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      It’s easier to accept death when you know there’s an afterlife. I was certain of this fact because I’d seen ghosts and watched them cross over into the light before. Even so, I wasn’t prepared to go.

      As the car jerked to the right and I slammed on the brakes, all I could think was that I wasn’t ready. Robin and I still had so much to experience together, and I knew Emma would be devastated if I was gone. What would happen when Mom’s baby came? I would never get to know my little brother or sister. If I died right now, I wouldn’t have even made a dent in my junior year of high school. No finishing up my first Varsity volleyball season. No junior prom. I’d die a virgin!

      All of this went through my head in a split second. The car jolted when it passed over the edge of the road and into the ditch. I couldn’t do anything to slow its momentum. Before I could process what was truly happening, the world tumbled around me, and my head smashed into something hard.

      It took me several seconds to realize the car had come to a halt. A pain pounded through my head, and my vision blurred. I struggled to keep hold of my consciousness, like if I let my guard down for one moment, I’d fade. At least I was conscious enough to rejoice in the fact that I wasn’t dead—even if the moment of joy lasted but a millisecond. I didn’t know how long it took me to finally raise my head, but when I managed to blink the world back into focus, one thing was clear: for the first time in a long time, I had no idea what was going to happen next.

      Shock overcame me, and I couldn’t bring myself to cry even though I wanted to. I gulped down the terror rising to my throat, but that didn’t slow my racing heart. When I finally managed to glance around the vehicle, I realized I had somehow lost control of the car, and when I hit the ditch, it had flipped. The side of my skull had connected with the driver’s side window. I was lucky enough that the car had landed upright, and I didn’t appear to have a broken bone or anything.

      Slowly, I reached across the middle console toward my purse sprawled at the foot of the passenger seat. Something caught my body before my fingers touched the strap. I straightened up and tried again. This time, the seat belt stretched far enough so I could reach the purse and pull it onto my lap. I fumbled in search of my phone, ignoring the other contents that had flown from my purse just moments ago. The other line began ringing, and I put the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” my mom answered.

      I pressed my free hand to my forehead, partially to ease the ache pulsing through my skull and partially to get myself to think about what to say to her. I must have remained silent for too long because my mother began speaking with a worried tone.

      “Crystal, sweetie, are you okay?”

      What could I say to that? Sure, my head was throbbing, but overall, I was physically fine. What about emotionally? I hardly had my license for two months, and already I was in an accident. As if that wasn’t humiliating enough, my sixth sense immediately felt hazy. Although I’d only known about my psychic abilities for a year, I suddenly didn’t feel like myself anymore.

      “I’m okay,” I half-lied, forcing down the bile in my throat. The truth was, I was riled enough to puke the entire contents of my dinner onto Teddy’s steering wheel. I decided to focus on my physical state so I wouldn’t worry my mother. Who knew what stress would do to my little brother or sister?

      “But something’s wrong,” she concluded based on my minimal words and croaky voice.

      I pressed my hand harder against my face like that would ease my headache and help me figure out what to say to her. I remembered the time Robin had called Teddy and told him about the car when a stranger slashed our tires. I decided to ease into it slowly by taking his approach.

      I forced a painfully fake laugh. “Um… What if I told you something bad happened to the car?”

      “Oh, my gosh, Crystal. What happened? Are you hurt?” At least she was less concerned about the damage I’d done to the car and more concerned about me.

      “I’m not. It’s just a headache.” I lightly grazed my fingers across the goose egg-sized lump I already felt forming along my hairline. It immediately stung. I pulled my fingers away from the injury and saw they were covered in a layer of blood. The blow against the window must have split my skin open. “And a minor scratch,” I added, though I wasn’t sure how honest those words were. Truth be told, it hurt like hell. I quickly glanced into the rearview mirror and noticed it looked as bad as it felt. I was pretty sure I’d be alright, but that didn’t stop a wave of hysteria from overcoming me.

      “Tell me what happened,” my mother insisted. “Were you speeding?”

      I couldn’t stop the words from tumbling out of my mouth. “What? No. Mom, I’m a good driver. I swear. It’s just—I don’t know. I lost control somehow. One second I was on the road, and then the next—”

      “Crystal,” my mother stopped me before I could hyperventilate. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll call an ambulance.” I heard a shuffling in the background and my mother’s muffled voice as she spoke to Teddy.

      “No, Mom,” I tried to tell her, but she didn’t hear me. The phone shook in my hand.

      A second later, she was talking into the phone again. “I’m going to keep you on the line while we call an ambulance with Teddy’s phone, okay? Where are you? How long ago did you leave Robin’s?”

