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Chapter 1

	 

	“Your purse ate your homework. Is that what you’re telling me, Libby? I must say, that’s a new one.”

	I was standing at Ms. Eckhart’s desk, close enough that a hushed, private conversation should have been possible. Yet the conversation we were having was anything but hushed, at least Ms. Eckhart’s end of it. Of course, that was Ms. Eckhart—show-offy, look-at-me-ish. She wanted the class to hear when she said something clever or sarcastic, even if it was at the expense of a student. 

	World history class hadn’t officially started, but my classmates were facing forward in their seats, unabashedly eavesdropping. Amelia Drake, cool girl supreme, snickered at Ms. Eckhart’s comment. 

	I pivoted slightly, turning my back on all those staring eyes. “I don’t know what happened to it. This morning, after breakfast, I zipped it in here”—I yanked open a side pocket of my big denim purse—“and I didn’t unzip till I got to class. My report just—disappeared.”

	“Disappeared!” Ms. Eckhart echoed theatrically. “My, my. That is unfortunate.”

	Our eyes met, hers impassive, mine desperate. 

	“Maybe I dropped it in the hall,” I said, though I knew I hadn’t. “I’ll check the lost and found box in the school office. If I can’t find it, I’ll reprint it and get it to you by the end of the day. I have computer lab sixth period.”

	Connor Tipton, blond god of the sophomore class, sauntered into the room, almost late but not quite. His sultry gaze skimmed down the length of me as he dropped his report on Ms. Eckhart’s desk. He ambled to his seat in the back of the room, high-fiving several buddies along the way. I wasn’t watching, but I heard the telltale slap of hands. 

	Ms. Eckhart picked up the stack of reports, tapped them on her desk to align the edges, and set them down again. “Fine, turn it in later. But I’m going to have to dock you one letter grade.”

	“What? That’s not fair!”

	“Homework assignments are due at the beginning of class. You know that.”

	“But this is the first time I’ve ever been late. Can’t you cut me some slack?”

	“If I cut you some slack, I’d have to do the same for everybody.”

	“So do the same for everybody.” 

	I said it lightly, but I was only half-joking.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped. “That’s not how I run my classroom.”

	A hot flush spread over me. I’d never been on the receiving end of that scowl before. “Let me look again,” I said. “It’s got to be here.”

	I upended my purse, and a mini avalanche cascaded onto Ms. Eckhart’s desk—wallet, calculator, mini flashlight, hairbrush, three pens, two pencils, a notepad, my most recent grocery list, the key to my apartment, and a scattered rainbow of hair scrunchies. 

	Everything but my history report. 

	Ms. Eckhart stared in mild disgust at the pile of purse-debris cluttering her desk. “Libby, please gather up your belongings and take your seat.” 

	“But—”

	“Now,” she said crisply, handing me my wallet. “We have a lot to cover today.”

	I herded my possessions into my purse and slunk to my desk, careful to avoid eye contact with my classmates. 

	I didn’t hear one word of the history lecture. It wasn’t because I was thinking about the missing homework, though there was plenty to think about there. No, I was thinking about Ms. Eckhart and what had just happened between us. I knew I shouldn’t let it bother me, but it did.

	Ms. Eckhart was a newish teacher, just a few years out of college. Tall and big-boned, a sturdy oak tree of a woman. Though not conventionally pretty, she had a polished look that almost passed for beauty. Her raspberry-red hair was always stylishly tousled, her face glowed beneath photo-shoot-perfect makeup, and she dressed like a slightly more sophisticated version of the most popular tenth-grade girls. 

	Which was probably why she fit in so well with them.

	I didn’t know much about Ms. Eckhart’s past, but my guess was that she’d been less than popular in high school and was trying to make up for that now by hanging with the cool kids. The weird thing was, she was a decade older than today’s cool kids! But no one seemed to mind. The popular people clustered around her desk every morning, chatting and laughing like she was one of them. 

