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CHAPTER ONE


I was lost.


There are lots of different kinds of ways to be lost. I don’t mean to say that I didn’t know where I was. I knew exactly where I was: sitting in the back seat of my mom’s silver Chevy Impala, cruising south on I-94, past billboards with splashy logos and smiling faces. And it wasn’t like I’d forgotten who I was or where I was going. I was Leah Abramowitz, a brown-haired, brown-eyed lump of a girl, heading down to Chicago from my home in Deerwood Park, about an hour north.


This was a new kind of lost.


The kind that left me antsy, fidgeting in my seat, inventing new ways to keep myself busy.


He isn’t talking.


I had already looked up several websites that were posted on the billboards we passed, just to figure out what they were. A country-western radio station, a touring Broadway musical, and a customized car-mat service, for the record. Staring out the front windshield, between the headrests, I held up my phone and took a picture of the Chicago skyline. It was like a jagged row of teeth, biting a perfect blue sky. I studied the picture, my eye drawn to one of the smaller skyscrapers; it looked like some kind of crystal, with its corners sliced off, a sloping, smooth diamond on the top, catching the sunlight.


What was that place?


Did amazing and wonderful things happen there?


I opened a browser on my phone and typed “chicago building diamond shaped top” into the search bar.


The Crain Communications Building.


A picture of the building came up immediately, along with a link to the Wikipedia page. I clicked on it and tried to read, but the text on the page blurred in front of my eyes.


He isn’t talking.


I heard the words again and again in my head.


I closed Wikipedia.


Next, I opened up an app that let me fit together the pieces of a virtual puzzle. This one was a picture of a beautiful hiking trail. The kind where lost campers met up with the monster with a chain saw in the first five minutes of a horror movie. I could usually put puzzles together in my sleep, but after sliding all the edge pieces to one side of the screen, I gave up and closed the app.


I just wasn’t in the mood.


Maybe I could play some music?


But my earbuds were in the trunk, at the bottom of one of my duffel bags.


Check my email?


I’d already done that twice.


Update my apps?


Everything was already up-to-date.


Anyway, they were all just excuses to ignore the reality of my situation.


We were getting closer.


Closer to the apartment where Uncle Toby and Aunt Lisa lived.


With TJ.


He isn’t talking.


TJ was my cousin, named after Uncle Toby, because Aunt Lisa insisted. Toby Isaac Cantor Jr. A mouthful for such a small kid, not even eight years old, who still asked me to check under his bed for monsters when he slept over at our apartment, up in Deerwood Park. “TJ” felt more appropriate, somehow. Two little taps on the keypad. Two beeps. Little noises for a little boy.


A little boy who wasn’t himself.


“He isn’t talking,” my mom warned me, as I packed my duffel bags for the three weeks I was spending in Chicago.


“What do you mean, ‘isn’t talking’?” I asked her. I knew TJ. Sometimes, it was impossible to get him to shut up. Aunt Lisa was an English teacher, and she’d had TJ reading and writing practically the moment he was born. Every day, she insisted, he had to write a hundred words. And read for at least half an hour. He knew words that I didn’t even know. Words like “omnipotent” and “obfuscate” and “octogenarian.” Words I had to look up after, while pretending I knew exactly what they meant in the moment. He went through books so fast that he was visiting the library once a week, at least, always coming back with his arms—and Aunt Lisa’s tablet—loaded, his eyes gleaming brighter than silver coins as he admired the covers with their bright, colorful characters. He gave me long, thoughtful book reports about all of them, even though I kept telling him that I wasn’t his teacher and he didn’t have to.


“I mean not talking,” my mom replied, leaning against the doorframe. “Uncle Toby says not a single word.”


“How is that possible?”


She didn’t have an answer for me. And I think that was part of what was scaring me.


I liked answers.


I liked them a lot.


Every July, while my mom traveled out of the country for work with her boss and her boss’s boss, I spent three weeks with Uncle Toby, Aunt Lisa, and TJ. Those three weeks were always the best weeks of the year. We’d visit museums and go to concerts in Millennium Park. See plays. Ride the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier. Take long, lazy walks along the shore of Lake Michigan. Make faces at the fish in the aquarium. Have all kinds of adventures. Tell each other silly stories until we fell asleep laughing.


