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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  I hold the magnifying glass over the eight-by-ten glossy of the blood-splattered bedroom, searching for a clue that everyone else missed.


  "Piper Monalisa Grimaldi."


  I roll my eyes and lower the photo. "Dad, do you have to call me that?"


  He steps forward, snatches the picture from my fingers, and swats me on the butt with it until I step away from his precious French provincial desk. Mom gave it to him for their fifth wedding anniversary. According to him, she gave him a notebook on their first, and told him to write the book he's always dreamed of. It became his debut crime novel. Her giving him paper and wood is significant because of some ancient list about anniversary gifts. The olden days were weird.


  "It's your name, isn't it?" He stuffs the picture back into the manila folder, files it into the drawer, and locks it with a key.


  I flop into an armchair, sling my legs over the side, and push my purple-framed glasses to the top of my nose. "I don't want people to hear it. I'm not some creepy painting with death ray eyes."


  He smirks and runs a hand through his thick dark hair. "Your grandmother, my mother, is named Monalisa. It's a beautiful name."


  "In the twenty-first century it's weird, and you know it."


  He sits in his tall black leather chair. "Then be grateful your mother's beauty wooed me into using it as your middle name."


  "Yeah, well Piper may be semi-normal, but being named after a witch from a TV show is not."


  "Your mother was obsessed with Charmed."


  I don't remember the details, just what Dad's told me. When the show was airing, I was too young to notice, and by time I got older, Mom had already skipped town.


  "Now, how many times have I told you to not snoop through my office? This room is off bounds to you, young lady."


  "I don't see what the big deal is. Crime scene pictures don't bother me."


  He pinches the bridge of his nose. "That is exactly the problem. My fifteen-year-old should not be unmoved when looking at photos of dead bodies."


  "There is no body in that photo." Sometimes I'm a stickler for semantics.


  He sighs. "That's not the point. I don't want you in here. Do you understand?"


  "Yes, I do."


  "But will you listen?"


  "I'll try." I jump out of the chair and head to the door.


  "You better. Where are you going?"


  "To snoop around this town. May I do that?"


  "Be home by dinner."


  I turn and smile. "You mean the one you'll order in?"


  "No, Miss Smarty-Pants, I'll cook."


  I chuckle. Like that'll happen. The last time Dad cooked, it was pancakes on a lazy Sunday morning six months ago. That was right after he finished writing the first draft of his latest book, Homespun Murder. His publisher always gives him cheesy titles. Being a bestselling author, you'd think they'd let him pick his own.


  "I'll have Kung Bo Chicken, extra spicy," I call out before slipping into my flip-flops and stepping onto the front stoop.


  A small stack of flattened cardboard boxes lie on the porch, beneath the large front windows, the ones that look into Dad's new office. It should be the living room, but Dad needs a lot of space. The TV and couch are up in the spare bedroom, cramped and uninviting.


  Seven hours since the moving van left, and I've unpacked the kitchen, bathroom, and part of my room, while Dad's handled just his office. Knowing him, he'll end up sleeping on the recliner in there more often than his bed upstairs.


  I skip down the steps, stand at the end of the walkway, and stare at the houses across the street. They're all the same. White, yellow, or light blue with white trim. Small Victorians, two-story, with an attached garage and small front yards. Having lived in a different house and town each year for the last eleven, I know houses and towns. And this is suburbia with a capital S.


  "Hi."


  I spin to my right and see a girl my age walking up the sidewalk. She has short, straight, black hair with bangs and skin so pale she either never steps out into the sun or wears SPF 100. Since it's hot enough to melt the tar off the asphalt, it must be the latter.


  "Hey," I say and meet her halfway, in the middle of my driveway. I hold out my hand, a habit I picked up from Dad. "I'm Piper Grimaldi. We just moved in."


  Her skin is super soft, like she just slathered it in lotion and it hasn't dried yet, but her handshake is weak. We'll have to work on that. Dad says a firm shake, especially by a woman, shows character.


  "I'm Kinley Abbott. I live there." She points to the yellow house right next door.


  Nothing like meeting a potential friend the first day in a new town and have her live within shouting distance. Score one for Hollow Ridge, Massachusetts.


  She sways her head left and right. "I know, I know, you're thinking, how can a Korean-American girl have a name like that?"


  Actually, I wasn't thinking that.


  "I'm adopted," she tells me.


  "That's cool. That you weren't stuck in foster care or something." Okay that sounds lame, but I've met a lot of adoptees, so it's not a shock.


  "Where are you from?" She waves her hand at her face, trying to cool off.


  "Everywhere. We move around all the time, so there really isn't a hometown anymore. But Dad has family in New York."


  "And your mom?"


  I shrug. "She's gone. Not dead-gone but walked out on us when I was little. I guess in a way it's the same thing."


  Her dark, deep-set eyes widen. "Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to bring up bad memories."


  "No sweat, but speaking of which, you wanna go inside?"


  She gives a grateful smile. "I hate the heat."


  "I hear ya. You definitely don't want to live in Georgia or Miami. Super hot. We could go in my house, but the air conditioners aren't installed yet, and we only have water and Ritz crackers to eat." Sometimes Dad gets carsickness.


  Her laugh is kinda crazy, bordering on hyena, but it's also cool because it's so weird. "Come on. We have A/C, snacks and soda."


  "Ohmigod, we're gonna be best friends."


  The biggest suck-fest about moving all the time is that I don't make long lasting friendships. I follow some old classmates online, but there isn't much interaction.


  We start walking, and a shiny, white stretch limo passes us and stops at the white house across the street, diagonal from mine.


  I expect someone old to get out, so when a teenage girl exits, I'm taken aback. "Whoa, who's that? She's our age."


  "That's Linzy Quinn, and she's fourteen."


  I don't get a good look, only notice her brown hair, yellow miniskirt and white top, before she enters the house, and the limo drives off.


  "Is she famous?" I can't place the name, so she's obviously not too well-known. Then again, if she's starred in anything but horror or suspense, I wouldn't know.


  "Are you serious? She stars in One Day at a Time and just won a Daytime Emmy award. Don't you watch TV?"


  "Yeah, but not soaps. I'm in school."


  "That's what DVRs are for, silly. Come on."


  I take one more glance back then enter Kinley's house. Instantly my sticky skin becomes cool, and I can finally breathe through my nose, rather than shallow breaths through my mouth.


  We walk through the hall and into the kitchen at the back of the house. Our homes are set up exactly the same. Except her kitchen is macked out in Mexican decor with red, yellow, blue, green, and purple canisters and curtains. Chili peppers hang from the center of the curtain rods, and matching rugs, stool covers, and placemats make me hungry for enchiladas and chicken mole.


  I was only seven when Dad wrote Illegal Strangulation, about an immigrant found strangled in an Arizona motel bathtub, but I recall how much I loved the chile sauce they slathered on everything in that state. I think that's where my obsession with spicy food began.


  "Mom, this is Piper. She and her dad just moved in next-door."


  An older woman with short, pale blonde hair is bent at the waist, putting a casserole dish into the oven. She pushes the door shut with her hip while turning to face us. She wears wire-rim glasses and a red apron around her thick waist. "Hello, nice to meet you."


  "You too."


  Kinley reaches into their old-fashioned fridge and pulls out a can of Diet Coke. She looks to me. "Diet or regular?"


  "Regular." That diet crap has a vile aftertaste.


  She reaches back in, hands me an orange soda and pulls out a bag of carrots. Seriously? When she said snacks I was thinking more along the lines of chips or Little Debbie cakes. Then she reaches into a cupboard, grabs a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos, and I swear I hear angels sing.


  "We're going to watch TV downstairs, okay?" she says to her mom.


  "Sure, but only a few of those. Dinner will be ready in an hour." Her mom smiles at me then turns to wipe down a counter.


  "Come on."


  Kinley leads me down to the basement, which is totally finished with wall paneling and a plush rug on the concrete floor. A huge flat screen TV takes up the right wall, and an L-shaped, dark brown, leather sectional sits across from it. Three sheer curtains cover the half-windows at the side of the house, above the sofa.


  "Wow, this is great. I wish Dad would fix up our basement like this." It's exactly where we should put our living room stuff.


  We plop onto the couch and tear open the bag of Doritos.


  "Why don't you ask?"


  I shake my head and crunch on two chips at once. "We won't be here long enough for it to be worth it. That's what he'll say."


  She grabs the remote and sticks a chip and a baby carrot into her mouth at the same time. "What do you mean?"


  "We never stay in any place for more than a year."


  Her mouth hangs open, displaying a chunk of mashed up orange goo on her pink tongue. It's chewed up so well I can't tell the difference between chip and vegetable. Not an attractive look. "You move every year? Why?"


  I stare at her, trying to figure out if I should tell her the whole truth or the condensed version. Some people don't really want to know what Dad does. They can't stomach the grisliness. And then there's the cops. A lot of times Dad ends up disproving the police's theory and figuring out the true culprit. Those towns aren't fun to live in. Word gets around, and before you know it, the cute, new girl in school with the witty repartee and decent fashion sense becomes the devil's spawn. It's not pretty.


  "Because of his job." I start there. If she wants to know more, she'll ask.


  She turns on the TV and flips the channel until she lands on TruTV—a documentary where the police discuss and reenact a real crime. This episode is about the death of a former model-turned-housewife. It's a rerun, and I've watched it a good four times.


  "I love these kinds of shows, but you probably prefer MTV or something else. I can change it…"


  "No. MTV doesn't even play music anymore. I love this channel."


  "Oh yeah?"


  "Actually, this is what my dad does." Okay, so sometimes I bring it up on my own when I think it will be well received. I pop the lid on my can and slurp a mouthful. The bubbles tickle my throat.


  "He works for cable television?"


  "No, he writes books on true crimes."


  She freezes. I mean, a mid chew and holding her arm in the air while reaching for her drink kinda freeze. Then she jumps up, knocking the bag of chips onto the floor, and hurries to the bookcase in the corner of the room.


  I pick up the bag and stuff three more chips into my mouth, like a squirrel storing nuts. I'm not normally such an aggressive eater, but Dad gets so caught up in his books in the beginning that he sometimes forgets to go food shopping for a while. My last meal was a gross meatball sub from a truck stop along I91.


  Kinley grabs a book and faces me, holding it behind her back. "You said your last name is Grimaldi?"


  "Yep." I lick the speckled flavoring off a chip.


  "As in Vincent Grimaldi?" She shows me a copy of Illegal Strangulation.


  "That's him, but his friends and family call him Vinnie. And that book is old. His latest should be out next year. It's the best so far." From what I can tell. He hasn't let me read it yet. Well, he never lets me. It's more like I'll sneak one of his copies into bed after I should be asleep.


  She squeals and twirls, then heads toward the couch. I hold down the chips as she lands with a whoosh on the cushion. "I've read most of his books. I'm a huge fan. Do you think he'll autograph one for me?"


  I roll my eyes. "Oh yeah. He's a complete ham when it comes to his books. I'll ask him later."


  The telephone rings upstairs. Her mom's footsteps sound overhead, and I hear a distant "Hello?"


  Kinley squeals again. "You are the best neighbor ever. So what's he working on now?" She covers her mouth with her hand.


  "What?"


  "Is it the McDougal case?"


  Cameron McDougal, a photographer, was killed and found in his home a year ago. It was in all the papers and splashed across every television set. Dad's been super tight-lipped about this one. Not that he's usually talkative about his work, but this one feels different.


  "Yep, that's it."


  "Kinley, your father's on the phone. His car won't start, so we need to pick him up," her mom calls down.


  Kinley's shoulders slump. "His car never starts."


  "Okay, Mom. I'm coming." She switches off the TV and gathers the snacks. "Can we chat later?"


  "Of course, but how come you have to go too? How old are you?"


  She looks to her feet. Her hair falls forward shielding her profile like a veil. "Fifteen, but I always need to be supervised so I don't die."


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  I sit at the kitchen table and pick at the rest of my chicken and broccoli. Dad totally screwed up my order. Since I get something different every time we get Chinese, I only blame him a little for not paying attention. Next time I'll write it on a sticky note and tape it to the back of his hand.


  Dad eyes my plate while he shovels the rest of his pork fried rice into his mouth. "Not hungry?"


  I'm not sure how to answer. Honestly, I'm still thinking about my new neighbor. As Kinley walked me out, she told me she has diabetes type 1, which is like really serious. She was born with it, and if she goes into a diabetic coma, she can die, so she can never be unsupervised. She also said her parents are overprotective, but it sounds serious.


  "Dad, do you know anyone with diabetes 1?"


  He sips his water and looks off, probably flipping through the immediate family, distant cousins, and all the other hundreds of people he's met in his lifetime. He doesn't exactly have a photographic memory, but it is impeccable. "I don't believe so. Why?"


  "The girl next door has it. It sounds kinda scary. She was eating all this crap too, like chips and soda, and her mom didn't say a word. Although it was diet soda, so there's no sugar. Well, no real sugar anyway. And her mom did say to only have a few chips. So maybe it's okay."


  Dad grins. "You met a friend already?"


  I double-punch my chest with a fist. "You know us Grimaldis. We're charmers."


  He chuckles. "I'm glad you'll have someone close by."


  In other words, he's happy I won't be in his hair, and he won't have to worry about me falling into a ditch or being picked up by a crazed motorist planning on torturing me for fun or abducting me for human trafficking. I know his way of thinking. And I read a lot.


  "And did you know there's a real actress living across the street?"


  He nods. "Cindy or Missy Quinn. The realtor mentioned it. I guess she thought it was a selling point."


  I roll my eyes. Unless it relates to a dead body, he doesn't pay attention to details. "It totally is. It's Linzy Quinn, and she's only fourteen. Isn't that cool?"


  "No. I think kids should stay kids as long as possible. The world is hard enough for adults."


  I slump into my seat. He just doesn't get it. Some kids are interested in more than shopping at the mall or becoming homecoming queen, which is super lame.


  "I plan to run into town and pick up groceries, check out the lay of the land after dinner. Want to come?"


  Since when does he not get straight to work?


  "Do cats like milk? Wait. Scratch that. Aunt Frannie's brown cat hated milk, but the gray one loved it and would get diarrhea."


  Dad sighs. "I just love our dinner conversations."


  I flash him my ever annoying braces and take our plates to the sink.


  "I'll get my keys and wallet, and we can leave." He rises and heads toward the front of the house.


  While I scrape off the food remains then rinse the plates before stacking them in the dishwasher, I imagine our kitchen with hanging chili peppers and colors so bright Dad would never enter the room again. Okay, so that's not our style but maybe pastels. Something to entice him to stay longer than a year.


  In middle school, long after Mom ran off, I promised to get good grades, to eat my veggies, or at least the ones covered in cheese, and to brush my teeth every night. The last due to my questionable hygiene at age ten. And for this I made him promise to stay in one town long enough for me to finish that grade. Being the new kid sucks, but being the new kid in the middle of the year sucks hard. So he agreed. But it's not enough anymore.


  I wouldn't mind if we laid down roots, spread our branches, dropped our leaves…okay, so I can't think of any more appropriate metaphors. I'd just like to finish high school in one school, go to the next grade knowing my classmates from the year before. Is that too much to ask? I don't want to sound ungrateful. Dad's raised me alone, and I know it's hard for him. I'm not a stoner or partier, nor do I stay out past curfew or flunk my classes, but he's had to endure cramp complaints, helping me pick out my first bra, and having the luxury of buying me pads and tampons every month. He should win a father-of-the-century award.


  I run into the hall and up the stairs, calling out, "I gotta pee. Be right back."


  After doing my business and washing my hands, I run into my badly-in-need-of-decorating bedroom to get my roller blades and knee pads. Dad hates when I wear them to the store, all because I crashed into a display of canned corn last year at a Piggly Wiggly, but I was learning then. Now I'm nearly an expert and am certain I won't have any embarrassing moments.


  As I'm about to turn, I catch a flash of pink outside my window.


  Fascinated with the idea of a fourteen-year-old actress across the street, I peer out. I mean, what if she knows Shia LaBeouf or Taylor Lautner? Meeting either of them would be the pinnacle of my fifteen years and totally worth moving again.


  But the pink isn't on the petite brunette from earlier. Instead it's a pink leotard on a willowy girl with blonde, waist-length hair. She twirls along the driveway, arms raised above her head, like the ballerina inside a jewelry box—perfect and poised.


  The front door opens, and Linzy steps out with an older woman, probably her mom. She says something to the blonde, who drops her arms and sulks. Darn, I wish I was closer to overhear.


  Linzy laughs and climbs into the back seat of a black, four-door car, parked along the curb.


  "Piper, let's go," Dad shouts.


  "Coming."


  Linzy and I could become friends. We're practically the same age, and we're bound to have something in common. I love pretty clothes, and she clearly has some. That's a start. Kinley must know her, so I'll ask for an invite later.


  Score two for Hollow Ridge.


  


  * * *


  


  The lay of the land, as Dad put it, looks like every other suburban land we've encountered in the last eight years. We've been moving around since I was four, when Dad decided it would be easier to research his books up close and personal rather than cross-country via Internet and phone calls. I often wonder if part of the reason was because my older brother, Vincent Jr., had died, and Dad just wanted out of our house and hometown. At first Dad went after murders from anywhere, but he didn't like city life, and the country was too quiet, so he devoted his last eight books to the 'burbs. Just as well, too. Those became bestsellers.


  "Which was the hardest case you solved?" I ask Dad, as he steps and I roll out of Big Y to his car. Who names a grocery store Big Y? Then again, what's up with Piggly Wiggly?


  "I'm not a detective. I don't solve cases. I just research and write about them."


  But I notice the twinkle in his eye when he says "solve."


  "Come on, Dad. If you hadn't worked those clues in Georgia, the husband would've totally gotten away with her murder."


  Dad made the police look like Deputy Dewey, and my life suddenly became Scream 5. Okay, maybe not exactly. It's not like I had a crazy boyfriend with mommy issues slicing and dicing my friends, thank goodness. But the end of the school year was something we both anticipated, and we didn't wait until August, like usual, to move.


  "So which was the hardest?"


  Dad opens the hatch of his Subaru Forrester. "Georgia."


  I knew it. I hand him the bag of eggs and bread. "What about the craziest?"


  "Is this a new game?"


  "Yes. There's only so many times you can say, 'I spy with my little eye…?'"


  He chuckles and pushes the bag of cereal, chips, and frozen waffles beside the eggs. "The weirdest…"


  "Not weird. Crazy, as in evil or sadistic."


  He gives me a long stare. He hates when I talk about the crazies. Like if I mention it enough I'll become one. I just can't help it. The criminal mind fascinates me, and just because I'm not a legal adult doesn't mean I can't handle it. Nothing scares me. Not the dark, or spiders, or even clowns. Well, maybe knife wielding maniacs in hockey masks, but since I've only met one, and it was on my TV screen, I don't count it as a true fear.


  "Only one percent of murders are committed by serial killers. It's rare."


  On second thought, it is a bit scary how well Dad knows me.


  "It rubs the lotion on its skin or else it gets the hose again." I use my special Buffalo Bill voice.


  An older woman passes us and visibly scowls at me. At least she knows her films.


  Dad shakes his head. "What have I told you about reciting horror movies in public?"


  I lift the last bag out of the cart and push it into the back of the car. "Not to do it?"


  He shuts the hatch. "Well, it's nice to know you're at least listening. Do you know where this goes?"


  I grab the cart and direct it toward the place where carts gather, beneath the sign that states: Return Carts Here. It's not rocket science, Dad.


  Deciding this is an awesome spot for a gold medal spin, I lean on my back wheels and take off. Feet in and out, around and around until the store and parking lot are a blur. I want to shout out, "wee," but that would alert Dad to my less than stellar public display, and I'd have to stop. So I stuff my "This Little Piggy" finale down and concentrate on controlling the spin.


  Something dark approaches, something in the form of someone. Darn, it's probably an old lady in need of a cart, and I'm blocking them all.


  "Sorry, one sec," I shout.


  But as I attempt to slow down, and attempt means to do it very slow so I don't wipeout and land on my face, I realize it isn't an old person with the patience of…well, an old person. It looks like a young guy.


  "Take your time." And his voice sounds cute.


  Surprised and totally mortified that I look like a dweeb, I stop too abruptly and end up jerking forward. I reach my hands out to prevent permanent damage to my face and go down on my knee pads, right at his feet.


  I look up and hope something witty will surface from my brain so I can kinda redeem myself.


  He's totally my age, maybe a bit older, sportin' a wild afro that looks super soft, and a single dimple in his left cheek, beside a shy smile. Dark brown eyes to go with dark brown skin, and I'm suddenly counting down the days until I'm sixteen and I can date.


  And that's when I realize my hands have landed, not on the ground, but on him.


  On his faded, soft-from-too-many-washings jeans.


  On both sides of his privates.


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  Ohmigod. I'm cupping his junk.


  I jump up only to stagger and trip, sliding into a cart. It jabs into my boob and I cry out. But I don't care. I'm just glad I'm no longer moving or touching him.


  "Are you okay?" he asks.


  "Are you? I mean, I hope I didn't…you know, hurt you. I mean, I know it's sensitive and…" Heat bursts into my cheeks as if I just doused them in gasoline and struck a match. Hey, there's a way to end my humiliation.


  "I'm fine." His smirk tells me he's enjoying this way too much.


  Where's a knife wielding maniac when you need one?


  "I'm Troy." He holds out his hand.


  Whoa. I've never met another person my age that shakes hands. Dad will love him. I'm caught between wanting to feel his skin, still feeling uber mortified, and not wanting to be rude. Dad hates when I'm rude.


  His grip is warm and slightly rough, and my breath catches a little.


  "Piper," I say.


  "Troy, what's taking so long?" A woman in beige pants and jacket and a white top walks over. She's a female version of Troy, but with a chin length bob rather than 'fro.


  She looks at our hands, still connected. "Oh, I see."


  "Piper?" Dad calls. His sneakers slap on the asphalt like he's wearing clown shoes, such a heavy walker.


  Troy and I let go and turn to our parents.


  "This is Troy."


  "This is Piper."


  We talk at the same time and share an awkward chuckle.


  After introductions are complete, we learn that Troy and his mother, Olivia, have lived in Hollow Ridge all their lives and were expecting us.


  Dad rubs the stubble on his chin. "How?"


  "You arranged renting your house with a local realtor, Bridget Lansing. She informed us that Vincent Grimaldi was visiting. It is temporary and not permanent, right?" Her smile is friendly, but there seems to be a slight edge to her tone.


  "Yes. The school year. So you're friends with the realtor?"


  She frowns, confused, and looks to Troy, who shrugs, before back to Dad. Her eyes widen. "Oh, no. Not 'informed us' as in 'Troy and me.' 'Us' as in HRPD. I'm the Chief of Detectives."


  


  * * *


  


  After Dad makes an excuse about rotting eggs, we hightail it home, put away the food, and he goes into his office to begin work. He won't admit this, but he doesn't care for the cops any more than they care for his theories and involvement with closed cases. Dad doesn't disprove every murder. Some towns have great police forces and are meticulous. But some…


  I walk from room to room looking for something to do. The Internet and cable won't be turned on until morning, and I'm sick of unpacking. I can access Tumblr and Facebook via my phone, but nothing interesting is going on, so I sit on the front steps staring at the street.


  I'd knock on Kinley's door, but all the lights on the first floor are off. Her mom looks fuddy-duddy enough to go to bed at nine o'clock.


  "Hey," a faint voice calls.


  I lean forward and stare in the direction of her house.


  The street lamp in between our homes illuminates Kinley in the upstairs window waving. She must have the front room like me. She holds up her index finger then runs off. A long minute later, she peeks her head out her door and slowly steps out, shutting it behind her. She runs over and bounces up my stairs.


  "Sneaking out?" I ask.


  "Yeah. My folks head to bed around eight. They're awake until ten, but they don't like me out after they settle down."


  Knew it. I really should become a detective, but my options aren't great. A private investigator doesn't handle murder, and a police detective must be a patrol officer first, which totally stinks. Those uniforms are hideous, and who wants to direct traffic or break up bar brawls?


  "How's your dad's car?"


  "He needs a new one. They're hunting for one tomorrow. Dad's really picky and really cheap. So what's your dad doing?"


  "Working. You'll meet him tomorrow. He doesn't like being interrupted. Do you know Troy? His mom is the Chief of Detectives." I don't remember if they mentioned a last name.


  "Williams? Yeah, he goes to our school, but he's two years ahead of me. Why?"


  A senior. How exciting. Not that Troy and I will date or that he even noticed me, except for the whole junk landing. He probably has a girlfriend anyway. Or even a bunch of them.


  "You like him?" She uses that singsong voice which means she's teasing, and I hate teasing. It makes me feel stupid and inferior, and I want to smack people who do that. But I think smacking Kinley would hurt our budding friendship, so I ignore it. This time.


  "Maybe. Is there anyone in school you like?" If I get the four-one-one on her love life then this convo won't feel so one-sided.


  "There's one. Eli. He's a junior. He once held the cafeteria door open for me, and our eyes met. It was love at first sight, but I'm pretty sure it's one-sided. Besides there's no way Mom and Dad would let me date unsupervised. And do you know what dating with a chaperone would be like? Mucho humiliating."


  I chuckle, and now we're even. "Yeah, that would suck. So, tell me about Troy?" I try to get the scoop on everyone. It's the detective in me. But there's something extra special about this boy.


  She thinks for a minute. "He broke up with Shayla at the end of last year. I only know because I was in the bathroom stall and overheard her telling her friends she dumped him for an older and much more sophisticated guy."


  "Who's Shayla?"


  Kinley rolls her eyes. "Only a witch with a capital B. She's Linzy's mean, older sister."


  Crap. Willowy and blonde? Of course. There's no way he'll be interested in short and round.


  A red sports car pulls onto the street and slows down at the house across from me. It's one of those sleek two-seaters. It turns into the driveway and parks inside the garage. As the door descends, I make out a balding man with a pot belly.


  "Who's that?"


  She places her hands behind her and leans back. "Mr. Friedman. He and his wife live there. They have a son and a daughter, both away at college. Mr. Friedman just got that car. Mom says it's a mid-life crisis toy. Mrs. Friedman gardens, and Mom says the gardener is her toy."


  I squeal then cover my mouth with my hand. "Ohmigod."


  Kinley giggles and nods rapidly. "I know. Mom is usually so proper, but she got a bit tipsy at the New Year's Eve party last year and let it all spill. I guess she and her friends compare notes every week when they get together for their book club."


  "What about over there?" I point to the house next to the Friedman's, directly across from Kinley's.


  "The Rodriquez family. A mom, dad, and the cutest little girl."


  "And what about on the other side of them?"


  "Bridget Lansing."


  "The realtor?" The woman mentioned earlier.


  "Yeah, she's a part of Mom's book club, and Dad calls her a cougar. An older woman who likes much younger guys."


  Duh. "Yeah, I know what it is. How about next to me?"


  "Mrs. Jackson. She's super old and walks super slow. I don't know much about her."


  Before I get to ask about the remaining houses on the corners of our street, loud voices sound, and we look over to the Quinn house. Mrs. Quinn and Linzy stand in the brightly lit living room, shouting at one another. Mrs. Quinn has one hand on her hip, and the other points toward the doorway.


  Linzy stomps her feet and screams, "No, I'm not doing that, and you can't make me."


  "Wow," Kinley whispers.


  I know. If I spoke that way to Dad, his head would do a three-hundred-sixty degree turn a la Linda Blair in the Exorcist, and I wouldn't see the outside of my room until we move to our next house.


  "Go to your room," Mrs. Quinn shouts then turns her back on her.


  Linzy runs out. The upstairs hall light goes on then off. And with it, our entertainment.


  But a moment later it resumes as their back wooden gate opens, and Linzy tiptoes along the grass. She scurries past the house and down the street.


  I stand. "Let's follow her."


  Kinley gasps. "Have you gone mental?"


  "Not since the hospital released me. Come on. Let's see where she's going."


  I don't wait for Kinley's approval and run to the sidewalk. I stay in the shadows, several steps behind Linzy. If she thinks she has stealthy skills, she hasn't seen mine. I grew up on old reruns of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. That girl knew how to sneak.


  "I can't leave the street," Kinley whispers, bumping into me.


  "Sshh." I grab her arm and throw both of us onto Mrs. Jackson's lawn.


  I peek out from around the bush that separates this yard from the next. Linzy stops and turns, but I don't think she sees us. She continues her trek.


  I look to Kinley and hold a finger over my lips before getting up and following. Clearly my new friend needs pointers on spying.


  When Linzy reaches the corner, she makes a right turn.


  I step off the curb, and Kinley grabs my arm, her short fingernails digging into my flesh.


  "I can't leave the block."


  I nod, remembering, but, dude, this isn't the time to be so obedient. I bite my lip, wondering how far Linzy will go. I don't want to get in trouble, but I also don't want to lose her.


  "I'll just go a little bit and be right back."


  Kinley nods, her eyes wide. "Okay, I'll wait here."


  I run across the street and peer around the corner. Luckily I don't have to go much farther. Linzy's at the next corner, just standing there, staring at her phone. At least I think it's her. She's far enough away that I only make out a silhouette.


  I turn back to Kinley, give a quick thumbs up, then run forward and crouch behind a giant oak tree. As I'm waiting, I realize I have to pee. Of course. I don't remember this ever happening to Buffy while she waited in the graveyard for vampires to arrive.


  After a few minutes, a car slows down farther along the road, several yards from the nearest streetlamp, its headlights off. The driver gets out as Linzy rushes over.


  The driver stays shielded by the car, so I can't tell if it's a man or woman, young or old. And the car…well, it's dark, four-doors, I think. It's too far to make out even with my glasses on. Is Linzy meeting a secret boyfriend? Maybe she wanted to go out, and her mom said she couldn't. Maybe it's some hot actor from her show, which I totally need to start watching.


  I can't hear a peep from either of them, but Linzy has both hands on her hips, her shoulders back. It doesn't look like a secret rendezvous. The driver starts to open the car door, and petite, little Linzy grabs for him. The driver pulls back then pushes Linzy. She staggers and shouts, "Hey."


  Whoa. Not cool, especially if it's a secret boyfriend. I pull my phone from my pocket, ready to dial nine-one-one and the local teen abuse hotline, when the driver jumps back into the car, whips around the corner, and speeds off, out of sight. I would've loved to snap a picture, but it's way too dark to capture anything, and a flash would give me away.


  I get ready to run back to Kinley, expecting Linzy to head toward us, but she turns and runs after the car. Is she serious? Is she crazy?


  Without thinking, I take off and head toward them, stopping when I reach the spot they just occupied. I look up and down the block for either of them. I don't see the car, and if Linzy is on the sidewalk, I can't tell. I seriously need to get my glasses checked.


  Well this was a total bust. I take a step, ready to admit defeat, as much as it pains me, and hear something flit across the pavement. I must've kicked something. I look but don't see anything. With my phone pointed down, I check out the area, inch by inch.


  Up ahead I spot something tiny that reflects off the light. I pick it up and examine it in my palm. It's a silver star charm. The kind worn on a bracelet. Is it Linzy's, or was it dropped by someone at another time? Yesterday? Last week?


  Suddenly the sound of a motor creeps closer, and I hold my breath. Panic settles in. It's crazy. It's probably some random car going home, but after spying on my neighbor, I worry I'll get caught, and I race back to my street.


  When I reach the corner, someone jumps out from behind the oak tree.


  I scream.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  It's Kinley. And when she screams in my face, I scream a second time. We take off and run down the street to my house, no longer caring how much noise we make. When we stop at my stairs, we're both panting. The back of my tee is stuck to my skin.


  "What happened?" She clutches the midsection of her tank top.


  I look the way we came. It's clear, no cars, no people. At least as far as I can see. I tell her about the car and the argument.


  She places her hands on her knees, bends over, and giggles uncontrollably.


  "Are you alright?" Is she having some sort of diabetic seizure?


  "I'm s-sorry. When I'm nervous, I laugh."


  My front door opens, and I gasp. Dad steps forward. "What's going on?"


  I slip the charm into the front pocket of my shorts. "Nothing. Oh, Dad, this is Kinley."


  She stands straight and tugs her top lip down with her teeth.


  "Nice to meet you, Kinley."


  "You too, Mr. Grimaldi. I gotta go. Bye, Piper." She giggles then runs to her house. At her door, she waves before going inside.


  "What was that about?" Dad takes a step back to allow me room to pass him.


  "We were joking around, making silly faces, you know. So you're taking a break? Want some ice cream?" Hopefully he won't notice my shaky hands or irregular breathing.


  He shuts the door, turns the deadbolt, and stares into his office. "I shouldn't, angel. I have to get started."


  "It's Rocky Road. The clerk at the store said they normally don't sell that flavor. It was some kind of fluke. That has to be a sign that we should share a bowl."


  He chuckles. "Okay, a fast bowl. In my office."


  Which means I'll eat, he'll work, and I'll have to dump his bowl of melted goo when I'm done. But at least it gets me into his office. I run to the bathroom then head back to the kitchen and make two bowls of chocolatey-marshmallow goodness and add a drizzle, okay a heavy stream, of Hershey's chocolate syrup to mine. Grabbing spoons, I take the dessert into Dad's office, set his bowl on his desk, and plop into a chair.


  "So how's it going?"


  He's reading what looks like a police file, tapping a pen along a pad of paper with chaotic written notes. Dad's infamous chicken scrawl, as he calls it. He used to put notes in my lunchbox in elementary school, and I'd always come home and ask what he wrote.


  I lean forward and peruse his desk, but it's hard to read upside down, so I swivel in my chair to get a better look at the bulletin board he's created on the wall.


  A large photo of Cameron McDougal hangs in the center. He was blonde, tan, and had electric blue eyes. For an older guy, he's not bad looking. Totally more horror movie lead than serial killer.


  From what I've read on the internet, Cameron lived alone. He spoke with a client around five pm, and at ten-thirty, his girlfriend, who he was supposed to meet for dinner, came by looking for him. She found the front door shut but unlocked and him sprawled across his bed sliced and diced. He was stabbed thirty-two times. Someone was super pissed.


  The police suspected his girlfriend and accountant. Chloe is a striking brunette, a model he met during a photo shoot. They had a very public fight the night before, but she swears they made up the next morning, and dinner was their new start. Martin Nixon, a man with two first and last names, had a partial alibi, but when the cops discovered he was embezzling money from his clients, including Cameron, Martin became suspect numero uno.


  "It's melting." I lick marshmallow residue off my spoon.


  Dad looks up. "Huh?"


  I point to his bowl, and a plop of ice cream falls onto my shorts. I pick up most of it with my spoon then smudge the stain with my finger. "So if you don't think the accountant killed him, then who?"


  "I've only been researching for a few hours, Piper." He picks up his spoon and pushes a melting scoop into his mouth.


  This may be true, but I know he already has a theory. He starts researching a new book as soon as he decides which murder to write about next, way before we leave the last town. I won't push though. At least not tonight.


  "We'll get the air conditioners in tomorrow, right?" I hate those window ones, but this place doesn't have central air. One of the good points about Georgia. Everything has central air there.


  He returns his focus to the file.


  I know better than to try to have a conversation with him on the first night. So why do I keep trying? "Dad?"


  "What? Um, yes, I'm on that."


  Well at least he hears me. A yawn rises in my head until my mouth stretches like a lion's. I get up, walk around the desk, and kiss his cheek. From sitting in a car for twenty-three hours, with only bathroom and food breaks, then unpacking, mauling a cute boy, and spying on a celebrity, I'm exhausted. "Goodnight, Dad."


  He looks up and gives me one of his I'll-always-love-you smiles. "Night, sweetie."


  I take his bowl with me and drop both off in the kitchen. Upstairs, I'm so tired I think I might fall asleep while brushing my teeth. I slip out of my clothes and into a nightshirt, then crawl between my sheets. I turn on the oscillating fan across from my bed, via remote, and wait to get comfortable.


  Who did Linzy meet, and what was their argument about?


  Light footsteps sound on the stairs. Must be time for a pee break. Dad keeps a coffee machine by his desk. After a moment I don't hear the bathroom door or that annoying fan when you turn on the light.


  "Dad?"


  Silence.


  Maybe he changed his mind. I roll over and snuggle into my pillow.


  


  * * *


  


  When I open my eyes, sunlight pours onto my face, and birds sing by my window. I want to chuck a pillow at their chirpiness, but my body is so relaxed, every muscle feels like it's frozen during a long stretch, and I don't want to ruin it. I had a tough time sleeping. I kept waking up from dreams of being chased down a pitch black street by Linzy. She wore a blood-soaked nightgown. The little girl kind with the ruffled hems and little bow at the neckline. She held a large knife, and even though the street was too dark to see where I was headed, she was illuminated by this stark, white light behind her. And the whole time, a car engine roared in the background.


  It felt so real, I thought I woke up at one point and saw Linzy standing in my room. But that's just crazy.


  Two car doors shut outside. I roll onto my side to go back to sleep. I don't care the clock says ten-thirty-eight. Isn't sleeping until noon what summer break is all about?


  Our doorbell rings, and I sit straight up, eyes wide. From the glance in my full-length mirror, that's leaning against the wall, behind the fan, part of my hair is standing straight out to the side. Or so it appears. I grab my glasses off my nightstand, and, sure enough, I officially have the worse bed hair in the universe.


  I fling the sheet off me, my skin in a cold sweat from the heat and fan. Maybe it's Kinley, but what's with the car doors? I peek out and see a silver four-door parked in front of our house. Visitors?


  I'm about to snatch yesterday's clothes off my floor when there's a knock on my door. "Yeah?"


  The door opens, and Dad peeks in. He widens his bloodshot eyes. "Troy and the Chief of Detectives are in our kitchen with coffee and bagels. Please come down and save me."


  Put Dad in a suit and an auditorium full of readers, and he can talk about his books, writing, and murder for hours. But have him in his holey Santana T-shirt, in his own home, and he forgets the English language.


  "I'll be right down."


  He nods and starts to shut the door. "Get dressed first."


  Duh. "You too."


  With the door shut, I pull the nightshirt over my head and smell my pits. I don't have time for a shower, which means extra deodorant and a spritz of lavender body spray. I change my underwear and yank a tank-style sundress off a hanger in my closet. It's pink, which looks great against my olive complexion, and accentuates my almost C-cup. It's short enough to be flirty but long enough so Dad won't make me change. I tie my too-frizzy-to-be-curly-or-straight hair into a ponytail, making sure it's high enough to lengthen the appearance of my neck but not so high I look juvenile. I've watched a lot of America's Next Top Model episodes online. I can totally smile with my eyes.


  Dad runs down. He's probably watching the stairs, waiting for my arrival.


  I finish with a quick dusting of sparkly pink blush to my cheeks, a flick of black mascara, a swipe of glittery pink, of course, lip gloss, and my favorite multi-colored bangles. Slipping into flip-flops, I thank the cute boy Gods that I gave myself a pedicure the night before we left Georgia and head to the kitchen.


  Dad changed into a new blue tee but kept on his gray shorts and brown, velour slippers. Stylish, Dad. Way to impress. Olivia is seated at our round, scratched-up kitchen table, looking very out of place in another beige pantsuit—different from yesterday's. Her skin is dry, not even a fine sheen across her forehead. She must have an internal A/C. Lucky woman.


  She smiles when I enter. "Good morning, Piper. Did you sleep well your first night?"


  "Yes." It's just a teeny lie. I doubt she wants to hear about my nightmares.


  "Hi." Troy's voice is deep and mellow. It sends shivers down my spine.


  I turn and see him leaning against the counter. Guess he doesn't want to sit between his mom and my dad. "Hi."


  "Chief Williams brought breakfast." Dad points to the plate of bagels and cream cheese.


  "I wanted to apologize for yesterday," she says. "My son says I came across impolite, and I don't want anyone to think they're not welcome here."


  Dad shakes his head. "No, no, I understand. You're territorial and don't want someone butting their nose in, trying to insinuate you didn't do your job right."


  Troy steps up right behind me, so close I can feel his body heat and smell coconut and musk. It makes me dizzy. I feel like I'm falling and floating all at the same time. It's kinda cool but super rattling too.


  "Do you usually run into police resistance?" His breath tickles my ear.


  "All the time."


  The chief discusses the benefits of Hollow Ridge. I pry my attention away from Troy's scent and energy when she mentions the Fourth of July bash. I'm immediately dying to go.


  "There's a firework display by the river. It starts around nine, but a lot of people gather much earlier. They have picnics, play Frisbee, that kind of thing."


  "We're gonna go, right, Dad?" It's only two days away, and a party by the river sounds like a blast.


  Dad looks hesitant though. He never participates in town events. "Sounds like fun."


  I sigh. That's his polite way of saying no.


  The chief rises. "Well, I don't want to take up all of your morning. If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to call me."


  She hands a biz card to Dad then faces her son. "Troy…"


  He steps out from behind me. "Mom, do you need the car today? I'd like to show Piper around. She should be familiar with the area before school starts."


  The chief glances to Dad, who doesn't give any indication if he's for or against the idea. But when she turns away, Dad quirks his brow at me. I want to shout, "technically this is not a date," but I remain tightlipped.


  She throws her keys at Troy. "Sure, just drop me off at the station."


  Troy winks at me. Forget about lust. I'm totally in love.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  


  Troy shows me all the cool places to hang, like the ice cream shop on North Main Street and the coffee-slash-cafe on South Main, then drives past Big Pretzel, which I assume serves big pretzels, in the strip mall. He must really love food. Something we have in common.


  Finally he drives to the river where groups of teens are laying out, swimming, and simply hanging. He parks, grabs a blanket from the trunk, and we find a spot halfway to the water.


  I sit with my legs folded up and realize I look like a five year old, so I spread them out, pointing my toes to make my legs look longer than what my parents gave me. I debate sucking my stomach in, but it'll be too painful to hold the entire time. "Is this where the fireworks are happening?"


  He points to some spot in the distance. "They shoot them from that end, so if your dad parks anywhere along this side, you'll see them."


  "I doubt my dad will come. He's not very social."


  "You can tag along with me."


  Tag along? That doesn't sound very romantic, but maybe it could be. Perhaps he's shy and not direct with girls. Or…images of my last boy-girl encounter flood my mind and accelerate my heartbeat— not in a good way. I need to figure him out before I jump to conclusions. "So what are you into?"


  "Current events. I like learning the truth behind things."


  That's just like sleuthing.


  "I want to be a reporter, but a respectable one," he continued. "After a grieving mother's child's been abducted, I won't ask her how she feels."


  I smirk. That's exactly what they do on the evening news.


  Journalism means he's smart and probably clean, no major partying, no drinking or drugs. Well, at least that's the stereotype. Not only will we have conversations about something other than sports and video games (two things I know nothing about), but Dad will be impressed.


  "And what's Hollow Ridge like? What makes it special?"


  He stares off at the water. "It depends who you ask. According to my mom, it's the low crime rate."


  "I'm asking you, and we're here because of the crime rate." I giggle, but when he doesn't find my line funny, I wish I can take it back.


  "Yeah, well McDougal is the first murder case we've had probably since I was born. There are mostly domestic disputes, some burglaries, and a mess of drunken brawls."


  See, exactly why I won't become a cop.


  "But according to me, the best part is right here. I love the river. It's polluted, sometimes stinks, and attracts a swarm of mosquitoes, but it's special."


  I follow his gaze, trying to spot the magic, but all I see is murky water. "Why?"


  "My dad used to take me fishing here when I was little."


  "Not anymore?" I stare at his profile and watch his jaw clench.


  "He died ten years ago."


  I sigh, and he turns my way. Another thing we have in common. "My mom walked out on us ten years ago."


  He covers my hand with his, and my belly feels like the Fourth of July, two days early. "Sucks, huh?"


  Before I get a chance to answer, a wave of perfume and blonde hair plops down on Troy's other side. Shayla.


  "I haven't seen you in a while," she says to him, but I notice she sneaks a glance at me. Troy pulls his hand off, but his fingers lie beside mine, and she stares at them.


  Up close, she's pretty but not as gorgeous as I thought she'd be. That's not me being petty or jealous either. The tip of her nose is crooked, and her left eye is noticeably larger than the right. It doesn't make her ugly, just odd.


  "We broke up, Shayla. Not seeing one another is a requisite of that."


  She pouts. "That doesn't mean we have to avoid each other."


  "No avoidance. We just don't run in the same circles. Although I'll probably be seeing you a bit more now."


  She smiles and perks up. "Why?"


  He nods to me. "Piper lives across the street from you, and we're becoming fast friends."


  I don't know if he's telling the truth or just trying to make her jealous, but from her glare, it's definitely working. I hope he's not lying, at least about the friend part.


  "Oh, I didn't see her sitting there."


  I scoff. How lame. Does she really think we're gonna buy that?


  She gives me the body check, up and down, with her top lip curled. "I'm not sure if you realize it, but that style dress is for thinner figures. Rolls only belong with hamburgers." She points to my side.


  Tears immediately fill my eyes. I'm frozen, unable to move. Do I suck my stomach in or cover my sides with my arms. What a witch. Kinley was right.


  "Why are you here?" Troy asks her. "When we broke things off, you said you never wanted to speak to me again."


  We? As in both of them together? So he's not still pining for her?


  This new piece of information gives me the strength to blink away my tears. Though it does nothing to mollify the part of my brain that usually gets me in trouble, the part that causes me to put my size eight foot into my size ten mouth.


  "That's not what she told her friends," I say.


  They both stare at me.


  "She told them that she broke up with you because she found someone older and more sophisticated." Gosh, I hope I don't get Kinley in trouble, but this wench needs to be put in her place.


  Troy turns back to Shayla. "That doesn't surprise me."


  She ignores him and narrows her eyes so much I doubt she even sees us anymore. "How would you know what I said to my friends? Are you some kind of freak psychic? Or just a fat loser?"


  "Shayla," Troy shouts.


  I touch his arm, thrilled he's not one of those guys who ignores girls like her, but I also want to burrow into the sand because he heard her call me fat. Most of the time I don't pay any attention to my double-digit size. If I mention it, usually when a nice skirt or top no longer fits, Dad says it's part of my genetics and to accept it. His Italian side has thick waistlines, and Mom's black side has thick thighs and ample butts. Basically I'm doomed for thickness.


  Instead of hiding though (partly because getting sand in my hair is awful), I plaster on a smile and take the passive aggressive road.


  "It's okay. Her words don't bother me. Besides, my aunt's a therapist, and she says that I should pity anyone who's critical of others, because it means they're really insecure about themselves. Plus, you know, sad and pathetic."


