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* “Of the highest quality—like a gourmet truffle. Cook has whipped up a real treat.” —Kirkus, starred review

“Readers will be madly flipping pages to find out what happens next.” —SLJ












	
“Funny and devious.” —SLJ

“Deftly reveals how brittle [the popularity game] can be.” —The Bulletin
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“Sassy and sly and sweet all at the same time, this book made me laugh out loud.” —MEG CABOT, author of The Princess Diaries

* “Cook is clever indeed … a witty and juicy tale.” —The Bulletin, starred review

“Smart and fun and full of heart.” —SARAH MLYNOWSKI, author of Gimme a Call















Isobel’s life is falling apart. Her mom just married some guy she met on the internet only three months before, and is moving them to his sprawling, gothic mansion off the coast of nowhere. Goodbye, best friend. Good-bye, social life. Hello, icky new stepfather, crunchy granola town, and unbelievably good-looking, officially off-limits stepbrother.


But on her first night in her new home, Isobel starts to fear that it isn’t only her life that’s unraveling—her sanity might be giving way too. Because either Isobel is losing her mind, just like her artist father did before her, or she’s seeing ghosts.


Either way, Isobel’s fast on her way to being the talk of the town for all the wrong reasons.
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When the minister asked if anyone knew any reason why these two shouldn’t be married, I should have said something. I could think of at least five reasons off the top of my head why my mom shouldn’t have married Richard Wickham.


 


1. His name is Richard, which is really just a fancy version of Dick. I don’t think anyone should be in a relationship with a Dick.


2. My mom met Richard (Dick) three months ago on the internet. If I wanted to go to a movie with a guy I met on the computer, I would get a lecture about creeps who lurk online. Not to mention, when you can measure your dating history in weeks (twelve!), then you have no business getting married.


3. Dick has a son my age, Nathaniel, who happens to be unbelievably good-looking and is now officially off-limits because we’re related.


4. Just because my mom wanted to be married, I have to go along for the ride. I’m being forced to move my senior year from Seattle to an island where there are more endangered birds than there are people.


5. Dick’s first wife and daughter died seven months ago, and it seems to me he could have given it at least a year before bringing us in as the replacements. I may not be the queen of etiquette, but even I know some things are in bad taste.


As the ferry chugged closer to Nairne Island, suddenly I noticed reason number six looming over me.


“Well, there she is,” Dick said in a booming voice. He sounded like an actor on a stage waiting for those around him to burst into spontaneous applause at his mere presence. “What do you think of your new home, Isobel?” He gave my back a hearty slap that nearly knocked me to the deck.


I looked at my mom for confirmation. I hoped it was a joke, but instead of laughing, she was looking at Dick like a slice of chocolate cheesecake after an extended sugar-free diet. She’d said the house was big and that it had been in Dick’s family since the late 1800s when his family established a town on the island. However, she’d neglected to mention that it wasn’t big; it was huge. Most hotels are smaller than this house. It sat on the top of the tip of the island like a fat brick lady squatting down to get a good look at what was coming in and out of the harbor. The center of the house had a row of large arched windows with a stone terrace in front. The wings on both sides were covered in ivy. Not in a nice Big Ten–campus sort of way, but more like a wild-jungle-vine-gone-rabid kind of way.


“What’s that style called? Early Ostentatious?”


“Isobel!” my mom said, shooting me the look that meant Boy, are you in for it when we’re alone.


Dick gave one of his hearty “yo-ho-ho, I’m Lord of the Manor” laughs. “Now, don’t be mad at her. Seeing Morrigan for the first time can be a bit overwhelming.”


My eyebrows went up. “Morrigan? You gave your house a name?” I bet Richard was the kind of guy who names everything, including his car, his favorite golf club, his dick. Dick’s dick. I shuddered. That was the kind of image that could leave some serious emotional scars.


“Most estates have names,” Dick said, subtly pointing out that while normal people live in houses, this was an estate. Like I needed a reminder. Our old two-bedroom bungalow would most likely fit in the foyer of this place.