	There was a social hierarchy in Ms. Eckhart’s classroom, and every student knew their place. I wasn’t part of the cool crowd, but I’d always been on Ms. Eckhart’s favored list as one of the top students. As a teacher, she probably felt she had to acknowledge academic ability. But generally, she looked down on the not-so-popular kids. The meek, quiet kids. The poor kids, like me.

	She was fickle, too. If you weren’t one of her tippy-top favorites, like Amelia Drake, Jade Beasley, and Connor Tipton, one little screw-up could send you plummeting from grace.

	That had happened to Nathan Ferguson, our self-appointed class clown. One morning last December, Ms. Eckhart had popped into the classroom early and caught Nathan at the dry erase board drawing a picture of a naked lady with humongous boobs. You could tell by the hairstyle that the lady was supposed to be Ms. Eckhart.

	She’d given Nathan detention, but that wasn’t the worst of it. She’d started bullying him. Calling on him when she knew he didn’t know the answer, badgering him till he turned red and started stammering. Totally ignoring him the rest of the time, even when he raised his hand. It was now April, and she was still doing it. Nathan no longer acted clownish in her class. In fact, he’d gotten so subdued, he was practically invisible. 

	I was pretty sure I’d just lost my spot on the favorites list, too. All I’d ever had going for me was my status as a first-rate student, someone who aced every test and delivered every homework assignment on time. I’d just blown it by acting scatterbrained.

	A brick of despair settled in my chest. There would be no more cheery greetings: “Hey, Libby! How was your weekend?” No more cross-eyed smiley faces on my A-plus tests. No more getting to wear Ms. Eckhart’s very own cardigan sweater when she saw me shivering in a threadbare tee shirt on a forty-degree morning.

	The bell rang, signaling the end of class.

	“Remember, test on Friday,” Ms. Eckhart said as people slid out of their seats and headed for the door. I could only hope that whatever she’d talked about today wouldn’t be on the test.

	I shoved my history book into the middle compartment of my purse. There was a crunch as it hit something papery. Baffled, I withdrew the book and peered into the gaping mouth of my purse. There was my history report. Two pages folded in half, slightly crumpled from the assault by my history book.

	The classroom emptied out around me. I caught Ms. Eckhart peeking at me, but she quickly went back to typing on her laptop. I knew she was hoping I’d leave without speaking to her.

	I approached her desk. She didn’t look up till I cleared my throat.

	“Oh. Liberty.” 

	The fact that she didn’t call me Libby said a lot.

	I thrust my report at her. “I found it. My homework. It was in my purse after all.”

	She took the report from me. Her eyes roved back and forth like she was reading it, but she was probably just trying to decide what to do. 

	“Technically, it’s still late,” she said. 

	“Just barely.”

	“Why couldn’t you find it earlier?” she asked, as though this mattered.

	I shrugged, my lips pressed tight. She moved her eyes back to the report like she couldn’t stand the sight of me. “Fine,” she said. “I won’t lower your grade this time.”

	“Thank you.”

	“But this can’t happen again.”

	I needed to get to physics class, but I stayed where I was. Ms. Eckhart shifted in her chair and said, “Was there something else?”

	Yes, I wanted to say. Something weird is going on with my purse. Something supernatural, and I don’t know what to do about it. Can you tell me what to do? 

	But because we weren’t friends anymore, I said, “No. There’s nothing else.”

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	I’d bought the purse ten days earlier at Second Life, the downtown thrift store.

	My best friend, Toni Moore, was shopping for a gift for her mom, who was about to graduate from college. I’d been shuffling along behind her for ten minutes, listening to her running commentary as she flipped through crowded racks of ladies’ tops.

	“No. No. Ew. Ew. Too long. Too short. Too full of itself. Too shear.”

	“How can a shirt be too full of itself?” I asked. “What does that even mean?”

	She didn’t answer. Instead, she let out a cluck of joy as she pulled a satiny pale-pink blouse from the rack.

	“Now, this. Shit, yeah. This could work.”

	“Okay,” I said tentatively. The blouse provided a striking contrast to Toni’s light African American coloring, and that meant it would look good on her mom, too. But it wasn’t exactly Mrs. Moore’s style. “How much is it?”