But TJ wasn’t talking.


Which meant this summer wasn’t going to be like other summers in Chicago.


I had the sinking suspicion that there wouldn’t be any adventures.


Or stories.


For the first time ever, I was beginning to dread getting there. Which, of course, meant we were there before I knew it.


But I swallowed my fear. I was always really good at hiding my feelings. I learned that if I let my feelings show, people usually bothered me about it. Especially teachers. I always hated it when Mr. Gardener, my third-grade teacher, asked me “How’s life at home?” It was none of his business. So I learned to never look sad, and I never let myself cry, either. Not anymore. Not since my parents split when I was eight years old, and my dad moved away.


There weren’t any skyscrapers or museums or monuments where Uncle Toby and Aunt Lisa lived. Technically, yes, their home was in Chicago. In a neighborhood called Oak Lake. But it was about as far from the excitement of downtown as you could get. The streets were evenly spaced, latticed like a piecrust. Along both sides of the car, there was nothing but town houses and trees. The occasional shop. And then more town houses and trees. The only clue that we were in the city at all was the rumbling of the elevated train lines, somewhere in the distance, hidden behind—you guessed it—town houses and trees.


The curbs were cluttered with parked cars. So many that we had to go around the block three times before my mom found a spot. We grabbed my duffel bags and walked to Uncle Toby and Aunt Lisa’s front door. A buzzer let us in, and we climbed up the cement stairs, huffing and puffing the whole way.


“What did you pack in here, Leah?” my mom asked, trying to hoist the strap of a duffel up higher on her shoulder.


“Just stuff,” I said.


Clothes. Shoes. A toothbrush. My laptop. My tablet. The tablet charger. My phone charger. Three external batteries. A portable keyboard. My Nintendo Switch and its charger. Nothing special.


Aunt Lisa was waiting on the third floor, in the doorway to their apartment. She had tight bleached-blond curls that spiraled down to her shoulders, and she wore a pale pink dress, with little roses embroidered across the hem. She was so pretty. Like a picture. I quickly took out my phone and snapped one with the camera.


“Leah!” she said when she saw us, in her lilting Southern twang. “Oh, don’t take any pictures of me, sweetheart! I’m a mess this morning.”


Her idea of a mess was most people’s idea of a classy magazine shoot. The photo looked great. She reached out and took the duffel bag from my mom, letting out a grunt of surprise. “Ooof, that’s heavy. You planning on moving in, Leah?”


She always asked me that.


“So much stuff. She’s turning into a teenager,” my mom said. “Twelve now. I only have one year left until it happens!”


“Oh, teenagers aren’t so bad. You just need to learn how to work with them. My students? Every year, they come in snarling like tigers. But by the end of the year, they’re all just sweet little pussycats.” Shaking her head, she ushered us inside. “Toby!” she shouted, calling down the hallway. “Toby! Get over here. Your sister is here with Leah.” She turned back to my mom. “He’s been in his study all morning, fiddling with this new gadget he picked up. It’s some sort of drone.”


I looked around the front room. We hadn’t visited since March, and it was July already. But it hadn’t changed. It was in pristine condition, in fact. Picture-perfect. Just the way Aunt Lisa liked it. Not a speck of dust to be found. The same white-and-gray couch facing the TV. The same bookshelves, so tightly packed that the extra books were lying on the top in jagged piles. The same kitchen table, cluttered with papers and notebooks and whatever Aunt Lisa’s latest summer project happened to be—she always had one, because she said it helped her not miss her students so much. But something felt… different. What was missing?


“Hello, hello,” Uncle Toby said, coming in from the hallway. He was a large man, almost as round as he was tall. His hair had thinned into a dark ring around the base of his skull long ago, but his beard and mustache were still thick and black, with only the faintest hints of silver. He might have been intimidating, all that weight, all that power. Like a grizzly bear. But really, he was all marshmallow on the inside.


“Talking about my new drone? It’s great. It reminds me of the spy drones we used in the CIA,” he said, taking a sip from a bottle of orange pop—I almost never saw him without one.


Aunt Lisa swatted his side with the back of her hand. “Don’t start with that again. You were never in the CIA, Toby.”


