kesses knitting themselves back together. Poppy keeps talking at me, but I’m too busy willing myself back into my proper slot in the universe to listen. I don’t know how much time passes. A minute? An hour? Eventually, I start feeling in sync with the rest of the world, even though my head aches like a bastard and my stomach feels scraped hollow.

“. . . call your mother?” Poppy asks.

“What?” I watch the rest of the team walking off the field. Apparently the game is over. No, wait. It was practice, not a game. Practice is over.

“Seriously, you don’t look so good. Do you see any stars? Maybe some cartoon birds circling your head?” Poppy asks.

I think of the yellow roses and the black gravestone. That icy cold, gray world. But those images are already fading. Did I really see anything at all?

“I’m fine.”

My eyes are glued to Megan as she walks off the field. She tries not to look in my direction, but the heat of my glare is too much. When she turns to me, I lower the ice pack. Her face goes white when she sees the lump on my forehead. Give her credit, though. Instead of walking away, she comes right at me.

“Sorry about that,” she says.

“Are you?”

“Look, you’re the one who threw yourself in front of the ball.”

“Shut up, Megan,” Poppy says. “Seriously, Kess. Lemme give you a ride home. Where do you live?”

Where do I live? Moss Creek.

No, Texas.

No, that’s not it either.

“The psychic shop,” I say.

They both stare at me. I shake my head, trying to center my brain.

“I thought you lived by the lake?” Poppy says.

“I do. But take me to the shop. I have to go to work.”

Poppy frowns. “Are you sure? Maybe you should just go home. You got clocked pretty hard.”

Home. That’s a laugh.

“I’m fine,” I say. For the hundredth time. For the millionth time.

I’m always fine.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
Mom is already gone when I get to the shop, off to the hospital to visit Madame Amalia, and then to her cleaning job, according to the note she left on the counter. Part of me wishes she was here to give me a hug. But it’s better this way. The last thing either of us needs is her flipping out over the lump on my head. Besides, with her gone, I’ll have time to search the shop again.

I change out of my muddy clothes and then sit behind the counter. My head feels too heavy for my neck, and my brain has developed its own heartbeat. Plus, I keep catching a faint whiff of lemons in the air, which does nothing for my shaky stomach. The trainer said there’s no concussion, but I’m not so sure.

I lay my head on my arms for just a second, all that Day One adrenaline gone now. My eyes close and my brain tries to drift away. But then a hard flinch rocks my body, one of those jump scares that wake you up from a dead sleep. My eyes blink open and focus on Otto. If he had a neck, he’d probably be shaking his head in disgust.

Yeah, maybe sleeping with a head injury isn’t the smartest idea.

Besides, I’m supposed to be looking for answers. I can’t muster the energy to stand, so I start by rummaging through the drawer below the cash register. I went through it quickly yesterday but take a closer look now. There’s a box of business cards: SEE YOUR FUTURE. CALL 555-PSYCHIC. A price list for psychic services. Madame Amalia’s calendar. Hmmm. I flip through the calendar, but there’s not much there. A few regular clients scheduled for monthly readings. A haircut appointment. The Hazelton Psychic Fair. That one really gets to me. Madame had circled the date and drawn a big red smiley face with an exclamation point, like she was super excited to go to the fair. But she’s not going now. She’s not getting a haircut, either. In fact, she might never get another haircut, ever.

Could I be any more morbid?

“I gotta get a grip, Otto.”

I rub the back of my neck. My head is pounding, and my body craves the sleep it never got last night. I go back to Madame’s “kitchen” and make myself a massive, ink-black cup of coffee. Maybe Mom’s got something for my headache in her squirrel bag. It’s not a bag made out of squirrels, just a place where Mom squirrels away extra stuff whenever we get it. You can’t believe how much stuff people will hand over if you just ask nicely. I rummage past the packets of salt and pepper, the plastic spoons, a sample laundry detergent, a handful of student and employee ID cards that we use to get discounts. Finally, I find a two-pill packet of Tylenol that I got from a kind first-aid nurse when I twisted my ankle at the beach.

As I’m closing up the bag, something catches my eye, stuffed deep behind a wad of napkins. An envelope, with a return address from Ida Berger, Moss Creek. Our old landlord. I slip the paper out of the envelope, expecting to see another eviction notice. But it’s a security deposit refund form. I look at the bottom line: SECURITY DEPOSIT RETURNED IN FULL.

That can’t be right. You don’t get your security deposit back if you were evicted. And I saw the eviction notice. Mom thought she hid it, but I saw it.

I hear Mom’s voice in my head. If something looks official, people will believe it.

I think about the fake gym membership card Mom carries in her wallet, pretending it’s from our old gym. How she flashes it whenever we need to steal a shower from a gym. It’s easier for people to believe we’re legit if we used to be members somewhere else. If they see it with their own eyes, it’s more effective than telling them, Kess.

I think back to how furious I was when Mom said we had to leave Moss Creek. How I refused to go. Until I saw that eviction notice.

Did Mom want me to see that notice?

A fake eviction to cover up the real reason we had to leave Moss Creek?

I boot up Madame Amalia’s laptop and drag her letter to Mom out of the trash bin. I go through it again, line by line.


Dear Melissa,




I hope you and Kess are settled in. I know the last move was really tough, but I think it was wise. Better safe than sorry. And yes, I do think you’re safe. I’m sure your close encounter was nothing. Even if you were seen, I doubt you were remembered. Still, it won’t hurt to be extra careful right now and play it cool. I’ll pause my other work for a while and make sure it’s all well hidden. Trust me: No one is going to find out about Nora. It’s been more than twelve years, and we covered our tracks. What’s buried will stay buried.




Love,

Ammy



The letter is dated two weeks after we left Moss Creek.

I close my eyes and try to think things through. Something must have happened in Moss Creek—a close encounter where Mom was seen, but maybe not remembered. It freaked Mom enough that we pulled up stakes. Better safe than sorry. And it all goes back to something that happened twelve years ago to someone named Nora, something that Madame Amalia and Mom are covering up.

Madame assured Mom that she’s safe. But whatever it was worried Madame enough to stop doing her “other work” and make sure it was well hidden.

Mom asked that lawyer yesterday if Madame had left files or anything else for her. Mom’s been searching for something in this shop. Something that’s supposed to remain hidden. What’s buried will stay buried.

What did Mom and Madame Amalia bury? And why did it make us leave Moss Creek twelve years later?

I take deep breaths, trying to swallow back my rising anger. Moss Creek was the best life we ever had. Even though we were living in our typical shitsville apartment, Moss Creek High School had everything. Turf fields, gourmet lunches, only fifteen kids in a class. Teachers who actually cared. And Sadie Sykes-Brown.

That hyphenated name killed me from the start. Like her mother and father both loved her so much, they each had to give her a name.

I loved her, too. It took me sixteen years to find a best friend, but Sadie was it for me. She was super fun, absolutely hilarious, and genuinely nice. But the thing I loved the most? She was the only truly happy human I’d ever met. And it rubbed off on me.

But being happy is dangerous. You let your guard down. And when the fire comes—and it always does—it burns everything to the ground.

I never saw it coming. For ten months, everything just kept getting better and better. Field hockey, school, friends. Mom even had a real job with a great paycheck. That final week, I caught Mom checking out used car ads. I convinced myself she was going to buy me a car for my birthday. I convinced myself Life Number 9 would be my last life, a great life.

I convinced myself we were finally staying.

 But then, out of the blue, Mom pulled the plug. She said she got fired and we couldn’t afford Moss Creek anymore. I begged her to stay. Said I’d get a job to help out. Two jobs, three jobs, whatever it took. But she just started packing.

Sadie was wrecked when I told her. We cried all night.

The next day, Sadie had the whole hockey team waiting on the field for me. They wanted to say goodbye.

Sadie was choking back tears. “I wanted to do something for you, so I told the girls about your situation. We took up a collection.”

My situation.

My fucking situation.

The pity on their faces.

Fifteen girls in a circle, looking at me. All thinking the same thing: Poor Kess.

They gave me a new stick. The best stick money could buy.

I almost puked.

Sadie told them.

I had broken my own rule. I showed her where we were living. I let her see the real me.

And she told them.

Mom and I left Moss Creek the next morning. I made Mom swing by the school on the way out. I snuck down to the empty locker room. I left the new stick leaning against Sadie Sykes-Brown’s locker.

I didn’t leave a note.

I’m sitting behind the cash register now, tracing Mrs. Berger’s signature on the security deposit refund form. Unlike our other landlords, Mrs. Berger was always super nice to me. She’d stop by to chat, asking about school, field hockey, what books I was reading. She told me about her bird-watching hobby and even put a bird feeder outside my bedroom window. When I saw that eviction notice the day before we left, I was so pissed at Mom, but I was also pissed at Mrs. Berger. I couldn’t believe she would throw us out.

I pick up Madame Amalia’s cell phone and dial the number on the bottom of the refund form. I recognize her voice right away when she answers.

“Mrs. Berger? This is Kess Turner. I don’t know if you remember—”

“Kess! Oh, it’s so good to hear your voice!” she gushes. “How are you and your mom doing? Are you liking your new school?”

Well, she certainly doesn’t sound like someone looking for rent money.

“Ummm, we’re good Mrs. Berger.”

“I’m so glad to hear that, honey. I was so sad that I didn’t get the chance to say goodbye to you. But I know your mom had to leave right away for that new job. Such a great opportunity for her! And Vermont is such a wonderful place. Did you just die when you saw the fall leaves turning?”

“The leaves,” I say, my head spinning. “Ummm, yeah. The leaves were really beautiful.”

“That’s what I told your mother. I said, Melissa, you are never going to want to leave New England. It’s like living inside a postcard up there!” She chuckles.

That laugh brings me right back to Moss Creek, back to the birds at my window, and sleepovers at Sadie’s, and Mom’s smile, real and relaxed and happy.

“What can I do for you, dear?” Mrs. Berger asks.

I press the heels of my hands against my eyes. Swallow the tightness in my throat. I want to scream through the phone. You can tell me what’s going on. You can tell me why we had to leave. You can tell Sadie that...

I take a shaky breath. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry for leaving like that. Not saying goodbye.”

“Oh, that’s OK, hon. I understand. I really do.”

I’m glad one of us does.

I say, “I wanted to make sure you weren’t mad at us for any reason.”

“How could I be mad? You and your mom were my favorite tenants ever. I mean, not only did you pay on time every time, but your mom worked so hard to make the place nice,” she says. “But my favorite thing of all was talking to you. Not many kids your age would take the time to chat with an old lady like me. You remind me of my granddaughter.”

I can’t speak. It’s all I can do to keep breathing.

“Kess? Are you OK?”

Her gentle whisper almost breaks me. Silent sobs hitch up through my gut, and I squeeze my whole face tight to hold them in.

I think about Madame’s letter to Mom, how she said the last move was tough, but wise. Better safe than sorry.

I’m sorry we left Moss Creek. But are we safe now?

It doesn’t feel that way.

“Kess?” Mrs. Berger says. “If you ever need anything . . .”

“I’m fine,” I whisper.

After I hang up, I ugly-cry for five full minutes. But all that does is pour gasoline on my raging headache.

I take a deep breath. Then another.

OK.

OK.

I know we didn’t leave Moss Creek for money reasons.

I know something spooked Mom and sent us running.

I know it had something to do with what happened to Nora.

Maybe if I can figure out who Nora is, I’ll find some answers.

But how?

I can’t ask Mom, that’s for sure. If she would fake a freaking eviction notice, I’m not getting the truth from her anytime soon.

But maybe someone who knows Madame Amalia would also know Nora. Poppy worked for Madame for a while, but would she know what happened twelve years ago? Not likely.

Suddenly, Madame Amalia’s cell phone rings. The phone that supposedly never rings.

I promised Mom that I’d let any calls go to voicemail, so I don’t answer it.

A promise is a promise.

But Mom never said anything about not listening to the voicemail.

It’s a clipped, no-nonsense voice. “Hello, this is Thalia B. I’m one of Madame Amalia’s best clients. I know that Madame is not available at the moment, but I have a situation here, and I’m in need of a reading. Did someone take over at Madame’s shop? Please call me back. I want to schedule a full energy reading for Sunday.”

One of Madame’s best clients might know what happened to Nora.

A full energy reading could be something like a conversation. She asks me some questions, and I slip in a few questions of my own.

Otto gives me a look like, Don’t even think about it.

I open the drawer under the cash register and find the price list of services.

FULL ENERGY READING—$150

“A hundred and fifty bucks, Otto. If she doesn’t know anything about Nora, at least I’ll have some cash in my pocket.”

Otto is not convinced. How are you gonna pull it off? You’re not a psychic.

I hold up Madame Amalia’s calendar and point to that big red circle with the smiley face and exclamation point. The Hazelton Psychic Fair.

Today is Tuesday.

The fair starts Saturday.

Thalia wants to come in on Sunday.

I’ve got five days to figure out how to be a psychic. How hard can it be?

I start dialing Thalia’s number. Otto looks nervous.

“Don’t worry, Otto. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s become someone else.”






38 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 11
CHAPTER TWELVE


Mrs. Bock’s guidance office is filled with selfies of her doing exciting things: climbing a mountain, sailing a boat, riding a horse. I can’t decide if it’s meant to be aspirational to students—Hey, look at all the cool stuff you can do when you grow up if you just study hard in high school!—or if it’s more of a reminder to herself that she’d rather be somewhere else. I’m leaning toward the second one, based on how many times she’s checked her phone in the last five minutes.

I cover yet another yawn and try to look attentive as Mrs. Bock drones on about Delphine High policies and procedures. I slept like shit last night, my brain stuck in a dream warp where I kept getting hit in the head with a field hockey ball, except I wasn’t on the field, I was in a cemetery with a black gravestone and yellow flowers and these creepy funeral bells ringing. I’d wake up in a full-out sweat with my head pounding and the room smelling of lemons. By 3 A.M., I gave up on sleeping and spent the rest of the night hanging out with Otto the shrunken head, researching head injuries and brain damage.

“Kess, am I boring you?” Mrs. Bock asks.

“No. Sorry. I didn’t sleep well.”

“Please try to pay attention. We have a checklist to get through.” She clicks her pen and makes an emphatic checkmark next to Policies and Procedures on the list in front of her.

She powers through the next few items on her list quickly, answering her own questions before I even get the chance to.

“So, you’re settling in OK? Yes?” Check.

“No problems with your classes? No?” Check.

“Making friends? Yes?” Check.

“It does look like we have one little problem,” she says. “You had an accident at field hockey practice yesterday?”

“Oh. Just a little bump on the head.” I smooth my hair over my forehead, trying to hide the nasty lump that I’d caked over with makeup. At home, I wore one of my running headbands so Mom wouldn’t notice, but I’m not about to wear that at school. “I’m fine.”

Mrs. Bock wrinkles her nose. “Right, but I’m talking about the forms.”

“The forms?”

“The new student registration forms.”

“Oh. I filled those out online. You didn’t get them?” I know I sent them, like I do every time we move to a new school. I’ve filled them out so often, I can do it in my sleep.

“We got them, but they need to be corrected. The trainer reached out to your mother after your injury assessment, but she didn’t pick up. And when he tried to call the secondary emergency contact—”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say quickly. They always make you put a second contact number on the form, but since Dad’s not in the picture and Mom doesn’t trust anyone, we’ve just been using the same fake number for years. For all I know, it rings in a bowling alley in Kansas City. I cover it up with a lie. “That’s my grandma’s number. I think she might have gotten a new phone.”

Mrs. Bock’s eyebrows shoot to the ceiling. “Madame Amalia is your grandmother? She seems a little young for that.”

“Madame Amalia?”

“The phone number you put down. It’s for Madame Amalia’s psychic shop.”

Wait. That can’t be right. Mom told me it was a fake number. My headache ramps up to high. For a second, I smell the faint scent of lemons. I shake my head. “Ummm. Sorry. Yeah, Mom must have changed it to Madame’s number since we’re in Delphine now.”

Mrs. Bock sighs. “Yes, but we can’t use that as an emergency contact. Isn’t Madame Amalia in the hospital?”

I take a few deep breaths, trying to understand how a psychic I never heard of has been my emergency contact for years.

Mrs. Bock’s face softens. “I heard the accident was serious. How is she doing?”

“Not good,” I manage to say.

We sit in silence for a minute. Mrs. Bock slides a box of tissues in front of me, but I wave her off.

Finally, she clicks her pen. “So, about the form. Shall we just use your grandmother’s phone number as your secondary contact? Yes?”

“Right.” I rattle off some random numbers, hoping nobody calls any time soon.

A voice comes over the intercom. “Gwen? Can I see you in my office for a moment?”

“Excuse me.” Mrs. Bock steps out, leaving me alone with too many thoughts banging around in my bruised skull.

A fake eviction notice. An emergency contact number that wasn’t fake. Something my mother’s covering up.

What’s buried will stay buried.

“You look serious.”

I look up to see Hot Pizza Miles poking his head through the doorway. He’s wearing a faded thermal shirt that hugs his shoulders and biceps just right. I give myself permission to stop wondering about Mom’s secrets for a minute and wonder about Miles instead. How does someone with a body that looks that hard get lips that look that soft?

I feel my own lips curl into a smile. “Well, Mrs. Bock happens to be very serious about checking her boxes.”

“So true. Here at Delphine High, box-checking is of the utmost importance. Yes?” He mimes checking a box. His imitation is so spot-on, I have to laugh.

He comes into the office and leans casually against the door. “I’m never sure if she actually listens to my answers.”

“Same,” I say. “I get the feeling I could be sitting here bleeding with my teeth falling out one by one, and she’d just go on to the next box like, and so . . . you’re feeling well? Yes?”

We both laugh and pretend to check a box.

His eyes crinkle up around the corners, and he flashes that adorable half smile.

“Well, I’m personally glad that you have all of your teeth intact,” he says. “Especially after that hit you took yesterday. The way you dove in front of that ball . . . absolutely fearless.”

I shrug. More like absolutely clueless. “I made the save.”

“The hard way,” he says. “But, seriously, are you OK? You got clocked pretty good.”

Automatically, I smooth my hair over the bump on my head.

“Lemme see.” He motions toward my head. When I don’t move, his eyes soften. “Please.”

If it were anyone else, I’d tell them to fuck off, but to my surprise, I find myself slowly pushing my hair back.

He whistles softly. “Look at all those pretty colors.”

“Almost the whole rainbow,” I say.

“Did they do a concussion check on you?”

“Yeah. I passed, no problem.” I don’t tell him that I’m not exactly sure how I passed. I clear my throat and repeat my mantra to convince both of us. “I’m fine.”

“Still, be careful with that,” he says. “If you get bad headaches, feel nauseous, have trouble remembering the past, or any weird stuff like that, have it checked out. You don’t want to mess around with concussions. I had one last season. Tried to come back too fast and found myself laid out flat in bed for another two weeks. It was rough.”

My brain goes in two different directions—one half worrying about headaches and weird stuff like smelling lemons, the other half wondering what Miles looks like laid out flat in his bed.

“Miles Macklin?” someone calls from outside the office.

“Coming, Mrs. Sanchez.” Miles wrinkles his nose. “I gotta go. But, if you’re worried about your head, or just want to talk about . . . anything . . .” He smiles and pretends to check a box. “Come find me. Yes?”

The office gets really quiet after he leaves. I try to keep my mind on Miles and his smile and the sweet way he was concerned about me, but with every minute that ticks past, my headache keeps going deeper, and I can’t stop thinking about my weird symptoms. The way the world seemed to glitch on the field yesterday and I felt like I was somewhere else for a minute. The way I kept hearing those bells in my dreams last night. That lemon smell that’s hanging around me, even now.

What if I do have a concussion? What if it’s brain damage?

Stop it, Kess. You don’t have brain damage.

How can I be sure? I mean, if I have brain damage, would I even know?

I dry scrub my face, suddenly anxious to get out of this office. My file is open on the guidance counselor’s desk. How many more boxes does Mrs. Bock need to check? I lean forward and read the first page. Kessen Natalie Turner, transferring junior.

My eyes scan the list. Suddenly, the smell of lemons becomes overpowering. But it’s not just lemons. There’s something off about it, a sharpness underneath, like the lemons are on fire. A shiver of electricity buzzes through the center of my spine. I taste metal at the back of my tongue.

Then the world flutters like a curtain in the breeze and


Bells ringing.

Fog everywhere.

Something bad is coming.




A whisper in the dark.




The ground falls away from me

raw wind on my face

icy gray

deadly

freezing

cold

cold

cold




My heart slows

I can’t move

can’t breathe




A single, unblinking eyeball watches me.

A black gravestone. Yellow roses.




The world spins and whirls, everything a blur. Then suddenly clicks back into place. Everything is crystal clear now.




I see a cup of coffee on a desk.

A voice calls out:

“Watch out!”

I see a brown stain,

spreading fast,

blotting out my name.

KESSEN NATALIE TUR



I blink. The vision is gone, but I’m two different people. One sitting here in the counselor’s office, another sinking into a cold, gray death.

Something bad is coming. Coming for me.

Mrs. Bock opens the door, a cup in her hand, speaking to someone behind her. “Have you met Kess Turner yet? She started yesterday.”

The principal follows her into the office. “Hello. I’m Mrs. Sanchez. How are you doing so far, Kess?”

“I’m fine.”

I take a deep breath. I will myself to believe it.

I am fine.

I blink a few times. That weird sensation of being in two different places has ended. Everything around me seems normal now. There are no burning lemons. No bells ringing in my ears. Even my headache is mostly gone.

What the hell just happened?

I think about Miles telling me to watch out for weird symptoms.

Like the whole world sliding sideways?

Like black gravestones and yellow roses?

Like a brown stain blotting out my name?

I have an itchy feeling deep in my gut, a warning. Pay attention. Something’s wrong. Something’s coming.

“Well, I’m sure you’ll be very happy here at Delphine High, Kess,” the principal says. “Gwen! Watch out!”

Mrs. Bock goes to put her coffee cup down, but it tips over. The coffee seems to leak out in slow motion. A brown stain spreads across my file, nearly obliterating my name.

KESSEN NATALIE TUR

Cold fear slices through me. I bite my lip to keep from screaming.

holy shit holy shit holy shit

Miles had it all wrong. I’m not having any trouble remembering the past.

But now, somehow, I can remember the future.






35 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 14
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Mom’s off at a cleaning job this weekend, so I close the shop and hop a bus to Hazelton, swapping out the sports headband I’ve been using to hide my bruise with one of Madame Amalia’s head scarves. I gently massage my forehead. It doesn’t hurt to touch it anymore, but I still have a headache. I take a deep breath and catch that faint whiff of lemons again, but the world stays locked in place. I haven’t had any brain glitches in the last three days. As for the lemon smell, I must have had a slight concussion, even though the trainer missed it. I looked it up online. When you search head injury and weird sense of smell, you get phantosmia. Smell hallucinations. It can be caused by a concussion, and it’s usually temporary. It doesn’t explain the coffee spill thing in the counselor’s office, but that must have been lack of sleep. I dozed off for a minute. There’s no other explanation.

The bus drops me in front of a brick building with a big sign in front: HAZELTON PSYCHIC FAIR. I’d found Madame’s registration packet for the fair in her desk drawer. With her vendor ID around my neck and her paisley bag slung over my shoulder, I look like I belong here. That is, as long as I can avoid anyone who knows the real Madame Amalia.

Inside the fair, it’s total chaos, all flowing robes and tapestries, tents and turbans. There are jewelry sellers, palm readers, people lying face-down on massage tables run by Reiki “masters.” I slink around the edges of the reading booths, eavesdropping on the psychics. Most of them say the same bullshit. You’re struggling with a relationship. You have a big decision coming. You’re about to see changes in your love life, your health, your finances, blah, blah, blah.

I feel a tap on my shoulder. A lady with a clipboard looks at me over the top of her glasses. “Just what do you think you’re doing?”

My stomach crawls up into my throat. Busted already.

But then she says, “All vendors were supposed to be set up hours ago. We can’t allow empty tables.”

I clear my throat. “Oh, I wasn’t . . . I mean I’m not . . . sure exactly where to set up.”

“It was all in the registration packet we mailed. The vendor map? Don’t tell me you didn’t bring it.”

I start digging through Madame Amalia’s bag, but she waves me off. “Forget it. Just follow me.”

She leads me through the room, checking over her shoulder every few seconds to make sure I don’t escape. When we get to an empty table, she stands there with her arms folded, giving me the Face of Judgment.

“This is a very prestigious event,” she sniffs. “We choose our vendors with great care. I hope you’re ready to perform as you promised in your application.”

“Yeah, sure. Definitely.” I unpack Madame’s bag as slowly as possible, hoping that Clipboard Lady will get lost. Luckily, I’d brought some psychic shit with me, just in case. I spread out a purple tablecloth, smooth a million invisible wrinkles, and light a bunch of candles. Then I deal some tarot cards and try to look like I know what I’m doing.

Clipboard Lady does not look impressed. “I’ve never seen that tarot spread before. Perhaps I should stay to observe your first reading. I don’t like to brag, but I’m known as an expert judge of psychic ability.”

Yeah, I don’t have to be psychic to know two things: One, Clipboard Lady totally likes to brag. And two, she only wants to watch me so that she can kick me out when I screw up.

“Maybe you should be my first client,” I shoot back. “I’m sensing a tremendous amount of negative energy blocking up your core chakras.” I wave my hands in the general area of her butt. “I can sense that you are full of shi . . . fting emotions.”

At the next table, the lady selling jewelry snorts in laughter.

Clipboard Lady sucks in enough air to make my ears pop. She’s about to lose her shit, and I’m about to get kicked out. My headache dials up to level ten, but the jewelry lady chimes in.

“Margery,” she says, “leave her alone.”

Clipboard Margery frowns. “I’m just trying to uphold the standards around here.”

“You want to uphold standards? Then tell her Holy Omnipotence back there to pipe down. I can barely hear myself think.” The jewelry lady waves her hand at the curtain behind us, where some unseen psychic is leading a group in very loud and obnoxious chanting.

The vendors at the surrounding tables are all like, Yeah, what she said. I can tell that none of them likes Margery or her clipboard.

“I’ll be back,” Margery says, giving me a look. She hurries off to wrangle the loud psychic.

The jewelry lady reads my vendor badge and sticks out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Madame Amalia. I’m Janelle Stone. Actually, Janie Fryeburg, but Janelle Stone sounds more mystical. I haven’t seen you at one of these before.”

“Is it that obvious?”

She laughs kindly. “Don’t worry about Margery. She’s full of—how did you put it?—shi . . . fting emotions. Just like everyone else around here.”

“You don’t believe in all of this?” I ask.

“Ninety-nine out of a hundred of these so-called psychics are complete frauds.”

“So, one is real?”

“Not real, delusional. Though, is it better to be a fool or a fraud? Which one are you, Madame Amalia?”

Janelle waits a second, then grins. “I’m just busting you, honey. No judgment here. I mean, anyone who’s looking for life advice from a deck of cards deserves whatever BS is fed to them. Though, if you want to get in on the game, you’re gonna have to do better than that.” She taps a fingernail on my tarot cards. “This ain’t how you lay them out. If I had to guess, you’ve never seen a tarot deck before, much less read one.”

I rub my face, trying to massage my headache away. “Actually, I’ve seen tons of tarot cards at Madame’s shop. I just haven’t had time to figure out how they work yet.”

She raises an eyebrow. “So, I take it you’re not Madame Amalia?”

“My mother is friends with Madame,” I say, suddenly too tired to keep lying. “She’s sick and . . . it’s complicated. Her shop is practically bankrupt. I was kind of hoping to pick up a few tips here, figure out a way to make some money back at the shop. Shit, here comes Margery again.”

Janelle looks at me, then at Margery, and then back at me. Before Margery even gets to me, Janelle heads her off.

“Margery, there’s a problem back by the Reiki tables. Something about an allergic reaction to the massage oil. You better check it out before it turns into a lawsuit.”

We watch Margery spin around and hustle to the other side of the room.

“That ought to keep her busy for a while,” Janelle says. “The only thing greater than Margery’s love of power is her fear of lawsuits.”

“I’m sensing you don’t like her very much.”

“Who said you weren’t a psychic?” She laughs. “Nobody likes Margery. She’s a total pain in the ass. In fact”—Janelle drags her chair over to my table, dropping her voice to a whisper—“nothing makes me happier than seeing someone get to her. We’ve got some time before she comes sniffing around again. You up for a quick lesson in how to be a psychic?”

“Really?” For the first time today, my headache seems to ease.

Janelle smiles. “First things first . . . stay away from the tarot cards. Energy readings are easier to fake.” She scoops the cards back into their box. “When you get home, search online for ‘cold-reading techniques.’ It’ll take some practice, but it’s not rocket science. In the meantime, here’s your first tip: If you wanna make money in the psychic business, CASH is king.”

“Cash?”

She ticks the letters off on her fingers. “C-A-S-H. The four keys to a successful reading.

“First off: C, as in Confidence. You have to come across like you believe what you’re saying. If you don’t believe, they’re not gonna believe.”

I nod. It’s the same thing as being the new kid at school. Always look like you know what you’re doing.

“Second,” Janelle says, “A, as in Ambiguity. When you do a reading, keep it vague. You gotta give yourself some wiggle room. Don’t ever tell the Seeker something specific like, you’re gonna break up with your boyfriend. What if there is no boyfriend?”

“Then what do you say?” I ask.

“Back when I was doing readings, I used to start like this: I’m sensing some trouble in a relationship. You see, ‘trouble’ can mean anything. A relationship can be with anyone . . . a spouse, a friend, a boss,” she says. “Here’s the important thing, though: Once you throw it out there, shut up and let the Seeker do the talking. Nine times out of ten, they’ll fill in the missing information.”

I must have a look on my face because she laughs. “No, I’m serious. The first time I did a reading, I told this lady: I sense you’re having trouble with a relationship. She thought I was a certifiable genius. You’re right! My brother is mad at me. You know, you should really write some of this down.”

I dig through Madame Amalia’s bag for a pen and paper. I write CASH, then Confidence and Ambiguity. “I got it. What else?”

“S is for Study. This is what separates the amateurs from the pros. You have to study your Seeker. Watch for clues. Does she wear a wedding ring? Expensive clothes? What kind of shoes? Take Margery, for example. She’s old and out of shape, and she’s wearing sensible shoes with good support. She probably has sore knees, maybe a bad back. If you were reading her, you could say something like: I’m sensing pain, perhaps in your back or legs. She’ll think you’re a genius, but what you’re saying probably applies to ninety-five percent of people like her.”

“What if she’s in the other five percent?” I ask.

“If you get a miss, just pivot to the future. The pain I’m sensing is in the future. You need to take care of your legs, be careful of an injury.” Janelle shrugs. “Look, it’s an art, not a science. You throw out your best ambiguous guess, and if it’s a hit, you build on it. If it’s a miss, you pivot.”

I look over my shoulder. There’s no sign of Margery yet. “OK, what does H stand for?”

“H is for Hope, and that’s the most important thing. Nobody wants to hear all doom and gloom. Hope creates happy clients; happy clients are repeat clients; repeat clients are money in the bank.” Janelle flicks her eyes to the right. “Don’t look now, but here comes your first Seeker.”

Janelle scoots her chair back to the jewelry table as a woman in her mid-thirties approaches me. I take a deep breath. Be confident, Kess. Be ambiguous.

I take a moment to study her. She’s super-thin and pale as milk, with blue smudges under her eyes like she hasn’t slept in a week. I’m definitely sensing some kind of vague trouble.

“They said I could find Madame Amalia here?” Her voice trembles a little. Like she’s as nervous as I am.

OK, so I’m doing this.

I take a deep breath and nod. C is for Confidence. “Yes. I’m Madame Amalia.”

“You’re younger than I expected.”

“We cannot choose what age the Universe bestows the Gift upon us.” My voice comes out all weird. Is that a slight English accent I just used? I clear my throat. “How can I help you? Would you like an energy reading?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Janelle flash a thumbs-up.

The woman fidgets, her eyes skittering around the room like a scared animal. She sits and leans across the table, handing me a card and whispering, “Nate sent me.”

The card simply reads: Nate Williams, Consultant. No address, no phone number. I flip it over. There’s a hand-drawn, red smiley face and an exclamation point on the back of the card. Huh. It looks exactly like the one Madame had drawn on her calendar.

“Nate said that you could arrange a private function for me,” she says. “We need to move quickly.”

Across the room, I see Margery heading our way. I clear my throat. Confidence, Kess. “Absolutely,” I say. “What kind of private function did you have in mind?”

She frowns. “What do you mean, what kind?”

“Well, we have a variety of options,” I say, scrambling. “My shop is small, so I could do a reading party at your home. How many people are we talking about? Will it be you and a couple of girlfriends?” I look at the wedding ring on her finger. “Would your husband want to join the fun?”

The woman sits back. The look on her face. Confusion? Anger? She stands quickly, the chair nearly toppling. “This was a mistake.”

“Wait! I’m sure we can work something out. Just tell me what Nate said—”

“You’re not Madame Amalia, are you?” Her voice breaks. “What are you playing at? You think this is some kind of joke?”

“No, I just . . . what’s going on?”

The woman turns away. “Stay out of it. You’re playing with fire.”






34 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 15
CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Another night with almost no sleep. I lie in bed, studying cold-reading techniques and trying not to think about that woman at the psychic fair. When I finally doze off, I dream of Mom and Madame Amalia digging a grave, a woman demanding a private function, a whisper in the dark that I can’t quite hear. I wake with a storm thrashing through my head, the smell of lemons thick in my nose.

Mom leaves for work eighteen minutes before a woman named Thalia B. is due to arrive for her reading. Quickly, I don Madame Amalia’s robe and spackle on enough makeup to make myself look ten years older. I light a bunch of candles. My headache ramps up, and the smell of the candles almost makes me puke.

“It’s just nerves, Otto.” I wipe my sweaty palms on the robe. “I’ve got this.”

I go over my notes from last night. I found tons of info on cold-reading techniques. Bottom line, people want to be fooled. If you ask the right questions and pay close attention to their reactions, you can make someone believe just about anything. Plus, I hit gold when I found some specific notes about Thalia on Madame Amalia’s phone.

‐She’s having trouble at work with Lucas—advised her to stand her ground

‐Worried about getting promoted

‐Cat, Mosely, ran away

I take a deep breath and think about CASH. Confidence-Ambiguity-Study-Hope. After I wow Thalia with my psychic powers, I’ll pump her for info about Madame Amalia. Easy-peasy.

But thunder rumbles through my head. My legs feel shaky. And I need some sleep.

“All I gotta do is get through the next half hour,” I say. “Then I can take a nap.”

A car pulls up to the curb.

“Wish me luck, Otto.”

Otto gives me a look like, You don’t need luck; you need a doctor.

A woman pushes through the door, and the jangle of the bells goes right through my teeth. She’s wearing designer jeans and carrying one of those leather slouchy bags big enough to hold a bowling ball. She crushes my hand when she shakes it. “Madame Kessen, I presume? I’m Thalia.”

She presumes? Seriously? Who talks like that?

I motion for her to sit. There’s an awkward silence while she gives me the once-over. She seems thoroughly unimpressed. “You don’t look like a psychic,” she says. “What are your credentials? How do I know you’re legitimate?”

I squeeze my hands into fists. Confidence, Kess. “Would it make you feel better if I told you that I’m the seventh daughter of a seventh-generation psychic, born on the seventh day of the seventh month at the seventh hour?” I try to stay chill, even though my heart’s banging in my chest.

Thalia’s lips get real tight. Probably not used to someone standing up to her. I take a deep breath. It stinks of burning lemons. My stomach rolls like the ocean. I should have never lit those candles.

OK, I gotta get this thing moving. Take control of the situation. Call her bluff.

“I’d be happy to refer you to another psychic.” I stand up. “Madame Simone has a shop in Shohola. It’s a three-hour drive from here, and I’m not sure Madame Simone could predict the current weather if she looked out a window, but I assure you that she looks like a psychic.”

Thalia frowns.

Then I double down. “I’m sensing a great cynicism within you. Maybe that’s why you’re having so much trouble at work with Lucas.”

Her eyes bug out. “What do you mean?”

“You stood up to Lucas, didn’t you?”

She nods.

“And he didn’t back down?”

I wait, ready to pivot in either direction depending on her answer.

“No. He did not.”

I nod like, Of course I knew that. “He will. And when he does, everyone will realize that you were right. You may even get that promotion.” I walk away, tossing over my shoulder, “And do tell Madame Simone that I said hello.”

“Wait!”

I wink at Otto before turning around.

“Please,” she says, softer this time. “Let’s start over.”

We sit at the reading table again. I turn my head and whoa! For a second the whole room wobbles. I catch another whiff of those burning lemons.

I take a few slow breaths. The smell hallucinations are only temporary, I remind myself. Everything is going to be OK.

The room rights itself.

Keep it together, now. Just a little bit longer.

Thalia says, “You’ll have to excuse my caution. Before I began seeing Madame Amalia, I’d consulted a number of other psychics with less-than-optimal results. Madame seems to be the only one who truly grasps my unique challenges. I’ve found her counsel to be quite insightful. In fact, the first time I met her, she told me . . . well never mind what she told me, but it was extremely useful.”

I see an opening and lob a question of my own. “Do you always see Madame Amalia when you come in? Have you ever met with her assistant, Nora? I think she was here maybe ten, twelve years ago?”

She sniffs. “Madame would never fob me off on an assistant.” She narrows her eyes like she’s rethinking my “credentials” again. Time to show her I can be just as insightful as Madame Amalia. I take a deep breath and hit her with the cat.

“I’m sensing that something important to you was lost.” I lean forward, squinting into the crystal ball. “I’m seeing the letter M or the name Mo . . . Morris . . . Mosely? Perhaps a person . . . no, maybe a pet?”

She sits up straighter. “Yes! My cat, Mosely.”

I take a shot in the dark. “You didn’t find him, did you?”

Her eyebrows shoot to the ceiling. “Yes! We did find Mosely.”

I nod. “I thought that you did.” She doesn’t even notice that I guessed wrong.

I’m on a roll, so I try another question of my own. “Have you ever done a private function with Madame Amalia? I think Nate is the one who arranges them.”

A sour look washes across her face. “No, I have not. In fact, once when I showed up for my reading, she outright canceled me on the spot. She was frazzled, white as a ghost. Said she forgot that she had a private function for another client. Of course, I expected her to honor my appointment and reschedule the private function, but she practically shoved me out the door,” she huffs. “Can you imagine?”

“What was it all about, the private function?” I ask. “Was Nate there? Did you see anyone else?”

“Aren’t you listening? I was not invited.” The tone of her voice . . . she’s still pissed. “Look, I’m not here about Nate or private functions. I have a situation I need help with. You said you could help.”

“Of course.” I shift quickly back into CASH mode. Time to be ambiguous. “I’m sensing that you’re having trouble with a relationship.”

“My daughter,” she says, nodding. “My youngest. Her behavior has been unacceptable lately.”

I wait. Let the Seeker do the talking. But Thalia doesn’t say anything more.

I take a deep breath. If A-for-Ambiguity isn’t working, let’s try S-for-Study. Can I figure anything out based on her appearance?

She’s wearing a big-ass diamond ring, so she’s gotta be married and rich enough to afford that rock. She looks about Mom’s age, so her daughter is probably in high school. There are tons of unacceptable things they could be arguing about. Maybe the kid is flunking out. Maybe she’s hooking up with the wrong person. Maybe she’s doing drugs, or shoplifting, or secretly pretending to be a psychic while her mother cleans offices.

Finally, I clear my throat. “I’m sensing that your daughter is having trouble with a relationship.”

Otto gives me a look like, Seriously? Relationships again? You couldn’t come up with something else?

Thalia’s eyes narrow. “I didn’t realize she was dating someone.”

I quickly pivot to the future. “This relationship is just starting. Your daughter will need to be very cautious as she moves forward.”

“The last guy she dated was a bad influence.”

“You have to be the steady influence,” I say, feeding her ego. “You know what’s best for her.”

“So you’re saying I should confront her. Make her break it off.”

The look on her face. For a second I feel sorry for her daughter. Maybe I should leave the kid out of this.

“Don’t.” I shake my head, but the movement makes the whole room seem to shift back and forth. I grab the edge of the table and just breathe.

In through the nose.

Out through the mouth.

There it is again—the burning lemons.

Focus. Just a few more minutes.

I clear my throat. “If you confront your daughter now, it will backfire. She’ll become even more attached to this guy if she thinks you’re trying to control her.”

“You’re right. She’s stubborn like that,” Thalia says. “But I have to do something.”

The room feels way too warm. The lights way too bright.

“Wait,” I whisper.

“Do I look like the type of person who sits around and waits for things to happen?” It’s clear from her expression that she’s not looking for an answer here. “Tell me what to do.”

I open my mouth and almost lose it. The lemon smell is overwhelming. I gotta get her out of here before I pass out. The words spew out of my mouth, barely making any sense. I make up some shit about the guy, how he’s not bad exactly, but he’s not great either. I tell her to watch and wait. To keep a close eye on her daughter. That the Universe will reveal the right path at the right time.

“Don’t do anything drastic,” I say. “It’s better if you let things fizzle out on their own.”

“But what if it doesn’t fizzle out?”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Shut up and leave, already! I close my eyes and ride out another wave of dizziness. Then I tell her exactly what she wants to hear. “You’re smart, Thalia. Listen to your instincts. If you think it’s best, make her break up with him.”

I wipe the sweat from my upper lip and wrap everything up nice and neat with a big, fat H-is-for-Hope.

“Everything is going to be just fine.”

The silence stretches out for freaking ever. When did the lights in the shop get so bright? I’m practically gagging on lemons. There’s tingling in my fingertips, the taste of metal on the back of my tongue.

Suddenly, the air around me shimmers like it does when it gets really hot outside. Thalia says something, but her words are thick in my ears, like I’m hearing them from the bottom of a fishbowl.

Then I feel a kind of whoosh.

The world slips off its axis, and everything slides sideways.


Bells ring in the fog.

Icy rain stings my face.




I hear a whisper in the dark.

“Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”




I run

Something bad is coming.

Coming for me.




The earth drops out from under me.

Cold wind in my face.

The world dissolves into icy gray nothingness.

So cold.

Can’t move.

So cold.

Can’t breathe.

A single eyeball watching me.




A blue sweatshirt, splashed with blood.

Something written across the chest. LATE GAL.




A hand holding a bunch of yellow roses. A raised scar on the wrist, like an angry red question mark. Roses fall softly on a black gravestone.




The world spins and whirls, a blur of images and sounds.
 
Finally clicks into place. Everything is clearer now




I see myself back in the shop.

Thalia is leaving.




“I’ll call to set up another appointment next month. I need to know what’s going on with my daughter.”




Her shoulder bag swings wide and knocks into a shelf. Dozens of Magic 8 Balls crash to the floor.

It sounds like a warning.




I blink. Where the fuck am I?

Am I breathing?

Am I dying?



My skin is cold. My brain, split in two. Just like I felt right after getting hit in the head, and again in the guidance office. I am two different people: one Kess here at the shop, the other Kess dying in an icy gray fog.

I suck in ragged, shallow breaths.

No. I am one person.

I am here.

Here in the shop.

Not dying in the cold.

Slowly, the world knits back together. The cold seeps away. The bells go silent.

There is only one Kess. Sitting in the shop.

Safe. Safe. Safe.

I unclench my fists. Try to rub away the deep fingernail grooves in my palms. Try to shake off the sound of those Magic 8 Balls hitting the floor.

Thalia stands up.

“Thank you,” she says.

She hands me money. Then she slings her bag over her shoulder and heads for the door.

I watch her walk through the shop, hot fear bubbling in my stomach.

Her voice floats over her shoulder, “I’ll call to set up another appointment next month. I need to know . . .”

