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  Sometimes, when I dream, the deadliest moment in my life happens all over again. That’s when I’m given the chance to do things differently.


  When I spot the smoke from the beach, I don’t stand there like a dummy, wondering if I’m dreaming. Instead, I race through the sand and up the rocky hill, slicing my feet on cinders and brush. Smoke billows from the cottage windows, clogging my throat. In spite of the steady rain, the orange flames crackle and spit. My face burns. I feel my skin melting away.


  Uncaring, I fling myself into the cottage. The hammer drops from Nana’s hand as she whirls from my bedroom door, alight with joy and astonishment. “Rinnie! THERE you are!”


  I throw myself at her, burying my face in her neck. Hugging her.


  Hugging her.


  I can’t stop hugging her. 


  3 MONTHS + 13 DAYS


  Saturday, October 18


  “Mom, no service means no service. Screaming at it won’t help.”


  Mom examines her useless cell phone. “How can this be?”


  “No biggie. I’m sure we can find an old-fashioned one around. Like on Little House on the Prairie?” I cup one fist to my mouth and crank the air with the other. “Maw! Paw! Kin ya hear me now?”


  Her murderous glare flattens me. “Hilarious, Rinn.”


  Well, I thought it was. At least I can maintain a sense of humor after five solid days in a cramped SUV with a mom suffering from PMS and nicotine withdrawal. Not to mention that my iPod died somewhere between Phoenix and St. Louis. For the last eight hundred miles, Mom’s tortured me with talk radio.


  While Mom tries to hammer more bars into her phone by brute force, I stare through the window at the town square of River Hills, Ohio. Okay, Little House on the Prairie may be a tiny exaggeration. No horses, no buggies, no bonnets, no boardwalks. But no traffic lights, either—and what’s with that ugly red restaurant shaped like a boxcar? We’re parked in front of it like we’re actually going in.


  “This is Millie’s diner. Isn’t it darling?” Mom flicks my arm. “Don’t snort at me.”


  “I didn’t snort. I’m having an allergic reaction.”


  “To what?”


  “To all this freaking fresh air.” I fake a cough. “My system can’t take it. Maybe I ought to get out and suck on the tailpipe for a minute.”


  “Corinne, please. I don’t want it to be this way for—”


  “The rest of my life?”


  “No, for however long we decide to stay here.”


  Hope flickers. “So we might go back?”


  “Honey, I told you, nothing is carved in stone. Frank and I need to think things over, and you and I need to … well … be away from him for a while.”


  My mother’s understatements never fail to blow me away. “California’s pretty big. Couldn’t we be away from him there? I mean, what’s wrong with San Francisco or, or … ?”


  “I don’t know anyone in San Francisco. Here, I know Millie.”


  “Millie, big deal. You haven’t laid eyes on her in years.” Mom doesn’t challenge this. “You could talk to him,” I persist, fighting the too-familiar pain in my chest. “You could tell him how sorry I am. You could make him understand.”


  “I did. Rinn, I tried—”


  “Then you didn’t try hard enough!”


  I throw myself out of the SUV, stalk across the street—no cars at the moment to run me over—and head toward the kind of town square you see on TV: a grassy park crisscrossed with stone walkways and a white gazebo flocked with patriotic ribbons. I could be strolling through a set from one of those old “family show” reruns I used to watch with Nana.


  Nana died in July. Now that I can’t bear to watch those shows, why would I want to live in one? This dinky town is too close to Happy Days for comfort.


  I stuff my cold hands into the pockets of my heavy new jacket. Where do I think I’m running off to? To the Greyhound station to hop a bus back to La Jolla, so I can beg my stepfather to give me another chance?


  Frank won’t do it. Not after what I put him through.


  Mom hurries up to catch my sleeve. “Rinn, I promise you. It’s not the end of the world.”


  “Not yours, anyway.”


  “This isn’t all my fault,” she says softly.


  She’s right: it’s mine, though she’ll never say that to my face. She’s too afraid I’ll slash my throat and mess up her bathroom again.


  “Honey, do you think this is easy for me? Leaving my home? My friends?” At least you have some. “Starting a new job in a strange town?”


  “You grew up here. It’s not like you landed from outer space.”


  “True, but it’s been years since I left for college.” College, in California, where she got pregnant with me and dropped out in her senior year.


  “Yeah, lucky you,” I grumble.


  Mom steps around, forcing me to face her. “Okay. Did you … ?” She trails off the way she always does when she starts to ask this question. I know she doesn’t trust me, not that I blame her. But neither does she want me to feel that distrust. Like I could miss it.


  “Yes, Mommy,” I recite. “I took my pills like a good girl. Same way I’ve been taking them twice a day for the past three months and thirteen days. But you know that, right? I bet you count them. Maybe you’d like to personally shove them down?”


  Mom spins around, hugging herself, and not because of the chilly Ohio air. A rush of shame wells up in me. I hate this awfulness between us now. I hate that I’m so bitchy to her when she’s the only one who sticks by me. Unlike my real dad, the drive-by sperm donor who vanished after their one and only date. Unlike Frank, who took eight years to figure out that a bipolar stepdaughter was not in the contract when he said “I do” to my mom.


  “I’m sorry,” I mumble. Please don’t let her be crying again!


  She’s not. She turns around and pulls me close to her so fast, I lose my footing. Both of us end up in a pile of leaves. “I love you, honey. We’re gonna make this work, right?” She kisses my cheek and jumps up. “Come on, let’s find Aunt Millie.”
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  I have no idea how Millie Lux suddenly turned into a long-lost relative. We find her shaking grease off a basket of sizzling onion rings, behind the U-shaped counter in the Boxcar Diner. Yep, that’s the name of it.


  “Millie!”


  “Mo!”


  Mom and the pudgy lady with the platinum perm squeeze and smooch. Mo? People who call my mother “Mo” instead of “Monica” generally live to regret it. I’m not one of the Three Stooges is how she corrects the ignorant.


  Mom and “Aunt” Millie jig hand in hand, oblivious to me and the one other customer in the place, a guy about my age with scruffy reddish-brown hair. For moral support if nothing else, I move casually toward his booth with the tabletop jukebox.


  He nods in a friendly down-home way. “Hi, I’m Nate.”


  “I’m Rinn.”


  “You want a Coke or something?”


  “Okay. Thanks.”


  The guy vaults the counter, grabs a glass, shoots cola into it from a spigot, then hops back over to hand it to me. Meanwhile, Mom and Aunt Millie lunge into a cheerleader routine, guaranteed to stop traffic—if there was any traffic:


  One! Two! Three! Four! Who’s the team worth fightin’ for?

  River Hills! River Hills! Go, HAWKS!


  “Yikes. Laverne and Shirley,” I say as scruffy guy slides back into the booth.


  “Who?”


  Obviously no cable TV around here, either. “Just an old show I used to watch with my grandmother.”


  “Used to?”


  “She died.” I crumple a straw wrapper.


  “Sorry. When?”


  “Three months and fourteen days ago.”


  Unfazed by my precision, he repeats, “Sorry.”


  Me, too.


  “So, you come here often?” I bat my eyes, trying to be funny, and trying to ignore the Ya-Ya sisters.


  He misses this joke, too. “Yeah, Miss Millie makes the best onion rings. Plus you get free refills on your drinks.”


  Oh, help. This is far worse than any Happy Days episode. This is Mayberry, folks, and Opie Taylor just bought me a Coke. Except Opie Taylor wasn’t nearly this cute.


  I suck my straw, thrilled that Coke tastes the same in Ohio as it does in California, then splutter when Millie swoops down and yanks me out of the booth.


  “Rinn!” She crushes me in a sweaty hug. “Oh my Lord, Mo’s baby girl. A spittin’ image, too. Oh, just look at that bee-yoo-ti-ful face …”


  Opie snorts when Millie grabs my cheeks and whips my head back and forth. Trying not to aspirate on whatever cologne she marinated in, I peel off her fingers before she detaches my skull. “Hi, Millie,” I say, skipping the “aunt” nonsense. And no, I’m not a spittin’ image of my mom. I’m sorry to say I look nothing like her.


  “Oh, wait’ll you meet my Tasha. Your ma and me, we had you two right around the same time. Of course, by then I had a ring on my finger.”


  Unperturbed, Mom makes a yammering motion with her fingers and thumb. I hide a smile by wiping my runny nose. That cologne stinks.


  “My Tasha’s a high-diving champ, the best in the county.” Millie gestures to a wall covered with pictures of a girl in a swimsuit: on diving boards, thrashing through water, or displaying her trophies. “She won the district title, and regionals are comin’ up. Come hell or high water, that girl’s bound for the Olympics. In fact—”


  “Uh, Miss Millie?” Opie raises his hand like he’s in class, not in some refurbished boxcar reeking of grease and cologne. “My onion rings?”