      “Mom,” I stated sternly so she’d listen to me. “I’m only five minutes from Peyton Springs. It will be faster if you or Teddy come and get me.” Our town was so small that our ambulance service came from the next town over.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I’m still calling an ambulance. We’ll be there soon. Stay put.”

      Where else would I go? the snarky 16-year-old in me wondered, but I kept quiet.

      Mom kept me talking as she and Teddy rushed out to meet me on the secluded highway. I pressed some tissues to my gash as I waited, but it stung and didn’t seem to help the bleeding. During a brief silence when my mom turned her attention to Teddy, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. The pain in my head and the fright I’d felt when it happened all caught up to me. Tears sprang to my eyes and rolled down my cheeks.

      My mom’s vehicle was the first I saw after the car had flipped. When I spotted it, I finally hung up the phone. I hadn’t moved and was still buckled in my seat.

      “Crystal!” my mother exclaimed when she exited the car. She rushed across the road to the vehicle I sat in and pulled on the door, only it didn’t budge. “It’s locked, sweetie.” She gestured to the lock on the door.

      Still slightly dazed, I unlocked the door. She opened it, but my step-dad was the one who knelt next to me, cupping my face in his hands.

      “Are you okay?” he asked calmly. I didn’t know how he remained so calm; it probably had to do with his police training.

      Tears welled in my eyes again, and all I could do was nod.

      Teddy reached up to take the tissues from my hand. “Here, let me help with that.” He pulled the wad away from my face to inspect the wound before dabbing it against my forehead again.

      I winced.

      “That’s a nasty gash,” he said, stating the obvious.

      I sniffled. “Can we go home?”

      Teddy shook his head as a look of apology settled over his face. “We need to get you to the hospital first. You could have a concussion.”

      “No, I want to go home,” I argued, but my voice came out sounding like a whisper.

      “You’re going to the hospital. Andrea?” he addressed my mother.

      “He’s right, sweetie,” she agreed.

      My gaze flickered between each of their eyes. “Okay,” I agreed, but only because I loved them so much, not because I thought I actually needed to go.

      We’d settled that argument, but nobody moved for several minutes as we waited for emergency responders to arrive. The chilly night air rushed in through the open driver’s side door and filled the car.

      Teddy finally stood and let my mom kneel beside me. He rested his hands on his hips and eyed the car. It was crumpled on all sides, though I was grateful there weren’t any trees nearby that could have signed my death warrant. I was lucky enough to miss the telephone poles lining the road, too. He rounded the car to assess the damage before he spoke. “Looks like you blew a tire. I can’t think of why, though. These tires aren’t that old.”

      I pondered his statement for a moment, and that’s when I realized it was all my fault. “Uh, I blew that tire up at a gas station before leaving the city. Robin said it looked low.”

      Teddy gazed at me. “Did you check the pressure?”

      I shook my head guiltily. I didn’t know anything about cars. I didn’t even know if Teddy had a pressure gage in the car or, if he did, where to find it.

      “It’s okay,” he finally said. “I’m just glad you’re alright.” Just then, his eyes locked on something in the distance, and that’s when I noticed the emergency responders approaching in the rearview mirror. “I’ll stay here while you two go to the hospital,” he offered.

      We all agreed that was a good idea. The rest of the night was a blur, but I remembered they let Mom ride with me in the ambulance.

      “Don’t fall asleep,” she demanded when I lolled my head to the side. “You could have a concussion.”

      “I’m not sleeping,” I told her truthfully.

      “You need to keep talking so we know you’re okay.” She exchanged a glance with the EMT as if to ask whether she was right or not.

      “I’m okay, Mom,” I insisted. “I just need to collect my thoughts.”

      She seemed to accept this and gave me several minutes to digest what had happened. When she noticed I was crying, she attempted to comfort me.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. I know Teddy loved his car, but we’re just glad you’re okay.”

      Little did she know, I wasn’t crying about the damage I’d done to the car. The real reason I was crying was for a pain that was practically eating me whole. Something I couldn’t quite pinpoint felt off about my abilities, and that terrified me to the depths of my soul.
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      The doctors gave me stitches and bandaged my wound. They said there was a good chance I had a mild concussion, but there wasn’t really anything they could do but send me home with instructions to get plenty of rest.

      “You don’t have to go to school tomorrow if you don’t want to,” my mom offered on the way home after Teddy had picked us up with her car.

      “I’m fine,” I told her half-honestly. “I don’t want to miss volleyball practice.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” She eyed me from the passenger seat.

      “It will be fine. If I miss it, I’ll have to make it up. But if I feel dizzy or anything, Coach Kathy should let me sit out, or I can help Derek and be co-manager for the day.”