  Of course it's a lie. Her words bother me more than reaching the bottom of an M&M bag, but after my little speech, I feel a drop better.


  She cocks her head to Troy, waiting for him to say something, but he snorts, and she glares more. If this was a cartoon, she'd have steam coming out of her ears and train whistles would sound. She jumps up and stomps back to her friends.


  A guy in a black Fedora (Who wears those?) says something to her, but she waves him away, like he's a speck on the bottom of her sandal. He glances at us, our gazes lock for a second, and then he walks off.


  "Your aunt sounds cool," says Troy.


  I look at him sideways, shielding my eyes from the sun with my hand. "Yeah, she would be if she existed. I just read a lot."


  He chuckles and squeezes my arm. "You're cool, Piper Grimaldi."


  I smile and have to concentrate hard to not show my molars.


  


  * * *


  


  When Troy drops me at home, Dad's in his office (surprise, surprise), another stretch limo is parked outside the Quinn's, and Kinley's dad, Mr. Abbott, says she's at the dentist. So I go to my room to devise a plan to make it look less bare, but it's hard to concentrate. I keep staring at my phone, willing it to beep. Troy and I traded numbers, and he said he'd text me sometime. I took that to mean "as soon as I get home."


  I hang my vintage Scream, Halloween, Hide and Seek, and Shutter Island posters. I'd deck out my room in those pretty sugar skulls decorations, but despite their flower eyes and an upside down heart nose, Dad feels it's too morbid. He's such a dad.


  "Piper, I'm running to town. Do you want pizza tonight?"


  I can barely hear him over the hum of the wonderful air conditioners. He was true to his word. Blessed air, cable, and internet. We're back to civilization.


  I open my door and shout, "Deep-dish, no ham, no pineapple, and no anchovies." Not that I've ever seen a pizza with those little fishes. I just heard it on TV. As for the rest, Dad likes to think we live in Hawaii with as many tropical pizzas that he orders. Gross. Fruit belongs in a bowl with whipped cream, or over ice cream…with whipped cream. There's a theme to it.


  I look out my window and watch him pull out of the garage and drive off. The stretch limo is gone. Linzy must have gone to wherever she goes to film the soap. Probably New York. Manhattan's a three-hour drive from here, or maybe she flies in a private jet. That would be so cool. I hang a string of crystal beads onto a peg and shake my head. Decorating can wait. Now is the perfect time to snoop.


  I race downstairs to Dad's office and slide open the door. He left two lamps on but turned the air in the front window off. He's crazy if this heat doesn't bother him, but it means I'll hear him pull up and can run out before he catches me.


  First I'll check the top of his desk to find the latest element he's working on, but I'll have to be careful to not mess anything. Dad's totally OCD about his stuff, and he'll know if I move a dust bunny.


  Before I get a chance to search for juicy bits of info, I spot flashing lights out front. I part the curtain and see a police cruiser in front of the Quinn house. Ooohh, this is much juicier than anything on paper. I leave Dad's office, careful to close the door just right and step onto my porch.


  Two officers are entering the Quinn house. And I'm not the only one wanting the four-one-one. Every neighbor, including short, old Mrs. Jackson, is observing. After five minutes of sweating with nothing to see, no ambulance, no dead bodies, I turn, more than ready for the A/C.


  And spot Linzy at the top of my stairs, inside my house.


  What the heck is she doing there, and how'd she get past me?


  I run inside, slamming the door behind me, and race up. On the top landing, I expect to see her standing there, demanding her charm back or some lame reason as to why she snuck into my house, but the hall is empty. I go into the bathroom, then Dad's room, our makeshift living room, and finally my room. Nothing. Where'd she go? I even check the linen closet then run back down.


  Maybe she went down, and I didn't hear her? I was flinging doors and crouching under beds. But when I hit the foyer, the front door is wide open. She left. What the…?


  "Can you close that for me, honey?"


  I flinch at Dad's voice and spin to find him carrying the pizza into the kitchen. The cop car is still in the Quinn driveway. Maybe Linzy's in trouble, and she ran out. But why come here? She doesn't even know me. Is it possible she saw me trailing her last night? And am I even certain she was upstairs? All I saw was the hem of a yellow, floral skirt and pale legs. I shut the door.


  "Any idea what's going on across the street?" His mouth is full so I have to guess at some of Dad's words.


  "Don't know. Hey, did you see anyone leave when you got back?"


  He walks into the hall, half of a slice curling over the side of his hand. He narrows his gaze. "Did you have a boy in here? That Troy fella?"


  I roll my eyes. "Why would I ask if I'd snuck that Troy fella in here? No. I mean, well…I thought I saw Linzy."


  "The kid from across the street? Have you become friends with her too? You're a regular Social Butterfly, huh?" He turns and goes back into the kitchen.


  Why are parents so dense sometimes?


  I walk back outside as Kinley and her mom pull into their driveway.


  She immediately runs over. "What's going on?"


  I shrug. I wish I knew.


  We sit on my steps and wait. Mrs. Jackson and the Rodriquez mother have already gone inside. It's just us and Mrs. Friedman, who hedges over to the edge of her property, the heels of her shoes on her driveway and the tips on the Quinn's grass.


  "How was the dentist?"


  "Oh, wonderful. I just love when they poke you with that metal thing. What about your day?"


  I fill her in on hanging with Troy and the convo with Shayla.


  Her eyes stay wide the entire time. "She is so hateful. I hope the cops are here because she choked on a chicken bone."


  When I gasp, she rolls her eyes. "Fine, choked but didn't die. Better?"


  "There's no ambulance," I point out and hold back a giggle.


  She hmphs, and we continue to watch.


  "I met your dad earlier," I tell her. "He seems cool."


  "He's okay. Don't get me wrong, I love my parents. A lot. They took me in. But they're strict, and that sucks."


  "Even bio parents can be strict."


  She shrugs. "I guess."


  "What happened to your birth parents?" I hope she doesn't mind my asking. Sometimes when I'm sincerely curious others think I'm being nosy.


  "My birth mom couldn't take care of me, so she arranged for my parents to adopt me. It was an open adoption."


  "That means you know your birth mom?"


  "Sorta. I've met her a few times when I was little. There are pictures. But she moved out of state about five years ago, and I haven't spoken to her since. Why did your mom leave?"


  I take a deep breath. I wish I knew that too. At least the whole story. "Dad says she couldn't handle losing my brother. He was seven. I was four. He drowned in a neighbor's pool."


  "Gosh, that sucks, but it sounds like a legit reason."


  "Yeah, except it feels like there's more to it. I recall hearing my parents argue. Not the light stuff, like who forgot to change the TP roll, but really yelling at each other. Mom cried all the time, which is normal after burying a child, but I'd catch her talking to herself or to Vincent. She'd deny it. Plus it was so long ago I don't know which are real memories and which I twisted over time."


  A silver car passes us and pulls into the Quinn driveway. I stand up. That's Troy's car, well, his mother's. The driver door opens, and Chief Williams steps out. She glances up and down the street, noticing but not acknowledging us, and walks into the Quinn house.


  "Why's she here?" I reach into my pocket and text Troy.


  any idea y ur moms @ Quinns?


  Kinley smirks. "He must really like you if he gave you his number."


  I shrug. After Shayla left he seemed more big brother than potential boyfriend material. But a girl can hope.


  My phone vibrates in my hand, and I nearly drop it from excitement. Yes, I just texted him, but he could've ignored it. It's easy to do if you don't want to talk to the person. So he must want to talk to me. I giggle then read the screen.


  Linzys missing


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  


  "No, she's not. She was just in my house." Confusion and a splash of fear replace my giggles.


  "What are you talking about?" Kinley peers over my shoulder at the message.


  My stomach knots so tight, I'm afraid I'll be severed in two. "Dad?"


  The panic in my voice makes him run. His slippers slap along the hardwood floors. He glances at the Quinn's then down to us. "What is it?"


  I show him Troy's message, tell him about seeing Linzy a bit ago, again, then fill him in on my spying adventure last night. I don't think I did anything wrong, but I leave Kinley out of it just in case her parents won't agree. When I'm done, she smiles at me, and Dad rubs his chin.


  He's going to lecture that I shouldn't have been so reckless, that I need to behave more mature and to think before I act, and then he's going to ground me, and I won't be able to see the fireworks.


  "We should tell Chief Williams. Wait here." He jogs down the three steps and heads across the street.


  That's it? Where's the lecture? Maybe he's saving it for when we're alone. I replay what I'll say to the chief and remember the charm.


  "Be right back," I say to Kinley and run up to my room.


  My shorts are still on my floor. I reach into the front pocket but can't find the star. I search again, from corner to corner, but nothing. I pull the material out and spot the hole in the stitching. Damn, it fell out. I look along my floor but don't see it. I throw the shorts down and rejoin Kinley. It's not that big a deal. I don't even know if it belongs to Linzy, and if it does, it won't tell what happened to her.


  The Quinn's screen door slams. Dad and the chief walk toward us, deep in conversation. Well, Dad's talking, probably trying to get info, and the chief is silent.


  Kinley stands. "I should go. Um, thanks for not saying I was with you. My mom would freak."


  Her mom really needs to chill. She only walked to the corner. But I don't say that. "No sweat. I'll call you later?"


  I hand her my phone so she can put her number in it.


  "I'll put mine on vibrate. Call me any time, even after eight. I want all the details, okay?" She hands it back.


  "Will do."


  She walks off as Dad and the chief step onto our walkway.


  "Let's go inside. I'll put on a pot of coffee." Dad leads the way.


  The chief sits across from me at the table and pulls a notepad and pen from her bag. I wring my hands in my lap, but that hurts after half a dozen times, so I grab a paper plate and a slice of pizza and start to nibble. Dad offers a slice to the chief, but she declines. It smells amazing. Dad got sausage, pepperoni, green peppers, and mushrooms. My faves. But it slides down my throat, bypassing my taste buds, and lands in a heap in my stomach.


  "Piper, your father says you saw Linzy in your house earlier tonight?"


  I nod and swallow hard, a bite of mushroom catching in my throat. "Yes, at the top of our stairs."


  "What did she say?"


  "Nothing. By time I got up there, she was gone."


  Lines punctuate between her brows. "As in vanished?"


  "Well not like poof. That's silly. I couldn't find her. She must've run back out while I was looking in the rooms."


  "Are you sure it was Linzy Quinn?"


  I stare down at my slice. Grease has spilled onto the thin, white plate, making a huge translucent stain. "Not exactly. I've never seen Linzy up close, but it looked like her."


  The chief gives one of those tightlipped smiles that says she hears me but doesn't quite believe.


  "But I definitely saw her last night."


  She leans forward in her chair. "Tell me about that."


  I relay all of last night except the Kinley parts, and I don't bother mentioning the charm, since I've lost it. I don't want her to not believe me. Maybe it wasn't Linzy in my house, but she definitely argued with that person last night.


  "And you couldn't see the driver or make out the car at all?"


  I shake my head. "Just that it looked black, and it may have had four doors."


  Dad sets a mug of coffee, the sugar, and carton of half-and-half on the table.


  "And have you seen her since? Besides this evening?" the chief asks.


  "No. I was with Troy most of the day. I met her sister, Shayla." Hopefully the chief won't want me to repeat that conversation.


  She stirs sugar into her coffee and sips it before asking, "How did she seem?"


  I shrug. "Fine, I guess. I don't have anything to compare it to. She was flirting with Troy."


  His mom purses her lips for a moment then brings the cup back up to them.


  Okay, so I said that on purpose to gauge her reaction. I guess she doesn't care for Willowy and Blonde either.


  "She was kinda snotty to me. Is that normal?" I can't stop the smirk that lifts the left side of my mouth, so I bite off a large chunk of pizza.


  The chief flips her book shut. "Sounds about right."


  Oblivious to our innuendo, Dad sits between us and asks, "How long has she been missing?"


  The chief glances at me before answering. "Since last night."


  As in, I'm the last person to see her? Well, me and the driver.


  "And they've only called you now?"


  "They assumed she'd be back this morning, that she was with friends."


  Dad's color deepens. "At fourteen?"


  The chief drinks more of her coffee, then stands. "Celebrities live different lives than us, Mr. Grimaldi. It's not my job to judge, only help."


  I know Dad is thinking, in other words, they're irresponsible parents, but he doesn't say it. Maybe we're all thinking it.


  As the chief reaches the doorframe, Dad asks, "Do you suspect foul play?"


  She narrows her eyes, as if not sure how to answer.


  "For my daughter. Do I need to keep her locked up?"


  Her expression softens, and she gives me a small smile. "No. Hollow Ridge is a quiet, safe community. I'm sure Ms. Quinn is being dramatic, like girls her age can be, and will return soon."


  I wonder if the police said the same to the parents of Buffalo Bill's victims.


  


  * * *


  


  Sleep is futile.


  Kinley and I stayed up, on the phone, until midnight, going over every detail of the past two days. The only reason I hung up was because she dozed off twice. The first time I yelled in her ear until she woke up. The second time I gave up. I figured she'd wake in the morning with her cell stuck to her face.


  I glance at my clock. It's two a.m., and I can't turn off my mind.


  Where is Linzy? Is she just hiding out at a friend's, sulking, pouting, being a typical teenager? Whatever that means. Gosh, I hate when adults have to categorize every teen as moody or dramatic, like we're not individuals, unique. Should we call all of them old and fun-suckers? Well, I guess we do.


  Now that Linzy's missing, Shayla won't have time to hang all over Troy.


  I smack myself in the forehead. Bad thought, Piper. This isn't about you. But I can't help wonder if this will be my very own first case. No, I don't want anything to be wrong with Linzy, and it's unlikely Dad will allow me anywhere near a mystery, but I can dream, right?


  My bladder is full, so I grab my glasses and get up to empty it. When I'm done, I head downstairs for something to drink, to fill it up again. The wood floor is cool against my feet. Most of our other places had wall-to-wall carpeting. I'll have to get used to wearing socks or slippers when the season changes.


  Light emits from beneath Dad's office. Nothing unusual there.


  The dim light above the stove is on, casting an eerie glow across the linoleum floor to the back door. The safety chain sways slightly. Dad must've just fastened it. I open the fridge, grab a bottle of water, and eye the cold pizza. I take a slice, on a paper towel, and head to the front of the house. I pause by Dad's door, listening for any signs of him being awake. If he's working and I walk in, he'll be annoyed. Not like growling, evil monster annoyed, but enough to make me feel bad. But if he's asleep and I knock or wake him upon entering, then I'll feel worse. So I turn and climb the stairs.


  When I reach the top, I shiver. It's suddenly chillier up here. Doesn't heat rise? This house is weird. I go into my room and push the door with my foot. It closes but doesn't click shut. I set the pizza and bottle on my nightstand and go back to fully close the door.


  Loud voices sound, and I freeze, trying to figure out where they're coming from. Dad doesn't own a radio. He either prefers to write in silence or to some old CDs he owns, but I don't hear music. It's definitely talking. Are there people outside? Did Linzy come home, and are she and her mom arguing again?


  I open my door and step into the hall. It sounds like the television in the spare room. I fling open the door and see a woman dancing on the beach in a white dress. The announcer is talking about how light their pads are. "You'll never know they're there."


  Because every woman wants to frolic on the sand when cramping. I switch off the TV and go back to my room. Since when does Dad watch TV? The only reason he got it was because we usually go through a movie stage after he finishes a book and before we move to our next destination. Only that didn't happen this last time. We were packed and out of Georgia as soon as his editor approved the book.


  The pizza no longer looks inviting. I drink some water then crawl under my sheets. After a few minutes, my body starts to feel heavy, and I close my eyes. Finally. Sleep.


  In that weird place between awake and slumber my thoughts flitter to Mom. Where is she? Is she happy? Does she have another family?


  As I drift off, giggles sound.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  I get up, shower, smear cream cheese on half of an un-toasted onion bagel, then step onto the porch, all before Dad emerges from his office. I hope there's been news of Linzy. It's another bright, warm day, and everyone seems to be taking advantage of that. Except the Quinns.


  Mrs. Jackson is sitting on her porch, sipping lemonade. I debate waving, since we haven't been introduced. It would be the polite thing, but I don't want her to call me over and engage in a conversation about the good ole days or whatever old people think about. Mr. Friedman hops into his sports car, while Mrs. Friedman is on her knees in front of her flower garden. I make a mental note to ask Kinley which days the gardener visits. I have to get a glimpse of him.


  I don't want to approach either of these women, so when Mrs. Rodriquez steps outside with her daughter and sets up a tea party in the grass, I hurry over. When I get closer I realize Mrs. Rodriquez is sporting a small baby bump.


  "Hi," I say more enthusiastic than I'm feeling. I slept solid for the last seven hours, but once again I was disturbed by dreams of being chased by Linzy and a loud car.


  "Hi." Mrs. Rodriquez looks up. She wears a large straw hat which blocks the sun from her eyes.


  "Hi," says the little girl. "Do you wanna play with us?"


  "Um…" I look to her mom to see if it's okay.


  She waves a hand at the empty part of the blanket. "Please."


  "Okay." I sit and smile. "I'm Piper. We just moved in."


  Mrs. Rodriquez nods. "I saw the trucks the other day. You're with your dad?"


  I nod. "Yeah, we travel around all the time. He's a writer. Vincent Grimaldi."


  She shakes her head. Unless you're a crime buff, you wouldn't have heard of him. "Sorry. I don't do a lot of reading."


  No matter how many people tell me that, and there's been a lot, I still cringe each and every time. How can a person not read? That's like not breathing. It goes hand-in-hand.


  "My husband does though. I'll have to ask him. Oh, I'm Gabriella, but call me Gabi, and this is Jasmine."


  "Call me Jazzy," she says in a voice kinda deep for a little girl. It makes me giggle.


  "How old are you, Jazzy?"


  She holds up one hand and tries to bend her pinky down, but then her ring finger curves too. She repeats her actions to no avail, and a deep frown covers her eyes. Finally, huffing and obviously annoyed, she holds down her pinky with her other hand. All of that to show me she's four.


  Gabi and I laugh.


  "How old are you?" Jazzy asks.


  "Fifteen."


  "Wow, you're old. Are you old, Mami?"


  Gabi rubs her belly and winks at me. "Very old, baby."


  Jazzy pours water from a purple, plastic teapot into four plastic teacups. The fourth being for a giant, stuffed bear with a lopsided yellow bow. From the various colored stains on its fur, I'd guess he's an avid tea partier.


  When I look up, Gabi's staring at me. "Si es usted de Puerto Rico?"


  "Uh?"


  She laughs deep in her chest. "I guess the answer is no then. I asked if you're Puerto Rican."


  "I am. Right, Mami?" the little girls peaks up.


  Gabi smooths Jazzy's dark hair with her hand.


  "Oh, no," I say. "Everyone thinks that though, especially when I lived in New York. My mom is black and my dad's Italian."


  Gabi nods. "Mixed babies are very beautiful."


  "Am I beautiful, Mami?"


  "Ah, mi hija, you are the most beautiful in all the land."


  Jazzy giggles. "Like Snow White?"


  "Exactly."


  A twinge stabs me in the chest. Did Mom and I have similar chats? Were we close? Did we share tea parties with my dolls? I barely remember what she looks like, let alone what we did.


  From the corner of my eye, I see Dad step outside. He looks up and down the street, then spots me and nods. A dark blue car pulls up in front of our house. A woman with long, auburn hair steps out and walks to Dad. They shake hands. Who's she? They both look over at the Quinn's.


  "So, have you heard anything about Linzy?" I ask.


  Gabi's eyes widen, and she nods toward Jazzy. "This one is a parrot, so be careful what you say. But no, not a word since last night. I was hoping we'd come out and hear something."


  I grin. We think alike. Very cool.


  "The chief acts like this is common."


  Gabi waves away a fly. "Oh yes. That youngest one is always causing drama. Always arguing, pushing her limits, and the parents just argue back, never demanding respect. Now if that was me…"


  She purses her lips and gives Jazzy a sideways glance. "Let me tell you, she will not even consider speaking to me that way."


  I chuckle. "My dad's the same way."


  She waves a finger at the air. "That's good. It's the way it should be. Too many parents want to be friends with their kids. That comes later. When they're young, parents need to be firm."


  "Mami, I gotta go potty." Jazzy gets up and holds her hands over her crotch.


  Gabi pushes them away and scowls. "Then go inside. You can do it by yourself."


  Jazzy shakes her head. "No, I gotta go poopy." She lowers her voice, whispers the last word, then switches sides and holds her butt.


  I can't help but laugh. Kinley was right; Jazzy's so cute.


  Gabi pushes herself up. "Okay, go start. I'll be right there."


  Jazzy runs into the house, still holding her butt.


  "We may be a few minutes. I'll see you around?"


  "Sure." I get up. Dad and the woman are still talking.


  "Hey, do you babysit?"


  Dollar signs fill my vision, and I imagine all the cute accessories I'll buy. Summer is too hot for scarves, hats, and tons of jewelry, but in fall, winter, and spring, I'm decked out. "Yeah. I even have a certificate from CPR training."


  "That's fantastic. Miguel, my husband, and I want to go out salsa dancing before I can't see my feet again. Can I call you sometime?"


  "Sure that'll be great."


  "Good. I'll get your number later. I've asked the girl next to you…"


  "Kinley?"


  "Yes, but her mother said no. She may be a bit too strict." She winks and heads up her front steps.


  Yes, a job! I babysat in Georgia, which is where I got the certificate, but it was sporadic. I'd love to have a regular gig, rely on steady money.


  I cross the street and slow down in front of Kinley's, trying to catch a glimpse of her in her room or downstairs, but the sun's reflection makes spying impossible. When I reach my steps, Dad and the woman are laughing.


  "Piper, this is Bridget Lansing. The realtor who found us this house."


  We shake hands. Her grip is strong, but her hands are bony and feel fragile, like I can crush her fingers if I try. "Nice to meet you, Piper."


  "You too. Have you heard anything?" I look to Dad.


  "I spoke with Mrs. Quinn this morning," Bridget says, knowing exactly what I'm referring to. "Still nothing. They contacted Linzy's cast members and friends in town. No one's seen her."


  Bridget looks to Dad. "It must be so hard for them. I went by earlier. Mrs. Quinn, Maureen, is beside herself."


  "I can imagine." Dad shakes his head. He does that when he doesn't know how to process something.


  We all watch the house for a minute, in silence, before Bridget clears her throat.


  "Well, I should be going. Just wanted to stop by and make sure everything's all right. Oh, I hope you'll both be at the fireworks display tomorrow. It's always so extravagant. The town puts on a great show."


  "I'm not sure. I have so much work."


  She lays a red manicured hand on his arm and leans closer. "Oh, but you have to. I promise you'll have a great time."


  He glances at her hand then her blouse. "I don't know."


  I take a step to my left and realize Bridget has her top three buttons undone, and my father just stared at her freckled cleavage. Oh gross—the staring, not the freckles.


  She bats her fake lashes and pouts her red glossy lips. Isn't she supposed to be a cougar? Then why on earth is she flirting with my geriatric father?


  "I'll convince him," I say, my voice a bit more tense than intended.


  "Yay." She pats the top of my head, like I'm a dog. Then she says good-bye and for Dad to call her if he needs anything. I hope I imagined the emphasis she put on "anything." She climbs into her car and pulls into her driveway, two houses down.


  I fold my arms across my chest. "Do you like her?"


  Dad's looking at the Quinn house, so he does a double take. "What?"


  "Bridget. Do you think she's pretty?"


  He shrugs. "I guess so." But from his vibe, he doesn't seem interested.


  Good. Not that I don't want Dad to be happy. I definitely want him to date again. I'd just rather not have a step-mommy any time soon. I like it being just me and him. But if he found someone he couldn't live without, I'd deal. Just not Bridget Lansing. She may be a great person, but she comes across as trying way too hard.


  I sit on the step and join Dad in watching the Quinn house. "Gabi asked me to babysit someday. I said I could do it. Is that okay?"


  Dad sits beside me. His face looks droopy, like it's still asleep. "The family there? Yeah, that's fine. If it becomes a regular thing though, remember, school nights…"


  "I must be home by nine. I know." I lean against him. Part of me loves how his rules never change, but part of me is also hoping that in another year they will. A nine o'clock curfew at sixteen seems a bit Kinley's-mom-strict. But for now, I'm just glad he came outside to see where I was and didn't assume I was off with friends.


  He slings an arm around my shoulder and kisses the top of my head. "Hey, did you fall asleep in the living room last night?"


  "No. Why?"


  "When I went up to the bathroom around three the TV was on."


  I jerk up. That's not possible. I turned it off.


  Didn't I?


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  


  I shove a handful of microwaved popcorn into my mouth. I click the volume button on my laptop several times, so I can hear Linzy whine about how her boyfriend caught her cheating on him over my crunching. Well, not Linzy herself but her One Day at a Time character, Devon Wilshire.


  "He won't even listen to my apology, Felicity. It's so unfair." Devon and Felicity, a blonde with large, doll-like blue eyes, stand by their lockers at school.


  Felicity places a hand on Devon's shoulder. "He just needs time, Devon. He'll come around."


  Devon bows her head. "That's not even the worse part."


  Felicity takes a step closer. "What can be worse than getting caught making out with the new school hottie, Ethan, by your boyfriend of two years, Zach?"


  Why do they constantly say each other's names and retell what we just watched? Do they think we're idiots?


  The camera zooms in on Devon, as tears fill her eyes. "I think I'm pregnant, and I don't know who the father is."


  Felicity gasps.


  I gasp.


  The theme song begins, and the credits roll.


  "Oh my God." I throw a piece of popcorn at my screen. It can't end like that. It's the latest episode, which means I have to wait until after the holiday to see what happens next. Now that's unfair.


  My cell buzzes on my nightstand. As I turn to grab it, I realize the sun isn't flooding through my windows anymore. It's moved off toward the side of our house. How long have I been sitting here catching up on the show?


  My phone vibrates again. It's two texts from Kinley.


  r u home


  im @ ur door


  I shut my laptop, jump off the bed, and brush popcorn crumbs off my shirt before running downstairs. Dad's in his…drumroll, please…office with the door shut. If our lives ever relied on how well we know one another, I'd totally survive.


  When I fling open the front door, Kinley's standing there wide-eyed. She gives me a strange look, steps inside, and says, "I didn't invite her."


  Who? Is Linzy back? I take a step forward.


  Suddenly Shayla's in my face. "What did you do to my sister?"


  I flinch at the near physical attack, the venom in her voice, and her hot, wretched garlic breath. Good God, girl, grab a Tic-Tac.


  "What do you want?" I ask, needing a second for my heart rate to enter the normal zone.


  "I heard that cop tell Mom and Dad you followed Linzy the other night."


  "So?"


  Her right eye twitches, and she grabs my arm. "What did you do to her?"


  Has she gone bonkers? "Why would I do anything to her? I don't even know her. You're the only lunatic I've met here."


  Someday I'll learn to keep my mouth shut.


  She digs her fingernails into my arm, and I yelp. Yep, just like a dog.


  "Get off me, you psycho." I almost mention how she just proved my point but don't want her digging in more. I wretch myself free as Dad's door slides open.


  He stands directly behind me. "What's going on?"


  Shayla looks up all wide-eyed and innocent. "I-I just want to know what happened to my sister." Her eyes fill with tears, and she throws in a sniffle for good measure.


  Ohmigod, this is a family full of actors. Crazy ones at that.


  "We're very sorry that you and your family are going through this," Dad says. "But my daughter and I don't know what happened to her."


  "Bu-but she saw her that night."


  "Yeah, talking to someone in a car. Then Linzy walked off. That's all I know."


  I'm sure the chief filled in her parents, so why Shayla's over here blaming me is beyond my logical thinking. She probably just wanted to get back at me for yesterday with Troy.


  She starts to say something, and Dad steps around me. He fills our doorframe, so Shayla has to take a step back. He grabs the door, ready to shut it. "Please tell your parents if there's anything I can do to help, to just ask."


  With a swift nod, he closes the door and turns to us. "She's probably just scared."


  I cross my arms across my chest and cover the area where she grabbed me. "Yeah, that must be it." But I don't fully believe it.


  Dad smiles to Kinley. "I hear you're a fan."


  Her face turns a shade of pink. "Yes. I have a few of your books. If I get them, will you sign them, please?"


  "Of course, anytime. I'll even give you signed copies of the ones you don't have."


  Kinley squeals and does this potty dance move.


  Ohmigod, this is so embarrassing. She's acting as if Dad's a rock star.


  He, of course, is eating it up. His grin is a mile long, and there's a light in his eyes. Something stirs in my chest. Maybe in his own world, he is a rock star.


  "This is fascinating, and you guys can drool over books later, but Kinley and I have some decorating to do upstairs."


  Dad heads back to his dungeon. "Anytime, Kinley. And help yourself to anything to eat."


  He slides his door shut, and I check out my arm. Four pink crescent moon shapes stand out. They're sore and might leave a bruise.


  Kinley winces. "Wow, she was pissed."


  "Yeah, what a wench. Like I'd personally hurt her sister? Come on."


  We run upstairs. I shut my door behind us then go back to my spot on my bed and move over the popcorn and notebook so Kinley can join me.


  She kicks off her sandals and leans her back against my fluffed up pillows. "Are we really decorating, 'cause I'm sorta colorblind."


  "For reals? That's so cool." I've never met anyone who was colorblind before.


  She wrinkles her nose. "Not really. When I was in kindergarten, our teacher gave each of us a colored flag. We had to match ours with another student's. I was too young to realize I should just wait until everyone was done, and the one without a partner would be my match. As it turned out, I had orange and walked to green. All the kids made fun of me, and it continued for years."


  I sigh. "That sucks. But you obviously have a great memory, so that's something useful."


  She shrugs.


  "My dad has a great memory too."


  She glances at me. "Oh yeah?"


  I knew that would make her happy. "Yeah, and no worries. We're not actually decorating. I spent the entire day watching Linzy's show. I can't believe she's preggo. Well, not her…you know what I mean."


  Kinley laughs that hyena sound. "Yeah. I hope it's Zach's baby. He's so sweet."


  I hope Linzy's able to return to the show. I don't say that out loud though. I've been around a lot of death, even if it is months and years after it happens. I've built a sixth sense about danger, and as much as I want to believe Linzy was in our house yesterday and just worrying her parents because she's a spoiled brat, I have a feeling it's much more serious.


  I pull my laptop closer and X out the tab of soap episodes. The remaining window is a Google search for Linzy Quinn.


  "So I figured we could do a bunch of research, figure out who she really is, friends, hobbies, etcetera, and then maybe we can get a clue as to where she might be."


  Kinley makes an O with her mouth. "Us?"


  "Yeah, why not?"


  "Isn't that a job for professionals? Like the cops."


  I have so much to teach her. "I'm sure they know mostly everything, but they're adults, and while they're trained and all that, we know how another teen really thinks."


  She grabs a handful of popcorn. "True. But…"


  "Will there be any harm in researching? It's not like we're physically going out to find her." That's next on my list, once we have a tangible lead, but I won't mention that until then. No need to scare Kinley more than I obviously have.


  She giggles. "You're right. Okay, where do we begin?"


  "Really?" Now I'm surprised. I hoped she'd agree, but anytime I suggested the same with old classmates, they always refused, saying the cops already figured it out. They never second-guessed the police's theories. None of them saw this as exciting, or else they didn't have the guts.


  Kinley frowns. "Did you want me to say no?"


  I chuckle. "No. It's just…well, my other friends always thought I was weird for enjoying this."


  She shakes her head. "Never. This is awesome."


  "So if I kill someone, will you help me bury the body?"


  She looks alarmed. "Huh?"


  My stomach sinks a bit that she doesn't understand. Maybe she and I aren't destined to be best buds. "It's just a saying. Never mind."


  I grab my notebook and a pen and we get to work.


  


  * * *


  


  A couple of hours later, my eyes feel dry, and it's time for a food break. We ransack the kitchen and settle on boxed mac and cheese. While we wait for the macaroni to cook, we go over our notes.


  Linzy started out in commercials when she was in preschool. There were a couple of interviews of her at fourteen talking about how she always knew she'd be a star. Gag me. It's hard to watch them because she's so full of herself and not in a confident way. It's like she tries to convince herself how wonderful she is. She referred to herself as a star so many times, I'm certain the silver charm belongs to her.


  Shayla is her only sibling, and if she's mentioned it's always as "Linzy's older sister," never by name. Her mother, Maureen, is Linzy's manager, and her dad is only listed as Mr. Quinn. Her Daytime Emmy award was her first win and first nomination, and One Day at a Time is her second show. The first, a sitcom, was four years ago. She played a friend of a friend and only had one line.


  I pour the macaroni into a strainer then dump it back into the pot. "What about at school? What's she like there?"


  Kinley's at the table reading our notes out loud. "I don't know. She was in junior high last year. This will be her first year in high school."


  I toss butter onto the macaroni then empty in the packet of cheese powder. I glance at Kinley, who's looking off, through the window to our backyard. There's nothing back there, so she's thinking about something, and I can't help wonder if it's the same thing I am. What if Linzy doesn't start at the high school in September? What if she ran away for good? But she wouldn't just leave behind her awesome career. So what if it's something else, like… she's dead? But of course that's crazy. She was upstairs yesterday.


  As I stir in some milk, it dawns on me that I keep saying that, like I'm trying to convince myself she's still alive. Which is silly because who else was in our house?


  I take two bowls out of the cabinet and split the mac and cheese between them. "What about hobbies or around town? Have you seen her hanging with anyone in particular?"


  After setting the bowls on the table, I grab spoons, two bottles of water, and a can of Cheese Whiz.


  "Did you forget I don't have a social life? If it's not happening on this street, I'm clueless."


  I pop off the top of the can and top my fake cheesey goodness with more fake cheese. I wipe the tip off then lick my finger. "Want some?"


  She curls her top lip. The same look Dad gives me when I break out the Whiz. "No, thanks."


  We sit in silence while we inhale our food. I didn't realize how hungry I was. When my spoon clatters to the bottom of my bowl, an idea hits me. I smile wide, hoping I don't have bits of pasta stuck in my braces. "We need to find out about her life here, on a personal level, right?"


  Kinley nods while drinking her water.


  "Then who do I know that used to spend a nauseating amount of time in her house?"


  Kinley grins. She totally gets it. Our journey to BFF-dom is totally on track.


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  Fifteen minutes later, there's a knock at the door, and my heart leaps from my chest and lands at my feet. Ohmigod, it's Troy. As I run downstairs, and nearly trip on the hall rug, Dad opens the door. Damn. Not that I'm trying to sneak Troy in or anything, but I had hoped to answer it. You know, so I'm the first person he sees, so I can catch the look on his face when he sees me.


  After texting him, Kinley helped me pick out a denim skirt and light pink, off-the-shoulder top, not too fancy or Dad would get suspicious but not so plain that Troy doesn't notice me.


  "Hello, Troy." Dad gives me a sideways glance.


  Kinley places a hand on my back and shoves me forward. I knock into Dad, making his hand slip off the door, and get a good look at my guest. Troy's wearing khaki-colored cargo shorts and a light blue button-down, short sleeve shirt. It's clean, but his usual style, so I can't tell if he primped like me or not.


  "Dad, we invited Troy over to help us." Yes, I'm totally including Kinley in this adventure. Surely Dad won't yell in front of them.


  He quirks an eyebrow. "Help with what?"


  Damn, I didn't think this through. It's unlike me to not have a plan, but when Troy agreed to come over, my only thoughts were seeing him and what I'd wear. If I tell the truth, Dad will constantly be suspicious every time I leave the house. He won't want me anywhere near Linzy's disappearance. But what else is there to say? I can't use school as an excuse when it's summer vacation.


  "My parents want to send me to camp, and Troy's been there, so I was hoping he could help me convince them it's not a good idea," Kinley says.


  We all stare at her for a moment. She stays in constant eye contact with Dad. There's no sweat on her upper lip, no twitches. Gosh, she's a great liar.


  Dad nods and steps back, allowing Troy to enter. I shut the door, and Dad wags his finger at me. "In the kitchen only."


  Heat creeps into my face. I widen my eyes and hope he can mentally read my death glare. Don't embarrass me. "I know. Come on, guys."


  Once around the table, and after Dad shuts his door, I say to Kinley, "Way to go making up an elaborate lie so quickly."


  Kinley shakes her head. "Unfortunately it's not a lie. My parents do want to send me to Camp Greenwood."


  Troy frowns. "How'd you know I went there?"


  She looks down. "I overheard you telling your friends during lunch in eighth grade."


  "She remembers everything," I say with a smile. But it quickly fades when the enormous weight of her words hits me. "Wait, you aren't going to go though, right?"


  I can't lose her after just friending her. It would be the worst. I'd have no one then. Yeah, hopefully Troy and I will be unofficially dating soon, but I can't talk clothes and cute boys…other cute boys with him. Just because you're in a relationship doesn't mean you don't notice other people. And you always need your girl friends.


  She shrugs. "Not if I can find a way out of it."


  "I'll fill you in on it. It wasn't a great experience," Troy says. "But this isn't why you texted me to come over?"


  "No," I whisper. "We want to know about Linzy, and since you dated Shayla, and you're the only person in town I know…"


  He leans back and nods, all relaxed and chill-like. "I get it. Okay, what do you want to know? And why?"


  The what is the easy part. The why is tricky. Do I really want to admit I'm a blood-thirsty, murder buff who wants to play amateur sleuth? He's the Chief of Detective's son. Maybe he and his mom are close and share everything. She'll tell Dad. He'll ground me. That'll stunt my social growth.


  "Well…" I look to Kinley for support, but she doesn't come to my rescue this time.


  "Do you know more about Linzy's whereabouts?" he asks.


  "No, nothing like that. I would never keep that kind of secret." I'm a little hurt he thinks I would.


  "Then what?"


  "If we know more about her then maybe we can help figure out where she is. The cops are adults, and they don't think like teens. It may be…" I cut my rambling short because I feel like such a fool. He's going to laugh and leave. He's way more sophisticated than me, and this will show him just how young and uncool I am.


  A slow smile spreads across his face. "You want to play amateur sleuth?"


  Ugh, I'm so obvious. "And you think it's stupid?"


  He shakes his head. "Nah. It's actually cool. The girls I know would think it's too messy."


  "Great." To diffuse my creepy smile, I jump up and grab a bag of ruffled chips, a container of dip, three waters, and my notebook and pen.


  "So tell us everything. What's she like personality-wise?" I rip open the bag while Kinley pops off the top of the dip.


  "I didn't spend much time around her. She worked a lot or was with cast members…always out doing her thing. But when she was around, she and Shayla fought all the time. They never said a nice word to each other, and Shayla always talked about how much she hated Linzy, wished she'd never been born. It was freaky."


  Interesting considering how hell bent Shayla was at accusing me earlier. At the time, it felt like she was being a protective older sister, but does she want Linzy gone?


  "Does she have any hobbies?" Kinley asks.


  He untwists his water cap. "Other than acting and prancing around like she's above everyone else? Not that I know of."


  Sounds like a fun girl.


  "And friends. Who is she close with in town? Does she have a boyfriend?" And if she does, she's lucky as all heck.


  "She hangs with April Winston. According to Shayla, Linzy's been into a junior. I don't recall his name, but he always wears a Fedora."


  The guy at the river talking to Shayla?


  "Eli?" Kinley asks. Her voice sounds surprised, and a look of disbelief or disgust hits her face.


  Oh crap. The guy Kinley likes. I give her a sympathetic smile. When Troy leaves, I'll remind her that just because Linzy's into Eli, it doesn't mean he feels the same. That's future best friend talk, right?


  Troy shrugs. "Is that his name? I'm not much help after all."


  I scribble down what he says and shake my head. "No, this is a great start."


  Okay, so I'm exaggerating some. This information is small, but all great detectives have to dig for the truth.


  Kinley glances at her watch. "I have to go."


  "Already?" The digital clock on the stove hood says seven-fifty-five. Her witching hour.


  "Yeah. Walk me out?" She stands and smiles at Troy. "Bye."


  "See ya."


  When we're at the front door, she looks a bit down. I tell her not to give up hope on Eli. Then she squeezes my hand. "Troy so likes you."


  I frown. "How can you tell?"


  She wiggles her brows. "I just can. Trust me. Call me when he's gone and tell me all about it."


  I giggle at her silliness, agree, and walk back into the kitchen.


  Troy's at the back door, peering out. "All the times I've visited Shayla, I never knew Kinley lived on this block too."


  "Do you know Kinley from school?"


  He shakes his head. "Today was the first day we spoke, but I've seen her around. Unfortunately, I can't say she's memorable. She blends into the background. Which isn't a bad thing."


  I press my hands against the door, also looking at the backyard. Our elbows touch. "You're two years ahead of us. I'd be surprised if you knew all the sophomores and freshmen."


  He shrugs. "I feel like I should since I work on the paper."


  I turn to him and lean on the door with my shoulder. "Is that where you want to work, for a newspaper? Not a TV station?"


  "Yeah, I like the actual paper, but they're dying."


  "Well there's the TV news and online stuff."


  "There's something about holding a paper in your hands. The smell, the ink on your fingers."


  I think it sounds awful.


  He faces me. "I guess I can't do anything about the failing print publications."


  I smile, no longer concentrating on his words. He has the warmest brown eyes I've ever seen. And that dimple…I pray he smiles so I can see it.


  "Something wrong?"


  His words catch me off guard. I was staring at his mouth. Gosh, why do I keep embarrassing myself? "No, why?"


  "You have a goofy look on your face."


  "Oh, no reason."


  We just stare at each other. I watch his eyes. They travel from mine to my mouth, and I get that tingly feeling in the pit of my stomach.


  He leans forward. I know he's going to kiss me, and I almost burst out with laughter. Ohmigod, this is my moment. My first kiss. And not just any kiss but with Troy, an older, super cute boy. I've daydreamed about this a lot in the last couple of years, but part of me figured I'd be in college before a boy noticed me. You know, like the 40-Year-Old Virgin.


  His breath smells of onion dip and greasy chips, but I don't care. Right now, that smells perfect.


  I lean forward and shut my eyes.


  Dad's office door opens.


  I open my eyes and spring back, bumping into a chair. Its legs scrape against the linoleum, and I sink into it, trying to look as nonchalant as possible.


  Troy runs a hand through his hair and sits across from me. He stuffs a chip with a lump of dip into his mouth. His gaze jumps from me to the food to the floor. He's nervous. He's a smart guy.


  Dad walks in and frowns.


  Oh God, he knows. He's never going to let Troy come near me again.


  "Where's Kinley?"


  Speaking around the lump in my throat is difficult. "She had to go home. Her curfew is eight o'clock."


  "Wow," Dad and Troy say in unison.


  Dad points his finger at me. "And you think I'm strict. I need to run up to Staples. I think I saw one off the highway."


  Troy turns in his seat. "Yeah, it's by the movie theatre, in the next town."


  "Thanks. But that means it's time for your guest to leave, Piper."


  Oh gosh. How medieval. What does he think we'll do?


  Troy glances at me and winks before he stands. Oh right. That.


  I walk him to the door. "Thanks for your help."


  "If you have any more questions, text me. Or call. We can talk about it." He lingers for a second, staring at my face.


  Dad's a few feet behind me so there's no way to steal that kiss now. It'll have to wait until another time. We say bye. He waves to my dad and then takes off. It sucks we were interrupted, but it's cool I wasn't imaging things. He really was going to kiss me. That means Kinley was right. I have to call her.


  I run into the kitchen, grab my notebook and pen, throw the dip into the fridge, then turn off the light and race upstairs. I jump onto my bed when Dad yells up that he'll only be a bit.


  I'm dialing Kinley as the interior garage door shuts.


  "What happened?" she whispers into my ear.


  I tell her every single detail.


  "See, I told you."


  I giggle. "Yeah, you were right. Now we just need to find a moment alone."


  A car alarm starts beeping down the street. Not only do I hear it through my window, but it sounds through the phone too, like in obnoxious stereo.


  "What about tomorrow at the fireworks show?"


  "Maybe."


  The alarm still blasts. A dog joins in and barks at it.


  "Gosh, can't someone turn it off?" Kinley says.


  "You'd think they'd be annoyed too." I get up and walk to my window. The sun is setting. It'll be dark soon. I peer out and hope to see flashing lights, but the offending car must be farther down the block because I don't see anything.


  Suddenly a loud bang echoes from downstairs.


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  I flinch and call out, "Dad?"


  I pull the phone away from my ear to hear if he replies, but the car alarm is too loud. I know he's not home, or at least, I think I heard him leave, and his car was in the garage, so I can't tell from my window.


  "Kinley, let me call you back." I click the phone off and toss it onto my bed.


  I tiptoe into the hall and listen.


  "Dad?"


  Silence.


  Maybe it was something outside, and it just sounded like it was closer?


  I turn to go back to my room, and a door slams downstairs. The floorboards beneath my feet vibrate. I flinch and stare at my phone on my comforter. I need to grab it and call 911, but what if it's just the wind? I couldn't face Troy if I called the cops because Mother Nature shut a door. Not after his being cool with my playing sleuth. He'll think I can't handle it.


  With my stomach practically in my throat, I walk down the stairs sideways, my back pressed against the wall so I can watch in front and behind me at the same time. Well, not the exact same time, obviously, but a quick glance in each direction tells me I'm alone. I may be overly paranoid, I may have watched way too many crime dramas and horror movies, but at least I won't be caught off guard by some heinous villain.


  At the bottom, I peek around the staircase, down the hall. Dad's office door is shut, but it can't make that sound anyway. The coat closet and garage-slash-basement door are shut too. It doesn't mean they weren't open a minute ago though. I edge forward and open the closet with a wide jerk. Nothing but Dad's and my jackets and a couple of umbrellas. No coats or boots. It's been a few years since we've lived up North, so when the cold comes we'll have to go shopping.


  I grab the garage doorknob and turn it. I walk down one step. The empty garage is another step straight ahead, and to my left is the dark flight down to the basement. I reach out to flip the light switch and hesitate. Why bother? I'm not going down there. Never go into a basement or attic. That's the number one rule in horror films. Along with no running through the woods in high heels, and the first people to die are either black or having pre-marital sex. I don't plan on doing the first or last, and the middle one I can't control.


  I turn around, slam the door shut, and head to the kitchen. The light above the stove is on, and I stare at the orange, triangular glow on the floor. Once I'm standing in it, I notice one of the table chairs overturned. Maybe that was the first crash? Great, but how'd it happen, and what about the door?