  “Oh, shoot. Well, they’re no good now. Hey, what’s keeping your dad?”


  Reluctantly, the dude pushes himself up. “He said to bring ’em over whenever they got here.” To Mom he says, “The house you’re looking at is just a block from here, ma’am.” He extends a hand. “I’m Nate Brenner, by the way.”


  Mom’s own hand halts midway. “Brenner?” She turns sharply toward Millie, but not before Millie’s wide rear end disappears into the kitchen. “Oh. Now I see.”


  I slit my eyes at Mom, who heads for the door without another word, then at Nate. “Don’t look at me,” he protests, and takes the lead.


  Outside in the blessedly fresh air, I jog to keep up with Nate’s long-legged stride. We catch up to Mom, whose blotchy face tells me she’s extremely ticked off at something. As we cross the windy square, I marvel at Nate’s choppy hair, wondering how much Clairol it’d take to transform my own black mop into that stunning shade.


  “How old are you?” Nate asks.


  “Sixteen.”


  “Junior?” Nate points when I nod. “Well, there’s your new school.”


  Redbrick, two stories tall, River Hills High sits at the north end of the square. Around the corner from the school, Nate stops at the first house on the right: number 521 Cherry Street, a stone colonial with a gray slate roof and no front yard to speak of, only a strip of grass in front of the porch. A turret hugs one side of the house and a FOR RENT sign rattles on the porch railing.


  Mom stiffens. “I know this house.”


  “This ugly house, you mean.” Because it is.


  “It’s the Gibbonses’ old place.”


  “It’s still ugly.”


  I wait for Mom to lose patience again. To demand to know why I can’t pretend to be excited and how long do I plan to keep this up, etc. Instead, she just stands there while Nate clatters up the steps and into the house.


  “Mom?” Her spooked expression makes me nervous. “Who are the Gibbonses?”


  “Mrs. Gibbons taught piano. I used to come here for lessons. Her granddaughter and I went to school together—” Abruptly, Mom shuts up, lips pursed either with thought or indecision. Then, springing to life, she trots up to the porch and stops at the door with its stained-glass window.


  Bewildered, I join her. “Mom, look.” I tap the arm of an old wooden chair. The bowed rockers creak against the leaf-littered porch floor. Mom’s a sucker for antiques. “Isn’t this great? I bet it’s a hundred years—”


  The door opens, cutting me off. A man appears. He stares at Mom. Mom stares back.


  Then Mom, who reserves profanity for stolen parking spaces, whispers, “Oh, shit.”


  The man replies grimly, “Got that right.”


  [image: image]


  It’s easy to see that this guy is Nate’s dad. He’s taller and heavier but with the same square, sexy chin and unruly chestnut hair.


  What’s not easy to figure out is his reaction to Mom. Or her reaction to him.


  “Millie never told me this was your house,” Mom says after fifteen seconds of silence. “Or that it belonged to Mrs. Gibbons.”


  “She also never told me the name of my new tenant,” Nate’s dad growls back.


  “I’ll kill her.”


  “Get in line.”


  Nate shuffles uncomfortably. “Uh, you two know each other?”


  “Yes,” Mom snaps.


  “Not really,” his dad snaps back.


  “Honey,” Mom says to me, “this is Luke Brenner. Luke, this is my daughter, Corinne.” She slides her eyes back toward Nate’s dad. “I thought you moved to New York.”


  “I did. I came back.”


  “Millie never told me.”


  “We live across the street,” Nate adds.


  “How nice.” Mom stares desperately at me, as if I have a clue what’s going on here. “Ah, what happened to Mrs. Gibbons?”


  “She died last summer,” Mr. Brenner says. “Her niece sold the house to me.”


  “Who are you, the local real estate mogul around here?”


  “I have a few properties,” Luke says coolly.


  Mom replies, equally chilly, “Well, thank you so much. But I think it’d be best if my daughter and I look for another place.”


  He shrugs. “Suit yourself.”


  I can’t keep quiet any longer. “Another place? We’re already here! Can’t we look at it at least?”


  Mom shakes her head. “Absolutely not. Come on, let’s go.”


  “You won’t find anything else in town,” Mr. Brenner calls as Mom heads back down the porch steps.


  Nate confides to me, “He’s not just saying that, either. You can’t even rent a garage round these parts.”


  Abandoning the Brenners, I bounce down after Mom. “Wait! Didn’t you hear what they said?”


  “I heard.” She brakes when I dance in front of her. “Well, we’ll just have to drive around, then, till we—”


  “Oh no. I am not spending another second in that car.” Let alone sleeping in it tonight if we can’t find a place to stay. Reading her mind, I say fiercely, “And we’re not crashing at Millie’s. I can’t even breathe around her.”


  “Rinn, listen,” Mom begins wearily.


  “You won’t even look at this house and you won’t say why. I mean, it’s not that grotesque, really. It’s just …” I peer up at the stone turret, the porthole window near the top staring down like a mirrored eye. “Old,” I finish lamely.


  Mom vacillates. Luke, seemingly indifferent, waits on the porch with folded arms. Does he want us to leave, too? Nate, now settled on the porch railing, looks as clueless as me.


  Finally, Mom sighs. “Fine. One look.”


  Nate winks. I don’t wink back. As cute as he is, no point in cozying up if Mom plans to drag me off to the wild blue yonder again.
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  “It’s furnished,” Mom notes. “Millie never mentioned that.”


  Millie never mentioned a lot of things, I think. Never mentioned who used to live here—whatever that’s about. Never mentioned Luke. Boy, I’m glad I’m not Millie; I can tell Mom’s still seething under her courteous demeanor.


  The living room’s small and smells funky, but is warm and pretty under the dust. A beat-up steamer trunk instead of a coffee table sits between a fireplace and a flowered sofa. My sneakers pad on the worn rug as I follow Mom, and then … I stop short.


  A piano.


  Mom stops, too, and trails her fingers across the chipped, yellowed keys. “It’s the same one I took lessons on.”


  The keys tinkle softly. I draw a quick breath as it hits me: this is the first time since Nana died that Mom’s gone near a piano.


  Weirdness descends. I can’t put a name to it. Now I’m sorry I insisted we see the inside of this place. No, I don’t want to traipse around looking for somewhere else to live. But do I really want to stay in a dead woman’s house? Eat off her dishes? Sleep in her bed?


  Mom doesn’t want to. She’s made that pretty clear.


  Oddly, I’m kind of liking this house. But I want, I need, my mom to be happy. So I poke her. “Okay. Let’s go.”


  Nate arches his brows. Luke drums his fingers on the mantel. Mom draws away from the piano but ignores my prod. “No. Let’s see the rest.”


  Nothing downstairs, including the kitchen, has seen any remodeling since World War II. But, all in all, it’s basically livable. When we backtrack to the living room, Luke exits through the front door with an abrupt, “Take your time. I’ll wait outside.”


  Mom sighs when we catch a whiff of cigarette smoke. “Oh God. I want one.”


  I scrunch my face, but not because of the cigarette. “I smell cat. Oh, phew!”


  “Yeah, she had a bunch of them,” Nate throws back as he starts upstairs.


  I sneer. “Ya think?”


  Pinching my nose, I plod after Mom and Nate. Two bedrooms on the second floor, both sparsely furnished, one with a canopy bed. The bathroom reeks of leftover BENGAY. Even that beats cat pee.


  Nate notices Mom aim her radar at the clawfoot tub. “Yeah, it needs cleaning. But my dad wasn’t planning on renting it out this soon.”


  Mom smiles thinly. “Let’s see the attic.”


  Again last in line, I climb to the third floor fighting a rush of exhaustion. My meds do this to me around two o’clock every day, which is one of the reasons I hate taking this stuff.


  An antidepressant.


  A mood stabilizer.


  A mild antipsychotic.


  Klonopin, to prevent panic attacks.


  Oh, and birth control pills so I don’t present Mom with any deformed grandchildren. Not that I’ve had much sex lately. Or any.


  I drag myself up by the wooden banister and stop in surprise. One huuuge room with newly painted white walls, one with built-in bookshelves, and a hardwood floor. A row of dark beams cross the peaked ceiling. The room tapers off to a rounded recess, that funny old turret I noticed outside.


  “Cool!” I spring toward it. With its stone walls and cozy porthole, it’s the perfect place to curl up with a book or play my guitar. As for the rest of the room, there’s no furniture, no bathroom, not even a closet, but—“I love it! I can’t even smell the cat pee up here.”


  “It’s all fresh drywall,” Nate says proudly. “The walls were in pretty bad shape.”


  “This is the best, best room!” I whirl back to Mom. “What? What’re you thinking?”


  “I’m not sure.” Mom nibbles her lip. “It needs so much cleaning …”


  “I’ll help,” Nate offers. “My dad and me, we can get it done in no time.”