	She flipped over the hand-scrawled price tag dangling from a sleeve. “Ten bucks.”

	I winced. “Ouch. That’s a lot for the thrift store.”

	“Eh. I can afford it.” She squinted at the faded label inside the back collar. “It’s my exact size! Talk about meant-to-be.”

	“Your size? I thought you were shopping for your mom.”

	“I am.” She shot me a coy sidelong look. “This is a little something for me.”

	“But…” I wrinkled my nose. I would never get used to the smell in here, the peculiar odor of other people’s things, all jumbled together. “Where would you even wear something like that? It’s too dressy for school. You don’t go to church. What are you going to do—wait for somebody to die so you can wear it to the funeral?”

	Toni draped the blouse carefully over her arm. “It’s for the sophomore dance.”

	I blinked at her. “But we’re not going to the dance. Remember? We agreed—”

	“We never agreed to anything. I said I wanted to go. You said you didn’t.”

	“And I still don’t!” I’d thought we were done talking about the dance, but I should have known better. Toni wasn’t someone who gave up easily.

	“Come on, Libby. We haven’t been to a school dance since eighth grade.”

	“For a good reason! Dances aren’t for people like us. If we show up in our pathetic little thrift store outfits, Amelia Drake and her gang will laugh us right out of the gym.”

	“But this blouse doesn’t look like it came from the thrift store. Amelia will think I got it at one of those fancy stores at the mall. It’ll drive her crazy. She’ll wish she had one like it.”

	I stared at the floor so she wouldn’t see the pity in my eyes. Toni was smart about a lot of things, but fashion wasn’t one of them. Amelia was never going to envy the likes of us, and certainly not over some thrift-store find. The pink blouse was pretty, but it was a good fifteen years out of style. The cool girls would see that instantly, and it would give them yet another reason to ridicule Toni. 

	“Okay, then,” Toni said, taking my silence for surrender. “How about we find something for you to wear?”

	“I am not going to that dance,” I said through clenched teeth.

	“We’ll see,” she chirped, whirling on her heel.

	I followed her to the jewelry table, where she spent maybe twenty seconds picking out a three-dollar bracelet for her mom. She’d planned on spending more, but since she’d just blown her budget on the blouse, that was no longer possible. My heart panged for Mrs. Moore, who did so much for Toni but got so little in return.

	Three customers stood ahead of us in the checkout line. As we waited, I glanced around the store, a familiar melancholy settling over me as I took in the shabby merchandise, the shabbier customers. Not that I was judging. I was as shabby as anyone here. 

	My gaze drifted to a cardboard box sitting on the deserted check-out counter to our right. It was filled with somebody’s cast-off goods—a stack of neatly folded clothing, a couple of empty picture frames, a dusty vase. 

	A triangular swatch of denim was poking up from behind the picture frames as if trying to climb out of the box. I reached over and pulled it out, expecting jeans. Instead, I found myself holding a purse.

	I didn’t know it at the time, but that was the moment when my life changed. Big time.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	I sucked in my breath. The purse was a retro beauty, its faded blue the exact shade of my favorite jeans. Big enough to qualify as a tote bag, it was decorated with studs and rhinestones and three embroidered hearts on the front. The twin straps were frayed where they had repeatedly rubbed the shoulder of some previous owner.

	“Hey.” I tugged on Toni’s cornrows. “Check this out.”

	She turned around to take a look. “Cute. I like the jewels and stuff.”

	“There’s no price tag. I wonder how much it is.”

	“What, you want to buy it?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe.” I gave the black, battle-worn bag dangling at my hip a little swat. “I’ve had this thing since I was ten. It’s held together with safety pins.”

	“Hey, you don’t have to convince me.”

	When it was Toni’s turn at the checkout, Selena’s eyes fell upon her and immediately moved to me like she knew I’d be there. Because right behind Toni was where I usually was. “Hey. Toni and Libby, my two best customers.” 

	All the cashiers at Second Life knew us by name. Selena was my favorite. She was more than a cashier, though. She and her husband owned the place. She was in her forties, a chunky, perpetually cheerful woman with short brown hair and bright brown eyes. Toni liked her because she was motherly. I couldn’t say whether I agreed. I hadn’t had much experience with motherly.