  The car alarm still beeps, but at least it's quieter back here.


  A cold chill starts at my head and dances around me to my feet. I shiver and glance up at the vent in the wall. There's one beside the doorframe and another at the baseboard by the table. Even if something's blowing though, it would be the heat, and it's definitely getting colder in here.


  Something behind me rattles. I twirl around but don't see anything. I take a couple of steps, stand in the doorframe and spot movement from the corner of my eye. It's Dad's office door. It's sliding open at turtle speed.


  I have to be seeing things. This is insane. And even crazier is that I haven't bolted out the door and into the road yet. As freaked out as I am though, part of my brain is screaming that there's a logical explanation. And that's why I take a few more tentative steps, until I'm in front of Dad's door. I peek in, but no one is on the other side. How is it doing that on its own? More importantly, what the hell is wrong with this house?


  The cold from the kitchen gushes down the hall, straight at me. It blows my hair off my shoulders, takes a right, and passes me into the office. It rustles the papers on Dad's desk, growing stronger and stronger until the curtains blow and a whirlwind circles the room. Papers fly, and something from Dad's bulletin board pulls free and circles, mid-air, like water circling a drain.


  I step inside and stretch out my arm until my hand is inside the windstorm. My fingers become instantly cold, as if holding an ice cube. I pull back and rub my knuckles.


  Suddenly the wind stops, and the paper falls. It's the photograph of Cameron McDougal.


  My heart thumps so loud it competes with the car alarm. I don't believe in the supernatural. It's fantasy and illogical, but it's also the first thought that enters my mind. Is Cameron's spirit here trying to tell me something?


  The floorboards creak behind me. I whirl around, but no one's there. I walk back into the hall. Both the basement and closet doors are ajar. I want to laugh it off, nervous giggling like Kinley, but fear has seized every cell of my body.


  Dad's office door slides shut. A small gust whooshes at me.


  I jump and scream.


  The front door opens, and Dad walks in wide-eyed. "What's going on?"


  The chill leaves the air, and the thick humidity instantly returns.


  I stare at him, not sure what to say or what just happened. "I…uh…"


  The car alarm stops.


  "Were you in my office again? How many times…"


  "I think the heat has gone berserk." It's the only thing I can think of, the only explanation, even though it doesn't really make sense.


  He hands me a jug of milk and walks to the basement door. "I'll check it out."


  When he goes down, I stand there and listen, wait for something to start again, but all I hear is Dad clanking downstairs. Maybe it was just the furnace. Dad will come up, and it'll be fixed.


  But as I put the milk in the fridge, I glance over my shoulder, making sure I'm alone.


  


  * * *


  


  I stir my Fruity Pebbles until the milk is pink and the once crunchy bits become soggy and break apart. I slept fitfully, with nightmares of killer cars and aliens trying to suck out my soul with a gravy syringe. Quite frightening. Then I woke up but didn't really, I only thought I was awake, and saw Mom enter my room. It was too dark to make her out, but I saw her silhouette. She smelled of lilacs or roses—something floral. I haven't dreamt about her in a long time.


  "Not hungry?" Dad sets down his tablet. The New York Times is displayed. Troy's right. Print is dying.


  I shrug. "Just didn't sleep well." I don't want to share the weirdness from last night.


  When he came up from the basement, he didn't find anything wrong. I only told him about the gushes of air. He said it was probably a mechanical problem and he'd call Bridget. Then he went into his office, lectured me about not snooping, and shut himself inside for the rest of the night. I went to my room, never telling him what really happened. It's too strange. He won't believe me.


  "Do you have any plans today? Going to hang out with Kinley?" He sips his coffee.


  I sit up straight and push my bowl away. "Dad, it's a holiday. Can't we go see the fireworks?"


  He shakes his head. "I have so much work to get done, Piper. I can't take a break this early."


  He likes to pretend work is the reason why he does nothing else, but even when the books are done, he still stays home.


  "I don't want to sit around the house while everyone else is out having fun. If you don't want to go, can I go with Troy?"


  He nearly chokes on his toast. "You know the rules. No dating until sixteen."


  Yeah, yeah. "It won't be a date." Not if the entire town's there.


  "You just said…"


  "Not just Troy. Troy and Kinley. Can I go if Kinley comes too?"


  He thinks about it for a sec then nods. "If Kinley's parents say okay, then yes. But I want him picking you both up here."


  That way he knows Kinley's really going? Geesh, Dad, way to trust your daughter.


  I jump up and kiss his cheek anyway.


  


  After dressing, I text to make sure Troy can still take me, and if Kinley can come along. He texts back immediately. Yes. Then I text Kinley and rush over to her house. Our street is quiet. As far as I know, Linzy's still missing. It almost feels wrong to look forward to tonight when her family is suffering.


  Kinley opens her door with a toothbrush stuck in her mouth. White foam oozes on her lips. "I have to spit. Come on."


  I shut the door behind me and follow her upstairs to the hall bathroom. While she finishes her oral hygiene, I fill her in on the convo with Dad.


  "So will you come?"


  She pats her mouth with the towel. "Of course, but I'm not sure if my parents will let me. We usually go as a family."


  She's lucky.


  "I can't go unless you're with me. Can we ask?"


  She widens her eyes. "Of course. I'd rather hang with you and Troy than Mom and Dad."


  We run downstairs and into the kitchen where Mrs. Abbott washes the counters. She always seems to be doing that.


  "Hey Mom, where's Dad?"


  "He had to run to the office."


  "On a holiday?" Kinley's voice dips with disappointment.


  Her mom offers her a weak smile. "He won't be long. You know how hard he works."


  Sounds like they wish he was home more, while I wouldn't mind if Dad went out more.


  "Did you need something?" Mrs. Abbott asks.


  "Well, Piper asked me to go to the fireworks with her and Troy tonight. Can I?"


  Mrs. Abbott stops wiping and stares at me. "Just you children?"


  I can see the "no" forming on her mouth. Then I'll have to stay home and deal with our eerie house.


  "My dad's going too," I blurt out and immediately bite my tongue.


  Kinley gives me a sideways glance. She can't be that upset about lying. She did it with my Dad last night.


  Mrs. Abbott smiles. "Well, if Mr. Grimaldi will be there then, yes, you may go."


  Kinley squeals so loudly I shut my eyes. She wraps her arms around her mother. "Thanks, Mom."


  As we run up to her room, she whispers, "Now we'll just have to not run into my parents all night. But that shouldn't be too hard. I doubt they'll hang near the teens."


  "Right. And their attention will be on the fireworks. It's not like anything else will divert it."


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  By the time the three of us get situated with a blanket and cooler of goodies, I'm over being weirded out about last night. It was probably just cross wiring or something mechanical, like Dad said. So I settle down and smile at the scene around us. It's mostly teens or young families in the area. It looks like half the town is here so far. The buzz feels electric. For some reason I feel like dancing. My skin jumps with excitement.


  "This is great," I say. I'm sitting between Troy and Kinley, and we're in the same spot as yesterday.


  Kinley grabs a Diet Coke and pops the top. "I hope I'm not a third wheel," she whispers.


  "Please. It's not like anything's going on."


  Then, as if the angels conspired, Troy moves closer to me. His fingers brush against mine. But before our hands commit to more, Eli squats in front of us.


  He gives me the body check and smirks at my shorts. They're red, white, and blue striped, so, of course, I had to wear them.


  I quirk an eyebrow, immediately disliking him. What does Kinley see in him? There's something slimy and cocky about his face. Not literally on the slime part, no open, oozing wounds, just a gross, smug attitude. Physically, he's my coloring, with light brown eyes, just like me. I can't tell his hair color, but I assume it's dark. Thing is, as regular as his face is, it's just that. Average and unmemorable.


  He looks to Troy. "Have you heard anything about Linzy?"


  Troy shakes his head. "Not yet. You?"


  "I wouldn't be asking if I had." Total logic, but does he have to say it so snotty? He turns to me. "You're the one who last saw her?"


  I shrug, not wanting to give him any information. "I guess."


  He watches me, just stares like I'm an object on a shelf, and he's wondering if he should buy it. How rude.


  "What?" Talk about snotty attitudes, I'm surprised my snippiness didn't knock him over.


  He stands and says something to Troy that I don't catch because Kinley leans over and whispers, "He's so cute."


  Yeah. Whatever.


  After Eli leaves, I push thoughts of him away and refocus on mine and Troy's connection. But our hands are just sitting there, and no one's making the first move.


  There aren't many boys I've been crazy about. Sean in Miami, Mark in Southern Cali, Aaron in Georgia. Okay, so maybe it's been one a year, but that's not a bad thing. I'm not a slut. I never even kissed any of those guys. My first kiss was Jeffrey in Pennsylvania, but I was ten so it doesn't count. My first real kiss hasn't happened yet. You know, the kind that makes your head spin and you see shooting stars. I'm sure it's coming soon though, and it'll be with Troy. I can feel it.


  Cheers sound, and the first fireworks shoot into the air. Green, white, and yellow lights fall from the sky. There's applause and chatter, and several kids scream in delight.


  I haven't seen a fireworks display in a couple of years. I'd usually go with friends and their families, but I haven't had the best luck in getting invites lately. We usually don't leave the town we're living in until the end of July. This year is different because Dad proved the cops wrong in our last town. Even if we had stuck around for this holiday…well…I'm an idiot.


  We were living in Stone Mountain, Georgia and I'd become close to Andrea Steele. Her twin brother is Aaron. Andrea and I hung out every day at lunch and most days after school at her place. We did our homework together. I spent some weekends at her place, and we went to the movies every Sunday afternoon. Sometimes Aaron would go too, or he'd sit and do his algebra with us. At first I didn't think he liked me, but then he was always around, and Andrea joked about how he was only there because of me.


  She was sorta right.


  One day we went to see one of the Saw movies. I forget which one; there are so many. I flinched at a jump scare and grabbed his hand. He snarled and pulled back. I tried to play it off, said I forgot Andrea was on the other side of me, but everything got weird after that. When I'd go to their house, he was never around. I tried to apologize, but he wouldn't even stay in the same room as me. I sent emails and texts, and he blocked my number. Then Andrea became distant too. I think she only did because of her brother.


  I lost what I thought was my best friend, kids at school whispered about me for a while, and I spent the rest of the school year alone. Yeah, there were other girls to talk with about classes and how hot Leonardo DiCaprio is, no matter how old he gets, but there were no more sleep-overs or Sunday movies.


  This year is extra special because not only am I here, but there aren't any parents keeping an eye on me. I'm like a regular teen, and I can pretend my folks are someplace else in the crowd. Mom and Dad, snuggling and smiling. A happy, unbroken family.


  "Pretty cool, huh?" Troy says while leaning so close his cheek grazes against mine.


  Ohmigod, this is it. The moment.


  I glance at his perfect lips and move in. My squeals, on the inside, are so loud they drown out the popping of the fireworks. I can't believe I'm making the first move. I'm so bold. This is going down in my diary. Not that I have one, but if I did I'd write this entire night in it. I won't forget these details for a very long time.


  As my lips start to brush his, he pulls back. Not a millimeter so I'll assume he's nervous or needing to belch. No, so far back that he may as well have swam across the river. The frown and look of disgust on his face clearly suggests I just made myself into the biggest butt.


  Nausea rolls through my belly like a tsunami, and I jump up and run off, away from the crowd.


  


  * * *


  


  Fifteen minutes later I'm about a quarter mile away, standing by the water's edge, dipping my toes in, and contemplating drowning myself. The fireworks still light up the sky, but their awesomeness is wearing off. My phone beeps for the millionth time, but I'm afraid to see what Troy's been saying.


  I finally glance at it and realize the twenty texts are from Kinley. So he doesn't even care if I'm okay?


  plz answer where r u?


  Im fine. Just need a minute. Sorry I messed up ur nite.


  Gosh, I'm such an idiot. Why did I think he wanted to kiss me? He only leaned over to say something. Not because he wanted me to jump his bones.


  My phone beeps again. no u didnt. just worried. Troy 2.


  Yeah, I bet. He's probably wishing he never met me.


  Go on wout me, I type. I can't face him again, especially not tonight. Maybe never.


  I slip the phone into my pocket.


  Red, white, and blue lights flash in the sky. It must be the final display because it's huge and breathtaking. The water glistens with the colors, and it lights up so much of the area that even where I stand is illuminated.


  I kick the water. It ripples out. How will I ever face Troy again? We're not in the same grade, so maybe it'll be easy enough to avoid him? I hope.


  My cell beeps.


  I kick the water again. It recedes then heads back and splashes over my feet.


  I pull out my phone and read the message.


  were not leavin u. Ur dad wll kill me.


  He wouldn't kill her, but he'd never let me leave the house again. There would be nothing worse. Well, except kissing a boy who doesn't like you.


  Seaweed tickles my toes.


  I bite my lower lip and stare at my phone. What do I do? It's too far to walk home, day or night, and I'm not too fond of hitching. I've seen those movies where people stupidly pick up a hitchhiker who turns out to be a crazed maniac. I could call Dad, but then he'd want to know why I ditched them.


  The seaweed twirls around my ankle. Gross. I hate ocean life.


  Wait, this is the river, not the Atlantic. Do rivers have seaweed?


  I point my phone down to the water and use its light to figure out what I'm wading in. It's dark but doesn't look like the stuff my sushi is wrapped in. I pull my leg back and it untangles. I point the light farther into the water, along the length of whatever that is. When I reach a pale forehead, two open eyes, and a body, I scream.


  It's Linzy.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  All my life Dad's dealt with the dead. I've seen death certificates, pictures of murder scenes, and corpses. Each year my life has been consumed with one person's death. One full school grade. This year is supposed to be about Cameron and his embezzling accountant. Not a fourteen-year-old actress. Not someone I've seen walking around and live across from. The deaths have always been in the past, old news. Not current. And definitely not in the flesh.


  I've never seen a dead body in person before.


  I'm seated sideways on the back seat of Chief Williams' car. The door is open, and my feet are on the ground. I refuse to look at them, don't want to think about Linzy's long, dark hair twirled around them.


  This area of the river is mobbed with police, paramedics, and watchers. The cops have roped off the area with that yellow police tape, and a few officers stand behind it, making sure no one crosses over.


  After I stopped hyperventilating, I wanted to text Kinley first, but it didn't seem like the right thing to do, so I called 911. I also called Dad. He's talking with the chief now. They're huddled a few feet away. Kinley and Troy are behind the tape with the rest of the town. I caught a glimpse of the Abbotts rushing toward their daughter. I hope I didn't get her in trouble.


  The medical examiner arrived a few minutes ago, and he's down by the water's edge with Linzy's body. They pulled her out immediately, so the water wouldn't wash her away. I've been trying to listen to what's being said around me. I flipped off Emotional Piper and am in PI Piper mode. It makes it all less nauseating.


  Dad and the chief stop talking and walk to her car. She gets into the back seat, beside me, while Dad stays outside and stands by the hood. I swing my feet in, turning toward the chief, but leave my door open.


  "I'm so sorry you had to see that, Piper," she says.


  I nod, shudder, and nod again, trying not to re-imagine it, but of course Linzy's bloated face resurfaces to the front of my mind. Luckily it was dark, so I didn't get that long or good of a look, which makes me a hypocrite. How can I be a PI or any kind of detective if I can't visually examine a dead body? That was my moment, and I blew it. And on top of it, I screamed. Like one of those damsels in the movies. Thankfully no one was around to hear me.


  "I need to ask you some questions. Is that okay?" Chief Williams asks.


  I glance to Dad, who gives me a weak smile. "I've already told what happened to the two police officers who arrived first. Do I have to say it all again?"


  She places her hand on mine. It's warm and comforting, and it helps me to stop shivering. Some. "Please. It would help so much if I can hear all the details firsthand."


  I take a deep breath. "Okay." It's not like I have a choice, and I really want to help. I feel a bit responsible, although I'm not sure why. And as far as I know, I'm the last person who saw Linzy alive.


  "So tell me why you were over here, away from the crowd and Troy and Kinley."


  Oh crap. I forgot all about that, and now I have to tell her?


  I look down at the seat. Floodlights that the cops assembled cast a block of light over our hands. "Do I have to?"


  "Yes." Her answer isn't mean, but it's firm and startles me a bit. This isn't just telling something embarrassing to a mom, she's the freaking Chief of Detectives. It's a huge deal.


  "Well, I needed a minute to myself." There. That's not so bad.


  "Why? Did you and Kinley or Troy have an argument?"


  Damn. Of course she'd push further. I should've seen that coming.


  "No. I just…" I glance up at her. "It's hard to say."


  "I need you to try harder, Piper."


  But I don't want to. I feel my nose get that tingly feeling when I'm about to cry, and I really don't want to do that now either.


  After a few seconds of silence, she says, "Right now, all I know is that you are the last person to see Linzy alive. You say she talked to someone in a car then walked off. No one, not her family, her best friend, or her co-workers saw her that night or since. And now you are the one who discovers her body. Do you understand how that looks?"


  No, I don't understand. I look into her eyes, but it's too dark to really see them. Her mouth is set into a grim line, and while her touch is gentle, the rest of her seems tense. I repeat her words in my head. It's as if she's saying I had something to do with Linzy's death.


  Ohmigod.


  I widen my eyes. "No, I didn't kill her. Was she killed? She didn't just drown? Ohmigod."


  The chief grips my arm and squeezes gently. "Take a breath, and tell me what happened."


  I catch movement from the corner of my eye. Dad must've noticed the chief handling me, or my outburst, because he leans forward, ready to pounce on us. "What's going on?" he shouts.


  Chief Williams holds up an index finger to him. To me she says, "Would you rather he sit with us?"


  I shake my head. "No."


  She leans back and yells through the window to Dad that everything is fine.


  I give him a fake smile to calm him down. The last thing I want is for Dad to overhear what I'm about to say.


  She gives me her attention. "Okay, so why did you walk off?"


  "I got confused. I thought Troy was going to kiss me. He was so close. So I leaned forward to kiss him, and he pulled away. I jumped up and ran off because I made a huge butt out of myself. I was mortified and wanted a minute alone." The words tumble from my mouth. I'd never make a good criminal.


  She smirks. "Is that all?"


  I can't tell if she's asking if there's more to tell or if she's totally invalidating my feelings. Either way, I say, "Yes. You won't tell my dad that part, will you? Please." I'm completely prepared to beg.


  "No, I won't tell, but he'll probably ask."


  Oh, he'll definitely ask, which means I'll have to lie. As awful as that sounds, it's the only way to save my future social life.


  "Okay, so you ran off…then what?"


  I tell her about texting Kinley and standing at the water's edge and all the deets up to and including seeing Linzy and dialing 911.


  She listens hard and interrupts to ask little questions, like "Did you see anyone else in the area?" But I don't know more than what I tell her. Then I run out of details, and she's quiet.


  She pats my hand. "Thank you, Piper. If I have any more questions, I'll let you know. You can go home now."


  I smile. Please don't have any more.


  She starts to get out of the car and looks back. "I don't think Troy or anyone your age should get serious so young, but just so you know, boys are sometimes clueless and act dumb. I hope you won't throw away a friendship over it."


  Then she steps out of the car and walks to Dad.


  I lean my head against the back of the seat. I don't want to see Troy right away. I'm not sure I can survive the humiliation. But I definitely want him as a friend. I just hope he feels the same.


  My stomach rumbles with guilt that I'm thinking about boys and kisses and my mortification when a girl is dead.


  


  * * *


  


  On the drive home, my thoughts travel to Vincent and Mom, but mostly my brother. I was four when he died. Did I go to his funeral and see his dead body? Was there an open casket or closed? I ask Dad.


  He glances at me then back to the road. "Yes, you were there for the funeral, but not at the wake. That's where he was laid out and everyone went up to him to say their good-byes."


  I imagine a room full of people dressed in black crying over his small body. That had to suck. "Why wasn't I there?"


  "Your mom and I thought it would be too hard for you. You didn't understand that he was gone for good. An older cousin watched you and a couple of other cousins your age."


  "I remember Mom crying all the time."


  He nods but doesn't say anything. I watch his Adam's Apple push out then back in.


  "Is it still hard?"


  "You never get over losing a child." His voice is tight.


  "I feel bad for the Quinns."


  He pulls into our driveway, turns off the motor, and squeezes my hand. "Me too, sweetie."


  We sit there in silence for several minutes. I want to ask why Mom left. Again. But I want the real, nitty, gritty reason and not the polite version Dad's told me every other time I've asked. "She couldn't deal with losing your brother."


  Yeah, I know that has to be true. But there's something in the way he says it, the look of guilt or fear that clouds his face. And then there's the time I overheard one of my great-aunts say to another, "Maybe Vinnie should've taken her to a shrink."


  Did Mom have a nervous breakdown, and that's why Dad never talks about that time, her, or my brother? I glance at him, the questions on my tongue, but when I notice the tenseness in his jaw, I chicken out and clamp my mouth shut. Part of me is afraid of his answers. Sometimes the fantasy is better than the reality.


  Simultaneously Dad and I get out and walk to our front door. While Dad unlocks it, I glance at the Quinn house. It's dark, no lights on. In fact, the entire block is quiet. It feels as if no one is home in any house, although there are cars in most of the driveways, including Kinley's. When I get upstairs I'll text her.


  Dad doesn't immediately go into his office. He stands in the foyer, playing with his keys. "Are you hungry? I think there's leftover pizza."


  I shake my head. I have no interest in food. "I'm just tired."


  He pulls me into his arms and rests his chin on the top of my head. "I love you, honey."


  "I love you too, Dad." His shirt muffles my words.


  "I'm glad you're okay."


  I tighten my arms around him. "Yep."


  "I'm sorry you had to see Linzy like that."


  Bloated, frozen, and deformed looking? Yeah, me too.


  He kisses my head. "Get a good night sleep."


  "You too. Don't stay up late. You need your beauty sleep." I pull back and smile.


  He chuckles, and I head up.


  At the top of the stairs, I listen to his office door slide shut, then step into my room and flick the wall switch. The bedside lamp snaps on, and I gasp.


  Lying on my bed is Linzy.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  Her dark hair sprawls across my pillows like tendrils, and I immediately think of Ursula from The Little Mermaid, except Linzy's not voluptuous or purple. Although there is a blue-tinge around her lips and fingernails.


  She's wearing the yellow, floral mini skirt and white top. From this distance I can see little white holes along the shirt's ruffled collar. I think they're called eyelets. A thin, white belt wraps around her waist and a beige fabric choker circles her neck. It has an old-fashioned, oval cameo at the center, which lies flat against her throat. For some reason she's barefoot. She's perfected the old Hollywood glam look with soft red lipstick, thick black eyeliner, and long, fake lashes.


  It was dark at the river, but she's dressed exactly the same as she was there and the night I followed her. Her skin is pale, but she's no longer wet, as if someone dried her off and placed her on my bed.


  This is a joke, a dream. I'm seeing things, and I've officially lost my mind, but I don't think insanity runs in the family. I open my mouth to call Dad, and her eyes open. I scream, and she bolts up, which makes me scream again.


  "Why are you yelling?" A scowl covers her face.


  "Piper?" Dad shouts. His heavy footsteps race upstairs. He turns the corner, into my room, and plows into me.


  I stumble forward and crash onto my bed, right beside her.


  "What's wrong?" His eyes are wide. Color has seeped from his face, but he's not nearly as pale as Linzy.


  I look from him to her. Isn't it obvious?


  He looks around the room and straight at Linzy twice, but he isn't reacting to the dead-live girl on my bed. "What happened?"


  "It's Linzy." My skin breaks out with dread-filled goose bumps.


  Linzy scoots off my bed and stands before Dad. She raises her arms and waves them in his face.


  He doesn't react. In fact, he seems to look through her. "What about her?"


  She turns her head toward me. "He can't see me."


  She drops her arms then plops back onto my bed. "You couldn't see me before today either."


  Before today? What the heck is going on?


  I'm not stupid. On some level I get it, but it hasn't fully seeped in yet, and a huge part of me wants to deny, deny, deny.


  Dad runs a hand through his hair. He pulls so hard, I see parts of his scalp. "I know this is tough on you. It's why I keep you out of my office. Death is difficult to process."


  It would be a lot easier if the corpse wasn't talking to me.


  "Maybe Chief Williams knows of a good grief counselor."


  He wants to send me to a shrink? "Dad, I don't need a therapist."


  Linzy rolls her eyes. "My dad tried sending my sister to one once. Mom had a fit. 'We can't tarnish Linzy's reputation'. As if that wouldn't come back to haunt me. He's so clueless." She laughs. "Haunt me." And she laughs harder.


  I scoff. "Wow, selfish much?"


  She quirks an eyebrow and examines her French manicure.


  Dad scoffs. "How am I being selfish?"


  Oops. I scramble for a convincible lie. "I'm just joking."


  Linzy smirks. "Yeah, he'll buy that one."


  "How is calling your father selfish a joke?"


  I grab his arm and turn him toward my door. "It's from a show. You wouldn't understand. Sorry I worried you, Dad. I'm fine. You can go back to work now."


  "But you screamed."


  "Yeah, I saw a spider. It crawled back out the window though. False alarm."


  Linzy chuckles.


  He stops in the hall and pulls me into a hug. "You're not usually afraid of bugs. You sure you're okay?"


  "Yep, fine." I say into his chest. "Just frazzled and need sleep."


  He kisses the top of my head. "Okay. Don't worry about getting up early tomorrow."


  "I won't."


  He heads to the top of the stairs, and I shut my door.


  "He's suffocating," Linzy says with a dramatic breath.


  I wait until I hear his footsteps hit the last step and walk into his office. "No, he's not. It's called caring about someone. Don't your folks dote over you?"


  She blows a raspberry. "No. They're normal."


  I want to point out that waiting almost twenty-four hours to report your fourteen-year-old missing is far from normal. But getting into a parenting debate is so not what this moment is about.


  "Why are you here?" I cross my room and sit opposite her at the foot of my bed. As I wait for a response, I remind myself I'm sane. This moment is real, and it's okay I'm talking to the dead.


  She shrugs. "Beats me. It's quieter than my house though. Mom's blubbering all over the place."


  So she realizes she's not alive? Good. That's not exactly something I want to tell someone. By the way, you've croaked. Sorry you won't be able to hang with your friends, eat ice cream, or kiss a boy ever again. But if you stick around, you can watch me do those things.


  No, thank you. And Linzy seems the type to not take bad news well.


  "She's upset she lost you."


  Her body tenses. "Or that her cash cow won't be supplying her with fancy lunches and parties with celebs anymore."


  Is she saying her mother used her?


  She glances up from her manicure. "You look surprised. She was my manager."


  That might explain some of it but not the sad tone in Linzy's voice.


  "I'm sorry."


  She frowns and lies on her back, staring up at the ceiling. "For what? You don't know me."


  Exactly. So why is she here?


  "You said this is the first time I've seen you. How long have you been here?"


  She shrugs. "Feels like forever."


  "You went missing three days ago."


  She scrunches up her nose. "Is that all?"


  "How did you die?"


  She shrugs again.


  "You don't know? How can you not know? I'd think that would be something you'd never forget."


  Another flippin' shrug. "It was unpleasant. Why relive it?" She laughs at her words.


  I jump off my bed, annoyed that she's so blasé about the whole thing. "You know, you could be a bit more invested, or at least care about what I've been through."


  She frowns. "How is this about you?"


  "I'm the last one who saw you alive, talking to that person in the car. Who was that? Your ex-boyfriend?"


  "How'd you see me? You followed me? What are you, some kind of perv?"


  I roll my eyes. "That only applies if I peer into your windows. I was curious why you snuck out and where you were going."


  She raises her brows. "Sounds nosy and still a bit pervy."


  I ignore the comment. "So, was that your ex or some actor from your show?"


  If she says it was Shia or Leonardo, I'll know I'm asleep and this is a nightmare.


  She shakes her head. "Nope."


  "Then who?"


  "Why should I tell you anything? Especially since you spied on me."


  "Good thing I did, otherwise no one would have had a clue you might be in trouble."


  "That's stupid. Mom probably called in the Armed Forces as soon as she realized I wasn't in my room."


  "Not so much. They waited until the following night to even call the cops." It's after I say it that I realize I should've let her think her folks had hired a necromancer to bring J. Edgar Hoover back from the dead so he could direct an FBI investigation.


  Linzy's expression drops. "Whatever."


  She stares at my window. The blinds are drawn, so she's not looking at anything outside. She's hard to read, but if it were me, I'd be beyond upset.


  "When I went missing, what was it like?" Her tone is melancholic.


  It's finally sinking in. Good. Now we can figure out why she's still here and how to get her to move on. "Awful, I guess. I told the chief what I saw. I helped the best I could."


  She gets onto her knees, and a smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. "Chief Williams is handling my death, not one of her minions?" She giggles.


  "Is that funny?"


  "No. It's awesome. Was everyone upset and frantic when I disappeared?" Her eyes widen. "Were there fliers with my face put up all over town? A search party with dogs? What did Mom give them with my scent?"


  And Dad thinks I'm morbid. "I don't know. I was mostly home."


  She sits back down. "Well that's disappointing. Fill me in on everything you do know. Don't skip over a detail."


  I start with the night I followed her.


  "Yeah, yeah, I know all of that. I was there. Get to the good stuff, to what I don't know."


  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. I tell about finding her in the river, talking to the chief, and finding her on my bed. I don't know the juicy tidbits she wants—the behind-the-scene law enforcement stuff. Did Chief Williams lose sleep combing every inch of the town? Were there false leads that made the police angry and sad because the first twenty-four hours in a disappearance is most important? At least according to Law & Order: SVU reruns. Stabler and Benson were always frantic when a kid went missing.


  I sit across from Linzy, a mixture of fear, pain, and uncertainty swirl in my belly.


  She looks down at her lap. I can't see her expression, but I imagine it's not filled with joy. How is someone supposed to take the news of finding their body in the river?


  "Do you think there will be pics of me…like that, in the paper or on TV?" Her voice cracks.


  "There were reporters gathering, but none of them got close enough."


  She blows out a long breath. "Thank goodness. The last image of me cannot be bloated and full of muck."


  Is that all she's concerned about? "Did you go to the river? Maybe you went for a swim and got sucked under?"


  She curls up her top lip. "Are you serious? I never go to the river. It's disgusting and stinks. That's Shayla's place. She's a sewer rat."


  Wow, possibly true but harsh much?


  "So, how'd you get there?"


  She shrugs again. It seems to be her favorite habit. "I don't remember that. Someone must've put me there."


  "You say that so casually. If that's true then someone killed you first."


  She doesn't reply, just stares at her hands. "There are a few people that dislike me enough."


  Whoa. Seriously? I've made some frenemies, like Aaron. But no one hates me enough to actually kill me.


  "Okay, who?" Figuring out who the suspects are and then narrowing them down is the first step in good detective work. Especially since I don't know her life, and right now the entire world is a suspect.


  She leans back against my pillows. "Well, there's Shayla, Mom, April, Margo, and maybe Elias."


  I blink several times. I expected her to give me two names tops, not a handful, and not anyone I've already met. I jump up, grab my notebook and pen off my desk, and return. "Okay, let's start at the beginning. Why would your own sister want you dead?"


  Her eyes become huge. "Are you serious? Shayla and I hate each other. We wish the other wasn't born. Now she doesn't have to whine about all the attention I get. Not just from the world but from Mom and Dad. They don't love her as much as they do me."


  That's so sad. If Vincent was still alive, would I have to compete for Dad's love? I already know Mom cared about him more than me. If not, she wouldn't have stayed away all these years.


  I scribble notes onto my page. "Okay, but surely your Mom wouldn't kill you."


  Linzy shrugs. "She told me she hated me the other day."


  Whoa. What goes on in their house? "Why?"


  "She was complaining she had nothing to wear to a luncheon with cast members. I told her that she shouldn't worry about it. No one cared what she looked like. I'm the star. I'm the one the paparazzi follow and hound. I'm young and beautiful, and she's not."


  Ouch.


  "She said I was evil and she hated me." Linzy laughs.


  I narrow my gaze. "What's wrong with you?"


  She gives me an innocent look. "What?"


  "She cares enough to let you have a career. You're fourteen not forty. You could be hanging at the mall with your friends. You're so ungrateful. She's your mother. How would you feel if she left you? No wonder someone killed you. You're horrible."


  I don't know what came over me. I'm not usually so verbal when someone pisses me off. Well, I am in my head, but not to their face. I always worry the person won't like me anymore, and not having friends sucks. But I guess with Linzy I don't care. It's not like we'll become best of pals. She's dead.


  "This is stupid." She jumps up.


  The bed doesn't move. No dips or anything.


  She walks to my door. "I'm outta here." Instead of opening it, she walks through it.


  I race to it and fling it open. She's not in the hall or on the stairs. Where'd she go?


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  "Do you want to talk about it?" Kinley sounds tired through my cell.


  "Um, talk about what?" Does she know about last night, about Linzy's ghost? No, that's impossible. How could she?


  "Troy and the kiss."


  My stomach knots up. I'd almost forgotten about my humiliation. "Oh that. It kinda pales in comparison to everything else that went on, huh?"


  I'm lying on my bed, clutching Mr. Floppy, the stuffed bunny Dad got me when I was seven and afraid to go to the dentist. He has two buck teeth (the bunny, not Dad or the dentist) and somehow this was comforting to my seven-year-old brain.


  "Yeah, I can't believe Linzy's dead and you found her. That had to be horrible."


  Last night's events went from bad to worse. I don't want to see Troy for a while, and I'll never get the image of Linzy's bloated face out of my mind. But seeing her on my bed and then talking to her almost makes the dead part unreal. If I share this with Kinley, she'll hang up and think I'm crazy. I think I'm crazy. But part of me wants to know, too. What if Kinley did believe me?


  "Do you believe in the supernatural?" I hold my breath.


  "The TV show or vampires and werewolves?"


  "More like ghosts. Like what happens to us after we die."


  "Well, we go to heaven or hell, right?"


  I'm not sure of my spiritual beliefs, and I don't want to get into a discussion on religion. One of Dad's super religious uncles loves to corner people and preach at them. I avoid him every Christmas Eve celebration. It's the one holiday we travel back to New York for.


  "Do you think it's possible that our spirit can hang out here for a while before moving on?"


  I listen to the silence.


  "No. If that was possible we'd see their spirits, right? And I've never seen any."


  "What if only some people can see them? Like mediums." I definitely don't think I'm gifted or anything. This is the first time this has happened to me, and I've been around death my entire life.


  "Nah, that just sounds like something people say when they want to feel special or get attention."


  My chest tightens. That's what Andrea said in the end—that I was trying too hard to be her friend after the Aaron ordeal. I guess I texted too many times and was pushy. He accused me of wanting attention, being needy. It's not true. I only wanted a friend. I don't want Kinley to think that's what I'm after though.


  "Why?" she asks.


  I shrug even though she can't see it. "Just wondering."


  There's a knock on my door, and Dad sticks his head in. "Chief Williams is here. She'd like to ask you a few more questions."


  I nod then say to Kinley, "I gotta go. Call you later?"


  "I'm probably never leaving the house again, so I'll be here."


  The Abbotts and Dad have given us stay notices. We aren't allowed in town without adult supervision. I don't mind so much at the moment, but I have a feeling that it'll get super annoying over time. At least the Abbotts never said a word about Dad not being with us last night. I don't think they realized he showed up afterwards.


  I hang up and go to the window. The chief's car is in the driveway, behind Dad's. Reporters are all over the street, mostly in the Quinn yard, some in ours. Good thing we have A/C. I wouldn't be able to keep my windows shut and drown out their noise without it.


  I head into the kitchen and stop short when I realize Troy's at the table beside his mom. Dammit, Dad. Thanks for not telling me every name on the guest list. I glance down at my oversized tee, plaid PJ shorts, and pink fuzzy slippers. The ones with the hole in the side. I know how I look at a time like this shouldn't be important, but it kinda is.


  When I look back up, the Chief, who'd been talking to Dad, glances at Troy for a second. He averts his gaze to the table. I don't know what's worse—having to face Troy or having his mother know what happened.


  "Good morning, Piper." The chief motions to a chair next to her, across from Troy.


  I swallow hard, take it, and keep my gaze on my hands, which I place on the table. I can't bear to look any of them in the eye. Dad will know I'm hiding something just from the guilty expression I'm sure covers my face. Him finding out I tried to kiss a boy would be a social death sentence.


  "I was wondering if you remember anything more about last night?"


  I shake my head immediately. Not that I had time to think about it, what with a visit from a ghost, but I doubt there'd be more info anyway. I already told her it all. "No, nothing more."


  "And how is the press? Have they become a nuisance yet?" She directs this one at Dad.


  "When are they not?" he asks wryly. "For the most part they're behaving, but we haven't tried to go outside yet."


  They talk about the reporters, and I steal a quick glance at Troy.


  He catches my eye and smiles. Not the bright and happy kind but enough of one for me to think he's not mad. Not that he has a reason to be. I didn't do anything wrong, other than assume he wanted to kiss me, but sometimes people get weird when you invade their personal space, or when they know you think of them in a way they don't reciprocate. Like Aaron.


  I can't believe I made the same stupid mistake as when I was in Georgia. What's wrong with me? I could've sworn the signs were there, though. As it turned out, Aaron got close to me because he was a fan of Dad's. Is that why Troy's been so nice? He doesn't seem interested in Dad. Maybe the chief told him to act nice?


  I take a deep breath, and the chief glances at me then her son. To Dad she says, "Can we talk in your office?"


  "Of course."


  They rise and leave the room. It's almost as if she wants Troy and me to be alone. But that's silly. No parents want their hormone-filled teenagers alone.


  When Dad's office door slides shut, I take the bull by the throat, or whatever that saying is that Dad says, and ask, "How are you?"


  What I really mean is how are we? Do you hate me? Can we still be friends? But I don't want to sound any lamer, so I keep my mouth shut.


  "Okay. People think because of my mom's job I've been around dead people before, but I haven't. Other than my dad."


  "Me too," I say way too enthusiastically. "I've seen pictures."


  He nods and smiles. "I once opened a file Mom brought home from work. It was a guy who had his neck sliced in a collision. It was pretty gruesome. I was eleven. This was when Mom was a regular detective. She doesn't usually handle cases anymore, but the Quinns called her directly when Linzy turned up missing."


  That explains why she didn't ask one of her minions to handle it. "Are they close?"


  He shakes his head. "No. I think it's just because Shayla and I used to date."


  Suddenly Linzy passes through the back door and scares the crap out of me. I try not to gasp, but Troy looks behind him. The safety chain sways back and forth.


  "That's weird," he says. "There are no windows open."


  I shrug. What can I possibly say?


  Linzy walks through the table and jumps onto the counter. She walks back and forth along the granite before plopping onto the edge.


  "About the other thing," Troy says.


  I have to backtrack to figure out what he's talking about, and then it hits me. Warmth leaps onto my face, and I just want to die. Well, not dead die, like my neighborhood friendly ghost, but at least burrow under the table.


  "If I led you on…" he begins.


  I hold up a hand, hoping to stop any further embarrassment. "No, really, you don't have to say anything. I was wrong, and I'm sorry."


  God, this never gets any easier.


  Linzy jumps down and sits between us. "What happened? Give me the deets."


  No way. I don't need a ghost in my business.


  "It's not that I think you're ugly or anything," he says.


  I scoff. "Gee, thanks."


  "He's a charmer. No wonder Shayla dumped him," Linzy says.


  Guess Shayla told everyone that lie.


  Troy fidgets in his seat. "No, I mean, it's not that I didn't…don't want to kiss you…"


  Oh yeah? I sit a bit straighter in my chair.


  Linzy widens her eyes at me then makes kissing sounds.


  "So I wasn't reading you wrong? You…" I can't get myself to ask if he likes me.


  "Well…" He adds a lilt to the end of the word that has me thinking he's about to add a "but."


  Linzy continues with her juvenile kissy face and noises to match, then Dad's office door slides open.


  Troy jumps out of his chair. "I gotta go, but I'll see you around, okay?"


  Before I can reply, he's in the hall, headed for the front door.


  "Piper and Troy sitting in a tree…" Linzy begins singing.


  How old is she? We teased our friends with that in elementary school. Maybe middle grade, but not as mature teens.


  She wraps her arms around her body and turns her back to me, pretending someone is hugging her. She continues with the kissing sounds. Obviously one of us is far from mature.


  "What is your malfunction? You're such a baby," I say through gritted teeth.


  "Who are you talking to?" Dad asks.


  I spin around. He opens the fridge and waits for an answer.


  I giggle and shrug. Again. Linzy's rubbing off on me.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  I fudge through a transparent lie about practicing lines I heard on a TV show. At this rate I won't be surprised if Dad bans me from TV based on my weirdness. Then I go back to my room with Linzy on my heels. It's like we adopted a puppy, except she doesn't eat, doesn't need to be walked, and won't pee on the floor. If she didn't talk, I'd want to keep her.


  "You kissed Troy Williams? Are you a slut or something?"


  "No. That's absurd. You can't be a slut because of a kiss. Besides, I thought he was leaning in to kiss me, so I moved forward."


  One side of her mouth lifts. "But he wasn't?" She roars with laughter. "What a loser."


  She and her sister really need to learn a new vocabulary. Only half a day, and I'm already sick of both Quinn sisters. It's time to get to the bottom of this, so Linzy can move on. Seated on my bed, I ask, "What are your plans?"


  She flits through my closet, ruffling the hanging clothes. "What do you mean?"


  "Well, you're not going to hang out in my house for the rest of your…unnatural life, are you?" Oh, please say no.


  She glides to my dresser and stares at herself in the mirror. I half-expect her to not have a reflection, like a vampire, but that's not the case. She's in livid color.


  "Of course not. No offense, but you're boring. Where are the parties, sneaking boys in, drinking until you puke?"


  "First, when you say 'no offense,' it means you're totally going to offend. And while all of those things sound like fun…" I roll my eyes. "You're dead, which means I'm on lockdown. Shoot, most of the kids in town are probably on lockdown."


  "I wouldn't be."


  "Yeah, that's why you're dead." Damn that was mean.


  She glares through the mirror.


  "How did you die?"


  "I don't know," she says with the same interest I have for algebra.


  How I died is the first thing I'd want to know. Up there with how Dad was handling my death, who's attending my funeral, and what outfit I'll be spending eternity in.


  I sigh with the force of a hurricane. "Come on, Linzy. We can't keep talking in circles. You don't remember anything or you don't want to tell me? You won't move on, which means there's a reason. So why haven't you moved on yet?"


  She shrugs. Of course.


  "You know, Haley Joel Osment didn't have this much trouble with Bruce Willis in The Sixth Sense," I shout.


  Linzy bounces on her tip-toes. "Oh my God, that was such a good movie."


  I roll my eyes for the hundredth time. I think I'm getting eye strain. "Let's continue the list then."


  Linzy plops onto my bed and would smack her head into my feet if she hadn't gone through them.


  A slight chill buzzes through me, like cold static electricity. I pull up my legs and cross them over one another. I stare at her face, wondering if she felt the same, but her expression (sheer boredom) doesn't change.


  "You and your list," she groans. "Don't you ever have fun?"


  "This is fun." I tap the pen against the page.


  She turns onto her side and props an arm under her head. "You're weird."


  "Thanks. Now, you mentioned that Shayla and your mom would want you dead, which I don't believe. At least not your mom, but why the others?" I glance at my notes. "April, Margo, and Eli. Is that Eli, the guy with the Fedora?"


  "Speaking of, where's your mom? Is she one of those workaholics who never have time for their families?" She completely changes the subject.


  I sigh and give in. It's easier than fighting with her. "No, my mom left us."


  She gazes down to my comforter and whispers, "Sorry."


  I'm silent for a second, stunned that she showed an ounce of compassion. Maybe she's not all brat.


  "Thanks. So back to the people who hate you. Why those others? Isn't April your friend, Elias your crush, and…who's Margo?"


  Her eyes go from clear brown to a dark-almost black. Her face fills with color, and she clenches her hands. She jumps off my bed. "I'm going to kill Elias."


  Uh-oh.


  She disappears.


  What the…? Where'd she go?


  I jump up, ready to search every nook of the house, when I catch movement from the corner of my eye. I glance out my window and spot Linzy stomping down the street, past her house, through (not past but literally through) a couple of reporters.


  I race down the stairs as fast and as quietly as possible. I can't risk Dad hearing me sneak out. He'll be so upset, and how would I explain it? But as I hit the front porch, I remember the media won't be quiet. Most of the reporters are closer to the Quinn household, trying to get a sound bite or whatever it's called from Mr. Quinn as he gets out of his car and scurries inside.


  I no longer see Linzy on the street. Maybe she turned invisible. That must've been her in the house blowing the papers around Dad's office and not the heating system going berserk. But why was she slamming doors and knocking over chairs? I'll have to ask, but she probably won't give me an answer.


  One of the reporters notices me. He taps his cameraman on the shoulder and points to me. Others notice and they hurry toward me. I turn around and run back inside. Hopefully they won't knock. They're more interested in speaking with the Quinns, but since I last saw Linzy, that doesn't mean they won't hound me if I step outside.


  I softly shut the door and take a deep breath. There's no way I can follow Linzy. Darn. I head to the stairs and am about to go up when Linzy staggers through the front door.


  Her eyes are wide, as if she just saw a ghost. Okay, so that's not funny, but she looks terrified.


  "What happened?" I whisper. Did she run into her parents, or overhear a reporter talk about her bloated body?


  "I can't get out." Even her tone sounds bewildered.


  What the heck does that mean? "Huh?"


  "I got to the corner, and it wouldn't let me go any farther."


  This doesn't clear things up. "What's 'it'?"


  She reaches out to grab my arm, but her fingers go through me. The cold current travels to my shoulder, followed by a shudder. I pull back and bump into the wall.


  She stares at her hand then into my eyes, looking startled. She must not have noticed our earlier connection. "Follow me," she says and turns.


  "I can't leave the house." I keep an eye on Dad's door, expecting it to open any second.


  Linzy places a hand on her hip and cocks a brow. "You've never done something you shouldn't?"


  Well, I didn't say that.


  "The reporters will make a fuss, and Dad will catch me." Unless she can make me invisible too, there's no way I can stroll down the street.


  "What about the back then?" Without waiting for an answer, she heads toward the kitchen.


  I have to admit, it's a pretty great plan. I never would've thought of it. Hopefully the press hasn't either. Linzy's good at sneaking. Another reason she's probably dead.