  I smile sweetly. “May we have some privacy?” I don’t have to ask twice. As soon as he’s gone, I face Mom. “Mom, I saw how you looked at that piano.”


  “You can get a piano anywhere, honey.”


  “But it’s like Nana’s piano.” Her name clings to my throat.


  “No, it’s not. It’s only similar.”


  I think of Nana’s, that old upright monstrosity with carved panels, scuffed pedals, and a scrolled music stand ingrained with gold. That piano swallowed up half of Nana’s living room. She kept houseplants on the top, and her favorite photos. When I die, Rinn, she said, this piano will go to you.


  Nana died too soon. Nobody inherited the piano.


  “Mm, I don’t know,” Mom muses. “Do you like it?”


  “Only if I get this room.”


  “This is an attic, not a bedroom.”


  “Mom, I looove this room. I can paint the walls myself, and there’s space for my posters, and all I really need is a bed and someplace to stick my clothes, and …” I stop at her funny expression. “What?”


  “Rinn. Did I just hear you say you ‘love’ this room?”


  “Yes! And if we can get that cat stink out, I’ll love the whole frickin’ house.” I bite my tongue to hold back the rest: And since YOU’RE the one who dragged me away from my life, the least you can do is let me have it! “Why don’t you want to stay here? Is it that Luke guy?” I delight when her face flames up. “Was he your boyfriend? Did he dump you? Omigod, he did! That creep!”


  Mom holds her palm out flat. “Rinn, please. Let me think about this for a minute.”
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  This is why I love my mom to pieces: if it were solely up to her—which technically it is—no way would she move into some decrepit old house where her now-dead, cat-crazy piano teacher once lived. What a contrast to our stucco ranch home in La Jolla, with its L-shaped pool surrounded by palm trees. An ultracontemporary house only minutes from civilization, meaning Nordstrom’s, two bookstores, Starbucks, and the beach.


  But when I said I loved that attic room, something changed in Mom’s face, like she couldn’t believe how psyched up I was. Like, Who is this happy person, and what did she do with my sullen, smartass daughter?


  So, a half hour later, Mom and Luke, barely speaking, pore over legal documents while Nate and I hang around outside. I claim the porch rocker. Nate’s long legs straddle the railing. “Looks like we’re gonna be neighbors,” he remarks.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t make you carry my books to school.”


  “Thanks,” he says seriously. “So, you’re from California, huh? Do you surf?”


  “A bit.” I hug my knees, wishing I were back on the beach, in a bikini, squishing sand through my toes. It’s freaking cold here and it’s only October. “Did you know the lady who lived here?”


  “Sure. Everyone did.”


  “How did she die? Old age?”


  “… Uh, yeah. Old age.”


  I zero in on his hesitation. “What? Was she murdered?”


  “Murdered? Are you nuts?”


  Don’t ask me that. “Then what really happened? Or are you trying to scare us off?”


  “Why would I do that?”


  I jerk my chin toward the house. “Because of that stuff between your dad and my mom? Maybe your dad put you up to it, to get rid of us.” Not that Nate’s been alone with him since Mom and I showed up.


  “I don’t know anything about that, besides which I couldn’t care less.”


  “So how was she murdered?” I badger, enjoying his fluster.


  Nate jiggles his feet. “Anybody ever tell you what a pain in the ass you are?”


  Before I can defend myself, I stop the rocker with my heels, riveted by the tinkling of piano keys: Minuet in G, flowing from Mom’s fingers. I peek through the window and spy Mom, sitting in perfect position at the keyboard. She nods her head in time to the music as Nate’s father gathers up the papers—a done deal, I’m sure.


  This is the first time Mom’s played the piano in three months and fourteen days.


  This is a sign. We belong in this house.
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  After Luke invents some excuse to drive “to the city”—which gives me hope there’s humanity nearby—Nate helps us unload the SUV, lugging box after box as if they weigh nothing at all. We snipe back and forth in jest, though a voice inside me—no, not a “voice,” a “thought”—warns me not to get too comfortable with this guy. Nate’s cute, and fun, but he likes to bait me too much.


  Like when he picks up my vintage guitar, a gift from Frank, ignoring my insistence that nobody touches it but me. “Ooh, possessive, are we?”


  I snatch for it, but Nate’s a good foot taller than me. “It’s a Gibson Les Paul!”


  “Get out. Do you play?”


  “Duh.”


  He hands it back with a smile. “So play something, surfer girl.”


  “Sorry, farmer boy. I don’t play on command.”


  I can’t afford to let down my guard like this. Plus, what with all the miscellaneous stuff thrown around, I’m worried he’ll notice something—maybe a self-help book or a prescription bottle—and put two and two together, and come up with a big fat Oh hell, she IS nuts!


  People cannot find out about me. The idea that nobody knows me in River Hills was the only reason I didn’t complain that much about leaving La Jolla. Mom, on the other hand, says I shouldn’t try keep my “illness” a secret. Meaning it might be wiser to give people a heads-up so they’ll think twice before siccing the cops on me when they find me, oh, I don’t know … walking naked on rooftops?


  I tumble onto the sofa, leaving Nate and Mom to finish unloading. “Can we order a pizza?” I ask drowsily when the door slams one last time. “I’m starved.”


  “You can order one,” Nate says. “Good luck getting it delivered.”


  Mom adds, “Millie’s bringing over some sandwiches. Tomorrow we’ll stock up on groceries. You’re welcome to stay for dinner,” she tells Nate. “You were a big help today.” When Nate declines and heads for home, Mom pushes my legs aside so she can sit with me. “I didn’t know Luke had a wife, let alone a son.”


  “All those times you talked to Millie? You never asked about him?”


  Mom hesitates. “Not really. And to tell you the truth, if I’d known Luke would be our landlord, and that this was the house Millie meant, I might have, ah, come up with a Plan B.”


  “Okay, so Luke’s a prick because he dumped you—”


  “Rinn, your mouth.”


  “—but why not this house? I mean, once you get past the cat pee and that bathtub, it’s kind of cool, right?”


  “What I meant was”—she avoids my heavy-lidded stare—“maybe we’d be better off with an apartment.”


  I narrow my eyes. Was old Mrs. Gibbons murdered? Is that why Mom’s so ambivalent? I wish I could ask her, but I’m afraid to mention the word “murder” or even “death.” What if she thinks about Nana and loses it again?


  Brightening, Mom slaps my thigh. “Why don’t you go take a nap? I’ll wake you when Millie gets here with the sandwiches.”


  “I can nap right here. I am not sleeping on somebody else’s mangy old mattress.”


  “Fine. I’ll buy you a new one tomorrow.”


  I hug her then. “Aw, thanks, Mommy!”


  “And Monday we’ll get you registered for school. Are you nervous? I am.”


  I bet. She’s been a stay-at-home mom since I was eight, when she married Frank and let him adopt me. Frank’s a retired music producer. He knows all the old rock stars, and he’s the one who taught me how to play the guitar. Now she’s stuck being a high school secretary. Poor Mom.


  Poor me, too. Because if I get sick again, I’ll go through that same old crap. People avoiding me. People talking about me. People either making fun of me to my face or too scared of me to walk down the same hall.


  “If I hate it,” I whisper, “can I quit?”


  “No.” Mom squeezes me tightly, then smooths back my hair. “You can’t quit. Not this time.”
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  I can barely stay awake long enough to take my pills. I crawl back on the sofa while Mom putters with boxes. Just as I drift into that funny zone where you’re not quite awake but not exactly asleep, Millie shows up with sandwiches and soda, which is called “pop” around here. Mom thanks Millie with a definite edge to her voice.


  Snatches of their argument, taken to the front porch, penetrate my fog of exhaustion.


  Stuff about Millie not being “up front” about this house or about Luke Brenner.


  Millie ranting about how people “change” and that she and Mom are perfect examples.


  Mom insisting that she should have been told before driving cross-country to find out, too late, for herself.


  Millie then spouts some cliché about water under the bridge. Mom protests, so Millie tells her flat out, “Oh, Mo. Grow up.”


  How funny to hear someone say that to your mom.


  3 MONTHS + 14 DAYS


  Sunday, October 19


  No telephone service means a trip to Millie’s in the morning. I wolf down orange juice and toast while Mom uses the Boxcar’s phone to make calls, including one to Frank to warn him about the significant charges on his Visa. Not that Frank cares; in fact, he offered to fly us to Ohio and ship the SUV separately, but Mom thought the trip would give us some special mother-daughter time, or whatever.


  I wish she’d stop feeling so guilty. Really, none of this is her fault.


  I wait for Frank to ask to speak to me. When Mom hangs up without inviting me to the phone, the toast in my stomach forms a nasty rock.


  Back at the house, we see Nate—jacketless, apparently immune to the chill—raking leaves off his lawn. When he bends over to scrape them into a Hefty bag, his shirt rides up. I stare at his bare golden back, the waistband of his shorts … o-mi-god!