	“Libby has a question about a purse,” Toni told Selena.

	Selena cocked an eyebrow in my direction. “Oh?”

	I lifted the denim purse by one of its frayed straps. “It was in that box…” I jerked my head toward the vacant counter. “I hope it’s okay that I took it out. I was just wondering…”

	“Yeah, someone dropped that stuff off this morning.” Selena peered at the price tag on the pink blouse and poked some keys on the cash register. “I’ve been meaning to go through it between customers, but we’ve been so busy, I haven’t had a chance. I should be able to get everything priced and out on the floor later today.”

	I ran my forefinger over a ruby-like rhinestone. It wasn’t like I was in some discount department store and ten purses exactly like this one were lined up on a shelf. This was a one-of-a-kind item, a treasure from the past. Once it hit the sales floor, it wouldn’t last an hour. Customers would be fist-fighting over it, and somebody else, not me, would end up taking it home.

	“Is there any possible way,” I said, “that I could buy it now?”

	Selena’s gaze settled on my face as she pondered that. “I don’t see why not, hon. Here, let me take a look.” 

	She turned the purse from front to back, appraising the riot of doodads that adorned the fabric. She unzipped all the zippers, unsnapped all the snaps. She stuck her whole arm inside, like a country veterinarian birthing a calf. She turned the purse upside down and shook it, trying to dislodge any hidden contents. Nothing fell out.

	“I’d feel comfortable calling this a five-dollar purse,” she said, handing it back with a wink. “That sound about right?”

	“Sure!” I said. I was pretty savvy about the value of thrift-store wares. Selena was giving me a nice price break.

	The denim purse was probably older than my current purse, but it was in better shape—not a safety pin in sight. I studied it reverently. On the back were two big patch pockets, which made it look like the butt-part of a pair of jeans. Very cute, I thought. The inside consisted of compartments within compartments, too many to count, like different rooms in a mansion. The purse was so big, I figured it could double as a book bag and triple as a beach bag, assuming I actually made it to a beach someday.

	I held it to my face and sniffed. There was a stale smell that suggested it had been boxed up in somebody’s attic for a couple of decades. But beneath the mustiness was another, fainter smell—a sweet, perfumy scent.

	As I moved the purse away from my face, something shifted inside. It was such a delicate and fleeting movement that I thought I’d imagined it. But when I looked inside, I saw something. There at the bottom of the biggest compartment was a glass bottle about three inches long, faceted like a prism, with a pinkish liquid inside. The bottle was half-empty—or half-full, as the optimists would argue. I took it out of the purse and gave Toni’s cornrows another tug.

	“Look what I found.”

	“Perfume! It looks expensive. What kind is it?”

	“I don’t know.” The label had worn off, so there was no way to tell what the stuff was. I sprayed some on my wrist and sniffed. It smelled like the purse, only stronger, a pleasing bouquet of aromatic wood and exotic spices.

	“Mmm,” I said, offering my wrist to Toni, who took a whiff, squinted intelligently, like a forty-year-old tasting wine, and offered an “Mmm!” of her own.

	Selena glanced up from the cash register. “Was that in the purse? How’d I miss it?” 

	“Is it for sale?” I asked.

	Selena pinged open the cash drawer and scooped out a couple of bills for Toni’s change. “A half-empty bottle of perfume from God knows how long ago? Just keep it, hon.”

	“Really? Thanks!” 

	I zipped the bottle into one of the smaller compartments.

	Behind me, somebody cleared their throat. I turned to see Brandon Briggs, a sixteen-year-old who lived on my street. “Since you’re giving away freebies,” he said to Selena in a gruff, sullen voice, “how about I don’t pay for this.”

	He held up a dog-eared computer-game guide priced at seventy-five cents.

	Selena met his malevolent stare head on. “Nice try, Brandon. Tell you what—if you find a half-empty bottle of perfume in that book, go ahead and keep it.”