“That’s just what I want you to think,” he said, his eyes shifting to me, like he was checking to see that I was listening. “If you knew my true identity, I’d be forced to erase your memories.”


“And how would you do that?” Aunt Lisa asked.


He smiled absently, but it looked a little thin. “I fear I’ve said too much already.”


“Probably fancy government nanotechnology,” I said, pinching my fingers together. “Robots that are so bitty they crawl in through your ear and mess with your brain.” I’d started reading Wikipedia pages and found one on nanotechnology a few days before. Really, I was happy to read any old page. I loved the “Random article” link. Every page I read was like a little treasure. Shining information. Part of the larger puzzle that was the world.


My favorite pages, though, were about people. I liked to figure out what made someone special enough to have their very own page.


Aunt Lisa huffed. “Sweetheart, I think if nanotechnology was able to do that, I would have used it on your uncle to reprogram his brain years ago.”


“Now, that’s just insult on top of injury,” Uncle Toby said.


He walked over to give my mom a kiss on each cheek before leaning down to look at me, his hand on his knee. “How’s my favorite Illinois niece?” he asked.


“Fine,” I said.


“Why don’t you get Leah settled in and show her that drone of yours?” Aunt Lisa said. She turned to my mom. “I’ll bet you could use some coffee, Hannah.”


My mom groaned happily. “Yes. Please.”


“Come on,” Aunt Lisa said, setting my duffel bag down on the floor. “I’ll put on a fresh pot.” And without warning, she snatched the bottle of pop out of Uncle Toby’s hand. “And you. Healthy food from now on, remember? It’s on Ms. Weinstein’s list.”


“Hey,” he said in annoyance.


“We’re all going to follow everything on that list, Toby. All of us.”


And with that, the two of them disappeared into the kitchen.


“That was harsh,” I said, wondering who Ms. Weinstein was and why she was suddenly controlling Uncle Toby’s diet.


“Good thing she doesn’t know where I keep my secret stash,” Uncle Toby said, picking up my bag with a grunt. “This way; we’re putting you in the study this time. There’s an air conditioner in the window, so you should be very comfortable.”


Air-conditioning. I’d read that Wikipedia article a week before on a sweaty, humid morning when I went to work with my mom and she insisted on opening the windows instead of cranking the AC in the car. The article said there was evidence of primitive air-conditioning as far back as ancient Egypt.


It was pretty primitive here, too.


Uncle Toby and Aunt Lisa’s building had been built decades ago, before central air-conditioning was a thing. The hallway was stifling, the heat swelling up the floorboards so they creaked and groaned with every step. I followed Uncle Toby, cringing at the noise. But when he passed TJ’s room, I stopped and looked in through the doorway.


I felt something twist in my throat, like I’d swallowed a live goldfish. But I forced it down.


He isn’t talking.


The bed in TJ’s room was made.


It was neat. Impeccable, as a matter of fact.


TJ was sitting on it, at the corner where the bed met the wall. He had one of his pillows in his lap. And he was staring at it. I noticed that he didn’t have any books open beside him.


“Hey, Hedgehog,” I said, taking a step toward the threshold of the room, then taking a step back for some reason.


He looked up. TJ had the same chubby, round features as Uncle Toby, but he had Aunt Lisa’s light coloring. His eyes were storm-cloud gray.


And there were heavy bags under those eyes that hadn’t been there back in March. Deep purple.


He didn’t say anything.


After a moment, he turned his attention back to the pillow on his lap. Just like that. Like I hadn’t been there at all.


“Hedgehog?” I said.


This time, he didn’t look up at all. Like he hadn’t even heard me.


“TJ?”


Nothing.


“Hey. It’s me. Your favorite Illinois cousin.”


It hurt that he didn’t respond. The kind of hurt I couldn’t exactly describe, but one that cut deep into my soul.


Not that I let it show. If I wasn’t going to cry in front of my third-grade teacher, you can bet I wasn’t going to be caught dead crying in front of Uncle Toby.


Uncle Toby put a hand on my shoulder. I looked over at him, and he shook his head before gesturing for me to follow him.


So it was true. TJ wasn’t talking. I found that I missed the sound of his voice. Usually, when I came to visit, TJ would come bounding into the front room the second he heard the buzzer. He’d be jumping around like a little acrobat.