  I ease the chain off the back door, turn the deadbolt, and hold my breath as I open it. I freeze, wait, listen. When Dad doesn't come running, I step outside and barely shut it behind me.


  A half circle of concrete, meant for a table and grill, I guess, meets the back steps. There's a giant tree in the far right corner and a shed in the left. The rest is completely devoid of anything but ankle-high grass. Dad's gonna have to hire someone to mow it soon. That's another of our promises. While I can try to learn to cook (hasn't happened yet), and I'll do half the cleaning (his room, toilets, and windows are off limits), there's no way I'm mowing or doing house repairs. I totally played up being a weak girl during those negotiations. I'm not proud of it, but if it means never picking up a toilet brush, I'll go against my principles. He got me back though. I was suckered into agreeing to help rake and shovel. Each winter I wonder why we always rent houses and never an apartment, where there's a landlord who does the grunt work.


  "Come on," Linzy shouts. She stands by the bushes that line our property from the neighbors behind us.


  I run over to her.


  "There's a less dense area here," she says, pointing to a space in the shrubbery.


  Does this mean she's looking out for me? Doubt it.


  I push away the spindly branches and crouch down. A twig scratches my arm, and I wince from the unexpected pain. When I'm finally through, I brush several leaves from my shirt and survey the scratch. It's only an inch, but it broke the skin. Several drops of blood rise to the surface. Next time I'm sneaking into someone's yard, I'll wear body armor.


  When I look up, I stare at the back of our neighbor's house. It's exactly like ours but their yard is perfectly mowed. Flowers are planted around the base of their tree and along the side of the house. It's homey and inviting. "Who lives here?"


  Linzy's beside me. "Who cares?"


  Why did I think I'd get an answer from her? I'll have to ask Kinley later. She'll know.


  Linzy takes several steps across the yard.


  I don't want to be seen, so I travel the path along the hedges until I'm at the corner, then continue toward the front. Once I hit the side of their garage, anyone home won't be able to see me.


  Linzy isn't paying me any attention. She takes one step and stops, then another, and so on. It's like she's just learning how to walk. Why is she acting so weird?


  "Hey," I whisper.


  She glances my way, one leg raised, ready to step.


  "What are you doing?" I ask.


  "You'll see. Don't look away or you'll miss…" She lowers her leg while talking and hits an invisible wall, like a mime during a performance. The impact sends her flying backwards, over the bushes and into my yard.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  "I can't believe that happened. What was that?" I pace the length of my room, back and forth.


  "How should I know?" Linzy's lying on my bed. She's on her back, eyes closed. When I asked why, she said she needed to rest. Flying took a lot of energy from her.


  "It was kinda cool. It looked like fun. Was it? What did it feel like?"


  "When I hit the wall, it felt like currents through my body."


  "That's what it feels like when you touch me." I'm so buzzed about the whole ordeal, I still feel charged.


  "It was startling when it happened the first time, and even though I expected it the second time, it still surprised me."


  "Ohmigod, I can imagine. But the flying part had to be amazing. Who wouldn't want to soar through the air?"


  She rubs her butt. "The landing's a bitch."


  I laugh, and she looks up and smiles. That's the first time she's smiled with me in the last couple of days. She's pretty when her face isn't apathetic or contorted into a bear's roar. Unlike her sister, her nose is straight, and her eyes are the same size, everything symmetrical.


  "Why though?" I ask. "Why are you limited to a certain area?"


  She shrugs, and there goes our 'moment'. She's back to being a diva. "How should I know?"


  Of course her knowing or sharing something would be too easy. "So you can be in my house and backyard, and you said you saw your mom crying, so your house too? Where else?"


  "The street."


  "Is that it? You got to the corner before being thrown back? Which one?" I lean against my dresser.


  She sighs. "I tried both. I can't get off the street. I didn't try cutting through my backyard, but it's probably like yours."


  Probably.


  "So what's this mean, Veronica?" she asks.


  I scrunch up my nose. "Huh?"


  She rolls her eyes. "Isn't Veronica Mars a sleuth?"


  I chuckle, pleased she thinks of me as awesome as V. Mars, as a marshmallow. "Yeah, but I think the correct term is Sherlock."


  "What?"


  I shake my head. It's not important. "Never mind. Anyway, I wonder why. Are you stuck here because it's where you lived?"


  That doesn't make much sense. Well, I guess it could, like how when I don't wear my glasses, things look clearer if I squint. It just doesn't feel right, unless…


  A chill runs through me.


  I must widen my eyes or shiver because Linzy frowns. "What?"


  "Where'd you die?"


  She flops her head back down and shuts her eyes. "It doesn't matter."


  "Are you kidding me? Of course it does." And it would explain why she's stuck to a certain area. If my theory is correct, she died on her street. Was it in her house? Could it have been Shayla after all?


  "Well, I'm not discussing it, so let it go. Now can we get back to my problem? I have to see Elias. Since I can't go to him, you'll have to bring him here."


  She's still at this? The entire way inside she ranted about Elias, but since I don't speak crazy, I didn't understand, and I still don't.


  "I don't know him. He won't come here."


  "Sure he will. Just make something up. He's a sucker for a pretty girl."


  "You think I'm pretty?" It's such a doofus thing to ask, especially to a stranger, but it falls from my mouth, like a piece of flavorless, over-chewed gum. The only other person to ever tell me that is Dad, and he loves me so his opinion doesn't exactly count.


  "Just call him."


  This is the stupidest plan. I cross my arms over my chest. "Let's say he comes, then what? It's not like you can talk to him."


  "You'll talk for me."


  "Won't he think it odd that I'm talking about stuff I know nothing about?"


  "He doesn't know I didn't pour my soul out to you that night you followed me."


  "That's lame."


  She sighs. "Just do it."


  I shake my head. "No, it's too weird, and my dad will never allow…"


  "Piper?" As if on cue, Dad calls up to me.


  I open my door and shout down the stairs, "Yeah."


  "I need to run out. I'll be back in a little while, okay?"


  Linzy laughs.


  I bite my lower lip. "Sure." I don't want to turn and see the triumphant grin on her face. How do I get out of this now?


  "No more excuses," she says.


  Dad opens and shuts the garage door.


  "It's still a stupid idea."


  Dad's car rumbles awake.


  I walk to my window and wait to see him drive off.


  "If you do it, you'll learn why Elias hates me enough to kill me."


  I turn to her. She spoke the magic words, and her smirk tells me she knows it.


  "Fine."


  


  * * *


  


  Waiting for Eli to show up has me in the kitchen, staring out the back door, wringing my hands. He believed a stupid lie about my needing to tell him the last thing Linzy said. He didn't ask how I got his number, just said he'd be right here. That was ten minutes ago. I have no idea what part of town he lives in, how long it'll take him to get here, how he'll get here (like on foot or by carrier pigeon), or when Dad will be back.


  To say I'm a nervous wreck is like saying water is wet. Duh.


  Linzy's lounging on the grass, eyes shut, hands crossed on her stomach. She looks dead. Well, she is dead, but she looks like she practicing her coffin pose, or maybe tanning. And since she's not capable of either anymore, I find it super annoying.


  How is any of this happening to me? I'm not the kind of girl who sees, talks to, or yells at dead people. I'm the girl who wishes her life was different, but my wishes have never come true before. And by different I mean normal. Live in one house until I get married, go out for pizza and a movie with a boy I like, have slumber parties. With all the candles I've blown out, stars I've wished on, and dandelions I've blown, not once have I ever asked to communicate with ghosts. That's for grown women who own antique shops.


  The doorbell rings, and I flinch. I run down the hall and peek out the side window, just in case it's a reporter. I spot the Fedora and fling the door open.


  Eli is peering over his shoulder at an approaching cameraman.


  I grab his arm and yank him inside, slamming the door shut. "Hi."


  "Whoa." His expression is one of surprise—wide, stunned eyes, an "o" forming on his mouth. "Are they there all the time?"


  "Every minute since I found Linzy's body."


  He shakes his head. "That's awful."


  Is he talking about the press or finding Linzy? It doesn't matter. I walk to the kitchen. "Come on. My dad's not home, and if he returns and finds you in here, he'll decapitate me."


  A frown forms on his brow.


  "No worries. I just really like hyperbole." I don't bother to add that Dad would still implode if he catches Eli in here.


  Eli nods and follows me outside. Linzy hasn't moved. Is she aware that he's here? If I announce him, that'll be odd. Not that I care what he thinks. I'd just rather not have to explain more than necessary.


  Right after I called him, I found a couple of metal folding chairs and one of those old-fashioned snack tables in the shed. The previous owners must've forgotten them. There was also a deflated whale swim floatie and a torn table umbrella. I set the chairs up on the edge of the cement, and put two bottles of water on the table. Of course, they're now warm. Great thinking, Piper.


  We sit down. He takes his hat off, wipes his hairline with the back of his hand, and puts the Fedora back on.


  "Why do you wear that?" I ask.


  He scowls. "Because I like it. Why do you wear red, white, and blue shorts?"


  Yeah, yeah, I get the point. "Touché. But I don't wear them every day."


  Linzy still hasn't moved or even peeked at us.


  He shrugs. "It fits me. You probably wear the same shoes every day. Oh wait, you're a girl."


  "What's that mean?"


  He grabs a bottle of water and untwists the cap. "What do you think it means?"


  "That I'm shallow."


  He smirks. "You said it, not me."


  What the heck do Linzy and Kinley see in this jerk?


  I grab the other bottle and guzzle the water until I drool some onto my shirt.


  He laughs. "You spilled some."


  I narrow my eyes. "What did Linzy see in you?"


  That gets her to growl. Yep, just like a rabid dog. Hopefully she'll tell me what she wants me to say to him, so that I can learn something and he can get the heck out of my yard.


  He displays a dazzling smile. "Isn't it obvious? My charm and wit."


  "Yeah, haven't seen those yet."


  He chuckles loud. "Is that why you invited me here? To insult me. You could've done that over the phone. So what did Linzy say?"


  I stare at her, subliminally willing her to tell me something. But she just lays there.


  My cell phone beeps. Thank goodness. "Hang on," I say and pull it out of my pocket.


  It's a text from Kinley.


  Is Eli @ ur house?


  Crap. She must've seen him come in.


  I look up, ready to directly ask Linzy what she wants me to say—who cares if Eli thinks I'm crazy—but she's no longer on the grass. Double crap. I slip the phone back into my pocket. I'll deal with Kinley later. Right now, what should I do?


  Eli stares at me intently. He's waiting, and the line of sweat on his upper lip makes me think he's getting impatient.


  "Okay, so I lied. She didn't say anything to me. We never even spoke."


  He just sits there, expressionless, then that cocky, little, annoying smirk appears. "So you just wanted to spend time with me 'cause you know how fly I am?"


  I roll my eyes. If Linzy wasn't already dead, I'd add myself to the list of her murder suspects.


  "No, I want to talk to all the people who were significant in her life."


  He sits back in the chair, extends his legs, and crosses them at the ankles. "Why?"


  "To figure out what happened to her, obviously." It's so much easier to tell this fool the truth.


  He laughs. "You think you're better equipped to solve her death than the cops?"


  I never thought of it that way before. "Not necessarily better but equal."


  He laughs so hard, he almost falls off his chair.


  Okay, so maybe not equal. They have much more experience and a whole bunch of resources, but I think I can help. I certainly don't think my thoughts are laughable. But what else can I expect from a guy who wears a Fedora in ninety degree weather and calls himself "fly?" Gross.


  The back door opens, and I flinch, expecting to see Dad standing there with his arms crossed over his chest and that vein in his temple throbbing. No one's there though. Did Linzy do it? But why? She can walk through doors. Now that I think of it, I still haven't asked her if she was the one who made the whirlwind the other night. It had to be her. Unless Cameron's ghost is here too, and I just don't see him.


  I glance down at Eli, who's still obnoxiously grinning, then notice movement behind him, in the doorway.


  Suddenly the blanket Dad keeps in his office flies through the air right at us.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  The blanket lands directly on Elias' head and drapes over him. That's when I notice Linzy attached to the other side, like she's on a magic carpet ride.


  Eli jerks forward, but Linzy has such a strong grip on it, he can't fling it…her off.


  She passes through everything, so how is she doing this?


  It dawns on me that the coffin pose was her way of reserving her energy so she could perform this feat. She doesn't want me to talk to him. She really wants to kill him. She's obviously not into hyperbole.


  "What's going on?" His voice is muffled, and if she wasn't trying to suffocate him, I'd laugh.


  I jump up and step forward, not sure how to help. "Linzy, stop."


  She doesn't listen to me though. She's determined to hold onto him.


  He manages to stand and starts swinging his body back and forth, trying to dislodge the blanket.


  Her arms are wound around his neck, but her legs flail about. She tries to wrap them around his waist, but he's moving too fast for her to get a grip.


  I can't help but pull one of his moves and smirk. The whole scene is disturbingly comical. She's strong.


  His movements slow down, and his knees buckle. "I can't breathe."


  Panic rises in my chest. It's funny as long as she's not really hurting him.


  I lean forward and grab a corner of the blanket and tug. "Linzy," I scream through clenched teeth.


  We make eye contact, and her grip falters. She frowns then disappears.


  Eli is on his knees, and the blanket slides down his back. He breathes deep.


  Fear presses my tee to my back. I hand him his bottle of water. "Are you okay?"


  He sips it and sits back in his seat. He looks behind him then down to the blanket that's innocently lying by his feet. "What happened? Why couldn't I get it loose? Were you holding it down?"


  "Of course not. That's crazy."


  He stands, wobbles, and steadies himself. "No, a blanket attacking me is crazy. You wanted me here so you could kill me."


  "Why would I want that? I don't know you."


  He takes a step back. Fear and disbelief covers every inch of his face. I don't blame him. It's all eerily freaky. Inanimate objects can't kill people on their own.


  "I gotta go," he says and runs around the side of the house between my yard and Kinley's


  Before I can say a word, he's gone.


  Great. I learned nothing and almost saw my second dead body. I gather the blanket and waters and go inside. I toss the bottles into the trash and return the blanket to Dad's office. I close his door behind me and shout, "Linzy. Get over here and explain yourself."


  Gosh, I sound like Dad.


  The garage door sounds, and Dad's car pulls in. I'm just standing there when he steps into the house. He does a double take and grins. "Waiting for me?"


  "I was going to the kitchen." Actually, I am kinda hungry.


  I reach up on tip-toes and give him a peck on the cheek. There's a smudge on the collar of his light gray tee. It almost looks like blood, but I don't see any nicks from shaving. As I pass, I get a whiff of perfume. Not the gnarly musk he wears. Something floral and feminine. Is he sneaking around with someone?


  


  * * *


  


  I spend the rest of the day in my room, waiting for Linzy to return and for Eli to send the cops to my house. But neither shows up. Then after dark, my cell rings. That's when I remember I didn't get back to Kinley. Shoot. The caller ID says it's Eli. Double shoot. Is he going to curse me out?


  I swipe to the right and press the phone to my ear. "Hello?"


  "I wa-wasn't sure if you'd answer." His voice is hoarse. Gosh, I hope Linzy didn't actually damage him.


  "I didn't think you'd call me."


  "Yeah, well I have questions."


  I let out a breath. "Me too."


  We don't say anything for a minute, then he clears his throat. "Well, I'm not coming to your crazy house. Can you meet me?"


  I bite my lower lip. "Where? My father won't let me leave. I'd have to sneak out, and if he finds me gone…"


  "There's a small park near your house. It's the next block over. Take a left out of your house, a right at the corner, and then another right. It's about halfway down the street."


  I didn't see that when I followed Linzy, but I wasn't exactly looking for landmarks either. "Okay, I'll try. How long will it take you to get here?"


  "I'm already there. Meet me at the gazebo."


  I jump up and grab my night shirt. "All right. I'll be there as soon as I can, and if I can't get out, I'll call you back."


  He doesn't say good-bye, just hangs up.


  I pull off my T-shirt and put on a black tank because it will be less conspicuous under my jammies, then struggle into the nightshirt. I look in the mirror, hoping my shorts don't make me look more bulky than usual. I slip my phone into my pocket and stuff Mr. Floppy and some clothes under my covers. Much more believable than pillows. I grab my flip-flops, turn off the light, and go downstairs.


  I set the sandals on the bottom step and knock on Dad's door.


  "Come in."


  I put a smile on my face and slide the door open. "I'm going to bed."


  A quick glance to the windows shows me his air is running. Good. He won't hear every little sound I make.


  He glances at his watch. "It's kinda early, no?"


  "Yeah, well I'm bored, and Kinley can't hang until morning. I really need a social life, Dad. This is pathetic." A twinge of guilt creeps up my back, but if I don't act normal, he might suspect.


  One corner of his mouth lifts. "My poor deprived daughter. You should write to your state senator."


  "You're hilarious." I walk around his desk and kiss his cheek while stealing a glance at what he's working on. There's a page of chicken-scrawl writing and a copy of Cameron's Google calendar. August 15, last year is marked at top. That's the day Cameron died.


  It's all I can make out without obviously hovering. I stand upright and hope Dad doesn't want a hug. He'll feel my clothes for sure.


  "Nice try, missy," he says.


  I widen my eyes. My heart gallops against my chest. "What?"


  He quirks a brow, but the half-smile is still there. "Don't 'what' me. I know you were trying to look at my work."


  I let out a shaky breath and grin. "Fine, I'll just go to bed. One day you'll share with me though, and then you'll realize all the insight I have."


  "Yes, I will, in about twenty years."


  I walk to the door before he reaches out for me. "Funny. You're a comical man. You should do stand-up. 'Night."


  He giggles. "'Night, sweetie."


  I hurry to the other side of the door.


  "Hey," he calls out.


  I stop cold and glance over my shoulder. "Yeah?"


  "Are you okay? No nightmares about Linzy or anything?"


  I shake my head. "Nope. All good."


  I shut the door and squeeze my eyes shut. With all the lies I tell it should get easier. I walk half-way upstairs then tip-toe back down. I grab the sandals and go to the back door. I shut and lock it behind me and slip the key back into my pocket. The same key that fits the front door works on the back too. Totally convenient. The only problem I'll have is if Dad decides to attach the chain. But I can't think of that. Hopefully I'll be back before he decides to get his night snack.


  I pull off my nightshirt, fold it tiny, and place it on my chair from earlier. Then I hurry around the side of the house, between ours and Mrs. Jackson's. How am I supposed to get down the street with the media still out there?


  When I hit the front of my house, there aren't as many reporters as earlier. Only one van and one car are parked on the street. Both on my side. Of course. Now, how to get by them without being seen?


  I crouch down along the bushes that separate our property from Mrs. Jackson's. I can't see much in the van. It looks like no one is in the front seats. There are two heads in the car. Well, I'm sure they have bodies too. I just can't see them from my position. They're talking to one another. The motor runs, the windows are up. The A/C must be on.


  One step after another at a snail's pace, sweat dots my forehead. Why couldn't they park someplace else? I make it to the edge and cross my fingers. All I have to do is make it into Mrs. Jackson's yard, and I should blend in with the shadows.


  I press into the bush, making the leaves rustle. I'm so glad their windows are shut. I turn the corner, practically walking on my knees and, once I'm around, collapse onto my side, on the thin strip of lawn beside Mrs. Jackson's driveway. I inhale a lungful of air and a couple blades of grass. I cough them out then crawl several inches along the concrete before getting to my feet. Staying in the shadows, away from the street is my plan. Once I get past her house, I should be clear to use the sidewalks.


  I pass her driveway and hit the walkway leading to her front steps, when growling sounds from my side. I turn as a small, white dog charges toward me. It takes a flying leap straight for my throat.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  The mutt isn't as athletic as he thinks, so his pounce lands him dangling off the hem of my tank by his teeth. I grab his squat body, partly so he doesn't put vampire holes in my shirt and partly because he's a heavy little guy.


  "Get off," I mutter under my breath and glance at the reporters.


  No one's exited their vehicles, so I guess they don't see us.


  A screen door squeaks open, and Mrs. Jackson shuffles onto her porch. She points a flashlight directly in my face. "Who's there?"


  I give her an apologetic smile, while squinting and trying not to go blind. "It's your neighbor. I crossed your yard and…is this your dog?" I keep my voice low, and she probably can't hear me.


  She lowers the light to my belly though, illuminating the furball's sharp incisors and liquid, black eyes. Mrs. Jackson bangs something on the porch. "Cujo, get down."


  Now that's an appropriate name.


  He unclenches his teeth and drops to the ground. But he doesn't scamper away. Instead he stands there and growls at me, guarding his territory.


  Mrs. Jackson grabs the railing and walks onto the top step. The object in her hand is a cane. She bangs the porch again. "Come here, Cujo. I got him since this messy murder business. They said he's a great guard dog."


  I smile, unconvinced he'd stop a killer. I wave and take a step back. This isn't the time for introductions and a chat. Hopefully she won't call after me. I hurry to the sidewalk and still hear Cujo's growl. I make it to the corner without another incident, and as I turn I'm reminded of the night I followed Linzy.


  What if I hadn't? What if I'd kept my nosy butt on my steps and just hung with Kinley? I never would've seen the car or Linzy arguing. After she died, would her ghost have found someone else to latch onto? Is this happening because I spied on her? That seems illogical but when did logic last visit me?


  I turn the next corner and walk down the dark street. This is the block Linzy walked down when she followed the car. Did she stop at the park, meet someone else?


  The sound of a snapping twig echoes up ahead. There are just as many streetlamps on this street as mine, but I can't make much out. The houses are all dark. Every single one. As if no one lives here. How can the entire block be out or asleep at nine at night? It's eerie, and the image of Linzy's bloated, river face springs to mind.


  A chill snakes around my waist and curls its way to the base of my neck. What if Linzy doesn't know her killer personally? I assume it's the person in the car or someone else she's been her charming self to, but what if it's a stranger? A person waiting in a bush, a madman looking for a fat girl to create a skin suit.


  A garbage can lid rolls down a driveway, a few feet ahead. I gasp and freeze mid-step. This is why Dad keeps me locked up in the house. He's not being a sadist. He simply wants me to live to my sweet sixteen.


  I jump off the curb and break out into a run. I don't care how hot it is, how sweaty I'll be around Eli, or if I look like a doofus. I won't be Hollow Ridge's third murder victim in a year.


  But when I spot the gazebo, I stop short. From this angle, the park looks like an empty lot between two houses. I debate if I should go forward or turn around and run home. What if Eli isn't really there? Maybe he was messing with me because he thinks I tried to smother him. Maybe Cujo slowed me down for too long, and he's already left.


  The street lamp shines just enough for me to make out that hat. Once I'm standing in the park, I realize it's much bigger than I thought. The width spans the length of two and a half houses and the length goes farther than I can see. Several yards in, there's a swing set, slide, monkey bars, and a teeter-totter. This place must be packed with kids. Funny how I don't hear their loud, shrill voices from my house.


  "How'd you get here?" I ask Eli when I join him under the gazebo.


  He juts his chin toward a beat-up, maroon-colored car sitting by the curb. "My mom's."


  Was this the car Linzy chased after?


  I continue to survey the area and notice the double-wide bird house stuck in the front yard of the house across the street. Someone loves avian life. It's too dark to make out details, but there's something familiar about where it sits in the lot, like maybe I've seen a picture of this house before. The white, glow-in-the-dark numbers on the mailbox are one-six-five. I know them too.


  "What street is this?" I ask. I'd been so busy freaking myself out, I hadn't paid attention to the signs. We live at one-six-seven Birch Street.


  "Um, Poplar."


  "Ohmigod, that's where Cameron McDougal was murdered."


  Eli looks at where I'm pointing, but he doesn't seem nearly as impressed as I am. "Yeah."


  "I didn't realize he lived so close to me. If I cut through his yard and the next, I bet I'd be at my house." Dad has to know this. He always Google Maps an area before we move there. But he didn't mention it. Sneaky clown-footed man.


  "Probably. I'm not familiar with this area. So, about Linzy…"


  Right. Time is ticking away. "Shayla told Troy that Linzy was into you. Were the two of you dating?"


  I want to say sorry about earlier again, but I can't explain what happened, and I don't want him to think I tried to kill him, so I keep quiet and hope he doesn't bring it up.


  "No. She was into me, but I wasn't into her."


  "Why not?"


  "She's a brat."


  He got that right, but I hope Linzy isn't around, if she can reach this far. Brat or not, no one should know someone they like doesn't like them back. My thoughts run to Troy, but I push them away. There's time to worry about how he feels another time.


  "Then why was she so mad at you?"


  He narrows his gaze. "How do you know that?"


  "How do you think?" The art of evading questions is a prerequisite for detective work.


  He looks off. "Troy's got a big mouth."


  Better to blame him than my ghost.


  "She got all crazy thinking she saw me kiss another girl," Eli finally says.


  That'll do it. "Did you?"


  "Yeah, but so what? Linzy and I were never a thing, not even friends with benefits. She can't dictate who I see. I don't know what her deal was."


  This seems reasonable. "Why were you angry with her?"


  He gives me a sideways glance, or maybe it's a glare. I only catch it in my peripheral vision. I'm still staring at Cameron's house. It looks like mine, like all the others in the area, but this is where he died. This is the reason Dad and I are here. If it wasn't for Cameron's death, I never would've spied on Linzy or found her body. And I wouldn't be haunted by her ghost—although haunt is a strong word. More like annoyed. Sometimes things are so surreal.


  "She pissed me off."


  His eye-roll-worthy answer makes me turn to him. "Yeah, I got that. Why?"


  "She got all up in my face, yelling about how I betrayed her, and she was gonna make me pay."


  "Did you?"


  "Make her pay? No." His answer is full of attitude, but I can't tell if it's sincere or not. "How does this help you?" he asks. "I thought she overdosed and accidentally drowned."


  "Why would you say that?"


  "That's what everyone in town is saying. Linzy must've been a party girl hanging with celebrities, like Lindsay Lohan."


  She never mentioned this. Not that she volunteers much information. But it could change everything. What if this was just an accidental drowning? Then there's no reason for her to hang around. Nothing to avenge. But when I asked, she said she knew who killed her, that she was taken to the river. Or was she lying?


  "Then what?" I ask.


  He screws up his face. "Huh?"


  "When she invaded your space, what happened next?"


  "I shoved her." He takes off his hat and runs his palm along his hair.


  I suck in a breath. Maybe he was the one in the car.


  "Yeah, so I shouldn't put my hands on girls," he says.


  "Or anyone." I instinctively take a step back.


  "I get it. But she was in my face, so I didn't have a choice."


  I narrow my gaze. "You always have a choice."


  We fall into a silence. I look at my phone. I've been gone twenty minutes. "I need to get back. Is there anything else?"


  On the phone he said he had questions, but now he shakes his head.


  "Okay, thanks." I step off the gazebo.


  He joins me. "Do you want a ride?"


  "No." I walk to the sidewalk.


  "You shouldn't walk alone."


  I scoff. "You didn't have a problem with that when you told me to meet you here."


  He doesn't respond and stops by his car.


  Instead of going back the way I came, and chance running into Cujo again, I go the other way. I want to run over to Cameron's house and peek inside, but I know it's empty. It's been almost a year. What happens to your stuff when you die?


  Eli follows me, in his Mom's car, to the corner and up the side street (Magnolia Boulevard, I checked) to my block.


  When I reach the corner house, I hold up a hand, hoping he'll take the hint and not follow. I thought he was a jerk before. Now, he's an ass.


  As I get to Bridget's house, the front door flings open, and she staggers out, coughing. A billow of smoke follows her.


  "Are you okay?" I call out and rush to her side. I reach for my phone. "Should I call 911?"


  She gives another cough and shakes her head. "No, I'm fine. I burned my dinner. A ten dollar steak turned into ash."


  "That sucks." What do you say to someone grieving over dead cow?


  She holds up her hand. Her left index finger is bandaged in a thick wad of gauze. "I almost sliced my finger off last night. Clearly I'm a hazard in the kitchen. I need to hire a chef."


  "You could order out every night," I say with a chuckle.


  She frowns. "Oh, God, no. I'd be fat."


  I lift an eyebrow. "Yeah, heaven forbid you don't fit into a size two."


  "Zero, dear."


  I turn away and roll my eyes. "Whatever. Hope your house doesn't burn down."


  "Thank you. Tell your dad I said hi."


  I don't respond and head home. The reporters are gone, so I run the rest of the way and reach my backyard out of breath. I need a shower before bed, but Dad will wonder why I'm taking one after I laid down. I grab my nightshirt, slip it on, and unlock the back door. The chain isn't on, which means Dad's still in his office.


  I step inside and lock up.


  The overhead light goes on. "What are you doing?" he asks.


  I freeze.


  Crap.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  The next morning, I shower, dress, and head downstairs still groggy. After dad caught me sneaking in, I told him I came down for a snack and heard a weird noise outside. He went out with a flashlight, and I had enough time to run upstairs and slip out of my outside clothes before he came up to lecture me about being out after dark, even if only in the backyard. If he only knew. By the time he finished, I was too exhausted to do anything but fall asleep. Not that it was peaceful. I can't shake the car dream.


  When I hit the bottom step, I hear Dad talking in the kitchen. I tip-toe forward, press myself against the wall, and impersonate paint. Luckily the morning sun shines in from the back of the house, leaving the hall in shadows.


  Dad's seated at the table, across from Bridget. Crap. What is she doing here? Did he call her about the house's mechanical issues, a.k.a. Linzy? Or did she stop by to discuss her culinary failures? She's going to mention seeing me, and my life is over. If she hasn't said anything yet, maybe I can stop her.


  "How did the autopsy get done so quickly? It's been two days," Dad says.


  Oh my God, they're talking about Linzy's death.


  Bridget sips from one of our sunflower mugs. I hate those things. They're so ugly, but it's the only matching set we own, so Dad breaks them out for company.


  "From what I hear, the Quinns burned through a lot of favors to make it happen. It's just as well though. Who wants to live in that kind of turmoil?"


  Dad nods. "I doubt it gets easier once you know how your daughter died, especially if it's murder."


  I cover my mouth with my hand, holding back my gasp. So Linzy was murdered. This is what I wanted, right? A murder case of my own. Something Dad can't tell me to stay out of. Well, he can tell me, but with Linzy's ghost hanging out in my room, it's unlikely I'll listen. Then why am I not more excited? "How was she killed?" Dad asks.


  I lean toward them, not wanting to miss a syllable.


  "They say she was suffocated."


  This time my gasp is quicker than my cover-up, and Dad turns his head. He stands. "Excuse me."


  I hurry to the front door and grab the doorknob when he says, "Piper, were you just listening?"


  I should lie like I have countless times this week, but for some reason I can't. Tears gather in my eyes, and a burning sensation tickles my nose.


  He puts his arms around me from behind and rests his chin on the top of my head. "I wish you hadn't heard that. I'm sorry. Do you want to move? I can find another book to write. It doesn't have to be the McDougal one."


  "What?" I turn, forcing him to let go of me. "No. I like it here. I have Kinley and…" Troy and even Linzy. I can't leave now.


  I shake my head. "No, Dad, please. You promised a full school year."


  He stares at me then finally relents. "Okay, sweetie. Whatever you want."


  I wish it was that easy. Whatever I want is to never leave. And I know he doesn't want to give up on the McDougal book any more than I want to leave. "I'm going to Kinley's, okay?"


  He hesitates then nods. "Don't go anywhere else."


  Since he's letting me leave the house, I assume Bridget didn't mention last night.


  I kiss his cheek, but before I get a chance to exit, Bridget walks over.


  "I don't mean to interrupt a father-daughter moment, but I need to get to a showing." She's wearing a white blouse with a ruffle collar, a black fitted skirt, and, of course, red high heels. She certainly knows how to dress.


  "Thank you for stopping by," Dad says.


  She leans forward and gives Dad a peck on the cheek. Before I get to gauge his reaction, she does the same to me.


  I breathe in a whiff of her floral perfume, and my heart stops for a second. Is it the same scent from last night, the one on Dad? Ohmigod! Are they seeing one another? I grip the door and yank it open. "I gotta go." I'm gonna be sick.


  I race to the sidewalk then over to Kinley's house. This can't be happening. Not Dad and her. Eww.


  Mrs. Abbott answers the door. "Hello, Piper. How are you feeling?"


  She acts like I've been in the hospital with pneumonia rather than uncovering watery graves. "I'm fine, thanks."


  She smiles. "That's good. Kinley's in her room. Go on up."


  I take the stairs two at a time. Her door is wide open, and for the first time I get to see her room.


  She's sitting at a white desk. All of her furniture is white with gold trim. Her walls are bright lemon yellow, and the space is full of stuffed animals. There has to be at least fifty.


  "Hi. Wow, you love bears, huh?" There are two giant ones seated on the beige rug—one between the dresser and closet and one by the windows. Minus the animals and that her bed is a twin while mine's a full, we have our furniture in the same locations. Freaky.


  "Hi." She doesn't answer my question, which is cool since it was rhetorical, but she sounds glum.


  I sit on the edge of her bed. Maybe she heard the news too. "What's wrong?"


  She spins around in her chair and frowns. "Are you serious? You totally blew me off."


  "When?" I ransack through my day, starting with being lectured for going into the yard when I was actually at the park and going backwards, but I'm only replaying my run-in with Cujo when Kinley scoffs.


  "I texted you yesterday afternoon, and you never got back to me."


  I shut my eyes. That's right. "I'm sorry. I got so busy, and I forgot."


  She narrows her gaze. "Busy with Eli? That is who I saw going into your house, right?"


  It feels as if she punched me in the stomach. Is she actually suggesting I'm sneaking around with him? That's grosser than Dad with Bridget.


  "Yes, but what's the big deal? You act as if I didn't tell you on purpose."


  She shrugs. "Maybe since Troy didn't want to kiss you, you thought…"


  Anger burrows under my skin. "Wait. Don't you dare say that I'm trying to get Eli, who, by the way, is disgusting. You know, Troy and I talked about the non-kiss, and it's fine."


  "How would I know that since we didn't even speak yesterday?"


  Okay, so maybe I forgot to tell her, but why is she freaking out on me? Is she really this needy? The word strikes a chord and leaves me feeling guilty. Is this how I was with Andrea and Aaron?


  I stand up. "Look, I can't stay. I just wanted to let you know that they did the autopsy and Linzy was suffocated to death. Bye."


  I run downstairs, out the door, and up to my room without anyone getting in my way and stopping me. As I lie on my bed, I realize I haven't seen my neighborhood ghost since she tried to suffocate Eli yesterday. Is it a coincidence?


  I whisper, "Linzy, where are you?"


  


  * * *


  


  After lunch, I take my list of suspects and cross off Eli's name. Something tells me he didn't care enough to kill her. Yes, he's a jerk for pushing her, but standing too close to someone doesn't equal murder. I have no idea who Margo is, and I'll give Shayla a few more days to grieve before I talk to her. If I talk to her. It's not exactly something I relish doing. Which leaves April. (I crossed off Mrs. Quinn as soon as I added it.) Troy said April was Linzy's best friend, so whatever happened between them had to be serious…and juicy. But how will I find her? My options are Eli, Kinley, and Troy.


  I'm still annoyed at Kinley, and I don't want to be yelled at again, so she's out. And Eli isn't someone I want to keep in contact with, for both Kinley's sake and mine. Hopefully she'll eventually come around, and I don't need another reason for her to be mad at me. Which leaves Troy.


  I grab my phone and text him.


  hey, whats Aprils last name?


  I reread my pages of notes while waiting for his response. Luckily it's only a few minutes before my cell beeps.


  Winston. Y?


  Doesn't he remember our conversation the other day?


  how do i get in touch w her?


  This response takes longer. Finally he writes:


  don't know # she works at family store Winstons


  How original. I grab my laptop, do some sleuthing, and find their website. It's in the strip mall on North Main Street. They sell craft items. Material, glue, all kinds of specialty paper, foam, googly eyes… The line under their name says: If you can create it, we sell it.


  I dial the listed number and expect an automated voice with options, but a live person answers.


  "Winston's, how can I help you?" It's a high-pitched female voice. Maybe it's April, and we can get this conversation over with right now.


  "Can I talk to April, please?" If she isn't working now, maybe this person will let me know when. Worse case, I'll find a way to stalk the place until she shows up.


  "April just walked in. She's in back getting ready. Can I take a message?"


  "No thanks." I hang up and smile. She's there now.


  I run downstairs and find Dad scooping coffee beans into his overpriced grinder. "Hey, can we run to the store?"


  He glances back at me. "What do you need?"


  "A notebook." I came down prepared with a half-lie. The half part being I don't need it, but I'll definitely use it.


  "Don't you have a thousand of those?" And people wonder where I get my hyperbolic self from.


  "Yes, but this is a different kind. It's for ideas."


  He smiles and faces me. "Are you planning on becoming an author too?"


  "No."


  "Then why another one?"


  "Come on, Dad. What's with the third degree?" He acts as if I'm asking for a pint of his blood.


  He holds his hands up. "Okay, let me get my shoes. We'll drive to Staples. It's a big, new store."


  "No, I want to go to Winston's. It's here in town, in the strip mall. Much closer."


  He frowns while pulling on his sneakers. "Why would you want to buy a notebook there? I'm sure Staples has a bigger selection."


  Darn. I wasn't ready for all of this. "It's a special kind. Kinley has the same one, and she got it at Winston's."


  "Fine. I won't argue." He grabs his keys and wallet. "Let's go."


  I practically skip to the car. Hopefully April can give me answers about her dead friend.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  When we step into Winston's, neon-colored Sticky Notes catches Dad's eye. Thank you, Universe. I stalk each aisle, looking for a fourteen-year-old. If she's in the storage area I'll have to ask for her, but I hope to draw as little attention as possible. Up and down, past the highlighters and gel pens. Then I see a dark blonde in a red smock. Her hair is high in a ponytail. She wears a black tee, denim shorts, and scuffed, white sneakers. Her arms and legs are so tan, she almost looks black. She's counting sticks of glue and checking something off on a clipboard.


  I walk straight up to her. "Hi."


  At first she looks annoyed, like maybe I messed up her counting. Then she turns a programmed smile my way. "Can I help you?"


  "You're April, right?"


  She looks me up and down before giving one nod. "Do I know you?"


  "No, I'm Piper. I just moved to town, but I met Linzy before she died."


  April stiffens at the mention of Linzy's name. "Okay."


  "Yeah, well, she said you were one of the people who hated her, and when she turned up dead, I thought of you." I display a wide grin, hoping to take the sting out of my words. Yes, I'm aware I just stuck my foot in my mouth, but what choice do I have? Dad will find me in about three-point-five minutes, so time is limited. Plus, April's obviously not going to volunteer her secrets to a stranger. My strategy is to piss her off enough so she'll blurt out something incriminating.


  She crinkles her brow. "Are you insane? I didn't hate Linzy. She was my best friend."


  I stare into her clear, albeit angry, brown eyes. "You don't look broken up over her."


  Her face turns deadpan. "Who are you to…"


  "I'm sorry. I know I'm not being polite or delicate about the situation. Honestly, if you knew the truth you'd think I was crazier than you do right now. I'm just trying to figure out what happened to Linzy."


  "Why?"


  "I'm the one who found her body. So let's just say she's been haunting me ever since."


  April glances over her shoulder then says, "What do you want?"


  "To know why you turned on your best friend."


  "I didn't. She…" She glares. "It's none of your business."


  Yeah, this is going great.


  "Maybe not, but if she really was your BFF then you'd want the person who killed her punished, right?"


  Her eyes widen. "She was killed?"


  Shoot. That might not be public knowledge yet.


  I try to cover up my loose tongue. "I mean, I assume that's how she ended up in the river, but I hope it's something else. Like she slipped and hit her head on a rock." I need to learn how to keep my rambling to a minimum.


  April nods. "Yeah."


  "Sorry. Look, I wish I had more tact, but I really need to know why you and Linzy were on the outs."


  "It doesn't matter now. Leave me alone." She hurries to the back of the store.


  I totally messed that up. Was I really expecting miracles though? Nothing is going my way.


  "Piper, you almost ready?" Dad calls from the next aisle.


  I look up, see the sign for notebooks, run toward one with a pink cover, and snatch it off the shelf. "Ready, Dad."


  When we're at the register, he picks it up and examines the front and back. "You wanted a diary?"


  I'm scoping the area for April, hoping she changed her mind and wants to talk. "What?"


  Dad waves something in my face. "Since when do you journal?"


  I stare at the front of the book. It's pink, white, and black plaid with a raised badge that has Diary stitched on it. "Um, since we moved to Disturbia."


  


  * * *


  


  When Dad pulls into the driveway, I notice Kinley sitting on our steps. I must sigh a bit too heavy because Dad asks, "Something wrong?"


  I shrug and stare at the bag in my lap.


  "Wanna quickly talk about it?"


  Not really, but I also don't want to screw up this relationship. "Remember when Andrea stopped talking to me?"


  "How can I forget? You cried and moped around the house for a week."


  Great way to word it, Dad.


  "She said she didn't want to hang with me because I was texting and calling all the time."


  "That can get overwhelming."


  "So I just need to be less pushy, right?"


  He squeezes my shoulder. "Just be yourself."


  I hate when adults say that. They make it sound so easy. What if you don't know who you are yet?


  We get out of the car. Dad greets Kinley and goes inside. I join her on the steps.


  "What'd you get?" she asks, nodding to my bag.


  "A journal."


  She nods then looks off.


  I stare at the Quinn house and allow my thoughts to drift. Anything to avoid this conversation. I wonder if the Quinns are curled up in a ball crying on their beds. I would be. Did I cry a lot when Vincent died? Did I understand I'd never see my brother again, never play Hide-n-Seek or gurgle chocolate milk through a straw with him?


  "I'm glad the news crews are gone," Kinley says.


  I've been so preoccupied, I hadn't noticed. "Yeah, me too. I couldn't even step outside."


  "Not that you want to in this heat, huh?" She gives a half-laugh.


  The awkwardness is killing us both.


  I want to explain myself about Eli and totally clear the air, but I'm afraid I'll sound desperate. "I…uh, don't like Eli. He's all yours." That sounds stupid, like I'm handing him over 'cause he's mine to give.


  She sighs. "I don't want to talk about that. I came over to let you know that my parents are sending me to camp."


  What? No. This can't happen.


  "I thought you were going to convince them it wasn't a good idea."


  "I tried, but with Linzy's death, they feel it's best if I don't stick around here all summer."


  I can't believe it. It doesn't matter if I screw up this friendship or not, I'll still be alone. "Do you want to go?"


  She shrugs, completely nonchalant about the whole thing. "It might be nice. There's swimming and canoeing and all kinds of activities."


  "But what about…" Me. I desperately want to finish my sentence, but I don't want to sound selfish. I stare at my toes. The polish is starting to wear off every nail but the big ones.


  Either she knows what I was going to ask and doesn't want to answer or doesn't care enough to find out, because we sit in silence. If she wants to go then my telling her to stay is pushy. But I don't want her to go. Darn. This sucks. It's too hard.


  "Well, I hope you have a great time." What else can I say?


  "Thanks." She stands up. "I should get inside. It's hot and… Well, bye."


  She steps down onto the walkway, and I jump up. "Wait. When are you leaving?"


  "Not until the fifteenth."


  "That's over a week away." Don't forget your cool, Piper. "So maybe we can hang before then?"


  She squints into the sun. "Sure." Her voice wavers. "I'll text ya."


  There's a boulder in my throat restricting swallowing. "Okay."


  As she walks home, I can't help but wonder if I just lost the best friend I'll ever have.


  


  * * *


  


  It's not until I relax in bed, the air conditioner allowing me to snuggle under my comforter, and my eyes drift shut that Linzy's voice sounds in my ear.


  "Whatcha doin'?"


  She lies beside me, on her side, her head propped up on her hand.


  "What does it look like I'm doing?" I answer.


  She extends her arm and lays her head on it. "I'm bored."


  "I bet if you don't cough up what happened to you, you'll have an eternity of boredom." I yawn, not really wanting to have this conversation, but if I can gain some insight I'll pull an all-nighter.


  She rolls her eyes and makes a dramatic sound in the back of her throat. "Will you let it go already? You're such a drag."


  "Eli said he pushed you. Was that all, or did he hurt you? Maybe you met him at the park that night." It makes sense. He's obviously familiar enough with this neighborhood to know the park exists.


  She laughs. "Him? He's too much a dweeb to hurt anyone."


  I sit up. "If you believe that, then why try to kill him? Why are you so angry, and why say he could've killed you?"


  She presses her lips together, as if she can't trust them not to open and whisper her secrets.


  This is not the way ghosts are supposed to behave. They should either scare and haunt or try to move on. Linzy acts as if this is just a regular day.


  "Look, did Eli kill you? Do you know who did?"


  She stares up at the ceiling then looks to my windows and down to her feet. She may as well start whistling or stick her fingers in her ears and sing, "la-la-la-la."


  "Linzy," I shout then bite my lower lip. "If you're not going to answer me, I won't help you get to your other…friends."


  She sighs. "How do you even know I was killed? I never said that."


  I can't tell what she knows and believes, and I'm too tired to play games. "Because your parents had your autopsy rushed. You were suffocated to death."


  She places a hand at her throat, cupping her choker. She gives me a sad, pitiful look then disappears.


  I lay back down and stare at the space she occupied, waiting for her to return. She'll eventually get tired of not answering my questions. She'll tell me sooner or later. Right? And even if she doesn't, I'll figure it out. That I can guarantee.


  I roll onto my back. My eye lids are heavy. I want to stay awake and wait, but she may not return tonight.


  I lay my hand in her spot, just in case.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  I smooth down my ankle-length, black skirt and slip my phone into one of the deep pockets. It's too hot for this heavy material, but my only other black skirt is above the knee with pink paw prints. Dad said it and shorts are disrespectful, so I'll just sweat all over the coffin. I turn to my roommate.


  Linzy's seated in the middle of my bed, her expression animated. "What do you think it'll be like?"


  I shrug, not getting her rabid appeal for her funeral.


  It's been three days since I learned Linzy was murdered. Three days of her flitting around but not giving me any new information. Three days of being cooped up in this house with only a television and the internet for entertainment. Three days of not speaking to or seeing Troy, and the texts between me and Kinley have been weird one-liners about the weather and what we had for dinner. We've become…old people.


  And now I'm going to watch them lower Linzy's body into the ground, knowing I'll come home to talk to her. It's the weirdest.


  "Don't forget to take pictures," she says.