“I’m sure Morrigan will feel like home for us in no time,” my mom said.


Nathaniel snorted, and the three of us looked at him. My new stepbrother was good-looking, but his mood was a downer. The phrase “turn that frown upside down” didn’t seem to be his personal motto. It wasn’t clear to me if this was part of his personality, or if he was just unhappy with my mom and me as the recent additions to the family. He stood apart from us with his hands jammed into his pockets, and his expression looked like he smelled something nasty. It wasn’t me. I’d had a long shower that morning, and knowing this day wasn’t going to be an easy one, I’d applied enough deodorant to keep an Olympic swimmer dry. There was no reason for him to always try to stand a few steps away from me. At least no reason I could figure out.


“What did you mean by that?” his dad asked. Nathaniel shrugged. Dick opened his mouth to say something else, but Nathaniel was already turning away and heading back inside the ferry’s main cabin. My mom put a hand on Dick’s arm and they shared a look, which I could tell meant Kids … what are you going to do? No one will adopt them at this age. I would have snorted too and followed Nathaniel inside except for the fact that apparently he couldn’t stand me.


“I should get our things together. We’ll be docking in a few minutes,” Dick said, patting my mom’s ass. I turned around and looked back at the island so I could miss their parting kiss. I knew they would kiss as if he were heading off to war instead of leaving for ten minutes to go get the car.


My mom stood next to me after Dick left. Her hands gripped the metal railing as if she planned to vault up and over. Of course, with her wedding ring on she would sink to the bottom of the ocean in record time. The ring Dick gave her is so large it practically requires its own zip code.


“You could make this easier,” she said.


“So could you.”


“We’re not talking about this again. You can’t live with Anita.” My mom had dismissed the perfectly rational idea of me living with my best friend as if I had instead suggested that I live on the streets in an old washing-machine box.


“Why not?” I couldn’t help pleading again. “Her mom’s fine with it.” I twisted the ring on my finger and added in a softer voice, “It’s my senior year.”


“All the more reason I want you to be with me. You’ll be leaving for college after this.” She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Honestly, Isobel, you don’t have to act like it’s a prison term. As you keep pointing out, it’s just one year.”


I knew it was a lost cause, but I couldn’t help expressing my misery anyway. “If it’s just one year, then maybe you could have waited to marry Sir Dick.”


“His name is Richard, and drop the ‘sir’ stuff.”


“Are you telling me you don’t notice that he does it? The whole fake British accent thing?” There was no way she could be that oblivious.


“Isobel, don’t push it. I know you’re not happy about this, but someday you’ll understand.”


“I don’t want to understand later. I want to understand now.” I knew I was pushing it, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Why couldn’t we all live in Seattle for the year?”


“Because Richard’s life is here.”


I felt my throat tighten. “What about our life?”


“In case you didn’t notice, we didn’t have much of a life.” My mom spun and stalked off.


I sighed, and it was lost in the wind. The ferry whistle blew as we pulled into the dock. The boat bounced off the giant wooden pylons as it came to rest, and I grabbed the railing to keep my balance. The tide was out in the harbor; the water had peeled back, leaving a graveyard of crushed oyster shells and slick seaweed. Two seagulls were fighting over a piece of some nasty dead bit they had pulled from an oyster shell. The sour smell of dead fish and rotting seaweed washed over me.


Home sweet home.
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We were setting new records for family dysfunction. It was only a few hours after the wedding and already Mom and Dick weren’t talking. When he drove off the ferry, Dick asked my mom if there was enough room on her side of the car for him to clear the metal gate. I could have told him this was a bad plan, as my mom has zero skills in the spatial-relations area. Of course she said yes, and the next thing you know Dick had a four-inch scrape on the side of his Mercedes. He was pissed. My mom was pissed that he was pissed, because she felt like his car’s paint finish shouldn’t be more important than her feelings, blah blah blah. The honeymoon was over. I bet they were wishing they had done some time in Cancún instead of rushing back here so Nathaniel and I could start school.