  “Nate!” Mom calls, startling me.


  Dropping the bag, Nate approaches. I glance off to one side, wishing he weren’t so dastardly adorable. Wondering if he’ll be in any of my classes. If he has a girlfriend. If he really thinks I’m a pain in the ass, or was that his country-bumpkin way of coming on to me?


  “If you’re not too busy, can we borrow you for a while? Rinn needs a bed, and we could use your muscles.”


  Ohh, did she have to say “Rinn” and “bed” in the same sentence to some hot guy I’ll be seeing in school every day?


  “If it’s not too much trouble,” she adds sweetly.


  Please, please, say no! I do not want to take a one-hour road trip to the nearest furniture store with Nate Brenner and his divinely handsome self. But Mom tosses her dark blond hair and heads for the SUV without bothering to wait for a yes or a no.


  “Bossy,” Nate notes. “She’ll fit right in at school.”


  I slip into what I hope sounds like a redneck twang. “So why don’tcha tell her yah got chores to do?”


  “Why, that’d be right unneighborly,” he drawls back.


  I hop into the front seat, Nate into the back. Nate smells like dried leaves and sweat, but nice. I send thank-you vibes to Mom for scrubbing the tub last night so I could bathe and wash my hair this morning. As I sniff my collar to see if I picked up any cat smells, Mom points to the notepad she keeps in the console. “Let’s make a grocery list. There’s a pen in my purse.”


  As I dig for the pen, the rattle of a Tylenol container almost stops my heart.


  Oh, crap—my meds!


  I forgot them.


  Now, any other time Mom would’ve nagged me at least twice. Today, the one friggin’ day it slips my mind, she says nothing. Should I ask her to turn back? How? There’s no clever way to work it into the conversation for fear it’ll turn out like this:


  ME: Mom, turn around. I forgot my pills.


  NATE: What pills?


  ME: Oh, just all my antipsychotics so I don’t, ya know, start hearing voices. Or slash my throat. Or kill somebody again.


  I clamp my mouth shut.
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  In the nearby town of Westfield, we find a marked-down mattress in a family-owned “value” store, namely, a musty warehouse jammed with the leftover rejects no self-respecting retailer would stock. Mom says I can use the canopy bed if she can get “someone” to drag it up to the third floor. Of course she means Nate, who just hoisted the mattress effortlessly to the roof of the SUV and tied it with rope.


  “I don’t want a canopy bed.” That is so not me. “I’ll just put it on the floor.”


  We then stop at Walmart for a lamp and an extra phone for my room. Linens, pillows, and other household junk. School supplies. An iPod dock because my computer’s in California. And a fake-wood desk, unassembled in a box, that Nate promises to put together for me.


  “Paint,” I remind Mom. “Those white walls have to go.”


  Nate objects, “Hey, it took me three days to paint that room.”


  I smile pleasantly. “Bet you can do it again in two.”


  After I choose a lovely shade of gray called Precious Pewter, Mom tells Nate to pick out a CD to thank him for his help. Nate protests, “Aw, that’s not necessary. It was my pleasure.” I smother a giggle. “What?” he asks crossly.


  “You’re just so gosh darn nice.”


  “Why does that sound like an insult?” he wonders.


  Later, after grocery shopping, Mom asks what we want for lunch. What I want is to get back home so I can take those frigging pills! Will a few extra hours make a difference?


  “Can’t we get something to go?” I ask irritably.


  “Fine with me.” Nate, squashed beside me in the front seat, since there’s no room left in back, studies his new CD. I don’t recognize the band. I prefer Frank’s music: classic rock. “I got chores to do, anyhow.”


  After a Burger King stop, I nibble a french fry and stare at the dashboard. It’s 3:13—unlucky thirteen—and I’m seven hours behind on my meds. “I hope we don’t have to make this trip every week. Isn’t there a grocery store in town?”


  “Sure there is,” Nate replies. “Right on the square next to the feed store. But it’s not open on Sundays.”


  “People in Hicksville don’t eat on Sundays?”


  “A’course we eat,” he agrees in his fake Mayberry drawl. “Matter a’fact, soon’s I git home and rustle up some grits, I got me a big ole hog I gotta butcher.” He taps the back of my head. “Wanna lend me a hand, surfer girl?”


  I can’t even smile. Seven hours late, eight by the time we get home. Do I double up? No, no, that’s a bad idea …


  I cross my fingers and stare bleakly out the window.
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  Home at last, Nate and I lug the mattress to the attic—not an easy task—and drop it on the floor. With only a screwdriver and his bare hands, he throws my new desk together, too. Then he hauls an old chair up from the cellar and wipes it down. Of course I’m grateful, but—enough already! Go!


  When he finally leaves, I gobble my morning pills. No point in taking another dose later, or chances are I won’t wake up tomorrow. Then I settle back with my guitar and strum a while.


  My heart’s not in it. My heart hasn’t been in anything since Nana died.


  Now Frank’s gone, too. Not dead, but he might as well be.


  Because I’m dead to him.


  I shove my guitar into the turret and Frank out of my thoughts, then crawl under my new comforter that smells like plastic and chemicals. After my eyes adjust, I can make out the shapes of the beams crisscrossing the ceiling.


  I imagine one falling on me while I’m asleep.


  Did one of them just move? Was that a creak?


  My windup alarm clock ticks inches from my head. The only other sounds I hear are a barking dog and a tree scraping the house.


  At least I hope it’s a tree.


  Stop it! Just go to sleep …


  Unnerved, I rub the scar on my neck. How long can I keep it covered before someone notices? In this climate, in the winter, I can live in turtlenecks. But what about when spring rolls around?


  What’ll Nate say the first time he sees it?


  Oh, who cares? I don’t even know if he likes me.


  Scrape, scrape … scrape, scrape.


  That tree branch again. Or is someone breaking in?


  Is a beam breaking loose, about to slam down on my head?


  I throw back my comforter and turn my Walmart lamp back on. Shadows dance. I can’t sleep under these beams, not tonight, maybe not ever. I drag my makeshift bed over to the turret, the stony cubby I’d hoped to reserve for books and rainy days. No ghostly beams here, but the mattress doesn’t fit.


  Resigned, I drag it back. Then I move to the window on the other side of my room. From here, at the top of the house, I see the outline of my new school in the dark. A row of windows near the ground glows with murky yellow light. Then, while I watch, they blink out one by one.


  Not a power failure; my own lamp burns behind me. A safe electric lamp that can’t cause any fires.


  A Debussy tune floats up through the heat register. I tiptoe downstairs and watch my mother’s hands dance across the yellowed piano keys. Noticing me, she pats the space beside her. “Can’t sleep?”


  I shake my head, slide in, and rest my head on her shoulder. “You’re not gonna tell them I’m crazy, are you?”


  “I told them about your illness in my phone interview.” I stiffen. “Honey, I had no choice. If you need a Klonopin during the day, you’ll have to see the nurse. I’ll give her some to keep on hand. You can’t carry drugs around, especially stuff like that.”


  “Thanks a lot. Now everyone in school will know my business.”


  “It’s confidential,” she promises. “It’s the law, Rinn. The nurse doesn’t know your diagnosis. The paper from Dr. Edelstein just says ‘for anxiety.’ ”


  “You work in the office. Why can’t I get them from you?”


  “We have to follow the rules. Do you want your friends to think I’m playing favorites?”


  What friends? I may not make a single one.


  Mom kisses my cheek. “Go back to bed. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”


  The melody starts up again before I reach the stairs. Keys tinkle beneath her expert fingers, and she pumps the pedals in her socks, nodding dreamily.


  Instead of climbing back to my attic room, I curl up on the landing, on the newly sanitized floor, and listen to the music till I drop off to sleep.


  3 MONTHS + 15 DAYS


  Monday, October 20


  The principal, Mr. Norman Solomon, peers curiously at Mom. “Well, Monica Parker. Seems like only yesterday you and Millie were making out with boys under the bleachers.”


  “Well, thank you very much,” Mom says tersely. “Anything else about my sordid past you’d care to share with my daughter?” As if I don’t already know how wild she was. Am I not living proof?


  Thankfully, Mom and Mr. Solomon lapse into pleasantries. Bored, I yawn into my hand, and then jump when someone raps on the office door. A girl with a blond ponytail pokes her head in. “Sorry, Mr. Solomon, but Ms. Faranacci told me to hand this to you personally.”


  “Thank you, Meg.” Mr. Solomon tosses the folder on his desk and scratches his heavy beard. “By the way, do me a favor? This is Miss Parker, er, Mrs. Jacobs. She’s taking over for Miss Prout. And this is her daughter, Corinne. How’d you like to show her around? I’ll let Ms. Faranacci know.”