“. . . what’s going on with my daughter.” It takes me a second to realize I said the words out loud at the same time as her.

She spins around, her mouth open in surprise.

“Wait,” I call. “The thing that Madame Amalia told you when you first met her. Did it have anything to do with Nora?”

She frowns. “Why do you keep asking about Nora? Who the hell is Nora?”

Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.

I rub my temples. My hands are ice, but my forehead is fever hot.

“Be careful,” I whisper. “Watch out for the Magic 8 Balls.”

She looks at me like I’m nuts. Then she swings around and reaches for the door.

Time creeps to a stop as her shoulder bag catches the edge of the display.

The shelf tips over, and dozens of 8 Balls crash to the ground.

It sounds like a warning.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


I’m sitting in the bleachers, staring at the empty field but not really seeing it. I got maybe two hours of sleep last night. My brain keeps spiraling through the fog, trying to make sense of what happened yesterday during Thalia’s reading.

I had some kind of . . . what? Vision? Hallucination? Waking dream?

A dream. That must have been it. I’d barely slept since my head injury. I’d been obsessing over Nora. Prepping for the reading. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. More sense than me being able to . . . what, see the future?

But what about the thing with the Magic 8 Balls? I saw it happen, and then it did happen, just like the coffee spilling on my file. Was that a dream, too? A warning of some kind?

Stop. Everything is fine.

I hunch my shoulders against the cold, watching my breath fog out of me and curl up into the air. I feel someone sit down next to me.

“You’re looking serious again.”

I turn, and Miles Macklin smiles at me. My face flushes.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he says. “Field hockey is a serious business. Way more serious than checking boxes. Everything OK?”

I shrug. “Just zoning out, I guess.”

“Visualizing the game?” he asks. “Sometimes I do that. It helps me focus. Though I don’t usually show up two hours before game time.”

“I haven’t been here that long.”

“Your fingers are blue.”

I look at my hands like they’re alien creatures.

He hands me a pair of gloves. “Use these.”

“Thanks.” His gloves are huge, and I ball my hands into fists inside of them, feeling the tips of my fingers start to burn.

“Seriously, though. Are you OK?”

I take a deep breath and force a smile. Try to forget about waking dreams and falling 8 Balls. “Well, I’m not bleeding and none of my teeth are falling out.” I pretend to check a box. “So, I got that going for me.”

“That’s a start,” he says. But I haven’t fooled him. “What about your head? Are you sure you should be playing today?”

His blue eyes stare holes through my hat, like he can see past the bruises on my forehead and straight into all the mess in my brain.

The cold gray.

The dead eyeball.

Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.

“You shouldn’t push it, is all I’m saying. Give yourself time to heal completely before you play again.” His eyes pin me down, and even though I try, I can’t look away.

I know he’s right, but I gotta play. I gotta stop thinking and just run. Run until the world makes sense.

“Do you ever just need to run hard?” I ask. “You know, to make everything just . . . shut up?”

He’s silent for a long time. Then he nods. He doesn’t ask for an explanation. Somehow, I think he knows exactly what I mean.

“OK, Kess Turner. Be careful.”

•

The game is brutal. I feel like I’m running through quicksand. My brain is swollen and hot, like boiled wool.

I watch the clock. Just trying to make it until halftime.

I can do this. I just need to—

The pass hits the tip of my stick and trickles away. The other team scoops up the ball and starts streaking toward our goal.

“Kess, get your head in the game!” Megan yells.

I tap into every ounce of energy I have left. I sprint after the girl and then lunge for the ball, stick outstretched. For a second, the whole world tilts, and I lose track of gravity.

Am I flying or falling?

The grass comes rushing toward my face. I get my hand down just in time. I feel a stinger go up my arm and then across my shoulder. Somehow, I manage to roll and keep my skull from slamming into the frozen ground. When it’s over, I’m lying on my back, staring straight up at the sky.

My head is an egg balanced on the tip of a pin. One wrong move and the world will slide sideways, sending me into a land of burning lemons and gravestones and bloody sweatshirts.

(something bad is coming.)

“What’d ya hit?” Poppy asks, as she and Coach take a knee next to me.

Very carefully, I look from Poppy to Coach to the top of the bleachers, where Miles sits. He holds my eyes, breathing with me.

“Kess? Are you OK?” Coach asks. Her voice sounds a million miles away.

I open my mouth to give my standard answer—I’m fine; I’m always fine—but in the stands, Miles shakes his head. Don’t.

He’s right. I can’t play like this. But if I tell Coach what’s going on, I’ll be on concussion protocol for sure. That means she’ll call Mom. Then a doctor visit, maybe some tests. Expensive tests, with no insurance. And what if they find out I have brain damage? Or that I’m fucking crazy?

A shoulder, though? No one’s flipping out over a minor shoulder injury. I’ll get to rest a few days, no questions asked.

“I’m not OK,” I say, finally. “I think I sprained my shoulder.”






30 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS THURSDAY, NOVEMBER 19
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


I take the next three days off from practice. Instead, I head up to the ridge every day after school. The gray dog always finds me when I’m here. We sit together and stare at the black lake below, trying to figure things out. My head seems better. No burning lemons, no dead eyeballs, no fucking bells. Maybe it’s over now.

I mean, what happened, really? Some coffee spilled on my file. It could have been an overworked brain; a clumsy counselor; and a big, fat coincidence. And Thalia with the Magic 8 Balls. Maybe that was a power-of-suggestion thing. I told her to be careful, and that’s why she knocked them over.

But that whisper in the darkness. I can’t get it out of my head.

Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.

The dog whines softly and moves closer to me. But when I get up to leave, he still won’t follow me down the hill, no matter how many treats I offer.

•

When I get back to the shop, the postman is just putting the mail in Madame Amalia’s mailbox.

“I’ll take that.” I flash my friendliest smile. It’s the first time I’ve been able to grab the mail before Mom hijacked it.

“How’s Madame Amalia doing?” he asks.

“No change,” I say. “Do you know her well?”

He shakes his head. “Not really. She was pretty quiet.”

“My mother and I have been trying to get in touch with her friend, Nora. Would you happen to know her?”

He shrugs. “Like I said, Amalia kept to herself.”

When I get inside, I toss the mail by the cash register. Mom is off to the hospital, and then to work.

My phone buzzes. A text from Poppy.


When are you coming back? Coach is
freaking about the game next week.



I answer.

Probably tomorrow

I make myself a cup of coffee. Poppy buzzes in again.


Practice is hell. Too much running.
I’m literally dying here.



You know what literally means, right?

The phone buzzes immediately with a close-up of a nasty blister between her toes.


This is the first stage of death.
I might have to amputate.



You’re right. That’s flesh-eating bacteria.
It was nice knowing ya.

I start going through Madame’s mail, tossing the catalogs and junk in the trash. There’s a credit card bill in here. Might be interesting to see what Madame’s been spending her money on. But how would I explain an open envelope to Mom?

The shop phone rings.

“Hello, Psychic Shop. Can I help you?”

“Can I speak with Madame Amalia, please?” a woman asks.

“I’m sorry; she’s not available. Can I ask who’s calling?”

“This is Rosie. I’m calling about the 2010 Nissan Altima for sale. It was in the newspaper.”

I grab a sticky note. “Rosie, you said? Gimme your number and I’ll have someone call you back.”

She hesitates. “I was hoping to talk to Amalia about the car today.”

“I’m really sorry, but Amalia is in the hospital,” I say. “I can have my mother call you tomorrow. She might know about the car.”

“Never mind.” Rosie hangs up without saying goodbye.

I stick the note next to the cash register. “Whatever.”

My phone buzzes with another text.


Guess who just asked about you?
Rhymes with smiles. Maybe I should bring
him to your house after practice to say hi?



She texts a pic of Miles walking across the football field, his hair a tousled, sweaty mess. There’s a smudge of dirt at the corner of his lips, just begging to be kissed off. Poppy follows up with another quick text:


Seriously, we should hang out.
Trig test tomorrow. We could study together.



Sorry. Can’t tonight.

I flip through the rest of the mail. Junk, junk, junk. Hmmm. The last is a creamy white envelope with a sticker on the back. Reunion Info Inside! It’s addressed to Amalia Sales, Class of 2008, Stanwick College.

Stanwick College. Not Penn State, like Mom said.

Poppy texts again.


How about hanging tomorrow night?



I shoot back:

Do you know where Madame Amalia
went to college?


Stanwick.



Are you sure?


She has a bumper sticker on her car. Why?



I stare at the envelope. So Mom didn’t just lie about flunking out of college. She also lied about where she went.

The phone buzzes again. Without even looking, I text back.

Hang on a sec

I go into the stockroom and grab the graduation photo off the corkboard. Madame Amalia and Mom smiling arm-in-arm. Mom doesn’t look like someone who’s ashamed about flunking out. Humiliated, that’s the word she used. But the way she’s looking at the photographer? It’s an electric smile. Jubilant. Like they’re about to conquer the world. Whoever took this photo wasn’t just one of Madame’s random friends who lent Mom a graduation robe for a fake picture. It’s someone Mom knew very, very well.

Could it be Nora who took the picture? Is that why Mom lied about where she went to school?

Maybe I should hang with Poppy tomorrow. Poppy may not know Nora, but she might know something about what happened.

I go back to the showroom. My phone is buzzing on the counter. I snatch it up.


Are you still there?



Sorry. Yeah, let’s hang out tomorrow.
Pick me up @ work, not my house.

Just as I’m about to hit send, a second text comes in.


You still there?



I stare at the screen. It takes me a second to realize that the second text is from Poppy. The first text, the one I’d been about to respond to, is actually from Unknown.

Quickly, I scroll back to read through the thread with Unknown.


I’ve been trying to text your other
phone all morning. Did you lose it?



And I’d texted:

Hang on a sec

Then Unknown texted:


Are you still there?



Shit, someone thinks they’ve been texting with Madame Amalia. They’ve got no clue she’s in the hospital. What’s the etiquette here? Can you break that kind of news in a text message? Umm, excuse me, but your friend might be dying?

The phone buzzes again. Poppy this time.


You ok?



All good. Let’s hang tomorrow.
Pick me up @ work, not home.
 
As soon as I hit send, another text comes through on the Unknown thread.


Ammy? Are you OK?



I respond.

Who is this?


Nate



I stare at the phone, my palms suddenly sweaty. That woman from the psychic fair, the one who told me I was playing with fire. Nate sent me. Quickly, I grab my journal and pull out the business card she gave me. Nate Williams, Consultant. The red smiley face and exclamation point on the back of the card. Could this be the same guy?

He texts again.


I’m working on a pretty big wreck here.
I’ll probably be out of touch for a few more
weeks. I just wanted to make sure every-
thing was OK with you. I’m assuming you lost
your phone?



I hesitate, then shoot back:

Yes. Lost phone, but I’m fine.


Good. I’ll try to text again next time I get a
signal. In the meantime, get yourself a new
phone. I’m offshore, near London. Send your
new number through the Guardian. I’ll have
someone checking for me. OK?



Ummm, not really. Nope. Not OK at all.

Who are you? Who is the Guardian? Oh yeah, and who the hell is Madame Amalia?

My fingers hover over the keyboard, but before I can figure out what to text, the phone buzzes again.


By the way, did you ever get in touch with
Melissa?



A shiver at the back of my neck crawls up across the top of my skull.

Nate knows my mother.

Holy freaking . . .

My heart stutters in my chest. My mouth goes bone dry.

If this guy knows Mom, then maybe he knows what she’s hiding.
 
I take a deep breath and text.

Yes. I did talk to Melissa


Is she OK?



She’s really worried about Nora


Nora’s dead. Tell Melissa to let her rest in
peace.



It’s dead quiet in the shop, like the phone in my hand is a black hole that’s sucked all sound from the world. I can’t even hear my heart pounding.

Another text comes in.


I gotta go. Take care.



Wait. What about Melissa?


We’ll worry about Melissa when I get back.



That’s it. The phone goes silent.

But my brain? My brain is far from silent.

Nora’s dead.

What’s buried will stay buried.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


When Mom finally gets home, she looks like hell. If you lined us up and made someone guess, they’d probably say she was the one who’d been knocked senseless by a field hockey ball.

“Mom? Are you OK?”

The automatic answer comes immediately: “I’m fine.”

“You look really tired.”

“Long day.”

In her face, I can see that it’s more than just a long day. It’s a long week, a long month, maybe even a long life.

She touches my cheek. “How’s your shoulder? You doing OK?”

Yeah, my shoulder’s fine. My head, not so much. Ever since the texts from Nate, my brain feels like a teakettle about to boil. “I’m fine.”

For a second, her face brightens, like at least she doesn’t have to worry about me. But now what? Should I confront her about Nate? Ask about Nora?

Nora’s dead. Tell Melissa to let her rest in peace.

Nate and Madame Amalia, both telling my mother the same thing. Forget about Nora. The tracks have been covered. What’s buried will stay buried.

My whole life suddenly feels fragile. Like it could blow away in a breeze.

There has to be a simple explanation, right?

I know Mom’s been hiding something, but I can’t believe that . . .

I mean, she wouldn’t . . .

“Kess? Are you sure you’re OK?”

I change the subject. “How’s Madame Amalia?”

“Not good. I don’t think we’ll be here much longer.” Mom rubs the scars on her forehead, staring at nothing. Then she forces a smile. “Listen, I’ve got some stuff to do in the back. Make sure you’re ready for school tomorrow, OK?”

“Mom?”

“Yes?” She stops halfway through the stockroom door.

I start with the easiest lie first.

“You and Madame Amalia were friends in college, right?”

“Yes. I told you; we met as freshmen at Penn State. We roomed together until I flunked out.” She smiles tightly.

I watch the door shut behind her. The air is thick with lies.

•

An hour later, Mom’s gone to bed, but I’m still staring at the same page in my Trig book. RATIONAL EXPONENTS: WRITE EACH OF THE FOLLOWING AS A RADICAL AND SIMPLIFY WHERE POSSIBLE.

My notebook is filled with half-done problems and doodles. In the back of my brain, my headache rumbles along like the steady beat of drums.

I stare at my book. Simplify where possible.

Probability: Mom, Madame Amalia, and Nora went to Stanwick College together. Something happened to Nora twelve years ago. That would have been a few years after their graduation.

I boot up Madame Amalia’s laptop and pull up the website for Stanwick College. It’s a small liberal arts school on the California coast. The home page shows four impossibly good-looking students sitting on a perfect lawn, flashing toothpaste-commercial smiles. I can practically smell the sunshine through the computer.

I navigate to the Stanwick alumni directory page. PLEASE LOG IN TO REGISTER. YOU MUST BE REGISTERED TO SEARCH FOR ALUMNI. Yeah, right. There’s no way Melissa “we keep to ourselves” Turner would ever register on a website.

But what about Madame Amalia? I try logging in with the same password she uses for her laptop. The page opens immediately.

WELCOME, AMALIA. WOULD YOU LIKE TO UPDATE YOUR PROFILE?

There’s a profile photo of Madame Amalia gazing into a crystal ball. AMALIA MILDRED SALES, CLASS OF 2008. MAJOR: PSYCHOLOGY.

So, Amalia definitely went to Stanwick, not Penn State.

I click around.

STANWICK COLLEGE ALUMNI DIRECTORY, 1956–PRESENT. WHO DO YOU WANT TO FIND?

I enter Mom’s name, Melissa Turner. She never changed her name when she married, so there’s no maiden name to worry about.

YOUR SEARCH DID NOT RETURN ANY RESULTS.

Is that because she didn’t register on the website or because she didn’t graduate?

I enter the name Nora.

PLEASE ENTER LAST NAME.

No clue.

I search again, this time sorting by graduation year. Of the 830 total graduates in 2008, only 350 alumni are registered on the website. The list includes their names, majors, hometowns. Next to about a third of the names, there’s a link. SEND AN EMAIL.

If Mom went to Stanwick, someone is bound to remember her, right? Or maybe they’d remember Nora. But how do I ask? Do you know Melissa Turner who may or may not have graduated from here? Did you know Nora—no last name—who might have been murdered?

No. I gotta keep this simple. Find out about Mom first and then follow up with questions about Nora.

I click on the first email link. HALLEE BENTON, CHICAGO. I start typing.


Hi Hallee,




I’m thinking of going to our next reunion, and I’m trying to get in touch with an old friend. Do you remember Melissa Turner? I haven’t seen her in years and I was hoping to contact her. Let me know. Hope to see you at the reunion!




Best,

Ammy



I press send.

Then I roll up my sleeves and attack the rest of the list.

By the time I get through all the emails, it’s three in the morning. In the candlelight, the magic wands cast shadows on the walls, like arrows pointing in all different directions. I rub my neck. It feels like there’s a bulldozer pushing half-formed thoughts around my head. I take a sip of soda and almost spit it out. It’s flat and warm. It tastes like freaking metal. And it smells like lemons.

Burning lemons.

An electric buzz shoots through my spine. My fingertips are on fire.

The air ripples,

the room tilts sideways,

then . . .


Bells toll in the distance.

A burst of loud laughter. The face of a bearded man floats above me.




From behind, a girl calls out

“Hey, you dropped your toe!”

I whirl around, but all I see is black night. Blue mist.




A different voice, whispering from the shadows.

“Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”




I run through the fog, my heart pounding.

Something bad.

Behind me.

Gaining ground.




A sudden lurch, and then I’m falling. Hurtling out of control. Falling into the gray oblivion and the aching, piercing cold




A crushing weight presses on my chest.

I’m dying.




The lifeless eyeball watches me.

The LATE GAL sweatshirt, drenched in blood.




That hand, laying yellow roses on a grave. The scar on the wrist in the shape of a question mark.




The name on the gravestone is

The name on the gravestone is

The name




The world spins. Whirls. Blurs at the edges. Then clicks back into place.




I’m in a classroom.

The Trig test is in front of me.

I know all the answers.




A voice calls out,

“Megan Balderon! Are you cheating?”

Megan looks up from her phone, caught red-handed. She turns to me and—



I come to, doubled again. Double vision, double me. Here and somewhere else. And then, just like that, it’s gone. I’m sitting behind the cash register. Everything looks, smells, sounds completely normal. Even my head feels clear, like I’ve somehow released all that pressure inside.

I look down. My Trig book is still open on the counter. And one of the problems is the same as one that I saw on the test in my vision. And suddenly, I know the answer.

That’s impossible.

But everything is impossible. Sweatshirts and eyeballs. Bells and icy cold. The look on Megan’s cheating face.

I hold my breath, waiting for the universe to swallow me whole, for somebody to shake me awake, to tell me it’s a dream, a hoax, one big cosmic joke.

One side of my heart fills with blood. The other side pumps it out.

What the hell am I supposed to do now?

I breathe in.

I breathe out.

Then I do the only thing I can.

I open my journal and start writing down the math problems I saw in my vision. Maybe they’re wrong. Maybe I’ll fail. But by tomorrow, I’ll know for sure. Because it’s one thing to daydream falling 8 Balls or coffee spilling. But it’s something completely different to dream up all the answers to a Trig test.

If the test is the same as in my vision?

There’s no way I can explain that away.






29 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 20
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


When I get to Trig, I have to squeeze past a cheerleader who’s standing in the doorway flirting with Eddie Garrow, leaning into him while Eddie flexes his muscles under his football jersey. Gross. I catch a whiff of peppermint on Eddie’s breath and feel his eyes follow me as I make my way to my desk.

“How’s that shoulder doing, Kess?” Mrs. Ramsey asks. “Will you be OK to write your answers?”

I flap my arm. “I’m ready.”

Ready to find out if I’m losing it.

Or worse, to find out I’m not.

I sit at my desk and squeeze my hands together. If the questions on the test are the same as what I “saw” last night, then I’ll (panic) know the visions are true. First, Megan will cheat. Then she’ll get caught. Then there’ll be a gravestone, and yellow flowers, and someone whispering about Nora and all her lies.

Acid burns through my stomach.

There’s nothing I can do but wait.

That’s when it hits me: Maybe there is something I could do. I mean, if I know what’s gonna happen, can’t I stop it?

I watch Megan slide into the chair next to mine. She stares straight ahead, a mustache of sweat glistening on her upper lip while her hand fiddles with the phone in her pocket. Is she panicking because she’s about to cheat on the test?

Suddenly, I’m sure. If I can just stop Megan from cheating, then I can stop everything else from happening.

I lean over and hiss, “Don’t do it.”

Megan whips her head around. “What?”

“You’re gonna get caught cheating,” I whisper.

“Shut up. I don’t know what you’re—”

“You’re gonna get caught!”

“Ms. Turner and Ms. Balderon, would you care to share something with the class?” the teacher says.

I hold up a pencil and force a smile. “Sorry, Mrs. Ramsey. Megan just wanted to borrow a pencil.”

“No more talking. Hands on your desk, Megan.” Mrs. Ramsey holds up a stack of papers. “OK everyone, this is your last test before Thanksgiving break next week. Make it a good one!”

She hands test papers to the kids at the front of each row. They start passing them back.

I take deep breaths. The girl in front of me reaches over her shoulder and shakes the test paper until I finally grab it from her hand. I put it face down on my desk.

I can’t look.

Next to me, Megan’s face is blotchy red. She hasn’t looked at the test, either. The rest of the class starts working. I hear the scritch-scratch of pencils across paper.

Finally, I reach for the test.

Slowly, I turn the paper over.

REWRITE THE FOLLOWING USING RADICAL NOTATION. SIMPLIFY, IF POSSIBLE. 9x + 2½

It’s the same question I saw in my vision. My eyes tear down the rest of the page. I know every question. I know every answer.

Next to me, Megan shifts in her seat. She reaches inside her pocket. If I don’t do something, it’s going to happen exactly the way I saw it in my vision, one thing after another, like dominoes falling. First, Megan gets caught. Then the whole freaking world disappears in a shitstorm of dead eyeballs and bloody sweatshirts and those terrible, horrible, awful, endless bells that just ring ring ring.

“Stop!” I hiss.

Megan ignores me. She pulls her phone out of her pocket.

“Don’t,” I plead. My voice comes out in a loud squeal.

Too loud.

Mrs. Ramsey’s head shoots up. She looks at me and then follows my eyes to see what I’m staring at.

“Megan Balderon! Are you cheating?”

A cold snake slithers through my stomach as I watch everything unfold in slow motion.

Even though I knew what was going to happen, I still couldn’t stop Megan from getting caught cheating.

In fact, I might have caused it.






CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
I’m hiding out in the trainer’s office. Sitting in the dark, trying not to think. The bell rings again. The real bell, not those vision bells. This would make it fifth—no—sixth period. Forty-five minutes until school’s over and the athletes come in to get taped up for practice.

I count the rolls of ace bandages on the shelf. The tiles on the ceiling. The thumbtack holes in the bulletin board. Anything to distract myself.

But my brain won’t shut up. The visions are real. And if they’re real, how long will it be until I find myself dying in the cold? Is there any way to stop it from coming true?

The door opens, and someone comes in. I already have my excuse ready. My shoulder hurts again. Maybe I should try a sling. But it’s not the trainer.

Miles Macklin shuts the door quietly and creeps across the dark office. He takes something out of his backpack, but I can’t see what. I freeze in place, completely silent.

Miles unbuttons his shirt. Slowly, and very carefully, he takes it off. He grunts softly when he eases his left arm out of the sleeve. He stands with his back to me, taking deep breaths. I watch his broad shoulders rise and fall.

Suddenly, he raises his head and whirls around. “Who’s there?” I try to retreat into the shadows, but there’s nowhere to go. We lock eyes. “Kess? What are you doing here?”

He’s cradling his left arm tightly against his bare chest. The arm is bruised, a mess of black and blue and purple from the top of his shoulder all the way down to the elbow.

“What am I doing? What are you doing?”

“My arm’s a little banged up.” He holds out a tube of cream. “This stuff’s supposed to be good for that.”

“A little banged up?” I shake my head. “What happened?”

“I slipped and fell.”

“From where, the top of a tree?”

He shrugs.

“I’ve seen year-old bananas that look better than that arm,” I say. “What did the trainer say?”

He doesn’t respond, and it dawns on me. He’s sneaking into the trainer’s room, putting this cream on in the dark.

“You didn’t show the trainer, did you?”

“If Higgins sees it, he’ll bench me.”

“Maybe rest would be a good idea.”

“I just gotta . . .” He closes his eyes for a second. Takes a deep breath. “Remember what you said the other day, how you needed to play? Like you had to run as hard as you could? It’s like that.” He stares at me for a long time, like he could peel back my skin and see right inside of me.

I tear my eyes away and look down at his mashed arm. “Can you move it OK?”

He rotates his arm, slowly and carefully, like it’s made out of glass. I can tell it hurts like hell, but it’s moving fine.

“I guess you’ll live,” I say. “Turn around.”

“What?”

“I’ll get your back.”

He turns, and I rub some cream across the back of his shoulder. It glistens on his muscles like sweat. I fight the urge to continue rubbing down his arm, across his biceps. To reach around and run my fingers over the hair on his chest.

I snatch my hand away. Clear my throat. “All done.”

“Thanks.” He rubs up the rest of his arm, then carefully pulls his shirt back on.

He turns to face me. His lips are, like, six inches from mine. And his shirt is still unbuttoned.

“Kess . . .”

The door opens, and the lights flick on.

Shit.

Miles scrambles to button his shirt.

The trainer sees me first. “Kess! How’s the shoulder?”

Then he sees Miles. Miles, with the mussed-up hair and the half-open shirt, looking like sex on a stick.

“Mr. Macklin, Ms. Turner . . . What’s going on in here?”

“Nothing,” Miles mumbles.

“Sorry, Mr. Higgins. Miles was just helping me.”

“Helping you with what?” Mr. Higgins raises his eyebrows.

“Um, helping me find those forms. You know, the ones for going back to practice after an injury?”

“And you thought the forms were, where exactly? Inside his shirt?”

I feel my face go red. Next to me, Miles shifts from one foot to another.

Mr. Higgins makes a big show out of sitting on the edge of his desk. He’s got that serious look on his face, like a lecture’s coming on. Something about respecting the school, ourselves, our bodies. Or maybe the one about birth control, STDs, and so on. But he just shakes his head and says, “You’re lucky you didn’t get caught by someone else. I get it. It’s hard to find privacy at your age. I remember a few times in the back of the locker room myself. After all, it wasn’t so long ago that I was your age.”

It’s been at least twenty years since he was our age, but I’m not about to argue. “Really, Mr. Higgins, I just needed those forms. There was nothing else going on, I swear.”

Mr. Higgins frowns, first at Miles, then at me. “You had a doctor check things out? Your shoulder is all good?”

“Never better.”

“OK, here’s what we’re gonna do. We’ll pretend this never happened.” He twirls a finger around me and Miles. “And it will never happen again, right?”

“It won’t,” I say.

“Thanks, Mr. Higgins, that’s really cool of you,” Miles says.

Mr. Higgins shrugs. “Coach Wendy would kill me if I suspend Kess now. Especially with Megan gone for the season.”

“Megan?”

“I probably shouldn’t tell you, but you’ll hear it anyway. She was suspended for cheating on her math test.” He hands me a form. “Make sure you get this signed.”

He herds us out the door, giving us both a knowing look. “Find somewhere else, OK? There’s a nice hiking trail out by Skye Gate Lake. Very private.”

He chuckles, and Miles and I both laugh awkwardly, glad when the door closes behind us.

We walk silently to the locker rooms together. Miles stops and gives me one of those intense stares. “What were you doing in there, anyway? You weren’t looking for doctor’s forms.”

“And you didn’t slip and fall on your arm.”

Some kind of shadow crosses behind his eyes. He looks like he’s about to say something, but he just shakes his head.

“Forget it. You’re fine, I’m fine. We’re all fine.”

He spins away. As the locker room door closes behind him, I feel it in my gut.

Neither one of us is fine.






CHAPTER TWENTY


The shop’s empty when I get home. I collapse onto the stool behind the register and lay my head on the counter. I have to figure out what the visions mean. And how to stop them. But how do I stop someone from dropping their toe? How do I hide from a dead eyeball?

How do I make sure that gravestone isn’t mine?

I need a plan. I open my journal and make a list of everything I saw in my visions. I can go to the local cemetery and look for a black gravestone with yellow flowers. I can keep my eye out for a bearded guy and someone with a scar on their wrist. I can scour the internet for LATE GAL sweatshirts. But the most important thing is to find out more about Nora.

I tap my pen on the top of Otto’s head. “I gotta do more readings. That’ll give me more people I can pump for info about Nora. Somebody’s gotta know something.”

Like magic, the shop door opens and a customer walks in. A guy about Mom’s age. Dark eyes, a three-day scruff, buzz cut. There’s a weird energy coming off him. “Where’s Madame Amalia?”

“She’s not available,” I say, my eyes flicking down to his wrist. No question-mark scar there. “Are you looking for a reading? I might be able to help you.”

“I’m not looking for a reading.” He leans across the counter, his voice low and mean. “I’m looking for my wife.”

The anger in his eyes. I jump to my feet and take a hasty step back. “I’m sorry. We don’t do readings to find missing people.”

“Oh, honey. I’m not here for any of your psychic bullshit.” He raps his knuckles against the counter. Hard enough to knock over a stack of incense. “What I want to know is why my wife was traveling thirty-five miles to see a second-rate psychic in Delphine?”

“I don’t know . . . Madame’s not here,” I sputter.

He takes a step like he’s gonna come around the counter.

“Whoa, whoa! Calm down.” I take my phone out.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Put your phone down and stop looking at me like that.” He wipes his mouth. “I am calm. See? Cool as a cucumber.”

“I told you, Madame’s not here.” I try to keep the tremble out of my voice. “You gotta go. We’re closing up.”

He raises his hands. Puts on a reasonable voice. “I’m just looking for a little help here. My wife’s friend tells me she’s been coming to see this psychic. But I’m thinking, maybe that’s a cover. Maybe my wife’s having an affair. Maybe she ran away with him.”

He leans over the counter, fake chumminess dripping off him. “So, it’s simple really. All I wanna know is whether my wife actually came in for any readings. You got an appointment book? Receipts?”

“No,” I say quickly.

“Well, I’m not leaving till I talk to Madame Amalia. What time will she be back?”

“She’s not coming back.” He makes a face like he doesn’t believe me, so I add, “She’s in the hospital.”

He laughs. “Convenient.”

I think about telling him a coma’s not exactly convenient, but I just say, “We’re closing. You gotta go.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He takes two steps toward the door, but then spins around and points at me. “I’ll be back. Make sure you tell Madame to expect me.”

As soon as the door shuts, I get up and lock it, fumbling a few times before I get it right. Then all the energy saps out of me at once. I sink into Madame’s reading chair, my hands shaking.

What an asshole.

What an unbelievable asshole.

I wouldn’t be surprised if his wife did leave him.

All that aggressive anger baking off of him.

For a second, I wonder if he could have anything to do with Madame’s accident. Maybe he forced her car off the road. But then why come here looking for her now?

The doorbell rings.

I leap to my feet, phone in hand. But it’s not the angry guy.

I unlock the door, and Poppy bursts in.

“Holy crap,” she says. “It’s colder than a penguin’s pecker out there.”

I stare at her with my mouth open, just barely biting back, What the hell are you doing here?

She looks around and grins. “I love what you guys have done with the place, especially Mr. Creepy here.” She leans down to stare into Otto’s face. “Keeping an eye on the cash register? Making sure nobody takes the money?”

She laughs at her own joke and then turns to me. “You ready, Kess?”

It takes me a second, but then I remember. I told Poppy we’d hang out tonight.

Shit.

I really should stay in tonight. Work on my plan.

But I’m all jacked on adrenaline from Mr. Cool-as-a-Cucumber. Besides, Poppy knew Madame Amalia. And I need answers.

“Hang on. Lemme get my coat.”

I disappear into the stockroom, taking a minute to flood my face with cold water, trying to wash the tension away. When I feel more settled, I grab my coat and head out front.

“Let’s go before . . .” My voice dies in my throat. I’m too late. Mom’s just coming through the door.

“You’re back early,” I say. “I was just gonna leave you a note.”

“Where are you going?” She shrugs out of her coat and drops her purse on the counter. “Don’t you have homework?”

“Yeah, that’s what we’re doing. This is my friend Poppy. We’ve got a group project due on Monday.”

“What project?” Mom asks.

Poppy doesn’t even hesitate. “It’s for Science. We’re studying the effects of R.A.B. That’s Rationality and Birth-order. Specifically, whether younger siblings are smarter than their older sisters.”

Mom frowns at me. “You sure you’re up to this? You look exhausted.”

“We’re just going to my house,” Poppy says. “I’ve got the experiment all ready to go. Plus, my mother made cookies for us.”

“I’m fine, Mom.” I push Poppy to the door.

Mom calls after us. “OK, I guess. But be back here by eleven.”

“Eleven, wow. How late do you guys work?” Poppy asks.

“Well, we just took over here. There’s lots to do,” I say, pulling the door closed behind us. I follow Poppy to her car. “Thanks for covering for me with the science project.”

She shrugs. “I had to cover for you at field hockey practice, too. Mr. Higgins told Coach you had doctor clearance to play, so Coach was pissed when you didn’t show. She’s convinced we’re gonna shit the bed next week and never make it back to the playoffs for another ten years, especially since Megan—did you hear about Megan?—she got caught cheating on her math test, though she’s going around the whole school pretending like she’s Sister-Mary-freaking-innocent, only nobody believes . . .”

The rest of the sentence disappears into the car when Poppy slides behind the wheel. I go around to the passenger side and open the door. A red balloon floats out and bumps me in the face. Instinctively, I try to swat it away, but Poppy snatches the ribbon and yanks it back into the car. “Careful, Kess. We’re gonna need that.”

She herds the balloon into the back seat. There are several bunches of balloons there, plus a humongous box that’s wrapped in bright red paper.

I slide into the passenger seat. “What’s in the box? You could fit a dead body in there.”

“You ever hear of that science guy, Schrödinger?”

“You killed a scientist?”

Poppy laughs. “Schrödinger had this famous experiment where he put a cat in a box with some poison and then claimed that the cat was technically both alive and dead at the same time until someone opened the box to find out which.”

I give her a look. “So . . . you gift-wrapped a dead cat?”

She rolls her eyes. “Schrödinger’s cat was just a thought experiment about quantum possibilities. This”—she pats the top of the box—“is an actual catalyst. A box full of real possibilities.”

She puts the car in drive and pulls away from the curb. “You and me, Kess? We’re about to change the world.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Apparently, we’re going to change the world at the Delphine Mall.

I follow Poppy across the parking lot. She’s got a fistful of those red balloons.

“Exactly what are we doing?” I ask.

“R.A.B.”

“Rationality and Birth-order? That’s a real thing?”

“No. Random Acts of Balloon.”

She walks through the mall like it’s totally normal to be carrying balloons, and every time someone gives us a look, she just breezes by with a different excuse.

“Oh, these? They’re for the birthday party.”

“Grand Opening.”

“Mary’s farewell party. We’re really gonna miss her.”

I follow her into a big appliance store, whispering, “Mary?”

She shrugs. “There’s always a Mary around somewhere. Come on, this is the first stop on the R.A.B. tour.”

She goes straight to the largest refrigerator in the store. Gushes over how big it is. “Wow, you can fit, like, fifty gallons of milk in here.”

She looks around, and when she’s sure no one’s watching, she shoves a few balloons inside and slams the door shut.

“What are you doing?” I hiss.

“Changing the world.” She pulls me back into the mall, behind a sunglasses kiosk. She flips her phone to video mode and pans the crowd.

“How is a bunch of balloons in a refrigerator supposed to change the world?”

“Shhhh. Watch!” She focuses on a family entering the appliance store. Two pissed-off parents and a bratty-looking kid.

“Behold the Smiths,” Poppy narrates into her phone. “They’re having a bad day. They’ve been fighting about money, Little Johnny keeps getting in trouble at school, and their fridge is on the fritz. But there’s a big surprise in store for them when they open a certain refrigerator. Bang! Balloons everywhere!” Poppy swings the phone to face me. “What do you think’ll happen?”

I push the phone away. “I have no idea.”

“That’s the point!” Poppy says, going to selfie mode. “Anything can happen. Maybe the Smiths will actually laugh together instead of fight. Maybe they’ll ease up and give poor Little Johnny a break. They might even take it as a sign from above.” Poppy makes a heavenly-chorus sound effect.

“The point is, those balloons will flip the script somehow. And if something changes for the Smiths, then it can change for everyone the Smiths know, and for everyone those people know, and on down the line.” She pans the crowded mall again, ending up focused on me. “It’s the Butterfly Effect, Kess. We changed the world.”

But it turns out the Smiths are buying a microwave, so I guess the world’s not changing just yet, and poor Little Johnny is screwed.

We wait for another fifteen minutes, but then Poppy kills the video. “It could take all night for those fridge balloons to hatch. Let’s go change someone else’s world.”

I know I should be grilling Poppy for info about Madame Amalia, but it feels good to try to forget about everything for a few hours while I follow Poppy around town like a helium super spy, planting balloon bombs in all kinds of weird places. The boys’ dressing room at PacSun. The elevator at a fancy hotel. A whole line of mailboxes on Haystack Road. We even tie a bunch to that big tree by the daycare so the kids will think it sprouted giant apples overnight. I nearly piss my pants laughing because Poppy keeps asking in this maniacal whisper, “How you like them apples?”

By the time we’re out of balloons, I feel like a hyper clown on a sugar buzz, but for the first time since I got to Delphine, I’m actually having fun.

“OK, the only thing we have left is the gift box. Last R.A.B. of the night,” Poppy says. “We gotta pick wisely.”

“I’m assuming the box is full of balloons?” I ask, looking at the big present in Poppy’s back seat.

“It’s full of possibilities, remember?”

Poppy cruises through town, finally pulling up to the Wayside, a dive bar that’s supposed to look like one of those old-time western saloons. The image is spoiled, though, by a drunk couple arguing in the parking lot. The girl is wobbling on four-inch spikes, saying the guy doesn’t pay enough attention to her. He says she was flirting with someone else.

“Oh, grow up, Mike!” The girl huffs back into the bar.

“Debbie, wait!” The guy follows her inside.

“Quick, grab the gift box,” Poppy says.

We set the box down in front of the Wayside. Poppy uncaps a Sharpie and scribbles something on top.

To Debbie. Love, Mike.

We hurry back to Poppy’s car, then she dials the number to the Wayside.

“Hello, is Mike there? Tell him his package is out front . . . No, I can’t bring it inside . . . Look, just tell Mike his package is out front, and tell him to bring Debbie with him.” Poppy hangs up and rolls down the windows, flipping her phone to video. “Watch this, Kess.”

A minute later, Mike and Debbie come out of the bar, Mike almost tripping over the big box.

Debbie says, “What’s this?”

Mike might be drunk, but he’s quick on his feet. “It’s for you.”

Debbie’s whole face changes. “For me? Oh my God. When did you do this?”

Mike looks up and down the parking lot, but Poppy and I scrunch lower in our seats. He shrugs. “Open it.”

Debbie lifts the lid, and a bunch of tiny heart-shaped balloons float out. She squeals and throws her arms around Mike’s neck.

Poppy films them for another minute and then whispers into the phone, “And . . . cut.”

When we pull out of the parking lot a few minutes later, Debbie and Mike are still making out.

“Well, that will change the world!” Poppy laughs. “Debbie was just about to dump Mike’s ass, but now it looks like they’re gonna hook up.”

“So?”

“What if she gets pregnant?” Poppy says. “Their kid could grow up to do something really cool, like cure cancer or fix global warming. And all because of a few balloons.”

I feel my headache creeping back in. Can you really change the world with just a balloon? Hell, I knew that Megan was gonna cheat on that Trig test, and I couldn’t even change that.

“What if life is like a movie we’re all just watching?” I ask. “The script is already written, and none of us can change anything.”

“Wow, that’s deep and totally fucking depressing,” Poppy says. “Come on, didn’t you see the look of pure joy on Debbie’s face when the balloons floated out? How could that not make things better?”

“But what about what didn’t happen because of the balloons?” I say. “Maybe Mike was supposed to fall in love with a different girl and they were supposed to have a kid. But now, because we stuffed a bunch of balloons in a box, that kid is never even gonna exist.”

What if someone had shoved a box of balloons in my father’s face right when he was supposed to be meeting my mother?

I feel sick just thinking about it. I don’t know what’s more terrifying: That nothing you do matters because you can’t change your life, even if you know what’s coming. Or that nothing you do matters because life is so random that even something as insignificant as a balloon has the power to blow up your entire existence.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Poppy pulls into a long driveway lined with perfect pine trees that look like they were harvested directly from the North Pole. The house is massive, a sort of castle-slash-barn, complete with rocking chairs and a rope hammock on the front porch. It looks like a freaking four-star resort.

I follow Poppy inside. She drops her backpack in something she calls a mudroom. The house smells like cinnamon and vanilla.

“Did your mother really bake cookies?” My stomach growls.

“Please. My mother’s so-called cookies are made out of figs and kale, plus they come with a personal trainer who won’t let you take a bite unless you run a 5K first.”

I follow her down a long hallway to a kitchen that’s as big as the entire showroom at the psychic shop. Poppy’s mother is standing over an Olympic-sized sink, scrubbing dishes to within an inch of their lives before putting them in the dishwasher.

“Mom, I’m back.”

Mrs. Popovich dries her hands on a towel and turns around. Her eyebrows go up when she sees me. “And who do we have here?” she says in a voice that somehow manages to sound demanding and dismissive at the same time.

“This is my friend Kess.”

“A friend? How nice.”

I can’t decide if she means How nice or How utterly shocking. I look to Poppy, but she just scoops up a fluffy white cat and rubs noses with it, ignoring her mother’s tone.

“Ummm, nice to meet you,” I say.

Mrs. Popovich grasps my hand in a bone-crushing shake. “Likewise.” She wrinkles her nose at my grimy drawstring bag. “May I?”

Without waiting for permission, she relieves me of my bag and tucks it carefully under a barstool, as if she’s afraid microbes will crawl off it and infect her sterile kitchen.

She makes a big production out of pouring herself a nasty-looking smoothie the color of guacamole gone south. “Elizabeth, weren’t you going to work on your college essays tonight?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? We have that R.A.B. meeting at school. You know, Reading Assistance for the Blind?” Poppy says. “You told me I need to get more charity things on my resume.”

“True. But we also agreed that you’d have a new draft for my review tomorrow.”

“Mom, I don’t need the essays until next year.”

“Your sister had all her essays done early.”

“I’m working on it,” Poppy growls. She opens the fridge and pokes around inside before taking a few soda bottles. “I’m just gonna grab some drinks before we go, OK?”

“I suppose. As long as you’re not out late,” Mrs. Popovich says. “You can finish your essay when you get home.”

Poppy ignores that, but her mother stops us as we’re leaving. “Elizabeth? You understand?”

“Yeah, yeah. Later.” She pulls my arm and mutters, “C’mon.”

I follow her back to the front door, but just as she opens it, a car pulls into the driveway. She shuts it quickly, putting a finger to her lips. “My dad. I can’t deal with him tonight.”

We wait in the house until the garage door closes behind him, then Poppy waves me out to the front porch. “Let’s go.”

“Oh, shit,” I say, just realizing I don’t have my bag. “I left my stuff inside.”

“You go get it. I’ll wait here, otherwise I’ll have to spend the next hour justifying myself to my father.”

I feel weird about going back inside alone, but I’m not about to leave my phone and my journal here. I trace my steps back through the mudroom and down the long hallway. With any luck, Poppy’s parents won’t be in the kitchen, and I can just grab my bag and go.

No such luck.

They’re not only in the room, they’re arguing.

I hesitate just outside the doorway.

“What the heck is this?” a gruff voice demands. It’s gotta be Poppy’s father.

“Elizabeth’s grades,” her mother says.