Nathaniel and I didn’t fight. That would have required us to have an actual conversation. Since we met for the first time over an awkward dinner a month ago when our parents had announced their engagement, we had exchanged about ten words in total. I felt like pointing out to him that none of this was my idea either. While he might not have been that crazy about us moving in, at least he didn’t have to leave all his friends and his life behind right before his senior year. While both of us felt screwed over by our respective parent, in my opinion, he was still less screwed than me. However, he didn’t seem like a glass half full kind of guy, so I didn’t bother to point this out.


Nathaniel sat as far away from me in the backseat as possible and stared out the window without saying anything. I sat as close as I could to my own window. The only sound in the car was Dick grinding a few layers of enamel off his teeth. One big, happy, blended family.


We turned off the main road and slipped through Morrigan’s tall, black wrought-iron gates. The driveway was gravel and in real risk of disappearing under the encroaching trees and bushes. The tips of a few of the branches slid along the sides of the car as we drove past. This place was in desperate need of a serious weed whacking. The driveway went on forever. I hoped I wasn’t going to be expected to walk down to the end of it every day and pick up the mail. I’d have to bring a compass to make sure I made it back.


“This used to be an orchard when my grandparents owned the estate,” Dick said, waving out the window at a section that looked like an evil forest of twisted trees. I wouldn’t have been shocked to see a troll lurking under a bush. “It’s gone wild in the past few decades. I plan to bring it back to its former glory one of these days.”


It looked to me like the only plan that made any sense was to burn the whole thing down and start over. I kept that thought to myself. The sickly sweet stink of fruit rotting on the ground made my stomach turn.


“I see some apples,” my mom said, spinning around to look closer at the trees. “I’ll have to come down here and pick them. We could make a pie.”


Dick patted my mom’s knee. One mention of pie and their fight seemed to be over. I didn’t break it to him that my mom couldn’t bake anything that didn’t come out of a box. Ever since she met Dick she had started to remake herself into the ultimate happy homemaker. She talked about taking up knitting and making her own jam. I could tell she was fantasizing about wandering down to the orchard with a floppy straw gardening hat and a basket over one arm. My mom is like a kid who never outgrew her imaginary world. Only instead of imaginary friends, my mom has an imaginary life.


As long as I can remember, my mom has talked about how things would have turned out if my dad hadn’t ruined everything. She married my dad with the idea that they were going to be a part of Seattle’s top society. They’d had a deal: she would be the pretty one, throw all the right kinds of parties, and keep the ultimate house, and my dad would earn buckets of money in advertising.


Things were all going according to plan until my dad went crazy. Not just “oh, he’s a crazy guy” kind of crazy. My dad went full-on hearing-voices, lock-him-up, heavy-meds-and-a-padded-room kind of crazy. “Psychotic break” is the term. I don’t remember any of it. I was only four when it happened. Eventually my dad’s mental state was stabilized with medication, but by then he was off the fast track and even farther off the family track. He decided he wanted to make real art instead of creating dancing toilet-paper characters to push tissue. He left us and moved to Portland. Now he lives in someone’s converted garage, where he paints all day. My mom was left with a toddler, a pile of debt, a dead-end job as a secretary for a law firm, and a serious case of bitterness. We weren’t poor, but we were a lot closer to food stamps than to trust funds. Dick was her second chance at her dream life. She wasn’t letting go, even if it meant ruining my life—or if not my whole life, at the very least my senior year.


The car snaked around the final curve, and there was the house. We piled out and stared up at it. Dick stood there with his hands on his hips, looking as proud as if he had built the whole thing himself. I had to admit, the place was impressive. If the entire cast of a Jane Austen movie suddenly burst out the front door, it wouldn’t have surprised me. The house looked like it had been transported directly out of the English countryside and plunked down on the island.