“Leah! Leah! Come to my room! Read me a story! Read me a story!”


That was it.


That’s what was missing when I first came into the apartment. The feeling that something was different.


There was no TJ.


No roly-poly Hedgehog.


The front room felt empty without him. Incomplete, somehow. Like a puzzle that was missing a piece.


Uncle Toby took me down the hall to the study. It was a crowded room with a large computer desk, a sleeper sofa, and a coffee table, currently covered with pieces of drone.


“He really isn’t talking,” I said, setting down my duffel bag by the sofa.


“No.” Uncle Toby dropped the other duffel with a noisy rattle and took a seat on the sofa, sinking deep into the cushions with a sigh. “He just hasn’t been the same since… well. I probably shouldn’t talk about it.”


He didn’t have to talk about it.


I remembered the day of the shooting at TJ’s school. It was March 24. A beautiful spring day. It happened around eleven o’clock in the morning. I was in my social studies class and bored to tears—who cared about the Battle of Gettysburg anymore?—so I snuck a peek at my phone.


As I scrolled around, a hashtag lit up social media: #ChancelorShooting.


At first, I thought it was a movie. You know. “Shooting” a movie.


But when I tapped on the hashtag, a horrifying headline popped up:


Reports of a Shooting at Chancelor Elementary School in Chicago


Chancelor Elementary School?


My heart started to beat faster. And a sharp panic started to rise before I clamped it down, like I was slamming a door in its face.


That was TJ’s school.


The world was full of “oh, what a shame” and “not again” and “why does this keep happening?” when people heard the news. Or read it. Or tweeted it. Or texted it. It was all over the place, to the point where I had to put away my phone, turn off the TV, and hide in the bathroom just to get away from it.


I frowned a little bit, sitting next to Uncle Toby on the couch. “I don’t get it. TJ’s fine. He wasn’t hurt.”


That was a fact.


“No,” Uncle Toby said. “He wasn’t. But things have been rough since then.”


“Why?”


He made a helpless gesture. “These things are tricky, Leah. I wish I had an answer, but I don’t know. Something like that changes you,” he said. “That’s what Ms. Weinstein says.”


The famous Ms. Weinstein who didn’t like orange pop. “Who is Ms. Weinstein?” I asked.


“TJ’s counselor.”


“Counselor?”


“Like a doctor,” Uncle Toby said. “But for your feelings.”


“I know what a counselor is,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Is she making him better?”


“To tell you the truth, I don’t think he likes her very much.”


“Why not?”


“Well, for one thing,” Uncle Toby said, “he ran away from her office a few weeks ago.”


I let out a laugh and quickly covered my mouth with both hands. It wasn’t supposed to be funny. But the idea of TJ doing something like that was just ridiculous. He was so obedient. He was the sort of kid my mom wished I could be. Never argued. Never broke the rules. Never got sent to the principal’s office.


“You’re kidding.”


“No,” Uncle Toby said, scrubbing his face with the heels of his palms. “Not kidding.”


“Did he say why?”


The words barely left my lips when I remembered:


He isn’t talking.


I winced at my mistake.


“He won’t tell his story. We don’t know what happened. That day. To him.” Uncle Toby stared out into the hallway. “He’ll make a few noises here and there. Grunts and groans. But not much else. It’s like we’ve lost him completely.”


I didn’t really know how to respond. How could I? “Oh,” I said.


“I got this drone for him,” Uncle Toby said, picking up two of the pieces and fiddling with them a bit. “All the books say that after something like this, it’s important to try to keep a kid’s routine as normal as possible. I thought he might have fun putting it together with me but…”


He tried to fit the pieces together, but they wouldn’t interlock. Gently, I reached over and turned his hand. The joint came together with a satisfying click. Uncle Toby smiled. “Ah, my magical girl,” he said.


I shrugged.


“I hope you’re not going to be too bored with us while you’re here.”


And that confirmed it. What I’d been afraid of the whole car ride down to the city. I was right. There weren’t going to be adventures. Not while TJ was lost.


Nothing was helping him.


But maybe… maybe I could?