“She’ll never get into a decent school,” he snaps. “I thought you were gonna fix this.”

“I already talked to her about it. She starts with a tutor next week.”

“Will a tutor really solve the problem?” he asks. “I mean, is she dumb or just lazy?”

“Oh, that’s real nice.” Mrs. Popovich’s voice is thick with sarcasm. “Father of the year material.”

My stomach tightens, and I look over my shoulder, worried I’ll see Poppy behind me, hearing all this. But I’m alone in the hallway. Mr. Popovich mutters something I can’t quite make out. The last thing I want to do is interrupt, but I can’t stay out here eavesdropping, either. I step toward the door, but then Mr. Popovich starts complaining again.

“We never had these kinds of problems with Sarah.”

“Well, Elizabeth isn’t Sarah.”

“You can say that again,” he scoffs. “Elizabeth’s got no ambition. No focus.”

“She does seem especially distracted lately. I hope she’s not mooning over a boy again.”

“I’ve told you a million times, Rachel. You have to eliminate all the distractions. You’re not strict enough.”

Mrs. Popovich lets out a short, mean laugh. “You think you can do better? Be my guest. How about I’ll be the one who works late every night, and you deal with this. That is, of course, assuming that you’re actually out working and not playing around.”

“Don’t go there.” His voice is low and seething with anger. “We’re not doing this again.”

“You tell me,” she hisses. “Are you doing that again?”

I swear the air in the kitchen is so thick, it might spill out into the hallway and smother me. That’s it. I’m out of here. I’ll get my bag later.

I turn to go just as something slithers between my feet. I choke on a scream and stumble into the kitchen, landing sprawled out on the floor. The white cat gives me a spiteful look and darts away.

There’s a moment of silence so loud, it feels like the whole world just exploded.

Mr. Popovich glares down at me, his face a deep purple. Mrs. Popovich looks like she’s gonna eat me up, spit me out, and use my ligaments for dental floss after.

“What in the world?” he demands.

“I’m s-sorry,” I stutter. “I left my . . .”

I crawl to the barstool and try to grab my bag. The string hooks around the stool and drags it, screeching, across the tile floor.

“Sorry, sorry.” I scramble to untangle the bag. “I’ll just be . . .”

“Did you—” Mrs. Popovich starts to ask, but when the bag comes free, I jump up and run out the door.

I don’t look back.






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


I don’t say anything to Poppy about what I overheard. She probably wouldn’t want to know. She definitely wouldn’t want me to know. I try to push the whole scene out of my mind, just focusing on following Poppy’s lead.

We walk quickly, taking a few shortcuts across neighboring yards and then through the woods, finally coming out behind the football field at the high school. The cold air helps calm my nerves as we cross the field to the stands on the other side.

“So, I’m guessing we’re not really here to read to the blind?” I ask.

“Nope. This is more like a chemistry experiment.” Poppy climbs the bleachers. By the time we get to the top, she’s gasping for breath. “You’d think this would get easier, after all the bleacher runs Coach makes us do, but I’m still dying here. Good thing I brought some medicine.”

She digs through her backpack and hands me a plastic bottle of ginger ale. I take a big swig and almost choke when it burns a hole in the back of my throat.

“What the hell?”

“Oh, I forgot to mention, there’s a little Jack Daniels in there.”

“A little?”

For a second, I almost give it back. Whiskey and brain damage might not be such a great combo. But when I take another sip, it hits my stomach like a blast of warm sunshine. It’s been a long day. And that scene in Poppy’s kitchen was a lot. Maybe a drink wouldn’t hurt.

“I can’t believe you keep that in the fridge. What if your parents found out?” I shiver, thinking about the fight that would cause.

She shakes her head. “Please. They never drink soda. Mom says it’s toxic. She’s only letting me have it because I agreed to go on a ten-day cleanse at the end of the field hockey season.”

“A cleanse?”

“You can’t eat anything but beets, cucumbers, and seaweed, or some such shit. It’s supposed to get rid of all the toxins in your liver. Personally, I’d rather get a root canal from a drunk dentist, but in the meantime, my liver is living it up.” She raises her ginger ale in a mock toast. “Here’s to nights we’ll never remember, with friends we’ll never forget.”

I feel heat creeping up the back of my neck, remembering how annoyed I was when Poppy showed up at the shop earlier. How I went out with her tonight so I could grill her about Madame Amalia. Am I really friends with her, or am I just using her?

No. We had fun tonight. We really did. So much fun that I completely forgot to ask her about Madame.

Does that make us friends?

Would a friend tell Poppy what her parents said?

Before I realize it, I’ve sucked down the rest of my drink.

“That’s the spirit!” Poppy hands me another bottle.

“Your mother does seem kind of intense,” I say.

“Yeah, she was the first female VP at her company. Clawed her way up by the bra straps, to hear her tell the story. Business is like a blood sport for her. The whole fam’s that way, except for me. I’m the freak who wants to make movies.”

“Like the movie of our R.A.B. adventure?”

“Don’t laugh. Pilchner started out with a documentary on mannequins.”

I give her a look like, who?

“Toby Pilchner? He’s a freaking genius,” she says. “And next summer? He’s teaching a course at Delphine Community College, which I am totally taking. I don’t care if Mom thinks it’s a waste of money. I’ll pay for it myself.” She looks at me seriously. “Don’t breathe a word. She’ll flip out.”

Poppy cracks open another bottle way too soon. “Drink up, Kess.”

I hesitate. I’m usually really careful about drinking. Not that I have a moral objection to having fun, but for someone in my position, if you get sloppy drunk, you might forget what town you’re living in and who you’re supposed to be. Worse, you might forget there’s a gravestone somewhere that could have your name on it.

Which reminds me . . .

“Poppy, can I ask you something?”

She laughs. “Uh-oh, true confession time.”

“No, I was just wondering . . . What’s Madame Amalia like?”

“She’s nice. Kind of cool and mysterious.”

“Mysterious how? Because she’s a psychic?”

“I don’t believe in that shit, no offense,” Poppy says.

“So you think she fakes her readings?”

“She has to, since seeing the future’s not a real thing. Even so, I think she really did want to help people. To be honest, I kinda felt sorry for the clients. Like, how desperate do you have to be to look for help at the bottom of a crystal ball?”

I take a long drink. OK, then. I can never tell Poppy about my visions. She’ll think I’m a fake, or pathetic, or both. I clear my throat and try a new tact. “Did Madame ever have trouble with angry clients?”

“What? Like, they were pissed off about a reading she gave? Not while I was there. Why?”

“Some guy stopped by the shop earlier. He was all riled up about whether his wife was getting readings from Madame.”

Poppy shrugs. “What was the wife’s name?”

“I don’t know. But I keep hearing about someone named Nora. Was that one of Madame’s clients? Or maybe a friend?”

Poppy shakes her head. “Never heard of her, but I was only there for, like, two months. Mom made me quit when she found out I was working there. Said it wasn’t good for college apps.”

I take another swig and consider. I can’t think of a way to ask, so finally I just blurt it out. “Random question: Does Madame Amalia have a scar on her wrist? In the shape of a question mark?”

“OK, that’s weird,” Poppy says.

“She does have a scar?”

“No. That’s a weird question to ask. Why would you think she has a scar on her wrist?” Poppy waits, but I don’t answer. “You seem kinda obsessed with Madame Amalia.”

I force a laugh. “Nah. It’s just that she’s my mom’s friend. And she’s in the hospital, maybe dying. And I never even met her.”

Poppy holds up one finger. “Wait! I totally forgot! I’ve got a clip of her. I was going to surprise her by making a commercial.” She scrolls through her phone. It looks like she has hundreds of videos on it. “Here. It’s kind of short, but it’s better than nothing.”

The video starts with Poppy outside the shop, narrating.

“Establishing shot, exterior.” She pans to the neon sign in the front window, the giant eye flashing on and off. “Life is short. In the blink of an eye, our future turns into our past. But what if you could see more? Do you believe in second sight?”

Poppy goes inside. Madame Amalia is standing behind the counter, her back to the door. For a second, I feel my breath catch, seeing her like that—a real person, not just the idea of someone lying in a hospital bed.

Madame is talking intensely into her phone, but her words are drowned out by Poppy’s overly dramatic narration.

“People flock here from far and wide to seek out the wisdom of Madame Amalia. They want to know one thing and one thing only . . . What will their future be?”

Madame turns around, surprised to see Poppy. “Wait, I gotta go,” she says into the phone and then hangs up. “Oh, Elizabeth honey, didn’t you get my message? You don’t need to come in today.” Madame comes out from behind the counter. “I’m closing the shop this afternoon. I’ve got a private function.” She makes a motion with her hand. “Please, honey. No video in the shop.”

And, cut.

Private functions again. That woman at the psychic fair. Thalia B. And now this.

“What did she mean by private function?” I ask.

“They were super private,” Poppy says. “Like, I wasn’t allowed to have anything to do with them. She would close the shop and tell me not to come in. Sometimes it was at the oddest hours. It was all very weird, but then what would you expect from a psychic?”

“Can I see the video again?”

Poppy hands the phone to me. “Knock yourself out.”

I huddle over the screen, trying to tune out Poppy’s narration and concentrate on Madame’s phone conversation. I replay it a few times. As best I can make out, she’d said:

“Everything’s set. We’ll have him out of there by two. Wait for my signal before you make your move.”

Then she’d heard Poppy come into the store and cut off the conversation. “Wait, I gotta go.”

I play it twice more before I realize I have it wrong. Madame didn’t say, “Wait, I gotta go.”

She said, “Nate, I gotta go.”

Nate. The same guy who texted. Nora’s dead. Tell Melissa to let her rest in peace. The guy who arranged Madame’s private functions.

“You OK?” Poppy asks. “You look like you might yak.”

“I’m good.” I raise my bottle. “Here’s to making movies, right? A Poppy Popovich Production.”

Poppy laughs. It’s quiet for a few minutes, and then she says, “Wanna hear something funny? One of those Random Acts of Balloon tonight wasn’t really random. That second mailbox we hit belongs to a guy I like. Tyson.” She grins. “Can’t believe I just said that out loud.”

“So, are you two, like, together?” I ask.

“Not yet. But I’m working on it.”

I flash back to the argument between Poppy’s parents. How her mother hoped she wasn’t “mooning” over a boy again. How her father said to eliminate “all distractions.”

“Well, don’t tell your parents,” I say.

She shrugs. “Maybe I should. If I got a boyfriend, they’d be relieved. They’re always like, You should be more like your sister.”

“No, don’t tell them. They’ll just interfere.” My voice is too loud.

Poppy frowns. “OK, OK. Chill.”

“Sorry. I just . . . boyfriends are overrated.”

“You sure about that?” She looks at her watch. “Here we go, Kess. The show’s about to start.”

It takes me a minute to see what she’s talking about, but finally I notice a shadow moving on the football field. Someone tosses a bag on the ground and then sits down to stretch.

“Who’s that?”

Poppy grins. “The one and only Miles Macklin. He comes here almost every night to work out. I figured you’d be interested.”

“Why would I be interested?”

“Come on, Kess. I’ve seen the way you watch him.”

Down on the field, Miles goes through a whole routine: stretching, footwork, sprints. Up in the bleachers, I huddle under my fugly coat, letting the combo of Jack Daniels and Miles Macklin warm me up.

“It’s better in the summer because when he gets hot, he takes his shirt off,” Poppy whispers.

“When he gets hot? He was born hot.” I take another long drink.

“So, I’m guessing you don’t think he’s overrated.” Poppy giggles.

“He’s probably dating someone, right?”

“Nope. He hasn’t dated since his father died, like two years ago.”

“That sucks. What happened?”

“Some kind of blood vessel burst or something. He was fine one minute and dead the next. I guess he’d been walking around like a ticking time bomb, but nobody realized.” Poppy shakes her head. “My dad can be a real asshole, but I can’t imagine him dying, you know?”

“I don’t have a father,” I say, surprising myself.

“You mean your mom’s divorced?”

This is the part where I usually make up a story about Dad dying like a hero. But I hear myself saying instead:

“No. My father left us when I was four. He didn’t even say goodbye.”

“Well, that sucks.”

“Does it?” I drain the rest of my drink. “I mean, it’s not like I miss him. I barely even remember him. Besides, fuck him, right? I don’t need him if he doesn’t need me.”

“Yup, fuck him.” Poppy holds up her bottle. “Another?”

“I better not.” The edges of the world have already gone soft on me. My brain feels fuzzy.

Miles finishes his sprints and then starts running up and down the bleachers, moving slowly closer to the row we’re in.

“Doesn’t he mind you watching?” I ask, under my breath.

“Nah. He knows I come down here to edit my videos. He barely even notices me, and we don’t usually talk.”

“Usually?”

“Hey Miles. How’s it going?” she calls out.

“Hey Elizabeth,” he tosses back over his shoulder, never breaking stride. When he gets to the bottom, he glances our way for the first time. Suddenly, his rhythm is off. He almost stumbles, then puts his head down and starts running even faster.

I concentrate on not watching him.

He not-watches me, too.

“Come say hello when you’re done,” Poppy calls, cheerfully.

“What are you doing?” I whisper.

“Chemistry experiment,” she says.

When Miles is finally finished, he comes over, using the bottom of his shirt to mop the sweat from his face. I can see the shadows of the bruises on his left arm.

“Hey Miles.”

“Hey Elizabeth. Hey Kess.”

“Hey.”

Scintillating conversation.

“How are you doing?” He makes a vague gesture at my head. “Everything good?”

I nod. “Yeah, good. You?” I make a vague gesture at his shoulder.

He shrugs. “Better than a year-old banana.”

We both laugh.

“What?” Poppy asks.

“Nothing.” He smiles that half smile of his and uses his shirt to wipe his face again. I stare at my shoes to keep from staring at the six-pack under his shirt.

“Hey, what happened to your arm?” Poppy asks.

That shadow crosses Miles’s face again.

Quickly, I say, “Big tackle at football practice. You hit the bleachers pretty hard, right?”

He nods. He looks at me, and something passes between us, an understanding about the things we aren’t telling other people, an agreement that it’s nobody else’s business. It feels like Poppy isn’t even here anymore, like the whole world has shrunk down to just the two of us and the silent conversation we’re having.

I see you.

I see you, too.

Then, out of nowhere, burning lemons.

The taste of metal on my tongue.

The world spins like it’s circling a drain.

And


Bells, bells, bells, bells

The bearded head floats and laughs.

The girl calls out: “Hey, you dropped your toe.”

A whisper in the fog.

“Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”




Hurry, hurry. Something bad is coming.




The ground evaporates.

I’m falling, falling.

The gray unfolds. Stabbing cold steals my breath.




An eye watches me.

LATE GAL

Yellow roses against black dirt.

A name engraved in stone.




The world spins, whirls, rushes past. Finally clicks into place. Everything is clear now.




I’m on a street corner, the sign blurry in the falling snow. West-something Street. A green house, red sled on the lawn. Music coming from the open garage. That song about what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.




Someone whistles with the music. I step off the curb, and a snow-covered car nearly sideswipes me. The car fishtails on the slippery road and then slides across the driveway




Inside the garage, a little boy looks up. Shaggy brown curls and a Mr. Fix-It T-shirt. He throws his hands up, screaming




Wheels sliding across the ice.

Glass breaking.

The boy screaming

screaming

screaming



“Something bad is coming,” I whisper. I don’t even recognize my own voice.

“What?” Miles looks at me like I have three heads. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

“Kess, are you all right?” Poppy asks.

I’m split in two. Here on the bleachers, but also on a snowy street corner. Poppy talking here. The boy screaming there.

No.

No.

No.

I’m here.

Here.

I grab my head, trying to center my brain, trying to get back in the now. The vision had come on like a freight train, with no warning at all. I can feel the Jack Daniels burning a hole through my gut.

“Kess?”

Suddenly, my mouth fills with saliva, and my stomach blows up. I put my head between my knees and puke. It makes a horrible, wet squelching sound when it hits the ground under the bleachers.

I feel Miles’s hand on my shoulder. “Hey, are you—”

I shrug his hand off. “Leave me alone.”

I shrink inside myself. Wishing I could disappear. It’s quiet for a minute. Miles and Poppy probably trading disgusted looks. Then Miles says, “OK. I guess I’ll see you around.”

I feel the panic rising up my throat like I’m gonna puke again. The graveyard. The dead eyeball. The way that little boy was yelling.

Who is the boy?

Is it his gravestone I keep seeing?

There has to be a way to stop that car from running him over.

My stomach rolls again, and I puke until I turn myself inside out. Poppy just sits quietly beside me.

Eventually, I look up. She hands me a tissue, and I wipe my mouth.

“You OK?”

No. No, I’m definitely not OK.

“I’m mortally humiliated.”

“You kidding? That was nothing,” she says. “I once yakked up an entire bag of Cheetos. The puke was more orange than my hair. Besides, puke is just weakness leaving the body, right?”

I force a smile. “Yeah, that’s what all the posters in my room say.”






28 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 21
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Mom left early for work, so Otto and I have been watching the shop for the past two hours, rearranging the selenite wands and crystals, in between zoning out to the rhythm of the giant blinking eyeball. I would have guessed that late Saturday afternoon would be prime time for psychic shopping excursions, but maybe everyone is waiting for next week’s Black Friday sales. We’ve had only one customer all afternoon, a nervous-looking woman who hung around the tarot decks for ten minutes but left before she got up the nerve to ask for a reading. Just as well. I’m in no shape to fake a reading today. My stomach is still raw from turning itself inside out on the bleachers last night, and my nerves are on edge, waiting for those bells to start ringing and the world to slide sideways.

The second the clock hits five, I flip the sign to CLOSED and turn off the blinking eyeball. Then I check the weather report on my phone for the tenth time. Still no snow expected in the next week, but there’s a chance of flurries eight days out. My brain flashes to the kid in the garage, the snow-covered car, the sound of breaking glass. I gotta figure this out.

The shop phone rings. I almost let it go to voicemail but then pick it up.

“Hello. Madame Amalia’s Psychic Shop. We’re closed for today.”

“Kess? This is Sue Chun.”

“Oh, hi. Mom’s at work.”

“I know. I can’t reach her. She’s doing a new construction cleaning for me, way out on the West End. Cell service is terrible out there, and the customer doesn’t have Wi-Fi hooked up yet.”

“You want me to give her a message when she gets home?”

“Well, I just got a call from the hospital. Madame Amalia is showing signs of waking up.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Maybe. It depends on how she is when she wakes up. After two weeks in a coma, the doctors don’t seem optimistic. Anyway, I thought one of us should be there. I’d go myself, but I’m out of town. Your Mom might not get my message until she gets back into cell range. Do you think you could head over and sit with Madame until your Mom gets there?”

“Me? Madame doesn’t even know me.”

“The doctors say she’s likely to be confused and upset if she wakes up. A friendly face would be good for her.”

“But—”

She cuts me off. “Thanks, Kess. I’m sending a car to pick you up. It’ll be there in six minutes.”

•

There are two beds in the hospital room. The one closest to the door is empty, sheets stripped off as if a patient just left. Or maybe died. Madame Amalia’s bed is back near the windows, behind a half-closed curtain. All I can see is the bottom of the bed and the shape of her feet underneath the blankets.

I swallow my nerves and convince my legs to walk across the room. But I can’t look yet. Instead, I stare at the whiteboard that’s on the opposite wall. It lists the names of today’s nurse, aide, and doctor. There’s a line for the current weather: Sunny, 28 degrees. The spaces next to GOAL FOR THE DAY and ANTICIPATED DISCHARGE DATE have been left blank. Under that, a series of smiley face icons, progressing from full yellow happy smile to red angry crying face, to indicate the level of pain. Someone had scribbled N/A next to that.

Finally, I take a deep breath and turn around, expecting to see a broken face buried under a complicated mess of tubes and masks, bags of blood and unidentified fluids hanging above the bed. But it’s not like that. There are a few tubes connected to her arm, but her face isn’t too bad, just super pale with a few yellow smudges from fading bruises. Someone—I’m guessing Mom—arranged a vase of flowers and a framed picture of a smiling Madame Amalia on the bedside table.

A nurse comes into the room. “Well, hello there!” she says to me before addressing Madame. “Miss Amalia, it looks like we have a new visitor today!”

She turns back to me. “You must be Melissa’s daughter. You look just like her.”

I nod. “I’m Kess.”

“This is Kess,” the nurse repeats, fluffing the pillow under Madame’s head. “Say hello.”

There’s no response from the bed.

“Is she sleeping?” I ask.

The nurse shakes her head. “She’s been in a coma. It looks like sleep, but she’s unconscious.”

“I thought she woke up?”

“She’s been showing some signs of stirring,” the nurse says. “But she’s not fully awake. She may wake up, or she may slip back under. It’s hard to say. You can sit and talk with her. Hold her hand.”

She pushes a chair next to the bed and waits while I sit down, then waits some more until I reluctantly take Madame’s hand. It’s cold and dry and limp. There’s no indication that Madame has any idea that she has a hand, much less that someone’s holding it.

The nurse turns to go, and I feel panic rising inside me. “Wait. What do I do if she wakes up?”

The nurse looks at her watch. “You can push that call button right there, but we’re having a shift change in about half an hour, so unless it’s an emergency, it might take a little while to get someone in here. I’ll make a note for the new nurse to stop and check in with you as soon as they’re settled. In the meantime, if Amalia shows signs of waking, just talk to her. But don’t be alarmed if she doesn’t make any sense. She’ll probably be confused and agitated. It might take weeks before she starts seeming like herself again. And sometimes . . .”

Her voice trails off, but I see it in her eyes. Madame Amalia might never be herself again.

The nurse catches herself and switches to a chipper tone. “Is your Mom coming?”

“Soon, I hope.”

“She’s been great,” the nurse says. “She stops by on her way to work almost every day. Amalia’s lucky to have such a devoted friend.”

I smile weakly at that, and the nurse leaves us alone. I keep checking the time, wondering how long it will be until Mom gets the message and makes it here.

About twenty minutes in, Madame’s hand trembles in mine. Her head turns from side to side, but her eyes stay closed. I press the call button, and a voice comes over the intercom. “Yes?”

“Ummm, she’s tossing and turning. I think she might wake up.”

“OK honey, she’s been doing that all day. I’ll send the new nurse in as soon as the shift change is complete.”

A few minutes later, Madame squeezes my hand. Her voice is low and thin. “Melissa? Is that you?”

I take a sharp breath, not sure what to do. My legs twitch, urging me to get up. Run from the room. But I force myself to answer.

“No. I’m her daughter, Kess.”

I reach for the call button, but it’s still lit up from the last time I pushed it. “Hello? Anyone there?”

There’s no response from the intercom.

Madame moans softly. I can see the shape of her eyes sliding back and forth under her closed eyelids. It’s totally creepy. I try to watch her mouth instead, silently urging the nurse to hurry the fuck up.

“Melissa?” Madame whispers again. She sounds terrified. More afraid than I am.

I take a deep breath and check myself. It’s not her fault she looks creepy. I can’t imagine what it would be like to be driving down the road one minute and waking up two weeks later in a hospital bed. I squeeze her hand. “It’s OK. I’m Kess. The nurse will be here in a minute.”

“Thank God,” Madame whispers. Her eyes open and try to focus on me. “Melissa.”

“No, I’m—”

“Did Nate tell you the plan?” Her voice is urgent.

My mouth goes dry. “Nate?”

“When the weather is bad,” she says. “That’s when we’ll do it.”

My heart hammers in my chest. The nurse said that Madame would be confused. The weather was bad the night of her accident. But what did Nate have to do with that? And what did my mother know about the so-called plan?

I squeeze Madame’s hand gently and whisper. “What about the accident?”

“Didn’t Nate tell you? Talk to Nate!”

She closes her eyes again. Mumbles rapidly.

I lean in, but I can’t understand what she’s saying.

“Shhh. It’s OK.” I rub her arm, trying to calm her down.

But she keeps calling out for my mother and mumbling about Nate and the plan. Then she says something that stops me cold.

“We covered our tracks, Melissa. We thought of everything.”

For a second, she settles down, an almost serene smile on her face. It’s very quiet in the room, just the sound of our breathing and the occasional hush of the blood pressure monitor squeezing and releasing her arm. My heart squeezes along with it.

We covered our tracks.

I know I shouldn’t ask. It feels selfish when she’s lying in the hospital bed, looking so small and alone. But I have to know.

I lean forward and whisper. “Ammy, what happened to Nora?”

“No! Don’t say that name!” Madame’s eyes fly open. “Don’t ever talk about Nora.”

My breath gets trapped in my throat. I can barely get the next words out. “But I feel really bad about what happened, don’t you?”

“Let it go.” Her head thrashes from side to side. “Nora had to die.”

My stomach rises up. It’s all I can do to keep from losing everything all over the hospital floor.

I barely recognize my voice when I ask, “So, it wasn’t an accident?”

“Of course it was an accident. It had to look like an accident.” Her eyes flutter closed. Her breath comes in short gasps.

Wait! Which was it?

“Was it an accident? Or did it just look like one?” I ask.

“No more talk about Nora,” she whispers. “Just leave it be.”

Leave it be? How am I supposed to leave it be?

Mom and Madame Amalia and Nate—whoever he is—did something terrible. Someone died. Maybe it was an accident, or maybe they just made it look that way.

What in the actual fuck?

No. Madame must be confused. I must have heard her wrong. There’s no way Mom would . . .

I watch Madame’s chest rising and falling. Her breaths become deeper. Slower.

Is she slipping back into a coma?

I want to shake her awake. Make her tell me what happened. The answers I need are right there, locked inside her head. But her eyes stay closed in the following minutes.

I stare out the window, trying to figure out what to do. The room is quiet again, except for the monitors beeping softly. Leave it be. Nora is dead. Let her rest in peace.

The nurse will be here any minute. If Madame won’t talk about Nora, maybe I should ask her something else. If she’s a real psychic, she could help me understand my visions. I gotta figure out how to save the kid in the garage. How to save myself.

I lean forward again. “Ammy. What’s going to happen?” My voice trembles. “Tell me my future.”

She doesn’t move. She just seems to sink deeper into sleep.

“Please tell me how the visions work,” I beg. “How can I stop them from happening?”

Nothing.

“Please. You gotta help me.”

A tear slides off my cheek and lands on hers.

Her eyes struggle open. “Melissa? Are you OK?”

I choke on a sob. “I don’t know what to do.”

“You know what to do.” Her eyes drift closed again. She breathes a whisper so soft, I can barely hear it. “Protect Kess.”

My heart almost stops.

Protect me from what?

“Ammy, is Kess in danger?”

She doesn’t answer.

Hot fear oozes from deep inside my gut.

Something bad is coming. Coming for me.

“Amalia, answer me! Why is Kess in danger?”

My voice is too loud.

A new nurse hurries into the room. “Is everything OK in here? What’s going on?”

I curl my hands into fists. Bite the insides of my cheeks. I have to stay calm.

I take a deep breath. Another.

One more.

Finally, I say: “She woke up for a minute. But now . . .”

The nurse bends over Madame. Lifts her eyelids to check her pupils. “Miss Amalia? Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

The nurse lifts Madame’s hand and lets it go. It falls heavily back to the bed. She calls her name again, but Amalia doesn’t answer.

“Seems like she’s back under,” the nurse says.

“What happened? Did I do something wrong? Will she wake up again?”

“Oh, no, honey. You didn’t do anything wrong. That’s just the way it goes sometimes.” Her eyes are kind. “It can seem like they’re waking up, but then they don’t. Only time will tell.”






26 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS MONDAY, NOVEMBER 23
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Mom spends most of her time at the hospital now, but Madame Amalia hasn’t woken again. I can’t stop replaying her words in my mind, trying to keep my fear from swallowing me whole. I’m afraid of what happened in the past, but I’m more afraid of what’s going to happen next. The yellow roses and the black gravestone. I’m obsessively checking the weather report, the possibility of snow coming closer and closer. I need more answers. That means I gotta talk to more people, do more readings. It’s not just about Nora now. There’s a screaming boy in a Mr. Fix-It T-shirt I have to save. Not to mention myself.

Business is slow as shit. Nobody’s coming in for readings, and it’s not like I can take an ad out for a Blowout Psychic Sale. Good thing I have another plan in mind. At lunch, I steal the sunglasses from the jacket pocket of a senior named Sylvio. Actually, I’m doing him a favor. The way he tossed that jacket in a heap, he was gonna lose the sunglasses and his wallet. Besides, he’ll get the sunglasses back tomorrow. I cut last period to set my plan in motion.

Every town has a “secret” place where teens hang out. In Delphine, it’s in an overgrown lot that kids call The Tunnel to Nowhere. The long concrete wall with a curved top is more like a half tunnel really. I pick my way through the broken glass and past last night’s empty beer cans to the dead center of the tunnel. The wall is covered with graffiti. Most prominent is the name ALICE painted in white bubble letters. Under that, lots of graffiti philosophy. WASTED IS BETTER THAN WANTED. DON’T LOSE YOUR VIRGINITY HERE. FALLING IN LOVE IS A ROOKIE MISTAKE. And weirdly, THE BLUNK GOT FREE. No idea what that means, but it’s original. And that makes it perfect.

I drag a chunk of broken concrete directly under the name Alice and then hide Sylvio’s sunglasses behind it.

•

I catch Sylvio in the parking lot going home.

“Can I talk to you for a sec?” I lower my voice. “I know this is weird, but I’ve been seeing something all day, and I gotta tell you: Alice has what you need.”

He frowns. “The hell are you talking about? You trying to sell me drugs?”

“No, no. Look, you might not believe this, but I just gotta say it. I was having a vision today. Of you. Like, you need something. Or maybe there’s something you lost. I don’t know what, but I know that Alice has it.”

I turn and walk away. This is the key moment. You can’t seem too into it. You gotta make them come after you so they think it’s their idea.

A second later, he catches up. I hide a smile.

“Hey, hey! What do you mean, a vision? You’re that new girl, right? The one who works at the psychic shop?”

“Keep your voice down,” I say.

“I don’t know any Alice,” he says. “Alice who?”

“No clue. Just Alice.” I speed up, like I’m trying to lose him.

He keeps pace. “Stop, stop! Just tell me. What exactly did you see?”

I stop. I hesitate like I don’t want to say. Then I reel him in. “OK, I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I pause for dramatic effect. “It’s just that you seemed like a good guy in my vision, so here it is: Alice lives in a dark place. I don’t know what she looks like. All I’m seeing is her name. And I know she’s got something you need. I think she’s hiding it under a rock or something. Which, I know doesn’t make any sense, but that’s what I’m seeing.” Dramatic pause number two. “There’s one more thing, but I have no idea what it means. Probably nothing.”

“What?” He’s eating this up.

“It’s gonna sound weird, but . . . the blunk got free? I don’t know, maybe I saw that wrong. I mean, what the heck is a blunk?” I wave away an imaginary fly. “Probably doesn’t mean anything.”

I see the exact moment the light bulb flicks on.

“Are you serious?” he says. “I know that place!”

I shrug. “Believe me or don’t believe me. I don’t care. I’m just telling you what I saw. But if you find it? Whatever you’re looking for? Don’t tell anyone else. I don’t want everyone coming to me begging for readings.”






24 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 25
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


It’s easy to be a psychic.

All you have to do is light a few candles, look into a crystal ball, and let people lie to themselves.

They will hear what they want to hear. They will believe what they want to believe. I just start the story and let them come to their own conclusions.

Take Brynne. The whole world knows her boyfriend dumped her, so it’s easy for me to play the “I-sense-trouble-in-a-relationship” routine. We’re already fifteen minutes into her reading, and she still only wants to know one thing.

“But can you see if Brian and I are gonna get back together?” Her eyes practically beg me to say yes.

H is for Hope.

I look into the crystal ball. “Yes, Brynne. I sense that he’s deeply unhappy without you. But you must be patient. Wait for him to come to you. It could take some time.”

“How long?” she whines.

I shake my head. I’ve spent long enough telling her the story she wants to hear. Now it’s time for me to ask the questions.

“Wait, I’m seeing something else now.” I lean closer to the crystal ball. “I see someone with a scar on their wrist. A scar in the shape of a question mark. Do you know someone like that?”

She shakes her head. “Is it another girl? Is Brian already hooking up with someone else?”

“No. But I’m seeing a green house now, on West-something street. There’s a young boy, around eight or nine years old. He’s wearing a Mr. Fix-It shirt. Does that mean anything to you?”

“Ummm, no. Can you tell me more about Brian? How miserable is he without me?”

I sigh. I’m not gonna get anything out of her. “I’m sorry. That’s all I’m seeing for now.”

I blow out the candle and bring her to the register to pay. Over the last two days, thanks to Sylvio’s sunglasses, I’ve booked seven readings at a special “sale price” of just twenty dollars. But so far, nobody has known anything about Nora or scarred wrists, private functions or little kids in Mr. Fix-It shirts.

After Brynne leaves, I sit behind the cash register, watching the neon sign in the window blink on and off. It’s dark outside; the streets are empty. It’s the night before Thanksgiving, so everyone is at the football game. In another life, that’s where I could be. Hanging in the stands with friends, cheering for Miles. In another life—

There’s a soft ping from Madame Amalia’s laptop. I check the latest email from the Stanwick College alumni list. So far, I’ve had thirty-two bounce back from bad email addresses, five out-of-office notices, and eight people saying they have no clue who Madame’s friend Melissa Turner is.

The latest email is from someone named Yvette Doss.


Dear Amalia,




I got your email looking for a Stanwick grad named Melissa Turner. I can assure you there was no Melissa Turner in our class!! I’m the Alumni Coordinator, and I have access to the complete class list, even those who didn’t register on the website. How strange!! Is it possible that she graduated in a different year?? Anyway, I hope to see you at the reunion. Don’t forget to RSVP—there are tons of people who haven’t responded yet :)



OK, if Mom’s not on the alumni list, maybe she’s telling the truth about flunking out. But if I can get ahold of the full list, I’ll know for sure. Plus, Nora’s name could be on the list.

I email back, making sure to match Yvette’s overenthusiastic punctuation vibe.


Hi Yvette!




So great to hear from you!! Hey—do you need help tracking down those RSVPs?? If you send me the class list, I’ll be happy to contact everyone for you!! Oh, and it turns out that I was having a brain fart about Melissa Turner. We went to summer camp together, not college!!



Just as I hit send, a customer comes into the shop, another kid from school.

“Simon Fiodella,” he says, giving me a sweaty handshake. “I guess I’m not the only one who’s not at the football game with the cool kids.” He makes sarcastic air quotes when he says cool kids. “I hear you’re doing readings?”

“That’s right.”

“People say you’re predicting all kinds of shit. Are you for real?” He gives me a look like, Don’t bullshit me.

Whatever. If he didn’t want to be bullshitted, he wouldn’t be here. “Yeah, I’m for real.”

“Megan Balderon says you’re a total fraud. She says you got her suspended from the field hockey team, just so you could be the star.”

“Megan’s full of shit.”

“Isn’t everybody?” There’s a hard edge to his voice, like years of anger are leaking through.

I don’t like his vibe. Plus, Mom will be home soon. Maybe I should let this one go. “Listen, I’m just about to close up. Why don’t you come in another time?”

“No way.” He folds his arms. “I got a problem that needs fixing, and Madame Amalia always told me what to do.”

“You know Madame?”

“I’m a regular client. One of her favorites.”

OK, that changes things. He’s gotta know something.

“Guess I can squeeze in one more reading.” I motion him to the Reading Room, then light a few candles, pretending to make small talk. “So, if you’re a regular client, did you know Madame’s assistant, Nate?”

He frowns. “It was always just Madame at the shop.”

“Did you ever hear about her friend Nora? It was so sad what happened to her, right?”

“What’s with all the questions? Is this a reading or a freaking interrogation?” Under the table, his leg is shaking enough that I’m worried about the candle tipping over.

I don’t have to check the crystal ball to know that he’s pissed off. “Simon, I’m sensing you’re having trouble with a relationship. You’re really angry with someone.”

“When someone’s a jerk, you should stand up for yourself, right?”

This is directly out of my Move Survival Playbook. “Right. You should never, ever let someone push you around.”

“Exactly! It’s my fucking boss. You’ll never believe what she did.”

It’s not hard to guess. “She fired you.”

“Yes!” He slams his fist on the table.

“Hey, calm down!”

His eyes spark. “All I did was drink some soda without ringing it in. I mean, all the waiters do that. She does it, too, and I’m pretty sure she’s got booze in there. I swear she’s drunk half the time. Last week, she dropped a whole tray of sandwiches and then made me clean up the mess. But now I’m the one who’s getting fired? How’s that fair?”

The fury in his eyes. Something tells me drinking soda isn’t the only reason he got fired. For a second, I almost tell him to leave. But he’s the first person since Poppy who actually knows Madame Amalia. So I lean forward and tell him what he wants to hear. “You’re right. That is definitely not fair.”

“So how do I get my job back?”

I take a deep breath and try to soften my words. “Simon, they aren’t going to hire you back.”

“You can see that?”

Yeah, anybody could see that. I’m surprised someone hired him in the first place.

“I’m sorry.”

He flexes his fist. A vein is pulsing in his forehead. “I can’t let her get away with this. I gotta stand up for myself, like you said. I gotta send a message to that bitch who fired me . . .”

“Whoa, whoa. Slow down!” My stomach churns. “Listen to me, Simon: Don’t worry about the old boss or the old job. There are better options out there.” I stare into the crystal ball. “I’m seeing a new opportunity for you, a job you’ll really like. Something where you don’t have to deal with a lot of people. Landscaping or road work or something like that.”

His eyes are looking right through me, like he’s calculating some elaborate plan. I feel a little chill run up my spine.

“Simon, you good?”

He’s quiet.

I’m about to go into my I see a scar on a wrist and a kid in a Mr. Fix-It shirt routine, but I just want to get him out of here.

“I gotta close up, Simon. That’ll be twenty bucks.”

He follows me to the cash register. While I’m pretending to ring in the sale, he’s checking out Madame Amalia’s laptop.

“That cartoon’s funny,” he says. “I want a job cleaning mirrors? It’s just something I can see myself doing?”

“Yeah, real funny.”

“Especially since that’s where Madame Amalia, you know . . .”

“Where she what?”

“You don’t know about the mirror?” He laughs. “Some psychic you are.”

“What about the mirror?”

He folds his arms and smirks. He looks at the twenty dollars in my hand and raises his eyebrows.

I hand the money back to him. “What about the mirror, Simon?”

“I always wondered if Madame had a little help getting into the psychic zone.” He mimes taking a hit off a joint. “I saw her once at that mirror when she didn’t know I was watching.”

I look through the stockroom window at the mirror that’s hanging next to Madame’s desk. “That mirror?”

“Yeah. There’s a button or something that she pushed on the bottom corner. The whole mirror opens up, and there’s some kind of secret stash inside.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


I lock the door behind Simon. Heart pounding, I hurry back to the stockroom. I run my fingers around the mirror frame. In the bottom corner, I feel a button give way. There’s a soft click.

The mirror slides to the right along a metal track, like a built-in closet door. Behind it, there’s a hidden cabinet cut into the wall.

My brain goes into overdrive. In Madame’s letter, she told Mom that she was going to pause her “other work” and make sure everything was well hidden. Well hidden, like inside a secret mirror?

I open the cabinet. There are two shelves inside—files on the bottom shelf, a shoebox up top.

I go for the files first, flipping through them quickly, looking for anything on Nora or Mom or Nate.

Nothing.

I pull out a random file and open it. It’s titled CANDIDATE ASSESSMENT REPORT, dated four years ago and signed by Nate Williams.

Nate Williams, Consultant.

Consultant, my ass. It looks like Nate Williams is some kind of private investigator.

I scan the report.

SUBJECT: DENNIS V., AGE 47. MARRIED, TWO SONS, AGES 12 AND 5.

CAR MECHANIC. STEADY EMPLOYMENT HISTORY.

I skim through details about the guy’s life. Some minor legal problems, like a fraternity prank gone bad, a few drunk and disorderlies, public urination. Some details about a fight he had with his brother. Maybe details that could be used as intel for “psychic” readings?

I flip to the last page. At the bottom of the report, there are a few bullet points:


•SINGLE-FAMILY HOME. NO CLOSE NEIGHBORS. NO SECURITY SYSTEM.

•ASSESSMENT: LOW RISK, MODERATE FINANCIAL RESOURCES.

•RECOMMENDATION: WATCH.



Huh. I scan another report, this one for Joseph K., age 39. Again, various details about the guy’s employment, relationships, minor issues with the cops. At the bottom of the report, similar bullets:


•SINGLE-FAMILY HOME. SECURITY SYSTEM. ACCESS TO FIREARMS.

•ASSESSMENT: HIGH RISK, LOW FINANCIAL RESOURCES.

•RECOMMENDATION: MOVE ON.



Quickly, I flip through the other files. Each is filled with juicy life details. At the bottom of each, an assessment and recommendation, always noting the level of risk and what kind of “financial resources” they have. It’s gotta be some kind of scam. Madame Amalia and Nate Williams are “assessing” how much money they can steal from people and how risky it will be to do it. Lots of money and low risk, they watch and wait for their chance. Not much money and high risk, they forget it and move on.

I think back to the video Poppy showed me of Madame Amalia. What Poppy caught Madame saying on the phone to Nate.

Everything’s set. We’ll have him out of there by two. Wait for my signal before you make your move.

We’ll have him out of there by two, like she had a partner. Could my mother somehow be involved?

No. Mom and I were in Texas when that video was taken. And besides, if Mom was part of some big scam, we’d have money.

Right?

Also, Mom would never do something like that.

Right?

Right?

I feel a tightness creeping into the back of my skull. It occurs to me that I have no idea what Mom would or wouldn’t do. She’s running from something. She’s covering up tracks and trying to keep things buried. And she’s been searching for something Madame hid, like these files.

My eyes fall on the shoebox on the top shelf. It’s one of those big ones that probably held boots at one time, but when I pick it up, it’s too heavy to be a pair of shoes. There are two words written on the cover: PRIVATE FUNCTIONS. Below that, a red smiley face with an exclamation point.

The same smiley face that was on the back of Nate Williams’s business card. The same smiley face as on Madame’s calendar.

Something tells me that Nate and Madame aren’t that happy. The smiley face is a signal of some kind.

I open the box.

On top, I find a bundle of mail, mostly junk mail, catalogs, magazines, and so on. All of it is addressed to someone named Chris Kaminski on Oak Lane in Swindon, Pennsylvania, and then forwarded to a P.O. box in West Delphine.

Under the mail, there’s a handful of newspaper clippings. Nothing interesting, just a bunch of classified ads. I set the mail and the newspaper clippings aside. There’s a dish towel covering whatever’s in the bottom of the box. I lift the towel.

Cell phones. A lot of them.

All basic black phones. Anonymous phones. Burner phones.

The kind you use when you don’t want to—or can’t—use your own phone.

What the hell?

I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, still dressed like a psychic. For a second, it’s like Madame Amalia is staring out of the mirror, watching me.

I dry my sweaty palms on my robes, then one by one, I take the phones out of the box, setting them on Madame Amalia’s desk. Eight phones in all. And under the phones, there’s something else. A bulky yellow envelope, the kind that has those little metal clasps to keep it closed.

A car pulls into the driveway. Headlights shine through the front window and briefly light up the showroom. Crap! Mom’s home.

The headlights blink out, and I hear the car door slam shut. Any second, Mom is going to walk through the door.

The yellow envelope is heavy, overstuffed with whatever’s inside.

I hear the front door open.

“Kess? Are you here?”

I pinch the two metal tabs together and lift the flap.

In the next room, I hear my mother hang her coat on the peg.

“Did you have a good day?” she calls.

I tilt the envelope. A pile of money slides out. Tens, twenties, fifties. Even some hundred-dollar bills. Thousands of dollars in cold, hard cash.