“Isn’t it stunning?” my mom gushed, turning to me.


“I should warn you, this house is my mistress. She takes up a lot of time,” Richard said, pulling Mom close.


Nathaniel and I rolled our eyes in tandem. When we caught each other doing the same thing, we both looked away quickly.


“As long as this house is your only mistress, we’ll be just fine.” Mom linked arms with Dick. I fought down my gag reflex.


“The west wing of the house is closed up.” Dick pointed to one side of the house. His eyebrows drew together in concern. “It needs a few repairs.”


I looked closer at the one side of the house. There were shingles missing on the roof and a few of the upstairs windows looked as if they had been boarded up from the inside. Here and there an occasional brick had broken free of the facade like a missing tooth. A few repairs? No wonder Dick and my mom got along: they both lived in fantasyland.


“The roof has a tiny leak, and the wiring is a bit old,” Dick explained. “Of course, most rooms on that side aren’t needed for daily use—the ballroom, the library, the gallery … that type of thing. It’s been closed up for years, but not any longer. In the spring we’ll open it up and get started on some repairs. You girls deserve the best.” Mom beamed and nodded along as if the idea of renovations excited her. “There are plenty of bedrooms in the east wing. Isobel can have her choice.”


Dick looked at me like he expected me to fall to my knees and thank him for not requiring me to sleep on a dingy mat in the kitchen. If I could really have any bedroom of my choice, I would choose my old room back in Seattle. He wasn’t doing me any favors. I hadn’t even been allowed to bring any of my own furniture, because Dick’s place was full of family heirlooms that his great-great-grandfather had chiseled down from trees planted by some other long-dead relative. My mom sold most of our stuff at a garage sale. The U-Haul trailer we’d brought contained nothing more than our clothes, my art supplies, and a few knickknacks my mom wanted to keep that used to belong to my grandparents. I’d seen people go on vacation with more stuff than we had with us.


“Honey, how about that? A library in the house!” Mom turned to Dick. “She’s such a bookworm. I don’t know who she gets that from, because it certainly isn’t me.”


He gave her nose an affectionate tap with his finger. “It would be a tragedy for you to hide your pretty face in a book.”


My mom laughed and squeezed Dick’s arm. I noticed no one mentioned that it would be a tragedy if I kept my face in a book.


Dick bent over and swept my mom off her feet, and she let out a high-pitched giggle. “Nathaniel, bring in the luggage. I’m going to carry this fine woman over the threshold and make this marriage official.”


Nathaniel and I stood in the driveway and watched our parents acting like idiots. There is something especially gross about knowing your parents have sex. Especially if you have no sex life of your own. I peeked over at Nathaniel. His face was made up of strong lines, like someone drew him with a ruler. He wore his hair just a bit too long, and he was always pushing it out of his face. I couldn’t help but notice he had these amazing lashes models could only achieve with multiple applications of plumping mascara. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and tried to think of something to say that didn’t involve either of our parents, the weather, or weddings. Nothing came to mind.


Without a word, Nathaniel started to unpack the U-Haul trailer. Before now I hadn’t noticed how cheap and shabby our luggage was. The large roller bag had a piece of duct tape holding the side together, and there was a huge ink stain on my duffel bag where a pen had exploded in a pocket years ago. I felt myself flush and made a grab for my bag as soon as he unloaded it.


“I’ll get it,” Nathaniel said.


“I can carry my own stuff,” I insisted. “Seriously, I’m not handicapped.” As soon as the words flew out of my mouth, I winced. Nathaniel’s younger sister had been mentally disabled. Super, I chided myself. Insult his dead handicapped sister. Great way to win him over.


“Fine.” His mouth set into a firm line.


“Sorry. That didn’t come out the way I wanted.”


“Whatever.” Nathaniel tossed a few more of our bags out of the U-Haul and onto the driveway. He paused, looking over at me. “How do you see with all that black crap all over your eyes?”