      She looked to Teddy in the driver’s seat as if he might be able to reason with me. When he didn’t say anything, she turned back toward me. “Do you still want to take that campus tour on Wednesday?”

      “Mom,” I practically snapped, “you’re worrying too much. I’ll be fine. Besides, I promised Kelli and Justine I’d be there. We were going to meet up and have lunch.”

      The campus tour Mom mentioned was a field trip to Southern Minnesota University for all interested seniors. The only problem was that they didn’t have enough people interested, and they needed two more to get approval to take the bus. Our guidance counselor, Mrs. Blake, suggested Emma and I come along even though we were only juniors. Mrs. Blake knew my mom attended SMU and thought I might be interested, and she was right. Although I didn’t know what I wanted to do for a career, I wanted to go to college, and it made sense to go there. It was only an hour away, so I could visit my family often. It was actually a closer drive to Robin’s college than my current drive was, too. Plus, a lot of the kids from our school went there, so I would know some people, especially if Emma decided to enroll at SMU. We could even be roommates.

      “Mom,” I wondered aloud, “why did you choose SMU?”

      She glanced back at me. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just thinking about how Mrs. Blake asked me to go on the tour. She thought I might want to attend SMU because you did. I haven’t really thought about my options and was just curious if SMU is the right choice for me. And I’m interested in why you didn’t choose a college closer to your home so you could visit your family.”

      My mom let out a puff of air that sounded like a laugh. “Crystal, I know you and I get along, but your Grandma Ellen wasn’t the easiest person to get along with at the time. Besides, I was young and interested in getting out on my own. I chose SMU because they had a good psychology program.”

      “Why’d you choose psychology? You don’t even use your degree.”

      She pressed her lips together. “I wanted to do more with my degree at the time. I thought majoring in psychology would help me understand my abilities better and that maybe I could use them to help people—as a counselor or something. But then I met Sophie and Diane, and my ideas about my future changed. Diane was majoring in business, and so we came up with the idea of Divination together. We moved to Peyton Springs because it’s where Sophie grew up, and there’s a long line of psychics in the area. They help keep our business running even though everyone else just thinks we sell magic sets, Halloween costumes, and chocolate. Starting a business with my best friends was one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.”

      “So, do you think SMU is right for me?”

      She shrugged. “I can’t say I would be against you going there. I’d like you to be able to visit every now and then, but I don’t want you to feel pressured if there’s somewhere else you’d like to go.”

      I didn’t even know what I would major in, but it was encouraging to know my mom had a good college experience there. “I guess we’ll see how I feel about it on Wednesday,” I finally said as we pulled into the driveway.
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      I fell onto my bed and shoved my face into my pillow. I immediately recoiled when a pain shot through my head. Not the smartest idea, although it didn’t hurt as badly now as when the accident happened. I rolled over to my back and pulled the covers over my body. Before I had a moment to even think about crying, my mom knocked on my door and opened it a crack.

      “Crystal, do you need anything before bed?”

      I was about to tell her she was fussing too much, but I appreciated the sentiment. “No, Mom. I’ll be fine. Thanks for asking.” I could have told her about what was really going on—that my sixth sense felt off—but I didn’t want to worry her, not with a baby on the way.

      “Hey, Mom,” I called before she shut the door completely.

      “Yeah?” She opened it again, casting a strip of light from the hallway onto my bed.

      “How’s the baby?”

      We’d only discovered in August that Mom was pregnant, though she and Teddy had been trying since their wedding last spring. Honestly, they were surprised to have gotten pregnant so quickly since they were both in their late 30s. They wouldn’t be able to learn the sex of the baby for another few weeks, but Mom and Teddy decided they didn’t want to know anything unless something was wrong. They wanted to be surprised when it came.

      My mother’s silhouette shifted in the doorway. “Why do you ask?”

      I went silent for a few seconds before answering. “I just—I know tonight was really stressful, and I don’t want the stress to affect the baby or anything.”

      She pushed into the room and sat on the edge of my bed. She rested a hand on her belly, which was still pretty flat. I shifted and placed my hand next to hers, even though there wasn’t actually anything to feel.

      “There’s no reason to worry,” my mother assured me.

      I tore my gaze from her belly and looked up at her. “It’s just…” I paused and then swallowed. “I already love her.” I had bet on it being a girl, but my mom thought it’d be a boy. “Or him,” I added, pressing my ear to her belly.

      She jumped slightly in surprise before relaxing.

      “I really love her—him,” I said against her belly before pulling away. “You just worry about my little brother or sister. I’ll be fine.”