  My stockings already chaff my inner thighs. I reach up my skirt and rip them off. It's not like anyone will see my legs anyway. "I'm not taking pics at a funeral. They'll throw me out. Plus, it's uncool."


  She lets out a melodramatic sigh. "Fine, but I want every single detail." She pouts. "I wish I could go with."


  Me too. It would be easier than being interrogated later.


  "Actually I will be there. Technically." She giggles, but it sounds forced.


  "Gotta go." I head downstairs. I don't feel like joking about her death today.


  Dad's pacing by the front door. He looks up and gives a grim smile. When I'm beside him, he scrunches up his brows. "Are you sure you want to go?"


  I give the most reassuring smile I can come up with. "Yes. I…I feel like I have to."


  He opens the door, and we leave.


  


  Saint Michael's Church is only a few blocks away, on Hibiscus Avenue. It isn't that big, looking like a small white barn, but the parking lot is packed with cars. My stomach flips and flops like a dying fish as we enter the building. There's an old, round woman in front of us. She dips her fingers in some type of ornate holder attached to the wall and touches her forehead and chest.


  I glance at Dad, who gives me a single nod and waits for the woman to move on before saying, "That's called a Font. It holds the Holy Water for members to bless themselves with."


  I peek inside, and sure enough there's water.


  Dad's not a religious person. I don't think Mom was either. When I was little, I asked about his faith. He said he's not a church goer, and God doesn't mind because God knows what's in Dad's heart. I doubt the most devout people would agree, but Dad's at peace with it, so that's all that matters.


  Me, I'm not sure what I believe in. Dad always gave me the right to follow my own path. I haven't found it yet.


  We enter the main room, and I immediately want to strip down to my undies. Probably not something I should contemplate in church, but, with all the bodies, it's ridiculously hot. Several fans are set up in the far aisles, plus there are the ceiling ones, but everyone still fans themselves with the paper programs. I feel like I'm seeing a play.


  I fold one and stick it in my pocket. I don't want to look, but Linzy will want to see it.


  Dad leads me to a pew toward the back. In my nervousness to look the part, I didn't wear my plastic-framed, purple glasses, or any of my other accessories. I won't be able to see anything at this distance, and I say so.


  "It's not a movie," he whispers.


  I'm aware I don't need a front-row view, but I can't look for suspiciousness if everyone is a giant blur either. I strain my neck to look for space closer, and I spot Troy and his mother. Yikes. Not exactly what I wanted to happen.


  But he smiles, and it makes him look endearing, not disgusted with me, so I take that as a good sign.


  I motion from my eyes to the front of the room.


  It takes him a second to understand, but then he nods and waves us over.


  I stand and say to Dad, "come on." I move toward Troy before Dad can refuse.


  Troy scoots over, creating a wide gap between him and his mom, who's seated at the end, by the middle aisle.


  "Hi," I say to the chief then tip-toe past her, careful to not step on her pointy black high-heels.


  Dad gives me a raised brow when he squeezes in between the chief and me.


  I just flash him a smile then turn to Troy. "Thanks."


  "No problem."


  A man beside him asks a question, and I try not to press up against Troy too much. Don't want him to get the wrong idea.


  I tell myself to relax, even though I know there's a higher chance of harp-playing angels descending from the steeple ceiling, and take in this side of the room. We're only two rows behind the Quinns. The parents sit huddled together, while Shayla is alone. Their heads are bent, and the mom's body shakes. She must be crying.


  My chest tightens, so I look away.


  Linzy's coffin is white and gold and closed. Dozens of orchids line the area, and a bigger than life-size picture of her is displayed on an easel. She's smiling wide in the photo. It isn't one from online, or one of her publicity shots. She has no makeup on, a smattering of freckles covers her nose, and she looks genuinely happy. This is a personal photo. This is how she should be remembered. Who picked it out? Based on Linzy's descriptions of her family, I have a feeling it wasn't Mrs. Quinn.


  I glance away and look for Kinley, but I don't see her or her folks. I'm not even sure if they planned on coming. Maybe the Abbotts feel it's too much for Kinley. April and her family are on the other side of us. She's not crying like half the room is. She looks straight ahead, stone-like. Darn, I need to find out what happened between her and Linzy.


  I whisper to Troy, "Any idea why Linzy and April were fighting?"


  He shrugs and shakes his head.


  For a reporter-to-be, he really knows nothing.


  The service begins with a priest standing in front of the coffin, holding a microphone. He talks about Linzy finding her place in heaven and being with God. Unfortunately I know that's not true. At least not yet. She's probably sitting on my bed inspecting her ever-lasting manicure. Never needing a touch-up is kinda cool, even if the death part isn't.


  The priest then asks others to speak, and one-by-one various town members get up to tell stories about how sweet and kind and generous Linzy was. They have to be lies. Not one person speaks of the girl I've come to know. No one mentions her snarky attitude or how she and her mom didn't get along.


  Then Shayla stands up. Her mother grabs her hand and tries to yank her back down, but Shayla jerks away. She goes up front and takes the microphone.


  She breathes heavy into it, and it looks like she's going to break down and return to her seat, but she doesn't. She lifts her head toward the ceiling and opens her mouth.


  "Linzy was an awful sister, and we hated each other."


  People gasp. Then the room grows silent. Mrs. Quinn whimpers. Mr. Quinn shushes his wife.


  A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. Not only am I glad to hear one honest portrayal, but I'm impressed Shayla has the balls.


  "She was either stealing my things, making up lies about me, or posting private pictures of me on the internet. She. Was. Mean."


  Linzy's right. Shayla has a motive for murder. I consider taking out my phone and taping this to show Linzy later, but Dad would kill me.


  Shayla looks to her parents. "And so spoiled. She got whatever she wanted because she was a star." She does air quotes with one hand.


  There's no mistaking the venom in her voice. People begin to shift uncomfortably and whisper among themselves. The priest looks to the crowd and back to Shayla. He touches his collar, as if he wishes he could loosen it.


  Troy leans into me. "I can't believe she's saying this. Good for her."


  I watch him watch her. Does he still have feelings for her? Has this stirred things back up?


  Shayla takes a deep breath. "Despite all of it, I loved her. Mostly because it was expected of me, but I will miss her. Rest in peace, Linz."


  She hands the mike to the very relieved looking priest and heads back to her seat. Just before sitting, she catches my eye and does a double take. I can't read her expression before she sits, but I'm pretty sure she's disgusted by seeing me next to Troy.


  The service continues then several men step forward to carry the coffin outside.


  As people follow out, Troy says, "See you at the cemetery?"


  I nod, slightly confused by it all. This is my first funeral. I expected singing and going up to the coffin to pay our respects. I say this to Dad in the car.


  "Some families don't like having an open casket. Some have wakes, which are a couple of days before the actual burial. It varies."


  I stare out my window. We're directly behind the chief's car.


  "Did you want to say good-bye to her?" Dad asks.


  I think of the girl in the river, the ghost on my bed, and the body in the coffin. "No. Just wondering."


  At the burial site, I stand between Dad and Troy and stare at the giant hole in the ground. The coffin is held up by a crane over it. My stomach clenches, and I suddenly feel a bit dizzy. The sun's tucked away behind clouds, but it's still Hades hot. I look up and see Kinley and her folks across from us. I smile. Maybe they didn't go to the service.


  Kinley smiles back, but it looks fake and forced. Definitely not the expression one friend gives another.


  I push our dying friendship aside though. I can't think about that now.


  Before long, people step forward and toss roses onto the casket, then back away to allow others room. I pass. The idea of teetering over that hole is not appealing, and soon Dad ushers me away.


  I strain a peek, wanting to see them lower her into the ground, but we're at his car before anything happens.


  The chief asks, "You'll be at the Quinn's?"


  Dad looks uneasy.


  I say, "Yes, we'll be there," and suffer Dad's glare.


  I can't not show up. This is where I'll be able to mingle, overhear snippets of conversation, maybe figure out a motive or two, and most importantly, sneak into Linzy's room.


  


  * * *


  


  The Quinn house is stuffed with people. Everyone from the church must be here. Dad keeps muttering something about sardines. It smells like stinky cheese and stinkier perfume. But at least they have glorious central air. I scarf down a plate of mini meatballs, mini quiche, and stuffed mushrooms before shaking free of Dad so I can ease in and out of conversations.


  While he thinks I'm looking for a bathroom, I spot April across the living room. She's standing and talking to the man she sat beside at the church—probably her dad. Will she be more or less likely to talk to me here? She won't be able to cause a scene. I hope.


  I circle around Mr. and Mrs. Friedman arguing about money.


  "You take great care of the garden. We can fire Dinesh. You don't need him to prune your bush…"


  I step away before he finishes his sentence.


  I'm about ten feet from April when I spot the chair beside her begin to shake. It looks like an earthquake is happening only in that spot of the house. No one around seems to notice. It jerks to the side, almost knocking into the back of April's knees. Then it jerks back.


  I know Linzy is next to it, making it move, but she's not showing herself. I mean, it has to be Linzy. Who else is invisible, can move a chair, and hates April?


  The chair lifts a couple of inches off the ground, and I can't help but grin. Linzy would be great at a séance. Too bad I didn't have any friends to freak out.


  The chair wobbles. Linzy is trying to hit her with it. For some reason, Linzy isn't as strong or determined today as she was with Eli. That doesn't mean she can't hurt April though.


  As the chair swings at April, I race forward.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  


  I knock into a woman's elbow, splashing clear liquid onto her dress. Gosh, I hope that's water. She mutters something like "damn kids," but I don't stick around long enough to hear it or apologize. I fling myself onto the chair. It hits the floor with a slight crash, and I pray I didn't just splinter the thing into bits.


  April jumps and turns around.


  I chuckle. "Sorry. My feet are killing me."


  "Traitor," Linzy shouts in my ear then appears.


  I flinch.


  April frowns and walks off.


  Linzy stomps. "I almost had her."


  Several adults stare at me oddly. I get up and go into the hall. Trying to look nonchalant, I climb the stairs, smiling at the strangers I pass. On the second floor, all of the doors are shut, including the bathroom. If anyone comes up before I sneak into Linzy's room, I'll just pretend I'm waiting to use the toilet.


  Even though our houses are laid out exactly the same, and assuming the parents have the master bedroom, I don't know if Linzy has the front one like me or the back. The front one is bigger, so I take a guess and step to it.


  Everything is white and lavender. I spot ballet slippers hanging on the wall. Wrong room. It's Shayla's. I shut the door and hurry across the hall. The toilet flushes and the water goes on. I open Linzy's door, push through, and am shutting it as Dad emerges from the bathroom. Crap.


  My heart races and sweat lines the back of my neck. When his head is no longer in sight on the stairs, I click the door, lean against it, and take a deep, long breath.


  Linzy appears before my face. "What are you up to?"


  I yelp and want to smack her for scaring me. "You hang in my room, so I can hang in yours."


  She rolls her eyes and throws herself onto her four-poster bed. The room isn't big enough for the monstrosity, but she's managed to fit it, a couple of night stands, a vanity with stool, a dresser, and two full-length mirrors (across from one another so she can see both sides of herself at once) in the space.


  Her walls are covered in collages. The huge one above her bed holds pictures of old-time actresses—Audrey Hepburn, Elizabeth Taylor, Marilyn Monroe, and others I don't recognize. The collage on her closet is of her with cast members, and all the others are photos from magazines. Above each set there's a strip of paper like a heading. One says: future house with pics straight from Architectural Digest. Another is all about fashion, with the cutest pink bag. It has a crystal…


  Anyway, I don't know how she gets any sleep in here. It's so congested and chaotic that it would give me nightmares.


  "So what are you looking for?" she asks, arms folded behind her head.


  "Not sure." I visually inspect every surface and then the walls again.


  "Has Sherlock spotted something amiss?" she asks with a gravelly whisper.


  "You don't have any pictures of your family. And no friends. Not one. Why?"


  She makes a sound in the back of her throat. "Why should I?"


  Well that's kinda a duh question. "Because they're family."


  She yawns, although I'm pretty sure ghosts don't have any bodily functions, which means she's mocking my answer. "So. It's just a label. What have they done for me?"


  Is she serious? "Um, how about feed you, buy you clothes, put a roof over your head?"


  "First off, I clothe myself. And my money helps to feed and house me. Next?"


  Why is she so selfish? "Okay, but they allowed you to have a career. Whether they did it for the money or the fame, none of that matters, because in the beginning they didn't know how far this would go. You wanted to act, and they let you. They didn't have to disrupt their lives with trips to wherever…"


  "New York." Her tone is gentle.


  "I get that things changed, and you see your mom, your manager, as greedy, but if they didn't love you, not the money, but you, they wouldn't be downstairs crying right now."


  She doesn't respond, just stares at the ceiling.


  I take the silence as a cue to start digging. I head to her nightstands and rummage through the drawers. Unfortunately, she doesn't believe in paper unless it's the glossy kind from a magazine. There are no notes to herself, no hate lists, no… Then it hits me. Linzy's the kind of girl who uses social media for communication. Why didn't I think of this before?


  Her laptop is sitting on her dresser. I grab it and sit beside her on the bed. I flip open the top and press the power button.


  "What do you think you'll find in there?"


  "Something explaining why you think April, Eli, and Margo want you dead. Who is Margo, by the way?"


  "My co-star. Felicity."


  The one who thinks Zach is a better baby Daddy. Or was that Kinley? I'm getting confused. I open Linzy's browser and find her email. "What's the password?"


  She leans forward, as if to type it in herself, and her fingers go through the keyboard.


  I raise a brow. "Yeah, you're gonna have to tell me."


  She crosses her arms across her chest and sulks. "It's not important."


  "Of course it is. Don't you want to know who killed you? Wait scratch that. You do know. So don't you want me to know who killed you?"


  Suddenly the door swings open, and Shayla stands there. Her eyes widen then narrow, and she looks more pissed than that day at the river.


  Oh crap.


  "First of all, who are you talking to?"


  I giggle. "Myself?"


  She steps forward, snatches the computer from my lap and glances at the screen. "And second, who the hell do you think you are sneaking into my dead sister's room and going through her things?"


  That one I have no answer for.


  Linzy chuckles. "She is pissed. You better watch out. Making Shayla an enemy means you're doomed."


  Great. Exactly what I need.


  Shayla closes the laptop, returns it to the dresser, then stomps back to the bed.


  I am so stunned that I'm caught that I'm still lounging on the bed like it's my own. As she makes her way back, I jump up.


  She grabs my upper arm and pulls me from the room, neglecting to shut the door. As we trip down the stairs, I curse myself. I should've listened more closely for footsteps in the hall. I should've not argued with Linzy so loud. I should've minded my own business that first night and not followed her. Maybe that's why she's haunting me now.


  Shayla pulls me through the living room and into the kitchen. Everyone becomes a blur of concerned and confused faces. Then I stop moving, and I'm in front of Dad and Chief Williams.


  I swallow hard.


  Dad frowns. "Is there a problem?"


  "Yes. I found her in my sister's bedroom, rifling through her things."


  Someone behind us gasps. The chief lifts an eyebrow. Dad's complexion turns the color of an apple. Red Delicious or Fuji, not Granny Smith.


  I bow my head and mutter, "Sorry."


  Dad looks over my shoulder and says, "I'm terribly sorry for my daughter's actions. It won't happen again." To the chief, he says, "Excuse us."


  Then he presses a hand to my back and guides me out of the kitchen, out the front door, and across the street.


  I know I just stepped in a giant pile of crap, but I'm more upset that I didn't find out anything new. Some detective I am.


  Once we're behind closed doors, Dad turns, opens his mouth, and then shuts it. He runs a hand through his hair and turns away. He steps into his office, his sanctuary, and when I follow (because I know there's no sense in running upstairs and hiding), he faces me and lets it blow.


  "What the hell were you thinking?"


  Obviously not that I'd get caught.


  "Well?"


  Here's the thing: Dad isn't really a yeller. Once in a while he'll raise his voice, but he's usually just stern when he feels like it and leaves the dramatic scream-fests to other families. So the fact that he's still the color of my favorite red hoodie upstairs, and his tone has reached an octave I didn't know he was capable of, makes me twitch and want to hide.


  "Piper, I'm speaking to you, and when…"


  "I wanted to find out who she was and what she was up to," I blurt out.


  He clamps his lips shut and remains silent for half a minute. "You wanted to find clues as to why she died."


  Dang, he's good. Or am I just predictable? I nod.


  "That's dangerous. You can't do this. You're too young to investigate a murder."


  Adrenaline pumps throughout my body until my hands curl into fists, and I'm practically bouncing on the balls of my feet. "Why? It's not like I was nosing around in a seedy, high-crime neighborhood. I wasn't tailing the cops and sneaking onto a crime scene. And I wasn't undercover, posing as a junkie."


  He shakes his head. "Where do you come up with these scenarios?"


  "TV. Where else?"


  He holds out his hand. "Then it will be no television with no computer for a week. Hand over your phone."


  Ohmigod, no way. "You're grounding me for trying to help?" Okay, so it's a flimsy argument, but he can't have my phone. It's my lifeline. Even if my life hasn't been very lively lately.


  "That wasn't helping. That was prying. Those poor people are grieving because their daughter died and had to endure a total stranger snooping through her things. How do you think you made them feel?"


  "Bad. Yes, I feel like crap, but it was for a really good reason. Knowing their daughter's killer was captured would be a relief."


  "No, they'd still feel horrible because their child would still be dead." He narrows his glaze. "Can you even imagine what it would be like to lose someone you love?"


  I scoff. How can he look at me like I'm a monster? "Um…Mom."


  His expression softens, but he extends his arm. "Phone."


  I pat the top of my long pockets, knowing darn well it's in there, and do my best acting. "I left it in Linzy's room."


  He drops his arm and walks to his desk. "Fine. We'll get it back another day. I don't want to bother them anymore. Go to your room."


  And just like that, he dismisses me. But as I turn and step into the hall, he says, "I'm disappointed in you, Piper. I raised you better than this."


  Yeah, me too.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  


  The next day I sit at my bedroom window and watch the block go on with their lives. Bridget left for work early this morning, only to return around lunch, and then leave again. She wore her red high-heels with a tight, floral dress. Hopefully she won't become my step-mommy, but if she does, I'll look great at school this year. The idea makes me shudder though.


  Jazzy and Gabi are having another tea party in their front yard. This time the giant bear and a naked baby doll join them.


  The gardener's truck has been parked outside the Friedman's all afternoon. And now the front door opens, and he walks out. He's dark complexioned, but I don't think black or Hispanic. He has short-cropped, black, silky hair that glistens under the sunlight. He climbs into his truck and waves to Mrs. Friedman. She waves back, with a devilish smile on her face. She's wearing a long bathrobe. Yuck!


  The Quinn house has been dead quiet. Oops. Bad choice of words. There hasn't been any activity to or from, and both cars are in the driveway. No deliveries, no well-wishers, no press. It's as if the place is abandoned, all life has been eradicated, and all that's left is that shell.


  My phone vibrates in my hand. Kinley and I have been texting. On appearances alone, you'd think everything was cool between us, but it's still weird. She may or may not think I like Eli, and her parents are still sending her to camp. I mentioned how we live in Disturbia, and she's talking about the movie.


  @ least u havent spied a murder


  No, I just see ghosts instead. Although I haven't seen much of her today.


  I text back: too bad Shia LeBouf isnt in my rm 2


  LOL


  And then our conversation goes silent. It's been like that all morning. I'm not too upset because my battery is dying, and my charger is downstairs. I'm not allowed to leave my room, except for potty breaks. Dad delivered breakfast and lunch to my door already. Gosh, he's so unfair.


  I get that what I did sucks, at least from everyone else's point-of-view. I appear to be a horrible person who's more interested in my own agenda. And maybe part of that is true. I don't have to investigate Linzy's death. I'm not certain whether her stubbornness to move on has to do with finding peace, settling old scores, avenging her death, or just plain meanness. For all I know, she can leave at any moment and lingers just to drive me crazy.


  What I'd love to know is why me though? Why isn't she haunting her sister or mother? We never even met. And why is this suddenly happening now?


  I stand and stretch. I've seen enough of everyone else's life today. I walk to my bookshelf and glance over all the books I've already read. The only good thing about this punishment is that I finished unpacking. None of the books jump out at me. I need to add to my collection, but that would mean leaving the house or possessing a credit card to online shop.


  I flop onto my bed and stare at the sunlight on my ceiling. Before long, my eyelids start to shut, and I daydream about Troy's soft lips on mine. After he makes the first move, of course.


  


  * * *


  


  A soft knock stirs me. I open my eyes. The square of sunlight has moved to over my dresser. The knock sounds again. I sit up and rub my eyes.


  "Come in."


  How long did I sleep for?


  The door opens, and I expect to see Dad with a tray of my dinner, but it's just him. Since when does he wait for me to invite him in? Something delicious smelling wafts up from the kitchen. Like tomato sauce and bread. Another pizza?


  "Let's eat together at the table," he says then heads back downstairs, leaving my door open.


  Freedom. Okay, so not really, but at least I'll be able to snag my charger on the way back up.


  Dad sets two plates on the table, as I walk into the kitchen and sit down. There are several Styrofoam containers lining the counter.


  My mouth salivates at the two-inch high piece of lasagna on my plate. It smells like cheesy heaven. "What's this?"


  Dad places a large salad and a loaf of garlic bread in the center of the table and pours two glasses of milk. There's something about milk and sauce that goes so well together.


  "The restaurant that makes the pizza also does dinners, sandwiches, and salads. They have a huge menu. I hope you like it."


  His plate holds sausage, onions, and peppers over spaghetti. He must see me eyeing it because he asks, "Want a bite?"


  I smile, and before I can respond, he says, "Or we can go halfsies."


  My smile broadens. We move over the salad and bread and push our plates to the center of the table. As he cuts my lasagna in half with his fork and lifts it, I slide half of his dinner beside my lasagna chunk.


  Everything back in place, I take my first combo bite. I close my eyes and savor the blend of cheese, noodles, sauce, sausage, and veggies. When I open my eyes, there's a grin on Dad's face. He's either enjoying watching me or found his own cheese Nirvana.


  Linzy appears and takes a deep, long, exaggerated breath. "I wish I could taste things," she says.


  That has to truly stink. What good is hanging around if you can't eat and touch things and be seen…by more than just me?


  She sits at the back side of the table and stares at the food.


  "I went to the bakery and got a few Cannolis for after," says Dad.


  I widen my eyes. That's my favorite dessert of all time. Suddenly I'm smacked with doom, and the cheese starts to curdle in my stomach. I set down my fork. "Are you dying?"


  He frowns and chuckles. "No, why?"


  "Am I dying?"


  He quirks a brow. "Is it that odd that I want to do something nice for my daughter?"


  "After yesterday and while I'm grounded? Yes."


  He nods then wipes his mouth with his napkin. "The punishment may be a bit excessive."


  Seriously? Dad's never admitted to that before.


  "I still think that what you did was selfish and cruel, but I understand that you were focused on finding the truth, which in turn should be helpful."


  He gets it. I can't help the smile pushing up my cheeks.


  "That doesn't mean you're off punishment, just that I forgive you. Now mangi. Eat."


  "Thanks, Dad."


  "He's cool." Linzy tries to grab a piece of bread. Luckily she doesn't succeed. Dad will freak if he sees a slice floating across the table.


  I scowl just enough for her to see and him not to get suspicious.


  We devour half the food, and I'm too full for dessert, but he says I can come down later to get it. I can't leave the house, but I can move around within it. I volunteer to clean up (as if I have a choice) and he heads back to work.


  After I put away the leftovers, load the dishwasher, and wipe down the table and counters, I grab my charger, which was beside the toaster, and head to the stairs. A knock on the door causes me to jump. I open it and flinch again.


  It's Shayla. She's definitely the last person I expect to see.


  I take a tentative step back, afraid she'll slug me.


  "Can we talk?" she asks. Her tone is soft and almost pleasant. What is she up to?


  "Um, I-I can't. I'm…"


  "Please." She takes a step back and glances to her right.


  Troy peeks around the doorframe. "Hey," he whispers.


  Holy Cannoli.


  "Piper?" Dad calls out.


  My heart leaps into my throat. I wave Troy back and slide open Dad's door. "Dad, Shayla dropped off my phone. Can she come up to my room so I can apologize?"


  He's seated but about to get up. There's no way I can sneak Troy in if Dad's in the foyer.


  I wave Shayla over before he's out of his chair.


  "Hi, Mr. Grimaldi."


  "Hi, dear. How are your parents?"


  She shrugs. "Coping."


  He glances down to his desk. "Yes, it's a very hard time."


  "So, Dad, please?"


  He thinks for a second then nods. "Not long."


  "Thanks, Dad." I shut his door and motion for Troy to enter.


  I close the front door and whisper, "You two go up at the same time. He'll totally hear if there are three sets of footsteps."


  I stand back and watch Troy and Shayla climb the stairs together, each step in sync, like a couple. It stabs my heart. Yes, I barely know him and can't stake a claim. And he broke up with her, but what if he feels so bad for what she's going through that he gets back together with her?


  When they reach the top, I join them and lead them into my room. I shut the door, then slide my desk over a few inches so if Dad comes up without my hearing, the door will knock into the wood.


  Then I position the desk chair at the foot of my bed, for Troy, and Shayla and I to take opposite sides of my bed, around Linzy. I turn on my clock radio, on low, just to muffle our voices.


  When I'm all done, Troy nods his approval. "You've snuck many boys into your room in the past?"


  Linzy bursts out laughing.


  My cheeks immediately ignite. "No. Never. I just have a cautious mind."


  "That must come in handy when sleuthing." Troy smiles, but for some reason that dimple doesn't make me feel better.


  I'm on edge, waiting for the punch line of a really bad joke. "I don't know. I've never done it before."


  "Before Linzy?" Shayla asks. "Troy told me this is what you've been up to."


  So now they're in cahoots again? "I thought you two barely spoke anymore."


  He leans forward and rests his elbows on his thighs. "With what happened after the funeral, I thought she should know the truth. That you're not some stalker fan wanting to steal a Linzy Quinn artifact and sell it on E-bay."


  "Great idea," Linzy says.


  I stare at Shayla. "That's what you thought I was doing?"


  She shrugs.


  "I'm not that kind of person."


  She narrows her eyes. "How am I supposed to know that? You haven't even lived here but what…a week?"


  "Ten days," Troy and I say in unison.


  I giggle.


  Shayla rolls her eyes.


  Linzy gives another round of gut-splitting laughter. "Oh yeah, Shayla hates you. Better sleep with one eye open now. You're just lucky she doesn't live with you."


  What kind of sisters were they?


  I always wished I had one—an instant BFF. But now I'm not so sure.


  "So, did you find anything?" Shayla asks.


  I shake my head. "I didn't have enough time. Thing is, I don't know enough about your sister, and she won't tell…"


  I cut myself short, realize what I'm saying, and scramble to divert suspicion.


  "Nice," Linzy says with a whistle. "I bet they won't notice that slip-up."


  This girl has sarcasm down to an art.


  "What?" Troy asks.


  "I-I mean she can't tell me anything about herself since she's not here anymore."


  Linzy chuckles. "That's so stupid."


  They both look confused.


  "Shayla can fill you in," Troy says.


  "No I can't. I didn't know her well."


  "You're sisters."


  "Were."


  Ouch.


  Even Troy seems taken aback.


  Shayla doesn't notice though. She crosses her arms over her chest. "We may as well have been strangers."


  Little does she realize they are just alike. Both stubborn and self-centered.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  


  It should be a lazy morning. After Troy and Shayla left, Dad said he was proud of me for apologizing. It showed I cared and wasn't a jerk. My words, not his. Of course, it made me feel worse, but I really was sorry for looking like a crazed fan. And all of this means I am no longer on house arrest, although he still doesn't want me leaving home due to the whole murderer-on-the-loose thing.


  But when I open my eyes, there's nothing lazy about the sound of a high-powered jet engine. What on earth is that? I get up, walk to the living room, which is where the offensive sound is loudest, and peer out the window. It's Eli, pushing a lawn mower.


  What's he doing here, and what bleepin' time is it?


  I pee, brush my teeth, and throw on some clean clothes, before rushing downstairs. Dad's office door is open. Whoa. And when I peek inside, it's empty. I lift a foot and hesitate in the doorway. This would be an opportune moment to do a quick search—see what he's up to in the case…um, book. But that darn lawn mower pulls my attention away.


  I hurry into the kitchen, ready to march out the back door and demand to know why Eli is here, when I nearly collide into Dad. He's carrying a cup of coffee and his tablet.


  "Slow down, Piper. Are you starving? Did you go to bed hungry?"


  "No, I'm fine. What's Eli doing here?" I watch the Fedora bob past the window.


  "You know him too?" He sounds surprised. "I saw his flyer up at the grocery store, looking for yard work. And since my daughter won't learn how to turn on a mower…"


  I roll my eyes and go outside, closing the door on Dad's so-called comedy. The sun blares down on my head, making me sweat instantly. Gosh, I can't wait for fall. Oh wait, then school will begin. I can't win.


  Eli spots me and waves, a stupid, cheesy grin on his face.


  Of all the flyers in all the supermarkets, it had to be his?


  The back door opens. "I'm getting back to work. Don't forget to offer our guest something to drink."


  "He's not a guest," I shout. "He's the help."


  "Did he do something to you?" Dad's tone becomes serious.


  "No, why?"


  "'Cause you sound angry."


  Dad's right. Eli may be a jerk, but I want whatever other information he stores under that ridiculous hat. He lives in this town and knew Linzy. He has to know more. I push past Dad, back inside, and head to the freezer.


  "I just don't like being woken," I say.


  "My grumpy daughter." Dad smiles and walks out of the kitchen.


  I grab a can of concentrated lemonade and take out a pitcher. The quicker I get Eli to open up, the sooner I can ignore him. And everyone always says the quickest way to a guy's heart is through his stomach. Not that I want anything to do with his heart. That belongs to Kinley.


  I pour two glasses of barely cold lemonade, despite being frozen a second ago, and take them outside.


  The second Eli sees what I'm holding, he turns off the lawn mower and walks over.


  I was so confused and annoyed that he woke me that I didn't realize he was shirtless. Now that his pecs are approaching, my stomach is jittery, and I want to forget this whole thing and go back to my room. Nakedness isn't something I'm comfortable or all too familiar with. Growing up without a sister, a mom or even a best friend meant learning about the physical anatomy from sixth grade health class. Dad never walks around in his boxers, and the only reason I know he doesn't wear briefs is because I sometimes do laundry.


  So seeing the sweat glisten across Eli's tanned, slightly defined chest, I can't help but look away, and back, and then away again.


  "Is that for me?" he asks while reaching out for the glass.


  I hand it to him a bit too abruptly and some of the liquid splashes onto his hand and the ground. "Yeah, sorry."


  He doesn't seem to care. He brings the glass to his lips and downs it all in one long sip. Wow, impressive.


  I hold out my glass, careful to keep it steady. "You must be thirsty. Want mine?"


  He nods, switches cups with me, and only drinks half this time. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. "Thanks. It's hot out here."


  "Do you work for a lot of families?" I ask and sit in one of the folding chairs. The metal is hot, so I have to sit on the edge.


  "A few. I'm saving up for a car though, so I need as many as possible." He doesn't sit down, but he glances at the chair several times. Also at the door.


  He's nervous about being in the same position as last time. "I'm surprised you're here."


  He rubs the back of his head. "Yeah, well I wasn't going to take the gig when your dad called but…" He takes another gulp of lemonade.


  "You need the money?"


  "Yeah." The word is muffled by the glass.


  Then right on cue, Linzy appears. Has she been hiding and listening all along?


  She circles him several times.


  That he can't see her makes it kinda creepy. Imagine he gets a glimmer, just for a moment, and suddenly sees this dead girl in his face. That would make anyone freak out. I can see every move she makes, and I'm a bit freaked.


  I look away.


  He sets his glass down. "I gotta finish."


  When he starts toward the mower, I whisper to Linzy, "What are you doing?"


  She doesn't answer me though. She suddenly runs toward Eli.


  There's no time to stop her. Not that I can. And it all happens so fast.


  She passes through him, which makes him stop and shudder. She throws herself on top of the mower and disappears. The mower gives a little shake, like it's cold, and fear fills my empty belly.


  This cannot be good.


  The mower mysteriously roars to life, or not so mysterious when you see dead people.


  Eli flinches and freezes, probably not sure what to do.


  I, however, know exactly what's coming next, so I run forward.


  The possessed machine jerks forward like a hiccup and heads straight for him.


  I reach Eli first and shove him out of the way. My ankle twists and instead of moving with him, I go down on my knees. The ground is hard. Pain shoots down my right shin, and I look up in time to see the mower stop short. Right in front of my face.


  Linzy's face appears. She wiggles out of the machine and stands beside it with her hands on her hips. She looks pissed. "Why the hell are you interfering?"


  "Because I don't want a dead body on my lawn, thank you very much. And you won't even admit if he's the one who killed you. I'm starting to think you don't even know."


  "Who are you yelling at?" Eli whispers.


  Crap.


  I giggle. "Oops. I usually only talk to inanimate objects in private. My bad."


  He rises to his feet. "But you said you won't admit he's the one who killed you. Are you talking about me?"


  I brush the dirt off my legs and attempt to stand up, but the pain is too sharp. I wince. "No, that's just silly. Why would you kill my lawn mower?"


  Gosh, I must sound like an idiot.


  He steps to me and grabs my forearms. With a tug, he brings me to my feet.


  "Thanks," I say.


  "Can you stand on it?" He's staring at my leg, but hasn't let go of my arms yet.


  I lean on my right leg. My knee still hurts, but not as bad as before. "I'll just be the girl with the limp."


  He doesn't say anything but let's me go. "She's here, isn't she?"


  Panic starts to buzz in the back of my neck. I try to pull free, but he must not want to let go because his grip just slides down to my hands.


  Linzy hovers by his left shoulder, staring at his profile.


  I let out some weird hybrid laugh—part chuckle, part groan. "I don't know what you're talking about."


  He leans closer. "You see Linzy's spirit. That's who you were talking to."


  How does he know this? I mean, why is that his first thought? The panic spreads out. It swirls in my chest, bigger and bigger until I have to open my mouth to breathe.


  "It's okay," he whispers. "My abuela can see them too. It's nothing to be afraid of."


  How condescending. "I'm not." Shoot, I just admitted it, didn't I? "I mean…I…"


  He squeezes my fingers. "You don't have to explain it. And I'll keep your secret. I know how sensitive the issue is."


  The panic begins to ease up. I let out a shaky breath. "Thanks."


  I want to keep denying, but the idea that someone knows and isn't calling for a straitjacket makes me want to blow up balloons, hang streamers, and buy a big cake. Of course, the idea that my secret-keeper is Eli makes me want to pop those balloons with an icepick, but I guess he's better than no one. And he's definitely better than Dad or Kinley not believing me.


  "This explains the blanket and the mower," he says.


  "She says you hated her enough to kill her." Well, that's my version of what she said. I watch his face intently in case he gives away his guilt.


  He remains expressionless though and lets go of my hands. "Why? I rejected her."


  Linzy glares at him.


  "Um, I wouldn't say anything too negative."


  I must have glanced to Linzy, because he jerks his head and stares at her as if he can see her. "Dude, I didn't kill you. You know that. I had no reason to."


  Linzy snorts then disappears.


  Eli looks to me. "She's gone, right?"


  "Yeah, how'd you know?"


  "It's like with my abuela. There's this charge in the air. Then it went away. She says I'm sensitive to the spirits, but I can't communicate with them."


  "You make it sound like there's a whole world of people with different abilities to deal with them."


  "There is. You should talk to my abuela. She knows much more than me. Now, I need to get back to dealing with my possessed mower." He winks.


  I smile, grateful he's playing along, but not sure if I'm ready to trust him or his abuela. "Yeah, I should go ice my knee."


  As I wobble back to the house, movement catches my eye across the yard.


  Kinley's standing in her kitchen window, watching us. And she looks mad.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  


  I spend the afternoon with an ice pack, a scowling ghost, and my stomach in knots over Kinley. About twenty minutes after I came inside, I got up the nerve to text her with a simple good morning. Maybe it was stupid of me not to mention Eli, but I could tell she was pissed, and I didn't want to make it worse. I don't want to have to lie to her, but I'm not ready to admit the whole ghost thing.


  She didn't text me back.


  I thought friendship, or at least a true one, was easier than this. Is this some sign that she and I shouldn't be friends? But it's just too perfect. She's my age, lives next door, is kinda nerdy, and loves true crime fiction. I mean, how more similar could we be? Isn't that enough to build off of?


  Dad's footsteps climb the stairs.


  I skipped lunch, so he's been in and out of my room every thirty minutes to make sure I'm okay and haven't come down with the Eboli virus or something.


  He knocks on my door then enters without waiting for me to invite him in. We really need to work on that. "Shayla's here."


  I bolt upright. Seriously? I fling my legs off my bed and tentatively stand. The pain in my knee is gone, but I'm afraid to move too fast and reinjure it. "Are you gonna let her up?"


  Please don't tell me I'm still grounded.


  "She asked if you could go to her house. I said it's fine as long as you behave."


  Ohmigod. I'm not sure if I'm more excited because I get to leave my prison, or because Shayla actually wants to help. I limp over and wrap my arms around Dad. "Totally, Dad. Thank you."


  I meet Shayla in the foyer. She's in the hall but peeking into Dad's office. Dad went to the bathroom, so I stand beside her and stare too.


  "So he writes about dead people?" she asks.


  "Yep. How they died, their lives, what led up to their deaths."


  "Will he write about Linzy?"


  I stare at her profile. "I don't know."


  I want to slap myself. With all the craziness, I never thought about how another murder just fell into his lap. If he writes two books, will that keep us in town longer?


  Shayla and I head out.


  The block is quiet. Everyone is either gone or inside. When we reach her front yard, she says, "My parents aren't home. I didn't want to explain to them why I was asking you over after the other day."


  I nod and feel a bit sick. I really hate that her folks will see me on our street and instantly be reminded of how I almost ruined their daughter's funeral. I suck.


  Her house is cool and dark. All of the shades are drawn. It's as if her folks don't want to see the outside.


  "Where are they?" I ask.


  We climb her stairs.


  "At the cemetery. Mom can't stay away."


  It's that moment Linzy appears. I can't tell if she heard what her sister said, but she has a pensive look on her face.


  We go into Linzy's room. In here, the shades are up. Sunlight spills into the corners, lighting the room and making it almost sparkle.


  Shayla grabs the laptop and sits on Linzy's bed. "We can't get caught, so we have to be quick."


  I nod. "Then while you look through her emails and stuff, do you mind if I look elsewhere?"


  She glances around, looking at each piece of furniture, possibly wondering where Linzy hid her secrets. "Okay, but don't mess anything up."


  "I've been snooping in my dad's office for years. I know how to be discrete."


  My first destination is the dresser. I rummage through the stacks of shirts, shorts, skirts, undies… Gosh, this girl had a ton of clothes. And nice ones. So nice, I want to cry when I think of my pitiful wardrobe.


  I turn up nothing interesting and head to the vanity. Makeup, hair products, the usual. "Find anything?" I ask Shayla.


  "I'm still trying to figure out her password."


  Linzy's lying beside her sister.


  "Yeah, it would be great if we knew that password." I give Linzy a poignant look.


  She rolls her eyes and says, "Fine. Superstar-oh-one."


  I find a pair of binoculars, a camera, and a cell phone in the bottom right drawer. I repeat the password to Shayla.


  She types it in and looks at me in surprise. "How'd you know?"


  I shrug. "A guess. I mean, look at this room. She must've thought highly of herself."


  Shayla scoffs and clicks away at the keyboard. "I probably won't find anything good. The police just returned this the morning of the funeral. They said they didn't find anything that links to how she died."


  My Spidey sense tingles. "Aren't they supposed to keep it until the case is solved?" That's what they do on CSI.


  "Probably. My parents have been making a lot of calls, and my grandpa used to work for the state attorney."


  So that's how they've been getting things done at warp speed.


  "I don't see why they're so desperate. It's not going to bring back their precious daughter."


  Ouch. These sisters really hate one another.


  I shut the drawer and head to the closet. I flip the switch for the overhead light, but as soon as the bulb flickers on, it pops and burns out. Well, I'll just have to snoop in the dark. I've done that before. Besides, there's enough light trickling in from the bedroom to make out most of her clothes.


  I make my way through her countless dresses, including the gorgeous red gown she wore to the Daytime Emmy Awards, and begin to wonder if Linzy had any secrets. I get to her handbag collection and squeal.


  "What'd you find?" Shayla asks.


  I peek out of the closet and hold up a gold and charcoal gray, Hello Kitty tote bag. "It's adorable."


  Shayla rolls her eyes. Now I see the resemblance between the sisters.


  Suddenly Linzy's behind me. "Put it back. You can't have that."


  I do as I'm told. "I wasn't going to keep it. Just admiring it. Geez. Paranoid much? Besides, it's not like you can use it anymore."


  I may be a snoop and a liar when necessary, but I am not a thief, and her implication makes me want to kick her.


  Linzy holds up her hands as if surrendering. "Okay, okay, sorry. God."


  "You know, you could help more," I whisper. "Tell me who killed you."


  I hold my breath and wait for her response. I'll admit, part of me hopes she doesn't tell me. The chase is kinda fun. Once I know the truth, I'll have to tell the chief, and then it'll be over.


  "Mind your own business."


  But her obstruction of justice is also annoying as all heck. "You're always in my room. You are my business."


  I put the bag back and continue my search.


  "She wrote to Eli a lot," Shayla says.


  I drop the pair of black strappy sandals and lean against the doorframe. "Love letters?"


  "I guess. She keeps asking him to email her back. She needs to talk to him. She's angry and wants to know who he was kissing."


  "Eli told me he wasn't into her. It was all one-sided."


  Shayla nods. "Looks like it from these emails."


  "What about April? She and Linzy had a falling out, but neither…um, but April won't talk to me."


  "I'm not exactly sure. I overheard Linzy yelling on the phone, a few days before she…you know. When she hung up, she said it was April but didn't want to talk about it."


  So Shayla has no idea. Darn.


  She clicks on the keys, and I turn back to the closet.


  On the top shelf, beside more purses and a couple of stuffed giraffes, is a shoe box. That's promising. I take it down. It contains articles about Linzy. Reviews, comments from message boards all printed out, but a few are from TV Guide and other magazines. They're all negative. Why would she save the ugly ones?


  She's sitting under the dresses, between the black strappy sandals and a pair of light blue wedges.


  "Why?" I ask, holding up a few of the print-outs.


  She shrugs. "It's the only way to get better. You read how you suck, and you don't do that anymore."


  I don't believe her. If that's true then why not just read them and move on? Why print them out and save them in a box in your closet? It's as if she held onto them to torture herself. Maybe she's not as confident as she appears.


  I put the box back in its place and run my hand along the rest of the shelf. Being five-two makes it beyond difficult, so I step out and grab the vanity stool.


  Shayla watches me. "Who are you talking to in there?"


  I'm so startled by the question I nearly drop the stool. "The seven dwarfs. Doc says hi. Who do you think? Myself."


  I hurry back into my sanctuary and take a deep breath. I need to start being more careful. Up on the stool, I notice something wedged into the far corner.


  "You should get down from there," Linzy says. "You don't want to fall and hurt yourself. My parents will kill you."


  I don't want to reply, in case Shayla hears, but Linzy won't deter me. "You know I'll find something."


  When she doesn't respond, I know it'll be juicy.


  "Seriously," Linzy shrieks. "Get down."


  I stare at her and hesitate. The thought of her pushing the stool out from under me crosses my mind, but I'm so excited about revealing this mystery that I'm practically drooling.


  A bang echoes from the bedroom. I look over my shoulder and see Shayla frowning.


  The laptop is shut. She must've slammed down the lid. "This is useless. It only confirms my sister's a bitch, with no life, no friends."


  "Ouch," I call out. "That's rude."


  Shayla jumps off the bed and stands in the doorway. "You don't know the crap I had to deal with. Her constant snooping through my things. She always talked about my shortcomings in front of my friends and Troy. She lived to embarrass me."


  Shortcomings? Now that's a conversation I'd love to have with Linzy.


  "You know, some of my friends have sisters. They have fun together, laugh, share secrets, hang out. Why did I have one who hated me?"


  "Oh please, Shay. You're such a drama queen. She should've went into acting rather than dancing," Linzy shouts. "She has it easy. Mom and Dad love her."


  "It sounds like you two didn't know what the other was feeling." Wait, when did I become the mediator?


  Shayla crosses her arm over her chest. "What do you mean?"


  I jump off the stool and sit on it. This may take a while. "Well, Linzy probably thinks you had it easy. That your parents favor you."


  "That's right. You tell her," Linzy says.


  Shayla scoffs. "Oh please. You'd have to be blind to think that."


  "She got the bigger bedroom," Linzy says.


  I repeat this.


  Shayla rolls her eyes. "I'm the oldest. I was in that room before she was even considered."


  Oh, yeah, I hadn't thought of that. I raise a brow in Linzy's direction, hoping Shayla won't notice.


  "Well what about the time Mom went to her dance practice rather than take me to an audition?"


  I clear my throat. "Were there ever times your Mom went with you to dance rather than to an audition or something?"


  Shayla thinks. "Yeah, once a couple of years ago. Linzy missed an audition, but that wasn't because Mom preferred to be with me. Linzy had the flu."


  "I could've made it and still dazzled them," Linzy yells.


  "The truth is, Linzy never appreciated all she had. She assumed Mom and Dad would support her career, and they did. Do you know how many times I looked out at the audience during a recital and saw only Dad because Mom was in New York with my sister?"


  "That sucks. But at least he was there, no?"


  She shrugs. "That's not the point."


  "Oh, please. The only reason Mom was with me was because she had to be. I'm a minor and needed adult supervision. She could've hired someone, but that would take money out of her pocket."


  I glare at Linzy. I don't know Mrs. Quinn, but I can't believe a mother can be so cruel. Then again, my own abandoned me. Maybe she was cruel, and I just don't remember.


  "The worse part," Shayla says, "is that of all the people in the world I would've wanted to see in the audience, it was Linzy. I would've loved to have that bond with her." Her voice cracks.


  She turns away and goes to a section of the bedroom I can't see.


  "She doesn't hate you," I whisper.


  When Linzy follows her sister into the bedroom, I get back up on the stool.