I raised my hand and touched the corner of my eye. Who did he think he was? The makeup police?


“How do you see with your head shoved so far up your ass?” I fired back and twirled around before he could say anything else. I stomped toward the house. It would have been a really dramatic exit except for the fact that the driveway was covered in at least six inches of gravel and my right foot slid out from under me. I went down hard on one knee. I heard Nathaniel start to laugh before he managed to choke it back down. I pulled myself up. My knee was bleeding.


“You okay?” Nathaniel asked.


“No. Actually, I’m not okay, and if possible, could we skip the whole part where you act like you care?” I dusted myself off and glared back at him.


Nathaniel stood with his mouth slightly open. “Whatever you want.”


“If I got what I wanted, I wouldn’t be here.” I shouldered my bag and climbed up the front stairs.


Home sweet home. Yeah, right.
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The entrance hall was designed to impress. The floor was a buttery cream-colored marble and the walls were paneled in dark wood. I’m not a lumberjack, so I had no idea what kind of wood it was, but it looked expensive and it had been carved into elaborate scrolls and designs. A huge staircase dominated the room. It looked like it had been stolen from the movie set for Gone with the Wind or Titanic. At the bottom of the stairs, at either side of the railings, were two carved women holding aloft what I think were supposed to be the lamps of knowledge. The house smelled like lemon furniture polish and old books. All that was missing was an English butler named Jeeves to take my coat and bag. Impressive, but no one was going to call this place cozy.


I dragged my duffel up the main staircase. I really hoped Dick didn’t think part of our “one big, happy family” plan included me cleaning this place. The main banister had been polished, but I could see some cobwebs near the ceiling. Dusting would be a full-time job in this place.


I dropped my bag at the top of the stairs and started peeking in the various rooms, looking for one I could tolerate. The bedrooms on the second floor were decorated in a style I would call uptight fussy meets grandma’s house. The curtains had giant flouncy ruffles. Each of the beds came with a herd of small pillows in flowered fabrics. They looked hard and uncomfortable. A lot of the furniture seemed to be perched on tiny fragile wooden legs designed to break. A few of the rooms had wallpaper that could be used as a torture device. I was fairly certain constant exposure to those patterns could lead to blindness or insanity.


As soon as I opened the next door, I knew I’d found Nathaniel’s room. The lack of floral wallpaper was a giveaway, along with a giant bag of sports gear that was spilling out onto the floor. Instead of shutting the door, I took a few steps inside after shooting a look over my shoulder to make sure he wasn’t coming up the stairs. He wasn’t a slob, other than the duffel bag on the floor. There weren’t piles of laundry in the corners. Unlike Anita’s brother’s room, which always smelled like old socks, his smelled a bit like campfire smoke mixed with vanilla. There were no posters of bands or half-naked women draped over cars on his walls, instead he had a bunch of framed black-and-white photographs. I wandered around the room touching the odd thing here and there. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for—maybe something that would help me understand him. I ran my fingers over the stacks of things on his desk: a pile of loose change, a pen with a chewed cap, his music player, a stack of books for school.


There was a small frame on top of his dresser. I picked it up. A woman stood on the beach looking at the camera, shielding her eyes from the sun with one hand. Her other arm was draped around a little girl. There was an elaborate sandcastle in front of them, the sides decorated with shells and rocks. It had to be a photo of his mom and sister. It struck me that when this picture was taken, they had no idea they were going to die. I put the frame down. I didn’t want to see their smiling faces. They probably thought their biggest problem was that the tide would come in and destroy the castle they spent hours making. I heard a noise in the hall and my heart sped up. I could only imagine what Nathaniel would say if he found me in his room. I backed out quickly and shut the door.


There was another room stuffed with antiques, and the next had to be the master bedroom. The room was large, but all the dark colors and heavy fabrics made the room feel claustrophobic to me. Above the dresser was a giant painting of a woman I was pretty sure was Dick’s mom. The idea that he wanted a life-size portrait of his mom in his room was creepy. The windows were covered in thick red velvet draperies, and in the center of the room was a giant four-poster bed. The idea of my mom and Dick rolling around on that football-field-size mattress while his mom watched made my stomach clench. The idea of Dick in general made me nauseated.