  “Sweet! Thanks!” Meg smiles with perfectly straight teeth, while I self-consciously poke my one crooked canine with my tongue. Still, glad to escape, even with a miniversion of my mom, I leap to my feet. She confides on the way out, “Let me tell you something, that Miss Prout was a bitch. If you called in sick? She’d call your house all day long to make sure you were there. And if you didn’t answer, she’d march over and check.”


  Less leery of her now that she used the word “bitch,” I follow her down a hall flanked with bland beige lockers. Big classrooms, I note, peeking into one, with real blackboards and wooden desks bolted to the floor.


  Meg slaloms along, arms widespread. “Where’d you go to school before this?”


  “California.”


  “Really? Why’d you move here?”


  “It was my mom’s idea.”


  “What about your dad?”


  Questions already. It’s not even officially my first day.


  “I guess they’re getting a divorce,” I say slowly.


  “That sucks. But who picked this place?” Meg persists as we clatter up a flight of steps. “I mean, nobody moves to River Hills. You live here and die here, or else you leave and don’t come back.”


  “Well, my mom grew up here, and she kept in touch with her best friend—”


  “Who?”


  “Millie Lux?”


  “Oh, Miss Millie, the Onion Ring Goddess. Her daughter Tasha’s my best friend.”


  Unsure why I’m telling a perfect stranger my business, but pleased to have someone to talk to who isn’t, well, Mom, I continue. “Anyway, Millie told her about this job, so Mom called up that same day and they hired her over the phone.”


  Meg snickers. “That’s ’cause nobody else wants it.”


  “Next thing I know she’s throwing crap into suitcases.” Quickly, while I’ve got the chance, I ask a question of my own. “What happened to Miss Prout?”


  “Beats me. She didn’t show up for work one day. She just disappeared.”


  Interesting.


  I follow Meg through the doors into the second-floor hall, and I literally trip over someone slouched on the floor. He glowers up at me through long, messy hair, iPod wires trailing from his ears.


  “Whoa!” Meg feigns surprise. “Thrown out again? I bet you set a new record.”


  Yanking off one earbud, the guy locks onto my face with eyes blacker—and redder—than a TV vampire’s. “Greetings, earthling.” Sinewy, sinister, with stubble on his chin and his black hair hiding half his foxy face, this is the kind of guy I normally end up with. Certainly not with studly farm boys in flannel like Nate Brenner.


  Meg’s nudge disrupts my fascination. “Meet Dino Mancini, class idiot. Dino, this is Corinne. She starts tomorrow.”


  “Rinn,” I correct her. I smell marijuana. I doubt it’s coming from Meg.


  Dino bares his teeth. “Welcome to the Underworld, my precioussss! Lucky for you, you missed the virgin sacrifices.” He nods at Meg. “You’re next, babe.”


  Meg flicks out her tongue. “Don’t you wish?”


  He pinches Meg’s calf. “How come you get to cut and no one gives you a rash of shit?”


  She kicks him away. “I’m not cutting. I’m showing her around.”


  “Cool. Don’t forget to show her where Annaliese hangs out.”


  “Yeah, right.” Abandoning Dino, Meg pulls me down the hall, pointing left and right. “Okay, classroom … and another classroom … and, oh, look, another classroom!”


  Surprising myself, I fall into the game. “Wow, show me more!”


  “Oh, if you insist. Maybe, if we’re lucky, we can find more rooms downstairs!”


  I like this girl!


  We reach the first floor again in a fit of giggles. I hug the banister, gasping for breath. “Who’s Annaliese?”


  “You’ll find out.”


  Meg leads the way into a cavernous, currently unoccupied cafeteria. Neck and neck, we race across the room and burst through a pair of doors into a gym. Running through that, too, we hit another set of doors that open to an auditorium.


  “We’re not allowed to do this,” Meg says breathlessly. “Cut through the gym like that. We’re supposed to use the tunnel. C’mon, I’ll show you.”


  We gallop down the aisle to a stage with shabby red curtains. Off to the side, because the stage area is so low, four steps lead up to the mysterious tunnel. Not a real tunnel, it turns out—just a narrow corridor running parallel to the auditorium, gym, and cafeteria. But the stone walls and dim lighting give it a creepy, claustrophobic effect.


  Meg points to a second door directly across from the auditorium door. “The pool’s in there. But they’re gonna tear it all out and build a media center soon.” She kicks the door open. “It’s supposed to be locked, but people break in all the time, so nobody bothers to fix the lock. But if King Solomon catches you in here, you’re screwed.”


  Snickering at the nickname, I follow her in. She flips a switch but nothing happens; the only light comes from the small windows along the far wall.


  “They added on this room back in the seventies. For the pool,” Meg explains.


  A chain-link fence prevents us from walking more than six feet into the room. When Meg shakes it, the sound cracks the air like shattering glass. I squint through the metal links and spy the dark slash of the empty pool. “Why the fence?”


  “Duh, so we don’t fall in and sue?” The rattling links shiver into silence. A funny chill penetrates my sweater. “By the way,” Meg whispers, “don’t ever come in here alone, or even go through that tunnel. Always take someone with you.”


  I force a straight face. Hello, slasher movie! “Why?”


  Meg points through the fence. “Because of Annaliese.”


  “What is she, a rat?” Because I definitely hear scrabbling.


  “No, some girl who drowned here, like, twenty years ago, or whatever.”


  “Wait. You’re talking about a ghost?”


  Meg nods seriously. “Yeah. Her grandmother sued when it happened, so they shut down the pool for good. Anyway, her grandma died a while back, and—”


  My arms prickle. Another dead grandmother. “Died how?”


  Meg wordlessly jerks a fist above her head.


  “She hung herself?”


  She nods again, then rubs her arms hard. “God, it’s cold in here.”


  “It’s drafty,” I say, sorry I asked how the old lady died. Now it’ll stick with me all day.


  “It’s freezing.”


  I shiver, too, realizing she’s right. Unmoving, I feel the air around me grow colder with each passing second.


  Meg cups her nose. “Rinn. What is that?” She sniffs like a puppy. “The air in here, it’s like greasy or something.” She touches her nose. “This is too weird …”


  All I feel is very cold air and no, nothing greasy or weird about it. I watch her scratch her ears and then bat her hands around like she’s trying to grab hold of the atmosphere. Is she playing me?


  “What the hell’s going on?” she quavers. “You seriously don’t feel that?”


  “No!” But Meg’s panic is contagious; in ten seconds flat I’m out the door and across the tunnel and back in the auditorium. After that ice-cold pool room, it’s like being tossed into a sauna.


  Meg scampers out behind me and eyes me then with peculiar interest. “Wow, you’re fast!”


  “Yeah, when people scare the hell out of me.”


  “You don’t do track or anything, do you? Good. So you want to try out for the squad? Cheerleading,” she explains, like I haven’t already guessed. “I’m captain this year, and we could really use an extra body. Can you do the splits? Cartwheels? Oh, never mind, we can teach you in no time—”


  Her blue eyes widen when I cup my hand over her mouth. “I can’t be a cheerleader.”


  Her lips move. “Whuh nuh?”


  “Because my mother was one, and I don’t want to be ranting about it twenty years from now, like it was the best time of my life. And no, I can’t do a cartwheel, I don’t have a rah-rah personality, and I am not jumping around flashing my underwear. Got it?”


  Meg unpeels my slick hand. “So, like, is that a definite no? Or do you want to think about it some more?”


  She might be relentless, but I really do like her.


  3 MONTHS + 16 DAYS


  Tuesday, October 21


  “You never told me the school’s haunted.”


  “Haunted?” Mom repeats, pouring her fourth cup of coffee. She’s up to two pots a day since she ditched the cancer sticks. “Not in my day.”


  “Well, Meg knows about it. So does some kid we met in the hall.” I dribble milk over my Cocoa Puffs and swirl with my spoon. “It’s, like, common knowledge.”


  Mom comes shockingly close to rolling her eyes, something she typically rags on me for doing. “Do you want me to remind you that ghosts don’t exist? Or are you hoping I’ll humor you so you won’t be so nervous?”


  “I am not nervous. But I will be, if you keep bringing it up.”


  “Sorry.” She plunks her mug into the sink and grabs her sweater off the hook in the back hall. “I have to run. I should’ve been there ten minutes ago. Now remember, homeroom starts at seven forty-five—”


  “I know, I know. You told me twenty times.”


  “—so don’t be late.”


  “Why?” I drawl. “You gonna mark me tardy?”


  Mom blows me a kiss and leaves. I sit there for a moment, poking at my Cocoa Puffs, then clunk down my spoon.


  I lied. I’m nervous.


  Upstairs, my room reeks of fresh paint; I slapped on the first coat yesterday after my school tour. I dress quickly in a black turtleneck, gray skirt, red tights, and black socks. Back downstairs, I stuff a notebook into my hobo bag, an illicit Klonopin into my pocket, and then halt, midstep, when I hear footsteps on the porch.