  I reach for the object in the corner. My fingers graze it. I lean to the side on my tip-toes and pray the stool doesn't slip out beneath my feet. I grab the corner of the bag and yank it forward. Back on the ground, I set the heavy bag on the stool and pull open the drawstring. I reach in and pull out a twenty dollar bill.


  Cool. I love when I take out last year's jacket or an old pair of pants and find money I forgot I had.


  Peering into the bag, it seems to be filled with paper or…more money? I carry the bag into the bedroom. "Look what I found."


  Shayla's dabbing the corners of her eyes with a tissue at the vanity. She comes over.


  I turn the bag upside down and wads of cash fall out.


  We stare at one another in amazement.


  "That looks like hundreds, thousands," Shayla says.


  Linzy's by her door. She disappears, obviously not wanting to answer any questions.


  "Maybe this is what she's earned from the soap," I say, but don't people put their money in a bank?


  Shayla shakes her head. "No. Since Linzy's underage, that money goes into a special account. Mom and Dad are only allowed to spend a small amount for her personal needs, like new head shots and stuff. Linzy always complained that she should have her own money."


  Then where the heck did this come from?


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  


  The money totals eight-thousand, seven hundred and forty dollars, in twenties and fifties. We put it back and run over to my house, with Linzy's laptop, as Mr. and Mrs. Quinn pull into their driveway. I shut the door and ask Shayla, "Are they going to wonder where you are?"


  "No. I just hope they didn't see me run in here."


  Wow, they must really hate me.


  "Dad, I'm back. Shayla and I are going up to my room, okay?" I shout through his door.


  Suddenly it slides open and he says, "Okay. I need to run out. I shouldn't be long." He smiles, kisses my forehead, and leaves through the garage door.


  He's been going out a lot more than usual. He must really like Bridget.


  I give his office a second look but decide to go up. There will be time to snoop later, when I'm alone and after dealing with Linzy. Her death is way more important than some old photographer.


  Shayla and I settle on my bed and open the laptop. The emails were a bust, but Shayla's now searching through all the other files, looking for a clue about the money.


  I excuse myself and walk through the house, looking for Linzy, but she's not visible. Is she still back at her place? I turn to head upstairs, and there are three, loud, urgent knocks at the door. I flinch and hesitate. Is it Shayla's parents?


  I peek through the small side window and see Troy. My pulse rises. What's he doing here? I open the door and smile. "Hi."


  He pushes past me, while glancing over his shoulder. His forehead is shiny and his breathing irregular.


  "What's wrong?" I ask, pulling him in further and pushing the door shut.


  "I got it. Oh crap, I got it." He holds up his hand. He clenches a stack of papers so hard that they're crinkled and bent. He's pumped, his eyes darting back and forth, his voice higher pitched than normal, and he looks like he's just run a marathon.


  His enthusiasm, or maybe it's fear, is contagious, and I can't wait to learn what he's talking about. "What is it?"


  He hands me the papers. "Autopsy on Linzy."


  Oh crap is right. My mouth hangs open, and I look down at the sheets. The light is too dim to read anything. "Come on. Shayla's upstairs."


  We run to my room. Shayla looks up, wide-eyed. "What's up?"


  I return to my spot on the bed and try to focus.


  Troy paces my room. "I was in Mom's office, and she had to take a private call. She took her cell into the hall and shut the door behind her. It was the perfect moment. I couldn't pass it up."


  He stops long enough to give us a poignant look, then continues. "Linzy's file was on top of her desk."


  "Are these the actual reports?" I ask.


  He frowns and shakes his head repeatedly. "No. She has a copier in her office. A small one. Can you believe that? Her call lasted so long I was able to copy the file."


  I lean up against the pillows and flip through the pages. There's the autopsy report, a toxicology report, notes, photos of the crime scene, witness testimonies, and other pages that aren't labeled. "You got everything."


  "That's what I said. I copied the whole file."


  Shayla grabs the stack. "Give me that. She was my sister."


  I try to snatch it back, but she tightens her grip. "One you hated."


  She won't let go, and I'm afraid she'll tear them, so I loosen my grip.


  "I didn't hate her. She was just a pain in my side, like you."


  "At least give me some. You can't read them all at one time, selfish."


  She glares my way but opens her fingers so several end pages fall onto my comforter. The top one is a photo of Linzy's naked, dead body.


  We both gasp.


  The copy is black and white but the contrast of her complexion to her hair shows how pale she was. Her eyes are shut, her lip is cracked, and her choker looks weird, disfigured, and muted. Troy must've messed it up when he copied the picture.


  She was dressed in the river, so this has to be before the medical examiner performed the autopsy. She must've been so cold. That's stupid, Piper. She was dead. She didn't feel the temperature.


  Tears gather in my eyes, squeeze at the corners, blurring my vision. I'm not a big crier, usually, and I've never felt moved by a photo, so why now?


  "Why's everyone so gloomy?" Linzy's voice sounds.


  I look around and watch her appear on my dresser. "Geez, it's like a funeral in here." She giggles.


  My throat tightens, and it's hard to swallow. I cover the photos with my pillow. "I don't want to look at these now."


  Troy's brows shoot up. "What? I thought this would help."


  "It does. It's just a lot and kind of grim." I glance at Linzy. "So I need to look at it in pieces, ya know?"


  Linzy hops off the dresser and walks to her sister's side.


  "Yeah, I hear you," Troy says.


  Shayla tilts her head back and sighs. "I don't need to read this."


  Linzy bends down and stares at the page. Something on it makes her gasp.


  Shayla lifts the pillow and adds her pages to the stack.


  Linzy's eyes widen. She backs away from the bed, through my desk, until she's at the wall.


  Shayla stands. "I didn't understand why Mom had the casket closed. I mean, they use makeup and make them look normal, but I'm glad now that she chose that. I want to remember Linzy in full diva mode. Not dead."


  No one says anything. Even Linzy looks stunned.


  Shayla finally breaks the silence. "I should go. Can I leave that here for a bit?" She points to Linzy's laptop.


  "Sure, but why?"


  "If my folks see me walk into the house with it, they'll wonder why. I don't want to add any more grief. They barely speak to me as is."


  I nod, feeling sucker-punched for the umpteenth time today.


  She heads to my door and looks back to Troy. "You're staying?"


  Troy glances at me, perhaps looking for an answer.


  I don't want him to leave, but Dad may be back soon. "My dad…"


  It's all I have to say. His eyes widen, and he nods. "Yeah."


  I walk them down. On the front porch, I step out and close the door behind me. That way if Dad pulls in while I'm saying good-bye, I can pretend Troy never entered the house.


  Shayla walks to the sidewalk then glances back and gives us a nod. She runs across to her house and goes around to her backyard.


  "You'll let me know what the papers say, right?" Troy asks.


  "You didn't read them?"


  "Some." He looks down and kicks at the air. "This is new to me. I wasn't ready for some of it. Does that make me a coward?"


  I touch his arm. "Not at all. It makes you human."


  He looks into my eyes and smiles. It's gentle and warm and makes me wonder all over again how he feels about me. It never feels like the right time to bring up the non-kiss.


  "To be honest, I've looked at a bunch of Dad's photos, but this one seems different."


  He nods. "'Cause I knew her. I've eaten dinner across the table from her. I've given her rides to the mall. She's watched movies with me and Shayla."


  "Yeah, I didn't know her, but I saw her alive. It's not the same thing, but it feels like I knew her." Or it's that I'm getting to know her.


  A car drives down the street slow. It's Bridget. She waves at us.


  We wave back.


  "Do you know her well?" I ask.


  "No. She and Mom talk some. I think she talks with everyone in town. Why?"


  "I think Dad may be secretly seeing her."


  He watches Bridget pull into her driveway and step out of her car. "Really?"


  Bridget kicks her back tire, then grabs a bag of groceries from her back seat and enters her house.


  "Well, I should go," Troy says.


  "Okay, I'll call you."


  I watch him get into his mother's car, which he parked across the street, in front of the Freidman's, and drive off. I'm about to head back in when I hear someone call my name. I turn to see Gabi in her front yard. She waves me over.


  We meet in the street, by her curb. "I was wondering if you could watch Jazzy tomorrow night? I'm dying to get out of this house."


  "Sure. That'll be fine." It's not like I ever have plans.


  "Great. Come by around seven."


  "Okay, see you then."


  As I head back home, I purposely don't look at Kinley's house. I can't bear to see her in her window, watching me, ignoring my texts. Inside I take my stairs two-at-a-time and step into my room.


  The papers Troy copied are scattered across my bed and the floor. Linzy stands in the middle of it all. She looks scared, nauseous, and confused.


  "What'd you do?" I ask, although the answer is obvious. She found a way to read the sheets without picking each one up. "You shouldn't look at it."


  "Why not?" Her voice is shrill. "This is how I died."


  She clenches her hands, tightens her body, and groans.


  The air charges, feels electric, and a wind circles the room. It ruffles my curtains, lifts and blows the papers about, and rushes through my hair.


  I shudder.


  Linzy disappears.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  


  It isn't until after dinner that I feel like reading Linzy's file, which is completely weird because I usually live for this stuff. My very own case. I never guessed how emotional it would be though. It's like I've been hit by a dump truck which then piled dirt over me. Anything other than just lying here is a major chore. But I know I must push through it, or I'll never learn the truth. And even though Linzy isn't helping, I believe once I figure it all out, she'll move on, which is what's best. Right?


  I'm on my bed and have my pillow back on top of the pile, just in case Dad enters in his usual way. I start with the interviews-slash-interrogations. The first is mine. I skim it, not seeing anything different or weird, just what I said. The next ones are from Linzy's family.


  Mrs. Quinn last saw her daughter when they argued, and she told her to go to her room. According to Mrs. Quinn, they argued all the time in the past couple of years. It was common and expected. Mr. Quinn last saw Linzy when she put her dinner plate in the dishwasher. Linzy had eaten in her room, as she always did, while he and his wife ate at the table. Shayla was at dance practice.


  That must've been where they were going when I saw Shayla the first day Dad and I moved in.


  Shayla last saw Linzy when Mrs. Quinn dropped her off at class. It took the parents eighteen hours to realize their fourteen-year-old was missing.


  I lean my head against the wall and shut my eyes. The air conditioner hums. I rub my arms from the chill and turn the A/C off and the fan on, then get back to the reports.


  Chief Williams also spoke with April who said she and Linzy were best friends. They had no problems, she knew of no problems in Linzy's life, and there was nothing suspicious going on. April's obviously a liar.


  There are statements from her teachers, classmates, producer, and the managers or publicity agents of Linzy's co-stars. Everyone said she was hard to deal with.


  Linzy showed a genuine talent, but she was a Diva—always late and giving attitude, remarked her producer.


  I liked her but she was kind of a bitch, said Margo, her co-star.


  Linzy's teachers said pretty much the same thing.


  I read each page carefully, but I don't learn anything new. How disappointing.


  The toxicology report says there were no drugs in her system. That rules out the Lindsay Lohan rep. The autopsy report is next. Linzy's death was caused by asphyxiation due to strangulation.


  I assumed she'd been smothered by a pillow.


  There were skin and fabric particles under her nails. A light blue nylon. Linzy on her back, struggling, fighting with whoever held her down. That's sick.


  I force myself to finish reading the autopsy. Her stomach contents were ground beef, potato, and corn. Dinner.


  Next, I grab the photo I saw earlier and stare at the choker. I run my fingers over it, as if I can feel the material. Then it hits me. She's naked. This photo isn't of her choker but the bruise beneath.


  I look away and take a deep breath. I've been so preoccupied with who killed her, I never thought of what she must've went through. The fear, the pain.


  Linzy appears, and I'm relieved to see her. It's almost as if the photos and reports aren't true. She didn't die horribly; she's standing right in front of me. But then I stare at her necklace. Has it been hiding her bruises all this time?


  "Take that off," I say, pointing to her neck.


  "Why?"


  "'Cause I want to see your skin."


  She raises her brows. "Are you a lezzy?"


  "Just take it off."


  She shrugs and does as told, which is surprising enough, but when the choker is gone, the purple bruise is there.


  My stomach rumbles. Maybe I show my shock because she turns to my mirror and gasps.


  "What happened?" Her voice is strained.


  "It's how you died."


  She steps backwards and sits on my bed.


  I scoot up, wrinkling some of the pages, and sit beside her. "Do you remember it happening?"


  She gives a nod. It's small and barely visible, but she remembers.


  "Tell me about it," I whisper. I don't want to scare her off. I'm also not sure I want the gory details. But I need answers. It's like this gnaw that never lets up. I can't not know, even if knowing is excruciatingly painful.


  She gives me a hateful sideways glance. "No."


  "Why not?" My voice raises a few octaves. I can't believe she's being so selfish. Okay, so I believe it, but it ticks me off.


  She lowers her head. "You don't get it."


  Yes, I'm confused as to why she's so darn stubborn. "What's to get? You know how you died and who killed you. Why wouldn't you want to tell, to get it out there, to end this?"


  "For someone so bent on solving mysteries, you're clueless," she says and disappears.


  


  * * *


  


  I try to call Linzy back for an hour, but she's not returning. I decide to go to Kinley's. Hopefully she can help, and hopefully our awkwardness can be put aside for a bit. Her mom lets me in. I only have an hour before they go to bed, so I know I have to make this quick. Kinley's in the basement watching Easy A. Emma Stone is so beautiful.


  "Hey," I say and sit on the sofa beside her.


  "Hey."


  "I love this movie."


  "Me too."


  It's pretty much a duh reply, but I don't comment.


  It's the scene where the gay friend goes to Emma's house to ask her a favor, and her mother says she has a gentleman caller. Kinley and I laugh.


  She finally looks at me with a smile and asks, "So why are you here?"


  "I was wondering if you remember anything suspicious about the night Linzy died."


  Her expression goes from nothing to surprise to narrow eyes. "You came over to ask about your stupid mystery?"


  "Yes?" That's obviously not the right answer, but I don't know what else to say.


  She clutches the bowl of popcorn and places it on the coffee table hard. It shakes and several kernels fall onto the carpet. "How could you?"


  "Why are you so mad at me? Is this still about Eli?"


  She jumps up and walks to the far wall. "You mean the boy you want nothing to do with but was holding your hands?"


  "I fell. He was helping me off the ground. I hurt my knee."


  She glances down to it. "Seems to be fine now."


  Well, it is better, but that's not the point.


  "I didn't come here to fight about a stupid boy."


  "No, you came to pump me for info about what's most important to you. Your case, or whatever you call it. You know you're not a detective, right? You're not going to solve something before the cops."


  Her words slap me in the face and rip at my heart. How can she be so mean, even if she is right?


  "What's wrong with you? I thought you were different, nice, supportive." My last word comes out like a sob, and I hate that I'm losing it. I don't want to cry.


  "Look who's talking. I'm leaving in four days, and all you care about is a dead girl. One that wouldn't have given you the time of day."


  If only she knew.


  "You said you're happy about leaving. What's there to discuss?"


  Kinley starts to say something then clamps her lips shut. "Never mind."


  "Fine." I turn to leave.


  Mrs. Abbott is standing on the bottom step. How long has she been there?


  I push past her and run up, out of their house. When I step onto the sidewalk, Dad pulls out of our driveway. He heads in the opposite direction of me. Where is he going now? How many times can he smooch with the cougar? Boy, was Mr. Abbott wrong about calling her that.


  I enter our house and find a Sticky Note stuck to Dad's door.


  Be back soon.


  That's it? If I tried giving that vague explanation, I wouldn't be allowed to leave. I run up to my room.


  Linzy's not there, which is just as well. I don't want to see or speak to anyone right now.


  With my arm, I brush all the pages off my bed and flop onto it. I don't care where they fall. I try to breathe normally, but my pulse is racing. I squeeze my eyes shut, and the tears start to fall.


  Stupid ghost. Stupid boy. Stupid girl.


  But deep down I don't mean any of it. Kinley's right. I can't solve a case on my own. So maybe it's stupid me. Whoever's stupid, I'm scared I just lost the best friend I'd ever have.


  The doorbell rings. I groan and clench my hands into fists. Who the heck is that?


  I stomp back down the stairs and fling open the door.


  It's Shayla.


  "Want to go talk to April?"


  All the tension flows out of my body, almost as quickly as it entered. "Let's go."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  


  I stare out the window at the passing houses, but they're a blur. The radio is on low, and it plays an old song Dad likes to sing to, if you call it singing. It reminds me of Long Island, which reminds me of Dad's kooky family and how every time they see me, they give big hugs and say how much I've grown. I think I've stopped growing now. What will they say next holiday? They'll never stop with the hugs. That's how big Italian families are, I think.


  I glance to Shayla. She watches the road. When was the last time she was hugged? I'm not sure why I care. She's hateful, but she also lives in a home where she's had to compete. That's awful.


  She puts on her blinker. "You're quiet."


  I shrug, not wanting to get into it with her. Besides, I'm sure she doesn't want to hear about mine and Kinley's drama.


  She points up ahead. "That's the high school."


  The most important place Troy forgot to show me. It's a two-story, brick building that looks like every other school I've been to. The parking lot is empty, of course, and a huge field sits across from it.


  "Is that where they play sports?" There are no bleachers or any markings.


  "No, there's another huge field in back. That space isn't really used."


  "Seems like a waste." Who wants to sit in class and stare at grass? Well, I guess we're supposed to be watching the teacher, but who does that all the time?


  Now that I see the school, I'm not quite as nervous about starting. But that'll probably change the night before the first day. I never get used to being the new girl. I put way too much pressure on myself to wear the right outfit, to act the right way—totally casual but mysterious too. It's a tricky balance.


  Shayla pulls into a driveway a block from the school.


  April's a walker. How convenient. It must stink in the rain and snow, but it has to beat taking the bus. That's always been a bad ordeal no matter what state I've lived in. Or maybe I just get sucky drivers who pretend they don't hear the bullying. I'm not sure what's worse. Kids who act like rejects or adults who allow it.


  Shayla and I step out of her car and walk to the front door of the two-story, dark green home. A turned-over tricycle and a multi-colored beach ball sit on the front lawn.


  The door opens, and we're greeted by a woman in navy shorts and a white top. A gold chain accents her left ankle, and her toenails are colored in a shimmery gold polish. She looks old enough to be a mom, but she doesn't dress like most of the ones I've met.


  "Shayla," she says and pulls her into a hug.


  "Hi, Mrs. Winston." Shayla pulls back with a slight frown.


  "I'm so sorry for you and your family, dear." She sounds like the woman who answered the phone when I called their store last week.


  "Thank you. Is April home? I wanted to chat."


  Mrs. Winston steps back, allowing us to enter. "Of course, she's in the living room."


  As I pass her, she cocks her head to the side. "Aren't you the girl that snuck…"


  Shayla throws an arm around my shoulders. "This is Piper. She's a friend of mine."


  I offer a smile, but it doesn't seem to soften the mother's suspicions.


  Mrs. Winston nods but keeps an eye on me as Shayla pulls me into the living room.


  The TV is on, and three heads are seen from the back of the couch.


  "Hi," Shayla says.


  They turn toward us. April jumps up and frowns. "What are you doing here?"


  "We'd like to talk."


  April glances to the two little boys she was watching Spongebob with and grabs the remote to pause the show. "You guys go finish watching this upstairs."


  "But April…" one whines.


  She widens her eyes and gets serious. "Go."


  They get up and stomp past us. The younger one sticks out his tongue.


  Shayla and I circle the couch and sit down.


  April sits on the coffee table. She glances at me but faces Shayla. "What do you want?"


  "Look, I know you and my sister were best friends. You two go back to elementary school. You know everything about each other."


  Gosh, that must be so cool. To be able to just be yourself around someone else, to not worry about sounding stupid or like accidentally farting or something. Okay, so maybe I'll always worry about that.


  "And I know you guys have had problems," Shayla continues. "You were fighting before she died. But I know despite that you'd want to help if you can. I mean, you loved her, right?"


  April nods.


  "Then please tell us why you and Linzy were fighting."


  At least Shayla doesn't make it sound like she's accusing April of foul play. I make a mental note to take a page from Shayla's book and work on my tactic. And yes, I'm completely aware she's the polite and nice one this time around.


  April looks to the carpet for a moment.


  Shayla glances at me and raises her brows.


  I have my fingers crossed, pleading with the gods of secrets that this will work, that we'll get the answers we need.


  Finally, April says, "She got mad at me for something I didn't do."


  Sounds just like Linzy.


  Shayla scoffs. "She did that to me all the time. It was like she felt entitled, and everything was about her."


  April's eyes widen. "As if she was the center of the universe."


  "Exactly."


  They laugh together, and this seems to loosen April's lips. She leans forward and taps Shayla's knee. "I always felt like I had to watch what I said in case she took it wrong and blew up at me."


  Shayla rolls her eyes. "She made everyone feel that way. So what happened this last time?"


  I press myself into the corner of the couch, holding my breath and trying to not make a sound. I don't want to distract April and have her clam up again.


  "She saw a message on my phone from Eli. She thought we were secret lovers, conspiring against her. I knew how much she liked him. I never would've done that to her, but she didn't believe me." Her voice cracks.


  "Were you messaging each other?" Shayla asks.


  April bows her head a bit. "Yeah, but I only wanted to know if he liked her. She went on and on about him every time we were together, and with the soap, that wasn't much anymore. I wanted to hang like we used to, but all she cared about was him."


  Shayla clicks her tongue. "That stinks. Linzy couldn't see how lucky she was."


  While I'm pretty sure Shayla means what she's saying, it's also coming off scripted, like something an adult would say to calm down a child.


  "I couldn't tell her why I messaged Eli. I was afraid she'd get pissed. And then we had the huge fight and didn't speak for days. I figured when she got home from New York, I'd just go over and apologize. But then she was gone."


  None of us say anything for a while.


  If I add everything April said to all the rest, I'm still at zero. "Do you know who she was secretly meeting that last night?" I ask. I can't help it. Shayla seems to have fallen into her own thoughts, and we need more answers.


  April looks startled, as if she forgot I was in the room. She shakes her head. "No. But she'd been different the last few months. She hinted at knowing something big. I assumed it had to do with her show. There were always little things she told me, like the actor who plays her father comes onto set smelling of alcohol."


  That's little? I'm gonna have to find a way to talk to her co-stars.


  "What about money?" Shayla asks. "Did she mention it?"


  April crinkles her brows. "No. She always complained that your mom was stealing from her."


  Shayla rolls her eyes. "Yes, welcome to Linzy's deranged world."


  It's nice to know Shayla doesn't believe their mother is the Wicked Witch of the Northeast.


  Shayla looks to me, as if to ask if there's anything more we need to know. I can't think of anything, so we stand. "Thanks for helping, April."


  She nods then turns to me. "Sorry I was such a bitch the other day."


  "No problem. I'm a stranger and kinda threw myself at you. I would've been one, too."


  She smiles but then frowns just as quickly. To Shayla, she says, "I'm sorry. I know Linzy was difficult, and you and she fought way more than we did, but…I miss her."


  Shayla looks away.


  On our way to the car, Shayla whispers, "me too."


  


  * * *


  


  When Shayla drops me off, Dad's still not home. I glance over at Bridget's. Her car isn't there either. Are they out for a late dinner or did they sneak away to a motel? Eww. Why do I torture myself with these thoughts?


  I unlock the front door and gasp when I step inside.


  It looks as if King Kong picked up our house and shook it until all its contents spilled into the center. The coat closet door is open, and the few items inside are now on the floor in the hall. Dad's office is open, and, as I step forward, I'm afraid to peek inside. Sure enough, there are papers all over the floor, his desk and file cabinet doors are open.


  I step into the kitchen. The cabinets and drawers are open, but luckily everything is still contained within them. I hurry upstairs and stare at the mess of what was once my room. Everything I own is on the floor, even my clothes in my closet. Is this payback for going through her things, or some child-like tantrum? Either way, I hate her right now.


  "Linzy," I scream.


  She appears in my doorway and laughs at my room. "What happened here?"


  "Don't play dumb. You know what you did. Why?"


  She places a hand on her hip. "Something isn't perfect, and you blame me?"


  "You did it earlier."


  "So it must be my fault now too? Maybe you have another ghost?" Then she disappears.


  That's not possible, right? I mean, yeah, I've wondered if Cameron's been hanging around, but I was joking. Sorta. Why would he do this? No, it had to be Linzy. But she seemed surprised.


  "Don't come back until you're ready to apologize," I scream.


  Then it dawns on me. I just accused her based on circumstantial crap, the same way she had April. Does this mean I'm no better than my dead friend?


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  


  It's been fifteen hours since Linzy and I argued, and I haven't seen her since. Dad's in his office. He came home about thirty minutes after me last night. I'd managed to clean up his space and the downstairs just as he pulled in. I then spent the rest of the night doing my room. Luckily the only items he has in his bedroom are clothes, so it was easy to slip in before I went to sleep to rearrange it all.


  I've gone to every corner of the house, minus Dad's office, and whispered Linzy's name. I get that she's mad at me, and I told her to stay gone, but part of me wonders if she's okay. Of course, that's stupid. She's a ghost. What could be more wrong? And why do I care? It's not as if she's made any of this easy or is even a friendly ghost. I just wish I had someone to talk to about it. I can't go to Dad or Kinley for obvious reasons. The only person who knows I can see Linzy is Eli, and I don't feel like chatting with him… Wait. His grandmother.


  I grab my phone off my nightstand and text Eli.


  can i meet ur aubela? can u pick me up?


  I set the phone back down and a text notification beeps.


  On my way


  I run downstairs and knock on Dad's door.


  "Come in."


  "Hey, Dad." I peek my head in. "Eli's grandmother invited me over for lunch. Can I go? Please. I'm so bored."


  His brow creases.


  "Yeah, I know it's unusual, but the other day he mentioned how cool she is and she likes meeting his new friends. Plus, she's lonely and old and bored too. Eli will pick me up and bring me home."


  I bounce up and down, practically doing the potty dance, hoping he gives me a "yes" before Eli honks his horn. Dad hates when I make plans before getting his approval.


  "Yes, that's fine. Keep your phone on."


  "Thanks, Dad." I start to turn, and he clears his throat, super loud. That means he has something else to say.


  "Um, are you interested in Eli?"


  Eww. "No. He's gross. Besides, Kinley likes him, and I wouldn't do that to a friend." Even though I'm not sure we are friends.


  "Okay, have fun and call me if you won't be home by supper."


  I smile and wait for Eli on the front steps. Sweat instantly latches onto my skin. It feels like I'm actually standing on the sun, which has no shame in scorching a patch of grass between mine and Kinley's yard. Is the dying grass a metaphor for the state of our relationship? When Eli pulls up, my stomach twists and turns at the idea that Kinley may be watching.


  "I'm surprised you called," he says while turning off my street.


  "Me too."


  Despite not liking him, I am grateful he came to get me and that he even suggested I talk to his grandmother. Maybe he's not a horrible person, even if he has zero fashion sense.


  We drive past Main Street, to the other side of town, a side I haven't seen yet. Eli parks in the driveway of a two-story A-framed house with a detached garage and a flower garden framing the front windows. Their grass is so green and even, I wouldn't be surprised if Eli laid on his stomach with a ruler and a pair of scissors.


  He leads me to the side door.


  "Do you live here, too?"


  He nods. "It's me, Abuela, Mami, Papi, and my two little brothers."


  Wow, a houseful. That must be nice.


  The kitchen is sticky warm, like outside, but it smells like beef, onions, and pastry or bread. In other words, delicioso. We walk through it and stop at the dining room table. An overhead fan cools the room, and while it's still too warm in here, it's bearable.


  "I'll be right back," Eli says and goes into the living room. He turns the corner and walks out of view.


  I sit at the table and stare at the packed china cabinet. Beside the dishes and various sized pitchers and vases, there are photos of a dark-haired family and knick knacks, like a Santa snow globe and a porcelain angel. It all looks so delicate and old. They must've been collected for years—family keepsakes.


  We don't have any of that. Well, we have a box of special ornaments for the Christmas tree, but that's it. Moving every year makes it difficult to collect memories.


  "Abuela, this is Piper. The girl I told you about." Eli and his grandmother walk up to the table.


  He talked about me?


  He's missing his Fedora. It isn't until now that I notice he's wearing dark green cargo shorts and a white and burgundy plaid, button-down shirt. He looks cool, as in not hot, not sweaty.


  His grandmother holds out her wrinkly hand. When I place mine against her, I expect a handshake, but she covers mine with her other one and just holds it—a hand hug.


  Her entire face is one giant wrinkle breaking off into smaller ones, like tree branches and twigs. Her eyes are liquid brown and seem to sparkle. I expected someone old, and while she definitely looks the part, her movements are quick, and she wears denim shorts that come down to her knees and a yellow T-shirt printed with a panda eating leaves.


  She sits at the head of the table and motions for me to move over one seat, so I'm beside her. "Are you hungry? You look skinny. Elias, go make her a plate."


  Ohmigod, I love this woman.


  "Girls today are always concerned about the number on the scale or those fancy dungarees—the thin ones."


  "She means skinny jeans," Eli calls from the kitchen.


  I bite my lip to keep from giggling.


  She waves her hand in annoyance at the kitchen. "The name doesn't matter. Beauty comes in all sizes. Don't you forget that."


  I smile. "I won't."


  Eli returns and places a plate of steaming food and a glass of iced tea in front of me. As he leans over, I smell soap and laundry detergent. I must sniff too hard because he turns his face and smiles.


  I stare into his eyes and glance at his mouth and suddenly feel very self-conscious. Warmth floods my neck and face, and I turn to my plate. What was that about?


  He walks around the table and sits across from me. "That's empanadas with beef and potatoes. The rice has pigeon peas, which are actually beans, and those squashed things are plantanos. Americans call them…"


  "Plantains, I know. I used to live in Arizona. We've eaten a lot of Mexican food."


  "Well this is pure Puerto Rican fare, and Abuela is the best cook in the world." He rubs his grandmother's arm.


  She pats his hand and smiles affectionately.


  They look close, like she's tucked him into bed when he was a boy and probably read him stories and sang songs. He knows she's here when he comes home from school and is probably waiting with warm cookies and milk.


  They watch me, encourage with their eyes, as I cut my empanada with a fork and take a bite. I feel like Guy Fieri on that show, Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives, where he samples food all over the country. This is totally money. "It's awesome."


  They both smile proud.


  I continue to eat (It's so good.), and Abeula continues talking.


  "When I was a little girl, I saw my papi come into my room one night. He smiled, tucked me into bed, and kissed my forehead. The next morning, I woke up to Mami crying, and learned Papi had died the night before."


  I know exactly where she's going with her story. "He was already dead when he came into your room?"


  She nods. "Si. I was very confused and scared at first, but as I grew older I saw it as my purpose."


  "To help others?"


  "Si, to help them move on, but that's not all it's about."


  "What do you mean?" I hold a hand over my mouth so they don't see smashed rice and peas.


  She stares out the windows directly across from her. "I feel I'm here to listen to them. The departed must be so lonely, no?"


  "Can't they see other ghosts?" I sip my iced tea.


  "Yes, but their families and the people they love can't hear or see them, so it's not very fulfilling."


  Yeah, that stinks. "Why do they stick around?"


  "It's the ones that have unfinished business."


  I've heard that before. I just didn't know if it was true or not.


  "What about you, dear? This can't be the first time…"


  I nod vigorously. "Yes, it is. That's why it's so weird. I wasn't born with it like you were."


  "But you had to be. It's not like in books when a character hits her head and can suddenly communicate with the dead. This is genetic."


  I don't want to argue with her, but she's wrong. For me, this is definitely new.


  


  * * *


  


  When Eli pulls up in front of my house, there's an ambulance over at the Quinns. What happened now?


  Most of the neighborhood is out, including Kinley and her mother. I use all my willpower not to look her way. I can't deal with the guilt I feel, especially since this is platonic.


  "I can't stay," Eli says. "Text me with what's going on, okay?"


  "Yeah," I say and step out of his car, grateful he's leaving. I run up our steps. Dad is on the porch, sipping a mug of coffee while watching the Quinn house and me.


  "Is someone else hurt?" I ask him.


  He shrugs. "Not sure yet. They just arrived."


  Mrs. Jackson stomps her cane and shouts out Cujo's name. The little pup races down her walkway and runs across the street, into the Quinn front yard.


  "Cujo?" Dad asks.


  "Yeah, she just got him for protection."


  Dad raises an eyebrow. "Have you met every neighbor?"


  My escape artist routine springs to mind, and my stomach knots. There's only so much guilt a girl can handle before her insides implode. "Yes, Dad. If you didn't hole yourself up in your office, you'd meet them too."


  He turns his attention back to the Quinns. "If I didn't hole up in my office, I couldn't afford to dress you."


  I do a curtsey and hold out the hem of my shirt. "You mean these fine, couture garments?"


  He chuckles. "Yeah, those."


  Mrs. Jackson stomps her cane again. "Cujo, get back here right now."


  As if the mutt understands English.


  I run down our stairs and call out to her. "I'll get him."


  "Oh, thank you, dear. Be careful. He growls a lot but is really quite gentle."


  I doubt that. For some reason he sits in the middle of the yard barking at the Quinns' lawn ornament. An ugly pink flamingo. Maybe he thinks it's real, and he's talking to it.


  I giggle and approach slowly so he won't run off or turn and bite me. Then when he isn't aware, I scoop him up. Instead of tensing and wanting to tear my face off, he licks my chin. I laugh. What an odd dog.


  As I stand back up, I'm able to see into the living room through the front windows.


  Mrs. Quinn is seated on the sofa. A paramedic is beside her, the other is standing to the side. I can't tell if Mr. Quinn is home or where Shayla is, but Mrs. Quinn is awake and talking. Whatever happened, it's not that bad.


  Then I glimpse Linzy in the background. She's grinning. She looks up, sees me, and winks.


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  


  Jazzy stops giggling at the cartoon and pouts at her baby doll. We're seated on the Rodriquez's chocolate brown couch. Everything in their home is either chocolate brown or accented with it. Except the walls, which are beige.


  "Is something wrong, Jazzy?" I push her hair behind her shoulder so I can see her small face better.


  She stares at the doll. "What if Mami and Papi like the new baby more?"


  Oh, the poor thing. "That can't happen."


  She looks up at me. Huge tears wobble on the rims of her eyes. "Why not?"


  I pull her into my lap. "Because parents always love their first baby the most. But remember not to tell your baby brother or sister because we don't want him or her to feel bad, okay?"


  Suddenly I wonder if that's the reason it wasn't difficult for Mom to leave, because she loved Vincent more.


  Jazzy blinks, causing the tears to fall down her face, but she smiles. She leans her head against my chest and wraps her tiny arms around my body. I bring her closer and lay my cheek on the top of her watermelon scented hair. One day I want a sweet, little girl, and it won't matter if she's my first or my tenth, I'll love them all the same.


  We part in time to watch the last few minutes of the show. When the credits roll, it's eight-thirty and bedtime, according to Gabi's instructions. She and Miguel will be home around eleven, ten-thirty if her feet get tired. This gives me two hours of uninterrupted television time, and they have HBO and Showtime. Hopefully they'll have something good to watch.


  I sit on the edge of the bathtub while Jazzy brushes her teeth. She stands on a light blue, wooden step-stool with her name painted in pink along the side. Yellow stars are painted onto the sides, and another dots the "i" in her name.


  A star. It's been almost an entire day without Linzy. It's weird and…lonely. Never thought I'd feel that way.


  Jazzy spits out a mouthful of water and shows me her tiny teeth.


  I turn my head and hold up a hand to shield my eyes. "They're so white you're blinding me."


  She giggles, jumps off the stool, and runs into her room.


  I wipe the spilled toothpaste out of the sink and push the stool between it and the toilet. Then I join Jazzy.


  Her room is a pink lover's paradise. She has the front room, of course, and every bit of floor space is covered with dolls—stuffed, baby, plastic. Her full-size bed has a pink canopy and a small table and chair set sit in the middle of the floor for tea parties.


  "This is a beautiful room. You have so many nice toys." I tuck her sheet and thin blanket around her body. They have window air conditioners, and they keep the shades down so it's pretty cool.


  "Do you have a lot of toys?" Jazzy asks.


  "I don't have any toys anymore."


  She widens her eyes. "Did you get rid of them?"


  "I'm kinda too big for toys."


  She crinkles her brow. "What about the old ones? Where are they?"


  "We move a lot, so we gave them away or they got lost."


  She yawns wide. "I'm never moving and never getting rid of mine."


  "That's an excellent plan." I kiss her forehead because she's just too cute and turn off her lamp. A nightlight, plugged into the wall, casts a pink glow along the room.


  "Good night, Jazzy."


  She's already asleep.


  Well, that was easy. Some kids fight to go to bed. I return to my position on the couch and grab the remote. I flip through the channels, then flip again to make sure I didn't miss anything. Nothing good is on. Why is summer TV such a crap-fest? With school vacation, shouldn't this be the time to show the good stuff?


  If Linzy was here, she could keep me company with her eye rolling and shrugging and general cynicism. I settle on some romantic comedy when the doorbell rings. I hesitate before going to the door. I've seen that movie about the babysitter who's harassed by anonymous phone calls to find out the killer has been upstairs in the house the whole time. Okay, so it's the door and not the phone, but still. There is a killer on the loose. I doubt he rang Linzy's front door, and there's no reason he'd visit here but…


  The bell chimes again. I peek out the side window and see Troy.


  Ohmigod.


  I fling open the door and nearly squeal. "What are you doing here?"


  He waves to a car out front. It drives off. It's not his mom. He steps inside and shuts the door. "You told me earlier you'd be here, so I thought I'd surprise you."


  Seriously? I giggle. After I returned Cujo, and the paramedics left (alone), Troy texted me about going over Linzy's police file. I mentioned babysitting. I had no clue he'd do this. "Come in. Who dropped you off?"


  "A friend from school. He'll pick me up later. I told him I'd call when I was ready. Mom needed the car."


  We settle on the couch, and suddenly a movie about the awkwardness of falling in love seems very appropriate.


  "As long as the Rodriguez's don't see you. I don't think they'd like this."


  "No problems. I'll leave before they return."


  Which means two hours of staring into his chocolate brown eyes. He totally fits with the decor.


  "Too bad I didn't bring the file with me." Although discussing Linzy's death isn't how I really want to spend tonight.


  He shrugs. "It's okay. We can watch TV or…whatever."


  I don't want to assume with this boy ever again, but it's at this moment that I realize, believe, assume he's here for more than Linzy's death too.


  He stares at my mouth, and we're only inches apart. But no matter what, I won't lean forward. I won't close my eyes. I won't…


  He presses his mouth against mine, and I freeze.


  Not as in an ohmigod-I-don't-want-to-do-this freeze. More like an I-can't-believe-this-is-happening-and-what-am-I-supposed-to-do freeze.


  He brushes his tongue against mine, and I almost gasp, but refrain. This is the first time I've had any tongue action. Should I push my tongue in his mouth too? What did I eat for dinner? Do I have Cheetos breath? Oh gosh, what about my braces? Will he nick his tongue and I'll forever be known as the kiss killer?


  He runs his hand along my back and pulls me closer.


  We lean on the back cushions, and he turns so half of his chest is on top of mine. Before I realize, the kiss has deepened, and I'm no longer thinking about what my tongue should do. I copy his movements and turn off my mind, trying to infuse every tingle, every sensation to my memory forever.


  I can't help thinking how I knew Troy and I are meant to be, though.


  We pull apart for air, and I involuntarily giggle. Of course, I immediately feel like an idiot. Who laughs after kissing? I don't want him to think I find it funny. It was perfect. I open my eyes and look at his face, hoping I don't see a frown. There isn't. I smile.


  He looks intense. Not upset, just concentrating, and then he smiles too.


  Suddenly the mechanical sound of the garage door opening rips through my happy moment. My heart leaps into my throat. I glance at the DVD clock. Nine-twenty. What the heck? They're early.


  "Go. Run," I whisper-shout to Troy.


  He sprints off the sofa and flies to the kitchen.


  The back door clicks as the inside garage door opens. I take a deep breath and smooth down my shirt and shorts. My hands tremble. I stand up as Gabi and Miguel enter the living room.


  "Hi, you're early." My voice is higher than normal. Gosh, I hope I don't sound nervous.


  Gabi rolls her eyes and collapses in an armchair. "My feet couldn't handle it."


  Miguel, who seems quiet and gentle, laughs. "We'll have to wait until the baby's born."


  "But then we won't have time with two kids," Gabi whines.


  Miguel walks over and kisses the top of his wife's head. "We have plenty of time. And Piper can babysit again, no?"


  "I'm just across the street."


  "See? Plenty of time."


  I don't bother to tell them I won't be here this time next year.


  Miguel pays me while I tell them how perfect their daughter was. We say good night and I walk outside.


  Troy's standing across the street, in front of Kinley's. I run over and we laugh.


  "That was close," he says.


  "Yep. So you want to hang on my front steps until you call for your ride?"


  He stares into my eyes. "Yeah." Then he reaches for my hand and we entwine our fingers.


  I start to giggle and clamp my lips shut. This is the perfect night, and nothing is going to ruin it. I no longer care that Kinley and I are fighting or that Linzy won't tell me who her killer is. All of those problems will still be here in the morning, and I'll deal with them then. Right now, this is beyond amazingly cool.


  When we reach my driveway, Troy stops. "That's my mom's car."


  I turn to see what he's talking about and see Chief Williams' car is parked up by my garage. For some reason, panic grips my body. "Maybe it's about Linzy," I say, but at the same time I'm wondering if she knows we were just across the street making out.


  That's crazy though. She's not psychic. And even if she was, it's unlikely she'd drive over to do something about it. Troy's allowed to date.


  We walk into my house. It isn't until I'm over the threshold that I realize I'll need to find an excuse why I'm with Troy. But it doesn't seem to matter when I spot Dad and the chief in the kitchen doing the very thing their children just were.


  Kissing.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  


  I unlace my fingers from Troy's and step to the side.


  "What's going on?" My voice sounds strange, far away and tight. Plus, the answer is pretty obvious.


  Dad and the chief have stepped apart, but they're close enough that their arms touch. He clears his throat. "You're home early?"


  He thought I'd be gone until eleven. He planned this. What about Bridget? Has my dad become a cheater?


  Wait. It hits me. Duh. He was never with Bridget. He's been sneaking off to see Chief Williams this whole time. I can't believe how wrong I got that.


  They walk to us. Guilt or fear is Etch-a-Sketched on their faces. It won't be as easy as shaking their expressions clear though. Do they realize what they've done? They've ruined any chance of me and Troy. I can't date my father's girlfriend's son. I don't blame Dad as much as the chief though. He knows I have a crush on Troy, but she knows I tried to kiss him. What a witch.


  "Mom, what's going on?"


  I glance at Troy, who looks completely dumbfounded.


  "We wanted to wait a bit before we said anything." She stares at her son, probably too afraid to look at me in case my death glare singes her eyebrows.


  "Piper, I hope…" Dad's tone is gentle, and it makes me want to scream.


  I don't listen to whatever stupid excuse he has. I march upstairs and slam my door. I kick off my flip-flops and fall onto my bed. How can they do this? What's going to happen to me and Troy? The paint on my ceiling is chipped.


  When the front door shuts and a car takes off, I hold my breath and wait. One, two, three…


  Dad knocks on my door and opens it.


  "Knocking only matters if you actually wait for me to say it's okay to enter. Otherwise, it's just rude and an invasion of privacy."


  He looks to the door, then me. "I'm sorry. I'll remember that next time."


  No, he won't.


  I sit up and cross my chest with my arms. "What do you want?"


  "To explain."


  "What's there to explain? You and the chief have hooked up without any regard to your children. Way to go."


  He scratches the side of his chin. "I don't know what hooked up means, but Olivia and I like each other. If you're upset because of your mom…"


  "This has nothing to do with Mom. She stopped being a significant part of our discussions when she walked out on us."


  He stops whatever he was saying mid-sentence. "Your mom…"


  I grab a pillow and chuck it at my dresser, knocking over my deodorant and the bottle of lavender body spray. "This isn't about Mom," I shout. My heart races, and blood pounds through my veins. She's the last person I want to think or talk about. My life has nothing to do with her.


  Dad stares at the pillow. "Piper, what's gotten into you?"


  I scoff. "You really need to ask? I walk into my house and find you kissing the mother of the boy I like. How do you think that makes me feel?"


  "Aren't I entitled to move on with my life?"


  No. "Yes, but why her? Why not someone who doesn't have a son? Like Bridget."


  He wrinkles his nose. Okay, so he has good taste, but there are plenty of middle-aged women out there. Pick someone else.


  "You have a crush on Troy. It'll past."


  Ohmigod. He did not just say that. That expression about seeing red, well, I'm seeing crimson. Is that worse?


  "Besides, you're too young to date."


  "And you're too old."


  He shakes his head. "I'll talk to you when you calm down and act your age." He turns and walks out of my door.


  I grab my other pillow and chuck it at him. It hits the closing door and falls to the floor, like my heart. I fall back and sigh. This sucks. No, this is bigger than sucking.


  "Ever see the parent trap?" asks a whispery voice from the beyond. Linzy walks into my room from the closet. "Just reverse it to break them up."


  She's back. I half-smile, glad she's here. Which is odd, I know. "Where you been?"


  She shrugs. "Around. Spying on the neighbors. Mrs. Jackson is boring, and so are the Abbotts."


  "I'm surprised you know their names."


  She flops onto the bed beside me. "It says it on their mailboxes."


  I laugh. She's been living here her whole life and only learned them now.


  "What's so funny?"


  It's my turn to shrug. "Life."


  "And death?" She smirks.


  "Yeah."


  We lie in silence for a moment.


  "Did you try to hurt your mom?" I ask, afraid of the answer.


  "Yes."


  I gasp. If I do something to piss her off, will she come after me?


  "Don't worry. She's fine. I just knocked some dishes off the counter. When she picked them up, she cut her hand, and she panicked. She's such a baby, scared of blood."


  "Do you hate her?"


  She must not have expected that question because she's silent. Then she sighs. "Sometimes. Do you hate your mom?"


  Wow. I definitely didn't expect that. "Sometimes."


  We continue to stare at my ceiling.


  I take a deep breath and try one more time. "Why won't you tell me who killed you?"


  "Because then it'll all be over. I won't have a reason to stay."


  I turn my head and stared at her. "What?"


  She looks at me. "Being dead sucks. I want my life back. Since I can't have it, I'll settle for hanging around you. You don't mind, right?"


  I smile, suddenly feeling happy and wanted. "And if I did?"


  She shrugs. "Too bad."


  We turn back to the ceiling.