“Kess?

And with the money? A list of names. First names with last initials only, the same way Madame documents her clients. There are about twenty names in all, but the final name is the only one that matters.

MELISSA T.

“Kess? Where are you?”

My mouth goes bone dry.

It doesn’t mean anything. Melissa is a common name. There are probably a million Melissa T.’s in the world besides my mother.

“Kess, what’s going on?”

Great fucking question.

Mom’s footsteps come toward the stockroom door.

I make a snap decision. I need time to think.

“Kess?”

I stuff the money back into the envelope.

Stuff everything back into the shoebox.

Stuff the shoebox back behind the mirror.

Slide the mirror shut.

The stockroom door opens. “Hey, are you OK?” my mother asks.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I say.

I’m always fine.






22 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 27
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Poppy catches a snowflake on her tongue. “This snow’s awesome. They’re calling for a foot by tonight.”

The snow terrifies me. With every flake that hits the ground, I see my vision. A little kid in a Mr. Fix-It shirt. A snowy car sliding into the garage. The boy screaming.

Poppy sits down in the field hockey dugout next to me. “So, how was your Thanksgiving?”

“Great,” I say, but that’s a lie.

Thanksgiving totally sucked. Mom and I were at the hospital most of the day, watching Madame Amalia slip deeper and deeper into a coma. Mom kept asking when she’d wake again, but the docs just shook their heads. It happens like this sometimes.

I shake off the image and smile at Poppy. “How was your turkey day?”

Poppy laughs. “Entertaining, as usual. Dad’s brothers one-upped each other with wildly escalating conspiracy theories ranging from alien abductions and surveillance pigeons to whether movie theater popcorn butter is being secretly dosed with Viagra. Meanwhile, Mom’s brother, Drunkle Bob, got totally fucked up on gin and politics. But at least he didn’t pass out in his mashed potatoes like last year.”

Coach blasts a whistle and calls everyone into the dugout for her pre-game pep talk. She says all the right words, but her heart’s not really in it. She can’t stop looking sadly into the stands, where Megan is sitting with Eddie. Apparently, Coach tried to get Megan’s suspension lifted, but the principal wouldn’t go for it. It’s like a funeral in the dugout, with everyone convinced we’re about to lose the first playoff game we’ve made it to in ten years. And I’m catching some serious side-eye from the faction that thinks it’s my fault Megan got busted for cheating.

“Don’t worry about it,” Poppy says. “Get pumped and play like you usually do. That’ll shut them up.” She slaps her stick against mine. “You ready for this?”

Turns out, I’m not. I play like a zombie, my body going through the motions while my head aches with lies and secrets. I can’t stop thinking about that black gravestone, the money behind the mirror, the little boy’s screams. The game is a blur, vague shapes of girls running, the faraway sound of shouts and whistles.

With Megan out, and me as good as out, the game spirals completely out of control. When the final horn sounds, I blink up at the scoreboard. We lost, five-zip.

And the snow is still falling.

•

“My mother’s picking me up,” Poppy says. “You want a ride home?”

I shake my head. “No, I’ve got something to do.”

I have to find an open garage on West-something Street and then . . . what?

I have no freaking idea.

I follow Poppy to the parking lot. Someone calls out, “Kess! Kess, wait up!”

I turn around. Miles and a tall, skinny guy hurry toward us.

“That’s Tyson,” Poppy says, under her breath. “Be cool.”

Cool? The last time I spoke to Miles, I was puking my guts out in the bleachers. I didn’t see him at school all week. Figured he was avoiding me. But here he comes now. My stomach does a little flip and flutter, like it can’t decide if it’s excited to see him or still mortally embarrassed.

He flashes that half smile of his. “Hey, Kess. It’s been a minute. You feeling better now?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I say. Then I add, “Good, good,” for some reason, because maybe three goods are better than one and will magically make him forget about last week’s puke fest. But I can’t stop my eyes from skimming past his shoulder and zoning in like radar on the fated spot under the bleachers. For all I know, my puke is still there, now frozen.

Miles does me the favor of not looking at the bleachers. Instead he introduces Tyson and hands me an excuse. “Kess had a touch of the flu last week.”

Poppy plays along. “Yeah, I heard it’s going around.”

“I hate the flu,” Tyson says.

“I hate the flu, too!” Poppy squeals, like it’s an absolute revelation that they have so much in common. She laughs nervously, then blurts out the world’s most awkward segue. “I’m glad we don’t have the flu now because Kess was just telling me how she can’t wait to see that new Pilchner movie, Chocolate Galaxy.”

So much for being cool.

Tyson’s face lights up though. “Pilchner is a genius! You know he’s teaching at DelphCo next summer? It’s really hard to get in, but I’m going to apply.”

“I know! I submitted my app already,” Poppy says. “You guys should come to the movie. It opens next weekend. You in, Miles?”

Miles nudges my foot. “You going?”

Poppy answers for me. “She’s definitely going.”

“Then I’m in.” Miles smiles down at me. A snowflake gets tangled in his thick eyelashes. For a second, it’s almost enough to make me forget my worries. But when I see the line of snow-covered cars leaving the parking lot, I feel a chill scramble up my spine. I can’t be here flirting with Miles. I have to do something. One of those cars could be the one from my vision.

“So are you guys hanging for a bit?” Poppy asks.

“Can’t,” Miles says. “I gotta get to the hardware store for ice melt and tools.”

“What are you fixing this time?” Poppy asks.

“Some asshole broke a window and left our hose running. I’m gonna board it up.” Miles turns to me. “So, Kess, what are you doing over the break? I was wondering if you might want to—”

“I gotta get going,” I blurt out, even though my feet seem frozen to the ground.

Miles’s face flames red. “Yeah, me too.” He looks at his watch. “So . . . I guess I’ll see you around.”

I know I should say something, but I’m still fixated on the snowy cars leaving the lot. That itchy feeling I get sometimes is burning a hole through my gut. I should run after the cars. Stop them. Do something. But I can’t seem to make myself move.

Poppy watches Miles and Tyson walk to their cars. She hip-checks me. “They’ve got cute butts, am I right? And we’re hanging out with them next Friday. How you like me now?”

A Range Rover pulls into the parking lot and beeps loudly three times.

Poppy sighs. “My mother, always so subtle. Walk me over?” She tugs on my arm. It seems to break the spell I’m under. We walk across the parking lot, Poppy going on and on about how Miles is perfect for me, but I’m only half listening. There’s a hard pit in my stomach as I watch the snow tumble heavily from the sky, slowly robbing the world of its familiar lines and angles. Everything feels muffled, claustrophobic.

“. . . but he’s not just hot,” Poppy says. “He’s also super nice. And he’s so good with Sam. Kess, are you even listening?”

“Of course,” I say, blinking snowflakes from my eyes. “Who’s Sam?”

“Miles’s little brother.” Poppy opens the car door and slides in. “He’s the most adorable kid, and Miles is so cute with him. Always checking on his homework, teaching him football, letting him help fix stuff around the house. I call them Mr. Fix-It and Mini Fix-It.”

My heart rate takes off at a gallop as my brain processes her words.

The car door closes. She waves goodbye. “Poppy, wait!”

She rolls down the window and sticks her head out. “What?”

I don’t have time to explain. I’m not sure that I can explain.

“Elizabeth, close the window.” Mrs. Popovich is already pulling away.

“Wait! Where does Miles live?” I call, as the car passes me.

“Westview Street,” Poppy says.

I stare at the car driving away. It fishtails as it leaves the parking lot. My stomach swings and rolls with it.

Westview Street.

I gotta warn Miles.

I try to call Poppy, but she doesn’t answer. I hang up without leaving a message. I mean, what would I even say?

I hit my head, and now I can see the future. Tell Miles his brother is gonna die.

My chest feels tight.

In my vision, I was there when the car slid into the garage, so maybe if I’m not there, the accident won’t happen.

But what if I’m wrong? Maybe I’m supposed to save him.

Yeah, that worked out great last time. I tried to stop Megan from cheating, but I actually caused it.

I don’t know what to do.

I have to do something.

I start to run.






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


I sprint, following my phone’s GPS. I slip and skid around corners, fly past rounded mailboxes, leave panicked footprints in the snow. Finally, I see the icy street sign. Westview Street.

It’s like I’m walking right into my vision. There’s the little green house with a red sled on the lawn. From the open garage door, the same music is playing. Someone is whistling softly.

The exact scene from my vision, down to every last detail.

I feel frozen, like I’m watching myself from a distance. Wondering what I’m going to do. Like I’m a character in a movie.

But this is no movie. I close my eyes and try to center myself here, on the snowy street, present in this very moment. I’m hyper-aware of my heart squeezing and releasing, my lungs ballooning in my chest, the cold air pressing against my skin. This is real.

I feel it before I hear it. Something coming. I whip my head around, and a snow-covered car turns onto the road, headed toward me.

I have to do something.

I sprint toward the garage.

“Sam! Sam Macklin, get down!”

Every sound crystalizes in the frozen air. My sneakers crunching across the driveway. The car fishtailing down the street. The music leaking through the garage door.

“Sam!”

He looks up, just like he did in my vision, his mouth a perfect oh of surprise, his huge eyes matching the bug-eyed bullfrog on his Mr. Fix-It shirt.

“Get down!”

Suddenly, my feet are flying out from under me. I fall hard, sliding across a giant patch of ice. I lay sprawled out in the driveway, breathing hard. Sam watches me silently, frozen in fear. Then he looks past me, and his eyes get even bigger.

I turn. The car is in the driveway, bearing down on me. I wave my arms, screaming at the top of my lungs.

“Stop! Stop!”

The driver tries to stop. I can see her body stiffen, can almost hear her foot slam on the brakes. But the brakes lock up, and the tires skid across the ice.

I scramble backward, my heels slipping.

The car keeps coming at me.

I turn and fling myself into the garage, landing hard on my knees. I’m up again in a split second, throwing myself across the garage in a diving tackle, pushing the kid back into the far corner. Behind me, metal crunches and wood splinters as the car slams into the garage. There’s an explosion of glass when the side mirror snaps off.

I keep my arms around the little boy, shielding him with my body, my back to the oncoming car, the two of us screaming into the space between us.

And then it’s quiet. Just the sound of him breathing, and me whispering like a prayer, It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s all right.

I lift my head. He’s hunched over, clutching his stomach with all his might.

Oh, shit. Did he get hit by something? Flying glass?

“Let me see.” I try to move his arms, but he holds on tighter. “Let me help you.”

I finally pry his hands away. But he’s not bleeding. “I was just fixing the go-cart. Miles said I could.” He’s holding a screwdriver. A cute little screwdriver with a bullfrog’s head on top. The same bug-eyed bullfrog that’s on his Mr. Fix-It shirt.

His hands start shaking, then his whole body. Quickly, I slip the screwdriver in my pocket so I can pull him into a tight hug.

“It’s OK, Sam. You’re OK.”

“Sam? Sam!!”

He looks past my shoulder. I turn toward the voice and see the car is half in and half out of the garage. The front end had come to a stop almost exactly where Sam had been standing.

The driver’s door opens, and a woman staggers out. “Sam?”

“Mom?”

The boy runs past me into her arms. She holds him close, sobbing, “Sam. Oh, Sam. You’re OK, baby. You’re OK.”






CHAPTER THIRTY


Inside the house, Sam and I sit quietly at the kitchen table while Mrs. Macklin flits around the room, touching Sam every time she goes by, like she’s making sure he’s really here. She’s jacked up on adrenaline, her fingers like wasps, never landing too long in one place. It’s obvious that she just came from work because she’s wearing a nameplate from Ima’s Steakhouse: RITA MACKLIN, MANAGER.

“Can I get you something?” she asks. “Juice or water?”

“Water’s fine, thank you.” I shiver in my seat. “Should we call someone? A doctor?”

“No! Don’t call anyone. Sam’s OK. You’re OK, Sam. Right?”

“I was thinking more of you,” I say. “You look pretty shaken up.”

She waves me off. “I’m fine.”

But she’s not.

She brings me the water, stumbling just as she gets to the table. When she leans over to set the glass down, I smell alcohol on her breath. It’s not just adrenaline. She’s drunk.

She lights a cigarette, hands trembling. “Kess, you said, right? Miles’s friend. But tell me again, why were you . . . I mean, how was it that you were able to . . .” Her voice trails off.

I repeat my story. “I was walking by and saw what was happening. Sam in the garage, the ice in the driveway.” I wave my hand in some vague all-encompassing motion, like that explained everything.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Mrs. Macklin says. “If the driveway hadn’t been icy, everything would have been fine.” Her eyes are glassy with tears, and she keeps looking over her shoulder at the kitchen cabinet. “You saw, right? I tried to stop.”

“I know,” I say.

She stabs out her cigarette. “If you hadn’t come along when you did . . .”

I shift in my chair. My pants are soaked from my scramble across the driveway. “Would it be OK if I used the bathroom?” I ask.

“Of course. Down the hallway, on the left.”

Before I even leave the room, she’s opening the kitchen cabinet she couldn’t stop glancing at. When I turn back, she’s taking a bottle of vodka down from the top shelf.

I walk down a long hallway. The first room is SAM’S HIDEOUT, according to the sign on the open door. I peek in and almost gasp out loud. There’s a whole zoo of animals painted on the walls. A giraffe checking itself out in the mirror, a tiger sacked out across the top of the headboard, a frog on the windowsill. All of them with the same huge eyes as the frog on Sam’s Mr. Fix-It shirt.

The next room has a door broken off its hinges, like someone kicked it in. It’s an office, I think. Hard to tell because every surface in the room is covered with photos. The frames are all different, but it’s the same photo in each one: a man looking over his shoulder, just about to get into a car. I stand in the doorway, holding my breath. The room seems frozen in time, the same way the departing man is frozen in the photograph.

At the end of the hallway, I find Miles’s room. There are paintbrushes scattered across his desk and dozens of paintings tacked up on the walls. Bold lines, bright colors. A melting sunset. A football exploding through graffiti clouds. A purple tree. But there’s one dark corner. At first I think it’s a hole in the wall, but then I notice a small figure, painted black in silhouette. Someone huddled on the ground, arms hugged around his knees. Lost and completely alone. I feel tears slide down my cheeks and quickly wipe them away. This is private. I shouldn’t be here. Miles wouldn’t want me to see this. Not his room, not the office with the weird photos, not his drunk mother. Just like I wouldn’t want him to see the stockroom in the psychic shop and know I’m living there.

I gotta go. Before he gets back from the hardware store.

But it’s too late. A car pulls up outside. The door slams, and I walk into the kitchen just as Miles bursts inside.

“Sam? Mom? Are you all right?” Miles kneels in front of Sam, inspecting him for damage. “What happened?”

Mrs. Macklin says, “It wasn’t my fault. Kess can tell you. It was that ice on the driveway.”

“Kess?” He wheels around, spotting me in the doorway. “What are you doing here?”

Sam says, “She saved me.”

“What?”

“I gotta go.” Quickly, I close the door behind me. I can still hear them, Miles demanding to know what happened. His mother trying to explain.

I step carefully down the icy porch steps, then trudge through the snow, ankles aching from the cold. My legs are cement, but I keep walking, not even sure where I’m going.

What the fuck just happened?

It doesn’t matter. I saved Miles’s brother. The vision happened just the way I saw it, but I saved him.

By the time I get about ten blocks, I’m completely soaked through. My fugly coat is no match for the heavy snow.

A car pulls up next to me. Miles rolls down the window. “Get in. We have to talk.”

“I’m fine. Go be with your family; they need you.”

“Sam’s at a friend’s. Mom’s asleep.” When I keep walking, he puts the car in park and gets out. “OK, we’ll talk here.” He takes a deep breath. “You saw.”

Does he know that I looked in his room like a creep? I shrug like I have no clue what he’s talking about, my eyes trained on my shoes.

After a long silence, I finally shift my eyes to his face. He’s looking up at the sky. “She’s drunk. Again.” He sniffs, and I have the sudden urge to reach for his hand. “Plus, if anyone found out that we leave Sam alone sometimes . . . He’s smart, a good kid, but he’s only eight. Usually, I get home before he does.” He hugs his arms tightly around his stomach like Sam was doing in the garage. “It’s my fault. If I had gotten the ice melt last night, there wouldn’t have been any ice in the driveway.”

“It’s not your fault,” I say. “If you want to blame someone, blame whoever left the hose on.”

“I’m supposed to protect Sam.”

“I won’t say anything.”

He nods. After a beat, I make a move to go around him, but he grabs my arm. “I don’t understand how you stopped it. Mom said you pushed Sam out of the way, but why were you even there?”

“I heard your brother playing in the garage. I saw the ice in the driveway and your mother’s car coming.”

“So, what? You put two and two together and came up with a miracle? You expect me to believe that?”

I hang my head, shielding my face with my hair. I concentrate on the snowflakes melting into the tops of my sneakers. Maybe if I stand here long enough, the snow will completely bury me.

He puts his hands on my shoulders. “Look at me, Kess. I know you’re not telling me something. What’s going on?”

I meet his gaze and feel my eyes filling with tears. His face goes blurry.

Then the whole world goes blurry, a swirling cyclone of snowflakes and tears.

Lemons start burning.


It’s different. The ringing bells are far, far away.

The cemetery is empty. No black gravestone. 
No yellow roses.

I’m here, but not here

Something’s tugging at me. Pulling me out of myself.



“Kess? Are you listening to me?” Miles’s voice. His hand gripping my shoulder.


There’s a kind of whoosh, and then a skip, like I’m jolting forward. I fall into the fog. A voice from behind calls out. “Hey, you dropped your toe!”



“Kess? What’s going on?”




I skip forward again, like a stone across a lake.

Skip: “Nora, that bitch.”

Skip: I can’t breathe

Skip: the dead eyeball

Skip: LATE GAL



I feel Miles shaking me. “Kess, what’s wrong?”


skipskipskipskip

coldsocoldcannotbreathe

pleasemakeitstop




The world spinspinspins. Click.




Heat surrounds me.

Smoke in my eyes, my nose, my lungs.

A wall of flames in front of me.



A final shake brings me completely back to the present, and I say the same words at the exact same time as Miles. “Kess! Snap out of it! You’re scaring me.”

He stares at me, mouth gaping. Fear in his eyes. Finally, “What the hell was that?”

Behind him, a plow turns the corner and heads our way. Snow curls up as it’s pushed back to the curb.

“I gotta go,” I whisper.

“Tell me what’s going on,” he pleads.

“You won’t believe me.”

“You’d be surprised what I would believe.”

He stares at me like he’s never gonna stop, not until he sees it all, the real me inside of my damaged brain, my own empty silhouette sitting on the ground, hugging my knees into my chest. All alone.

I’m so tired of holding it all together, of holding it all inside. Of carrying it around all by myself.

He doesn’t blink. He doesn’t move. He just waits.

I take a deep breath and look directly into his eyes. “Ever since I got hit in the head, I can see the future.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


He stares at me for a long time, his jaw tight, a deep crease running through his forehead. I push back my rising stomach and wonder if it’s too late to pretend I was joking.

Finally, he holds open the car door. “Come on. We gotta talk.”

We drive in complete silence, the air charged between us. He parks in front of a diner, looks at me, and shakes his head. He reaches into the back seat and roots around in his football bag. He tosses me a hoodie and some socks. “These are clean, but more important, they’re dry. There’s a bathroom in the back. You go change, and I’ll order some soup. Chicken noodle or broccoli cheese?”

“Chicken noodle.”

“Good choice.”

The bathroom is tiny but clean and warm. I peel off my wet clothes and change into his. The hoodie hangs down to my thighs, and my feet are swimming in his socks, but at least I’m mostly dry. There’s not much I can do about my pants, but I use a few paper towels to blot my damp hair and then finger comb it into a semblance of order.

He’s waiting for me at a corner booth, two bowls of soup hot and ready. “Feeling any better?”

I won’t feel better until I know what he’s thinking. But I don’t say that out loud. “My feet are starting to thaw, but I’m not sure that’s actually a good thing.”

He waits for me to take a few spoonfuls of soup before he starts speaking. “I figured that your whole psychic thing was an act, something you did just to make a couple of bucks. But after everything that just happened? I can’t believe I’m asking this but . . . are you a real psychic?”

I guess we’re really doing this. “It all started after my concussion,” I say. “At first, I thought I was having weird dreams, like I was falling asleep without realizing it.”

“But this wasn’t a dream. You . . . saw . . . the accident with my mother and brother?”

His words are slow and careful. The look in his eyes, like he wants to be convinced. But how can he believe me when I barely believe myself?

“You think I’m a freak.”

“No. I’m just trying to understand.”

“Join the club.” I push the soup away. I open my mouth a few times to continue, but I don’t know what to say. He says he doesn’t think I’m a freak, but really, what else can he think?

He reaches out and gently squeezes my hands to stop them from shaking. “Kess, take a deep breath, and start at the beginning.”

I nod. “It started a few weeks ago, first on the field, then at school, then at the shop.”

“What did you see? My brother? My mother?”

A graveyard. Yellow roses. A dead eyeball.

“I saw Magic 8 Balls falling.”

He frowns. “Magic 8 Balls, like the toy? What does that have to do with my brother?”

“Nothing.” I take a deep breath and try to put my thoughts in order. “When I get these visions, I just get glimpses. Little things that don’t really make any sense.”

“Like what?”

“I hear bells. People saying weird stuff.”

“What stuff?”

“Hey, you dropped your toe.”

He sits back and just looks at me, confusion wrinkling his brow.

“I told you, most of it doesn’t make sense. I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not. But then some of the stuff I see in the vision actually happens. Like the Magic 8 Ball display at the shop collapsing before it did.”

“And what happened today, with my brother?”

“I saw it last week. Just a glimpse of a garage, the snowy street. I heard music coming from inside. A car sliding across the ice on the driveway. I saw your brother . . .” I pause as I remember the screaming. “. . . I saw a boy get hit. I would have warned you, but I didn’t figure out he was your brother until right before.”

“How did you figure it out?”

“It was something Poppy said. In my vision, Sam was wearing a Mr. Fix-It shirt. And right after you left for the hardware store, Poppy called you Mr. Fix-It and Sam Mini Fix-It. That’s when it clicked. I didn’t have your number, so I just ran to your house.”

He looks sick. “So if Poppy never said that, you would have never realized who Sam was. You wouldn’t have gone to my house, and you wouldn’t have stopped the accident.”

“I don’t know,” I whisper. “This is the first time I was able to stop something from happening.”

The front door opens suddenly, and a cold breeze blows through the diner. A loud group of people stomp the snow from their boots, gleefully reporting how deep it’s getting outside. Their laughter is almost shocking, an abrupt reminder that there’s a world beyond the intense bubble Miles and I have been sharing. We watch the hostess lead the group across the room. Miles waits until they’re seated before speaking again.

“You said this was the first time you stopped something? What else have you seen?”

I’m not about to tell him about the eyeball. Or dead Nora and all her lies. “The thing with the 8 Balls,” I say. “And Megan. I saw her cheating on the Trig exam. But when I tried to warn her, that’s when the teacher caught her cheating. Megan’s right; it was my fault.”

“Bull,” he says. “You’re not the one who was cheating.”

“Still.”

He stirs his soup and lifts his spoon to his lips several times but doesn’t eat. Finally, he says, “You were right about my bruised shoulder. Was that another one of your visions?”

“No,” I say quickly. “I don’t know what happened to your shoulder. I could just tell you were lying about it.”

We sit in silence as the waitress wipes down the table next to us. Miles stares into space, deep in his own thoughts. When we’re alone again, he clears his throat as if he’s come to a decision. “My mother had locked herself inside Dad’s office. I had to bust down the door. I damn near broke my shoulder doing it. But I was afraid she was going to . . .”

“Going to what?”

“I was just afraid, that’s all.” He shakes his head, still not meeting my gaze. “I don’t want you to think . . . She’s not a bad mom. It’s just been since my dad died. She can’t—” He closes his eyes and swallows. Takes a deep breath. “She’s having a hard time, that’s all.”

“Can’t someone help?”

His face twists. “Right. What if they send her away? I’ll be eighteen in July, but Sam’s only eight. What’ll happen to him?”

“Do you have other family?”

“Not around here. We have some good friends nearby; Sam’s there now. But . . .” He shrugs. “It’s OK. We’ll be fine.”

“I know.”

“Do you?” he asks, looking up at me. “You saw something else, didn’t you? When we were standing on the street just now, you had another vision. What was it?”

I think back to the vision, how the details have changed for the first time. “I saw that things are different now.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, in the original visions, I kept seeing a gravestone.”

His face goes white. “My brother’s gravestone?”

“I think so. Someone was putting yellow roses on the grave. But after your mother . . .” I clear my throat. “After I stopped the accident today, the vision changed. I saw the cemetery again, only this time the gravestone was gone.”

“Because Sam didn’t d—” He pauses, voice choked. “Because Sam’s OK?”

“It makes sense, right? And now that I prevented the accident, maybe it’s all over. Maybe the visions will stop.”

“But the visions didn’t stop,” Miles says. “You had that vision after the accident.”

“Yeah, but it was different from the others.” I hug his sweatshirt tightly around me, trying to trust the flicker of hope in my gut. “I was drifting in and out of it, and the vision was skipping around. Like it was breaking apart into little pieces.”

He seems unconvinced. “So just the empty graveyard. You didn’t see anything new?”

Smoke in my eyes.

A wall of flames in front of me.

No.

I stopped the accident from happening. I did what I was supposed to do. The visions will stop now.

I shake my head. “It’s over now. I’m sure of it.”






20 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 29
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Things seem to be getting better. For the past two days, my brain has stayed firmly in the now. No more visions of the future, no more lemon-scented mental excursions to creepy graveyards. Then yesterday, Poppy got great news: She was accepted into that Pilchner class at DelphCo. We celebrated all day, making goofy videos of her future Oscar acceptance speech. And tonight, for the first time since I found the mirror safe, I’m finally alone at the shop. I lock the door and flip the sign to CLOSED. It’s time to figure shit out.

I unpack Madame Amalia’s Private Functions shoebox onto the desk. First, I count the money. There’s $7,240 inside the yellow envelope. No receipts, no clues where it came from. Did Madame Amalia and Nate Williams steal this from all the “candidates” they were “assessing”?

Next, the cell phones. I take them out of the shoebox and turn them on, one by one. Eight phones. Seven are unused: no contacts, texts, or calls of any kind. Number eight has a few texts from Nate, all along the lines of: just checking in . . . are you around . . . did you lose your phone? I’ll try your other phone. Madame hadn’t answered the texts because she was in the hospital. That’s when Nate texted her “other” phone and ended up talking to me. Nora’s dead. Tell Melissa to let her rest in peace.

“OK, Otto. Let’s say that Madame and Nate are running some kind of scam, stealing money from people. Then, maybe Nora did something to blow it and somehow wound up dead.”

Otto gives me a look like, Somehow?

“Yes, somehow. I gotta believe it was an accident. Madame covers their tracks and tells Mom not to worry about it. But why would Mom worry about it?”

Pretty sure Otto would shrug if he could.

I pace around the shop. “Flash forward, twelve years later. Mom has some kind of close call in Moss Creek, so we move again, and Madame makes sure her “other work” is well hidden. Then Mom gets a call from Madame’s lawyer, freaks the fuck out, drags me to Delphine, asks if Madame’s accident is really an accident, and spends all her time desperately looking for whatever Madame hid at the shop.”

I go back to the desk and open the bundle of mail that was in the shoebox. It’s all addressed to Chris Kaminski at an address in Swindon, Pennsylvania, but then forwarded to a post office box in West Delphine. I open every single letter. Sue me. It’s all junk, except for one. Apparently, Chris had left a suit at the dry cleaner. If you don’t pick up your suit by the end of the month, it will be donated to charity.

I check the typed list of names on Madame Amalia’s Private Functions list. Chris Kaminski is not on the list. I double-check the Candidate Assessment files. He’s not in there, either.

I set the mail aside and turn to the newspaper clippings. I spread them out on the desk. There are twenty classified ads, all clipped from USA Today, all trying to sell the same car. 2010 Nissan Altima. Low Mileage! Excellent condition!

Madame Amalia’s car. No way she’s been trying to sell the same car for years.

I sort through the ads quickly, putting them in chronological order. The oldest ad is dated January 9, 2015.

2010 Nissan Altima. Low Mileage! Excellent condition! Call Amalia at 555-779-2424.

I check the phone number. It matches the number for the psychic shop—555-PSYCHIC—but with the last two digits reversed. Madame Amalia’s reverse psy-code-ogy.

The next ad has almost the same wording.

2010 Nissan Altima. Low Mileage! Excellent condition! Write to Pat at P.O. Box 3945, Pasadena, CA.

Who would write to a P.O. box if they wanted to buy a car? And why would someone named Pat in Pasadena be trying to sell Madame’s car?

I compare the other ads. In each, the car is the same, but the contact information is different. Call Alex, Maria, Sam. Write to Cory, Nancy, Mia.

Then I find an ad with slightly different wording.

2010 Nissan Altima. Needs some work. For details, call 555-779-2424. Ask for Lee.

Needs some work. So the car was no longer in “excellent condition”?

But after that, it’s back to the same ad as before. Low mileage! Excellent condition! Followed by a string of different contact names, phone numbers, or P.O. boxes.

Then there’s one ad dated six months ago.

2010 Nissan Altima. Needs some work. For details, call 314-555-1996. Ask for Melissa.

My heart trips inside my chest. Mom’s name and phone number, with the last two digits reversed.

I flip to the next clipping, dated two weeks later.

2010 Nissan Altima. Low mileage! Excellent condition! Write to Melissa at P.O. Box 45321, Nash, TX.

We were in Nash right before we came to Delphine.

I put the two Melissa ads side by side.

Needs some work. Ask for Melissa.

Low mileage! Excellent condition! And then Mom’s new address.

A code of some kind. Madame Amalia was trying to communicate with people through classified ads. What were they trying to tell each other? Could needs some work be a signal for Madame to call Melissa? And then what? Mom sends her new address later?

Why?

Wait a minute. The date on the needs some work ad. Holy shit. This ad ran just three days before Mom decided we had to leave Moss Creek and move to Texas.

I sit back in my chair, trying to connect the dots. According to the letter I found on Madame’s laptop, Mom had some kind of close call in Moss Creek. So she puts an ad in USA Today, asking Madame to call her. They talk, and a few days later, we move again—better safe than sorry. Then Mom lets Madame know our new address with another classified ad.

OK, time to back it up to the beginning and try to put it all together.

Mom and Madame Amalia room together in college. Mom (maybe) flunks out, but they keep in touch.

Twelve years ago, something happens and Nora dies. Madame and Mom—and maybe Nate—cover it up. What’s buried will stay buried.

In the meantime, Mom and I become the “Lucky Turners” who get to move around a lot, not because we’re free spirits, and probably not because we’re trying to stay ahead of financial problems either. Mrs. Berger said we were the best tenants she ever had. So maybe we had to keep moving because Mom is hiding from something.

What was the close call Mom had in Moss Creek? Is this all tied together somehow with Madame’s Private Functions scam?

I pull out the typed Private Functions list. I go through the classified ads again, this time cross-referencing the names in the classified ads with the names on the list.

Alex, Maria, Sam.

Check, check, check.

Name after name in the classified ads matches name after name on the Private Functions list. Call Pat, check; write to Nancy, check; call Rosie.

Rosie.

A faint ping sounds in my memory. There’s something about that name.

I get a mental flash of a yellow Post-it note with the name Rosie scribbled on it. I wrote the note because . . .

I jump to my feet and rush out to the showroom.

There, next to the cash register. The note in my handwriting:

Rosie called—wanted to ask about a car for sale?

I remember the woman wanted to speak to Madame Amalia about buying the car. She’d refused to leave her phone number. I actually spoke to Rosie on the phone! If only I’d known all this back then, I could have asked her —

I can ask her now, I realize. I have her phone number right here in the ad.

I hurry back to Madame’s desk, smoothing out the most recent classified ad.

2010 Nissan Altima. Low mileage! Excellent condition! Call Rosie at 575-555-4593 or write P.O. Box 801, Alamogordo, NM 88310.

I pick up the phone, hesitating. What, exactly, should I ask Rosie? Ummm, excuse me, what does the code in USA Today mean? Were you doing some kind of scam with Madame Amalia? Do you know anything about a dead girl named Nora?

Yeah, no.

But I could do it like a psychic reading. Throw out my best ambiguous guess and then let Rosie fill in the missing information.

I’ll use one of the black cell phones. They’re probably untraceable. I mean, that’s why Madame would be using them, right? I won’t give my real name. And, if at any point I don’t like the way the conversation is going, I can just hang up.

I dial the number for Rosie quickly, before I can change my mind. I hear a tone and then a recorded voice. Your call cannot be completed as dialed. Please check the number and try again.

I dial twice more and get the same message before I remember. Reverse psych-code-ogy.

I dial again, this time reversing the last two digits in Rosie’s phone number.

The phone rings. A woman picks up.

“Hello?”

“Hi. May I speak with Rosie?”

“Where did you get this number?”

“From your ad.”

“But that was . . .” Her voice trembles. “Who is this?”

For a second my brain freezes. I’m not giving my name. Not Madame’s either. Definitely not my mother’s. My eyes land on the pile of forwarded mail. The letter from the dry cleaner.

“This is Chris Kaminski,” I say, trying to sound confident. “You left a suit at the dry cleaner.”

It’s silent for a long time. Then she whispers, “Who the hell is this?”

“Chris Kamin—”

She hangs up before I can finish.

I look at the phone. At all of the papers strewn across Madame’s desk.

I hit redial. Nobody picks up.

I try again. Nothing.

I try a third time, this time using one of the other black cell phones. Maybe if she thinks it’s somebody else calling . . .

But Rosie doesn’t answer.

OK, if Rosie won’t talk, maybe someone else will. I sort through the classified ads again, finding four other ads that include phone numbers. I call them all, one by one.

Three of the numbers are disconnected. The fourth rings and rings and rings.

I rub my eyes, thinking. There’s one more person I can try to call. Rosie had freaked out when I said Chris Kaminski was calling. Would Chris Kaminski have the same reaction to hearing Rosie’s name? I look up Chris Kaminski’s number, using the address on the letter from the dry cleaner.

A guy answers the phone. “Joe here.”

“Is Chris Kaminski there?” I ask.

“Who wants to know?”

“Rosie.”

The name doesn’t seem to mean anything to him. “What do you want?” he demands. He sounds pissed.

“I’m, umm, from the dry cleaners. Chris left a suit here.”

“Bullshit!” he growls. “I picked that suit up last week. Who is this? You’re not from the dry cleaner.”

“I’m calling on behalf of Nora,” I say.

“Who the hell is Nora?”

“Nora needs to speak with Chris.”

“Get in line,” he barks. “Do you know where Chris is at?”

When I don’t answer, he swears again. “You know what, I could care less if Chris disappears from the face of the earth.” He spits the word earth out of his mouth like it’s literally dirt. “But I want my money back. You tell Chris I want my fucking money back.”

I kill the call. Even though I called from an untraceable cell, my hand is shaking.

$7,240. Did Madame steal it from this guy Joe?

The shop is silent. The whole world is silent. Even the clock seems to stop ticking.

Oh, shit . . . it’s eight o’clock. Mom will be home soon.

I look at the stuff strewn across Madame’s desk. Do I ask Mom about it?

She’s involved somehow. Madame might be the one placing coded ads and arranging private functions, but Mom is the one who’s on the run.

Her name is on these classified ads; she can’t deny that. But she can lie her ass off. And then she can take all this shit away, move us to West Bumblefuck, and pretend that everything is fine, fine, fine.

And I’ll never know the truth.

I can’t think.

I have to think.

“I need more time,” I whisper. I gotta figure out how to ask her. How to make it so she can’t lie to me again.

Carefully, I put everything back inside the shoebox and open the mirror safe. No. I can’t put it there. Mom is still searching. If I found the mirror safe, she could find it, too. I take the shoebox to the far side of the stockroom, where Mom has stacked all the boxes she’s already “organized” for Madame Amalia. I tuck the shoebox inside the box marked HEADS & OTHER STUFF. Then I stack two other boxes on top. She’ll never look there again.

I curl up on the bed. My skin is hot, my stomach shaky. I hug my pillow to my gut. My cheeks are wet with silent tears.

Sometime later, I hear a car pull up. The front door opens, alert bells jingling softly. But my mother doesn’t call out to me. It’s dead silent.

What if it’s not Mom?

Don’t be ridiculous. The door was locked. Who else could it be?

I tiptoe across the stockroom. I crack the door open and peek out. My mother is standing in the middle of the shop, her shoulders shaking. The scars on her forehead are ghostly white, and there are tears streaming down her face.

My heart drops. “Mom, what’s wrong?”

“She’s gone, Kess. Ammy is dead.”






17 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 2
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


The last time I saw my mother cry was the day she told me that my father left. I used to think that my father stole all her tears, because no matter how many jobs she lost, or how many apartments we got kicked out of, or how many times life punched her in the throat, Mom never managed to squeeze out another tear.

She was a mess, though, those first few nights after Madame died, like all the saved-up tears finally exploded. In the mornings, she’d put her game face back on and spend the days huddled up with Sue Chun. But at night, when she thought I was asleep, I could hear her out in the Reading Room, waging war against those gasping, choking sobs, the ones you try to swallow so that nobody will hear.

I’d been awake every night, too. Worrying about Mom, but also replaying those hours in the hospital over and over. How I held Madame Amalia’s hand. How I was the last person she ever spoke to. How her last words were: Protect Kess. I’ll never know what she meant by that. Just like I’ll never be able to fathom how someone can be alive one minute and then gone forever the next, taking all their secrets with them.

But those weren’t the only questions that kept me awake during those dark nights. How much does Mom know about Madame’s secrets? Does her death change anything? Whatever mistake Mom made, whatever happened with Nora, it’s all in the past now. I’ve been asking and asking, and not a soul around here has even heard of Nora. Twelve years is a long time. They covered their tracks. What’s buried has stayed buried.

And whatever scam Madame Amalia was still running with the private functions, Mom wasn’t even here. There’s no evidence it’s related to Nora either. Nora’s name isn’t in any of the files, or the Private Functions list, or anywhere else. And now that Madame is dead, maybe all that stuff could be buried with her. We could throw away the black cell phones, the classified ads, the forwarded mail. We could shred all the files. And I could send one last text to Nate Williams, Consultant. Madame Amalia is dead. No more private functions. This phone is out of service.

Mom and I could rent a cheap apartment here in Delphine. Mom could work for Sue Chun. I could go to school, play field hockey, hang out with Poppy and Miles.

I could have a normal life now.

•

On the morning of Madame’s funeral, I see the wreckage of all those sleepless nights on Mom’s face. She looks way too skinny in the black dress she borrowed from Sue.

She checks her watch. “What time is Poppy picking you up?”

“Half hour,” I say. “You sure I can’t come to the funeral? I feel like I should be there with you.”

“It’s going to be a very small service. You go have fun with your friends.” She forces a smile. “I’m fine, really.”

“Are you, though?” I whisper.

Mom folds me into a tight hug. “Everything’s going to be OK. Sue said we can stay here at the shop for a few more weeks. I’ll finish cleaning things out, and then we’ll move on. I’m thinking Jacksonville, someplace warm. This cold weather is horrible, right?”

I shake my head. “It’s not so bad. Did you ever think that maybe we could stay? I mean, you have a good job. You and Sue are friends; she’s not gonna fire you. Maybe the new owner of the shop would even hire me.”

“I’m sorry, honey, but we just can’t afford it. We’ll have to move out of the shop, and my job with Sue’s client is finishing up soon.” She tucks my hair behind my ear. “It’ll be OK, though. The next place will be better. You’ll see.”

The next place. Or the next. Or the one after that.

I can’t do it. I can’t face another Day One in Jacksonville or anywhere else. I can’t move on from Life Number 11 to Life Number 12 to Life Number Whatever, always trying to figure out who I’m supposed to be this time around. I can’t wake up every morning wondering when we’re going to leave again.

It will never end. Not unless I do something. I need to know why we’re running. I need to know if we can stay.

I am not done with this life.






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


“Tell me again why we’re hiding in a cemetery?” Poppy stomps her feet to try to keep warm.

“My mom didn’t want me to come, but I wanna pay my respects.” I shiver, and not just from the cold.

Surrounded by all the gravestones, I feel like I’m standing inside my vision. I keep waiting for a bearded head to float in the sky above me, or for someone to call out and warn me that I dropped my toe.

Last week, I was convinced the black gravestone in my vision was Sam Macklin’s. But now? Maybe it was Madame Amalia’s all along.

“Here’s a good one.” Poppy points at a gravestone. “Dick Johnson. Died from a Viagra overdose. His wife took it very hard.”

“What?”

Poppy turns red. “Sorry, bad joke. Graveyards make me nervous.”

She does look sketched out. And maybe a little bit frozen, too.

“I’m sorry. I thought they’d be here by now,” I say. “I don’t know what’s taking so long.”

“If there’s a church service, it can take forever,” Poppy says. “After the final amen, all the cars have to line up for the procession to the cemetery. They might even make a stop on the way. When my gramma died, we drove past her house first, and my mom left flowers on the front stoop.”

“Your gramma died? I’m sorry.”

“Long time ago,” she says, “but I still miss her.”

I wonder what it would be like to have a grandmother. Mom’s parents died before I was even born. The closest I ever got was in Moss Creek when Mrs. Berger told me I reminded her of her granddaughter.

“What was she like?” I ask.

“She was amazing. Super smart and funny as shit. We used to watch all these old movies together and analyze them. In another life, I think she would have been a movie director.” Poppy is quiet for a few minutes, as if she’s replaying those old movies in her mind. Finally, she says, “I could tell Gramma anything. She really listened, without judging. And she never once compared me to my sister.”

Poppy looks out across the rows of gravestones. I realize her gramma might be buried in this cemetery. I wonder if it’s hard for Poppy to be here.

“I’m sorry I dragged you along,” I say. “If you want to go, I can find my way home later.”

She shakes her head. “I got your back, Kess. That’s what best friends are for.”

Best friends? Other than Sadie Sykes-Brown, nobody has ever called me that. Is Poppy my friend now? My best friend?

I look around. We’re huddled in the middle of a graveyard, toes frozen solid, noses running nonstop, the cold cutting right through us. Is there anyone else in this world who would be here with me right now?

Is there anyone else I’d want here with me?

Poppy shrugs awkwardly. “Is that too much? Other than my gramma, I never really had a best friend before.”

I clear my throat and tell her the smallest slice of truth. “Me neither.”

“Really? I figured you did.”

“Well, I thought this girl was my best friend, but . . .” I swallow back the sharp stab of Sadie’s betrayal, that taste of humiliation when I saw the looks on my teammates’ faces. Poor Kess. “She told everyone my secrets.”

“That’s a total dick move,” Poppy says. “I would never do that.”

“Me neither.”

“Right? Best friends keep each other’s secrets,” Poppy says. “Plus they tell each other everything.”

My stomach squirms. I haven’t even told Poppy what we’re really doing in this graveyard.

“For example,” Poppy says, “do you want to know why Megan Balderon hates me so much?”

“Only if you want to tell me.”

“Everyone else knows. You should, too.” She pushes her hands deep into her pockets and hunches her shoulders. “Back when we were in junior high, my father was screwing around with Megan’s mother.”

“Screwing around, as in . . .”

“Yup. They were having an affair.”

“Holy shit.” I think about the argument I overheard between Poppy’s parents. How her mother accused her father of playing around again.

Poppy kicks at the ground. “It gets even worse. Mrs. Balderon was the assistant principal, and my mom was head of the school board.” She breathes out a bitter laugh. “It wasn’t a fair fight. You do not want to mess with my mom. She’s . . .”

“A lot.”