  Creeping footsteps. Someone who knows I’m alone?


  I can’t even call 9-1-1. Our phone won’t be turned on till later.


  The rocker creaks outside. Shoe soles shuffle through stray leaves on the porch floor. I slink over to the sofa, kneel on the cushion, and part Mrs. Gibbons’s lace curtains with a single fingertip. Then I hammer my fist hard—bang-bang!— on the windowpane.


  “Goddamn!” Nate Brenner all but ducks for cover.


  Triumphant, I rush to the front door. “Why’re you creeping around on my porch?”


  Red-faced, Nate snarls, “I’m not creeping. I’m waiting.”


  “Waiting for me? Isn’t it customary around here to knock? Or at least yell ‘yoo-hoo’?”


  He stares incredulously. “You scared the hell out of me.”


  “Yeah, and I made you take the Lord’s name in vain, too,” I tease.


  Unamused, Nate flings up a hand and clomps down to the sidewalk. Wow. He’s mad.


  I shove my feet into Mom’s pointy-toed ankle boots, all I can find in our jumble of yet-unpacked boxes—anything’s better than my smelly plaid Keds—and run to catch up with him. “Sorry I scared you. That was, well, right neighborly of you to wait for li’l ole me.”


  Instead of a snappy comeback, Nate says, “That was funny the first few times.”


  “Wow, aren’t you the crabby one today?”


  “Yeah, well …” But he can’t keep a straight face, and he obviously forgives me because then he adds, “You need any help today, just gimme a holler.”


  “How’ll I find you?”


  “Easy. I’ll be the dude surrounded by all the fawning chicks.” I poke him. “You’re a wee bit too full of yourself, farmer boy.”


  “Look who’s talking, in them highfalutin boots and that fancy Sunday getup.”


  “Guess you ain’t used to citified folk,” I point out.


  Merrily, he agrees, “Guess I jest ain’t,” and steers me toward the school doors.
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  Things don’t go as horribly as I’d expected. School is school, whether it’s La Jolla or River Hills or Antarctica or Belize. You file into class after class, the teacher takes attendance, and then you fall into a coma.


  This year I’ll try to skip the coma part. It’d be nice to receive a diploma while I’m still in my teens.


  River Hills doesn’t seem as cliquey as my school in La Jolla, but people do fall into certain groups. Jocks, mostly guys, with their cheerleader counterparts. A circle of preps. The obvious burnouts, including that guy from the hall, Dino Mancini. Farm kids who ride the bus in from the sticks. A couple of nobodies, ignored by everyone. No surfers, goths, Barbies, or rockers.


  Rinn Jacobs, I guess, fits in nowhere.


  I’m not athletic unless I’m in a saddle. My grades are average, so scratch the preps. Scratch the burnouts, too—my drugs are legal. And by the way people stare at my so-not-from-River Hills clothes, I know I’ll never fade off into the nobody group.


  Just like before, there’s no Crazy Person clique.


  I hate how the teachers introduce me to each class and then add that my mom’s the new office secretary, like that’s going to win me points. I make it through history with poker-faced Ms. Faranacci and then it’s off to chorus with jolly Mr. Chenoweth. After that, I hit the art class I’m taking instead of Spanish or German, and this semester it’s Intro to Ceramics. I spend fifteen minutes squishing clay to “get the feel of it” as Mr. Lipford puts it.


  Because it’s a multigrade class, Meg, who’s a senior, shares a table with me. Cecilia Carpenter, a heavyset girl I recognize from chorus, is also here. So is Dino Mancini, watching me from the next table.


  No, not watching: studying me.


  Unsettled, I try to ignore him and concentrate on my clay. Eventually, though, even Meg notices. “Wow,” she whispers. “He can’t take his eyes off you.”


  Mr. Lipford picks that moment to stroll out of the room. Dino instantly hops up and slips over to Meg and me to crouch between our chairs. “Hey—Rinn, right? See, I remembered.”


  “Whoopee,” Meg says brightly, pounding her own blob of clay.


  “You got lunch next? Yeah? You want to meet me outside? I’ll show you around …”


  Meg whaps him with an elbow. “Forget it. She’s eating with us.”


  Exasperated, he snaps, “I ain’t talking to you, Carmody.”


  I shush them both and shoot a nervous look toward the door, never mind that everyone else is starting to act up as well. And, catching the scent of pot in Dino’s dark, messy hair, I can pretty much guess what he wants to show me. “Uh, thanks. But I really need something to eat.”


  His disappointment is so obvious, I almost feel sorry for him—but then Mr. Lipford reappears at the door. “Back in your seat, Mancini. Now.” Dino rises, taking his sweet time about it, and returns to his own table to stare at me some more.
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  When the bell rings, Meg and I meet up with Lacy Kessler—a fellow cheerleader, with colorfully streaked hair—and Tasha Lux, Millie’s high-diving darling. “Guys, this is Rinn. She’s eating with us.”


  I smile gratefully when no one objects. I watch for Nate as we circle a table, but, sad to say, it looks like we don’t share the same lunch period.


  Lacy tosses her mass of curls when she learns I’m from California. “Poor you, ending up in a place like this.”


  “I’ll get used to it.” Though I’m not swearing on any bibles.


  “Hey! Do you cheer?”


  “I already asked,” Meg interjects, with a reproachful look for me. “She said no.”


  Tasha asks, “Do you swim? Gymnastics?”


  “I’m not much into sports …”


  “What do you do?” Lacy demands.


  “Well …” I can’t believe I have to think so hard about this. “I play the guitar. I sing a bit.”


  Unimpressed, Lacy moves along. “So you guys moved into the old Gibbons house, huh?”


  I nod, and the three girls exchange glances before facing me directly: Lacy, slyly; Tasha with mild alarm; and Meg, flushed, with an apologetic smile.


  “Is that significant of something?” I ask Meg when nobody else speaks.


  Meg’s smile wavers. “I started to tell you yesterday, in the tunnel, remember? About—”


  “I told you not to,” Tasha interrupts. “My mom said to wait.”


  I prickle with suspicion. “What do you mean, your mom said to wait?”


  Meg scoots closer. “Remember when I told you about Annaliese?”


  “Right. The ghost.” I cross my eyes. “Yeah, you won that one.”


  Meg insists, “Hey, I wasn’t joking about that air,” only to be interrupted by Lacy, who blurts out, “I can’t believe nobody told you you’re living in Annaliese’s house.”


  “What?” I jerk to face Meg.


  “Well … her grandmother’s house,” Meg admits.


  “But you said her grandmother—” I stop as the truth dawns.


  Her granddaughter and I went to school together, Mom had said.


  “Hung herself,” Lacy finishes with a satisfied grin. “Yep, she sure did. Right in the attic.”
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  I pop my contraband Klonopin under my tongue in a bathroom stall. If I wait for it to kick in, I’ll be late for my next class, but at this point I don’t care. I’ll ask Mom for a pass.


  Must. Talk. To. Her. Anyway!


  But when I stop at the office, Mom’s not there. Some snotty senior is manning the desk, a student assistant name badge—LINDSAY McCORMICK—dangling from a lanyard.


  “She’s in a meeting with Mr. Solomon,” Lindsay drones, intent on the book in her lap.


  “It’s urgent. I’m her daughter.”


  “I know who you are. I can give her a message.”


  “I’m sure you can,” I say politely. “But I really need to speak with her myself.”


  Lindsay shrugs. “Come back in half an hour, they’ll be done by then.”


  I resist the urge to fly over the counter. Instead, I turn and walk, unsteadily, out to the hall. By the time I make it to PE, I’ve come to my senses. If Mom doesn’t know Mrs. Gibbons hung herself in our house—not just in our house, but in my freaking bedroom—maybe it’s best she not find out while she’s still on the clock.
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  By the end of the day I have three official friends: Meg, Lacy, and Tasha. Four, if you count Nate Brenner.


  Five, if you count Dino Mancini, who dogs me down the school steps after the last bell. “Hey, Rinn. Can I walk you home?”


  It might be nice to have someone to hang out with after school, but I’m not sure that someone should be Dino Mancini. In the old days he’d have my pants off in a second. Why tempt fate? “Well, I just live right over there …”


  “Yeah, I know. I’ll walk you, anyhow. Nice boots,” he adds, staring briefly at my feet. Then he raises his eyes slowly, too slowly. And I know that hungry look too well.


  I whip my head around when someone touches my shoulder.


  “Hey,” Nate greets Dino. “What’s up?”


  Dino hesitates. “Nothin’.”


  Nate’s hand tightens on my shoulder. Dino notices. He sends Nate a dirty look, me a sad little wave, and slouches off.


  “My pleasure,” Nate says, though I haven’t thanked him yet. “How’d it go today?”


  “Oh, just lovely. Why didn’t you tell me she hung herself in my room?”