We were so close, after all. Almost like brother and sister instead of cousins. I still remembered holding him in the hospital the day he was born. And I’d only been four! I hadn’t seen him since the shooting, but maybe I could make the difference. I could be the missing piece. I liked the idea of helping. Because I loved him and because, well, maybe I really could be magical. Special.


The more I thought of it, the more it made sense. After all, I was great at dealing with emotions.


I didn’t feel like I could say it, though. That I thought I could succeed where his parents were failing. So I just gave Uncle Toby a small smile. “As long as I have the internet, I can’t get too bored.”


He let out a hiccup of a laugh. “You find more ways to entertain yourself online than anyone I know.” He gave me a kiss on the side of the head. “And in the meanwhile, you can help me with this drone. I’m completely lost. They don’t make them like they used to, back in my FBI days.”


“I thought it was the CIA.”


“Well, I did a little side work for the FBI, on occasion.”


“Oh, really?”


“Yes, really.”


I hid another laugh behind my hand. “Uncle Toby…”


Smirking, he turned to look down at all the drone pieces. “I think these thingies”—he pointed to two long, flat tongues of plastic that looked like propeller props—“are supposed to fit in this.” He picked up a small black cylinder with two slots on either side.


I picked up the props and carefully started fitting them into place. I didn’t need directions. Technology was easy. Everything just belonged a certain way. It made sense. And after following a few basic steps, I had the propeller spinning on my finger.


“Incredible,” Uncle Toby said.


I liked the way he said that. As if I really was incredible. I mean, I wanted to be. Who didn’t want to be special?


The real question was if I was special enough to find a way to get through to TJ. I had the whole world available at my fingertips. My phone answered most of my questions. A quick search on the internet and I knew how to catch fruit flies with apple cider vinegar, fix my hair in a French braid, or beat the final boss in The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening.


But I wasn’t stupid. I knew that TJ was a little more complicated than all those things.


There was a lot of searching in my future.
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CHAPTER TWO




Word Fortune Predictor


The First Three Words You Spot Will Tell Your Future!





It was a grid of random letters, twenty-five by twenty-five. I let my focus go soft, staring at the letters, and within a few seconds, I’d found my three words. They just seemed to jump out of the picture at me.




Journey


Surprises


Story





How did three words like that fit together? My future was that I’d go on a journey full of surprises and live to tell the story? That seemed a little obvious. How could it be a journey if there weren’t surprises? It sounded just like life.


Someone’s life, anyway.


I wasn’t sure it was really mine. It sometimes felt like nobody ever noticed me at school. There was nothing special about me, just another brown-eyed girl, trudging down the hall, hunched under the weight of my backpack. One of hundreds. And I wanted to be special. The problem was, I didn’t know how to be. I was sure that there was some secret place where people went and they came back incredible. If only I could find a map; if only I could get there. No one knew I felt this way, except for Nicole.


Nicole was my best friend. She was away at summer theatre camp in Wisconsin. It was always weird being apart from her, since we saw each other every day during the school year. It felt like a part of me was missing. And I knew she felt the same way. So every morning, we would send each other a text about what we were up to. Today, she sent me a picture of herself in the costume storage closet. Nicole was wearing a cone-shaped hat with a long, flowing veil falling over her shoulder. A princess in a storybook. After the picture, she wrote:


Think I can get away with wearing this to homeroom?


It made me laugh out loud.


I went scrolling through my camera roll, trying to find a picture to send her, but I hit the photos I’d taken last summer instead—selfies of me and TJ eating a giant ice cream sundae at the Ghirardelli store, pictures of me and TJ making goofy faces in front of Sue the T. rex at the Field Museum, blurry shots of me and TJ running to home base at a baseball diamond, the wide ribbon of Lake Shore Drive stretching out in the background behind us.


He isn’t talking.


I sent Nicole the word fortune predictor instead.


There were no new pictures.


The change in TJ haunted me all night, as I lay awake on the lumpy sofa sleeper, listening to the air-conditioning unit sputter and shriek, thinking over my secret plan to try to help him come back to us. I wore down my phone battery searching for solutions.


I searched “not talking” first, but nothing useful came up. I tried “stopped talking” and “silent,” too. I got some bands. A couple of books. A TV show. And a video game that my mom wouldn’t let me play because she said I wasn’t old enough. But nothing that seemed like TJ. After a while, I stumbled my way to a page about silent films… and I was lost along a trail of links again. I finally fell asleep with my face pressed up against the Wikipedia page about Singin’ in the Rain.