“Yeah. That’s one way of putting it.” She shakes her head. “So when she found out, my mom decided not to leave my father. Instead, she got Mrs. Balderon fired.”

“Holy shit,” I say again.

“The kicker? Everyone loved Mrs. Balderon. The teachers, the parents, the other students. But my mom? Not so much. Therefore, by transitive property . . .” She makes a motion like a rock rolling downhill. “Everyone now hates me.”

“Not everyone,” I say, softly. “I got your back, Poppy.”

She closes her eyes and nods. Her voice is so soft, I almost don’t hear it.

“Thank you.”

•

Twenty minutes later, I see a line of cars pulling in near the open gravesite. “Here they come now.”

We move a little closer and hide behind some pine trees, watching a small group of people walk across the lawn. I feel a prickling at the back of my neck. Scenes from my vision—the sky getting darker, a deep fog moving in—threaten to invade reality. I shake myself.

Focus, Kess. This is not a vision you’re seeing. This is the real thing.

“Is that your Mom in the big hat and sunglasses?” Poppy whispers. “She looks like one of those gangster wives in the movies.”

“Shhh.”

There are about a dozen people gathered around the grave. I can make out my mother, Sue Chun, the postman, a few people that I’ve seen around town. None of them are wearing a bloody LATE GAL sweatshirt, and none of them are holding yellow roses. We’re too far away to check for scars on their wrists. If I could just catch that moment—the scarred wrist laying the flowers on the grave—I’ll know that this is what I’ve been seeing all along.

I’ll know it’s over for sure.

“We need to get closer. Let’s circle around back.”

I lead Poppy through a wooded area, hoping that my fugly green coat will blend in with the pine trees. We get close enough to pick up a few words that the priest is saying, something about Amalia’s difficult childhood, about her kindness and humor. Her casket is sitting on top of a metal frame over the open grave. Next to it, a tarp covers the mound of dirt.

“They do that so people don’t get upset,” Poppy whispers. “Like if they can’t see the dirt, they’ll forget someone is being buried.”

“Where’s the gravestone?” I whisper.

“You don’t get one right away. They have to engrave the name and dates and all that. It took a few months before my gramma’s was ready.”

I squint, but I can’t see scars on anybody’s wrists. The longer I stand here, the less it seems like my vision. Maybe I have to come back when the gravestone is ready. Maybe that’s when the yellow roses appear.

After the last “amen,” when people start dropping flowers onto the casket—white carnations, not yellow roses—I turn to go.

“Let’s get out of here.”

As we make our way across the frozen grass, I feel a hand land on my shoulder.

“Kess?”

I spin around, my heart in my mouth.

“Whoa, take it easy,” Sue Chun says. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” I press my palm against my chest. “You just surprised me is all.”

“I’m surprised to see you, too,” Sue says. “Your mom said you weren’t coming.”

Poppy gives me a questioning look.

“I’ll meet you at the car,” I tell Poppy. Then I ask Sue, “Where’s Mom?”

“Settling things with the funeral director,” Sue says. “Your mom tells me that you guys will stay for another few weeks. By then, we’ll have the ball rolling enough that we can do the rest of the paperwork by mail. It’s a shame, though. I feel like your mom and I have become friends, and I would really love for you guys to stay.”

“Me, too. But she says we can’t afford it.”

Sue shrugs. “It’ll be tight until the estate settles. But after you inherit? I mean, it won’t be much, but it’s enough to give you a fresh start, right? Whether your mom decides to sell the shop or keep it.”

My brain seems to shift into slow motion as I struggle to make sense of her words.

“What are you talking about?”

“Madame Amalia’s will. Your mother is the sole heir. Didn’t she tell you?”






15 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS FRIDAY, DECEMBER 4
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


I ring up a few candles and a crystal necklace, then tell the last customer of the day to have a good one. I flip the shop sign to CLOSED. Mom’s back in the stockroom, getting ready for work. I know I have to confront her, but I’ve been trying to figure out how. With Madame gone, Mom could pull the plug on Delphine at any minute, load up the station wagon, and we’d be gone. Then I’ll never know the truth. Because the truth is here somewhere.

Silently, I practice my opening lines. I know Madame was hiding something. No . . . I know you’re hiding something. No . . . I know—

I’m saved by a ping from Madame Amalia’s laptop. Two new emails from Stanwick College alumni.

First, a reply from Yvette Doss.


Dear Amalia,




Thanks so much for offering to track down the
reunion RSVPs, but I’ve got an auto email reminder
scheduled to go out to the full class list next week.
Easy peasy! Are you coming?? I don’t see your
RSVP yet!!




Best,

Yvette



Damn. She didn’t send the class list. It would be easier to confront Mom if I had more info about Nora. Her full name would have been a good start.

I open the next email. From a James Doyle.


Amalia—




Is that really you? You fall off the face of the earth for a decade and then this email? That’s weird, even for you. When did you start caring about things like college reunions? I thought you were a certified hermit. Anyway, your email got stuck in my spam, so I’m just getting to it now. Never heard of Melissa Turner. By the way, I almost called you a few months back. Weird coincidence. I’ll tell you all about it. I’m off to a business trip for a few weeks, but let’s catch up when I get back. I promise not to dwell on sad memories.




James



Finally, someone who really knows Madame Amalia. I wonder what kind of sad memories he has. Maybe he knows Nora and is sad that she died. Or maybe he’s just Madame Amalia’s ex-boyfriend and he’s sad about their bad breakup. I email back.


Hi James—




Great to hear from you! I was having a brain fart about Melissa Turner. I went to summer camp with her, not college. Anyway, all this reunion stuff got me thinking about Nora. Do you ever think about her?

Hope you have been well!




Best,

Ammy








CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Mom gives me a quick hug on her way out. “I’m off to work. Who did you say you were going out with?”

“Poppy.”

“OK, be careful.”

“Mom, it’s just the movies.”

Technically, that’s not a lie. I am going to the movies with Poppy, it’s just that Miles and Tyson are coming, too. Chocolate Galaxy, the new Pilchner movie that Poppy and Tyson are so pumped to see. It’s some artsy flick about a juggler and a priest. Not my kind of thing, but I don’t care. I just need to get out.

I don’t have a ton of clothes, but I try them all on, finally settling on a pair of jeans and a white sweater. I’m just finishing my makeup when Poppy calls to say she can’t come.

“Tyson flaked. Claims he has a family dinner. Who does family dinners the week after Thanksgiving?”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “That sucks.”

“Whatever. I’m in no mood for it anyway. It’s been a pretty crappy day here.”

“Your mom?”

“My dad. He’s such a freaking . . . People suck sometimes, you know?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Anyways, I’ll probably shoot some video of my mom and dad fighting. I think I’ll splice it with war movie clips, soundtrack it with “Can You Feel the Love Tonight” from The Lion King. By the time my film class starts this summer, Pilchner will be asking for my autograph. So . . . are you ready? Miles should be there any minute.”

“I thought you said we aren’t going.”

She laughs. “I said me and Tyson aren’t going. You’re gonna have Miles Macklin all to yourself.”

A car pulls up outside.

“Have fun, Kess.”

“Wait, does he know you’re not . . .”

But Poppy’s hung up.

OK. Miles and me going to the movies alone? Feels like a date. Will he still want to go? What if he doesn’t?

I smooth my hair. Check my teeth. Pop a breath mint, then hurry to open the front door.

“Hey,” Miles says. He looks adorable in dark jeans, a white tee, and a soft flannel the same deep blue as his eyes. “You ready to check out some juggling bishops? Poppy and Tyson swear this movie is gonna blow our minds.”

“Yeah, about that. Poppy just called. Apparently neither of them can come anymore. Do you still wanna go?” I hold my breath.

“I was looking forward to having my mind blown,” he says. “I’m still in, if you are.”

My stomach does a weird little leap. “Sounds good. Let’s go see the holy jugglers.”

I hate to do it, but I give him back the hoodie and socks I borrowed, all washed and folded. He holds the car door open for me, like we’re officially on a date. When I slide in, my shoulder brushes against his chest. He smells really good, a kind of woodsy, spicy, clean mix. If I ever figure out what kind of soap he uses, I’ll buy a bar and sleep with it under my pillow.

Once he pulls out of the driveway, he doesn’t waste any time on small talk. “I was going to call you, but I know you’ve been busy with Madame Amalia’s funeral. You OK?”

“I’m OK. I didn’t really know her, but it’s been tough on my mom.”

“What about your other stuff?” he asks. “Any more visions or headaches?”

“No visions since that last one,” I say. I don’t tell him about the tenseness at the back of my neck or the fact that the shop might have smelled like lemons this morning. No. That must have been Mom’s cleaning supplies or a stray candle. I knock on my head. “Head feels good. The visions are done.”

He nods. “That’s a relief.”

“What about you?” I ask. “How’s your brother doing?”

“Sam’s great. He’s been helping me fix up the garage.”

“How ’bout your mom?”

“She’s OK, I guess.” He’s quiet for a minute and then makes a face. “Actually, she’s not. She’s always bad around the holidays, and after the near miss with Sam, she’s even worse. It’s been pretty rough.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault,” he says, quickly, like he’s said it a million times before.

Now I’m sorry for saying sorry. What am I apologizing for? I’m sorry your dad is dead? I’m sorry your mom is a drunk?

“Don’t worry about it,” he adds, like he can read my mind. “There’s really nothing you can say. We’ll be fine.”

“You’re fine, I’m fine, we’re all fine?”

He sighs. “It’s just easier to say that, right? I mean, I know people are just trying to be nice, but it’s like whenever someone talks about my dad, it’s just one cliché after another. You know, he’s in a better place. Or, time heals all wounds.”

“Everything happens for a reason,” I say.

“What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” he counters.

“It’s always darkest before the dawn.”

“Don’t cry over spilled milk.”

“Somebody really said that?”

He laughs. “I cut them off before we get that far down the cliché list. Actually, I never talk about my father.”

“You’re talking about him now.”

“Funny how that happens with you.”

It’s quiet for a few minutes, but not an awkward quiet. Then he says, “You know, if you don’t mind, we’re really early for the movie. There’s something I gotta do for my mom. It won’t take long.”

“Sure,” I say.

We turn down a narrow road, then drive under a stone arch and past a big sign: SKYE GATE LAKE. He follows the road through the woods, and when we come around the corner, the lake stretches out in front of us, its frozen water reflecting the enormous black sky. The lake looks much bigger from the ground level than it does from up on the ridge, where I sit after my runs trying to convince the gray dog to follow me home. Miles drives halfway around the lake, pulling into a parking lot on the other side.

“It’s just up there, on the left,” he says, getting out of the car.

There’s an old wooden structure rising about fifty feet in the air, like a giant tree fort. A long set of steps goes up to a shack at the top, where an icy concrete chute swoops down and across the lake.

“That’s a toboggan chute, isn’t it?” I ask.

“Yeah, everyone calls it Chutezilla. They used to open it up for rides during the Winter Carnival. But that’s not why we’re here.” He points. “Look behind it. Back there in the trees, and then up.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“Nobody sees it at first,” Miles says. “Look again.”

I squint, and suddenly I see it. There’s a small billboard set among the trees, but it’s painted to look exactly like the trees around it so that it blends in perfectly. “Holy crap; it’s almost like it’s invisible!”

Miles pops the car trunk and takes out a backpack and a small can of paint. “You coming?”

“Wait, what are we doing?”

“I’ve gotta touch up a few spots.”

He starts walking through the woods. I hurry to catch up. “You painted this?”

“My father did,” he says. “He hated billboards, called them the junk mail of the highway. But he had this big idea: He was gonna rent out a bunch of billboards and then paint them all invisible. To make a statement, you know? He thought if he could get publicity, he might get the township to ban billboards altogether.”

“Cool idea,” I say.

“I don’t know about that.” He frowns. “This was his first one, a test case. But just when he was about to roll out his big plan, he died. Two years later, my mother still begs me to touch it up, and for what?”

“I guess she wants to make sure your father’s vision lives on?”

“His vision? It’s invisible. Nobody even sees it.”

“So, why are you—”

“It makes Mom happy. Not much else does these days.” We walk around to the back of the billboard. There’s a ladder that leads to a platform above. “Hope you’re not afraid of heights. Just hold tight; the steps might be slippery from the snow.”

“Wait! What are you doing?”

But he just starts climbing the ladder. He’s almost to the top when I finally follow. He grabs my hand and pulls me up. “Don’t worry, it’s pretty safe.”

I follow him around a catwalk to the front of the billboard. The sign is about eight feet high and twenty feet long. From this close, the painted tree branches look like they’re ancient creatures from a magic forest.

“It’s amazing,” I whisper.

“It’s pointless, but my mother needs it.” He squats and starts unpacking paintbrushes from his backpack. “Ever since Dad died, she’s been trying to keep everything the same, like he never left. I come here to touch up the paint, and then she drives past and pretends that my father did it. That’s what kills me the most. She’s always pretending he’s just about to come home. His clothes are still in the closet. The fridge is still full of his favorite foods. It’s like the whole house is stuck in a time warp. You were there: Did you see his office?”

I sit down next to him. “The room with all the photos in it?”

“Every week, she puts up another friggin’ photo. Same picture, every time. She took it just a few minutes before he died.” He pauses for a second. “He was on his way to the store to get a watermelon for dessert. He got about a mile down the road, and his aorta ruptured. Out of the blue.” Miles makes a motion like something exploding in his chest. “He never came home.”

He stares at me, his eyes overly bright. “A fucking watermelon.”

“I’m . . .”

“Sorry?”

I just touch his leg. He looks out across the trees, like he’s searching for something. Behind me, the wind squeezes itself through the tree branches. The car looks cold and lonely parked in the lot below.

“I used to love watermelon.” His voice is like sandpaper.

Then he shakes his head and mixes the paint. He starts touching up some tree branches, but then suddenly stops, the brush still crushed up against the billboard. The black paint drips down in long streaks.

“This is so fucking ridiculous,” he says. “What’s the point of making a billboard disappear? Poof, gone. Like it was never even here.”

I don’t know what to say. I’m the last person to hand out bullshit clichés to make him feel better. Not when my whole life feels like a series of invisible billboards. Every time Mom and I move, it’s like dying. Only nobody remembers us when we’re gone.

He takes a deep breath. And another. “Do you think I’ll always feel this way?”

“I don’t know.”

“Because that’s what scares me the most. What if I stop feeling this way?” His voice catches in his throat. “I’m afraid I’m gonna forget him. And then he’ll really be gone.”

“You won’t forget him.”

“Sometimes . . .” He swallows. Takes a long, shaky breath. “Sometimes I have trouble remembering what he looked like. All I can see is that photo, with the blue shirt, and one leg inside the car, with him just about to leave. And I think about us on the other side of that photo, me and Sam and Mom, doing whatever we were doing when my father left. And we’re still here, doing whatever we’re doing. And the world keeps on spinning, and Sam keeps on growing up, and my Mom keeps on drinking, and all of us keep on breaking. Someday, there’ll be nothing left but three wasted people, that damn photo, and this fucking billboard.”

He looks completely wrecked, his eyes full of aching, raw need.

When I speak, my voice echoes across the lake. “Then don’t paint this anymore. Paint what you feel.”

For a minute, it looks like he’s gonna tear the billboard down with his bare hands. But then he slashes a giant X across the sign. Then another X, and another, and another, until a black void grows in the middle of the billboard.

He grabs my hands and pulls me to my feet. “This is how I feel.” He lets out a deep sigh and rests his forehead against mine. “You understand, don’t you?”

It’s like he reached inside my gut and spilled my own darkness across the sign. I don’t even recognize my voice when I speak.

“My father left us when I was four,” I say. “Didn’t even say goodbye. Apparently he never wanted me in the first place. But my father chose to leave. Your father would have stayed if he could. This—” I point at the billboard. “Your father was not invisible. He made a mark on you, and I’m not talking about that hole. I’m talking about everything else, your entire life together. The way he loved you. The person you are. Your father made a mark on you.”

“Hey,” Miles says softly. He brushes a tear from my cheek. “Your father made a mark on you, too.”

He pulls me close, burying my face into his neck, crushing me against him. So close that it feels like he draws air into his lungs, and I exhale it through mine. So close that his heart beats inside my chest, and my blood hums through his veins. When he finally lifts his face to look at me, I can’t tell if his tears are on my cheeks or if my tears are on his. He grabs both sides of my face and wipes the dampness away with his thumbs.

“Are we really OK, Kess?”

From below us comes the single, piercing blip of a siren. A bright white spotlight pins us in place, and a loud voice comes through a megaphone.

“This is the Delphine Police Department! Come down from there immediately!”






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


The back seat of the cop car smells like the inside of a dirty microwave. Miles climbs in beside me and pulls the door shut behind him.

“I know this cop; I played football with his kid in middle school. I explained that my dad was renting the billboard from the Skye Gate owners, but he’s calling my mom to make sure I’m telling the truth. I just hope she’s sober enough to make sense.” Miles slips his hand into mine and gives it a quick squeeze.

What if Mrs. Macklin is drunk? What if the cop calls my mother next? We keep to ourselves, Kess. We don’t make waves. We don’t get freaking arrested.

“Don’t worry,” Miles says. “He basically told me that he’s gonna let us go. As long as my mom doesn’t . . .”

The cop opens the door and sticks his head inside. “Your mother said you’re good. Even so, you can’t be up there painting without the proper safety equipment. I’m going to let you go with a warning this time, Miles. You too, miss, but first, I’ll need to speak with your parents.”

“My parents? Why?”

“She didn’t have anything to do with it,” Miles says. “It was my idea.”

The cop sighs, like he’s heard the same story a million times. “You’re both underage, so I have to talk to both sets of parents. I could bring you down to the station and have your parents pick you up there, miss, but I think it might be easier if I just have a word with them on the phone. Your choice.”

“My mother’s at work. She won’t get off for another two hours. Can’t Miles just drive me home?”

“What about your father?”

I shake my head. If only the ground would open up and swallow me whole. “Never mind. I’ll call my mom.”

I dial and listen while it rings in some office my mother is cleaning. Miles presses his leg against mine.

She answers on the fourth ring, totally out of breath. “Kess? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Don’t flip out, but there’s a cop here who wants to talk to you.”

A few minutes later, the cop hands the phone back to me. “Miss? Your mother wants a word with you.”

“Mom?”

“Stay put. I’m coming to get you.” Her voice is like acid.

“You don’t have to. Miles can drop me at home.”

“Don’t you dare get in the car with that boy.”

“Mom, I’m—”

“Not another word, Kess.” She ends the call.

“She wants to pick me up,” I tell Miles. “You should go.”

“I’ll stay.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’ll stay.”

I sink my head to my lap and wish I could just disappear. Miles’s hand is on my back, a warm weight that helps hold me in place.

When my mother finally gets here, she won’t even look at Miles. She stands under the billboard, the lights from the cop car washing her face blue. “Get in the car.”

I make a motion to introduce Miles, but she cuts me off. “I said get in.”

She nods at the cop, stalks around to the driver’s side, and slams the door shut behind her. She pulls out before I even have a chance to snap my seat belt.

I lose sight of Miles in the rearview quickly as Mom takes the turns out of Skye Gate way too fast. Finally, I clear my throat. “Mom, I’m sorry. This was all a big misunderstanding.”

“Didn’t you tell me that you were going to the movies with Poppy?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then there was no misunderstanding.”

“Poppy was sick.”

“So you decided to vandalize a billboard with some punk instead?”

“He’s not a punk.”

“Just because he’s handsome doesn’t mean he’s good, Kess.” Her jaw is tight, the scars on her forehead pulsing with her heartbeat. The speedometer creeps higher.

“Mom, slow down. You’re driving too fast.”

“Don’t you dare preach safety to me. What in the world were you doing up there? You could have killed yourself.”

“It was totally safe. Miles said—”

“You’re never seeing him again.” She says it like it’s an absolute fact, like the color of the sky or the certainty of death.

“Mom, you’re overreacting. You don’t even know Miles.”

“And you do?”

“Yes.”

She strangles a laugh. “Just because you’ve hung out with a boy for a few weeks . . . you think you know him, but you don’t. Believe me, you don’t.”

“I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

She yanks the car around a corner, barely slowing down. “You lied to me, Kess.”

She says it with a straight face, like all she has ever told me was the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.

“Seriously? You’re gonna lecture me about lies?” The words steam out of me, white hot. “You’ve been lying to me my whole damn life.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You lied to me about college, about Madame Amalia, about Moss Creek, about what you’ve been searching for in the psychic shop. Should I go on?”

Finally, the car slows down. She looks at me, shock on her face. And something else, too.

Fear.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice trails off.

“I’m not one of your suckers to be played, Mom. We’re supposed to be in this together.”

She coasts to a stop in our driveway. She puts the car in park. “We are together.”

We sit in complete silence, barely breathing. I don’t know if she’s trying to figure out a new lie or how to finally tell me the truth. I wait her out.

Finally, “You’re right. I shouldn’t have lied about college like that. And Ammy was . . . in some trouble.” Her voice drops to a whisper, eyes staring straight ahead at something I can’t see. Then she shakes herself out of it. “But it doesn’t matter anymore. Ammy’s gone now. And none of this has anything to do with you.”

My frustration bubbles over. “Right. It’s got nothing to do with me, but I’m still the ‘Lucky One,’ the one who always has to go wherever I’m told, even though you never tell me why.”

“Kess, listen—”

“No, you listen. Whatever scam Madame Amalia was doing here”—she gives me a sharp look, but I keep going—“it’s over now. Don’t you see? Things can be normal now.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m talking about staying.”

She shuts me down hard. “Absolutely not!! We don’t want to stay here, Kess. Trust me.”

“How about you trust me for once and tell me why,” I snap.

She rounds on me. “You think this is easy? Being a single mom? Always worrying about how we’re going to make it? Always worrying—”

“I can help if you let me.”

“—about late bills and creditors and evictions?”

“Bullshit!” I say. “I know we weren’t evicted from Moss Creek.”

“That’s enough!” Her voice is trembling. She wants me to think it’s anger, but it’s not. “How exactly do you think you can help, Kess? You think it helps when I have to leave work because a cop is calling me?”

She leans over and pushes my door open. “We’re done here. I have to go back to work, and you need to go to bed. We’re leaving Delphine as soon as possible. In the meantime, you’re grounded.”

The door hangs open. She stares straight ahead, avoiding my gaze.

“Sue told me,” I shout. “Madame Amalia left everything to you. We don’t really have to leave.”

It’s an eternity before Mom speaks. “There’s nothing for us here, Kess.”

“How can you say that?” My voice is so twisted, I don’t even sound like myself. “We have a business, a place to live, a computer, a second car if we fix it up.”

I have friends here.

She won’t even look at me. “We’re not staying. End of story.”

“I can’t live like this anymore.” I unbuckle my seat belt and climb out of the car. “Soon as I turn eighteen, I’m done.” I slam the door and walk toward the shop.

She calls my name—twice—but I just keep walking.

As I’m unlocking the shop door, I hear a sound behind me. A soft bark.

I spin around. The gray dog stands in the glare of my mother’s headlights.

Mom blasts her horn. “Get out of here. Git!”

“No, wait!” I shout. “Stay!”

But the dog turns and runs, disappearing into the night.






14 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SATURDAY, DECEMBER 5
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Mom moves the timetable up. We’re leaving Delphine in less than two weeks, and there’s nothing I can do about it. She won’t consider staying at the shop, and if I refuse to leave with her, I have no place else to go, even if I got up the courage to ask. Miles’s mother is in no shape to take me in, and Poppy’s mom would never even consider it.

Mom and I barely say a word to each other at breakfast. But there’s plenty of unspoken conversation in the empty silences between doors that are shut too hard, food that’s chewed too loudly, and the thousands of times my mother clears her throat but never says a word. She doesn’t even have the balls to call me out when I walk toward the door, casually informing her that I’m going to the football game. Grounded for my last few days in Delphine? Yeah, I don’t think so. I might have no control over where we move or how many lies she tells me, but I’m damn well gonna have a good time before I leave Delphine.

It’s the last football game of the year, so the place is a zoo. From across the field, I see Poppy sitting in the bleachers with the rest of the field hockey girls. They’re all cheering and laughing, doing some elaborate arm-in-arm wave.

It reminds me of the way Sadie Sykes-Brown used to get the whole team fired up back in Moss Creek. Whatever we did, we did it together, like we were on a mission.

I close my eyes and remember Sadie’s last mission. The pity on their faces as they said goodbye to me.

Poor Kess. We took up a collection.

Do they even miss me?

Will Poppy miss me?

Suddenly, I don’t want to be here. I turn to leave, but Poppy sees me and waves frantically. “Kess! Kess!”

She keeps waving until I make my way over.

“What took you so long? This game is awesome. Miles and Tyson are crushing it.” She slides down to make space for me next to her. “Hey, you OK? You look like you wanna punch the whole world in the face.”

For a second, I want to tell her everything. About Mom’s lies. About the money, the cell phones, dead Nora. But then I imagine the look on her face.

Poor Kess.

Fuck that.

I’m not going out with a pity party. After I leave Delphine, people are gonna be like, Remember Kess Turner? She was freaking awesome. I wish she never left.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Never been better.”

After the game, everyone hangs in the bleachers, waiting for the team to come out and celebrate the win. Miles makes a beeline straight for me. He sits close enough that I can smell the shampoo in his hair. “I thought you were grounded,” he says. “Your mom was so pissed last night.”

Funny thing about anger. It goes both ways.

“It’s all good,” I say through tight lips. “I can do whatever I want now.”

I don’t hear what Miles says next because Eddie Garrow sprints into the bleachers, getting the whole crowd worked up into a We’re Number One chant. Then he lays a long, wet porno kiss on Megan.

Poppy pretends like she’s gonna puke, which isn’t too far off how Megan actually looks when Eddie finally lets her come up for air.

“What’s with Megan?” I whisper.

She looks totally stressed, her face dead pale.

“Trouble in paradise,” Poppy says.

“Yo! Listen up, listen up,” Eddie shouts. “On Saturday, me and Megs are throwing the biggest party in Delphine history!”

“Eddie, wait,” Megan says, but he ignores her.

“The theme is Black Out. Everyone has to wear black—and I mean all black, every stitch inside and out. Ladies, if you don’t have black panties, you better go commando. We’ll be checking. Right, Megs?”

He tries to shove his hand down Megan’s pants, but she slaps it away. “Eddie, stop. I gotta talk to you.”

“Where’s the party?” Tyson asks.

“At Megan’s house,” Eddie says.

“Yeah, about that,” Megan says. “I can’t host anymore.”

Eddie’s face goes purple. “Why the hell not?”

Something passes between them, some subtext I don’t quite get. Then Megan says, “My mother’s still pissed at me for cheating on that Trig test.”

“That’s bullshit,” Eddie explodes. “I’ve been planning this party for weeks. You should’ve told me!”

Megan seems to shrink in front of him. Before I even know what I’m doing, I stand and take a step toward them.

Eddie whirls around to face me. “This is your fault, Kess. You’re the one who got Megan busted for cheating. You need to fix this.”

Miles follows me. “Hey, man. Chill.”

Poppy gets to her feet, too.

“It’s OK,” I say, mostly to Poppy and Miles. “No need to get bent out of shape. We’ll just find another place to party.”

We, like I’m on the party planning committee.

“Where?” Eddie demands. “At your house?”

Megan’s ears perk up. “That’s a great idea. Didn’t you say you lived at the lake?” I can’t tell if she’s mocking me or begging me. “I mean, you’re not actually living at that psychic shop, right?”

A few kids laugh like it’s a joke. I make a face like, Of course not. Who lives in a psychic shop?

“Great idea, Kess,” Tyson says, like I already agreed. “A Black Out at the lake. We can have a bonfire, a keg, play broomball. It’ll be absolutely epic.”

Everyone goes nuts over the whole idea, high-fiving me like I’m suddenly their best friend.

“Are you sure?” Poppy says softly. “I mean, would your . . . umm . . . lake house . . . even fit everyone?”

Miles squeezes my hand. “You don’t have to do this. Your mom will flip.”

The looks on their faces.

Poor Kess. We took up a collection.

“My mother won’t even know,” I say. “Tyson’s right. It’s gonna be absolutely epic.”






10 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 9
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Kessen Natalie Turner. I trace the letters on the big oak tree, remembering the day I carved them there, my first day in Delphine. And now, it will be the only thing I leave behind when we move to Jacksonville. My own invisible billboard.

I sit on the ridge, looking up at the sky. “The sky is the same sky,” I whisper, “no matter where I go.” But there’s no one around to hear me. I’ve searched the ridge for the last two days, but the gray dog is nowhere to be found. I’ll probably never see him again, not after Mom ran him off.

Story of my life.

Well, not anymore. For once, Mom is right. Wherever we wind up next, things are going to be different. I’m gonna get my driver’s license. Get a job. And when I have enough money, I’m taking charge of my own life.

In the meantime, Mom and I pretend that everything is fine, like good little Turners.

I didn’t say anything when I overheard her placing an ad with USA Today. Or when I got the newspaper this morning and saw it in the classifieds.

2010 Nissan Altima. This car is no longer for sale.

Mom has been “cleaning” the shop like crazy, still searching for Madame Amalia’s secrets. She found the mirror safe last night. Maybe she got lucky when she was cleaning, or maybe Madame Amalia’s will told her where to look. Too bad I already moved the money and the cell phones. She did clear out the Candidate Assessment files, leaving the safe empty. This morning, I found a garbage bag full of shredded paper.

“Throwing a party?” I asked, tossing a handful of confetti.

“I borrowed Sue’s shredder. I wanted to clean up Amalia’s tax records before we go.”

“Sure.”

If only I could borrow Sue’s shredder to clean up my own life. Poppy and Miles keep giving me chances to back out of hosting the Black Out party. Eddie’s an asshole, don’t let him bully you into doing something you don’t want to. But instead of being smart, I doubled down.

The party’s gonna be great! I’ve got it all figured out.

Now I have three days to actually figure it out.

I rub my forehead, the slightest headache sneaking around behind my eyes. It’s just a regular headache, probably from thinking too hard. The visions are gone, gone, gone. I haven’t had one since right after saving Miles’s brother. It’s the only thing in my life that’s gone right lately.

I stand and stretch, gazing out over the ridge. Maybe the dog is down by the cabin. The path is pretty steep, and my sneakers are shit in the snow. But I decide to check it out anyway.

Halfway down, I fall and skid the rest of the way on my ass.

“Shit!” My voice echoes across the frozen lake.

I get up and wipe the snow from my butt. “Are you around, boy? I’m sorry Mom scared you. Please come back.”

Silence.

I cross to the cabin and peer in the windows. I knock on the front door. Nobody’s home. It looks like nobody has been here for a very long time.

There’s a walking path that circles the lake. I should follow it, keep looking for the dog. But the sun’s sinking low in the sky. If I don’t get home before dark, it’ll break the silent agreement between me and Mom. The agreement to pretend we didn’t have a fight, that I didn’t call her a liar, that she didn’t ground me.

You’re fine, I’m fine, we’re all fine.

The lies will never stop.

I stare at the rusted FOR SALE sign in front of the cabin. The letters become blurry in my tears.

I kick the sign. It feels good.

I kick it again.

And again.

Again.

And again.

The sound of my shoe slamming against the metal is like a broken bell. After a while, I become aware of another sound, the keening and crying of a wounded animal. I whip my head around, looking for the gray dog.

But I’m completely alone.

It’s me making the sound.

The sign lies dented on the ground. The world is silent now, not that anybody notices the difference. I’m completely alone here. Nobody even knows where I am.

That’s when I know what to do.

I head back to the shop and write up my plan.


HOW TO MAKE A BLACK OUT

STEP 1: Dress for success. Mom’s best interview outfit, lots of makeup, tons of attitude.

STEP 2: Cash withdrawal from the First National Bank of Private Functions Shoeboxes. Note: This is not stealing. Madame Amalia left everything to Mom, and Mom owes me.

STEP 3: Call AAA to jumpstart Madame Amalia’s 2010 Nissan Altima. Low Mileage! Excellent condition!

STEP 4: Remember how to drive.

STEP 5: Buy supplies at the hardware store.

STEP 6: Hope’s Fashion Boutique. Black bomber jacket, black tee, black jeans, black bra, black panties.

STEP 7: Steal a house.







9 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS THURSDAY, DECEMBER 10
CHAPTER FORTY


I finish steps one through six, then pull into Starbucks to buy one of those ridiculously pretentious coffees. Not that I want a triple venti half-sweet caramel macchiato, but I know someone who will. I get back in Madame’s car, ready for step seven.

I practice my story the whole way to Skye Gate Lake. By the time I get to the cabin, I’m sure I can play the part to perfection.

The cabin looks better than it did yesterday when I was here looking for the gray dog. The Realtor has shoveled the front walk, cleaned the windows, and planted a brand-new FOR SALE sign in the ground.

I zip up my new black jacket, grab the obnoxiously expensive coffee, and fix my fake smile in place. Then I get out of the car and greet the Realtor, my voice dialed up high on the cheerful meter.

“Hi,” I say. “I’m Elizabeth. You must be Amy Alexander.”

Amy is young, perky, and desperate to make a sale. Just like I planned when I scoped her out online. The perky ones are always the easiest to manage.

“Nice to meet you, Elizabeth!” she says. “I’m excited to show you the cabin. It’s one of my favorite listings. Though I have to warn you, it might be a bit chilly inside since it’s not winterized.”

“That’s why I brought my secret weapon.” I present her with the Starbucks coffee. “This’ll keep you warm. Plus, a little caffeine at this time of day won’t hurt; I know I’m addicted to my caramel macchiato.”

“Oh my God! Caramel macchiato is my favorite!”

I know. I’d stalked her social media after making the appointment.

Now that we’re officially coffee buddies, Amy is even more excited to give me the “grand tour” of the house. She must have been busy this morning, dusting and cleaning out all the cobwebs. The place looks pretty nice inside. Wood floors, cozy area rugs, and a big stone fireplace.

“I love it!” I say, which is not a lie, unlike everything else I’ve told Amy so far.

“I’m so glad,” she squeals, probably already mentally spending her commission. “Are you thinking of putting in an offer today? The owners are out of the country, but we can take care of everything by email.”

“Well, if it was up to me, I’d jump on this immediately. But my husband is away on business, so I’ll have to talk to him first,” I say. “I don’t want to lose this place in the meantime, though. Are you showing it to anyone else?”

I hold my breath, waiting. Everything depends on her answer.

“I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but nobody has looked at the house for months.” She sips her coffee again, closing her eyes in bliss, like she’s having a caffeine orgasm. “And, truthfully, I doubt anybody will. Since it’s not winterized, we usually don’t show it when the weather’s cold.”

I smile. “Well, that’s a relief.” Still, I need to make sure. “What about the neighbors? Would it be possible to meet any of them?”

Amy looks a little uncomfortable. “Well, there are no other cabins on this side of the lake, and most of the ones across the way are second homes. Empty in the winter, except during the holidays. The town sets up a really fun Winter Carnival in that clearing on the other side. Otherwise, it can be sort of . . . quiet . . . here over the winter. I hope that’s not a problem.”

“No problem at all! Peace and quiet works for me.”

“And your husband?”

“Otto is very quiet. He’ll love it.”

“Well then, this looks like the perfect place for you.”

She has no idea. Owners out of the country. No more showings till spring. No neighbors in sight.

Yup. Perfect for a Black Out party.

As we’re leaving, I say, “Can I use the bathroom before I get on the road?”

She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. Owners don’t like when we let clients use the bathroom. There’s a gas station a couple miles up the road, though.”

That won’t work. I need to get inside the bathroom before she locks up.

“That’s OK,” I say, dropping my voice like I’m gonna tell her the world’s biggest secret. “I actually don’t have to pee. I just have a killer wedgie that I need to readjust.”

I don’t give her a chance to say no. “I’ll be quick.”

I close and lock the bathroom door, and then, very quietly, I unlock the small window above the bathtub.

When I get back to the living room, I thank Amy again, assuring her that I’ll call next week with an offer. She pulls out behind me, following me for a few minutes before she finally turns. She beeps goodbye, and I give her a little wave in return. I wait until her car is completely out of sight.

Then I hang a U-turn.

•

The cabin is set back far enough that it can’t be seen from the road, but I park the car behind the house, just to make sure. Then I check up and down the lake path a couple of hundred times just to make even surer. All is quiet; I’ve got the whole lake to myself.

I drag one of the picnic benches underneath the unlocked bathroom window. After one more glance over my shoulder, I push the window up, then shimmy myself inside.

Even though I know the house is empty, I still check all the rooms. Twice.

Time to get to work. I leave the front door unlocked while I get my supplies from the trunk, then unpack everything carefully on the kitchen table: a roll of Caution Tape, a Construction Zone sign, three plastic drop cloths, and a couple of empty paint cans that I’d charmed out of the guy in the paint department. Within ten minutes, I have the place looking like a work site.

Then I take the spare key from the hook in the kitchen and lock the doors behind me. After I drag the bench back to the picnic table, I have one last thing to do: I pull Amy Alexander’s FOR SALE sign out of the ground and hide it under the bushes.

This is my house now. At least for the next forty-eight hours.






7 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


I spend most of Saturday arguing with Otto about the Black Out party. He goes on and on about all the things that can go wrong. The house owners could come back early, or the cops could show up, or some drunk jerk could knock over a candle and burn down all of Pennsylvania. Otto can be such a pain in the ass sometimes.

After Mom leaves for work, Poppy picks me up, all decked out in a full-length black coat with leather laces that cinch up the sleeves. She looks like a cross between a pirate and a Victorian vampire hunter.

“Badass,” I say.

“You too. Miles’s eyes are gonna pop out of his head when he sees you.”

Otto gives me a look like, That’s another thing that can go wrong. It’s all fun and games until someone pops an eye out.

“You OK?” Poppy says.

I force a smile and rub the back of my neck, where I feel a headache gathering. “It’s just nerves,” I say firmly, both to Poppy and to myself.

“Well, if the party sucks, we’ll only be completely humiliated in front of Miles and Tyson. No worries though, right?” Poppy laughs, but I don’t.

She stops halfway out the door. “Seriously, Kess. You sure you want to do this? We can still call it off.”

The look in her eyes. Poor Kess.

“It’s all good,” I say. “Mom and I aren’t even living in the house right now. It’s under construction while we winterize it. Besides, it’s so warm tonight, we’ll just keep everyone outside in the yard. Mom will never even know we were there.”

•

We build a bonfire at the edge of the lake, light some candles, and open some snacks. Eddie and Megan show up with the keg, already half buzzed.

“I was wrong about you, Turner. This place is great.” Eddie slings an arm around my shoulders. “You look really hot tonight, by the way.”

I shrug out from under him, pretending I don’t see the hurt look on Megan’s face. Kids start showing up, more than I expected, but at least nobody’s parking at the cabin. Megan hired some designated drivers, and we’re using the Chutezilla parking lot on the other side of the lake as the drop-off and pick-up zone. Poppy goes into party-boss mode, but I sort of hang around the edges, sipping my beer and making sure everyone knows they can’t go inside the house. I keep one eye sideways to look for Miles. The beer feels good going down. Liquid courage to drown out my nerves.

“What are you doing over here all by yourself? Contemplating the psychic mysteries of the universe?” It takes me a second to recognize him in the dark, but it’s Simon Fiodella, the guy who clued me in about Madame Amalia’s mirror.

“Something like that,” I say.

“Well, how about giving me another reading?” He says it in this weird, flirty voice that totally creeps me out.

“I don’t do readings anymore.”

“Too bad. You’re good at it,” he says. “You were totally right. I did get a new job!”

“Congratulations.” I try to walk away, but he follows.

“Remember how you told me to stand up for myself?” he asks. “Well, I did that too. I left a little goodbye present for my old boss. I’m too good for Ima’s Steakhouse anyway.”

I stop dead in my tracks. “Wait . . . what?”

He laughs. “I got her back. That bitch who fired me.”

My stomach sinks. Miles’s mother is the manager of Ima’s Steakhouse.

“Simon, what did you do?”

“Just a little drive-by vandalism. Let her clean up my mess for a change.”

“I never told you to do that!”

“You said to stand up for myself. Don’t get all bent. It was just a broken window. And I left the hose on. No big deal.”

No big deal? The hose froze the driveway. The frozen driveway caused the accident. Sam almost died.

Because of me.

Me, the big hero, stopping a car accident. Turns out, I might have caused it. Just like I got Megan busted for cheating.

What if I’m causing all my visions?

No way. I didn’t spill that coffee in the counselor’s office. I’m not going to drop my toe. And, if I ever see a blue LATE GAL sweatshirt, I’ll destroy it. The visions are over.

Simon leans down and whispers in my ear. “You wanna get high?”

“What? No!”

“Kess, come here!” Some guy named Gary waves me over to the flip-cup table. “We need one more on our team.”

I’ve never played a drinking game before, but this one seems pretty harmless. More harmless than Simon Fiodella, anyway. I ditch Simon and join the game, hoping it’ll quiet the noise in my head.

Just focus on the game now.

Drink a shot of beer, flip your cup over, and land it upside down on the table.

Drink, flip. Drink, flip.

I try to forget everything else. Simon, the headache worming its way into the back of my skull, the fact that Miles still hasn’t shown up.

Drink, flip. Drink, flip.

At some point, Poppy tries to pull me away from the table, but Eddie says I’ll be letting the team down if I go. “Don’t be a lightweight, Kess.”

“No lightweights here. We’re moving on to the hard stuff!” Poppy holds up a bottle of vodka and takes a big swig. Straight up, no mixer. Then she passes the bottle to me.

I have time to think, Maybe this isn’t such a great idea, but then Eddie raises his cup in a mock toast. “Bottoms up, Turner.”

Poppy gives me a small nod, and I put the bottle to my lips, hoping I don’t choke on it. I had straight vodka once before. It tastes like gasoline. But when the liquid hits my lips, I almost laugh. There’s no vodka in the bottle, just water. I gulp it down, using the back of my hand to wipe my mouth after, like I’m in some old-time cowboy flick. When Poppy and I walk away, everyone is cheering.

“Thanks,” I say. “This is genius.”

“Party Survival 101. Never let anyone know you’re not drinking.”

“Poppy, how come Miles isn’t here yet? You think he’s not coming?”

“Maybe he got stuck at work.”

“What, in some big pizza emergency?” I stumble a little.

“You better sit for a while,” she says. “Gimme the keys to the house. I’ll fill another bottle with water.”

“I can’t have anybody inside.”

“Come on, Kess. I’m not just anybody.”

I know I should get the water myself, but the house seems so far away. If I can just rest for a bit . . .

She holds out her hand, and I give her the keys. “Don’t let anyone else in.”

“I won’t. I’ll bring back some chips, too. You need to get some food in you.”

She leaves me sitting on one of the Adirondack chairs out on the dock. Blue moonlight leaks through the clouds and bounces off the frozen lake. I close my eyes, and the sounds of the party fade in and out like a weak radio station: cheering from the flip-cup table, random bursts of laughter, snippets of conversation.

“Kess?”

When I open my eyes, Miles is standing over me.

“Where have you been?” I ask. It comes out all wrong, like a jealous girlfriend. I cover it up by going light and breezy. “Not that it matters. I mean, it’s not like this was a date or anything.”

He drags the other chair closer and plops down. “What if I want it to be a date?”

“Do you always show up two hours late to your dates?”

“It was one hour, thirty-eight minutes, and I’m prepared to beg for your forgiveness.” He smiles that half smile of his.

“All right, then. Beg.”

He’s got this cute-serious look on his face that almost makes me laugh. “OK, I wrote you an epic apology poem.” He starts tapping out a rhythm on his knees.

“Dearest Kess, I must confess, I’ve made a mess. I’m really sorry, the night is starry, ummmm . . . wanna go on a safari?”

“Not exactly epic,” I say. “And the night is not starry.”