  "You should repaint it," Linzy says, pointing to the chipped paint.


  I smile.


  


  * * *


  


  The next morning I stay in my room until Dad goes out for breakfast or the paper or maybe for another smooch-fest with the chief. I need to text Troy, to find out what he's thinking. After I calmed down last night, I realized that this thing with our parents only sucks if they get married, making Troy and me brother and sister. Eww! But if they only date, then why can't Troy and I date too? Of course, there's the possibility that he's as skeeved out by all of this as I am…was, and we lost any chance at an "us" because of them.


  I head down and grab the last banana and an almost stale bagel. I want to get back to my room before Dad returns. But as I past his office door, I stop. Okay, maybe I'm still pissed. The idea of snooping sounds perfect right now, so I open the door and step inside.


  I go around the desk, tossing my food onto it, and grab the drawer with all the files. It's locked. Oh, come on, Dad. I've been so good lately. I haven't tried to get in here in weeks.


  I search for his letter opener, under the stack of papers he has scattered along the desk. How does he find anything? The tip pokes out from beneath a gas receipt. I grab it and push the blade between the panels of wood. Only the tip fits in. I tighten my grip on the handle and attempt to jab it in harder, but I stare at the wood. The stupid desk that is Dad's pride and joy, after me and his books. He'd be upset if I marred it. Despite how angry I am now, I don't want to see him sad.


  I toss the letter opener back onto the desk and sit in his chair. Maybe he left out something interesting. I lift sheet after sheet, looking for a juicy bit.


  Cameron liked to drink a lot of wine. He went out to dinner more than we order take-out, which is crazy. And he had an obsession with black licorice. Gross.


  I comb through the rest of the receipts. It's not crime scene photos or autopsy reports, but it gives me some insight into who he was. But I'd kill for a look at Dad's notes. I giggle at my word choice and spot a receipt for over a grand.


  Ka-Ching! What's he spending that kind of money on?


  Spring Jewelers in New York City.


  Listed is a pair of diamond wrist cuffs (How fancy!) and a silver star charm.


  The world seems to tilt because suddenly my vision tunnels, and I feel lightheaded. I reread the page five times to make sure I'm seeing things correctly.


  Cameron bought that charm for someone. Did he get it for Linzy? Was she secretly seeing a grown man? Is that why she's been so hush-hush?


  Oh, I think I'm going to puke. He was at least ten years older than her.


  I put the receipt down and stand. I pace the length of Dad's office and back.


  This doesn't make sense. Why would she go for him and not the young, hot actors on her show? No, this is wrong. She was into Eli, not Cameron. So then how did Linzy get the charm? Did she break into his place and steal it? I could just ask her, but she probably won't answer me.


  I race back to Dad's desk and grab the paper. Cameron purchased the charm in March. He was killed in August. How likely is it that Linzy stole the charm before he gave it to whoever he bought it for? And why would Linzy break into his place?


  I remember the binoculars and camera in her nightstand, the money in her closet. Cameron's house is directly behind Linzy's. She had the back bedroom. Like a stack of Lego's, it all starts to fit together.


  The same person who killed Cameron also killed Linzy.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  


  When Dad walks through the garage door, I'm seated on his floor with the receipt and Linzy's file laid out around me. He opens his mouth, but I hold up a finger. Not that one, my index.


  "Don't yell. Yes, I know I shouldn't be in here, but for once you're going to love that I'm disobedient." I snatch the receipt and jump up.


  I point to the list. "See. This is the charm I found. The one I told you about. I know it."


  Dad takes the sheet from me and stares at it. The skin between his brows puckers. He looks at the papers on the floor and walks to them. He picks up the autopsy report and lays a finger on the crime scene photos. "Where did you get these?"


  I return to my seat, suddenly wondering if this was the right idea. "You won't tell your girlfriend?"


  "Olivia is not my girlfriend."


  Yet. I see the smile in his eyes. He'd be a horrible poker player.


  "Well?" he asks.


  "Troy copied Linzy's file. Please don't get him in trouble. He'll never forgive me." And there will go my chances of becoming his girlfriend.


  "I won't say anything. Maybe I should hire him. He's thorough." Dad sits on the floor and reads each of the pages.


  I watch his expression change from a raised brow to a squint and back again.


  When he's done, he looks up at me. "But you don't know for certain this is the same charm you found that night?"


  I shake my head. "No, but…"


  "Then all we have is a receipt." He starts to rise.


  "No," I shout a bit louder than intended.


  He frowns and sits fully back down.


  "Look, I know you don't like when I snoop or try to get involved. I really do get it. You're protecting me. And if you didn't, if sneaking in here didn't give me heart palpitations, then I wouldn't love you so much."


  He smiles. "But?"


  "But being young doesn't mean I'm stupid."


  He takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. "You're right. I shouldn't dismiss your idea simply because I don't want you involved. And for the record, I never think you're stupid."


  It's my turn to smile. "So here's the thing. There's more to this than just what's on the floor."


  He raises a brow. "Oh. Like what?"


  I open my mouth and hesitate. "Um, how about we make a deal? I tell you all I know about Linzy's death, and you tell me all you know about Cameron's. And together we can see if my theory's correct."


  Instead of immediately saying no, he looks down at the papers.


  I hold my breath. Is it possible he'll agree? Can pigs suddenly fly? Is Lucifer slipping into ice skates?


  He nods. "Okay. Let's do it."


  Wait, what? "Seriously?"


  He chuckles. "I think the charm may be a coincidence, but you think otherwise, so we should share information. Go ahead and tell me what else you know."


  I hesitate for a second, wondering if he'll pull a fast one. Like I'll tell him everything, and then he won't reciprocate. But this is Dad, and he wouldn't do that to me. I hope. I first explain my list of suspects: Shayla, April, Mrs. Quinn, Eli, and Margo, who I never spoke with. I tell Dad that Shayla gave me this hate list, never revealing the news that I can see Linzy. I want him to take me seriously. For some reason, thankfully, he doesn't ask why Shayla would list herself.


  I'd transferred all my notes to my new diary (Gotta get use out of it somehow.) and point out each suspect's motives. Then I finish with the binoculars and the money.


  Dad runs his fingers through his hair. "So you think she witnessed Cameron's murder and was blackmailing his killer?"


  "Yes."


  "That would take a very manipulative young girl."


  I roll my eyes. "Dad, Linzy wasn't nice. She was spoiled and jealous and vicious." Gosh, I hope she's not listening. Even though it's all true, it's kinda mean to say. Plus, the last thing I need is her coming at me with a blanket.


  "I need coffee." Dad gets up with a groan and goes to the coffee maker.


  I stay seated but turn to him. "So, it's your turn."


  He glances at me from the corner of his eye. If he even considers backing out of our deal…


  "Cameron was flashy but private. He bought the diamond cuffs for a charity event he'd been invited too, but there's no mention of what he did with the charm. It definitely sounds like something you'd give to a teen or a child, but as far as I've found, he didn't have children, siblings, or any young children in his immediate family."


  Yes! I bite the inside of my cheek so I don't smile and remind Dad how young I am. Well, in his mind. I know I'm perfectly capable of hearing the truth. I get up and sit in one of the chairs facing his desk. "But it's definitely something you'd give a girl not a boy."


  Dad nods. "It could've been a present for a child of a friend."


  It's too much of a coincidence if he gave it to some obscure person, and then I find one exactly the same the night Linzy disappeared.


  "The police believe his accountant killed him because Mr. Nelson was embezzling money from each of his clients. He has no alibi, so he looks good for it." Dad turns and sits at his desk. "But he had no real motive too. According to statements made after Nelson's arrest, Cameron never knew about the embezzling but another client did. I talked to that client, and he confirmed it. He'd found out about it the morning Nelson was arrested. He didn't come forward because he figured Nelson was guilty."


  "Nice."


  "Exactly." Dad glances at the machine, which has finished brewing, and grabs the giant mug that could pose as a small fish bowl.


  "So do you think this other client killed Cameron and then framed the accountant?"


  "No. That would mean he'd need to know Nelson was skimming off Cameron's books, too. An easy guess, but if he was wrong, his house of cards would fall down. And he has no motives to want Cameron dead either. From what I can tell, the two never met."


  "What about the girlfriend?"


  Dad quirks a brow at me. "Obviously I'm getting old and hadn't realized you snooped before today."


  "No. I just know how to Google. Come on, Dad. The girlfriend being a suspect was all over the news."


  He sips his coffee. "I forget that you think crime hunting is a hobby. Forgive me. The girlfriend was so distraught over Cameron's death, she had a nervous breakdown and was admitted to the hospital."


  Wow, that seems so intense. I guess I never thought how a death can cause so much grief. It may sound stupid, but I don't remember Vincent, and all the other deaths I've been around haven't been personal. Until now. "Could Chloe be faking it?"


  "Perhaps. This is what the district attorney's office wondered. They must've thought it was genuine because they didn't pursue it. I can't access that information. Sure you don't want to go to law school? Working for the state doesn't give you a lot of money, but you can catch the bad guys."


  "I don't want to talk about the bad guys and try them in an unjust judicial system. I want to figure out who they are and track them down. Like this."


  Dad leans back in his chair and just drinks his coffee for a moment. I can't tell if he's contemplating what I just said or considering shutting me out. "Let's leave the actual tracking to the police, okay?"


  I smile wide. "Okay."


  We spend hours combing through all the details of Cameron's death. I'm so stoked Dad lets me look at the autopsy and other reports. He doesn't just tell me the bits he thinks I can handle. I actually touch the papers. But by the time we're done, we're no closer to figuring out if Cameron's death and Linzy's are connected, though.


  I gather Linzy's file while Dad reorganizes his desk. "What does this mean? What do you think?"


  He shuts but doesn't lock his desk drawer. Point one for Piper. "I think we don't have enough. But I won't rule out that they're connected."


  And that, for anyone not paying attention, is point two.


  "You know, we're like Veronica and Keith Mars," I say.


  He smirks. He doesn't follow a lot of television, but he sat with me and watched the first season on DVD a year ago.


  "I'm still waiting on more information into Cameron's life," he says. "I put a call in to a local reporter who did a series of interviews with Cameron a couple of months before his death. He's sending me his research material. Is there any way to go back through Linzy's things and try to find where she got the money from?"


  I stand before his desk. "I can try, but we tore apart her room. Maybe I can find a file on her computer or something."


  "You still have it?"


  I nod.


  "I can find an IT guy."


  "The police already went through it."


  "We both know they sometimes miss things. They're human."


  I hate to point out that if he proves the cops messed up Cameron's case and sent the wrong man to prison, Dad will probably lose points with Olivia. So I don't say a word. My stomach, however, grumbles. "I'm hungry. Are we doing take-out or leftovers?"


  "Whichever you want. I could call for pizza." He's looking over the notes he made on Linzy's death.


  "I'd rather leftovers." They're quicker, and I'm sick of pizza.


  I turn to head to the kitchen and stop. All afternoon I've been thinking of how Cameron's girlfriend had a nervous breakdown and landed in the hospital. Is that why Mom left us? Is she still rotting away in some cell, drooling on her pillow?


  "Dad, can I ask you something?"


  He sets down the legal pad. "Of course, pumpkin. Anything."


  Anything? Good. I swallow the lump in my throat. "Where's Mom?"


  He looks up at me. "I don't know. I never lied about that."


  Good to know. "Why did she leave? Really."


  He rubs the muscles in the back of his neck. "She was sad after Vincent died."


  "I know that. I want the non-politically correct answer."


  He sits in his chair and sighs. That means he's going to tell me the whole truth, and I may want to sit.


  I hurry to a chair and wait. I don't care if it takes him all day to finally admit whatever he's been hiding. I'm tired of not knowing.


  "You didn't understand that Vincent was dead, that death was permanent. You'd ask when he was coming home."


  My chest tightens. This is about me. I hoped Mom went crazy or she and Dad couldn't make it work anymore, anything but it being my fault.


  "One day you no longer asked."


  That's good, right?


  "Your mother walked into Vincent's room and found you playing with his toy cars. Vincent used to get mad when you touched his things without asking. You looked at your mother and said, 'He said I could'. Mom knew you only said it to not get in trouble." Dad smiles.


  I lied at age four, too?


  "But as time went on, Mom often heard you talking to Vincent as if he was in the room with you."


  I stifle a gasp.


  "It shook your mother. She was having such a hard time dealing as is, and you were adamant about Vincent still being alive. You said you could see, talk, and play with him. She couldn't deal. She said she needed some time alone. She never returned."


  So I drove my mother away?


  Abeula was right. I've been able to see dead people my whole life.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  


  Dad and I scarf down PB&J sandwiches with milk and split the last pack of Lil' Debbie's Swiss Rolls. We eat in silence, no mention of Linzy or Cameron. No mention of the chief or Troy. And definitely no mention of Vincent or Mom. But my thoughts are filled with my family.


  "Dad, what did you think when Mom said I was talking to Vincent?"


  "What do you mean?"


  I shrug, not sure how to answer without giving away my family-destroying secret.


  When I don't reply, he says, "Mom left because she was depressed. It had nothing to do with you."


  He can't be certain though. He doesn't know the whole truth. Maybe she could tell I was really talking to Vincent and decided I was too crazy to be around. "Then why did she never come back?"


  He drinks his milk, probably trying to come up with a good excuse, something that will make me feel blameless, but it's too late. "I wish I knew. I thought she'd only be gone for a couple of weeks."


  That she'd grieve some and realize how much she missed her husband and daughter?


  He doesn't have the answers I need. The only one who does is Mom. Where is she now? I've thought about that question often over the years. This time it seems to have a different spin. This time I almost don't care. How can you abandon your family, your child, just because she's different?


  When we're done, I clean up, rubbing the sponge on an imaginary stain on the counter. How dare she. I'm not crazy. It's not my fault I'm this way. She made me. But my anger has no place to go, other than the counter, and slowly it fizzles out. Not that I'm no longer angry, just sad. It's not fair. Why do I have to see dead people? It was cute and exciting in The Sixth Sense. But this is just cruel and…lonely.


  "Dad, I'm going to see Kinley," I shout through his office door.


  "Okay."


  I step onto the front porch and immediately sweat. I walk down to the sidewalk and stop. I want to share this with someone. I need to, but Kinley and I are still on shaky terms. How do I just storm in there and tell her my news? What if she ends up hating me more? I can't risk that.


  I tilt my head back and stare at the sky. It's filled with dark clouds. I love the smell and sound of rain. It's so peaceful. But I don't think it'll calm me now.


  There's one person I can confide in. One person I don't care if she thinks I'm loony. I step off the curb and march across the street before I change my mind. Ohmigod, why am I doing this? She hates me, and I'm not fond of her. I knock on Shayla's door and realize that's exactly why.


  When it opens, I'm holding my breath, hoping it's not one of the parents. There are no cars in the driveway, but I can't see inside the garage. Thankfully the universe is aligned because Shayla answers. She's still in her pajamas, a baby blue with white polka dots tank and shorts. Her hair is pulled up into a ponytail, and her entire left jaw is black-and-blue.


  "Ohmigod, what happened to you?"


  She starts to touch her face then decides not to. "I fell down the stairs."


  "Ouch."


  "What do you want?" Her voice sounds annoyed. What happened to our little bond from seeing April? It doesn't matter. What I want to do is better if she's not friendly. I don't want to second-guess my decision.


  "Are you alone? Can we talk?"


  She steps aside and lets me in. We go into the kitchen and sit at the table, by the back door. I guess she wants me close to it so I can run out if her folks come home soon. "So, spill."


  "I can see ghosts. I didn't know I could do this, but apparently I always could. It started with my brother. I think. And now…well, I can see and talk with Linzy and have been since the night I found her body."


  There's a moment in every horror movie where there's no music; it's completely silent and normal sounding just before they strike a heart-stopping chord and something jumps out at you. This is what that feels like. But instead of a demon or killer flying at me, Shayla leans back in her chair, and her entire demeanor softens, like she let out a really big breath.


  "I figured that, what with all the stuff you said."


  "You knew?"


  She shrugs. "Not exactly, not for sure. But it crossed my mind."


  Whoa. I didn't expect this. I'd never assume someone could speak to ghosts. That stuff is only in movies.


  "So you don't think it's crazy?"


  She shrugs. "I guess not. There are a lot of things I don't understand. That doesn't mean they aren't true. I believe in God, and I can't see him, but I know he's there."


  "Yeah, but that's faith. I can see Linzy. And talk to her too."


  She thinks for a moment. "Okay, that sounds crazy but only 'cause I can't. Do Troy and that Asian girl know?"


  "Her name is Kinley, and no."


  "Why not?"


  I focus on the bananas on the counter behind her. "Because. What does it matter?"


  She narrows her eyes. "What's stopping me from telling them?"


  Is she threatening me? Did the fall down the stairs jar the bitter and mean lobe of her brain, or was the time in Linzy's and my room a momentary lapse in her normal, everyday hatefulness? "It would be my word against yours. They both know how you feel about me. It'll look like you're trying to hurt me or something."


  She lowers her head, stares into her lap, and doesn't respond. Surely I didn't hurt her feelings. Then she looks up but not at me. "What has she been saying about me?"


  I shrug, not wanting to describe the hate.


  Shayla points to her face. "I think this was her. I could've sworn I felt someone push me down the stairs, but no one else was home."


  It makes total sense. "She mentioned you hated her enough to kill her, but that was before she heard what you said that day in her room."


  "She was there? Then why try to kill me? Is she here now?"


  I look around and shake my head. "I can't always see her. Sometimes she hides."


  Shayla tilts her head as if she's talking to the ceiling. "Linzy, if you can hear me, you weren't any good to me alive, and you certainly aren't dead, so just leave me alone."


  "That might make her angrier. When did you fall?"


  "Last night."


  "After your mom cut herself on the plate."


  She cocks her head. "How did you know…? That was Linzy too?"


  "She messed with the dishes. Your mom cut herself by accident."


  Shayla lets out a slow, long breath. It's going to take her some time to sort through it all. I bet she'll be questioning everything that's happened in the last couple of weeks. There are probably things I don't know about. How much has Linzy tortured her own family?


  As much as I don't want to give Shayla a mani-pedi or spend the night with her at a slumber party, I'm relieved I have one ally. Too bad it's not the one I want.


  


  * * *


  


  When I get back to my side of the street, I stop again. I'm not ready to tell Kinley the whole truth. But I'm also not ready for her to leave either, and it doesn't matter if I look pathetic and needy. I knock on Kinley's door.


  She opens it and widens her eyes, obviously surprised I'm here.


  "Look," I say, before she gets a chance. "I'm supposed to play it cool. I lost other friends by wanting to spend all my time with them. I don't know when I'm being too pushy, so I can only be honest. And I know I don't want to lose your friendship."


  She frowns. "What…"


  "I don't want you to go to camp." I cut her off. "I'll miss you. I want to hang out, even if it's too hot to do much and Dad won't let me leave the house until he's certain the streets are safe, and even though you have to be in by eight. I want a BFF, and I want it to be you. I don't care if I sound stupid or desperate or lame."


  I squeeze my eyes shut, knowing I screwed it all up. I've opened my big mouth and ruined it all. But when I open my eyes, Kinley's smiling. Not a polite one either, but a full, ear-to-ear grin.


  


  * * *


  


  When Dad shouts up that he's running out for a few minutes, I try not to imagine him smooching the chief. Where do they go? To a motel, or do they make out in the back seat of one of their cars? I remind myself to never sit in back again.


  I'm on my bed, rereading Linzy's file. Not that I've learned anything new, but maybe if I keep at it, something will pop out at me. I reach for my can of soda on my nightstand as a car alarm goes off. Not again.


  My hand hits the can, and I knock it over. Purple liquid fizzes onto the hardwood floor. Dad will kill me if we have to pay damages when we move.


  I jump up and grab the first thing I see to mop up the grape deliciousness. It isn't until I've soaked it up that I realize I grabbed my white, now splotchy lavender, shorts.


  From my position on my knees, I glance around my floor. There are clothes, shoes, and books strewn everywhere. I guess I hadn't cleaned up from Linzy's tantrum as well as I thought. I should probably do that and laundry too. I spot one of my slippers under my bed and pull it out.


  Something scrapes.


  I reach back under and feel around, praying I didn't scratch up the floor. My fingers touch something hard and tiny. I pull it out, and my heart leaps. It's the silver charm.


  Ohmigod.


  I jump up and go to grab my phone, but it's not there. Where the heck… The kitchen counter. I set it down when I found the last can of soda in the fridge. I run down and find it exactly where I remember. I dial Dad's number while walking back down the hall. It goes straight to voicemail. Since when does he not have his phone on?


  When I reach the front door, I cringe from the shrillness of the alarm. Who does it belong to? I yank open the door and step onto the porch. The air smells thick with rain. It's too dark to see the clouds. Not that I'm a meteorologist. Papa, Dad's father, loves to watch the news, and every night we'd be at his and Nana's house for Christmas, he'd tell us the day's weather. Dad says preparing us for the cold or a storm is his way of showing his love.


  I step down onto the walkway, and a chirp sounds. The alarm stops. Thank goodness. The Quinns have their outside garage light on. A lime-colored Volkswagen Beetle sits in their driveway. Super cute.


  I head back inside, pushing the door with my elbow and dial Dad's number again. Where is he? I pace the hall. He's most likely with the chief, so I'll call her. But I don't know her number. I text Troy.


  wheres ur mom? Is my dad w/ her?


  prolly @ park. its their spot


  Eww! Why do I keep finding out more gross information? Next I'll learn they have their own song.


  the one near my house?


  yep


  I redial Dad's number and wait for the beep. "Dad, I found the charm. The one I told you about. I'm home. I…never mind. I'm coming to you."


  I end the call and turn. Shayla's standing in my open doorway. I must not have shut the door all the way. The streetlamp casts an amber glow along the left side of her body. Her face is in the shadows, so I can't see her expression.


  "You scared me," I say.


  She doesn't respond.


  I step closer. Did she hear me? "Shayla?"


  She's still silent. Motionless. Creepy.


  My stomach twists. I stop moving. "What's wrong?"


  My phone vibrates in my hand. I flinch and look down at it. It's a text from Troy.


  everything cool?


  I glance up, and Shayla's gone.


  Weird.


  I slip into my flip-flops, rush outside, and slam the door behind me, totally forgetting my key. I don't want to take the time to go back in, though. Hopefully there aren't many robberies around here.


  I run down the street, not caring about how I'll be soaked in sweat in a few seconds, not flinching at Cujo's barking, and not turning back to see whose front door I just heard slam shut also. I'm on a mission, and nothing will stop me. I turn the corner, veer out of the way of the Elm tree, and suck in a lungful of air. Running is not my thing.


  I slow down to a brisk walk. My lungs burn, and I feel like I'm going to die. Maybe I should try that Couch to 5K thing 'cause detectives need to be able to move fast.


  Just a few feet from the next corner, a car behind me puts on their brights. I glance back, but the glare is too strong for me to make anything out. It doesn't matter anyway. A car is definitely faster than me, and it'll soon past.


  But it doesn't.


  The engine revs, and I'm reminded of my nightmares. Any chance I'm asleep and this is one now?


  Despite my panting, I pick up my speed.


  The car's tires hit something. I glance back. It's driving on the edge of the sidewalk coming straight at me.


  What the…?


  I try to leap out of the way by throwing myself into the closest yard, but the car nips me in the hip, and sends me flying. I land on my back.


  White lights burst in front of my eyes, like popping soap bubbles. I can't tell if I'm breathing. Everything feels so tight and compressed. Pain rolls into my limbs, to every inch of my body.


  Then someone is over me.


  Yes, please help me. I try to focus on the face, but it's a blur. I feel like I'm floating.


  The person grabs my hand, probably looking for a pulse. Is the ambulance here?


  There's something familiar, something…


  But the person's fingers aren't on my pulse. He pries open my fingers and takes the charm.


  No, you can't have that. I need it. It's proof.


  I want to fight back, tell my body to move, but the pain pounds harder and harder until…


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  


  I rouse and hear beeping. It takes a moment to pull from sleep. I'm cozy and don't want to stir, but the closer I get to opening my eyes the sharper I feel. My entire body is sore, but my right hip feels like it went through a meat grinder.


  I reach out to feel it, and something tugs at my hand. I open my eyes and wince at the headache.


  "Piper?" It's Dad's voice.


  I groan and realize there's tape and a tube attached to my hand. An I.V. I'm in the hospital.


  Dad's by my side and grabs my other hand.


  I turn to face him and notice the fear drawn all over his down-turned mouth, like a magic-marker mustache. "Hey," I say and cough. My throat is dry.


  He lets go of me and pours a glass of water from a pitcher. He puts a straw into it and holds it up to my mouth. "Here. Drink."


  I take a sip, cough again, and take more. Despite it being flavorless water, it tastes great. Cool, crisp, and so awesome.


  "How do you feel?" he asks.


  "Like crap." I dig my hands into the mattress and wiggle into a sitting position.


  "Let me help." He fluffs the pillows behind me and presses a button on the side of the bed to raise the top half.


  "How long have I been here?" I reach for the water.


  "Several hours. They've taken you for tests. Your head, everything is fine. No broken bones. You'll just be sore for a few days." From the scared look in his eyes, I must have worried him bad.


  "I don't remember tests. Was I asleep the whole time?"


  He shakes his head. "You passed out from the pain, but then they gave you medication. You've been groggy but awake and asleep through it all."


  There's a knock at the door, and it swings open. The chief walks in, holding a stuffed bear clutching a puffy, red heart. She hands it to me. "Hi. It's nice to see you fully awake."


  "You've been here the whole time?" I squish the bear against my chest.


  She smiles. "Absolutely. Your father's been so worried. And you left your father that message."


  Message? Everything feels fuzzy. But of course she's worried about Dad and work.


  She pats my leg. "Besides Troy would kill me if I came home without an update. But most importantly, I needed to make sure you're okay."


  I grin. Maybe she's not selfish. "What happened?" I ask Dad.


  He glances to Olivia then says, "Don't you remember?"


  I rub my forehead trying to put the pieces together. "I-I found the charm."


  "That's what you said in the message, but the paramedics didn't find it on you," he says.


  I pick through the bits of my memory. "The driver took it out of my hand. Wait, paramedics? Who called an ambulance? How'd you find me?"


  "We saw the ambulance at the corner. We were at the park." He looks to her again, like he's unsure if he should tell me the truth, like he feels guilt.


  I can't deny that feels nice. At least it means he cares about how I feel. "That's right. When I couldn't find you, I texted Troy to see if you were together. He said to try the park, which is where I was headed."


  "A neighbor saw you on their lawn and called 911," says the chief.


  "Did they see who hit me?"


  She shakes her head. "No, the car had already driven off. What do you remember about it?"


  "It was dark—the night, the car. And the headlights were blinding. I couldn't make it out."


  There's some piece that wants to come to the surface, but it won't. It's just out of my grasp.


  "Did you see the driver?" the chief asks.


  I shake my head. "No. But he wanted that charm. It was the same person who killed Linzy and Cameron."


  From the looks on their faces, I doubt they're as convinced as I am.


  "But how would this person know you were on your way to give your father the charm?" the chief asks.


  I think hard, but my head hurts, and I don't want to push my memories anymore. Maybe later. "I don't know. But it's too much of a coincidence for that not to be the truth."


  


  * * *


  


  The next morning I wake early. Between the nurses in and out to check my vitals and Dad snoring in the chair, I didn't get much sleep. Luckily the bed next to me stayed unoccupied all night. Now, the blinds are drawn, sunlight spills across the room like a golden blanket, and Dad is off finding coffee and lots of it. They already served me breakfast, a boring plate of Corn Flakes, milk, dry toast and rubbery scrambled eggs, and word is the doctor will be releasing me this afternoon.


  When the door opens I expect it to be a nurse or Dad, but instead it's Troy.


  My grin stretches my mouth so wide I'm almost certain my skin will crack. "Hey."


  He walks in, trailing a bouquet of helium "Get Well Soon" balloons behind him. "I hope this isn't too much."


  The dorky look on his face makes me giggle. "It's perfect."


  He wraps their ribbons around the end of the bed then sits in the chair. "How are you feeling?"


  "Much better. My headache's gone, and I'll be leaving later."


  "That's great."


  We sit in this awkward silence, just smiling at one another and glancing around the room like hospital equipment is so entertaining. Why aren't we talking about last night or our parents? Why are we acting as if we're strangers who didn't make out?


  I bite the inside of my cheek. Maybe he regrets it. Maybe our parents' lip-locking made him change his mind about us. I need to ask. But when I open my mouth, the words do not follow. Gosh, why am I such a wuss?


  After a few more minutes of brain-numbing silence, he stands. "I need to get the car back to Mom. I'll call you later."


  I widen my plastic smile. "Great. Thanks for the balloons."


  "No problem." Then he hurries to the door and dashes out.


  I lean back against the pillows and sigh.


  


  When Dad returns, I'm flipping channels.


  "The coffee here is disgusting." He sticks out his tongue, as if the air will scrub away his spoiled taste buds.


  "Then go home, make a big pot of it, and work."


  He widens his eyes. "I can't leave you."


  I chuckle. "Of course you can. The nurse said I won't be leaving before noon, probably closer to two. You can leave. And you can figure out who mowed me down last night."


  He sits on the edge of the bed and stares into my eyes. "Who are you, and what have you done with my daughter?"


  I laugh. "What are you talking about?"


  He places the back of his hand across my forehead, checking for a fever. "My daughter wants to solve her own mystery. She'd never tell me to do it for her."


  I sigh. He's right. Under different circumstances I wouldn't. "I thought solving a case meant searching for clues on paper, talking to witnesses, that kinda thing. Not getting hit by a car." My voice cracks at the end.


  He squeezes my hands. "I can't believe that happened. I'm so sorry I wasn't there to protect you."


  "It's not your fault." It happened so fast, I don't remember being scared, but thinking back on it now, I was terrified. They wanted the charm so badly, they drove their car into me. On purpose. They didn't know I'd be fine. I could've died.


  "And I think the only important thing is finding out who did it. Even if I'm not the one to do that."


  He smiles. "You've matured."


  I roll my eyes. "Yeah, well, metal on flesh will do that to a person."


  I giggle and try to make it sound lighter than it is, but Dad frowns and gets up.


  "I'll be back in a couple of hours. Try to rest. Take a nap."


  "I just woke up."


  He walks to the door and opens it. "Hey," he says to someone on the other side. Then he looks at me. "Guess I'm leaving you in good hands."


  As he steps out, Kinley steps in. She rushes to my bedside. "Are you okay?"


  I am now. "Yeah. How'd you find out?"


  She sits on the bed. "Are you kidding? The entire block knows. Maybe the whole town."


  "Wow."


  "I know. So tell me everything."


  I repeat the deets one more time, and afterwards we're silent in thought. It's the last thing I want to think about anymore, though, so I change the subject. "What about camp?"


  "My parents have already paid, so I can't get out of it. I leave tomorrow."


  I squeeze my eyes shut. The headache's returning. "This sucks."


  "I know. But we can text every day, and when I get back, we'll still have a week before school starts. Then the whole school year."


  And then I'll move and never see her again. I seriously have to work on Dad.


  "I wish we talked all this out sooner. Maybe I could've convinced my parents if I asked before they paid. I just…I thought you didn't care if I left. You never asked me to stay or even looked upset."


  "Because you made it sound like you wanted to go."


  She leans over and throws her arms around me. "I'm sorry about the Eli stuff. I know you like Troy. I was just jealous."


  "Of me and Eli?"


  She pulls back. "No, of you spending more time with them than me. I even saw you with Shayla a few times. I didn't want to lose your friendship."


  She likes me that much? Cool. "All of it was about Linzy. I didn't mean to put her case before our friendship, either. I didn't know where you and I stood, and the case was in front of me."


  She nods. "I get it. Sorta." She holds out her hand. "No more secrets, okay?"


  I stare at her long, bony fingers. Gosh, I can't make that promise, but I also can't leave her hanging. I press my hand against hers. "Right."


  


  * * *


  


  Just as an orderly drops off a boring tray of chicken noodle soup, salad with a packet of Italian dressing, and a tuna sandwich that looks like it's been dead longer than I've been alive, my door opens, and Eli walks in.


  My mouth hangs open from surprise, but I play it off and stare at the bag in his hand. "Is that what I think it is?"


  It's hard to mistake the delicious aroma of empanadas.


  He hands it to me. "Mine and Aubela's get-well-soon gift."


  "Thanks." I push the cafeteria lunch aside and tear into the bag.


  He flops into the chair and grabs the remote. "Daytime television sucks."


  "Tell me about it," I say with a mouthful.


  We spend the next hour laughing at the ridiculous court cases on Judge Nora and the who's-my-baby-daddy stories on talk shows. Right before One Day at a Time begins, Eli says he has lawns to mow.


  "Thanks for the food."


  He smiles. "See ya around?"


  "Yeah."


  He stops and turns. "You know, I wish I'd never pushed Linzy. She didn't deserve it. It was just a reaction to her being in my face. I'd never actually hit or hurt a girl."


  I smile at the endearing look on his face. "I know." And I do.


  After he steps out I realize that I won't mind seeing him and his Fedora. He's not a bad guy. And maybe Aubela can teach me how to make Puerto Rican food.


  When the show comes on, I put up the volume and watch the once-alive Linzy walk across the set. If I didn't know they taped these episodes three months in advance, I'd be shocked. Will the show recast her character? They can't kill off someone who's already dead, right? That would be unbecoming.


  She spends the hour talking to Felicity and ruminating about who her baby's father is. Maybe she should go on one of those talk shows. At the end, the last scene is hers.


  The camera zooms in on Devon.


  She dials someone, but we don't know who, and she presses her cell to her ear, "I'll be right there. I…um, I need to tell you something."


  The credits roll.


  That's it? Even as a character she's annoyingly stingy with the truth.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  


  When I get home that afternoon, there's an array of plates lined up on the counter and in the fridge. Dad says the neighbors saw him pull up after I kicked him out of my hospital room, and he'd just poured the coffee grinds into the maker when the doorbell rang. It was Gabi and Jazzy with a plate of multi-colored macaroons. Then the Quinns came over with a tuna noodle casserole; Bridget brought a plate of cold cuts, potato salad, and rolls; Mrs. Friedman created a beautiful arrangement of flowers from her garden, and the Abbotts gave a huge fruit tray. And finally, Mrs. Jackson waddled over, with her cane and Cujo on a leash. She handed Dad a hot, fresh-from-the-oven apple pie. Gosh, it smells like heaven.


  I grab a handful of strawberries and lean on the counter. "The Quinns? Seriously? I thought they hated me." I'm also surprised Mrs. Jackson contributed. She doesn't seem to be a part of the neighborhood loop.


  Dad nods while folding several slices of ham and roast beef into a Kaiser roll. "They were upset, but hate is a strong word."


  Not when it comes to that family.


  I grab a roll and the turkey.


  Dad takes a bite of his sandwich then asks, "How are you feeling?" I can barely make out his words, but I get the gist.


  "Fine. Good as new." I grin, probably sporting strawberry pieces stuck in my braces.


  The truth is I feel like dog food. Raw, sore, and in need of twenty hours of sleep in my own bed. But I don't want Dad to worry more, so I keep quiet.


  "I need to run out tonight. Do you think you'll be okay alone? I can stay."


  I raise a brow. "Chief Williams?"


  He smirks. "No. That reporter I mentioned forgot to send out his research material on the interviews with Cameron. We're supposed to meet for coffee. I can postpone it and…"


  I shake my head, but it feels like my brain is hitting the sides of my skull, so I stop mid-shake. "No, go. I'll be fine. After I stuff my face, I'm going to take a shower and fall asleep on the couch while watching TV. I won't see you until tomorrow morning anyway."


  "I'll move the television into your room. But only until you're better."


  "Seriously?" Dad has a thing about TVs in bedrooms. He believes it interferes with sleep and growth. I don't get it.


  "But you have to promise to stay out of danger."


  He didn't ask me to stop investigating. That's a huge plus. And he knows I couldn't have prevented last night. I'd no idea someone would mow me down. So I can't make that promise.


  I stack my plate with potato salad and a big slice of pie. But I can show him I'll try. "I'll do everything within my power to not get hurt." Or dead.


  


  * * *


  


  I stir awake and open my eyes. My room is dark except for the flickering TV. I've must've fallen asleep with it on. Rain pounds on my air conditioner and the roof. It's heavy, fast, and furious. The perfect weather for hot cocoa and a book.


  I sit up and put on my glasses. My clock says it's nine-oh-two. I switch on my lamp. Beside it is my empty plate and glass. All that food and milk, and I seriously need to pee.


  I get up, stagger for a second, then use the bathroom. My head is heavy, like I've been asleep for too long, but I only laid down five hours ago, so maybe I'm under-tired. Is that even a word?


  When I get back to my room, I stare at my plate and decide I must try those cookies. Jazzy would be hurt if I didn't. Yeah, that's my excuse. I grab my dishes and go down.


  Dad's office door is slightly ajar. His desk lamp is on, but he's not there. He must be with the reporter.


  I head into the kitchen and put my dishes into the dishwasher.


  Something scrapes across the back door.


  I jump and twirl around. It's too dark outside to see anyone. But that doesn't mean someone isn't standing there staring at me.


  A chill starts at the base of my neck and spreads out along my shoulders and back.


  I yank open the utensil drawer. The two steak knives we own aren't in there, so I grab a butter knife. In terms of weapons, this one is up there with a spork, but we don't cook so those huge knives you see in movies don't exist in our home. Other than a wooden spoon and metal spatula, this is as good as it gets.


  I flip off the overhead light and tip-toe to the door. Crossing the room in darkness is spooky, but the idea of someone watching me is spookier. Each step feels like a week-long punishment. Each breath is shallow and gift-wrapped in fear with a tidy, little bow. It was probably just a squirrel, but after being a life-size hood ornament, I'm not taking any chances.


  When I make it to the door, I double check the locks and fasten the safety chain. I press my face to a pane of glass and reach for the switch to the outside light. When I turn it on, if someone's face is pressed against mine, I'm going to die. Of course I think of this now and not before I leaned on the door.


  I hold my breath and flip the switch. I flinch at my reflection then giggle when all I see is the rain beating against the table and chairs.


  See, Piper, there's no boogeyman out there.


  I turn off the light and go back to the counter. I carefully unwrap the cookie plate, not wanting to tear the pretty, pink cellophane.


  "These cookies look delicious, Linzy. You should see them." Maybe not the most tempting way to get her to show up, but I'm desperate. I haven't seen her in a while. I hope she's okay. I hope the people in her life are okay.


  I grab purple, green, and blue cookies, turn off the light, and head back upstairs.


  When I'm on the top step, I hear the front door slowly open. The sound of rain gets louder. The heady scent of humidity creeps up the stairs. That's weird. Why isn't Dad coming in through the garage? And why didn't I hear the mechanical noise of the garage door or his car? The storm isn't that loud.


  "Dad?" I call out, wishing I hadn't put down the butter knife.


  He doesn't respond. My gut tells me he isn't home. This means, either the storm opened the door, or someone else just entered my house.


  "Who's there?" I scream and inch back down, my back against the wall.


  I peer over the railing but don't see anyone. When I'm all the way down, I look out. No one is there. It must've been the wind or rain. Maybe Dad left through this door and didn't shut it all the way.


  And he says I need to be careful. Just wait until he gets home. I'm going to have fun teasing him.


  The rain splatters across my face and T-shirt. I push the door shut, making sure it clicks all the way. I turn to go to my room and notice water on the hardwood floor. How did the rain make little puddles inside? There are several, and they go all the way back to the kitchen.


  I bend at the waist for a better look. They look like…footprints?


  I bolt up and back into the door, clanking against it. I turn to whip it open, to run out, and a voice says, "Piper."


  My heart feels like it's beating in my throat. I know that voice.


  Shayla stands in the kitchen doorway. Her hair hangs past her shoulders, drenched and dripping. She has on a white tee with a ruffle hem that's plastered to her. How long was she out in the rain? The shirt is so long, it almost hides the denim shorts beneath. She stares at me from beneath her lashes, like she's getting ready to bow. With her head at that angle, she reminds me of the girl from The Ring.


  Super creepy. But this is Shayla. She may dislike me, but she's not a deranged spirit living inside a well.


  I take a deep breath. "You scared me. What are you doing here?"


  When she doesn't say anything, I remember how odd she acted yesterday. That's what I forgot. I start to take a step forward, but something holds me back. Not literally, like an invisible force, but my guts sending up warning flares in bulk.


  "Why did you stop by yesterday? Is something wrong?"


  She was standing in the doorway when I left my message for Dad. She had to overhear that I found the charm. And then I was run over. The night I spied on Linzy, the car looked black. Her parents' car is black. She obviously hated her sister, at least at times. Is it possible?


  Did Shayla kill Linzy?


  Paranoid and wishing to make it to my Sweet Sixteen next spring overwhelm me, and I fling open the door and hurry out onto the porch. I face Shayla and hold out my arms. The rain pellets my back.


  "You need to start talking, or I'm calling the cops," I shout and pat my thigh, pretending I have my phone in my pocket, or that my shorts even have pockets. Of course my cell is upstairs on my nightstand. I need to make an emergency kit, like a fanny pack but much more stylish, to put my phone and various weapons inside. Then I'll keep it on me at all times.


  Shayla walks forward and stops in my doorway. Another step without an explanation, and I'm running over to Gabi's. She's probably home and awake, unlike the Abbotts.


  "I-I don't…" And she speaks. But it makes no sense.


  "Look, I don't know what's going on, but you're creeping me out. Did you kill your sister? Is this a confession?" It isn't until after I ask that I realize a) killers don't admit their crimes until they're ready to kill you, and b) it's stupid to let a murderer know you suspect them.


  "Of course not," she yells. She scrunches up her face and looks disgusted. Finally animation. I was beginning to think this was robot-Shayla.


  "Then what's going on? You're acting weird."


  She scoffs. "No, that's your shtick."


  Well at least she's predictable, but who says shtick?


  "So?" I wiggle, trying to dislodge my cold, wet shirt from my back.


  A streak of lightning flashes through the sky, illuminating Shayla and my porch as if it was daytime. I clench my teeth and wait for the thunder that's sure to…


  It roars through the night, causing me to flinch.


  Shayla shakes her head. Her hair flaps and water hits me in the face. "Never mind. I can't do this."


  She jumps down my steps and races to her house.


  Oh, I don't think so.


  I chase after her. She's not going to scare the crap out of me and then chicken out. I told her my secret. Now it's her turn.


  As soon as I hit the street, I'm drenched and can't see where I'm going. "Shayla," I scream, but it does no good. I swallow and cough up rain. She can't hear me over another sky-ripping combo of lightning and thunder. I'm absolutely crazy to run around in this.


  I see the thin strip of grass too late. My foot hits the curb and I fall to my knees.


  Shoot.


  My glasses fall down my nose. I push them back up and stand. I'm probably bleeding, but there's little I can do here. I push my hair back and cup my eyes, trying to spot Shayla. I don't. I need to just go home. This can wait until tomorrow or when the monsoon lets up.


  But as I'm about to turn, I notice movement. Someone's in the Volkswagen in her driveway.


  I run over, sidestepping the stupid pink flamingo right before I crush it to death. I reach the passenger door and jerk the handle. It opens. Yes! I slide, quite literally considering how wet I am, into the seat and shut the door.


  Thankfully it's Shayla in the driver's seat and not a stranger. That would be embarrassing.


  "What are you doing?" she asks with her typical amount of rudeness.


  "Staying dry." Suddenly I'm freezing and wrap my arms around me.


  "You're getting my car wet."


  I chuckle. "So are you. Wait. Your car? Since when?"


  "Yesterday," she whispers.


  "That's great. It's super cute."


  I'd like to believe she cranks the engine and blasts the heat because she sees me trembling, but she's probably cold too.


  "Is this what you wanted to tell me?"


  She shrugs. "Sorta."


  Something isn't right. She never acts coy around me. And she certainly doesn't want to share happy news, so what gives?


  "What's the big deal?" I ask.


  She glances at me from the corner of her eye. "Did you tell anyone about finding the money in Linzy's closet?"


  "Just my dad. Why?"


  She spins toward me. Sloshing sounds beneath her. "You did? How could you?"


  Why is she yelling at me? "I had to. We shared notes and we think, well I think, her death and Ca…"


  I'm about to confide in someone I just suspected of murder. Not cool. "It doesn't matter what I think. Yeah, I told him. What's the big deal?"


  She bangs the steering wheel with her hands. "What if he says something to my parents or Chief Williams?"


  That's a guarantee, but I don't say this. I don't want to get yelled at again.


  "Why do you want to keep it a secret?"


  She waves a hand along the dashboard.


  I shake my head. "Nope. Don't follow."


  "Are you a moron?"


  Oh yeah, that's the way to get me to keep any future secrets hush-hush. Call me names.


  "My folks said they'd help buy me a car, but I'd have to come up with half the money. I've been saving for years. I haven't bought myself new music in forever."


  I gasp. "You took the money and used it for this car?"


  That seems kinda sneaky and criminal. When the police find Linzy's killer, if he's connected to the money, I'm pretty sure they'll want it for their case. I don't mention this though. I do not want to see a more hysterical Shayla.


  "It's not like anyone is going to miss it," she says with a heavy whine. "You just don't get it. I bet your father buys you whatever you need."


  "Not whatever."


  She rolls her eyes. "Well we're struggling."


  I stare at her house. I can't see it, but I know it's a nice house. "But Linzy's a TV star."


  "Yeah, if she lived to twenty-one she would've gotten a ridiculous amount of money."


  Shayla had mentioned it was put into an account until Linzy became an adult."


  "Mom doesn't work, so she can be Linzy's manager. She gets paid for it, but it's not much. Dad works all the time, but it's not easy."


  "I just assumed…"


  "We'd be rolling in cash?" she interrupts. "Yeah, I thought the same when all of this started. But look. We live in a three-bedroom house in Hollow Ridge. This isn't the rich section of town."


  There's a rich section? Troy's touring skills are seriously lacking.


  Shayla looks to her lap and sniffles. "I've been given Linzy's hand-me-downs. Can you imagine?"


  Oh wow.


  She points a finger in my face. "If you tell anyone…"


  I hold up my hand. "I won't. I promise."


  We watch the rain splatter across the windshield for a few moments.


  "I'm sorry I told my dad," I say.


  She takes a deep breath. "I knew owning something so nice was too good to be true."