Uncle Toby had already left for work by the time I was up and dressed, my poor, exhausted phone charging against the wall. Aunt Lisa was standing over the table in the living room, looking at a bunch of papers.


“Morning, Leah,” she said, bouncing on the balls of her feet.


“Morning.”


I walked over to the table and noticed a three-ring binder on the corner. It was open. On top was a sheet of paper with bold black print. The font was so small, the words looked like ants crawling across the page. I leaned over to take a peek. Scrawled across the header was a logo for the American School Counselor Association. Beneath, it read:


Helping kids after a school shooting


There was a numbered list below. Just like Uncle Toby said, right at the top, “Keep routines as normal as possible.”


I flipped the page and found another printout, this one from the American Psychological Association. Just as black-and-white and boring:


Helping your children manage distress in the aftermath of a shooting


Another list. This one longer than the first.


Each page was another printout from another association of some kind. Most of them had impressively long titles. I paused to scan one from the office of Jenny Weinstein. “Use simple words,” it advised. “Children don’t understand phrases like ‘passed away’ or ‘lost’ or ‘in a better place.’”


“Leah!”


I looked up, feeling my eyes widen. Aunt Lisa didn’t raise her voice often.


“What are you doing?”


“I was just looking at—”


“No, no,” she said, leaning over to close the binder with a heavy snap that nearly took a couple of my fingers off. “Don’t look at that. It’s not for you.”


“Sorry.”


Her lips pressed together, forming a tight line for a moment. At last, she sighed, shaking her head so that her curls bounced against one another. “It’s all right,” she said, her voice gentler but still kind of tense. She picked up the binder, like she didn’t trust me near it, and walked across the room, tucking it into a cabinet. Her eyes cut to one side, staring down the long, narrow hallway of the apartment. The door to TJ’s room was open. There were no sounds coming from inside.


He isn’t talking.


But he was in there. I could feel it.


I reached over and touched Aunt Lisa’s elbow. “I’ll go see how he’s doing,” I told her softly.


Aunt Lisa looked up at me, a whisper of a smile passing over her lips before it disappeared. “You’re a sweetheart, Leah. But no. Leave him be. He doesn’t want to talk.”


“No, really,” I said. “I could go—”


“Leave him be.”


But how could I help him if I couldn’t get near him?


“Why don’t you go outside?” She waved at the window. “There are plenty of kids in the neighborhood. Maybe you can make some friends. Just stay between Keating and Downey.”


“I don’t know.…”


“Go on. Go outside. It’s a beautiful day.”


“Okay.”


“The code to let yourself back into the building is—”


“One-seven-zero-one,” I cut her off. The code hadn’t changed in years.


Aunt Lisa nodded. “Just buzz yourself back in when you’re ready. You have fun.”
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Before I left, I went to the bathroom and attached two blond hair extensions to either side of my head. I wanted to dye my hair for real, but Mom wouldn’t let me. She said I was too young. But I’d managed to convince her to order a couple of fake curls that I could fix in my hair with pins. I guess I was kind of nervous. I mean, I didn’t know anyone in Oak Lake. At all. My summer visits were usually dedicated to TJ, and without him—or Nicole—I felt a little… lost.


Aunt Lisa was right. There were a lot of kids on the block.


It was like the first day of school!


Cliques everywhere.


There was a group just across the street, sitting around an inflatable swimming pool. They looked a lot younger than I was and were busy splashing one another, flailing around in the water, ripping up the grass as they slipped and tripped away from one another.


I had a feeling we wouldn’t have much in common.


A little bit farther up the block, where it opened to a stone alley between apartment buildings, a group of teenagers were kicking a soccer ball. They weren’t playing a game. Just messing around. But even messing around, they had a certain grace and skill that I knew I lacked. One girl kicked up the ball with the tips of her toes and then started bouncing it, again and again, on her forehead. She moved in time with it. Like a dance. The other kids were getting into it, counting out loud with each bounce.


Not for me.


Soccer was just something you were forced to do in gym class.