      She smiled at that and then kissed my forehead. I took it as an agreement, but then she twisted her mouth in amusement and said, “Fat chance of that. I’m your mom. It’s my job to worry about you.”

      “It’s just a scratch,” I lied. Luckily, the room was fairly shadowed so she couldn’t see the worry written all over my face.

      “I know.” She smoothed down my hair. “But right now, it sounds like you’re more worried about me being worried than I am worried about you.”

      I started to nod and then replayed what she’d just said in my mind. “Wait… what? That was confusing.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she teased with a smile.

      “You just worry about growing me a healthy brother or sister,” I told her before kissing her belly and telling her goodnight.

      “I love you, Crystal,” she said before shutting my bedroom door and leaving me in darkness.

      While my mother’s company helped take my mind off the accident, I couldn’t help it when I replayed it in my head as soon as she left. I pulled my stuffed owl Luna down from her shelf like I did every night and snuggled her close to me. Tonight, I needed the extra comfort.

      I wasn’t even that upset about the accident itself. If everything had happened like it did but I still felt my abilities inside me—if I felt like myself—I’d be fine. But the fact was that something was wrong. I couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t put it into words, but I knew it was happening to me nonetheless.

      I should have called my boyfriend, Robin, or my best friend, Emma, right away. I knew one of them would make me feel better, but somehow, I felt like I couldn’t explain this. So instead, I called out to the darkness.

      “Daddy?” I said in a whisper. I clung to the stuffed animal he’d given me as a gift before he died. I had no way of knowing if he could hear me from the other side. Even when I had my gift, I’d never made contact with my father or felt him there with me. Still, I’d been talking to him—in a way—for the last few months whenever I felt I couldn’t talk to a living person.

      I fell asleep after asking my father for protection.
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      “Feel free to take notes and pictures once we reach campus,” Mrs. Blake announced as we neared SMU on Wednesday.

      Emma sat next to me on the bus, and I twisted my hands nervously in my lap. I had been excited about visiting SMU earlier this week, but the closer we got, the more anxious I became. It was like the idea of growing up had finally hit me, and I wasn’t ready to think about college yet.

      “You’ll have the chance to talk to our tour guides as well as other students about their experiences,” Mrs. Blake continued. “Take advantage of these opportunities, but don’t forget that for most of you, this is your first campus tour. The school will host a couple more field trips throughout the year; however, most of you will also attend other tours with your parents.”

      “Crystal,” Emma said in a low voice while Mrs. Blake continued talking toward the front of the bus. “What’s up?”

      My eyes flew to hers. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re practically strangling your sweatshirt,” she pointed out, gesturing down to the sleeve I’d been twisting around in my hand. “You’ve been acting weird all week, ever since your car accident.”

      I relaxed my grip on my shirt and swallowed. I still hadn’t told Emma—or anyone, for that matter—about what really happened to me, about how after I hit my head, my sixth sense had gone hazy. I hadn’t been able to predict the lunch menu all week, something I’d once had a 100 percent success rate with. Every time I subtly tested my skills over the last three days, I hadn’t been able to feel anyone else’s emotions through touch. On one level, it left me feeling empty and alone. I’d become so used to being in tune with the people around me that it was strange to go back to normal—the way I’d been before puberty hit and my abilities manifested. On another level, I felt frightened, as if I would never get my abilities back. I wasn’t quite sure why I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. Maybe I didn’t want to admit it, like that would make the situation more real. A year ago, I may have rejoiced in this news, but now it only left me worried.

      Luckily, Emma and I had been so busy with volleyball, homework, and boyfriends that our psychic practice sessions had slowed down. So far this week, I hadn’t had to show my weakness in front of her. I knew she’d find out sooner or later, but I was hoping I’d feel better at the “later” point and my abilities would be back to normal.

      Robin had freaked out when I told him about the accident. I could only imagine how scared he was to hear I’d crashed. He’d been in a bad accident a few years ago and lost his left leg from the knee down. I assured him on the phone I was okay. That seemed to calm him down, but even after a few days, I hadn’t called him back to tell him about my gift fading.

      “It’s not the accident,” I lied to Emma. I glanced her way quickly before fixing my eyes back on my hands. She didn’t seem to notice my dishonesty, which was a victory for me. “I’ve just been nervous about this campus tour.” Okay, that wasn’t a complete lie.

      “I know. Me, too,” she agreed.

      I let out an inaudible sigh of relief.