  Happily, I caught him off guard. “You mean Mrs. Gibbons?”


  “Hel-lo? You told me she died of old age.”


  “No, you said she died of old age. I just kind of agreed with you.” I splutter, and he takes my wrist, maneuvering me away from the crowded walk. “Look, my dad asked me not to mention it, because Miss Millie asked him not to mention it to your mom.”


  “That’s unethical. Can’t he lose his license for misleading people? For lying by omission?”


  Nate scoffs. “It’s not like the Mansons camped out there. Some depressed old lady committed suicide. So what? People die everywhere.”


  “Then why didn’t Millie want my mom to know?”


  “Guess you’ll have to ask Miss Millie that.”


  “Oh, stop calling her ‘Miss Millie.’ That’s so, so …”


  “Hick?” he suggests. “Hayseed? Yokel?”


  “All of the above. Oh, forget it.” I walk away and head for the corner, but he catches up before I make the bend. “What?”


  “Rinn.” He sounds tired. “Do you want me to apologize for not telling you some old lady hung herself in your attic? Okay, I apologize. Now why don’t we go for a walk or something?”


  “A walk?”


  “A walk.”


  The last time I went for a “walk” with a guy I hardly knew, I woke up in City Heights, in a very bad neighborhood, minus my purse, plus the dope I’d just scored. “You just met me, Nate. Why’re you hanging all over me?”


  Nate clenches his jaw so hard I’m surprised he doesn’t crack a tooth. “I don’t know what it’s like where you come from. But first of all, I’m not ‘hanging all over’ you—I’m headed the same way you’re headed, and if you’d rather not walk with me, then say so. Second of all, I was brought up to be nice to people, which I guess is a foreign concept to you. Thirdly—”


  “Is that a word? Thirdly?” I ask, hoping to temper his tirade. I didn’t mean to hurt his feelings if that’s what happened here.


  “Thirdly, I …” He stares at the whirlpool of leaves circling our feet. “For some stupid reason I guess I kinda like you.”


  Startled, I blurt, “Why?”


  “Beats me. Maybe because you’re the only girl around here I haven’t known since kindergarten?” He nods at my un-Mayberry-like boots. “You’re, uh, interesting. Some folks think that’s a crime round these parts.”


  I’m ridiculously flattered. “You really like me?”


  “If you get down off your high horse and lose the attitude, I sincerely might.” A lopsided grin. “Now, do you want to take a walk or don’t you? I can show you the sights.”


  I snicker. “Oh, golly, the sights! Sorry,” I add quickly. “Attitude. I know.”


  We cross the square, pass the Boxcar Diner—ooh, I’d like to drop in and dunk Millie’s head into her famous deep fryer—and circle down Main Street, past the high school football field, and back up Walnut Street, where Nate points out Meg’s house, a cozy green bungalow. It’ll be nice to have a friend who lives so close to me.


  As upset as I was earlier to find out about Mrs. Gibbons, spending this time with Nate has calmed me down. Besides, he’s right: people die everywhere. Is it such a big deal that somebody died in my new house?


  No, not just somebody.


  Somebody’s grandmother committed suicide in my room.


  “Mom’s gonna freak,” I say aloud as we cross Main Street again. “About the old lady, I mean. She knew her. She’ll probably make us move again.”


  “I hope not.”


  “Me, too.”


  Even though I’ve only been here three days, the idea of leaving—of packing all those stupid boxes back into the SUV, of abandoning that big turreted room I’m in the middle of painting, not to mention the first friends I’ve made in years—makes me wants to rip out my hair.


  “Let’s find out.” I break into a run.
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  Mom’s home from school by the time we make it back. Nate and I hear her before we even hit the porch.


  Yes, she knows. How could she not? Probably the whole town is discussing it by now: Guess who moved into the old Gibbons house? The new school secretary and that spooky daughter of hers.


  “Dammit, Millie, you had no business keeping that from me!”


  I don’t hear an answer, which means the phone must be working.


  Mom shouts, “I’m talking about Rinn, not me. You know what I’ve been through with her! Do you have any idea what this might do to her?”


  Crap, crap. And triple crap.


  Nate, riveted, yelps in surprise when I almost knock him off the porch. “Go. Go!”


  Reluctantly, he follows me to the sidewalk. It’s too late, of course. He heard enough. “I’m guessin’ there’s more to you than meets the eye,” he ventures.


  “I’d say you guessed right.” No point in denying it.


  “Care to elucidate?”


  I force a smile. “That’s a mighty big word coming from you, farmer boy.”


  “Yup, four whole syllables. I amaze myself.”


  I fling down my skirt as a gust of wind shoots under my hem. It’s terrible to keep such desperate secrets inside you. Worse, how long can these secrets stay secret in a town the size of a San Diego mall? Millie probably knows every sordid detail. It’s just a matter of time before she opens her mouth. She’ll tell Tasha first, and then Tasha will blab it, and so on and so on.


  Unless people already know. That’s occurred to me, too.


  I like Nate. I’d like to be able to trust him.


  “I’ll tell you about me,” I bargain at last, “but only if you tell me what you know first. No fudging it.”


  “Well.” Nate fingers his chin. “I didn’t hear all that much.”


  I wait.


  “Um, I know your mom and dad are separated and that’s why you moved here.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing. That’s it.”


  I blow out a sigh of relief.


  “You want to talk about it?” he asks.


  No, yes, no, maybe.


  “My dad hates me,” I say softly.


  Just as expected, he argues, “Parents don’t hate their kids.”


  “That’s what you think. You don’t know Frank.” Or what I did to him.


  “You call your dad Frank?”


  “He’s my stepdad.”


  “Even so. I mean, c’mon, Rinn. How could he hate you?”


  The way Nate says “you” melts the core of my heart. “You called it,” I say weakly. “I’m a pain in the ass, remember?”


  Mom’s distant shrill reaches us again. Nate takes my hand and leads me across the street, the imprint of his fingers warming me. “You want to come in?” he asks.


  “I don’t know. Am I allowed?”


  “Why not?”


  Because your dad’s car isn’t here? And my mom’s got a suspicious mind? “Okay.”


  Nate’s house is orderly, and masculine to the hilt. A set of drums takes up the dining room instead of a table. “Those yours?”


  “Yep. I’m in the orchestra. Marching band, too. You’re taking chorus, right? Guess we’ll be seeing each other at rehearsals.”


  I point to the mangy deer head displayed over the fireplace. “That is the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.”


  “I shot it myself.”


  “Are you bragging or confessing?”


  “Uh, I’ll take the Fifth on that one.”


  On the mantel I see a photo of a woman holding a baby on her lap. The baby looks like Nate right down to the spiky hair. “Your mom? Where is she?” Not hanging out in this macho abode.


  “New York. My dad met her in college. They moved back here when I was born, but my mom hated it. She left right after that picture was taken. Now she’s remarried, has a whole ’nother family and everything.”


  “You ever see her?”


  “Nope,” he says distantly. I finger the picture frame, hating the woman who dumped baby Nate, and set it back on the mantel when Nate changes the subject. “So why are you such a pain in the ass that they threw you out of California?” Unexpectedly, he lifts the hair off my neck. “Is it because of this?”


  “Don’t.” I push him away and smooth my hair back down.


  “Are you a cutter, Rinn?” he asks gently.


  “No. God, no. I only did it that one time.”


  “Why?”


  I’m not sure I want to tell him. Then again, shouldn’t I be the one to lay it all out, before he finds out from, say, Millie? Or the local paper?


  Nate waits. I flatten my hair over my neck and stare at the fireplace, gathering up enough courage to answer his question.


  And, when I do, I tell him the truth. “Because I murdered my grandmother. So I wanted to die, too.”


  [image: image]


  They diagnosed me as bipolar when I was fourteen.


  At first Mom thought I was ADHD. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t concentrate, could barely sit through a movie. I couldn’t finish a book unless I found it interesting, and whatever did interest me instantly became an addiction: ballet, guitar, astrology, you name it. World religions for a while; I was Jewish for six weeks, a Buddhist for two days. Frank drew the line when he caught me chanting on the basement floor inside a perfectly drawn pentagram.


  They started me on medication. Ask me if I took it.


  I loved the “high” part of being bipolar. I loved being able to research, write, and print out a term paper in one evening, not that anything I wrote made sense. I loved staying awake for days on end, talking to anyone about everything. Of course, nothing I said made sense, either. But you couldn’t tell me that.


  Most of all, I loved breaking rules. I liked cutting school. I liked getting high. I liked sex way too much. What’s weird is that I didn’t realize I was doing anything wrong. I thought everyone else simply wanted to control me.


  “I used to sneak out in the middle of the night,” I confide to Nate. “I’d go to the beach, or out to the stable where I took riding lessons. I’d take Mom’s or Frank’s car. They’d never know I was gone, unless the cops brought me back.”