“I know, I know. But I’m not done yet.” He taps his hands faster. “Fairest lady, nothing shady, don’t withhold your beautiful smiles. Something-something, I beg you something, please forgive your humble Miles.”

I laugh. “Humble?”

“OK, that sucked. I could do better if I had more time.”

“You had one hour, thirty-eight minutes,” I point out.

He leans in close. “Do you want me to leave?”

“Don’t you dare.”

He traces a question mark on my knee. “So, will you bestow the sunshine of your forgiveness upon me?”

I laugh. “Since it’s night, how about I give you some moonshine of mercy instead?”

I hold out the bottle of vodka. His lips go tight, and he waves me off. “I’m good.”

Bad move, Kess. Don’t offer booze to a boy whose mom drinks too much.

“It’s just water,” I say quickly, “but don’t tell anyone.”

“Nice! I like your style.” He takes a swig and smiles. “OK, we’ve established two things. One, I’m a fool for being late, and two, you’re a pushover for bad poetry. Now for the ritual of awkward first date questions.”

“You mean like, what’s my favorite color and have I ever been arrested?”

“Technically, we weren’t arrested at the billboard.”

“How do you know I wasn’t arrested before that?”

“Were you?”

“No.”

“Me neither. But I did get sent to the principal once for putting Jell-O in the pencil sharpener.”

“That’s hardcore,” I say.

“You have no idea. I’m a dangerous man.”

“I laugh in the face of danger.”

“Iron Kess, I can believe that.” He takes my hand, like it’s the most natural thing in the world. “What else should I know about you?”

The funny thing is, he already knows more about me than anyone else. He knows about my visions. He knows I’m lying when I say I’m fine.

“OK, here’s the most crucial information,” I say. “I was the hide-and-seek champion of Pinecrest Elementary in third grade. I hate automatic car washes. And I always think the book is better than the movie.”

He nods seriously. “I like popcorn, but only if it’s stale. I built a trampoline rocket ship in third grade. And I think asparagus is scary.”

“You’re afraid of a vegetable?”

“There’s something evil about little green spears that make your piss smell bad.” He squeezes my hand. “What are you afraid of, Kess Turner?”

“I’m not afraid of anything,” I lie.

Of course, that’s when Poppy comes back with the chips she was supposed to bring me, like, a century ago.

“Sorry, I got sidetracked,” she says. “You good?”

“I’m fine,” I say.

“She’s always fine,” Miles says.

We both laugh.

“Good, because we need you,” Poppy says. “Tyson wants to—”

Tyson stumbles up. “Broomball challenge. Football versus field hockey. Miles, you in?”

Miles raises his eyebrows at me. I shrug. “I have no idea what broomball is.”

“Then you’ll fit in with the rest of the field hockey players.” Tyson laughs.

“Oh, it’s on! We’re gonna crush you guys,” Poppy says. She hands me a broom, one of those cheap, old-fashioned kinds that looks like it belongs to a witch.

Miles grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. “Come on, I’ll give you a quick lesson first.”

“Ooh, private lessons,” Tyson sings out. “Just make it quick, Macklin. Face-off in five minutes.”

Miles laughs and tugs me away. “You ready for this, Turner?”

“I’m ready for anything.”

Turns out I’m not.






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Miles pulls me to the edge of the lake. “You’ll be a natural. It’s like field hockey, except on ice and with brooms instead of sticks.”

But the second I step onto the lake, the whole world wobbles. My old sneakers can’t get a grip on the ice, and all the beer in my stomach turns warm and soupy.

I feel my feet start to go out from under me. Suddenly, I’m four years old again, ice-skating with my parents. I remember how my father looked proud of me. How everything was perfect for one shining moment. Until I fell.

“Hey, I got you.” Miles wraps an arm around me to hold me upright.

“Sorry,” I say. “I haven’t been ice-skating in a really long time.”

Across the lake, Poppy’s laughter rises on the night air, bright and brittle. Tyson chases her with a broom, and she goes down hard. My stomach lurches. The sound of Poppy hitting the ice . . . it echoes like something from long ago that scared me. An animal? A shout? I remember my little legs flying out from under me, my chin smacking the ice.

“They should be more careful,” I say.

“Don’t worry,” Miles says. “The ice is safe. Even though it’s warm tonight, it’s still thick enough. But if temps stay above freezing for much longer, next week will be a different story.”

“A different story,” I repeat, slowly. My brain is in a fog. “I should sit down. I think I’m a little . . .” No, don’t tell him you’re drunk . . . “I suck at this. I’ll probably hurt myself.”

“I’ll never let that happen.” He turns to face me. Grabs both my hands.

His eyes are so blue. His lips are so . . . damn . . . close to mine.

“You’re shaking,” he says. “Are you cold?”

“No, not cold.” I’m surprised the heat between us isn’t melting the ice.

“Afraid?” He tucks a stray curl behind my ear.

Afraid, yes. Nervous, too. Excited. Unsteady. It’s all a jumble. “I don’t like to fall,” I whisper.

He leans close. His breath is warm in my ear. “Sometimes falling can be fun.”

Suddenly, he spins away from me, laughing softly. He jumps in the air, does a half turn, and falls hard. The thud echoes through the ice.

My head reels back in time. That thudding sound in the ice, like a monster trapped below. My whole body clenches, reliving that moment. How I turned and fell. The blood on the ice. “Get up, Miles! Get up!”

He scrambles to his feet. “Hey, it’s OK. I’m fine.”

“Why would you do that?” My voice is trembling. “You could have broken something. Your head. The ice.”

He grabs my hand, confusion in his eyes. I don’t understand it either. My sudden shift from flirting to fear. “It’s OK, Kess. The ice isn’t gonna break.”

“What if it did?” I blink back tears. Where is this coming from? “What if I fell through, right now?”

“You could save yourself,” he says. “I could teach you how.”

The look on his face. So earnest. So sweet. I take a deep breath and force a laugh, trying to recapture the mood of a minute ago. I’m OK. Miles is here. I just have to concentrate on him.

“What are you, some kind of ice wizard?” I tease.

He laughs. “Sadly, no. But my mother did force me to take an ice safety class when I was twelve.”

“OK then.” I rest my hand on his waist. “You better teach me. I’m not good on top of the ice. Pretty sure I’d be even worse under it.”

He laughs. “Well, all you gotta do is BASK and roll.”

One of his arms pulls me closer, his hand caressing my back underneath my open bomber jacket. He touches a finger to my lips. “B is for Breathing. It’s the hardest part, because when you first fall in, you start to panic. You have to control your breathing, stay calm.”

Every nerve in my back stretches toward the heat of his hand. I’m far from calm.

“You got your breathing under control, Kess?”

“My breathing is fine, Miles. How about yours?”

He takes a deep breath. It doesn’t sound too calm either.

“A is for Arms,” he continues. “You put your arms up onto the ice, like this.” Gently, he pulls my arms up, so they’re resting on his shoulders.

They fit there perfectly.

“S is for Seal. You get your belly up onto the ice, like you’re a seal.” He pulls me tight, his stomach pressed against mine, nothing but his hoodie and my thin T-shirt between our skin. I feel heat spread through me like wildfire.

“What does K stand for?” I whisper, sure he’s going to say Kiss.

“Kick.”

“What?”

“Kick like crazy. Keep kicking till you swim yourself out of the water. Then roll until you get to safer ice.” He spins away from me, laughing.

I wobble and then lose my last shred of balance. Arms pinwheel. The world turns upside down. My chin smacks the ice. My teeth sink into my lip.

I’m four years old again. Tears filling my eyes. That sound behind me.

I warned you.

“Kess? Are you all right?” Miles tries to pull me up. “I’m sorry.”

A single drop of blood falls onto the ice.

Every muscle in my body goes rigid.

Something bad is coming.

I struggle to my feet, my head spinning. “Just leave me alone. You shouldn’t have . . .”

I can see other kids sliding around the edges of my vision, dark smudges against the ice. Two of them get tangled up and fall in a heap. I feel a hot blast of shame, like I’m the one who ruined everything.

It’s just the alcohol. I had too much to drink.

“Kess, please. I’m sorry,” Miles says.

“I gotta get out of here.” I push him away. “Leave me alone.”

I slip and stumble my way back to shore, not even stopping when I reach it. I start down the lake trail, and by the time my heart slows and I have my breathing under control, I’m halfway to Chutezilla. I sink to my knees on the cold ground and lose it. The beer comes up in three massive heaves.

When I’m done puking, I sit with my back against a tree, rubbing snow on my cheeks, trying to take the fever out of my face. I close my eyes. Swallow back tears.

Way to make a complete fool of yourself in front of Miles.

I gotta find a hole. One big enough to crawl inside and die.

I sit still for a long time. Letting the cool air clear my head. Letting my stomach settle.

“Kess?”

I open my eyes, disoriented. Poppy is standing there, holding a box.

“You disappeared for a while,” she says.

I rub some drool from my mouth. “What are you doing?”

“The keg is kicked. I started cleaning up. Thought I’d take these candles back to the car. It was a good party.”

“Was it?”

She puts the box down and squats next to me. “Hey, are you OK?”

I just shake my head. “How’d it go with Tyson?”

She shrugs. “There’s time for one more onslaught before the night is done. I plan to blitzkrieg him with my considerable charms.”

“I’m sure he’ll be mesmerized.”

Her laugh rattles around in my head. “You sure you’re OK?”

“Have you seen Miles?”

She nods her chin toward Chutezilla. “I think I saw him heading that way.”

“So, he left.”

“Maybe he was just going to take a leak.”

“Maybe.”

“Why don’t you take the candles to the car?” she says. “That’ll give me a chance to go back and make Tyson’s fantasies come true.”

I get up and hoist the box to my hip. It’s a long walk to Chutezilla, but it gives me time to clear my head. I gotta apologize to Miles. I can just imagine how he’ll remember me after I leave.

Kess Turner? Yeah, I almost kissed her, but she flipped out on me.

He’s probably gone already.

The sound of the party fades behind me. In front of me, Chutezilla rises up out of the fog, like a treehouse on stilts. A dark figure stands in the shadows under the steps.

“Miles?”






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


I put the box of candles on the hood of Poppy’s car and call out to Miles again, but he doesn’t hear me. He starts up the steps to the toboggan chute. By the time I get to the bottom, he’s already disappeared inside the little wooden shack at the top.

There’s a sign posted next to the steps.

CHUTEZILLA—THE BIGGEST, BADDEST TOBOGGAN CHUTE IN PA

CAUTION! BUILDING MAY BE UNSAFE. KEEP OUT!

I put my foot on the bottom step. It seems sturdy enough. I can hear Miles moving around in the toboggan shed above. I start toward him before I can change my mind. At the top, I pause to catch my breath, then push the door open. The inside of the shed smells faintly of wood shavings and peppermint. There’s a pile of old toboggans stacked against the wall. Someone is trying to climb into a toboggan that’s tethered in place at the top of the icy chute.

But it’s not Miles.

“Hello, Kess.” Eddie Garrow sways from side to side in front of me. “Wanna go for a ride?”

“What are you doing?”

“Chutezilla. The biggest, baddest shabaggan toot. I mean, bashaggan boot. No, no . . . chute. Toboggan chute.” He giggles and falls flat on his ass. “Oops.”

“Eddie, you’re drunk. You could get hurt.”

“I didn’t know you cared. C’mon Kess, sit on my lap. I’ll give you a ride.” He pumps his crotch in my direction.

“You’re disgusting.” I want to get out of here, but I don’t want Eddie to fall to his death or something. “Come down from there. This place is a wreck. What if the chute collapses while you’re on it?”

He looks up at me. “You’re so fucking hot. You know all the hot girls want me.”

“Yeah, whatever.” I tug him to his feet. “Come on; let’s get out of here.”

He slings his arm around my shoulder. Gross. But he’ll never make it to the ground alive without my help.

He almost drags me down twice. It’s enough to sober me up by the time we get to the bottom.

I look around the parking lot. His truck’s not here, but I gotta make sure. “You’re not driving, right? The DDs will be here soon. Wait for them.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, she cares. She really cares.”

I try to duck out around him, but he pulls me closer.

“Did I tell you how hot you are? In those tight pants, with that ass of yours. Did anybody do a panty check to make sure you’re wearing all black?”

“Cut it out, Eddie.” Again, I try to leave, but he tightens his grip on me. He’s swaying from side to side, but he’s still strong.

“Come on, you dress all sexy like that, I know you want it. Gimme a kiss. You wouldn’t let me ride the shaboggan, so you owe me.”

“I don’t owe you shit.”

He leans in, his breath hot and beery, going for a kiss. His hands slide down to grab my ass.

“Get off me!”

I plant both hands on his chest and push as hard as I can. He stumbles back, his expression shifting from surprise to rage.

“What the hell? You think you’re too good for me?”

“Fuck off, Eddie.”

I try to leave, but he yanks me back by the elbow. He clamps both hands on the sides of my face and jams his mouth against mine. I can feel his tongue trying to force its way inside my mouth. I rear back, and with all the strength I have, I knee him in the balls.

He drops like a rock, writhing on the ground. “Oh, you bitch. Oh! Fuck! You’re gonna pay for that.”

I wipe my mouth with my sleeve, his taste still on my lips. “I should’ve let you fall down those steps. Asshole.” I swipe away hot tears.

I step around him, then half-run, half-walk down the lake path, my whole body shaking. What if Eddie wasn’t so drunk? Would I have been able to get away?

“I’m fine. Everything’s fine,” I whisper.

Somebody comes toward me on the path.

“Have you seen Eddie?” Megan’s face is white and pinched. I notice a shadow on her cheek—and realize it might be a bruise.

I can still feel the spots on my own cheeks where he grabbed me so hard. Megan might be a bitch, but Eddie is a total douchebag.

“You know you don’t deserve to be treated like that, right?” I say. “Nobody does.”

Her hand flutters toward her face before falling back to her side. “What are you talking about?”

“Eddie is bad news. You should get away from him before he hurts you again.”

Megan hugs her arms into her belly. There’s a small flutter of recognition in her eyes, a twitch of fear. She shakes her head a few times, like she’s trying to convince herself. “No, you’re just jealous. You’ve been flirting with him ever since you moved here.”

“Oh, for shit’s sake!” I look over my shoulder toward Chutezilla. “Megan, he tried to . . .” But I can’t say it out loud. Not to her, not to anyone. I just want to forget what happened. My stomach squeezes itself into a hard knot of fear. And rage. Eddie’s voice is in my head: You dress all sexy like that, I know you want it.

“That is such bullshit,” I say, as much to myself as to Megan. “Nobody gets to treat you like that, no matter what. I’m telling you, Megan: Be careful.”

I push past her. It’s time to shut the party down.

I march back to the house, concentrating on my breathing. What was it Miles said? You have to control your breathing, stay calm. I empty my mind, letting deep breaths wash away the fear and the anger. By the time I reach the bonfire, I’ve stopped shaking, at least on the outside.

OK, game face on. Fake smile time. Not that anyone is paying attention to me, anyway. All that’s left of the party is groups of drunk people either arguing about the meaning of life or sucking face.

Including Poppy and Tyson. It looks like the blitzkrieg worked. Poppy is sitting on Tyson’s lap in an Adirondack chair, their faces connected at the tongue. Good. At least something went right tonight.

I feel a hand on my shoulder and flinch. “Whoa, sorry, Kess. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

I turn to see Miles. I flash my fake smile at him. As usual, he sees right through it.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

He shakes his head. “I don’t blame you for being mad. I’m sorry about before.”

I stare at him blankly. It takes me a minute to connect the dots.

“Out on the ice. I was moving too fast,” he says. “I should have seen it was freaking you out.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not fine. Clearly you’re still upset. I was a jerk, and I’m sorry.”

I feel the tears coming again. He’s the complete opposite of Eddie, in every way. “It’s not that. Really.”

“Is it your head? Are the visions back?”

“No, no.”

“Then what? How can I help?”

“It’s nothing.” I swallow a sob. “It’s everything.”

He nods, like he knows exactly what I mean, even though he can’t. But it doesn’t matter. Just his nod makes me feel better.

“You want me to kick everyone out of here?”

I glance at Poppy, still vacationing in the wonderful world of Tyson. “Not yet. I just need to clear my head for a bit, that’s all.”

“OK.” He grabs my hand. “Come with me. I know exactly what to do.”






CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


We take the long way around the lake, toward the hotel. Just holding hands, not talking. The farther we go, the lighter I feel, like I’m emptying heavy stones from my pockets. The stone of moving to Jacksonville. The stone of Mom’s lies. The stone of Eddie Garrow. By the time we reach the far side of the lake, the only thing on my mind is the warm pressure of Miles’s hand holding mine.

The Skye Gate Inn looks like a big old castle, but when you get up close, you can see trash gathered in the corners of the porches. We pass an old playground with a broken slide, then a concrete pool that’s empty except for a bottle of beer frozen in the muddy water at the bottom.

I follow Miles around to the back of the hotel, where he rubs his hands across the stone wall, muttering to himself, “Three, four, five . . .”

When he gets to the sixth stone, he digs his fingers in and pulls out a key. “The service entrance,” he says, grinning. “When I used to work here, this is where we’d come in when we didn’t want the boss to know we were late.”

He unlocks the back door, and I follow him through a bunch of narrow hallways, then into the main lobby. The place is deserted, the lobby empty except for a battered piano that’s sitting sideways in the middle of the room. Miles trails his fingers across the keys, and the sound floats on the dusty air.

“Believe it or not, this place used to be really nice before they went bankrupt,” Miles says.

“I feel like we’re inside one of Poppy’s movies,” I say. “Like any minute a crazy juggling priest’s gonna come for us.”

“Then maybe we better run.” Miles puts his foot on the first step of the staircase. “Six flights to the top. Race you?”

“Umm, no thanks. I’ve seen you running the bleachers.”

“Ha! I knew you were watching me.”

Without warning, he takes off. Of course, I pound up the steps after him, but I can’t catch him. When I get to the top, I lean against the wall, gasping for breath. It’s a good thing I’ve had some time to sober up. “You said clear my head, not make me light-headed.”

He smirks. “Oh, I’m just getting started.”

He leads me to a door marked OBSERVATION DECK. A narrow metal staircase winds up into the darkness.

“More steps? Are you trying to kill me?”

He laughs. “Never. Besides, you love running hard. I’ve seen you at practice.”

“Ha! I knew you were watching me.” I bolt up the steps, leaving him in the dust.

When I push the door open at the top, cold air blasts my face. I step out onto a large balcony and look down.

“Holy shit.”

Below us, the roof of the hotel cascades downward in random triangles, a tower here, a turret there, the sweeping curve of a porch. The black lake is sprawled below, and behind it, the mountains swim across the sky like a giant sea serpent. I imagine the outline of a small gray dog sitting on the center ridge, waiting for me.

“This was used as an observation tower during World War II,” Miles says. “Volunteers were here round the clock. They were supposed to sound the bells if they saw enemy airplanes.”

My stomach tightens. “The bells?”

He gestures behind us. “The tower’s back there, but the bells haven’t worked in decades.” He meets my eyes and frowns. “You OK? You’re not afraid of heights, are you?”

Not afraid of heights. Just bells.

I take a deep breath. These bells are broken. They can’t be the ones from my visions.

“Not afraid at all,” I say. “This view is incredible.”

“Yeah. It’s pretty amazing.”

Miles shifts behind me, and I lean back into him. We just stand there, taking it all in. There’s something about being at the very edge of that enormous sky that makes me feel both powerful and insignificant at the same time.

“Head feeling clearer now?” Miles asks.

I nod, but for a split second, I hear the echo of Eddie’s voice.

You owe me.

“What is it?” Miles asks. He must’ve noticed me flinch.

“Nothing,” I say automatically, but then I shake my head and turn to face him. “Actually, that’s not true.” I don’t want to tell him about Eddie. Not because I’m worried he’ll pull some man-to-the-rescue thing and threaten to beat Eddie up, but because I don’t want the thought of Eddie here on this rooftop with us. “Before, on the ice . . .”

Miles’s face flushes. “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to—”

“No, it wasn’t you. It’s just that, one of the only things I remember about my father was this time we went ice-skating. I used to think it was this magical day, where everything was perfect. But now . . .”

He cocks his head to the side. “Now what?”

“I can’t remember the details. I just know that something scared me and I fell. Things got all messed up somehow.” I take a shaky breath. “My father left us soon after that. It’s weird, but I think there’s a part of me that always wondered, maybe it was my fault. Maybe if I didn’t fall, he would have stayed.” I blink back tears. “I never said that to anyone before, not even myself.”

“Hey,” he says, lifting my chin, his eyes exploring mine. “You can tell me anything. Everything. I want to know it all.”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. I try not to think of all the things I haven’t told him. And of all the lies I have.

“Besides,” he says, “your father leaving is on him, not on you.”

He searches my face for a long moment before wrapping me in his arms and pulling me close.

And then he just holds me.

I don’t know how long we stand there. Long enough for my mind to actually clear. And then long enough for it to become unclear again.

I think he feels it at the same time I do. Our hug shifts from this quiet, peaceful thing to something charged. I’m suddenly aware of the way his arms feel wrapped around me. How my chin tucks into his chest. His breath threading through my hair.

“You scare me,” he whispers.

“Why?”

“Because this feels like a dream. I’m terrified I’ll wake up and you’ll be gone.”

One week. One week until Jacksonville.

“I’m right here,” I say. For now, I don’t add.

He pulls back slightly to touch my fat lip. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know how you can fix it.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him softly.

It sends a shockwave through my body. A string pulling tight, deep through my gut. I draw back just enough to let a small gasp escape.

“Is it better now?” he whispers, his lips still close enough that I can feel them tremble.

“Not yet.” I kiss him again, sinking deeper into that softness. Tasting the full, round, sweetness of his lips. Feeling that humming inside of me rising, stretching.

The gentle stroke of his tongue against mine sends an intoxicating heat deep into a place I never knew existed.

My heart tumbles inside my chest.

When we finally come up for air, he’s breathing way too hard. My heart is beating way too fast.

We just stare at each other. I don’t think either of us has any intention of leaving this roof, ever. He pulls me closer, kisses my neck. Murmurs something into my hair. But then he pulls back suddenly.

“Oh shit!”

“What?”

“The cops.” He points below. Flashing blue lights, about a mile up the road. There are two cop cars heading for Skye Gate. “Someone must have busted the party. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

My heart rebels when he pulls away, but my brain kicks into high gear.

“We have to warn them!” I run down the steps, dialing frantically. Miles is right behind me, doing the same.

“Poppy, answer the freaking phone!” I yell into her voicemail. “Get out of there, the cops are coming!”

I hang up. My fingers pound out a text.


COPS COMING! GET OUT OF THERE!



We burst into the lobby, and I skid past the piano. “What do we do? We’ll never make it back to Chutezilla in time to get your car. We could hide in the woods, but then the cops might find your car. What if—”

“Shhh. Take a breath. It’s OK.” Miles grabs my hand. “I parked here by the hotel. The cops will blow right by this entrance on the way to your house. We can just sneak out after they’re gone. Do you think they’ll call your mother?”

“My mother?”

“If they catch anybody at your house.”

Yeah, if they catch any of the partiers at the house, I’m beyond screwed.

The cops would ask, What are you doing here?

And they would answer, It’s Kess Turner’s house. She invited us.

Yeah, no. The cops won’t call my mother. They’ll call the real owners of the house.

And then they’ll come after me.






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


The drive to Poppy’s feels like it takes forever, but it’s not long enough to think up a single good excuse to tell the cops. I accidentally stole the house? Temporary insanity? Evil twin sister?

When we arrive, Poppy’s already sitting on the front porch. I’m out of the car in a shot. “Poppy! Thank God you’re here. Did everyone get out?”

“By the skin of our teeth,” she says. “The cops got to your driveway at the same time we were pulling out of the Chutezilla lot. Where were you guys, anyway?”

Miles follows me to the porch. “By the hotel.”

“Are you sure everyone got out?” I ask again.

“We even got the keg out,” Poppy says. “There’s nothing left for the cops to find but a few empty cups and a broom or two out on the lake.”

OK, that’s a win. But I’m way more worried about what the cops will find inside the house. Construction signs. Empty paint cans. A missing key. What if they call the Realtor? Can they trace it back to me?

“If you’re worried about the cops calling your mom, I’m your alibi,” Poppy says. “We were here all night working on our science project, remember? If some kids were partying near your house, you knew nothing about it. Let’s not press our luck, though. Miles, you need to get out of here. My parents said they’d be back around eleven. Kess, I’ll see you inside.”

The porch door closes softly behind her.

“Would it be pressing my luck to kiss you one more time?” he asks.

I push my anxiety aside and fall into his arms. And then he kisses me. And kisses me. And kisses me.

It makes me want to melt.

It makes me want to cry.

How can I be leaving in a week?

He pulls away slowly and searches my expression. “Hey, what’s up?” He traces his finger across my lips.

“I don’t want to leave,” I say. It’s the closest I can get to the truth.

“Me neither.”

Poppy opens the door a crack. “Break it up, kids. You can see each other tomorrow.”

“Actually, I have a thing with my brother tomorrow, but I’ll see you Monday at school.” He kisses me one last time, stretching it out like the perfect note at the end of a song, held so long that when it’s finally over, the silence breaks your heart. He whispers a promise. “Monday morning. First thing.”

I nod. “Monday morning.”

I watch until I can’t see his taillights anymore.

When I get inside, Poppy is buzzing. “Best. Party. Ever. You and Miles, me and Tyson. Freaking amazing. Tyson kissed me so hard, my lips are chapped. Right in front of everybody, too.”

I follow Poppy to her room, my thoughts a jumbled mess, bouncing between the cops at the lake, the softness of Miles’s lips, and Jacksonville.

Poppy throws herself on her bed and cackles. “You’re never gonna believe what I did.”

“What?”

She unzips her coat and pulls something out from under her shirt. “It’s Tyson’s. I took it from his car when he wasn’t looking. Tomorrow, I’ll have an excuse to call him.”

She makes a big production out of opening it, her smile eating up her whole face. “I’ll say I borrowed it because I was cold.”

She holds up a faded blue sweatshirt with brown writing on it.

CHOCOLATE GALAXY

“The latest Pilchner movie,” Poppy says. She buries her face in the fabric. “It smells like Tyson.”

The world wobbles. For a second, I catch a whiff of burning lemons.

Poppy hugs the sweatshirt to her chest, wrinkling some of the letters away.

CHOCOLATE GALAXY

CH      LATE GAL  XY

          LATE GAL

My legs go out from under me. I sit on the bed, hard. “You can’t wear that!” My voice is way too loud.

“I know,” Poppy says. “I gotta get him to actually give it to me. But he will. Then I’ll be one of those girls who looks cute wearing her boyfriend’s clothes.”

“No! You have to give it back. Or, better yet, throw it out.”

Before it becomes covered in blood.

Poppy makes a face. “Chill. I said I won’t wear it in public.”

“You can’t wear it, period.” I grab at it. “Gimme!”

She holds the sweatshirt out of my reach. “Why are you being so weird?” I try to calm down, but every time I look at that shirt, I see LATE GAL. Covered in blood.

Is it Poppy’s blood?

I have to get it from her. No matter what.

“Listen to me,” I urge. “You can’t let Tyson know you took that. You’ll come across as desperate. Just give it to me, and I’ll get rid of it for you.”

Her face crumples with betrayal. “Desperate? Wow.”

I feel a burst of shame for hurting her, but I push it away. The only thing that matters is destroying that thing.

I lunge for it and catch a fistful.

“What the hell’s your problem, Kess?”

I try to yank it away, but she holds fast.

My heart races. This can’t be happening. The visions are over. I’m supposed to be done with all of this.

The front door opens downstairs. “Elizabeth? Are you home?”

With a sudden jerk, Poppy rips the sweatshirt from my hands, then stuffs it into a bag and hides it under her bed. “Yeah, Mom. We’re just going to sleep.”

She gives me one last look, then clicks the light off and rolls to face the wall.






6 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS SUNDAY, DECEMBER 13
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


When Mrs. Popovich wakes me early the next morning, I can barely lift my head off the pillow. My eyes are glued shut with mascara, and my mouth tastes like the bottom of a birdcage.

“Elizabeth went out for a walk. She asked me to drive you home.”

A walk? Since when does Poppy go for walks?

Mrs. Popovich hovers over me, impatiently waiting for me to gather my stuff. There’s no chance for me to get the sweatshirt from underneath Poppy’s bed.

I crack the window open in the car, hoping the fresh air will help clear my brain fog. Mrs. Popovich waits until we’re almost at the psychic shop before launching into a lecture. “I don’t like you girls staying up that late. Elizabeth has a lot of work to do today. She needs to focus.”

I cover a yawn. “She will.”

Mrs. Popovich puts the car in park and turns to face me. “Maybe a girl like you doesn’t understand the gravity of the situation.”

A girl like me? What the fuck?

“Elizabeth has to buckle down and get serious. She can’t be wasting her time gossiping all night and making silly movies all day. She’ll never get into college.”

Give me a freaking break. She has no clue how special Poppy is. “You don’t give her enough credit,” I snap. “For your information, she’s really, really good at making movies. She’s already been accepted for a college level course with a super famous filmmaker!”

I huff out of the car, trying to slam the door behind me. The effect is ruined when the seat belt gets caught in the door. Mrs. Popovich waits impatiently as I free it, silently judging me the whole time.

I text Poppy as soon as I get inside. And then I text her all day long.

But she never answers.

When Mom leaves for work, I crawl back into bed. Hangovers are supposed to get better as the day goes on, but mine is powering up. I toss and turn and almost, almost fall asleep. But then my phone rings. I answer quickly, hoping it’s Poppy. But it’s not.

“Kess? It’s Mrs. Berger. Is your Mom there?”

I rub the sleep out of my eyes, trying to think why our old landlord would be calling.

“Ummm, no. She’s at work,” I say.

“Oh, dear. I need to speak with her.”

“I don’t know when she’ll be home.”

That’s not a lie. Mom’s gone most of the time now, between working one last big job and having nonstop meetings with Sue Chun as they try to get everything ready to sell the psychic shop.

“I can give her a message,” I say.

She hesitates.

“Mrs. Berger, is something wrong?”

“Someone called here looking for your mom,” she says, “but I’m pretty sure it was a scam. We learned all about scams in our senior group.”

I sit up quickly, fully awake now. “Who called?”

“He claimed he was your mother’s brother, but I know your mom doesn’t have any family, so that got my radar up. Plus, he didn’t know her name. He spun this whole story about how his sister had a falling out with their mom, left home years ago, changed her name, and dropped out of sight. Now his mom’s dying, and he wants to give his sister one last chance to make peace before it’s too late. Plus, she’ll be inheriting some money when the mother passes. That’s when I knew for sure it was a scam. My senior group warned us about those inheritance scams. They convince you that all they need is your bank account number to wire the inheritance to you. If you give them the number, they can clear your bank account out! It happened to Jodi Finster’s cousin.”

“But why did he call you?”

She sniffs. “Oh, he claimed that one of his friends saw his sister going into my building. He even texted me an old photo of your mom to try to convince me. But he probably got the photo off social media. That’s what they do, you know. Anything to try and trick you.”

I can barely hear her over the roar in my head. Madame’s letter to Mom talked about a “close call” when we were living in Moss Creek. How she might have been seen, but not remembered, or something like that. How it was a good idea for us to move. Better safe than sorry.

“Don’t worry, honey,” Mrs. Berger says. “I didn’t fall for it. I told him that my previous tenants were a lovely old couple who moved to Denver to be closer to their grandkids. I said his friend must have been mistaken.”

“Did he say what his name was?”

“Oh, I didn’t write it down. Joe or Jim? Something like that. These scammers, they give fake names, you know.”

“Can you text me the photo he sent?”

“Well, sure. But don’t go giving out any personal information to anyone! And make sure you tell your mom, too.”

I assure her we won’t be fooled by scammers and promise that we’ll keep in touch.

She sends the photo right after we hang up.

The phone shakes in my hand. It’s definitely Mom, but she looks so much like me, it takes my breath away. She’s not wearing a graduation robe this time. She’s standing on a lawn, in shorts and a blue T-shirt. Bare feet. Mirrored sunglasses.

I zoom in to see the reflection in Mom’s sunglasses. I can make out that the person taking her picture is a guy, but I can’t see his face. Behind him, though, there’s something I do recognize. Something bright red. A giant neon eyeball.

My whole body goes cold. Whoever took this photo was standing in front of the psychic shop. And that means whoever’s been searching for Mom has been here before. He knows where the shop is.

He’s already looked for Mom in Moss Creek. How long before he decides to come here?






5 DAYS BEFORE THE BELLS MONDAY, DECEMBER 14
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


“Good morning.” Mom’s using that fake chipper voice again, but she looks like hell. I don’t think either of us slept last night. I’d tossed and turned, trying to figure out what to do. If I tell Mom about Mrs. Berger’s call, that’ll probably be it. We’ll be gone like the wind, and I’ll never set foot in Delphine High again. Maybe never see Miles and Poppy. I need to talk to them. They can help me work out a plan.

“I have lots to do today,” Mom says. “Sue Chun’s got someone interested in buying the shop and maybe Ammy’s old car in the backyard, too.”

There’s a soft ping from Madame Amalia’s computer. I see the subject line, Stanwick College Reunion, and turn the screen away from her.

“What’s that?” Mom asks.

“Nothing. Just an email from a friend.”

“Not that boy, I hope.”

“No.”

Mom shrugs into her coat while I read the email. It’s from James Doyle, the Stanwick grad who knew Madame. The one I’d asked if he ever thought about Nora.


Who the fuck is this? It sure isn’t Amalia Sales, since she apparently died two weeks ago.



He’d attached a copy of Madame’s obituary from the Delphine Gazette.

“Everything OK?” Mom tries out a smile, but it slides off her face before it even gets there. She looks like she hasn’t slept in a month. How much worse would it get if she found out I’ve been impersonating her dead friend?

“Everything’s good.” I delete the email, then shut down the computer. My head is pounding.

“OK, I won’t be back until late tonight. Make sure you—” She stops and puts her hand against my forehead. “You sure you’re all right?”

I don’t know what to say. There are so many lies between us now. I’m not sure how to trust her again. I love my mother, but I don’t know her anymore. Maybe I never did.

She pulls me into a hug. “I know things have been weird with us, but hang in there, OK? It’s just a few more days. Everything’s gonna be better in Jacksonville. I promise.”

After she leaves, I sit behind the cash register, just holding my head. The pain is getting worse, a storm gathering in my head.

Otto gives me the side-eye. It’s coming, Kess. You can feel it.

For a second, the world shivers, and I get a quick flash. A black gravestone. The wrist with the question-mark scar.

And just like that, it’s gone. I’m not even sure I saw it.

I rub the goose bumps from my arms, my skin cold and clammy. I tell myself this is just a regular headache. The combination of not enough sleep and too much worry. The LATE GAL sweatshirt under Poppy’s bed. The call from Mrs. Berger. The angry message from James Doyle. It’s all too much.

I have to talk to Poppy and Miles. I have to figure out what to tell Mom. What to do next.

Another text comes in, but it’s not from Poppy or Miles. It’s Nate Williams, Madame Amalia’s “consultant.”


You ever get that new phone? I checked The Guardian but didn’t see an ad with your new number.



The pounding in my head gets louder. The Guardian? Is that a newspaper? I look it up. Yes. A newspaper in London, maybe where Madame Amalia placed an ad for a 2010 Nissan Altima.

A minute later, Nate texts again.


This wreck is wrapping up. I’ll be back in the
States soon. I’ll come see you first thing.



Shit.

Um, no.

What’s gonna happen when he finds out Madame Amalia is dead? Is he gonna want his shoebox full of cell phones and money?

The phone feels hot in my hand, like it might explode any minute. When it rings again, I actually drop it like it’s a bomb.

I fumble to pick it up. I look at the screen. Finally!

“Poppy! Thank God it’s you.” My relief lasts for about a second.

Her voice is ice cold. “Have you seen the news?”

“No. What’s wrong?”

“Turn on Channel Thirteen.”

I go in the back and click on the TV. The weatherman’s face fills the screen.

“It looks like our old friend Jack Frost won’t be coming to the Winter Carnival. After the coldest November in years, Delphine is going to see a big warm-up this week.”

“What am I supposed to be watching?” I ask. “The weather report?”

Poppy chokes on a bitter laugh.

“What’s going on?”

“You tell me, Kess. Or are you just gonna lie again?”

“What?”

“It was on the news this morning. There was a break-in at Skye Gate Lake. A house owned by the Monahan family,” she says. My stomach drops. “So, that wasn’t your house we partied at?”

Silence.

More silence.

I try to come up with an excuse, but my mind is a total blank.

Finally, I say, “I can explain.”

“Was that your house?” Poppy asks.

“No.”

“So you lied to me.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Do you know what the police found inside the house?”

“The construction tape and the paint cans, I know. But I’ve been thinking about this. It’s not like we damaged anything.”

“We?”

“It’s not like I damaged anything.” I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry I lied to you, but I was only trying to—”

She cuts me off. “Oh, wait . . . here’s the story again. Do you have Channel Thirteen on?”

A reporter named Ronnie Treymaine is on screen, recapping the day’s top stories. I turn the volume up.

“Police are investigating a break-in at a Skye Gate Lake cabin. Nothing appears to have been stolen, but strangely enough, one of the bedrooms was filled with red balloons.”

I feel like I’m gonna puke. “You did R.A.B at the lake house?”

“I thought it was your house,” Poppy says.

On the TV, Ronnie continues, “Police are searching for a woman of interest named Elizabeth who met with a local Realtor at the house this week. Anyone with information should call the Delphine County Sheriff’s office.”

“Yeah, that part was a punch in the gut,” Poppy says. “Elizabeth. You couldn’t have used a different name?”

“The Realtor will know it’s not you,” I say. “You don’t look anything like me.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Poppy says. “My mother knows it was me. I mean, who else goes around leaving balloons in random places?”

“I’ll talk to your mother,” I say quickly.

“I think you’ve done enough talking to my mother, don’t you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You told her I’m taking that Pilchner class at DelphCo?”

“No! Well, yes. But—”

“I said not to tell a soul.”

My stomach drops. “I know, but your Mom was talking some shit about you and your movies.”

“You think I don’t know what my mother says about me?”

“I was just trying to help.”

“Yeah, it helped so much, I’m not allowed to go to DelphCo this summer. So, thanks for that.”

Oh shit. “Poppy, I’m so sorry. I thought—”

“I know what you thought. You decided, on your own, that I needed help. Even though I didn’t ask for it. You figured you knew best.” Her voice breaks. “What gives you the right to tell my secrets?”

It’s like a stab straight to the heart. I thought I was being a good friend. I was trying to help.

But I did the exact same thing to Poppy that Sadie Sykes-Brown did to me.

I blink back hot tears. How could I fuck this up so badly?

“You said we were friends.” Poppy sounds completely gutted.

“We are friends.”

“No,” she says. “We’re not. Friends don’t lie to each other. Friends don’t tell each other’s secrets.”

Her words cut me to the core, leaving a hollow ache inside. Then the whole world shivers around me. The faint scent of burning lemons.

Something bad is coming.

It snaps me out of my silence. I may have hurt Poppy, but I can’t let her get hurt even worse.

I grip the phone urgently. “I know you’re pissed, and I don’t blame you for that. But you gotta listen about Tyson’s sweatshirt.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Again with the sweatshirt!”

“Poppy, please. You gotta believe me about this one thing. You can’t wear that sweatshirt!” I’m practically shouting into the phone.

“Why the hell not?”

“Because I saw it in a vision.”

“A vision? Really? You think I’m gonna fall for that bullshit?” Her words are white hot. “You know what, Kess? You may get off on fooling people about your psychic abilities, but I know that you’re lying. You know how? Because you’ve lied to me about everything since we met.”

She hangs up.

The whole world goes still.

“Not everything,” I whisper to no one. “I didn’t lie about everything.”






CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


The clock hammers in the silence. A storm rages inside my head, the taste of electricity on my tongue. I sit on the floor, hugging my knees into my chest. It feels like the world might slide sideways at any second, like I might disappear in one giant whoosh.

I hear a soft sound at the side door.

Scratch.

Whine.

Scratch.

I rise to my feet, legs shaking. The world wobbles.

Steadies.

Wobbles again.

I reach for the door, pull it open.

The gray dog is there.

I sink to my knees. “Hey, boy. You came back.”

He licks the tears from my face. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.

I wrap my arms around his neck. The soft sound of his breathing steadies the world. I want to stay like this forever, my forehead pressed against his. But I know that I can’t.

“You stay here, boy. I have to see Miles.”

I bring the dog inside and give him a bowl of water. Then I head out to school. Miles can help me convince Poppy to get rid of that sweatshirt. Miles can help me figure out what to do about my mother, and Madame Amalia’s Private Functions shoebox, and James Doyle, and Nate Williams.

It’s time to tell Miles the truth about everything.

•

There’s a buzzing in the halls at school, and I catch a few looks thrown my way, like word has begun to spread that I lied about the lake house. I avoid all eye contact, walking quickly toward Miles’s locker. He sees me coming. I raise my hand to wave, but someone calls out to me.

“Hey!”

For a second, the world wobbles, and I hear the echo of another voice.

Hey, you dropped your toe.

“Hey, Turner. I’m talking to you.”

I turn slowly, the air around me charged and shifting.

Eddie Garrow is smirking at me. “Two million likes. That’s what we’re gonna have on the post when we’re done with you. Congratulations Kess, you’re gonna be famous.”

He brushes past me, and I stand there, just waiting to fall into a foggy world of gravestones and bloody sweatshirts.

Something bad is coming.

For a second, I catch the scent of burning lemons and feel the air begin to ripple around me. I stumble to the water fountain and flood my face with cold water. Eventually, the world comes back into focus. By the time I turn around, Eddie is gone. Miles, too. He’s walking down the hall away from me.

“Miles! Miles, wait!”

I hurry after him, legs shaking. By the time I catch up to him, I’m completely out of breath. I want to throw myself into his arms, but the expression on his face stops me cold, and I just stand there, my arms half-raised, hanging in the air like question marks.

“Miles?”

“I heard about all your lies,” he says.

Shit.

He turns to walk away.

“Wait. Wait!” I say. “You’re right. I lied about the house, and I’m sorry. Really sorry. I was embarrassed about where I live, but I should have told you.” I take a step toward him.

He holds up his hand. “I’m talking about the Insta post.”

“What post?”

“You’ve been lying to everybody about everything.”

“What do you mean?”

Miles laughs bitterly. “Don’t worry, though. Simon Fiodella is sticking up for you. He says that you gave him the greatest advice ever.”

I feel my stomach shrink. The hornets in my head crawl out of the hive. “Simon Fiodella?”

“You told Simon to stand up to my mother.”

“That’s not what I said.” My voice cracks. “I never meant to—”

“You know what Simon did, right? You’re the reason my brother almost died.” The words land like bricks at my feet.

“No. It wasn’t like that. I was just giving Simon a reading. He misinterpreted.”

“You can’t fuck around with people’s lives like that, Kess.”

The world shivers. For a second, I feel like I’m about to slide off the surface of the earth. I bite the inside of my cheek until I taste blood. “Miles, listen to me. Please.”

“Why should I? You’ve been lying to me from the moment I met you.” He looks at me like he doesn’t even know me. “What about all those things we talked about at the billboard? What about when you kissed me? Was that a lie, too?”

“No!” My heart catches in my throat. “Miles, you know that was true.”

“See, that’s the thing. I don’t know. You throw a party, it’s not even your house. For all I know, your name isn’t even Kess. I mean, I told you things . . . things that were . . . things I never even . . .” His voice breaks.

He turns to go, but I pull him back. He rounds on me, his eyes glittering like broken glass. “I thought we were real, Kess. But I don’t even know who you are.”