I started to walk along the sidewalk, digging out my phone. I was desperate for a message from Nicole. I knew she was probably memorizing her lines or learning choreography or whatever it was that future superstars did, but I wished she was standing beside me. I needed someone to talk to. I sent her a text:




I miss your face. What are you up to?





But there was no reply.


It seemed to be the theme of my summer so far.


He isn’t talking.


Okay, it was Wikipedia time.


I opened the home page, choosing “Random article.”


I got a page about some weird Olympic event called curling. Just my luck. A sports page.


This really wasn’t my day.


As I walked, I noticed a small gap between the parked cars. It was about big enough for another car. But instead, there was a girl with long brown hair, evenly divided into two braids, sitting in a lawn chair, leaning dangerously far away from the bumper of one of the cars. She was skinny. The kind of skinny that made her elbows and knees look like enormous knobs. One foot was crossed over the other, both heels propped up on the nearest car’s exhaust pipe, and on her lap, she had a notebook. She was scribbling notes with a ballpoint pen.


The sight was just too bizarre. And in that moment, I figured I’d found my picture to send Nicole in the morning. But when I held out my phone, opening the camera app, I heard a voice. “It’s rude to take pictures of people on the street without their permission.”


It was the girl.


Guiltily, I slipped my phone into my back pocket. “What are you writing?” I asked her as I approached.


She looked up at me, and I was immediately struck by her eyes. They were an electric sort of blue, which I could best describe as the color of the computer screen of death. That moment right before a crash, when you still had hope that everything would be all right.


“Lists,” she replied. There was a flash of silver in her mouth. The top row of her teeth had metal braces, with little purple rubber bands in front of each tooth. She had a stern voice. Matter-of-fact. Decisive. And, as I quickly learned, incredibly rapid. “The clubs I’m planning to join and the service projects I’m going to propose when school starts. You have to write to-do lists if you want to get anything done. Everyone says, ‘Oh, I’ll remember it later.’ But they never do. So it never gets done. And what’s the point of that?”


“Oh, I get it,” I said. A pause. “I guess.”


“And it’s going to be a long time before I can even get around to doing anything on my lists,” she continued. “School doesn’t start again for ages. And I don’t want to be that girl who gets left out of clubs because she doesn’t remember to fill out all the applications in the first week. You know?”


Did I know? I auditioned for the school play last year, so I could be with Nicole, but my singing was about as beautiful as a car running over an aluminum can, so I wasn’t cast. I didn’t even bother trying out for any of the sports teams, either. I knew I wasn’t good enough. I went to Hebrew school twice a week, but that wasn’t by choice. My mom made me. In fact, the only club I had actually joined on my own was the quiz bowl. I was pretty good. I guess it was all the Wikipedia searches. No applications, though. The quiz bowl was probably just too desperate for members to bother.


“Why are you sitting in the street?” I asked, figuring it was best to change the subject before she realized I was lost.


“It’s my father’s spot,” she said. “He called dibs. I’m just saving it for him.”


“With a lawn chair?”


“Well, what else am I supposed to sit on? The ground? That’s a one-way ticket to the ER for sure. Have you seen the way Chicago people drive?”


I shrugged. “Do you have to sit out here? Couldn’t you just leave a sign or something that says dibs?”


She chuckled. “A sign? That’s adorable. No one pays attention to signs,” she said. “You have to enforce dibs, otherwise, you lose it. My uncle Al guards his spot with a baseball bat, but my mother won’t let me. Going on and on about it being illegal or something.” She raised both eyebrows, shaking her head.


“Oh.”


“So what school do you go to?”


I had no idea where the question came from, and it took me a second to remember anything about myself at all. “Uh, Kohn Junior High.”


“Never heard of it.”


“It’s in Deerwood Park.”


“Oh. The suburbs.” She said it as if, somehow, that explained everything about me. And maybe it did. “You must be TJ’s cousin.”


I blinked in surprise. “Yeah. How’d you know?”


“I saw you arrive yesterday.” Her gaze darkened for a moment. “The lady driving your car tried to take this spot. But my father called dibs. I set her straight about that.”


Now that I thought about it, I vaguely remembered my mom almost pulling into a spot. But I’d been on my phone and hadn’t seen this strange girl sitting there.