I stood back out in the hallway. I was out of bedrooms. I wondered if it would be rude to ask Dick if he was open to some major remodeling. I’m not a giant pink cabbage-rose-bedroom kind of person. I was trying to picture Dick’s face if I used pushpins on his walls to hang up my poster of Klimt’s painting The Kiss. Then I noticed the door. It was covered in the same paneling as the wall, and the handle was a small brass knob designed to blend in to the wood detailing. I must have walked right past it. I’d barely touched the handle when the door clicked open to reveal a narrow staircase leading up. I was surprised. From the outside, it hadn’t looked like the house had a third floor.


At the top of the stairs there were two more doors. I opened one and found the attic. It ran the length of the wing. The ceiling was sloped, giving the room the appearance of a huge wooden tent. The room was dusty, with piles of old leather trunks that looked like they were last used in the 1800s when the Wickham family moved in. I wandered in farther. I pulled a sheet off one of the giant lumps to expose a rack of dresses. They were ball gowns. My hands ran down the sides of an emerald-green silk dress. The bodice was covered in blue, green, and gray beads. There was a handwritten dry cleaning tag on the hanger. Elizabeth Wickham. That was Dick’s mom. Apparently, she didn’t just keep her house like a royal estate, she liked to dress as if she were a queen too. The dress was stunning in a cool vintage over-the-top way, but since I was hardly ever (as in never) invited to royal balls, I hadn’t a clue where I would wear it. Across the aisle I spotted a row of boxes marked TOYS. A lonely stuffed zebra sat on top of one box. One of his eyes was gone, and someone had sewn a black button on in its place.


“Tragic war injury?” I asked, picking him up. I expected the zebra to smell musty, but he smelled clean and almost minty, like toothpaste, maybe. I touched his button eye. “Don’t you worry about it,” I told him. “Real women dig men with scars. Gives them character.” I tucked the floppy zebra under my arm and went back into the hall.


As soon as I opened the only other door, I knew I had found my bedroom. It was larger than the other bedrooms downstairs, but much of the space was lost, due to the ceilings that sloped down to the floor like a Parisian garret. Two big windows opened to the back of the house, each with a deep inset window seat. I kneeled in the first and peered out. The view was amazing. You could see the stone patio I had noticed from the ferry, and beyond that, the cliff edge jutting out, and then the ocean. The waves marched along in perfect formation, and I could hear the sound of them breaking against the rocks, even through the thick glass.


The floor was wide-planked hardwood that had been stained so dark it looked nearly black. The walls were a soft gray instead of the insipid pinks of downstairs. There wasn’t a single inch of ugly wallpaper or giant floral fabric anywhere. There was another door, which led to a small bathroom. My own bathroom! I gave the zebra a hug in glee. The bed wasn’t made up, but a soft white blanket had been pulled over the mattress. The only other furniture in the room was a desk tucked into one of the corners and a low bookshelf that was completely empty.


I put my duffel bag down and looked around the room. It was perfect.


“What the hell are you doing?”


I jumped when I heard the voice. Nathaniel was standing in the doorway looking at me, his eyes the same cold gray color as the ocean outside.


“Your dad told me to pick out a bedroom.” I hated how my voice sounded so defensive.


“Well, you can’t have this one.”


“Look, if you wanted it, you should have called dibs before now. I saw yours downstairs.”


“You went through my room?” He yanked up his sleeves as if he was getting ready to start a fistfight with me.


My face flushed red-hot. “I didn’t ‘go through’ your room. I opened the door and figured it was yours since it was one of the few places that wasn’t pink,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t call me on my lie.


“You’re a girl. You’re supposed to like pink.”


“Tell me you did not just say that.”