	Brandon scowled at me like it was my fault Selena wouldn’t give him free merchandise. I edged closer to Toni.

	After I paid for my purchase, Toni and I scurried out of the thrift store and dashed across the street. We didn’t want to tangle with Brandon Briggs. He was the kind of kid who was always bent on revenge, even if the people he got back at weren’t responsible for whatever wrong had been done him. I’d once seen him knock an ice cream cone out of another kid’s hand just because he’d dropped his own. 

	Tim Tuttle of Tim Tuttle Photography was standing on the sidewalk in front of his studio, talking to Jon Abrams from Apex Insurance.

	Our school district had a contract with Tuttle Photography, which meant that Tim or one of his employees took our school pictures every year. Everybody wanted Tim, but we didn’t always get him. As the best photographer in the county, he was in great demand. 

	He was probably in his fifties, a compact man with luminous gray eyes. Some of the girls at school had crushes on him. They thought he was cute, with his longish, wavy dark hair splotched with gray at the temples. And they bloomed under the attention he paid them. Tim had a knack for teasing out the beauty in his subjects. He knew the right things to say to make you feel special and worthy and uniquely attractive, and that feeling shone from your face when he snapped the picture. When Tim Tuttle was behind the camera, even the homeliest of students could count on looking good.

	“Let’s go down the alley,” said Toni. “I don’t want to walk past those guys. I’m still mad at Tuttle for making me smile.”

	I looked at her blankly.

	“For my school picture last fall? I wanted to be, like, all broody and mysterious, but right before he snapped the picture he said something funny, and I grinned this big, goofy grin.”

	In my opinion, Toni had taken her best school picture ever this year. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. Contradicting Toni usually led to an argument, and I wasn’t in the mood. 

	“And I definitely don’t want to talk to Mr. Abrams,” she went on. “He’s my dad’s insurance agent. God, I hate running into that wide-assed jerk. He never shuts up!”

	“Hmm,” I murmured, carefully noncommittal. It was true that Mr. Abrams had a wide ass. It was also true that he loved to gab. If you stopped to say hello, you could count on being held up for at least twenty minutes. But I didn’t consider that a bad thing. Mr. Abrams told interesting stories, and I enjoyed listening to them. I didn’t have any uncles or grandpas or even a dad to tell me stories, so maybe Mr. Abrams filled a need in me. 

	“And,” Toni said, gathering steam, “the first thing out of his mouth is always, ‘How are your adorable little twin brother and sister?’ ” She blew out a furious breath. “They’re not my brother and sister, you fat jerk—they’re my half brother and sister. And how would I know how they’re doing? It’s not like I get to see them—or my dad—on a regular basis.”

	“Okay,” I said lightly. Mr. Abrams had spotted us. He raised his hand in greeting, hobbling toward us like he had no qualms about ditching Mr. Tuttle for a chance to chat up two fifteen-year-olds. Toni grabbed my arm and hustled me into the alley between Apex Insurance and Wittmeyer’s Auto Sales.

	We were halfway down the alley when a horn honked behind us. Toni yanked me to the edge of the alley, and we stayed put while a big black car with shaded windows cruised past. The license plate read CAR KING.

	“That’s Peter Wittmeyer—the guy who owns Wittmeyer’s Auto Sales,” Toni said. She snorted. “ ‘Car King.’ Can you believe the arrogance? Who does he think he is, the ruler of some country?”

	I made a noise that was half laugh, half exasperated sigh. “God, Toni. Do you like anybody on this street?”

	She shrugged. “Selena’s okay.”

	Downtown Ashton was laid out like a spider web, though any self-respecting spider would have scorned the imperfect symmetry. The avenues angled inward, converging at the block where City Hall, the library, the state unemployment office, and First National Bank resided. The streets chain-stitched the avenues together, and those streets got progressively shorter as you neared the center of the web. 

	We zigzagged our way to the bank and sat on a bench in the little brick courtyard to admire our purchases. Toni pulled her shiny new blouse out of the bag. I watched her mood lighten as she held it up. 

	“This blouse is amazing. It’ll go great with my denim skirt, the one with the pink lace trim. I can’t wait till the dance!”