“I’m nobody, OK? Nobody. I live in the stockroom of a psychic shop, sleeping between the tarot cards and the Magic 8 Balls. And you know what? It’s the freaking Taj Mahal compared to some of the other places I’ve lived. Is that what you want to hear?”

He shakes his head. “That’s not who you are.”

“But it is. Everything I own fits in the back of a station wagon. My mother cleans toilets for a living. All of my clothes are from Goodwill. I once tried to sell my blood for cash. I don’t even have . . .” My voice trails off. The pity in his eyes. My stomach turns inside out. “You want to know why I never tell people where I live, where I come from? That’s it, right there. That look on your face, Miles. Like, Poor Kess.”

“Don’t. Just, don’t.” He leans down so his eyes blaze directly into mine. “Look again. You really think that’s what I’m feeling?”

“I think that if you knew who I really was, you wouldn’t want to know me.”

“See, that’s the thing,” Miles says. “You never let me know you, not the real you. And all that other stuff? Where you live? What you wear? What you’ve had to do? That’s not who you are. That’s just what you do to survive. Did you ever think that’s who you are, Kess? A survivor.”

Thoughts tumble through my head. He doesn’t get it, what things are really like. How Mom and I come and go like ghosts, how we keep to ourselves, how nobody remembers us when we leave, how nothing ever changes. I try to explain it to him, but the words get caught in my brain and the only thing that comes out is: “None of this matters.”

A door slams shut behind his eyes. “That is such bullshit. Don’t use that as an excuse to shit all over people. You’re the worst kind of liar, Kess. You lie to the people who care about you most. And that fucking does matter.” His voice drops. “If you’re not gonna tell the truth to the world, at least stop lying to yourself.”

I grab his arm. “Wait. That’s not what I meant. Miles, please give me another chance.”

But he shakes his head. “You should get that post taken down.” Gently, he removes my hand from his arm. Then he turns and walks away.

I stand stock-still, my feet cemented to the spot. “Miles?”

He keeps walking.

“Miles?” But my voice is just a whisper.

The bell rings for first period, but I still can’t move. Technically, Miles is right. I did lie to him, and to Poppy, and to everybody else. But that’s not the whole story. I never meant for anyone to get hurt.

Intentions matter, don’t they?

The hallways empty out, but I just stand there. If I refuse to move, then the world can’t move either. If I can stay in this one spot, then I might have a chance to take everything back.

But a little voice in the back of my brain nudges me. Pay attention, Kess. Think about what Eddie and Miles just said. Not the part about lies, but all the other stuff.

Stuff like: Two million likes.

And: Congratulations, you’re gonna be famous.

And: You should get that post taken down.

The voice nudges me again, only this time, it’s more like a punch in the gut.

What post?






CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


I hide in the locker room and scroll through my phone. It doesn’t take long to find the post.

Oracle of Delphine Exposed. And under that: #KessTurnerLiar.

Somebody had taken a picture of me through the window of the psychic shop. They must have caught me mid-sneeze or something, because in the photo, I’m looking down at one of the crystal balls, with both eyes closed and my face kind of twisted.

I swipe through the post. The gist is that I’m a total asshole, a fake psychic who sets people up and then claims to see the future. Like when I framed a girl for cheating on her test. Or when I called the cops to bust a party, but then “warned” everybody that I’d seen the cops coming in a vision, just so I could be a hero.

There are already eighty-six comments on the post, most from people pissed off about the fake readings I gave them.

She said I’d get back with my boyfriend, but he’s with someone else.

I heard she stole Sylvio’s sunglasses, then “helped” him find them.

Bitch lied about everything.

Simon Fiodella chimed in a bunch of times to defend me.

She’s legit. Gave me the best advice ever.

There was even a whole thread of comments about Eddie Garrow.

You realize Eddie posted this because she kicked his ass at the lake the other night.

I heard she kneed him in the nuts.

He deserves it.

I saw him hobbling around like his balls were on fire lol

That’s not the only reason his balls were burning #manslut

While I’m reading, another comment appears.

How do you know Kess Turner is lying? Her lips are moving.

Four people like it immediately.

Eddie Garrow is right. There might not be anything close to two million likes on the post, but I’m gonna be famous. At least here at Delphine High.

•

I sneak out through the locker room before the next period starts, my stomach completely gutted and a freight train screaming through my brain. I make it as far as the field hockey dugout before I collapse. I curl up on the corner of the bench, hugging my knees into my chest, making myself smaller and smaller. If I hold myself tight enough, maybe I’ll disappear.

In the parking lot, I see a car pull out. Eddie Freaking Garrow. Probably going for celebratory donuts. Or maybe going home to work on a new post.

I sit there for a long time, trying to find the strength for the long walk home. But the world keeps wobbling, the smell of burning lemons drifting in and out. After a while, I hear some voices nearby, two guys talking.

“The coach texted, says he’s on his way to meet us.”

“Let’s get some background shots of the empty field while we’re waiting. We can do an end-of-season wrap-up for tonight’s sports segment.”

Their footsteps squelch through the muddy field.

“Do you see that?” one says. Then louder, “Hey, are you OK?”

Two men come toward me. One holds a TV camera on his shoulder. The other one I recognize from the news.

“Hey, that’s her!” The guy hurries over, waving the cameraman to keep up with him. “You’re Kessen Turner, right? I’m Ronnie Treymaine from Channel Thirteen. You mind if I sit down?”

He doesn’t wait for an answer. “I left a message for you at the psychic shop. I thought you might want the opportunity to set the record straight about the break-in at Skye Gate Lake. Sources say you’re a person of interest.”

“I gotta go.” I stand. The field spins around me like a carnival ride.

“Have the police contacted you yet?” Ronnie motions to his camera guy. “Get this on tape.”

“Leave me alone,” I say.

“I’m just trying to find out the truth, Kess. What do the red balloons mean? Why did you leave them in the bedroom?”

“No comment.” My brain feels like an exposed wire in a thunderstorm.

“This isn’t the first time you’ve been in trouble with the police, is it? I understand that you were arrested for defacing a billboard?”

The world tilts and rolls.

“Sources say you’ve been impersonating Madame Amalia Sales, who passed away recently. Is that true?”

The world ripples and sways.

My mouth fills with the taste of dirty pennies.

The entire universe is a giant burning lemon.

Then


Bells ring their warning




The bearded man laughs, his head floating in the air

Behind me, the girl calls urgently. “Hey, you dropped your toe!”




Someone is in the shadows. Whispers swirling in the mist

“Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”




I’m running. Something bad is coming

Coming for me




A rushing wind on my face. The ground lurches, then disappears

I’m falling




Gray. Endless gray

Cold. Deadly cold

Can’t breathe

Can’t move

Dying




The eyeball watches me, unblinking

The bloody blue sweatshirt




A quiet cemetery

The sun weeps down on the black gravestone

Yellow roses

A wrist with a question-mark scar

Whose name is on the gravestone?

Whose name?

Who?




The world spins and flips. Blurs and dims. Then clicks back into place




Something is burning

Flames race up the wall

The paint bubbles and peels

I see a face,

blackened

shriveled

hair in flames

The face has no eyes




No mouth

No



I hear myself screaming. “Otto is burning! The lemons are burning! The hair is on fire!”

Ronnie Treymaine’s microphone is still in my face. “What about the lemons, Kess?”

I feel doubled, like I’m two people, in two places. One out on the field, pushing the microphone away. The other, there, in that burning room, the smoke choking my lungs.

“Who is Otto?” Ronnie asks.

For a second, the world vibrates again, and I think I’ll get sucked back into the vision. I can hear Ronnie, dimly in the background, calling my name. Asking me questions.

I take deep, gulping breaths.

In through the nose.

Out through the mouth.

Keep it together.

Keep. It. Together.

I dig into my pocket and pull out my phone.

“Hello, nine-one-one. What is your emergency?”

“There’s a fire at Madame Amalia’s Psychic Shoppe,” I shout into the phone. “You need to get someone there right away. The place is burning down!”






CHAPTER FIFTY


I jump into the news van, desperate to get to the shop. “Hurry!”

The cameraman drives and Ronnie Treymaine sits in the front, cranked around so he can fling questions at me.

I don’t answer. I can’t talk, even if I wanted to.

don’t be too late, don’t be too late, don’t be too late

I hear sirens in the distance when we pull up to the front curb. I don’t see flames, but I can already smell the smoke.

Ronnie’s eyes bug out. “Holy shit. How did you know? Phil, get the camera and roll on this.”

But I’m already out of the car and running to the shop. I fling open the front door. Ronnie is shouting behind me.

“What are you doing? Don’t go in there!”

Inside, smoke steams out from under the stockroom door and then crawls across the floor toward me. The door hisses and sighs, like it’s alive. I take a few steps, and the heat surrounds me, pushing me forward. A finger of flame squeezes out from behind the stockroom door. Beckoning.

The world ripples around me. I smell burning hair and burning lemons. I lose myself in between. Am I actually here, in the burning shop? Or back at the field hockey dugout, inside my vision? I feel the heat on my skin, taste the smoke coating my tongue, but my head is disconnected, a balloon at the end of a long string, floating somewhere high above me.

I feel as if my head might float away. And if it did, would there be no more pain, no more visions, no more worry? Whatever is going to happen will happen anyway, right? No matter what I do, I can’t change my future.

There’s a whoosh behind me. I spin around, expecting to see the laughing, bearded man. I brace myself for the ground to buckle and the cold gray to pull me under and the bells to start ringing. It’s already hard to breathe.

No. Focus. It’s not too late.

My knees are weak. My head floats and sways above me. The smoke shrouds me in a swirling, deadly mist.

From behind me, I hear a soft whine. The sound breaks through the fog in my brain, like a bubble popping. I whirl around. The flames are spreading across the wall behind the cash register. I look down and see him there. A face, blackened and smoldering on the floor.

Otto.

And sitting right next to him, the gray dog.

it’s not too late, it’s not too late, it’s not too late

I race to the end of the shop. The smoke seethes around me.

I grab the scruff of his neck and pull. “Come on!”

He doesn’t need to be told twice. The two of us run through the shop. Through the heat and the smoke and the smell of burning hair.

And out into the light.

When we get to the road, I stop to catch my breath.

But the dog, he keeps running.

I call to him twice, but he doesn’t stop.

He doesn’t even look back.






CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


I sit on the back of the paramedics van, watching the firemen drag the hose out of the shop.

“You sure you don’t need that anymore?” It’s the older paramedic, the one who thinks I should go to the hospital.

“I’m fine.” I hold out the oxygen mask. “You can take it.”

He checks my vitals again.

The younger paramedic starts packing up. “She’s fine, Al. Her mother’s on the way. We’ll recommend she go to a doctor to be checked out. Just to make sure.”

Al nods and finally leaves me alone. But Ronnie Treymaine comes over the second he sees the opening.

“You OK?” He reaches to pat me on the shoulder, but then thinks better of it. “The chief says they’ve got the fire out now and there was nobody inside. So, was that your dog? Was that Otto?”

I shake my head. “He’s not my dog. I have no idea what his name is.”

“Then who’s Otto?”

“There is no Otto. Not anymore.”

“OK then.” He says it carefully, like I’m unstable. “You know, it was lucky they got here so fast. The chief said another ten minutes and the place would have been too far gone. But it looks like it was mostly contained to the back room. You’ll probably be able to save most of the building.” He looks at me like he’s waiting for an explanation. “How did you know—”

I wave him off. I can’t talk. I can barely think.

The visions are back, and everything is happening exactly the way I saw it. The flames in the shop. Otto’s face, smoldering on the floor. I thought I prevented all of it after saving Sam. What a joke. I didn’t stop anything. I can’t stop anything. Life is a movie that’s already written. We are all just pathetic actors who can’t change the script. And one day, sooner or later, I’m gonna find myself running through the mist, falling into an unfathomable cold, where I can’t breathe, and I can’t move, and I’ll die with the sound of bells ringing in my ears and a dead eyeball watching me.

I hug my arms into my chest. What’s the point of knowing the future if you can’t do anything to change it?

“Miss? I need to ask you a few questions.” A cop has appeared next to me. “I understand that you’re the person who placed the nine-one-one call. I’m told that you called from the high school. Can you tell me how you knew the building was on fire?”

I almost laugh out loud. That’s a great freaking question. Sure, I’ll tell you. I hit my head and now I can see the future. I’m a real live psychic.

“Miss? The thing is, there are indications that the fire was set deliberately.”

Ronnie’s ears perk up. He nods his chin at the cameraman and makes a little roll it signal with his fingers.

“Do you know anybody who might want to harm you or your business? Have you had any threats or noticed anything unusual lately?”

I feel my blood turn to ice. Did someone come for the money in the Private Functions shoebox? Did it have anything to do with Madame Amalia’s scam with Nate Williams? What about that guy who answered the phone when I called from the “dry cleaner”? You tell Chris I want my fucking money back. Or that angry customer who came to the shop looking for his cheating wife. Or whoever called Mrs. Berger looking for Mom. Or James Doyle, who just figured out that Amalia was dead, even though he was still getting emails from her.

The cop waits to hear my answer. I want to tell him everything, but how can I explain it?

Here’s the thing: I found a box full of cash in a safe behind a mirror. No, I didn’t tell anyone about it.

Oh, and there were coded newspaper ads and a bunch of secret cell phones. No, I didn’t tell anyone about that either.

There was some kind of scam going on, and a dead girl named Nora, and tracks that had to be covered up.

And my mother might be involved.

I can see exactly how it would go. The cop would nod at me in that way that cops nod. And then he’d ask to see it all. The cash, and the phones, and the newspaper ads. The evidence.

But there is no evidence. Not anymore. It’s all burned to ash now.

“Miss, I’m having trouble understanding how you knew about the fire when you were allegedly so far away?”

Allegedly. That’s the key word. The cop doesn’t really want to know if someone was after me. The cop thinks I’m the one who set the fire.

I don’t say a word. I just reach into my pocket, pull out my phone, and dial.

“Hello. Sue Chun Legal Services. Can I help you?”

“Yes. I think I need a lawyer.”






1 DAY BEFORE THE BELLS FRIDAY, DECEMBER 18
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


I’ve got one more room to do. We gotta be at Sue’s office by three. Be ready to leave in fifteen minutes, all right?” Mom waits until I nod and then shuts the door on her way out.

For the past five days, we’ve been holed up in a motel over by the highway, where Mom is cleaning rooms for our rent. I haven’t gone back to school, and probably never will, at least not here in Delphine. In true Turner fashion, we are keeping to ourselves, so far under the radar that we might as well be underground. Sue is the only one who knows where we are.

Even if I wanted to come clean about everything that’s happened, Sue told me to keep my mouth zipped while she works her magic. The police like to look for easy answers, and you’re right in front of them. Don’t talk to them. Don’t talk to anyone.

So I keep my mouth shut. I’m already in enough trouble with the stolen house and the fire. No point in adding impersonating the dead to the deal. Besides, Mom is hell-bent on insisting the fire has absolutely nothing to do with us. It was probably just one of Ammy’s clients who didn’t like her predictions. She wants me to believe that everything is going to be fine, but I can tell she’s scared.

Me too. I wake up every night with the walls closing in around me. Wondering if the fire had anything to do with my emails and phone calls. Wondering who was looking for Mom in Moss Creek. Whether they’re coming here next. Because something bad is coming. I can feel it. There’s a gravestone out there somewhere with a name on it that I can’t see. And it feels like an invisible force is pushing me toward it, toward the ringing bells and the cold, gray world, toward the bloody sweatshirt and the unblinking eyeball. And I don’t know how to stop it.

So I lay in bed and watch myself on the news, over and over. Looking for the truth.

It ran on the local six o’clock news first. Me, standing in front of the field hockey dugout, with a demented look in my eyes, screaming into Ronnie’s microphone. Otto is burning! The lemons are burning! The hair is on fire!

Then the Easton news picked it up, then Philadelphia, then it was everywhere, somehow morphing from a story about the fire into one of those cutesy features that they air right before the weather, with the news anchors yukking it up with each other in that disgusting flirty way that they do. And now this, from a little town called Delphine in northeast Pennsylvania, where a psychic predicted that her own psychic shop would go up in flames. What do you think of that, Marty? Oh, I don’t know, Katie, I think I smell some lemons burning. Liar, liar, the hair is on fire.

I know I should stop watching it, but I can’t help myself. I lean over my phone, squinting, looking hard into my own eyes, trying to see my vision playing itself out inside of my brain.

If I look hard enough, maybe I’ll be able to see the truth.






CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


“We’ve got a lot to cover here, so I’ll go through this quickly,” Sue Chun says, motioning for us to sit at the conference table at her office. “We’ve got two problems: First and foremost, the cops still consider Kess a person of interest in the fire.”

“But she has an alibi,” Mom says. “She’s on video at the school at the same time the fire was set.”

“They’re saying she could have hired someone to do it.”

“With what money? And why? I mean, it’s not like there was any insurance or anything.”

Sue shrugs. “To make it look like she was a real psychic, like that post said.”

I roll my eyes. Eddie’s freaking post is the least of my problems now. “Really? They’re saying that I set the fire so I could—what—increase business? It’s not like I’m gonna do much business in a burned-down psychic shop. That’s idiotic.”

“Nobody is accusing you of being smart,” Sue says.

“Then what are they accusing me of?”

“Technically, they aren’t accusing you of anything. They’re still investigating the fire. Someone set it deliberately, that’s certain. But I think the police now realize you aren’t the one. Give me another day; I’ll get it sorted out. In the meantime,” Sue says, “I’ve got some good news on Problem Number Two—your little shindig at the Monahan’s lake house.”

“I still can’t understand what possessed you to throw that party,” Mom says. “What were you thinking?”

Sue makes a face like, It doesn’t matter. “You two can sort that out later. For now, we need to focus on the legal ramifications. I’m not worried about the Realtor who tipped the cops off when she saw you on the news. She might be angry, but she can’t do anything about it. Lying to her about wanting to buy the house is not against the law. The police, on the other hand, threatened to go for breaking and entering, defacing property, underage drinking, and whatever other charges they could throw at the wall in the hope that something sticks. Mostly, they want to use it as leverage to get you to talk about the fire.” Sue looks at me over the top of her glasses. “You’re not talking to anyone, right?”

I make a zipper across my mouth. “Not a word.”

“That’s my girl,” Sue says. “Anyway, the police have nothing because I already convinced the Monahans not to press charges.”

“How did you manage that?” Mom asks.

“I know Janie Monahan. I got her son out of a similar scrape a few years back.” Sue smiles. “As for the underage drinking, the cops did find a few bottles of liquor, but they have no proof that Kess was at the party. So, unless one of your friends rats you out, you should be in the clear.”

One of my friends—that’s a laugh. The day after the fire, Miles had texted me: You OK? And I texted back: I’m fine. And he answered: Right. That’s the same lie you tell everyone. And that was that. As for Poppy, she called once, but she didn’t leave a voicemail, and when I called back, I got nothing but crickets. It’s like they both eased their conscience by making sure I wasn’t burned to a crisp, and then they were free to go on being pissed at me forever.

Whatever. It’s not like I haven’t survived my whole life without friends.

“So if they haven’t charged Kess with anything, we can leave, right? What about selling the shop?” Mom asks. “Did you tell the buyers we’d take their best offer?”

Sue shakes her head. “They don’t want it anymore, not after the fire. But maybe that’s OK. Listen, I’ve been thinking you should hold on to it. The front room is in good shape. I’ve got a friend who can help renovate it for cheap. Even if you decide to sell later, you’ll get more money out of it if you fix it up first.”

“I need the cash now,” Mom says.

For the first time, Sue’s face softens, going from hard-ass lawyer to concerned friend. “Melissa, you and Kess can stay at the motel as long as you want. Jerry is a friend of mine, and he doesn’t mind. Plus, I have enough business now that I can hire you full-time here at the office. No more cleaning for other clients. I can even lend you a little money, just till you get back on your feet. You don’t have to do this all on your own.”

“I’m fine,” Mom says.

“Hey.” Sue’s voice gets even gentler. “I’m worried about you.”

For the first time in a long time, I really look at my mother. She seems worn out and dried up, like if a stiff wind got ahold of her, she would blow away like a paper cup. All those late nights working have taken their toll. Not to mention all the other crap she’s been dealing with. The things she worries about. The things she doesn’t talk about.

The things she lies about.

“Thank you, but I’m fine.” Mom flashes her best fake smile at Sue. I’m reminded where I learned it from. “You’re right. We’ll hold on to the property and sell later. And, if you can get me a loan in the meantime, that would be amazing.”

Sue smiles, pouring herself another cup of coffee as Mom expertly yesses her to death. But I’ve seen that glint in my mother’s eyes a million times before, and I know what it means.

As soon as she gets her hands on a little bit of cash, we’ll leave.

We’re as good as gone already.






DAY OF THE BELLS SATURDAY, DECEMBER 19
CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


By the next day, Mom has a plan. After all these years, she’s actually selling Madame Amalia’s 2010 Nissan Altima.

She waits for me to snap my seat belt and then pulls out of the motel parking lot. “Remember, Kess, once you pick up the car, drive it straight back here. The buyers will meet us later tonight at the diner.”

Her hands are white on the steering wheel, and her whole body is rigid with stress. I know she doesn’t like the idea of me driving Madame’s car, but she can’t ask Sue. She doesn’t want Sue to know we’re leaving. Gotta avoid a long, why-don’t-you-stay goodbye. Too many questions, too much wasted time. Besides, goodbyes are for the Normals. We are Turners, the Lucky Ones. We get to go wherever we want, whenever we want.

I turn my head to the side and swipe at my eyes.

“Hey,” Mom says. “You OK?”

I flash my very best fake smile. “I’m fine. Isn’t that the only way to be?”

“Things’ll be better in Jacksonville.” She reaches over and squeezes my knee. “Between what we get for the car and whatever Sue can loan me, we’ll have enough money for a fresh start. Plus, if Sue’s able to sell the shop, we’ll have that coming our way, too.”

I wonder if Mom will send Sue our new address through an ad in USA Today.

“In the meantime, we just have to keep our heads down and get through today. I’ve got a lot of running around to do. Just come to the motel and wait for me. If I don’t make it back by seven-thirty, meet me at the diner. And remember, drive under the speed limit. Complete stops at all stop signs.”

“Mom, it’s five freaking miles. I’ll be OK.”

When Mom pulls up in front of the psychic shop, we both just sit there, not saying a word. There are smoke stains around the front window like a gray halo. Crime scene tape flutters in the breeze. Some rent-a-cop security guy walks toward our car.

Mom looks at her watch. “I gotta run. Remember, get the car keys and whatever money is left in the register. See if any of our clothes are salvageable. Then drive the car straight to the motel.” Mom gives me a long look. “No stopping. Don’t tell anybody where we’re staying, and not a word about the fact we’re leaving.”

After Mom drives away, the security guard motions for me to follow him. When we get to the front door, he leans over to pick something up.

“This is the third one today,” he says, holding up a lemon. “Any idea what that’s all about?”

“Nope.” Lying through my teeth.

“Probably just kids,” the guard says. “I saw a bunch of them here earlier, taking pictures in front of the shop, yelling something about burning lemons. That’s not right. This here’s a fire site, not a tourist attraction.”

He unlocks the padlock and pushes the front door open. “Now, be careful, miss. The building is structurally sound, but there’s a lot of smoke and water damage. I can’t have you slipping on something and getting hurt.”

Inside, it smells like a wet campfire on steroids. My eyes immediately start to burn, and the low thrum of a headache is gathering at the back of my skull. The main showroom is mostly intact; the firefighters stopped the flames before there was too much damage. I open the cash register and fish out the car keys and $42.18 of unburnt money.

I find my mouth guard and field hockey stick by the front counter. For a second, I allow myself to think about next season at Delphine High. The whole team will be excited about trying to make the playoffs again. By that time, I’ll have been gone for six months, longer than I was even here. And, if any of them even think of me, it would be as a joke. Remember that girl who pretended to be a psychic? Liar, liar, the hair is on fire? I wonder what ever happened to her?

I toss the field hockey stick back under the counter. I’m done with all that. Wherever we go next, I’ll be working, not playing. I’ll get two jobs, three jobs. Whatever it takes.

I step into the stockroom, catching a glimpse of my shape in the blackened mirror, like the outline of a ghost. It looks like the fire started in the back of the room, by the pile of recycling. The newspapers are gone. Our suitcases, too. Most of our clothes. And all the boxes of inventory Mom “organized.” Including the box labeled HEADS & OTHER STUFF.

The money, all $7,240, burned to ash.

“Miss, did you get what you need?” the guard asks.

Quickly I stuff what little can be saved into my backpack and two grocery bags.

“Yeah. I’m good.” Even my voice sounds smoky.

As I follow him toward the front door, my foot kicks something. A burnt, hairless lump rolls across the floor. I reach down and pick him up.

“Otto,” I whisper. “What am I gonna do?”

But he doesn’t answer. Because it really doesn’t matter what I do.

So I leave him there.

After all, I’m good at leaving.

I back Madame Amalia’s car out of the driveway. My fugly green coat is still on the passenger seat, where I’d left it after my Black Out shopping spree. For a second, my mind drifts to that night, to Miles kissing me on the balcony. Feeling like we were both a part of the same sky, a sky that could go on forever.

I stop in the middle of the road. Try to catch my breath. Swipe the tears from my face.

A white pickup truck maneuvers around me, pulling up to the curb in front of the psychic shop. Probably another jerk-off wanting to leave a lemon and take a selfie at the Oracle of Delphine’s famous shop. Well, fuck you.

Fuck everything.

I slam Madame’s car into gear and tear away. When I pass the pickup, I stick my arm out the window and flip him off.

The adrenaline lasts about ten blocks before I have to stop again. I put my head down on the steering wheel, taking long, hitching breaths.

Get it together.

Get a damn grip.

When I finally look up, I have to laugh. I’m sitting in the Salvation Army parking lot. Isn’t that just perfect?

I get out of the car, yanking my new black jacket off my body. Then I stuff it deep into one of the donation bins. Let some other kid have it. I mean, who do I think I am, anyway? I’m not the girl with the brand-new jacket. I’m the girl with the fugly green coat.

The girl who’s leaving.






CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


Forty-two dollars and eighteen cents buys you a small bag of dog food, one plushie toy, two bones, and three red balloons.

I sit at the ridge, the small pile of dog supplies next to me like an offering. But the dog doesn’t come.

When I can’t stay any longer, I stand.

“Hey boy, I don’t know if you can hear me. I gotta go now,” I say. “You’ll like Sue. Once we get far enough away, I’ll call her. When she comes, you should go with her, OK?”

My words float over the edge of the ridge, whisper past the Monahan’s cabin, and melt into the lake below.

I look up at the sky one last time, letting the setting sun warm my face. “It’s the same sky,” I whisper. “Wherever I end up, it’s the same sky as this one. Look at it every once in a while and remember me.”






CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


I’ve moved ten times in the last twelve years, and I’ve never once said goodbye to anybody. But this time, I can’t leave like that. There are two things I have to do first.

It’s late afternoon by the time I get to Poppy’s house. I smooth my hair and put my field hockey mouth guard in the pocket of my fugly coat. I know Poppy’s at work, but that’s good. I’m not here to see her.

I knock, and Mrs. Popovich opens the door.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here,” she says. “You know Elizabeth wants nothing to do with you, right? I mean, after everything we’ve seen on the news, everything you’ve done. Fraud, breaking and entering, arson.”

I open my mouth to say I didn’t set the fire, but then I just shrug. What’s the point? People are gonna believe what they want to believe. The truth doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is getting inside the house.

“I’m not here to see her,” I say. “I left something in her room. My mouth guard. Let me just grab it real quick and I’ll be gone before she gets back. And I promise you won’t hear from me again.”

Mrs. Popovich holds the door open for me. I run upstairs and into Poppy’s room. When Poppy gets home, her mother will tell her I stopped by. And Poppy will know it was me who took Tyson’s sweatshirt. She will probably hate me forever, but that doesn’t really matter. All that matters is that I save her. Poppy will not be the LATE GAL in the bloody sweatshirt. I’m going to burn the fucking thing.

I reach underneath Poppy’s bed and feel around for the bag, hoping the sweatshirt is still there. I hear Mrs. Popovich coming up the steps.

“Are you done in here?”

My fingers close around the plastic bag. I pull it out and stuff it under my shirt, zipping my fugly coat closed to hide it.

She pokes her head into the room. “Did you find it?”

“Yeah.” I dig into my pocket, fish out the mouth guard, and wave it in her face. “I got it.”

She follows me down the steps and back to the porch. The plastic bag feels slick against my bare stomach.

She stands there, watching to make sure I leave. When I open the car door, she calls out to me.

“You know, she could have used a real friend this week, with everything that happened. You heard about her father? The bastard left us.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It only made things worse for Elizabeth, you pretending to be her friend like that.”

“I didn’t pretend,” I snap. “I am her friend.”

“Really? That’s not what she thinks.”

I know that already, so I’m not sure why I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from crying.

•

I pull up to Miles’s house, parking under the Westview Street sign. Miles doesn’t want to see me, I know that. But, I want—no, I need—to see him one last time. To tell him I’m sorry, even if he doesn’t believe me. To tell him he matters to me, even if he doesn’t care. To tell him it wasn’t all lies. That I’ve shared more truth with him than I have with anyone in my entire life.

I ring the doorbell and wait. His mother’s voice calls from inside. “Come in.”

The house is dark and silent. “Hello?”

“I’m in the kitchen.”

I walk down the dark hallway, past the office with the photos of Miles’s father getting into the car, past Sam’s colorful room of goofy, big-eyed frogs, past the closed door to Miles’s room.

Mrs. Macklin is sitting at the kitchen table, looking like she hasn’t slept in a week. There’s a bottle of vodka in front of her and a half-empty glass in her hand.

“Hi. Umm, is Miles here?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “He and Sam went for a walk. After that, he’s taking Elizabeth to the Winter Carnival.”

“OK.” I turn to leave.

“Wait.”

I do, but she just sits there. A million pounds of silence crush against the house. Finally, she says, “Do you know what’s wrong?”

“Pardon?”

“Miles. These past few days. Something’s happened. He’s . . .” she searches for the word and finally whispers, “broken, somehow.”

Her face is wet with tears. I don’t think she even knows it.

“Since Dan died, I’ve tried so hard to make it right for the boys. To keep things the way they were. But I can’t fix it.” Her eyes are pleading. “He’s going to be OK, right? Tell me he’s going to be OK.”

I shake my head. I won’t lie to her. “He’s not OK. He’s worried about you and Sam all the time.”

She looks completely lost. “I don’t know what to do.”

I feel tears on my own cheeks. “Don’t make him paint that billboard anymore.”

“What?”

“You can’t fix it with billboards and photographs. You can’t fix it by trying to keep things the same.”

“They need stability.”

“They need you.”

She puts her head in her hands. Her voice is raw. “I can’t do it on my own.”

“Then get help.”

She doesn’t say anything. She’s still as a photograph, staring into the bottom of her glass.

Finally, she meets my eyes. “I’ll tell Miles you stopped by.”

•

I sit in Madame Amalia’s car across the street from Miles’s house, writing a letter to Miles and Poppy. It’s better this way anyway. I can say everything I need to without having to see the expressions on their faces. Kess, you’re such a liar. I’m glad you’re leaving. Or, worse, Poor Kess.

So I write it down. The truth. Maybe they’ll believe me and maybe they won’t, but I have to try.


Dear Miles and Poppy,




By the time you read this letter, I’ll be gone. I don’t want to leave, but I have to. I know you probably don’t care. You have every right to be pissed at me. You also deserve to know why I did what I did.

My whole life, I’ve lied about who I am. Why tell the truth when you can make up a better life? Why make friends when they’ll only forget you when you leave? Because I always leave. I’ve moved so many times, I feel like a ghost in my own life.

There’s so much I want to tell you about everything that happened, about who I really am, but there’s no time now. Maybe someday



I swallow a sob. A tear falls and smudges that last word. I can’t bring myself to finish that sentence. Someday will never come.


Poppy, I stole Tyson’s sweatshirt. I saw it in a vision, covered in blood. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you. And that’s not the only thing that I saw. Something really bad is going to happen very soon. I can’t stop it. I don’t even understand what the vision is trying to tell me, but I know that if I leave, you two will be safe.

I never meant to hurt either of you. I would take it all back if I could, rewind my life so that I never even came to Delphine.



I look at that last sentence and cross it out. That’s a lie, and I’m done with lying. I would never take back meeting Miles and Poppy. I dry my eyes and finish the letter.


Poppy once told me that a balloon could change someone’s life. I still don’t know if that’s true, but I do know that you changed mine. I told you a lot of lies, but here’s one final truth: I never, ever lied about how I feel about either of you.




Love,

Kess



I walk across the street, carrying my letter and three red balloons. Miles’s car is in the driveway, unlocked. I open his trunk, which is empty except for his football bag. For a second, I almost lose it, remembering that day in the diner when he lent me his clothes and bought me soup. I shut my eyes and imagine Miles’s clothes against my body, so soft and warm. How they smelled a little like him. I’m tempted to pull a Poppy and steal his sweatshirt, just so I can have part of him with me wherever I go. Instead, I lay my letter on top of the football bag, then push the three balloons into the trunk and slam it shut.

It could be weeks before Miles opens that trunk. The balloons could be shriveled up by then, just like his memories of some girl named Kess Turner.

I go back across the street and sit in Madame’s car, watching the last daylight drain from the sky. Even after the world turns dark, I still sit. Mom will kill me if I’m not at the diner when she gets there, but I can’t bring myself to leave.

Even though I’m an expert at leaving.

Behind me, I hear a car turn onto the road. I crank my head around. Maybe it’s Miles. Maybe he and Sam got a ride home with someone.

But it’s a white pickup truck, driving slowly down the road. I feel a cold finger of fear tickle the back of my neck. Is that the same truck I saw in front of the psychic shop?

I scrunch down in my seat, watching until the taillights disappear in the mist.

I gotta get out of here.

I hang a U-turn and drive to the diner, keeping my eyes peeled for white pickup trucks the whole way.






CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


I wait for Mom at the Sunrise Diner, picking dried egg off the plastic menu. The Christmas tree in the corner looks tired already, with one strand of lights blinking randomly like it won’t make it through the next six days.

The waitress drops off my cup of coffee and then goes to wrangle an order out of the family two tables over. They’re obnoxiously noisy. In fact, everything in the diner is dialed up way too loud. That ringing phone. Those forks scraping across the plates. The TV blaring right behind me. My brain feels like it’s being squeezed by a fist, a pressure that’s been building behind my eyes since I left the psychic shop.

I check my watch. Almost 7:30. Mom should be here soon. Madame’s car is all cleaned and ready to go. Everything I rescued from the shop is now stuffed in my backpack and the two grocery bags on the seat next to me. Once Mom hands the keys off to the buyers, all I’ll have to do is toss the bags in our station wagon, and then we can leave.

It’s better this way. There’s nothing for us here in Delphine anyway. The shop is gone. Miles and Poppy are gone. And whatever secrets Mom is keeping, maybe we can leave them here in Delphine, too.

I try to take a sip of my coffee, but it’s way too hot. Instead, I watch the traffic pass in front of the diner. Still no sign of any white pickup trucks. Behind me, someone starts laughing.

My heart stutters to a stop.

The whole world goes still.

He laughs again, and then my heart explodes.

I know that laugh. It’s the laugh from my vision.

I whip my head around. There’s a TV behind me, bolted high on the wall. Ronnie Treymaine’s face seems to float in midair. He’s wearing a fake beard.

“I think I have a good chance of winning the Caveman Beard competition at this year’s Winter Carnival. Unfortunately, that won’t be tonight. The warm front we’ve had this week will turn what should have been snow into pockets of freezing rain. Organizers will be shutting the carnival down early so people can get home safe and sound. My beard will have to wait until tomorrow night for judging.”

He laughs again, and I feel that nauseating doubling, like I’m here in the diner but also stuck in my vision somewhere between a graveyard and a girl warning me that I dropped my toe.

I watch as Ronnie strolls through the Winter Carnival. “Despite the weather, folks are having a great time at the carnival tonight. What could be better than corn dogs and slushies, a Delphine tradition?” He takes a slurp from a big red cup. “Mmmm. It’s like drinking a cherry snowball. And speaking of tradition, thanks to a generous donation from the Chamber of Commerce, we’re bringing back another Delphine icon tonight.”

The camera pans across the lake to focus on the old Skye Gate Inn. “For the first time in decades, we’re going to hear Skye Gate’s famous bells tonight at eight o’clock.”

Ronnie laughs again, the sound mixing with the ringing of bells in my mind. I see a bloody sweatshirt, the dead eyeball staring at me.

I’m cold. So very cold.

Something bad is coming. Coming tonight.

Dimly, I hear the waitress ask, “Can I get you something else?”

But I’m still laser-focused on the TV screen. The cameras are back on Ronnie Treymaine.

And there, standing right next to Ronnie, are Miles and Poppy.

Miles is wearing a red hat and scarf.

Poppy is wearing a CHOCOLATE GALAXY sweatshirt.

“No! No, no, no!” That’s impossible. I have the hoodie here at the diner.

Frantically, I dump everything out of my backpack. The plastic bag from Poppy’s room is at the bottom. I rip it open and pull out the sweatshirt.

But it’s not the sweatshirt.

It’s Poppy’s dirty field hockey uniform.

The air around me ripples and sways. I choke on the smell of burning lemons.

The world doubles; I double with it.

Faintly, I hear the waitress call out, “Be careful, honey. Watch out!”

The clatter of a cup falling. A burning pain in my wrist. Hot coffee dripping from my sleeve.

“Oh, sweetie. That’s gonna leave a mark,” the waitress says.

An angry red blister bubbles up on my wrist.

It’s shaped like a question mark.






CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


A long line of cars streams out of the Chutezilla parking lot. The parking attendant leans down to tell me that the Winter Carnival is closing soon because of the weather, but I just blow past him, driving way too fast to the back of the lot. I have to get Miles and Poppy out of here before those bells start ringing.

Something bad is coming. Coming tonight. Right here to the Winter Carnival.

I run through the carnival grounds, past kids toasting marshmallows. I sprint around melting ice sculptures and the firewood-stacking competition. Even as I barrel through the middle of it, the carnival feels distant, like a party happening in another room.

I find Miles and Poppy by Santa’s castle, posing for goofy pictures in the fake sleigh. Poppy sees me first. Her laugh dies in her throat.

“Kess? What are you doing here?”

I’m out of breath, my lungs burning from the cold and panic. “You have to take off that sweatshirt,” I manage to say to Poppy.

“Here we go again,” Poppy says, her expression hard. “What’s your problem?”

“Miles, make her take it off. She can’t be wearing that sweatshirt.” My heart is racing. I can’t stop imagining blood splashed across Poppy’s chest.

“What’s going on?” Miles’s eyes narrow, taking in my expression. My panic. “You saw something didn’t you?”

“Take it off, Poppy. Now!”

“The hell I will. It’s cold out.”

Miles puts his hand on Poppy’s arm to quiet her. “She’ll take it off,” he tells me.

“You promise?” I feel momentary relief. The fire in my belly dies down just a little. But it’s not enough. They have to get out of here before the bells start ringing.

He nods. “I have another sweatshirt in my car. But you have to tell me what’s going on. What did you see?”

Poppy rolls her eyes. “Don’t tell me she’s got you believing this vision bullshit.”

“Just go,” I say. “Both of you.” I want to scream at them: Get out of here. Now, now, now, now!

“We’re not leaving you here alone.” Miles reaches for my wrist, and pain from the burn shoots through me. I twist away from him.

He doesn’t get it. I’m not the one in danger. I’m the one with the scarred wrist. I’m the one laying flowers on the grave, not the one who’s buried there.

“Get out of here,” I gasp.

“What did you see?” Miles demands.

“I didn’t see anything. You just have to go.”

He folds his arms. “You’re lying. I’m not leaving until you tell me the truth.”

“She doesn’t even know what truth means,” Poppy says.

There’s no time for this argument. The bells will start ringing soon. Poppy will never believe me anyway. Not until it’s too late.

I have to lie to them one more time. A lie to protect them.

“Poppy’s right. There are no visions; I made it all up. It’s not my fault you’re so gullible.” I almost choke on the words.

His face crumples.

“But you still gotta go,” I say, fighting back tears. “I stopped by your house on the way here. Your Mom is really, really drunk. Sam needs you.”

He’s running for the exit before I even finish speaking.

Poppy gives me one last, disgusted look, and then follows him.

It starts to rain. Tiny, sharp needles of freezing rain. I watch Poppy and Miles disappear into the blue mist. Good. They’re gone.

They’re gone.

A strangled sob escapes my throat. From the corner of my eye, I glimpse a small gray shadow dart away. I turn to look, but all I see is his tail disappearing into the bushes.

“Wait! Come back!”

But the gray dog is gone, too.

The weight of the sky presses down, and I sink to the ground, my head buried in my knees, my breath scraping through my lungs like barbed wire.

I’ve been homeless before. Hungry. Cold. This is nothing, compared to that.

Then why does it hurt so much?

Mom is right. I should have kept to myself. What’s the point of loving people if it feels like this when you leave?

It doesn’t matter. Miles and Poppy will be safe before those bells start to ring. Miles will get rid of the sweatshirt. And Mom will be waiting for me at the Sunrise Diner. As soon as I get there, we can get the hell away from Delphine. Away from Madame Amalia and Nora and all of Mom’s secrets. Away from all the kids who left comments on Eddie’s post, who left lemons on my doorstep. Away from the pity and anger on Miles’s and Poppy’s faces.

But when I think about where I’ll be tomorrow night, it’s just a blank space, a cold nothing. And I can’t help thinking that when I finally get up from the ground, when I go back to the car and drive away, that there will be pieces of me that will stay behind, pieces that will never leave the side of this lake. Wherever I go, I will be missing those pieces, those holes that will be shaped like Poppy and Miles.

I hug my knees to my chest. The tears come faster.






CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


I’m not sure how long I sit there in the middle of the empty carnival grounds before I slowly rise to my feet and pull my fugly green coat around me. Time to get out of here. The rain is still falling; my hair is soaked through. My body feels stiff, chilled to the bone. I squint across the lake, trying to see the Monahan’s cabin, but it’s lost in the fog. Just like my happy memories of sitting on the dock with Miles. I walk along the edge of the lake, heading back toward the Chutezilla parking lot, my hands in my pockets, shoulders hunched against the night. I can feel something deep in my pocket, something that has slipped through a hole into the lining of my coat. I reach inside, and my fingertips brush against something hard. It shifts, and a hive of hornets in my head starts to hum. I taste metal at the back of my throat. The world ripples around the edges.

I stop dead, just breathing. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

Not now.

Not now.

I have to get out of here. Before the bells start to ring.

I close my eyes, trying to keep the world tethered in place. When I’m sure the moment has passed, I pick up the pace as much as I can over the icy gravel. There are just three cars left in the parking lot: an SUV, Madame Amalia’s car, and a pickup truck.

I squint through the rain and mist. Is that a white pickup?

Someone brushes my shoulder as she hurries past me.

When Megan Balderon sees that it’s me, she stops in her tracks.

“Hey,” she says softly. “I wanted to say . . . This whole thing . . . I just . . .” Her voice trails off as she struggles to find the words.

“Where’s Eddie?” I ask.

“I dumped him. You were right; he’s a scumbag.” She sniffs. “He tried to hit me again last night, but I went all Kess Turner on him. I kicked him in the balls and left him lying on the ground.”

“Rough week for Eddie’s balls,” I say. “They must be swollen like balloons by now.”

“That’s not even his biggest problem. I told the cops that Eddie was the one who set fire to the psychic shop.” She takes a deep breath. “I had no idea that he was gonna do it. I would have warned you. I would have stopped him.”