  Who cared that the stable closed at 9:00 p.m.? Who cared that Chinook, my favorite horse, a speedy Appaloosa, belonged to the stable owners and not to me? Standing in the stirrups, crouched low over his mane, I’d ride him for hours, sailing over rows of white jumps that glowed like tombstones in the moonlight.


  One night the floodlights burst on. Startled, two strides from the next jump, I yanked hard on the reins. Chinook veered, slipped in the wet grass, and next thing I knew I was flying solo over the jump. He landed on the ground with a sickening thud.


  Police officers descended. If it hadn’t been for Chinook, writhing and whinnying, I might’ve escaped; in manic mode I can outrun anyone. But I couldn’t leave him behind. I blubbered into his sweaty sides, screaming get up, get up! I remember the pain in my shoulder when the cops hauled me up, ignoring my insistence that “my father owns this stable and he’s gonna sue you pigs!”


  When I lunged for an officer’s gun, they slapped on the handcuffs and carted me off to jail. Then to the emergency room to fix my broken collarbone. Finally, to the psycho ward.


  There, for the first time, I told people about the Voices.
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  So far Nate hasn’t jumped off the sofa and run away in terror. “I’ve heard about bipolar but I didn’t know it got that bad. You really hear voices?”


  “Not now,” I say quickly. “But when I’m really manicky, yes.” Psychotic is a better word, but how can I say that out loud? “It’s like, I don’t know, like when you hear people talking in another room? Sometimes they’d get louder if I’d do certain things. Like if I put on headphones? The voices would drown out the song. Or maybe I’d think the singer was singing to me.” I cover my hot face. “God. I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”


  “So what happened to the horse?”


  “Oh, he wasn’t hurt. But they banned me from the stable. I haven’t been riding since.”


  “I have horses,” Nate says calmly. “We can go riding sometime.”


  “You mean you’re not terrified of me?”


  “Should I be? I mean, you take stuff for it now, right?” I nod. “And I didn’t notice your head spinning one single time today.”


  He’s laughing, but not at me. It’s like I just told him I have mono, and yeah, he’s bummed—but he can wait for our first kiss.


  Weak with relief, I lean back into the sofa. Nate’s body, beside mine, feels sooo comfortable. I’m not safe yet, though, because then he asks, “What happened with your grandmother?”


  I hesitate. But it’s either stay here and talk to Nate, or go home and listen to Mom’s hysterics about how that dead woman in the attic is sure to traumatize me forever. “Well, there’s a few other things first …”


  He smiles into my eyes. “We got time.”


  Does he really want to know about all my so-called boyfriends? Carlos, who taught me how to pick locks and hot-wire engines? James the dope dealer? Schizophrenic Kyle who said that psych meds were merely tools to force people to conform to society?


  Or that once, out of control, I actually hit my own mother?


  Of course he doesn’t. So I skip all that. “I got into so much trouble, they kicked me out of two schools. I almost flunked tenth grade because I was in the hospital so often. When I got out last May, I was doing pretty good. But I was so mad at Mom and Frank for locking me up again, I … well, things got pretty ugly. So they sent me off to my grandmother’s for the summer. She was, like, eighty, but tough, an old army nurse. They figured she’d keep a pretty good eye on me.”


  I loved staying with Nana. Her beach cottage in Carmel was peacefully isolated. Happy to be free from Mom and Frank, I stayed on my meds and did really well. Nana taught me to crochet, and we gardened, and we read books on the beach. Evenings, we’d watch those old sitcoms together. Sometimes we’d make up our own plots. Sometimes we’d even act them out.


  Okay, here’s the problem: when crazy people feel “good,” that’s when they decide they don’t need drugs anymore. And, as stupid as it sounds, I missed my highs.


  I wanted to be me again: the real Rinn Jacobs.


  “So you quit taking the pills,” Nate says without surprise. “Didn’t she notice?”


  “She trusted me.” Her worst mistake ever.


  Three months and seventeen days ago, a thunderstorm rolled in and the electricity went out. Nana brought me a kerosene lamp, one we used in emergencies, so I could read in my room.


  “She told me to be careful, to turn it off when I was done. Then she …” My throat spasms. “She said, ‘See you in the morning, Rinnie, love you,’ like she always did. Then she shut the door.”


  The Voices, strong and cruel, shrilled inside my head with every boom of thunder. Hyped up, paranoid of the shadows dancing in the lamplight, I threw open my bedroom window. Lightning crackled. Salty rain whipped my face. “I knew something terrible was about to happen. But I couldn’t tell if the voices were calling me—or trying to warn me away.”


  “What did they say?” Nate asks quietly.


  I remember the satanic chorus ringing in my ears. “They told me to run. So I did.”


  I climbed out my window and ran like hell. The second I reached the beach, I felt a hundred times better. I splashed through the waves, rain slashing my hair. I spun circles and leaped over rocks, my skin electrified as if by bolts of lightning. The roaring surf blocked out the Voices, and I felt safe, and alive, and positively free. Freer than I’d ever felt gulping down pills every day.


  I duck my head. “I can’t explain it, but it felt wonderful. Like I was God or something …” I hug myself hard, cracking my bones. “Then I saw the fire.”


  Nate’s hand creeps closer, as if he wants to hold mine. “The house?”


  I nod miserably. “The lamp. I’d left the window open and it blew over in the wind. They found her on the floor outside my room, with a hammer and screwdriver. Hammer marks everywhere. She tried to take the door off, too. She must’ve thought I was trapped, maybe unconscious. I hadn’t answered when she called—”


  A tightness in my chest cuts off my words. Wobbly, I grip the arm of the sofa. Breathe in, breathe out … In a less than gentlemanly gesture, Nate shoves my head to my knees before I can do it myself. Sorry I wasted that Klonopin at school, I squeeze my eyes shut and concentrate only on sucking in enough oxygen to keep from passing out.


  It takes a while, but my galloping heart rate returns to normal. The strangling sensation disappears and the stars in my vision dissolve. I’m seriously afraid to look at Nate. I bet he thinks he’s witnessing a real psychotic breakdown firsthand.


  He surprises me by taking my hand, after all. “You didn’t kill her, Rinn.”


  “Yes I did. If I hadn’t snuck out, there wouldn’t have been a fire. Frank hates me for that—and that’s why I’m really here. My mom pretends it’s to give Frank some more time. But I know he won’t forgive me, no matter how sorry I am.”


  “But your mom forgave you,” Nate begins.


  I shake my head. “Nana was Frank’s mom, not hers.” I touch my scar. “That’s when I did this.”
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  Nate offers to walk me across the street, but I tell him no. I don’t want him to feel he has to be nice, now that he knows who he’s dealing with.


  “Where have you been?” are the first words out of Mom’s mouth. Her fierce hug chokes off my reply. She pushes my hair aside to study my face. “We need to talk.” She forces me to sit on the stairs and drops down beside me without once letting go. “Don’t worry.” She pats my face, my hair, like she’s afraid I’ll disappear, or morph back into Psycho Daughter. “We’re leaving. Thank God we didn’t unpack everything yet …”


  “But I don’t want to leave.”


  “Rinn, a woman just killed herself! I never would’ve looked at this house if I’d known about that.”


  “It doesn’t bother me,” I insist.


  “Well, it bothers me. Lease or no lease, we’re out. We can look for something over in Westfield. It’s not too far, and—”


  “Westfield? You mean I’ll have to change schools? Uh-uh. No way!”


  “Rinn, this was only your first day.”


  “Yes! And I made friends.” I jump up and point to the ceiling. “What about my room? I’m already painting it!”


  “Honey, listen—”


  “No, you listen. You’re the one who dragged me across the whole frickin’ United States. We could’ve stayed in California. You wanted to stay. I heard you tell Millie you wanted to work it out with Frank.”


  “Were you listening in on my calls?” Mom asks sharply.


  “Right, like Millie’s voice doesn’t carry fifty miles? Admit it, Mom. We only moved here because she talked you into it.”


  Mom wilts under my rock-hard stare. “She thought we could use a fresh start. I agreed with her, Rinn. And you know she’s my friend. I’ve missed her all these years.”


  I sniff. “Some friend. She didn’t tell you about the house. Or about Nate’s dad.”


  “Because she knew I wouldn’t come.”


  “Do you hate her now?”


  “Of course not. I love her.”


  “Do you love me?” I ask slyly. “Because, if you do, you’ll let us stay.”


  Emotional blackmail. I’m not even ashamed.


  Mom sighs. “Do you really want to?”


  “Yes! Yes!”


  One look at her face and I know I’ve won. When I hug her hard, she says into my hair, “We should at least move you down to one of the other bedrooms.”


  I set my chin. “I like my room where it is. And I promise not to go psycho on you again.”


  “Oh, Rinn—please!”


  But at least she’s smiling.
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