	I had to admit the blouse was very pretty, in a retro kind of way. I supposed it would work for the dance if she went retro all the way—clothes, hair, jewelry, shoes. The key was to make retro look intentional.

	While Toni prattled on about the dance, I transferred my possessions from my old purse to the new one. They barely covered the bottom of one of the medium-sized compartments. I felt a flicker of buyer’s remorse. This had to be the most impractical purchase I’d ever made. For five bucks I could have bought enough boxed mac and cheese dinners to feed myself for a week. 

	Then my eyes fell on the whimsically embroidered hearts, and my doubts evaporated. This purse was a denim rectangle of splendidness. It was probably the best thing I’d ever owned. 

	“Hey, can I have a spritz of that perfume?” asked Toni, slipping her blouse back into its bag. 

	“Sure.” I unzipped the compartment where I’d stashed the little bottle. It was empty. I checked a similar pocket on the other side of the purse. Also empty. 

	“Hang on,” I said. “I guess I forgot where I put it.”

	I proceeded to unzip zippers. I unsnapped snaps. I checked each and every pocket—three times. And came away empty-handed.

	“That’s so weird,” I said, slumping against the back of the bench. “It’s like it disappeared into thin air.”

	“Let me see.” Toni snatched the denim purse from me and pawed through it with the grace of a grizzly bear, no doubt crumpling my grocery list and scattering my hair scrunchies. Abruptly, her hands stilled. “Whoa. What’s this?”

	I scooched closer as she pulled out a photograph. An old one, judging by the faded colors. She turned it over. Scrawled on the back was a date from twenty years ago.

	The picture showed a teenage girl standing outside on a sunny day. She was posing like a model—good posture, big smile, one hip jutting out slightly—in front of a two-story white house that would have been ordinary-looking if not for the rounded turret that rose up on one side like Rapunzel’s tower. 

	The girl was pretty. I could see that even with the sun-cast shadows hollowing her eye sockets and underscoring her cheekbones. Her shining brown hair was tucked behind her ears, so I couldn’t tell how long it was. She wore jeans and a short-sleeved white shirt. Slung over her shoulder was— 

	“That’s your new purse!” Toni said with a gasp.

	I took the photo from her. “Where’d you find this?”

	“Behind your wallet.”

	“That’s—that’s impossible. It wasn’t there a minute ago.”

	“Sure it was. It had to have been. You just didn’t see it. Anyway, that sucks about the perfume.”

	“Yeah,” I said morosely, slipping the photo back into the purse.

	It sucked, and yet it made sense. I wasn’t the kind of person who got breaks. The free perfume had been a nice surprise. I wondered if I’d somehow lost the bottle on purpose, in a subconscious act of self-sabotage.

	But that wasn’t it at all. Something was starting, something so freaky that I couldn’t wrap my head around it. 

	Later, when I decided to take another look at the photo, I couldn’t find it. I searched every corner of the purse. I even dumped everything out. The photo was gone—just like the perfume.

	 

	
Chapter 4

	 

	A few days after I bought the purse, my mother showed up at the apartment, her first visit in weeks. She was there when I got home from school, her cigarette smoke wafting through the apartment like poison fog.

	I found her in her tiny bedroom, puffing away as she flipped through the handful of dresses that still hung in her closet. She’d taken most of her clothes with her when she’d moved in with her boyfriend, Arthur, more than a year ago.

	According to my mother, Arthur was in his late forties and owned three apartment complexes. I had him pegged as a slum lord, because that was the kind of guy my mother usually hooked up with—someone a little sleazy, a little shady. Arthur allegedly owned a big, beautiful house with five bedrooms and a four-car garage and gorgeous professional landscaping and a swimming pool. 

	The reason I wasn’t living at Arthur’s house was that Arthur didn’t like kids. It was a touchy situation, said my mother. Arthur didn’t know she had a daughter. She was working up to telling him, though. Once he got used to the idea, she would come back for me. In the meantime, I was supposed to think about which bedroom I wanted—the one in back with a balcony overlooking the pool, or the one in front, which had its own bathroom and was bigger than our entire apartment. 