      “I was excited at first,” she continued. “I mean, we’re only juniors, and already we’re being all responsible and thinking about college, but now it’s kind of scary. I mean, it’s college. I have no idea what to expect.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. In all honesty, I added, “Me, either.” The resounding truth of that statement sent a shiver down my spine.
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      Kelli and Justine waved to us from across the dining hall. Our field trip group was halfway through our tour, and we each received a meal voucher at the campus’s buffet. Emma and I made our way over to them after we filled our plates.

      “Hi,” I greeted cheerfully.

      They both stood, and we all exchanged hugs. After I’d helped rescue Kelli from an abusive relationship a year ago—with Justine’s help—we’d become friends. Thanks to my abilities, I saw their friend Olivia’s ghost, who held the key to saving Kelli. When they graduated, Kelli and Justine both headed off to college at SMU. I sat, wondering if more of our classmates would join us since they all knew Kelli and Justine, too, but no one did.

      “What happened to you, Crystal?” Kelli gestured to the stitches on my head.

      My hand came up to graze them lightly. “I, uh, had an accident.”

      “She blew a tire and flipped her car,” Emma clarified.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Kelli told me.

      “No, it’s okay. My head hit the window, and that split the skin open. It’s okay, really.”

      “Well, it kind of sucks,” Justine said slowly.

      I nodded. “So, how’s your freshman year going?” I remembered Mrs. Blake’s instructions to ask students about their experiences.

      “It’s great,” Kelli beamed. Her voice was so full of happiness, completely opposite of the Kelli Taylor I’d known just a year ago. And then there was her new look. She’d dyed her hair a dark blond—closer to her natural color—and a small diamond stud now adorned her nose. It suited her well.

      “It’s okay,” Justine shrugged.

      “Just okay?” Emma asked skeptically. “That’s not encouraging.”

      Justine laughed. “No, it’s great, but…”

      “But what?” I prodded curiously.

      Justine glanced around the room. “Honestly? The campus gives me the heebie jeebies.”

      Kelli burst into a fit of laughter, and Justine joined in. I suspected there was some sort of inside joke I was missing.

      “What do you mean?” Emma asked.

      “Oh, it’s nothing, really,” Justine assured us.

      Kelli laughed again. “Justine has a stalker.”

      I tensed for a moment. “A stalker?”

      “No, I don’t,” Justine defended, swatting lightly at Kelli.

      “She says she feels like she’s being watched,” Kelli teased. “I think it’s that kid who sits behind us in psych. He’s a creep.”

      My nerves subsided when I realized Justine wasn’t in any real danger from a stalker. It really was just an inside joke I was missing out on.

      “So,” I said once I swallowed my potatoes, “Mrs. Blake says we’re supposed to ask students about their experience at SMU. Why’d you guys choose this school?”

      Justine gave a light eye roll. “Ha! Mrs. Blake. She’s great but so serious. I remember doing campus tours with her. It’s so different in college.”

      “How many colleges did you tour before choosing SMU?” Emma asked.

      “Honestly,” Justine said, “not many. I always knew I was going to go to SMU. It’s close to home, and the tuition is decent. My mom and my aunt—you know, my aunt Sophie—both went here, so I’ve known my whole life that I’d end up here, too.”

      I nodded. It made sense. “And you, Kelli?” I asked before biting into more potatoes.

      She shrugged. “Same reason, I guess—location and tuition. And I got lucky that my best friend came with me. We get to be roommates for the next four years!”

      I glanced over at Emma, and she was eyeing me with a smile. I didn’t have to be psychic to read my best friend’s mind, which was saying, We could be roommates here, too!

      “So, do you think you two will apply here your senior year?” Justine asked.

      Emma nodded enthusiastically. She’d been in a state of pure glory all day during the tour.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I answered. “I think it’s either going to be this or where Robin goes.”

      “That’s right,” Kelli said. “What’s your boyfriend doing now? Still playing music?”

      “Not as much as he did in high school. He’s majoring in occupational therapy.”

      “And your boyfriend, Emma?” Justine asked. “You two are still dating?”

      Emma straightened in her chair. “Me and Derek? We’ve never been better! He bought me flowers and took me to a concert for my birthday last month. It was so sweet!”

      “Aww,” Kelli and Justine sang together.

      “You two are cute together,” Justine said. “I always saw you watching him at volleyball practice last year when he was catching balls. I’m surprised it took you two so long to get together.”

      Emma smiled. “Yeah, well, it was worth it.”

      I didn’t say anything as they talked about the cute boys in their classes and student organizations. Eventually, their conversation faded into the background until it felt like I was secluded in my own little bubble and the rest of the cafeteria ceased to exist. My sixth sense tingled, a sensation that spread through to my fingertips. Joy overcame me when I realized what this meant. My abilities hadn’t been destroyed in the accident!
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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