My mom wasn’t easily intimidated.


But this girl just might be the exception to the rule.


I held up my hands in a gesture of surrender. I didn’t really care where my mom parked. The girl seemed to accept that, because the darkness lifted and she gave me a smile. That felt like an invitation, so I came closer. She smelled of sunscreen and something else, something sweet. Like one of those bear-shaped bottles of honey they kept in the kitchen at my mom’s office.


“You know TJ?” I asked.


“Sure,” she said. “I live right across the street from your aunt and uncle.” She pointed to a town house on the opposite side of the street, with a redbrick facade and a crooked iron gate. “And TJ and I go to the same school.”


“Chancelor?”


“Yeah. I see him sometimes in the hallways. He was in Mr. Hiler’s class. Ms. Berns the year before that. I had both of them when I was a kid. He’s reading buddies with my best friend, Samantha. Or, he was, anyway. And I’m pretty sure he was in gardening club last year. I was only a regular member then, but now I’m a vice president and I’m hoping to be president next year.”


President? Somehow, I got the impression that she would make a very powerful and iron-fisted dictator.


“What grade are you in?” I asked her.


“Going to be in seventh grade when school starts up again.”


Like me.


“Why aren’t you in middle school?”


“We don’t have middle schools in Chicago,” she replied. “Our schools go all the way through eighth grade. Then we get to apply to high school. I’m already trying to decide which high school I want to go to. I mean, the selective enrollment schools are great, but personally, I think I’d rather go to an IB school. A couple of schools around here offer an International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme. They’re really competitive. Colleges like them. And I appreciate the service element that goes into the diploma. My favorite program is definitely—”


“Do you like it?” I asked. “Not having a middle school? Being stuck in the elementary school with the little kids?”


She shrugged. “It’s fine, I guess.” She hooked her pen into the spiral of her notebook and then reached up above her head with her long, spindly arms, stretching out to her fullest length.


“My name’s Violet,” she told me. “Violet Kowalski.” She held out her hand. It was a very, very formal posture. I’d sometimes practiced handshakes with my mom, when she introduced me to the people she worked with at the university, but never with someone my age before. But Violet’s hand just hung there, waiting for me.


Oh, this was awkward.


“You shake hands?” I asked.


“Of course. It’s excellent practice for job interviews.”


“What?”


“Jooooooooooob interviiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeews,” Violet said, drawing out the words.


“You go on job interviews?”


“Well, not yet. But I will, someday. I mean, I plan to have a job. And you have to be prepared for the future. The handshake is everything. Too limp and no one takes you seriously. Too firm and people think that you’re trying to prove something, which, of course, you are, but you can’t let them know that.”


“Oh.”


What could I do?


I shook her hand.


Her fingers were like steel, the bony knobs of her knuckles digging into my skin.


“My name’s Leah Abramowitz,” I said.


“Leia? Like the princess from Star Wars?”


“No.” I groaned inwardly because I got that all the time. My dad actually did want to name me after the Star Wars character, but my grandmother insisted that he give me a traditional Jewish name. She also wanted him to follow custom and name me after a deceased relative—specifically my great-aunt Emily. They ended up compromising, and I became Leah Emily instead. “Leah.”


Violet nodded curtly. “Nice to meet you. Say it again.”


I blinked. “What?”


“Saaaaaaaaaay iiiiiiiiiiiiit agaaaaaaaaain. Your name. Let me hear it.”


“Leah Abramowitz?”


“Slower.”


“Leeeee—”


“Leeeee—”


“Uhhhh.”


“Leeeee-uhhhh. Leah Abramowitz,” she said. She spoke carefully, copying the sound of each syllable. “Is that right?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“Good. It’s important to get someone’s name right the first time. It proves that you’re listening and that you take an interest in what they have to say. And it earns you respect in formal environments.”


“Uh, thanks, I guess.” I was beginning to get the sense that Violet had a lot of rules buzzing around inside her head, like bees in a hive. “Do you sit out in this spot every day?”


“Mostly just in the summer,” she said. “I mean, I go to school when there’s school to go to.”


She sounded just like TJ. Or, well, how TJ usually sounded. He loved school. He would go on and on about his favorite lessons and friends and books.
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