  Darn, I feel awful. "What happens to Linzy's acting money now that she's dead?"


  Shayla turns and stares at me. She widens her eyes. "I don't know."


  "Maybe you'll be able to keep it."


  "Yeah. Hey I didn't mean to scare you. I just didn't know how to ask."


  I nod. "I get it." She just apologized. I should've taped this moment.


  "I should go in," she says and turns off the engine.


  "Sure." I grab the handle and brace myself. "See ya," I say and open the door.


  One leg out and I'm already drenched again. Geez, this is crazy.


  I run to my house without falling or almost destroying personal property. A bolt of lightning lights up the front of my house and even down my hall. I left the door open. That was bright, Piper. If Dad saw this, he'd be pissed.


  I leap up the steps and charge inside, trying to make it before the thunder. I'm too late. I yelp and laugh then slam the door shut. The floor is soaked. I need to clean up before Dad gets home.


  I flip on the upstairs hall light and run up. I peel off my shirt and open the linen closet to grab a couple of towels.


  Lightning flashes, brightening my room.


  I thought I left my lamp on.


  Suddenly a shadow moves.


  "Dad?"


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  


  My heart slams against my chest.


  The shadow moves toward me but remains in my room, far enough from the hall light that I can't make out who it is. But the tall, slender figure is definitely a person. And it's not Dad.


  Ohmigod, maybe there are robberies in this neighborhood. And here I am, dripping on the floor, in my shorts and sports bra.


  Run!


  I drop the towels and take off for the stairs. I'm barely on the third step when the figure grabs my shoulder to yank me back. I lean forward and gravity takes hold.


  That falling sensation fills my belly, and I reach out to brace myself, but it's no use. I roll down the stairs and land in a heap at the bottom. I uncurl myself like a cat and glance upstairs.


  The intruder has followed me down, just on the second to last step, and still in the shadows. I can just make out black pants and hoodie, but his face is hiding under that hood, and even with the crackling lightning, I can't make out the details. I get the feeling I know this person though, and that makes my pulse race faster.


  I scramble to my feet. Everything tilts for a second but soon rights itself back up. There's no time for dizziness or aches and pains. I turn to the door, even though I know I won't make it.


  Once again, he grabs my shoulder and pushes me away, shoving me into the wall.


  Stay on your feet. Stay alert. Stay alive.


  I repeat the words as I stumble into Dad's office. I race for the desk, as if its barrier will prevent my death. Like a child hiding under a blanket. This is why people get killed in horror movies. There's no common sense when you're panicked and running for your life.


  My brain isn't total mush because I angle Dad's lamp toward the door, so when my own, personal Buffalo Bill enters I see his face.


  Except it's not a he.


  It's Bridget.


  What the…?


  She must realize I know it's her because she smiles. Her mouth may appear friendly, but her eyes are wide and dazed. "Why are you running from me? I'm not going to hurt you."


  "Why are you breaking into my house? Why were you in my room?"


  She holds up a key. "I'm not breaking in, silly. Although I didn't need to use my key since the door was wide open. I told your Dad I'd stop by and check in on you."


  That's right. She's the realtor. She'd have a key. She could walk in and out of any property she leases. There's a thread of logic in there. But it doesn't fit well either, like a bent puzzle piece. Now that I know he's seeing the chief, Dad has no connection to Bridget. Why would he ask her to look in on me and not the Abbotts or even Gabi?


  "He didn't mention that."


  "I spoke with him just before he left."


  That's possible, especially if it was an afterthought and he saw her on his way out. Maybe she came by to ask how things were going. But why did she try to grab me twice? I ask her.


  "I figured I'd scared you by how fast you ran and didn't want you to hurt yourself. Are you okay? That must've been some fall."


  I don't respond, just stare at her.


  She steps closer, and my blood practically cements, like a statue.


  "Um, did he tell you where he was going?" I ask. If she knows, then I can relax…and add another item to my biggest embarrassments list.


  She cocks her head. "Of course. He went to see Olivia. You do know they've been sneaking around, right?" There's something mischievous about the way she says that last line, like she wants to hurt me.


  I nod. Did Dad lie to me? "He told you that? I didn't know you were so close."


  "We bonded when he rented this place."


  She pushes the hoodie off her head and shakes out her hair, like an actress on a shampoo commercial.


  My spine stiffens. I narrow my eyes. "Why are you dressed like that? Where are your red pumps and fancy clothes?"


  She giggles, and it sounds as fake as her acrylic nails. "Laundry day."


  Yeah, right. There's no way Bridget would be caught dead in jeans and a hoodie, especially drab, black ones. No, she's lying.


  My entire body shifts to red alert again. I need to leave, but she's blocking the only way out.


  I glance down at the desk. I need a weapon, but all I see is another paper mess. Dad's gonna wish he was neater if I end up dead.


  She steps closer, tentative ones because she knows I want to flee.


  I inch to my right, closer to the lamp. Maybe if she's close enough I can use it, but I don't want her that close. I need to get out of here.


  "What do you want?" I ask.


  "I told you…"


  "No. Stop. We both know you aren't here to check up on me for my dad. He's with the reporter, not the chief."


  Her left eye twitches. "What reporter?"


  I jut out my chin. "The one who interviewed Cameron." I glance at his picture on Dad's bulletin board, his smiling, blue eyes and shiny, blonde hair.


  "What for?" Bridget asks.


  I stare at her, making sure she isn't closer. She glances at Cameron's photo too, and the corner of her mouth droops. Just for a second. But it's long enough for me to realize.


  "You're a cougar." That's what Kinley said.


  "What?" Her tone is snappy, and I realize I'm making the same mistake movie heroines make—confessing what they know to the crazed, sociopath, just minutes before the final showdown.


  "Nothing."


  But it's not nothing. Bridget was seeing Cameron. He gave her the charm. Then she killed him, Linzy witnessed it, and Bridget killed Linzy. It was Bridget's car I saw when I spied on Linzy, and it was her car that hit me last night. It has to be. There's no other reason she's here.


  Wait. Why is she here if she already has the charm?


  I take a step around the desk. "I should be resting. My father will be home soon."


  She steps in front of me, and I catch a strong whiff of her perfume. The same one I smelled on Dad the other day. Or I thought it was on him. The lipstick on his collar must've been the chief's, but the perfume?


  Ohmigod!


  That's the missing piece from last night. When she wrenched the charm from my hand, I smelled her perfume.


  I must show something on my face because she narrows her eyes. "None of this would've happened if you hadn't played 'I Spy' and followed that little bitch around."


  So she admits it. Sorta. I guess Linzy and I had more in common than I knew.


  I ransack my memories, trying to find all the pieces that don't fit neatly. Instead of my smelling the perfume on Dad, it must've been in the area. She must've been in the area. Which means she was hiding in the garage? No, Dad was just there. Oh crap. She must've been in the basement.


  Chills race one another down my back and arms.


  The night with the wind gusts, that was Linzy, but what about the fallen chair, the swaying safety chain on the back door? The night Linzy disappeared I heard footsteps on the stairs. I thought it was Dad. Was it? And Linzy swore she didn't tear up the house after Shayla and I got back from seeing April. Was that all Bridget? But doing what?


  I mentally gasp. She's been trying to find the charm.


  "This isn't your first time sneaking in, is it?" I ask.


  Without warning, she shoves me hard.


  I stumble back and fall onto Dad's desk.


  Before I get a chance to stand back up, she rushes me. I slap her, but it doesn't stop her.


  She wraps her hands around my neck and squeezes.


  Oh God, this is how she killed Linzy. I don't want to die.


  I flail my arms around, trying to reach the lamp, but it's just beyond my grip.


  "You stupid children always get in the way."


  My vision goes in and out of focus. I pull at her fingers, trying to pry them off. My chest tightens. I try to breathe through my nose, but it's difficult.


  A groan sounds behind her, and suddenly she's lifted off me.


  I'm lightheaded and gravity wins. As I crumble to the floor, I swipe Dad's paper with me. I take big, chest-rising breaths and cough and sputter.


  Crashing sounds explode around me. A low growl mixed with a high-pitched scream adds to the commotion.


  What's happening?


  I focus on the room and see Linzy on her blue, magic blanket ride on Bridget's back.


  Bridget is more determined to get free than Eli, thrashing and knocking into everything.


  Linzy won't be able to hold on forever. I crawl toward the back of the desk, suddenly wishing we had a landline. Upstairs is too far away, and, after last night, Dad most likely has his on him.


  Another crash sounds. I flinch but don't turn around.


  Suddenly Bridget grabs my ankle and drags me toward her.


  I dig my stubbly finger nails into the throw rug, but it does little good. Then I notice Dad's letter opener amongst the papers. I wrap a firm grip around its handle and turn, sitting up in the process.


  Bridget lunges for me.


  I push the pointy blade into her stomach.


  Her eyes widen, and she looks down.


  I do too and pull the blade out. Thick, dark blood oozes from a hole in her hoodie.


  She cups her side, trying to stop the bleeding.


  I stagger to my feet and head to the door, but the world keeps tilting. Gravity wins again, and I fall to my knees. I close my eyes. I just need a minute. That's all.


  Tingling threads of electricity crawl through my hand and up my arm.


  I look over.


  Linzy is beside me, holding my hand.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  


  Early morning sunlight streams through my windows. The rays are soft and gentle, and the humidity is gone, as if Mother Nature knows I need a break. Last night was the first time I slept without the air conditioner running, just my blanket and the fan. That and the sleeping pill Dad gave me, which he got from the chief, have me feeling physically fine, even if I'm mentally wiped-out.


  "Thanks for saving my life." I sit with Linzy on my bed. She's leaving soon. It's a feeling, she says. Plus, she sees the glimpse of the light again.


  She scoffs. "Thanks for ending mine."


  I look up, startled. "Hey. It's not my fault Bridget broke in and wanted to kill me in case I remembered she tried to mow me down. I was perfectly fine being ignorant."


  After those a few electrifying moments on the floor of Dad's office with Linzy, I'd gone upstairs and called 911. As it turns out, the stab wound wasn't that deep, and Bridget will be fine. And on her way to prison. I guess she thought she was dying, so she confessed on the way to the hospital. To having an affair with Cameron and being devastated when he didn't want to see her anymore. She thought he was "the one," despite their secret relationship and his girlfriend. Even old people make stupid mistakes when it comes to love.


  She also confessed to killing him, being blackmailed by Linzy, strangling her, and then hitting me with her car. Just as I suspected. As it turns out, Dad came home from his meeting with the reporter with the proof that she's guilty anyway. There's a photo of Cameron during some party, with Bridget in the background. She's sipping a martini and around her wrist is a bracelet with the dangling silver, star charm. It wouldn't have been enough to convict her in court, but it could've been the beginning of finding more proof.


  Linzy shrugs. "I guess I can't hang out here forever. I'll eventually get bored. Besides, your room totally lacks in interior design. Plus, no parties, a dad who's home all the time, and nerdy friends? That's not my life."


  "No, your life was glamorous and exciting."


  She bows her head and smirks. "Yes, but you're luckier."


  Seriously? I shrug. A habit I hope to break soon.


  Several car doors slam consecutively outside. I get up and go to the window. Mr. Friedman and Miguel pull out of their driveways at the same time, both going to work. I look down the street to Bridget's house. Where does your stuff go when you're imprisoned? All those beautiful clothes. I should inherit them considering she tried to kill me, but I guess I wouldn't want them. Too much bad juju. Who will take over the houses she rents?


  The Abbotts' driveway is empty too. They left thirty minutes ago for camp. I watched them pack their trunk with Kinley's bags. I didn't rush down to say good-bye. We did that in the hospital. I'll see her next month, and I'm confident we'll have a load of fun this school year.


  "I guess this is it."


  I turn to see Linzy standing by my door. Her eyes are bright and she's even smiling. She's ready. I'm not.


  Two departures in one day. I don't think I can deal.


  She steps over the threshold then stops and looks back. "You can have my Hello Kitty tote bag. Just let Shayla know."


  My chest tightens. I have to swallow past the lump in my throat. "I don't think she'll believe me."


  Linzy nods. "She will now."


  I run after her, not wanting to leave her side until I absolutely have to. Whoa, that's different. It dawns on me, and I feel completely blind.


  Linzy's been the best friend I've ever had.


  We head downstairs and out the front door. Dad's office is taped off with yellow, crime scene tape. The police don't want us in the house at all, but Dad convinced them, a.k.a. his possible-slash-probable new girlfriend, to let us stay. She agreed as long as we didn't step foot in the room.


  I have absolutely no problem with that.


  Linzy steps off the porch and lifts her face to the sun. Can she feel it? Probably not, but this is the last time she'll see it. How depressing.


  "Hey," I call out, not caring if anyone hears me talking to the air. "Whose baby is Devon carrying, Zach's or Ethan's?"


  Linzy looks back. Everything about her expression and demeanor is serene. It's the happiest I've ever seen her. Without an answer, she smiles and steps to the curb.


  Dude, not cool.


  I follow her to the sidewalk and watch her.


  She walks into the middle of the street.


  Just then Gabi comes out and goes to her mailbox. She cocks her head and smiles. "How are you?" she asks me.


  "I'm good."


  She just stands there and stares at me with that goofy grin on her face for a moment. Hopefully she realizes I'm still capable of babysitting, and I didn't attract the crazy in my life. Okay, so maybe I did, but it's over now.


  She heads inside as the Friedman gardener pulls onto the street. He rides right through Linzy and pulls into the Friedman driveway. When he steps from his truck, he shakes, like he has a chill and heads to their backyard.


  Did he feel Linzy too?


  I stare down the street, hoping to see whatever Linzy's fixated on, but all I can make out are houses and trees.


  She continues her journey, stopping for a moment in front of her house.


  Shayla steps outside and picks up the newspaper carelessly thrown onto their lawn. She spots me and gives a half nod before going back in.


  I have no idea where we stand. We'll figure it out. Or not. I'm not sure how I feel about her knowing my secret. And for once, I don't need to know.


  Linzy moves forward.


  Mrs. Jackson's door opens, and Cujo runs out to the edge of their curb. He barks three times at Linzy but then trots over to where our yards meet. He sits and watches me, doesn't bark or act excited like usual. It's as if he senses my sadness and wants me to know he's there.


  I chuckle. He's kinda cute when not yappy.


  Mrs. Jackson waves.


  I wave back.


  Linzy gets to the corner, and I hold my breath waiting to see if she'll be thrown back.


  She looks over her shoulder at me and smiles. Then she steps past that imaginary line and fades away.


  I sigh deeply and blink away my tears.


  "What are you staring at?"


  I flinch and turn. Troy and Chief Williams are standing beside me. Her car is parked in our driveway. I hadn't even heard them pull up.


  I shrug. "Um, nothing. Just, uh…enjoying the weather."


  The chief grips my shoulders and pulls me in for a hug. "I'm so glad you're alright."


  I rest my cheek against her shoulder and breathe in the scent of baby powder. I'm not sure how I feel about Dad dating the chief, but she's definitely on my side. That I'm sure of. Last night, she was the first one to arrive at the house, and when she saw me, she cried.


  When I pull back, I can't help but feel a bit awkward, so I say, "Dad has coffee brewing."


  "Just what I need." She pats Troy's arm then goes inside.


  Troy and I walk to my porch and sit on the steps. I'm not ready to go inside yet.


  "Tell me how in two weeks you managed to catch a killer and solve two murders?" Troy asks.


  I chuckle. "I'm lucky?"


  "More like determined and a bit stubborn."


  Very true. But it doesn't feel like I solved this crime, more like I fell down and it toppled over me, unfolding as it landed. Either way, I'm glad it's over, even if it means losing Linzy.


  "How's your dad dealing?" Troy asks.


  I laugh. "He's a nervous wreck. I almost died twice. He's muttering about buying me a protective bubble."


  "I understand. On the way over, Mom kept glancing over at me, as if I was going to vanish."


  "Parents are weird."


  But they can be cool, too.


  Gabi and Jazzy walk outside with a blanket, tea set, and the giant bear.


  "When the police are done with the crime scene, Dad's moving his office into the basement, so the living room will actually be a place to watch TV. And I'll be able to hang with my friends," I say.


  "Great. I have a huge movie collection."


  I lean back and frown. "Why don't I know this? What's your favorite genre?"


  "Horror."


  "Of course," we say in unison.


  I laugh. Another reason to like him. We still haven't discussed us and our folks. There hasn't been time. But I'm not as worried as I was. I have a feeling they won't stand in our way—whatever 'our way' becomes.


  The door opens, and Dad sticks his head out. "You two hungry? I'm making pancakes."


  I widen my eyes. "But it's only been six months."


  He points his spatula at me. "Haha, you're funny. You should go to college to be a comedian."


  I roll my eyes and laugh. Troy and I rise.


  Dad steps back and opens the door wider. "What kind do you prefer, Troy? Plain or chocolate chip?"


  I'm surprised there are options, since all we have are leftovers. At least one of the choices isn't tuna noodle casserole pancake.


  "Chocolate chip," Troy says and walks inside.


  Dad winks at me then follows our guest to the kitchen. He now has one souped-up book to write, but he promised this morning that no matter when he completes it, we're staying for the school year. I still have time to work on him, get him to change his mind to stay longer. He probably won't, but I can try.


  And in the meantime…


  I glance back at our street.


  Disturbia isn't so disturbing anymore.


  


  


  * * *
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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Rules of the Scam #26


  The con is in the details…


  


  A stupid, desperate chick and her money are soon parted. At least, that’s what my mom always says. Which might sound like a concerned mother, except she follows that with “so know how to make people feel desperate.” She says if people are dumb enough to pay for a fortune teller located above a Mr. Wong’s Suds and Folds, then they deserve what they get. Of course, she also says if my dad was better at what he did he wouldn’t be doing time. What he should have done was spent more time brushing up on his grifting skills and less time drinking.


  So maybe Mom isn’t the best source of morality lessons.


  One of the stupid chicks Mom loved to prey on pushed past me and out of the reading room, clutching her D&G purse to her chest and crying huge mascara-y tears. That was weird. Mom always told the clients either exactly what they wanted to hear or something so vague that it could have meant anything. Tears were uncommon.


  “Everything okay in there?” I called.


  For a long moment there was no answer, and I considered going back there, though I hated ‘the work room’ in all its theatrical glory. But finally her voice carried out. “Do I have a six o’clock?”


  I was Mom’s secretary, or as close as she had to one, but I didn’t have to look at the books. I have a terrific memory for numbers. Instead, I wandered to the window and watched the heavy traffic below. “Nope.”


  I decided not to bother inquiring about sobbing Dolce girl. Maybe she’d stubbed a French manicured toe. It used to be that the street Mr. Wong’s was on saw three kinds of people: prostitutes, people trying to pick up and/or bust prostitutes, and prostitutes who wanted to do their laundry.


  But this entire area of downtown Albuquerque, New Mexico was undergoing something called ‘urban regentrification’. I didn’t know what that actually meant, but ever since we'd lived here this neighborhood had been bipolar. Million dollar lofts built inside old factories rose up next to squat, cracked stucco houses with bars on the windows. Trendy new bars full of douches shared space with places like Mr. Wong’s.


  Now that the higher brow set had moved in we had a whole new clientele of desperate losers. We took in enough that we could have moved somewhere marginally nicer. But Mom was sure this was the perfect location. Plus she said Mr. Wong’s added to the ambiance, because apparently nothing says ‘mystical’ like the scent of dryer sheets wafting in the air.


  I watched a man exit the doors of the converted library lofts across the street and jet out into traffic. He narrowly avoided being hit by a truck with ‘fish’ painted on the side. No one wants to go like that.


  He bounded up onto our side of the sidewalk, and I expected him to go into the Indian food grocery next door since rich people seem to love that store. Instead, he darted into Mr. Wong’s. Which was unexpected as, judging from his clothes, he didn’t seem to be the Mr. Wong’s type.


  But I was shocked to hear the bang of heavy footsteps on the narrow wood staircase that led up to Mystic Madam Megdala’s. He definitely wasn’t the Mystic Meg type. I didn’t need to see him fully to know that. Men almost never came into the store.


  “I thought you said we didn’t have a six?”


  The stairs were always so loud that even Mom could hear the steps.


  “We don’t,” I called back. “I don’t know who this is.”


  But when the door swung open, that turned out to be a lie. I did know who this was. I just had absolutely no idea why he was here.


  We stared at each other for a suspended moment where I tried to figure out why he was at Mystic Meg’s, and he probably tried to get over the horror of unexpectedly seeing his honors biology lab partner in the lobby of a psychic’s.


  “Harrison?”


  As a general rule, I’m an excellent judge of people. It was an occupational must in my parents’ line of work. But I couldn’t figure out Harrison Poe at all. He’d been my lab partner for the last three months, and he was still as big a mystery as he’d been the first day. His thick-framed black glasses and tight, screen-printed t-shirts of eighties movies suggested he was a hipster, but without all the ironic self-loathing.


  His father was the iconic Hollywood producer, Van Poe, who was currently dividing his time between filming movies in Hollywood and a flashy action television series in New Mexico. Harrison had money, and that allowed him to avoid being completely unpopular, but he wasn’t social. In fact, he was very close to being a total nerd. He kept to himself and was excessively fond of chess, two things that would have sent a normal guy into social banishment.


  At this point I would not have been surprised to discover he was either in a heavy metal band or studying to be a priest. It could go either way with him. He was an enigma.


  “Talia?” It was obvious from his pale skin and incessantly darting eyes that he was terrified. I had no idea if I was the frightening thing, or if it was something else entirely.


  “Who is that, Tallulah?” Mom called out.


  I decided to ignore her for the moment, focusing, instead, on Harrison’s forehead, beaded with sweat. What was wrong with him?


  For a second his eyebrows pulled together, and he seemed to snap out of whatever fugue he was in. “Your name is Tallulah?”


  My eyes narrowed. “For you my name is Talia. The only person who calls me Tallulah is my mother and only because she won’t stop though I’ve asked her not to over and over.”


  “Your mother is Private Ike?” His voice was hoarse.


  “What the hell is a 'Private Ike?' Is that some kind of weird euphemism? Because we don’t do that stuff here.”


  There was actually a hint of a smile on his tight lips. “Private Ike was the name of the private detective who had an office here. I used to see his sign all the time. I guess not anymore?”


  I shook my head, watching him carefully. “It’s the shop of Mystic Madam Megdala, the psychic.”


  “Mystic Madam Megdala is your mother?” His voice was tinged with hysteria now.


  I had a feeling we’d reached the point where Harrison was beyond freaked out. He couldn’t handle one more surprise. “Her name is Stephanie. She just likes alliteration and the name Meg.”


  “Your mom is psychic?”


  Oh, boy. I hadn’t pegged him for the believer type. He clearly wasn’t here to see her, just some dude name Private Ike. Unfortunately it was also clear he thought it was possible people could be psychic. I wasn’t Private Ike, but if I didn’t do something to talk him down, he might go darting back out into traffic and not be so lucky when the next fish truck zoomed past.


  “Harrison, look at this pamphlet. Read the bottom line.”


  He stared at the pamphlet lying on the glass counter next to the register. Mom kept crystals under the glass, and a small selection of incense. No one had ever bought anything. “Visa, MasterCard and cash?” He glanced up at me quizzically.


  “Okay, no. The line above that.”


  “For entertainment purposes only?”


  I’d been the one to insist she add that. For us, this was a relatively honest life we were leading, and I wasn’t ready to be chased away by lawyers.


  “Yeah, that one. That means she’s full of crap. My mom’s not psychic. She’ll happily take your money, but if you have a real problem, she can’t help you. And you look like a guy with serious problems.”


  For a fraction of a second visible sorrow hooded his light brown eyes. Then he shrugged, hunching his shoulders up into his body like in a moment he might disappear.


  “I didn’t come here for her. Or any other psychic. I was looking for a detective. Sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”


  My mind scrolled back to the first week we’d been here and the things the last tenant, apparently Private Ike, had left behind when he’d gone wherever people go when they leave a pit like this. Prison perhaps? He had left a laminated plastic card with his prices printed on it. A hundred dollars an hour, plus expenses, twenty hours guaranteed, ten percent up front. I remembered thinking it was a pity that my mother didn’t have the skills necessary for being a detective. Or paying attention enough to fake being one.


  The thought of that two thousand dollars, two K I could really have used, by the way, was enough to make me sigh. If only someone, a nice man named Mr. Pete, hadn’t been stupid enough to put my mother in charge of finances at his carpet cleaning business when we’d first come to town. After all these months he’d just now noticed the eighteen hundred dollars missing from his yearly totals. He was too nice to accuse Mom of embezzlement outright, but it would go there eventually, if I couldn’t come up with some way to pay him back.


  Mom finally wandered into the lobby decked out in full Mystic Madam Megdala regalia. Usually Mom looked ridiculously young for a woman in her thirties, like a child almost. Short, tousled red hair—the only physical characteristic I'd inherited from her—freckles and pale blue eyes failed to give her the impression of age. She played it up, too, whenever she could. She said that people never failed to trust a person who looked cutesy and young. Only with "Meg", she was going for a more "authoritative psychic" look. Layers of shiny fabrics draped all over her like the sales counter at a material store. My friend’s grandmother always used to say that God was in the details, but Mom would have countered that con was in the details. She said that if you went the extra mile to make sure the details were right, the mark was sure to believe you.


  In this case, Harrison must have had the stink of big money on him, because she was going all out. She stopped, stared at him, and suddenly, her eyes lost their focus, and she stiffened completely, from head to toe. “The eye, the eye. Don’t open the eye. The eye is death. Don’t open it.”


  Okay, usually she didn’t get this dramatic. She must have been trying out a new formula. But I could tell her this one wasn’t working. Tell the client what they want to hear is a much better rule than anything involving the word ‘death.’


  Any color that had been left in Harrison’s face immediately drained out. He pulled in a deep breath. I turned on her.


  “What the hell, Mom?”


  All of the tension left Harrison, as though my words had broken the spell caused by Mom’s drama.


  “You talk to your mother like that?”


  There was no use trying to explain my relationship with my parents, and especially my mother. He couldn’t possibly understand as he, undoubtedly, had parents that had continued maturing beyond the age of twelve or thirteen. It would only be pointless and embarrassing trying to describe our backwards parent/child relationship.


  “You raise your parents however you like, and I’ll raise mine, okay?”


  “Are you going to send the client in, Tallulah?” Mom asked before Harrison could react to my response.


  She started making the low humming noises at the back of her throat that indicated she was in mystic mode. At least she was resorting to tricks I was familiar with now. I didn’t like it when she started pulling new crap like that little scene I’d just witnessed.


  Then she fixed me with a glare, like Harrison and I were wasting her time. Like she hadn’t come out and been all wooooo, death is behind the eye, or whatever.


  “He’s not here for you, Mom.”


  She glared at me one more time, like she couldn’t believe I’d be so bold as to have a conversation in the lobby, and then disappeared behind the beaded curtain. I turned to Harrison. I wouldn’t exactly have called us friends. We’d dissected a fetal pig together. He was kind of hot in an I really like chess kind of way. But regardless of whether or not we were friends, I had enough of a conscience to feel uncomfortable with this whole situation.


  “Look, I’m really sorry about the whole detective thing. Whatever you need…maybe I can help you. Or someone else.”


  “There used to be a Private Ike sign outside the window. In neon letters,” he added. “I guess I should have known he was gone.”


  I had been bugging my mom to get a neon sign. “Yes, bright lights attract the stupid ones. I mean, you know. Not that you’re stupid.”


  His eyes narrowed. “It was right outside my window. I saw it all day and all night.” He glanced toward the large bank of windows through which I’d watched his approach. “I didn’t know you lived so close.”


  “And yet, here I am.” I didn’t like people knowing my personal business, and this felt really personal to me. “I’m sure there’s another detective. Somewhere.”


  “Somewhere. I just don’t know where else to go,” he whispered, before pulling in another deep breath, squaring his shoulders, and heading for the door.


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  Rules of the Scam #3


  Don’t make your story too big, or no one will believe it…


  


  Harrison didn’t look at me on his way past, but I wasn’t just going to let him leave. Though I had no idea why. It wasn’t my business. I had no room for anyone else’s problems in my life. But before I could move, he was gone, breaking the land record for a teenager on foot. Cursing, I jammed my feet into flip-flops and followed him. I heard his footsteps bounding down the stairs, but he moved way too fast for me. I stumbled after him, still not sure why I was doing this.


  As usual, Mr. Wong’s smelled like heat and detergent. Warm, artificially fresh air pushed in around me immediately, like an aggressive blanket monster just out of the dryer. We’d only lived here about nine months, but in the colder months it was nice. The heat wafted up and took huge dollars off our potential energy budget. Right now it was still the beginning of October, and in New Mexico that meant it was too hot to live inside an industrial dryer.


  Harrison’s green chess club jacket was just visible slipping out the door. “Harrison, wait.”


  Not surprisingly, he didn’t listen. Whatever was wrong with him was all consuming now that my mom had given him the boot. I darted into traffic, dodging through the crawl of Friday afternoon workers desperate to get home or to one of the tiny pubs that dotted our neighborhood. Either way, traffic was slow going, and that made it easy to follow Harrison. And since The Library was directly across from Mr. Wong’s it wasn’t hard to keep up.


  I caught up to him in the lobby of his building. I’d never been inside before though I’d seen it a million times from across the street. The idea of living in a library appealed to me, but from what I could tell, there was very little library left. Just the tall airy ceilings and the smoky colored panes of ancient glass in the high windows. And maybe the white marble floor. It was hard to say since it had ceased being a library years before I was born, let alone before I’d moved to New Mexico in January.


  Willing myself not to be distracted by the one nod to librariness, a wall of dark wood shelves lined with old books, I directed my attention back to Harrison.


  “Hey, wait.”


  I grabbed his sleeve, and he stopped, the stiffness of his spine telling me how reluctant he really was to talk to me. He kept partially turned away, the shadows of the ill-lit room obscuring his expression. That bothered me. I didn’t like not being able to gauge people.


  “So I went to the wrong place for help. You don’t have to feel sorry for me.”


  I made sure I kept my voice low so we didn’t bother anyone else who came into the lobby. “Why do you need a detective?”


  I had to ask. For some reason it bugged me. All of it. That he’d come to my house looking for help. That we didn’t help him. That he was so clearly suffering. So I brutally tamped down the not my business impulse and waited impatiently for him to speak.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  He didn’t sound like it didn’t matter. He sounded broken.


  I really looked at him for the first time in all the months I’d known him. I’d seen Van Poe around town because he filmed a movie once near the high school. He was an aging Cali boy. I knew his type from my years running scams with my parents up and down the California coast. It wasn’t until my dad had gone to prison that we’d left SoCal and come to New Mexico instead.


  Van Poe represented a cross section of California life that was comfortably familiar. He was tall, too tanned, face lined from too much sun exposure, board shorts and baggy shirts and hair that had once been blond and was fading out to white. It occurred to me for the first time to wonder if Harrison was his biological son. If he was, Harrison’s mom was some other race, though I didn’t know what. His skin was darker than mine, despite my persistent tan, and he definitely wasn’t Mexican. Around here, that minority was definitely the majority.


  He looked a little like his father, but not enough to immediately seem related. That was the long and short of it.


  “Clearly it does matter, and you would not believe how good I am at getting what I want. So why don’t you just tell me.”


  He pushed out a breath, a mix of a snort of laughter and what sounded like a sigh of frustration. “I can believe it. Look…” He glanced around. “Someone wants me to think I’m being hunted by a demon.”


  “What?” Of everything I might have expected to come out of his mouth, that wasn’t even on the list. “Why on earth would you think you were being hunted by a demon?”


  Breath left his body in a hard push I could hear from feet away. “Let’s just go back outside.”


  I wasn’t about to argue with him when I was this close to the answers I was dying to have. Harrison was a conundrum. He was brilliant, and yet he believed he was being hunted by demonic forces.


  I had to know why.


  We stepped back out onto the sidewalk. The sun was going down now, and in the desert that meant it was getting colder every second. For several moments we didn’t speak. People pushed past us on the sidewalk, but no one spared us a glance. That was the price you paid living downtown.


  “My cousin made us play with a Ouija board at a party.”


  Oh, good lord. No story that started with a Ouija board was ever good. “Harrison, Ouija boards are about as real as my mom is psychic. You can’t believe everything you see.”


  I could not believe he’d be so naïve and superstitious. He seriously was brilliant. It was no exaggeration that I’d never met anyone smarter than him. How could he be so ridiculous?


  “Will you let me finish? Anyway, I didn’t say I was being hunted by a demon. I said someone wants me to think I am.”


  I waved my hand. “Okay, keep talking.”


  “The Ouija gave me a name. The name of a demon. It came up in several places after that. Including someone who randomly told me that the demon was hunting me. Not haunting. Hunting.” He watched a couple of the old familiar clientele, hookers, go into Mr. Wong’s.


  “Did you believe them at that point?”


  He shrugged. “Not at first. But now I’ve been…hearing things. Voices in my bedroom. Saying the same name that the Ouija board did and that I’ve heard in other places. Telling me…things.”


  Oh.


  This wasn’t what I’d expected. Was he crazy? I’d studied plenty of psychology in my life. Again, another byproduct of figuring out how best to play the mark. He was the right age for the onset of schizophrenia.


  “I’m not crazy,” he told me tightly. As though my train of thought would have been hard to anticipate. “It’s real. Regardless of what you think. Something is trying their best to make me feel like I really am being hunted.”


  I spent only a second thinking about what he’d told me, pinning it all together. I didn’t think I had long before he sprinted again. “Look, as you have said yourself, I don’t think you’re being hunted. I think you’re either crazy, which you assure me you’re not, or you’re being conned.”


  He cocked his head to the side, his body tense, like he was on the verge of either running or lashing out at me. “Conned? That’s an interesting way of phrasing it.”


  “It’s a basic rule of the scam. Don’t make your story too big, or no one will believe it.”


  “Rule of the scam?”


  Whenever people start repeating everything you say it’s a bad sign that the mark isn’t with you. Not that I had any intention of conning Harrison. But the rules still applied to everyday conversation. I shouldn’t have mentioned the rules. I’d momentarily forgotten that other people didn’t learn these sorts of things at their parents’ feet. That was dangerous, and a clear sign I’d gotten sloppy since refusing to participate in any more of my parents’ cons.


  “All I’m saying is that if you’re not crazy, someone is trying to make you think you are. Not that you’re being hunted, but that you are crazy. The story is too big. It can’t possibly be true. Someone is playing you, Harrison.”


  He wouldn’t meet my eyes. I glanced up and down the street, which was filling up with cars as the party crawlers headed into the trendy nightlife district. “You don’t necessarily need a detective,” I pushed. “You just need to ferret out the person who wants to make you think you’re crazy.”


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  Rules of the Scam #2


  Don’t let others con the conman…


  


  A couple of girls, in inexplicably fur-covered mini skirts, stumbled past like they’d already been hitting a bottle of 40 proof before hitting the town. Harrison barely looked at them. He regarded me openly.


  “You seem to know a lot about scamming people.”


  I met his eyes without hesitation, though I desperately wanted to look away. “You seem to know a lot about chess.”


  To my surprise, he laughed.


  His eyes crinkled in the corners when he laughed. The grooves around his mouth were deep for someone our age. Like maybe he spent much more time being amused than I would have given him credit for. He didn’t seem like the type to have a sense of humor. Then again, he also didn’t seem like the type to remember something he heard from a Ouija board. When it came to Harrison, my antennas were all out of whack.


  What if he was scamming me? Did I really know what his game was? I should have listened to the inner voice that told me to stay away.


  “Look, I’ve got to go. I just wanted…” Actually, I still wasn’t entirely sure what I had wanted. “I wanted to make sure you’re cool with the fact that we weren’t Private Ike and everything.”


  Lame and stupid. It also wasn’t the truth. But since I didn’t know what the truth was, how could I offer it?


  For a second I was struck with the enormity of that statement. I had lived with lies for so long that I literally had no concept of truth unless I manufactured it.


  Jeez, what a freaking bummer.


  “It’s okay,” Harrison said, bringing me back to the present. “I knew it was a long shot anyway.” His voice dipped low, and I heard the truth. Whatever he knew hadn’t interfered with what he had hoped.


  He was someone who’d been pushed to the limit. Sympathy wasn’t something that came often for me. Life wasn’t good enough to feel sorry for my peers and their broken nails and lost boyfriends. But sympathy for Harrison crept up on me aggressively and without warning.


  I angrily tamped down the instinct that demanded I offer to help him. I didn’t need this. I had too much to deal with already. I couldn’t afford another person I needed to take care of.


  “Why don’t you just hire a different detective?”


  He shook his head. “I can’t take the risk. If the press got a hold of this it might look really bad for my dad. But a guy like Private Ike.” He shrugged. “No one would have believed him, even if he’d wanted to sell the story.”


  A guy like Private Ike. A guy who lived above a laundry. Who was a second-class citizen. A guy like me. Irritation reared up. I needed to get away from him, and anyway it was nearly 7:00 on a Friday. Time for my father’s weekly collect call from the California penal system.


  “I’ve got to go.” I barely knew Harrison. He wasn’t my problem, and his issues weren’t my problem either.


  He smiled slightly, but the smile lacked as much sincerity as my demands to myself to leave this mess alone. “Sure. Sorry about coming over to your place. I didn’t know.”


  Now why did he have to apologize? I felt even worse.


  “Don’t worry about that.”


  I wanted to say something else, but I needed to not say something else. So I left him on the sidewalk and dodged back over to Mr. Wong’s without a backward glance.


  


  The collect call from Dad came at 7:00 on the dot, as usual. Mom always acted like maybe this time she wouldn’t take it, but she always did. Dad and Mom were truly criminals, but they seemed to have a relationship that most people’s parents never managed. They loved each other, and were devoted to one another in their own strange way.


  I said hello because I felt like I had to. It was all I could do for him. Not that he didn’t deserve to be in jail. And it wasn’t like doing two to five in a low security prison in the SoCal sun was the worst thing ever. Regardless, he was still my dad.


  Once my mom was busy recounting some of her better lies of the past week, I escaped to my room. I hurried across the hardwood floors, my bare feet objecting to the cold. Evidently a lot of people weren’t drying things tonight.


  The Wong building had been built somewhere around World War II, and, like most buildings that were seventy years old, it was drafty and creaky and filled with nice details interspersed with horrible crap people had added during the last renovation, circa 1972.


  We lived behind the work area of Mystic Madam Megdala’s in a little apartment that was perhaps 600 square feet, if we were lucky. I wasn’t sure what the original intention of these rooms had been, if someone had lived here from the start or not, but I was pretty sure my bedroom had once been a janitor’s closet. However, the apartment had two bedrooms and an ugly, but functional kitchen.


  Which was better than our first place after Dad had gone to jail, where we’d been forced to share a single room and cook on a smuggled in hot plate.


  My room faced the same direction as the lobby did, my window also overlooking The Library. Though I didn’t have the same impressive bank of windows our lobby did, the view wasn’t bad.


  My bed was positioned directly under the window, and I knelt on my knees and spent way too long staring at The Library wondering which window was Harrison’s and what he would hear tonight while he was supposed to be asleep. Then I spent another few minutes wondering why I cared.


  Then a few more being irrationally pissed at Harrison because I did.


  Later, once homework was done for the weekend and I had given up on staring across the street, I slept, waking up frequently. I dreamt I was being hunted by a demon who kept incessantly talking to me in the dark. Spurred on by his insatiable need to tell me about his love of pop music and Hollywood starlets and his personal life. Including the fact that, contrary to what one might anticipate in dealing with a demon, his name was Larry and he was a huge fan of squash. The vegetable, not the British sport.


  It was the weirdest dream I’d ever had, and I woke up when it was still dark, surly and achy from sleeping in the wrong position. I couldn’t blame Harrison for my bad rest, though I wanted to. I also couldn’t sleep anymore, though I was still exhausted.


  So I dragged myself out of bed and into the kitchen.


  I was the sole cook in our family. Dad came and went like an errant breeze, and Mom’s idea of culinary mastery was a bologna sandwich with chips shoved inside. Which, by the way, is pretty good. I’m just saying. But if it wasn’t for me and our personal chef, Boyardee, we’d all have starved a long time ago. I wasn’t much of a cook either. I knew just enough to get by, and it depended entirely on how high your standards of getting by were.


  I poured myself a bowl of cereal and a diet soda on the avocado green Formica countertop and gave myself some time to shake the fugue of bad sleep and weird dreams. I had an idea brewing. And those are never good. When the clock hit eight, I grabbed the phone and made a call.


  I didn’t have friends, per se. I was more of the acquaintance type. Relationships were too high maintenance, and my family would likely move in a few months anyway, though Mom swore she was in love with the Land of Enchantment, and we were here for good, or at least until Dad was done with his incarceration.


  But I had people I hung around with. I was pretty fond of some of them, though I wasn’t willing to commit to a real friendship with any of them. If I had to pick, however, I would have said my favorite person at Metropolitan High School was Samantha Spenser. Sam didn’t care what people thought, and neither did I. Of course, our reasons weren’t exactly the same. Sam had a level of confidence that was almost frightening. She was like the Fukishima of self-assurance, exploding all over with personal worth.


  I didn’t care what other people thought of me because I couldn’t bring myself to care about them at all. Sometimes a person came along and affected me enough to make me wonder how they viewed me. But it happened so rarely that I could count the instances on my fingers.


  I cared about Sam’s opinion, though. If we stayed around long enough I was sure I’d have to give in and count her as a friend.


  While the phone rang I made a note on a piece of paper to pick up batteries for the incessantly beeping smoke detector. While that kind of crap drove me nuts, my mom didn’t care that it was making terrible noises. And it wasn’t as though this building had a maintenance man. We had Mr. Wong and his family, but they made it clear that unless the house was falling down around us, our miniscule rent meant we were on our own.


  When Sam picked up, I said hello and asked, “Do you have Harrison’s phone number?”


  Sam had everyone’s phone number. She had a special skill for remembering the names, faces and interests of pretty much every person she’d ever met. It took me a good dozen times meeting someone to even remember we’d met before and twice that to remember their name.


  “Who is Harrison?” She sounded like she was eating.


  I rolled my eyes as she so easily made me a liar in my admiration of her ability to remember everyone. I was sure she did know him. “Harrison Poe. My lab partner.”


  We were in the same honors biology class so she had to have seen him.


  “The chess guy?” I could still hear her chewing.


  I smiled slightly. “Yeah, the chess guy.”


  “Are you calling him? Are you asking him out?” Her voice rose on the end of the question, and I could feel her incredulity and mounting excitement through the line. “Why him?”


  “I’m not asking him out. I found out yesterday he lives across the street. I just wanted to ask him something.”


  Her voice sounded muffled. “Really?”


  I pulled the phone away from my ear with a flinch. Hers must have dropped, hitting the ground with a painful clatter. There was scraping, another smaller clatter, and Sam came back on. “Like where?”


  “In those lofts of The Library.”


  She drew in a hard breath. “Have you been in those things? Spence Wiggins used to live there before his dad went belly up. They’re, like, completely insane. Everything is made out of marble and gold leaf and crap.”


  I had no clue who Spence Wiggins was, but I didn’t tell her that. For all I knew the guy sat at the same lunch table as us every freaking day. “Right. Spence. I’ve only been in the lobby. It’s pretty fancy.”


  “You have no clue who Spence is, do you?”


  Crap. Clearly she already knew me too well, which felt dangerous. “Not completely,” I hedged.


  “He’s that guy I dated at the beginning of the year.”


  Whew. I didn’t feel too bad. I’d barely known her then, and Metro High was massive. Our class had a good seven hundred people in it. “Oh right, him.” For some reason I’d been certain that guy’s name was Stewie. Go figure.


  “Anyway, whatever. He lived there for like a year. It’s totally posh. Ridiculous. They won’t let you in without, like, written permission. Anyway, why do you want to call Harrison?”


  “I told you, I need to ask him something.”


  “Out?”


  It took me a second to figure out what she meant. “No, not out. Why is everything about dating to you? I just need to ask him about something he told me yesterday.”


  “Harrison is cute enough. And his dad is Van Poe. That’s all you really need to know.” What she meant was Harrison’s dad was Van, and that made him cute enough. “How’d you find out he lives across the street?”


  Lying came so easily to me it was almost pathetic. But I couldn’t give away Harrison’s secrets. That would be totally uncool of me. “I ran into him on the sidewalk. We talked for a few minutes, and I found out he lives across the street. It was pretty uneventful actually. Do you have his number or not?”


  Sam caught on to the fact that I was getting impatient, but that made her more suspicious of my motives. “Okay, okay. I’m dying to know what you’re going to ask him, though.”


  “I lost something,” I lied again. “I was hoping maybe I left it behind on the sidewalk.”


  “Oh.” Disappointment rang clear in her voice. “Well, tell him I said hi.”


  “Sure.” Because they were such good friends before this moment, on account of the fact she’d known exactly who I was referring to.


  Sam rattled off the number, and I said goodbye. I didn’t bother to write the number down. As aforementioned, like Sam with most people’s names, I always remember numbers.


  I spent an hour debating whether or not offering Harrison my help would be getting too involved. I had standards of staying out of other people’s business to maintain.


  And I wasn’t entirely sure what I wanted from him or what I was willing to offer. I just knew he needed help that I was in the position to give. I also knew I needed money, something he was in the position to give.


  I dialed, hung up, and then dialed again. I wasn’t nervous. But I wasn’t sure I’d made the right choice, either. Before I could hang up again, someone picked up the line. “Hello?”


  It was a woman. No one I knew. I hadn’t realized Van Poe was married. I’d simply assumed that, like everyone else in Hollywood, he was divorced. “Can I…is Harrison there?”


  I hated when I sounded stupid. I wanted to launch into an explanation of why I was calling and that I wasn’t trying to pick up on Harrison, but anything I said would only make it worse. So I just clamped my jaw and waited.


  “Why you want him?” Her accent was heavily Asian, maybe Japanese though I wasn’t entirely sure, and her usage of the English language suggested she hadn’t been here long. “Who are you?”


  “We’re lab partners at school. My name is Talia. Jones.”


  “You stay. I get him.”


  Like I was going to hang up now. I already felt curiously like I’d been grilled by the woman when she hadn’t spoken but two lines to me. It was her tone of voice, like I was some slutty girl after her son.


  “Hello?”


  “I’ve been thinking about what you told me yesterday.”


  “Talia?”


  Okay, he hadn’t been told who I was, despite the fact the woman had asked. “Yeah. I think…I think I can help you.”
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