	I played along. I said the one with the bathroom sounded good. But I knew I wouldn’t be moving to Arthur’s house. If Arthur hated kids, he was never going to come around, and my mother wasn’t about to risk losing him over some kid she’d never wanted in the first place.

	“Oh, hey,” my mother said when she spotted me in the doorway of her bedroom. 

	“Hey,” I said, stepping into the room. “What are you doing here?”

	“Looking for something to wear.” She took a long drag on her cigarette and blew out a ghostly puff of smoke. “Something, like, mature and classy and not too sexy.” She pulled a low-cut jade-green dress out of her closet, gave it the once-over, and put it back. “Arthur’s son is coming for a visit tomorrow, and the three of us are going out to dinner. I want to look, you know. Respectable.”

	I frowned. “Arthur has a son?”

	“And a daughter. But just the son is coming.”

	“So Arthur has kids.” I paused to let the words sink into my brain. Then, trying to keep my tone neutral, I added, “I thought you said Arthur doesn’t like kids.”

	 She wrinkled her nose as she fingered the skirt of a cherry-red sequined thing. “They’re not kids. They’re in their twenties.”

	“But they started out as kids, right?”

	She threw me a sharp look. “What are you getting at?”

	“You said I can’t live with you because Arthur doesn’t like kids. I figured he didn’t have any of his own.”

	She took another drag on her cigarette, this one quick and huffy. “Just because somebody has kids doesn’t mean they like them. Arthur’s kids caused him a ton of grief growing up.” 

	She pulled a modest black sheath out of her closet. It was so unlike her usual tight, flamboyant, skin-baring style that I wondered how it had ended up in her closet in the first place.

	“That one’s good,” I said.

	“Yeah, maybe.” She made a face. “I’ll look like an old grandma.”

	“No,” I said. “You definitely will not look like an old grandma.”

	My mother was a natural beauty. She had long, glossy blonde hair—though its natural color was light brown, like mine—a Miss Universe face, and a figure that turned heads no matter what she wore. People who knew the two of us said I looked like her, an observation that both pleased and dismayed me.

	“Your mother’s too pretty for her own good,” old Mrs. Manning from downstairs often told me, frowning sternly as if to discourage my own prettiness. I supposed she was right. It was probably my mother’s good looks that had led to her getting pregnant at fourteen. She never talked about my father, and I wondered if she even knew who he was.

	In my mind he was someone brilliant, someone who’d made just the one mistake in hooking up with my mother and then gone on to become a doctor or a nuclear scientist or a professor of philosophy at some Ivy League college. That scenario at least explained my own braininess.

	My mother went through boyfriends the way other women went through disposable razors. Men lusted after her, and she was always willing to drop her current boyfriend for one she thought might be better in some way. Her one great talent was using her looks to manipulate men. 

	Most of her relationships fizzled out around the three-month mark, which was why it was such a big deal that she’d been with Arthur for a year and a half. But I knew what she was up to. She was looking for security, money, someone who could take care of her. She’d been a server since her teens, first at a diner and later at the swanky nightclub where she’d met Arthur. She was tired of working, tired of struggling to make ends meet.

	My mother tossed the black dress on the bare, stained mattress of her bed. Her eyes landed on me and widened briefly, as if she’d just now registered my presence. “Well, look at my Liberty—so pretty, so grown up. Seems like yesterday you were just a baby.” She sighed in a wistful way I knew was just pretend. “Soon you’ll be having babies of your own.”

	 “Babies!” I exclaimed. “I’m only fifteen.”

	“So? I was fourteen when I got knocked up. My mama was sixteen when she had me. You remember your grandma, right?”

	“Yes,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I remember.”

	I hadn’t seen my grandmother for nearly ten years. We’d lived with her out of necessity while my mother was in high school, and for a few years afterward. We’d moved out after the two of them had a fight over money, and we hadn’t been back since.

	I would never forget my grandmother. And I didn’t mean that in a good way.