“What? Pink doesn’t go with your goth image?”


“My image isn’t goth,” I said through clenched teeth.


“What is it then?”


“Nothing. I’m capable of coming up with my own look instead of dressing like a clone.”


“Dressing all in black is being a rebel clone. Low rent.”


“Fuck you.”


“Isobel!” My mom and Dick appeared in the doorway. My mom’s face was flushed. I had the sense she wasn’t impressed with my language choice.


“Did you hear what he said to me?” I asked her.


“No, and we don’t want to know.” Dick crossed his arms and gave both Nathaniel and me a stern look. “We’re not going to get in the middle of you two. Do you think we can’t see what you’re doing? We’re a family now. You can’t ask your mom to take your side any more than Nathaniel can expect me to take his. The two of you are going to have to work things out on your own, and I would hope that you could learn to do it without resorting to foul language.”


“But she—” Nathaniel started to say.


“Nathaniel, remember your breeding,” Dick barked. Nathaniel swallowed whatever he was about to say and stood up straight as if he were in a military prep school. “Honestly, you two are acting like children.”


“She wants this as her bedroom,” Nathaniel said, biting off each word. “I was trying to explain to her that wasn’t possible.”


I wasn’t backing down. “You said I could pick out whatever bedroom I wanted. No one is using this room, so what’s the big deal?” This was the room I wanted. Not only was it the only room I could possibly imagine myself living in for the next year, it was also separate from the rest of the house. I needed some distance if I was going to survive.


“How did you even get up here?” Nathaniel asked. “The door to this floor is kept locked.”


“It wasn’t locked,” I said.


“It’s always locked.”


“Okay, you busted me. I jimmied the lock, just a little trick I learned on the wrong side of the tracks with my low-rent buddies.”


“Isobel, honestly. What has gotten into you?” My mom shook her head as if she didn’t know me.


“The door wasn’t locked,” I repeated.


“This was my sister’s room,” Nathaniel said.


The air was suddenly sucked out of the space. My mom looked at me as if she blamed me for bringing up this awkward issue. How was I supposed to know this was Evelyn’s room? It wasn’t as if there was a nameplate on the door, and there wasn’t a thing left on the walls or shelf that would indicate it belonged to anyone. Besides, why would her bedroom have been so far away from the others? I suddenly remembered the stuffed zebra. Shit. I bet that belonged to Evelyn too. The zebra was propped up next to the duffel bag at my feet. It didn’t look like anyone had seen him yet. With a silent apology, I nudged him under the bed with my foot so he was out of sight. I didn’t need to be accused of poaching the dead girl’s toys in addition to her room.


“If Isobel wants this room, it should be hers,” Dick said. I couldn’t tell who was most surprised by his announcement.


“Dad!” Nathaniel looked shocked. I could tell he had expected his dad to back him up on this one.


“She can pick something else,” my mom rushed in to say. “She doesn’t need to be a bother.”


“We can’t keep this room a shrine to the past.” Dick gave a weak smile. “I should have realized a girl would want her own bathroom and some space to herself. You go ahead and move your things up here.”


“Seriously?” I asked.


“This was Evie’s room,” Nathaniel said again. His jaw was tight and it looked to me like his eyes were starting to tear up.


“The house is centuries old. If we saved rooms for all the people who were gone, we would have run out of rooms by now. We’d be forced to sleep in the garage.” Dick chuckled, but I could tell Nathaniel didn’t find the situation even remotely funny. I couldn’t really blame him. His mom and sister hadn’t even been gone a year and Dick was acting like it was no big deal. “Nathaniel can show you where the linens are kept, Isobel, so you can make up your bed. Now, you get settled, and your mom and I will rustle up some sandwiches for dinner. It’s been a long day. Later we can play a round of Scrabble together.” Dick clapped his hands like he was a kindergarten teacher and it was activity time. My mom was giving him a tearful smile like she couldn’t believe how brave and caring he was being by letting me have the bedroom.
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