I know I should be pissed, but I’m actually relieved. The fire was Eddie, getting his revenge. Not someone looking for Madame Amalia’s stash. Not someone in a white pickup truck, coming after me. I feel the fist around my heart loosen just a little bit.

“Kess, I’m really, really sorry. About that, and about everything else.”

The funny thing is, I believe her. But I still don’t know what to say. “It’s OK. I’m OK.”

“Are you?”

“Are you?” I ask.

She shrugs. I can see the faint yellow of the fading bruise on her face, but I can also see the set of her jaw and the look in her eyes. She’s a survivor.

“I’m OK,” she says.

“I’m glad.” And I am. I still don’t like her, but I’m glad she’s OK.

We nod at each other, nothing really left to say. I turn to walk to my car.

The mist swirls up off the melting lake. The troubled moon slinks behind the gray clouds, like a pale ghost. The night seems to take a deep breath—a deep, very familiar breath. The skin tightens between my shoulder blades, and a shiver crawls up the back of my neck.

Something is coming.

From behind me, Megan’s voice calls out.

“Hey! You dropped your toe.”






CHAPTER SIXTY


I whip my head around. “What did you say?”

Megan points at the ground. “Your toad. You dropped your toad. I think it fell out of your pocket.”

There’s something on the ground, something glinting in the freezing rain. A big, plastic, bug-eyed frog at the end of a screwdriver. It’s Sam’s Mr. Fix-It screwdriver, the one that I’d put in my pocket after the accident in the garage.

A toad, not a frog.

A toad, not a toe.

Hey, you dropped your toad.

Nothing is what it seems to be.

Megan takes a half step toward me. “Are you OK? You look like you’re gonna puke.”

I wave her off. “I’m fine.”

But I’m not.

I reach down and pick up the screwdriver. It’s warm in my hands, even though it’s slick with freezing rain.

“OK, I’m out of here,” Megan says.

I hear her footsteps jogging to her car.

That’s what I should be doing. Running.

But I just stand there in the swirling mist.

My heart pounds, squeezing the blood through my veins, my stomach swelling and contracting with each beat, my brain a humming, festering hive of electric eels. My knees turn into water, and the icy ground rushes up to catch me.

All around, the stench of burning lemons.

I hear Megan’s car leaving the parking lot, but it sounds like it’s a million miles away.

And I hear something else.

Bells.

The edges of the world dissolve and


Bells bells bells




I’m lying with my cheek on the ground, my fingertips in a simmering puddle of icy rain. Someone steps out of the shadows behind me, a voice whispering, “Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”




Something bad.

Something bad is here.




Running

Slipping across icy gravel.

Footsteps pounding behind me.




The ground sways and lurches.

I plunge through the night air.

Falling, falling into the cold, gray world.

I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

I feel myself slipping away.

Shhh, shhh. Let go. Surrender.




The eyeball judges me.

The bells sing me softly to sleep.




A sunny graveyard.

I kneel at the grave.

My wrist is scarred.

My hands lay the yellow roses down.

My fingers trace the words etched on the black gravestone.




IN LOVING MEMORY OF

BELOVED DAUGHTER

KESSEN NATALIE TURNER








CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


I open my eyes. The cemetery is gone. All around me is black night, blue mist.

But I saw it in the vision . . . I saw the name on the gravestone. Kessen Natalie Turner. And I saw the date.

April 9, 2014.

According to my vision, I died twelve years ago.

The tight string holding me together comes undone. Is this real? Is anything real?

Am I lying in a puddle in the freezing rain . . .

or am I kneeling in a cemetery . . .

or am I buried under the silent ground?

Is this a vision of the future, or a vision of the past?

Am I about to die, or am I dead already?

Stop.

Stop.

Stop.

I have to do something. I have a very bad

(something bad is coming)

feeling, a hard knot of certainty in my gut

(something bad)

that I have to get out of here.

I sit up and slip the screwdriver into my pocket.

Hey, you dropped your toe.

I shake my head, trying to center myself. I brush the dirt from my face and struggle to my feet. Something moves behind me. A voice whispers from the shadows.

“Nora, that bitch. She lied about everything.”

I turn around, and somebody steps out of the mist. A big man, like a mountain. Dark eyes behind black-rimmed glasses, the shadow of a beard. There’s something about him that seems familiar.

His fists flex at his sides, the storm on his face shifts from dark to light. “Look at you,” he whispers. “Exactly like your mother. Just like the day I met her at college.”

I try to say something. Who are you? What do you want? But nothing comes out. I’m frozen in place.

He takes another step toward me. “That email from Amalia made no sense at all, asking if I ever thought about Nora. But then I figured out that Amalia didn’t send it, because she was already dead.”

My heart skips a beat. The email that came from James Doyle. Who the fuck is this? It sure isn’t Amalia Sales, since she apparently died two weeks ago.

“Bobby told me that he thought he saw your mother in Moss Creek a few months back, but of course I didn’t believe him. How could I?” He shakes his head. “Then I saw you on the news. I knew it was you the second I saw you. Even though it was impossible. Even though they’d told me you were dead.”

My mind spins, trying to understand. In my vision, it’s my name on that gravestone. According to the vision, I did die, twelve years ago.

“Am I dead?” I whisper.

“They told me you drowned, that you fell off the ferry. They said your mother must have gone in after you, that she died trying to save you.” His eyes are bright with tears. “They found your little sneaker. Pink, it was. And one of your toys.”

“A toy?”

“Your blue monkey. I still have it.” He reaches for me, his big hands shaking. “I have all of your things. I couldn’t bear to give them away.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You were four the last time I saw you. And now, look at you. My little girl, all grown up.”

I feel something unraveling inside me.

My little girl.

“But that can’t be true.” I shake my head. Try to understand. “You can’t be . . . You emailed Madame Amalia. Your name is James Doyle.”

“That’s right.”

My heart is beating in my throat. “My father’s name is David Black. He left when I was four. He didn’t even say goodbye.”

“Is that what she told you?” His face goes dark. “Fucking Nora.”

“Nora?” I whisper.

He barks out a laugh, short and angry. “Noralee MacGinn Doyle. Your mother. She lied to you about everything.”

The world doubles and rewinds.

No one is going to find out about Nora. It’s been more than twelve years, and we covered our tracks.

Rewinds and doubles.

Nora’s dead. Tell Melissa to let her rest in peace.

Nothing is what it seems to be.

“But Nora is dead. I thought . . .” It hurts. It hurts to try to think. “I thought Mom . . . or Madame Amalia . . . killed Nora.”

“They killed Nora, all right. Killed you right along with her. And left me with nothing.” His voice is low, ragged. “Amalia must have helped. There was no way Nora could have faked your deaths on her own. They stole you from me, Pumpkin. You were my little girl. I would never leave you.”

Something breaks inside me, that dark box where I keep my father. What spills out nearly drowns me. All those years and all those lies. The lies I told about him, and the lies my mother told to me.

Your father left. He’s not coming back.

My father was a soldier.

Your father wasn’t cut out for family life.

My father died in the war.

Your father never wanted children.

My father was a hero.

And now he is standing in front of me, telling me a different story.

I would never leave you.

His eyes are white hot. “I bet you don’t even know your real name, do you?”

“My real name?” I’m not even sure if I say it out loud.

“Bridget MacGinn Doyle.” He spits on the ground. “She insisted on that middle name, like Doyle wasn’t good enough on its own.”

In first grade, I remember my mother teaching me how to write my name. Kessen Natalie Turner, that’s you. Turners are the lucky ones. Turners are tough, and smart, and special.

“That’s the thing about your mother. Nothing was ever good enough for her.” His voice is getting rougher, more familiar, a voice I used to hear in a long-ago dream. “I made a good living. I took care of everything for both of you. She didn’t even have to think. But she wanted more. Why couldn’t she get her own job? Why couldn’t she make her own money? Like mine wasn’t good enough.”

“But . . . how?” I can barely get the words out.

His jaw tightens. “She did it when I was away on a business trip, working hard to earn money for our family. I came home, and you were both gone. At first I thought she must be mad at me again. We fought all the time. That was the thing about your mother: She never did know her place.”

In fourth grade, I remember Mom picking me up from the principal’s office after my fight with Tommy Krill. I thought she’d be mad, but she wasn’t. Don’t ever let a boy put you in your place, Kess.

He’s pacing now, anger burning the ground under him. “But she hadn’t run off to Amalia’s again. In fact, Amalia came rushing to my side, stayed with me the whole time they searched the river for you. She held my hand while they buried you and your mother. But it was nothing but fucking lies.”

My brain is on fire, a million thoughts ricocheting, trying to make the right connections. They “buried” me and Mom, but the name on the gravestone in my vision was Kessen Natalie Turner. Which is not my real name.

So, who is Kessen Turner?

“What name is your mother using now?” he growls. “What name did Amalia give to her?”

I almost say it, but I stop myself. If Mom’s name isn’t really Melissa Turner, then why was that name on a list in Madame Amalia’s Private Functions shoebox? And what about all those others on Madame’s list? Rosie, and Chris Kaminski, and all the people from the USA Today ads. Did Madame give those names to those people?

Did Madame give me the name Kessen Turner?

And if my real name is Bridget MacGinn Doyle, would I find that name somewhere on another gravestone, where my father and Madame Amalia “buried” me when I was four?

I feel like the story of my life is unwriting itself, words stripping themselves off the pages one letter at a time and disappearing into the black and blue night. I don’t even know who I am.

My father stops pacing suddenly. Looks me straight in the eye. “Can you imagine how much better your life would have been with me?”

His voice is like acid. I take an involuntary step backward.

“Your mother never loved you, Pumpkin. She never loved you the way that I did.”

His words echo through the mist.

Your mother never loved you.

I shake my head.

First grade, Mom kneeling by my bed every night for six months, soothing me through nightmares.

Your mother never loved you.

Fifth grade, Mom pretending she wasn’t hungry so that I would have more to eat.

Your mother never loved you.

Ninth grade, Mom sneaking me into a comedy club because she wanted to hear me laugh on my birthday.

Your mother never loved you.

Bullshit.

Yes, Mom lied to me.

She lied about herself. She lied about my father. She even lied about who I am.

But she never lied about the way she felt.

She never lied about loving me.

I know it in my core. I know it in the way she holds me when I cry. In the way she looks at me when she thinks I’m not watching. In the way she pushes me to be better, to be stronger. In the way she protects me.

My mother loves me something fierce.

“No,” I say. “You’re wrong.”

“I was the one who took care of you. I was the one who kept you safe. She was so careless with you, Pumpkin. Letting you run wild and get hurt. Like that time she let you ice-skate even though I told her you were way too young. You got hurt that day.” His face turns dark. “I warned her.”

I warned you.

My blood turns to ice. I remember that voice.

“It was her fault that you fell. I gave her such a talking to that day, but it wasn’t enough.” His fists open and close.

For a moment, I feel like I’m four again. I hear something that scares me. An angry shout. The monster coming. My little legs go out from under me. Behind me, the monster breathing heavily. I warned you. Then the sickening thud, thud, thud, of something being pounded against the ice.

The memory comes rushing back to me now. The sound of my mother’s screams. The drops of blood sprayed out on the ice. The blood that didn’t come from my bitten lip, but from behind me.

I see the three scars on my mother’s forehead. Not from the chicken pox.

Nothing is what it seems.

“I thought that she would finally learn her lesson that time. But then she stole you away,” he says. “All the years we could have had together. She cheated us out of that time, Pumpkin. We could have had a life together, you and me.”

His eyes are black holes of rage.

“We can still have that life together.” He grips my shoulder, hard enough to make me wince, but he doesn’t even notice. “But your mother? Well, she’s just going to have to learn her lesson, won’t she? What do you think should happen to someone who stole your kid away? Someone who lied about your own kid being dead? That’s a hell of a thing, isn’t it? A hell of a thing.”

The heat of his rage is baking off him.

“Where is she?” he whispers.

I try to back away, but he holds me in place.

“We’ll just go give her a talking to. We’ll make sure she won’t come after us. Then, you and me, we’ll be off.”

I can see that he believes it. That I will somehow come with him. That we’ll punish

(kill?)

my mother and then build a life together. Daddy and his Pumpkin.

The blue mist swirls around us. The bells ring in warning.

Something bad is here.

I run.






CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


Wait! Where are you going?” Surprise. Fury.

I keep running.

I have to get to my car. But he’s between me and the parking lot.

Icy fear spikes inside me, threatening to freeze me in place. No! I push myself harder.

I cut into the woods by the lake, my feet slipping across wet rocks. I thrash through trees and bushes. Behind me, I hear his seething breath, his feet hammering the ground, branches snapping like brittle bones.

He’s getting closer.

With every step, my fear grows stronger. The searing cold threatens to take hold of me from the inside out.

Something bad is coming.

Coming for me.

Right now.

I scramble over a fallen tree, puffing out shallow gasps. The bells are ringing. Behind me. In front of me. All around.

Hurry. Hurry.

The fog thickens. I feel like I’m running straight into my vision.

Suddenly, a grunt behind me. He must have fallen on the icy stones. Now’s my chance. Hide quickly, while he can’t see me. Hide, then make a break for the car as soon as I can.

But the world doubles around me. My brain stutters in confusion. Which way should I go?

Right? No, I hear him getting up in that direction.

Left, then. Deeper into the woods.

I turn left, but then freeze. The woods have been swallowed by an endless, gray fog. It’s the cold gray of my vision. The aching, piercing oblivion that steals my breath.

The place I’m going to die.

I can’t go that way.

There’s only one option left.

Straight ahead, the tower of Chutezilla rises up like a sentinel. My last chance. I crouch low and crawl silently up the Chutezilla steps, rolling into the toboggan hut at the top. Is there a weapon I could use? A place to hide?

It’s tiny inside, the walls close on three sides. The fourth side is open to the lake below. A concrete chute rises through the platform floor in the center of the room. The toboggans are stacked near the back wall, like shallow wooden boats. If I could flip one off the top, would I be able to hide underneath?

I check, but the toboggans are heavier than they look. There’s no way to lift one down without making noise.

My eyes dart around the hut, looking for a weapon. But there’s nothing. Just a short rope holding a single toboggan in place at the top of the chute. The toboggan that a drunken Eddie Garrow wanted to ride.

From below, I hear my father crash through the woods, then stop. His breathing is heavy, but he doesn’t call out. He just stays silent, listening.

I freeze. Mom’s voice whispers in my mind. Keep your head down, Kess. Stay under the radar.

The bells are ringing.

I will him into the gray woods. Let the oblivion swallow him.

Please.

Please.

Please.

Something moves below. The tower trembles and sways. Is he coming up the steps or is it just the wind?

All is quiet, except for the bells.

I strain my ears. Hear nothing.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Is he gone?

The night holds its breath.

The bells keep ringing.

Then a sudden whoosh, and the door bursts open.

“Hello, Pumpkin.” The words shatter into little pieces on the floor.

He looms over me, filling the room. Blocking the exit. Behind me, there’s nothing but the long, icy chute leading to a half-frozen lake.

“You’ve grown up to be just like your mother.”

He takes a step toward me. “Willful.”

He takes another step. “Disrespectful.”

And another. “Disobedient.”

“Leave me alone,” I say.

I don’t even see it coming. The next thing I know, I’m on my ass, with blood running down my chin, the sound of his slap echoing through the toboggan hut.

He looks down at me. “This is what happens when you grow up without a father’s steady hand.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. That look in his eyes. Anything I say would only make him more furious. He’s beyond reason. Unbalanced.

Unbalanced. That’s it.

The last time I was in this hut, with a drunken Eddie Garrow, it was all I could do to keep him from falling down the stairs or climbing into that toboggan at the top of the chute.

If I can make my father even more unbalanced, I might have a chance. He’s already furious. I just need to make him worse.

“I lied to you before,” I say, slowly coming to a crouch. “Mom told me all about you. She said that you were a spineless, weak man. A loser. I was glad we left your sorry ass behind.”

His expression goes nuclear. He raises his fist. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that. I’m your father.”

“You’re not my father. You’re just a guy who fucked my mother.”

When his weight shifts and his fist starts toward my face, I launch myself at him, lowering my head and driving into his gut with everything I have. He staggers.

Stumbles.

Falls.

There’s a loud thud as he lands on his back inside of Eddie’s toboggan. I scramble for the door. But my skull explodes in pain as he grabs my hair and yanks me backward. I fall on top of him and feel his breath explode from his lungs, the toboggan shaking under us. I struggle to get up, but he hooks his elbow around my neck, both of us gasping for air.

He grunts and twists, flipping out from under me. Suddenly, I’m in the bottom of the toboggan, crushed under his weight. One of my arms is trapped, jammed against the side of the sled. But my other hand is free. I go for his eyes. He twists his head. My fingernails leave a long gash in his cheek. He grabs my wrist and pins it over my head. His other hand squeezes my throat.

I whip my head side to side, but he’s too big, too strong. The toboggan rocks under us. His hand slips from my throat for a second, and I headbutt him. The pain explodes in my brain as his glasses fly from his face.

I watch the frames bounce off the side of the toboggan chute, twisting and turning as they fall through the night air. He squeezes my throat again. I feel myself fading. My brain firing off some final thoughts.

Hey, you dropped your glasses.

Hey, you dropped your toe.

Your toad.

The screwdriver! The screwdriver is still in my pocket!

I buck and push and kick like a wild animal, rocking the toboggan to throw him off balance. His grip slips again, and I get my arm free. I gulp in ragged gasps of air and dig frantically through my pocket, trying to get hold of the screwdriver. But his weight is crushing me.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t move.

The bells ring and ring and ring.

The toboggan shifts, straining against the rope.

Then the ground jolts. Lurches. Falls out from underneath me as the rope finally gives way.

The toboggan starts to slide.






CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


We careen down the icy chute headfirst, me on my back, him straddled above me, gripping the sides of the sled. I gulp cold air into my bruised throat, while the toboggan rattles under us. We hurtle through the darkness, completely out of control.

The toboggan ejects from the chute, and we skim across the lake, the ice dark and oily-looking in the rain. I feel it before I even hear it, the shattering crack of the ice under us, like the world is splitting in two. And just like that, the sled drops through the ice, and we’re thrown into the lake.

The cold hits me like a sledgehammer, driving all the air from my lungs. The toboggan falls out from under us, a silent torpedo heading for the bottom of the lake. I see the shape of my father shoot past me, his weight drawing him deeper.

The gray world presses in on me.

It’s cold as ice. Cold as death.

Suddenly, I’m jerked backward, my father’s hand grabbing my ankle, using me to pull himself up. I kick and thrash to get away from him, the water swirling around me.

By the time I break free, my lungs are caught in a squeezing fist. I need air. But I can’t tell up from down. Above me, my father is a dark blur, swimming for the surface. But what if it’s not the surface? If I start swimming the wrong way, I’ll never make it before my lungs give out.

I close my eyes and try to focus, willing my brain to take slow, deep breaths, even if my lungs can’t. When I open my eyes again, the world above me has faded into a gray oblivion. But when I look down, I can see variations in the gray. There’s one spot that looks lighter than the rest.

I swim toward it, praying I’m right. My lungs are collapsing inside my chest. I reach out and my palms hit the underbelly of the ice. I swim along, pushing against the ice, frantically feeling for the opening.

Please.

Bang.

Please.

Bang.

Please.

My hand breaks through. The cold night feels like a slap to my face.

My lungs take over. I wheeze and gulp, sucking the air in, and in, and in, unwilling to give any of it back. I can’t stop; I can’t stop guzzling the night.

I’m breathing too fast, hyperventilating. Gray spots creep into the corners of my vision. If I don’t get my breathing under control, I’m going to pass out.

Dimly, I remember Miles telling me something about falling through the ice. Something about base?

Bass?

No, BASK.

The B is for Breathing. You have to control your breathing, stay calm.

In my mind, I listen to Miles’s calm voice. I picture his half smile.

Stop struggling. Take slow breaths. Slow, deep breaths.

I try to slow everything down, fighting for control. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. All the while, my brain is screaming: You’re running out of time! Your body is shutting down! You have to get out of the water NOW!

My heart is beating out of my chest. The cold stabs my body like a million tiny needles. My lungs are on fire.

I close my eyes and listen to Miles whispering.

Breathe, Kess. You have more time than you think.

I hold on to the edge of the ice. Try to think of nothing but Miles. Slowly, my lungs start working with me instead of against me. But already I can feel my legs going numb. I have to get out of the water quickly.

I have my breathing under control. What next?

In my mind, I see Miles lifting my arms up onto his shoulders, pulling me close. A is for Arms. You put your arms up onto the ice like this. I feel Miles’s stomach pressed against mine. S is for Seal. You get your belly up onto the ice, like you’re a seal. I remember thinking that K would be for kiss, but it wasn’t. K is for Kick. Kick like crazy. Keep kicking till you swim yourself out of the water.

I fling my arms out wide over the top of the ice and try to pull myself up onto my belly like a seal. But there’s no place to grip, no leverage. My fingers slide and scratch across the surface.

I feel myself slipping backward.

Belly, Kess. Like a seal.

I get my arms onto the ice again, and then my shoulders. Then the top of my chest.

But that’s as far as I can go.

I’m getting weaker.

My legs drift below me, useless lumps of frozen flesh.

The sound of my struggle rolls across the ice and gets smothered by the cold, silent mist.

Get a grip.

Get a fucking grip.

I try to dig in with my fingernails.

One breaks off.

That must hurt. But I don’t feel anything.

I slip toward the water again, leaving a smear of blood across the ice.

Soon, I’ll sink back into the cold gray oblivion. It’s going to happen, just like in my vision. Just like all my visions happened, no matter how hard I tried to stop them.

My arms give way.

I’m dragged back into the water.

The cold cradles me like a child.

Shhh. Shhhh. Surrender.

My head goes under.

Shhh. Shhh. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.

I tried so hard to change things, but I can’t. I’m sinking in my own vision. The cold, gray world. The muffled bells, singing me to sleep.

Keep your head down, Kess. Stay under the radar.

I’m going to disappear without a ripple. And above me, out in the real world, the sky looks down on me, on both of me, the one who is dying and the one who never lived. The sky is the sky whether you make a mark on the universe or not, whether you tell the truth or not, whether you live or die.

This is my fate.

My world would turn gray and cold.

I would hear the bells ringing.

And I would see the dead eyeball.

Shhhh. Shhhh. You just weren’t strong enough.

The dead eyeball?

Shhh, Shhh. You just weren’t good enough.

The dead eyeball!

Shhh, keep your head down. Stay under.

Fuck that!

I kick to the surface with only one thought on my mind: The dead fucking eyeball. I know exactly what that is now.

I break through, feel my lungs gulping for air.

Slow down, now. Find that control.

My body is weak, uncoordinated. It won’t hold out much longer. I have one chance at this.

I reach into my coat pocket. Feel the screwdriver in my hand.

Get a grip, Kess.

I summon every bit of my remaining strength. I bob and kick as hard as I can, coming up like a seal onto my chest. At the same time, I swing my arm over my shoulder and spike the screwdriver into the ice like a volleyball player on a kill shot.

Get a fucking grip.

The screwdriver wedges into the ice like a pickax. I hold on to the screwdriver, then kick and drag my way out of the hole.

The bug-eyed frog at the end of the screwdriver watches me. That beautiful, bug-eyed frog.

With one last kick, I pull myself out of the water.

And find myself face-to-face with the frog’s unblinking eyeball.






CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


I roll away from the hole, turning over and over again until the ice feels solid beneath me. Finally, I stop to catch my breath. The mist falls like silver from the sky.

How long was I in the icy water? It felt like a lifetime, like two lifetimes—one lived and one not. But it can’t have been more than five minutes. Still, that’s long enough. Already, my wet clothes are starting to freeze to the ice. Already, my body heat is leaking away. I have to keep moving.

I look out across the ice. The shore seems impossibly far. Can I make it? And even if I do, will I have the strength to get to my car, the strength to drive?

I can’t call for help. My phone is long dead now. Useless.

After all this, am I going to die anyway?

Again, that voice whispers to me. Just let go. Nothing matters.

But that’s not true. Everything matters. Everything you do, and everything you don’t do. The lies you tell yourself, and the truth you finally see. The only thing that doesn’t matter is who other people think you are.

What really matters is who you think you are.

And I’m a fucking survivor.

I roll onto my belly. I struggle to my hands and knees. I start to crawl, pulling myself along the ice, one inch at a time. One brutal, painful inch at a time.

After a while, the pain stops.

Then I don’t feel the cold anymore.

Then I don’t feel anything.

My arms give out. My chin hits the ice.

I close my eyes to rest. Just for a minute.

I feel myself slipping away.

No. Get up.

Get up, get up, get up.

I push myself to keep moving. But my body is shutting down.

The blue mist lifts off the lake.

I hear the bells ringing.

The rain falls gently on my back.

I close my eyes, still crawling. Purple darkness blooms behind my eyelids. I collapse to the ice again. The cold under my cheek becomes my cheek, becomes my face, becomes my shoulders, becomes my chest. My whole body is one with the ice.

But then a whisper of warmth under my nose. A soft whine. Something wet against my forehead.

I open my eyes. A gray face watching over me. And behind that, a hazy light in the distance, getting closer.

The sound of a car door shutting.

Barking.

Probably just hallucinations.

My frozen eyelids struggle to open again.

Are those dark shapes coming toward the lake?

“Help! Over here!”

Did I even say it out loud?

I fade in and out, my brain now as numb as my body. Sounds and images jumble together.

The gravestone with my name on it.

The graduation picture of Mom and Madame Amalia.

Two people coming toward me.

The fire and Otto’s burning hair.

Call an ambulance.

My father, disappearing into the cold gray.

Are you all right?

I have to get up, getupgetupgetup.

A sweatshirt, LATE GAL, with blood sprayed all over it. Poppy’s face in the mist.

What happened? Why are you bleeding?

Shhh, it’s just cherry slushie.

I feel something soft and warm snuggle against me.

Then strong arms cradling me.

You’re OK now.

Miles’s face.

I got you, Kess. I got you.






CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


The world is coming to me in bits and pieces, fading in and out. Flashes of light, glimpses of faces. Voices.

You got her? Steady now. On my count: one, two, three.

I feel someone taking my fugly green coat.

No, I need that. I’m cold. So cold.

I fade out.

Double doors swinging shut.

Bright fluorescent lights overhead.

Wheels squeaking across a tiled floor.

How long was she in the water?

We don’t know. She was out by the time we got there. The dog led us to her.

Miles? Is that you?

Thank God you went back. If you hadn’t . . .

Mom? Mom?

What if I hadn’t spilled that slushie on myself? As soon as I saw those balloons in Miles’s trunk and read that letter . . .

Poppy?

I fade out.

There’s something tight around my arm, squeezing. Someone holding my wrist.

Pulse is steady. Get an IV started.

I fade out.

I feel the weight of blankets holding me to the earth. My mother’s face above me.

You’re fine. You’re going to be fine.

I close my eyes.

Later, someone is holding my hand. Miles.

I try to talk, but the words won’t come. I’m completely drained. Exhausted.

But safe. I am safe.






AFTER THE BELLS SUNDAY, DECEMBER 20–TUESDAY, DECEMBER 22
CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Day one. Sleep, lots of sleep. Heated blankets. IV fluids. Whispered voices weaving in and out of my dreams.

A doctor talking to my mother. She’s doing well. At this rate, we should have her home for Christmas.

Later, Mom and Sue Chun huddled up, discussing options. I hear only fragments.

Technically, you didn’t fake your death, you disappeared.

The fact that you assumed another identity is problematic, but you never used it for outright fraud.

Whatever we decide, Kess has to be protected.

Given the circumstances, I think I can negotiate with the police.

“Mom?”

“It’s OK, Kess. Just rest.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


Day Two. I’m warm again. Mom wants to talk, but I’m not ready. I tell her only the basic details of what happened, then spend most of the day lying in bed, pretending to be asleep. I want to forget the cold gray, to unhear those bells, to let my father sink to the bottom of the lake forever.

I keep my eyes closed and listen to the rhythm of the hospital. The nurses adjusting my blankets. The soft breathing of my mother sitting next to me. Poppy and Miles stopping by to check in. I pretend I’m lying on a beach, just letting the sun warm my face while the world does its thing and leaves me alone.

When someone comes into the room, I keep my eyes closed and just listen like I’ve been doing all day. It’s a new voice, not one of the regular doctors. There’s a whispered greeting between him and my mother, and then he says, “Thanks for letting me visit. I wanted to meet her. Well, I wanted to meet her again. Last time I saw her, she was five.”

“She was four,” my mother says.

“I don’t suppose she’ll remember me.”

“Not from back then, but your more recent interactions? She’ll probably never forget that.” Mom laughs softly. “Nate, you scared the shit out of her with those texts about Nora being dead. She won’t admit it, but I think she was convinced that we’d killed Nora.”

My ears perk up. It’s Nate Williams standing next to my bed.

He laughs. “Amalia would have gotten a kick out of that. Us, a bunch of murderers. Though back then, I’m pretty sure Ammy would have murdered James if given the chance. I heard that he’s dead?”

“He drowned. They retrieved the body yesterday.”

It’s quiet for a minute, and then he says, “I can’t believe Amalia’s gone. I had no idea. I was out on a job, salvaging a shipwreck. I just wasn’t in touch with her the way I usually am. But when she didn’t send her new phone number in the paper . . .” He trails off, his voice thick.

“I miss her, too,” Mom whispers. “I’ve missed her all these years. I can never repay what she did—what you both did—for us. What you did for all those women.”

“Well, you know Amalia, she could never say no to anybody. Though, I have to admit, running Ammy’s ‘private functions’ got harder over the years. It wasn’t like with you and Kess, taking a real identity from somebody who’d died. It’s much harder to pull that off now, with states sharing digital records. These days, we just get them fake IDs, give them a bit of money and a phone, find them a job and a place to live. Forward their mail and try to warn them if anyone’s coming after them. It gives them a start, but then they have to figure the rest out on their own.”

“You know that Kess found a list of their names in a shoebox? She actually called one of them. Her new name was Rosie, but Kess mentioned her original name. I guess she found it on a dry-cleaning bill,” Mom says. “Scared the poor girl to death. She thought her husband was coming after her. When she heard Amalia died, she tracked me down through Sue Chun. I talked to her yesterday and told her she’s safe.”

“Ammy always said you’d be good at this. I think she was hoping that you’d make the jump to the East Coast one day. After all these years with no word from James, she thought you were safe.”

“I did, too, until I saw one of James’s friends in Moss Creek. I wasn’t even sure he recognized me, but I couldn’t chance it. Which really sucked, because Kess and I were happy there.”

“Ammy thought that you could be happy here, in Delphine, helping people.”

“I don’t know, Nate. I couldn’t do it like that—”

“I know, I know. I told Ammy you’d want to do things differently. Hell, I’ve been trying to convince her for years, but everything had to be old school with her. No emails, no digital footprints, everything in code. She was so paranoid. She didn’t trust anybody. I told her the system’s not perfect, but it’s better now than when you and Kess needed help.”

“I’ve been talking to Sue about—Oh, wait. I think she’s awake. Kess?” Mom leans over me. “Kess, I want you to meet somebody.”

He’s not anything like I pictured. He’s older, maybe in his sixties. He has long yellow hair, a goatee, and bushy eyebrows like two caterpillars napping on his face. But his eyes are kind.

“Hello, Kess. My name is Nate Williams.”

Nate Williams, Consultant. He, of the smiley face and the exclamation points.

“I know you’ve been through a lot,” he says. “Do you feel up to talking?”

“Maybe later.” I roll over and fall back asleep.






CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


On the third day in the hospital, I’m ready to talk. Mom starts telling me the story of my life. And the story of my death. There are a lot of questions, long silences, a lifetime of grief and regret and shame to unpack.

She tells me how my father almost killed her that day we went ice-skating. How she spent weeks in bed, her brain in a fog, unable to watch out for me. How she knew that one day he would go too far, and then I’d be all alone with him. Divorce was out of the question. He would never let us go. We had to die if we wanted to live.

“I need to step out to take a call. You’ll be OK?” Mom asks.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

As soon as she leaves the room, I open the folder she gave me and reread the yellowed newspaper articles again and again.



Kitsap Sun

July 13, 2014—





WOMAN AND CHILD FEARED OVERBOARD ON BAINBRIDGE FERRY

A twenty-seven-year-old woman and her four-year-old daughter remain missing after it is presumed they went overboard on Friday while riding the ferry from Seattle to Bainbridge Island. The U.S. Coast Guard suspended the search on Saturday night.

Noralee M. Doyle purchased two tickets for herself and her daughter, Bridget, for the Bainbridge Ferry at 11 A.M. on Friday. The two were last seen by a fellow passenger, Nate Williams, a maritime investigator from Woods Hole, MA, who was vacationing in Seattle. According to Williams, Mrs. Doyle was feeling seasick and had gone up top to get some fresh air, despite the stormy conditions on Friday morning.

None of the crew or passengers heard any cries for help. After the last trip of the day, the crew discovered a bag on the upper deck containing two library books and some snacks. At first, nobody suspected there had been an accident.

“We thought someone had forgotten their bag,” said ferry spokeswoman Teresa Fest. “Her husband contacted us two days later to let us know they were missing.”

The husband, Seattle businessman James Doyle, had been away on a company trip. He arrived home to find an empty house and no note.

According to a neighbor, “I gave them a ride to the ferry that day because Noralee was having car trouble. She was so excited because they were picking up a puppy on Bainbridge Island. It’s such a tragedy. I didn’t know them well. Noralee was very quiet; she didn’t get out much. Bridget seemed like such a sweet child.”






Kitsap Sun

January 8, 2015—





CASE CLOSED ON MISSING WOMAN AND CHILD PRESUMED DROWNED

Six months after a woman and her daughter went missing from the Bainbridge Ferry on a stormy day, the State Patrol has closed the case, saying that twenty-seven-year-old Noralee M. Doyle and her four-year-old daughter Bridget are presumed drowned. The two were last seen by a fellow passenger on the top ferry deck. Though no one saw the accident, authorities believe that the child may have fallen overboard in the stormy conditions and the mother may have jumped in to rescue her.

“That would be just like Noralee,” said husband James Doyle. “She was very careless.”

The bodies were never recovered, but according to experts, that could be due to the currents and topography of Puget Sound. “There are ledges under the water. When bodies get caught in the currents, they can be pushed underneath, never to surface,” explained Coast Guard spokesman Trip Jerome.




There’s a picture of my mother and me walking toward the ferry boat. My mother looks like my twin, more like me now than herself all these years later. But I can’t take my eyes off the little girl holding her hand. A girl with sturdy legs and a mop of black curls. A girl cradling a stuffed blue monkey. A girl named Bridget MacGinn Doyle.

“Nate took that picture,” Mom says, coming back into the room. “We timed it so that you and I would be walking by in the background when he was taking a picture of his friends. He’s also the one who left my bag on the deck and dropped your sneaker and monkey overboard. You and I never even set foot on the boat.”

“Why did he help you?” I ask.

“He was Amalia’s friend. She got him out of a pretty big jam back in the beginning of time. Nate would have done anything for Amalia.” Mom blinks back tears. “And Amalia would have done anything for me. But that’s a story for another time.”

“So, he just happened to be in Seattle at the time?” I ask.

Mom shakes her head. “No, he was in on it from the beginning. Nate put the whole plan together. He thought of every detail. There could be no suspicion that it was anything but an accident.” Her eyes are far away, remembering. “We called the puppy breeder months in advance. I complained of car trouble the whole week leading up to it. Your father was on an extended business trip. We waited for a day with stormy weather, and then . . .”

I close my eyes, trying to remember. But all I have are bits and pieces. Someone cutting my hair. A long drive in a strange car. Mom telling me that we were on an adventure. Memories that had long ago faded into a dream.

Mom continues, “Nate had already rented an apartment in St. Louis and paid three months’ rent and utilities under our new names so that we could establish residency there. He’s the one who got the Social Security numbers for Kessen and Melissa Turner.”

“So she’s a real person? Kessen Turner?”

“Yes. She and her mother died in a car accident. Kessen was only three.”

My heart aches for the little girl I never knew. “But how did I get her name?”

“Nate used their Social Security numbers to apply for replacement birth certificates. He said the originals were lost in a fire. As soon as I got my St. Louis driver’s license, we had all the ID we needed, but we kept moving every few months, just in case.”

“Just in case?”

“Your father was a very determined man with a lot of connections. If he knew or even suspected . . .” There are ghosts in her eyes. “You have to understand, he would have killed me before he gave me a divorce. And then nobody would have been able to protect you.”

She says it like she’s trying to convince me, convince herself. All these years later, still trying to justify what she’d done.

I already asked her a million questions, but I still haven’t asked the most important one. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You were just a baby.”

“I mean later, when I wasn’t a baby anymore. I grew up thinking that he left because he didn’t love me enough.”

“It was safer that way.” Her voice cracks. “I thought it would keep you from looking for him.”

Was she right? Would I have gone looking for him? Demanded answers? Or would it have been enough for me just to know that it wasn’t my fault he left?

I’ll never know how my life might have been different if I’d known the truth.

“It wasn’t just your father I was afraid of,” Mom whispers. “I was afraid that you wouldn’t understand. That you would think I was weak.”

The shame on her face nearly wrecks me.

She raised me from nothing, with nothing. She taught me how to be tough. In a way, she killed herself to protect me.

“Mom. You’re the strongest person I know.”

I put the articles back into the folder. There’s still a lot to sort through, a lot to try to understand, a lot to explain and forgive, but there’s no rush. We aren’t running anymore. We aren’t hiding.

There’s plenty of time for us to tell our truths.






EIGHT MONTHS LATER SATURDAY, AUGUST 1
CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


I stand in the cemetery. The sun is blazing down from above, reflecting off the black gravestone. Gently, I lay the flowers down. Pink carnations, not yellow roses. Because I get to decide what kind of flowers, not some foggy vision.

I kneel by the grave and carefully arrange the flowers, the red question-mark scar shining on my pale wrist. Then I let my fingers trace the letters engraved on the headstone.

In loving memory of
Beloved daughter
Kessen Natalie Turner
Taken too soon from this world
August 1, 2010—April 9, 2014

The sun warms my back, but there’s no bearded man laughing behind me, no blue mist or cold gray. No bells or dead eyeball. In fact, I haven’t had a vision in almost eight months. And I’m OK with that. I’m OK with never smelling a lemon again in my entire life.

I turn to the next grave. In loving memory of Melissa Turner. They were mother and daughter, killed together in a car accident and laid to rest in a quiet New York cemetery. Months later and miles away, another mother and daughter ran for their lives. They never knew us, and we would never know them, but we’re linked across the years by our names. By their names. Melissa Turner and Kessen Natalie Turner.

I feel a stab of love and grief for the little girl who never got to grow up. Today would have been her birthday, just like it’s been mine for the last twelve years, ever since I was given her name. And even though I know now that I was born on a different date, I’m going to continue celebrating this day. Because I want to remember Kessen Natalie Turner. To honor her. To carry her with me, always.

I close my eyes and bow my head. A soft breeze surrounds me, like it’s holding me in a warm hug. It feels familiar somehow. Comforting. A deep connection that I can’t explain. I sink into it. Breathe with it. The world holds steady around me. Solid and safe.

When I finally look up, my mother is pulling the car around. I brush the dirt from my knees and rearrange the flowers on their graves one last time. I place my palm against Kessen’s sun-warmed gravestone, wanting to say something, but not knowing what. In the end, I just whisper, “Thank you.”

I make my way to the car. Mom studies me as I climb in. “Are you ready to go?”

I take a deep breath. “Sure. Always forward, never back, right?”

“Actually, that’s not right,” she says. “We can stay as long as you need, come back as often as you want. This is part of your story.” She takes my hand in both of hers. Holds it against my heart. “You have to know your past to own your future.”

I smile. That’s a much better rallying cry. I like the idea of owning my future.

“OK,” I say. “I’m ready now.”

Mom nods. “Good. It’s a long drive, and we’ve got lots to do. First, we have your appointment, then Sue and I have a meeting with a new client this afternoon. A young mother with two kids. We’re filing the protection-from-abuse order tomorrow morning. Nate has an apartment all ready for them.” She waits until I buckle my seat belt and then puts the car in drive. “Do you and Poppy have the fundraiser all set for tomorrow?”

I nod. I’ve been interning for Sue all summer, mostly coordinating events to raise money for abused women and their children. And, after finally standing up to her mother, Poppy’s been helping me out between her Pilchner classes at DelphCo.

“We’re kicking the night off with a screening of Poppy’s new movie, and then the field hockey girls and football guys are cooking a big spaghetti dinner,” I say. “It’s pretty much sold out. Even Miles’s mother is coming.”

Mom raises her eyebrows. “She’s doing all right?”

“She’s working on it.”

As we drive away, I watch the cemetery in the rearview mirror until I can no longer see Kess Turner’s grave.

“You OK?” Mom asks.

“I’m fine.”

“That’s what you always say.”

“No, this time I really am.”

We’re quiet then, but the silence is a comfortable one. The highway passes under our wheels and the scenery glides by. We make it to my appointment on time. I’m nervous, but I pass with flying colors. Mom keeps grinning at me.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’m just proud of you.”

I roll my eyes, but I smile. When we pull into our driveway, Mom says the same thing she always does.

“Home sweet home.”

It doesn’t look much like the old psychic shop anymore. Sue’s contractor friend fixed the fire damage and painted the whole house white. Instead of the blinking eyeball sign out front, we now have three normal windows with blue curtains. There’s even a small front porch with two rocking chairs.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. A text from Miles.


Pick you up at 8?



I’ll be ready


Did you get it?



Yes! My official PA driver’s license!


Can’t wait to see you and celebrate.
Love you.



Love you, too


When I get inside, I change into my running clothes, which are hanging on the hook next to my fugly green coat.

Mom says, “You need anything before I leave for Sue’s?”

“I’m good. I’m gonna go for a run.”

“Are you taking Otto?”

“Of course I’m taking Otto.”

When I get to the ridge, he sits down next to me, leaning against my shoulder. Together, we watch the sky. It’s the same here as it is everywhere, but I like seeing this particular slice of sky every single day.

I hug my dog. “It’s good to be home, Otto.”

His tail twitches, and I’m pretty sure I see him smile.

I press my back against the big oak tree. I can feel the outline of my name carved into the trunk. My old name, that is. Because I’m not Kessen Natalie Turner anymore. And I’m not really Bridget MacGinn Doyle, either. I’m someone new.

I take out my journal and begin to write.



FROM THE PRIVATE JOURNAL OF KESSEN BRIDGET MACTURNER

Everybody lies. But I choose the truth.

The past is a truth to learn from. Pain and forgiveness have made me stronger.

The present is something I live for, every moment sharing my truth with the people I love.

The future is whatever I make it. All those things that could happen, that might happen, that I will make happen. I whisper them at night, like promises to myself.

My name is Kessen Bridget MacTurner. This is my life. My only life.

Buckle up, world! I’m ready to live it true.
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EVERYBODY LIES. ALL THE TIME.

The past is a lie you tell yourself so you can polish your

S memories into a better life.

The present is a lie you tell others because your true life is

no one else’s business.

The future is a lie that’s told to you. All the things that
could happen, that should happen, that will happen, no
matter what. Lies and lies and lies whispered softly in your
ear like promises. Or maybe warnings.

This is my story. I will try to tell the truth.

“Razor sharp, darkly funny, and deliciously twisty.
Eileen Ruvane is a fierce new talent.”
—APRIL HENRY, New York Times bestselling author
of Girl, Stolen and In the Blood

“Nothing is as it seems in this page-turning debut.

Suspenseful and brimming with adolescent heart,
Tell Me My Future is not to be missed!”
: —KIT FRICK, author of I Killed Zoe Spanos
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