	She was skinny, too skinny; the bones in her face were sharp, like broken rocks. The smoke from her cigarettes made me cough. She yelled a lot, and when I did something she didn’t like, she’d pinch my arm till I cried.

	Although she was my mother’s mother, she was no grandma. I knew what a grandma was supposed to be from the TV shows I watched. Grandmas had soft white hair and pillowy bosoms. They hugged you and read you stories and gave you presents even when it wasn’t your birthday. They baked cookies for you. And they never, ever pinched you.

	“You’re not pregnant now, are you?” 

	I blinked, momentarily disoriented. My mother was eying my stomach speculatively, almost hopefully, like she wanted me to screw up my life the same way she’d screwed up hers.

	“What? No!” I said, folding my arms across my belly. “And you’re wrong. I am not going to have babies anytime soon.”

	“So you’re on birth control.”

	“No! I’m still—I don’t—I’m not having sex.” I felt my face go red.

	“Well, you soon will be. Hell, I started at twelve. If you don’t want to get knocked up, you better get yourself on the pill.”

	“I need money,” I said, staring at a stain on the carpet that looked like a fish with a serious underbite. Piranhas looked like that, I thought. “I’m just about out of groceries. Could you leave some blank checks, too? The rent’s due next week, and the electric bill just came in the mail.”

	“Yeah, sure.” She pulled her wallet out of her purse and thumbed through a wad of bills. Now that she was with Arthur, she always seemed to have money, though she didn’t throw much my way. Just enough to pay the bills and keep me from starving to death.

	“Oh, hey.” She pulled out a rectangular slip of paper and handed it to me. “Could you run down to the drugstore and get this prescription filled?”

	I glanced at the paper. “Misty Dawson,” it said. “Alprazolam,” it said. 

	“I could make us something to eat while you’re gone,” she went on, tilting her head in a charming way she usually reserved for others, mainly men. “If you want.” 

	“Yeah, sure,” I said, even though it was only four o’clock and I wasn’t hungry. But I wasn’t about to say no. My mother actually wanted to have dinner with me! I couldn’t remember the last time we’d eaten together. 

	 

	
Chapter 5

	 

	I slipped the prescription into one of the butt pockets of the denim purse and hurried outside. The day was unseasonably warm, more like June than April. I crossed to the shady side of the street and headed for the center of town.

	Riverview Lane was a far too scenic name for my street, though it was technically accurate, there being a river and all. I wanted to believe there was another Riverview Lane somewhere, this one named for a clear, cool stream that meandered through a land of rolling lawns, stately trees, and crisp white picket fences. 

	There was nothing stately or crisp white about my neighborhood. Riverview Lane was a one-way street at the eastern edge of downtown Ashton, as narrow as a ravine at the bottom of a canyon. If you were nearsighted and didn’t know this was eastern Ohio, you might think you were in some stony, desolate place out west. 

	Mine was a concrete neighborhood, a place where crumbling apartment buildings and shabby shops crowded the cityscape like bleak, gray rock formations. There was no greenery, unless you counted the weeds that sprang defiantly from the sidewalk cracks.

	The river itself, the Arihanna, was a vile, polluted thing that flowed directly behind my apartment building. Concrete walls covered in decades of spray-painted graffiti sloped down to the water a good thirty feet below. The fish population had died off decades ago, done in by toxic runoff from the mines upstream. The river often gave off a sour smell that wafted through the doors and windows, even when they were closed.

	On the stinkiest days, Mrs. Manning would say, “Smells like God’s boiling cabbage again.” 

	There were no other customers at the drugstore’s prescription counter, so I marched right on up. The lady behind the counter eyed me guardedly. She had dark hair pulled into a tight bun and eyebrows steep as ski slopes. I felt her judgment wash over me like dye: I was a teenager and therefore must be up to no good.

	“Hi, I have a prescription for my mom,” I said, dragging out the final m in mom because I didn’t get to say that word very often. I slipped my fingers into the left butt pocket of my purse. The prescription wasn’t there. I checked the right butt pocket. Empty.

	How could that be? I was sure I’d slipped it into one of those pockets.
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