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CHAPTER 1


I didn’t know about the dead girl until the first day of school.

It wasn’t my fault. I swear it wasn’t. I mean, how was I supposed to have known? It wasn’t like I’d been home. If I’d been home, of course I would have seen it in the paper, or on the news, or whatever. I would have heard people talking about it.

But I hadn’t been home. I’d been stuck four hours north of home, at the Michigan dunes, in my best friend Ruth Abramowitz’s summer house. The Abramowitzes go to the dunes for the last two weeks of August every summer, and this year, they invited me to go along.

I wasn’t going to go at first. I mean, who’d want to spend two weeks trapped in a summer house with Ruth’s twin brother Skip? Um, not me. Skip still chews with his mouth open even though he is sixteen and should know better. Plus he is like Grand Dragon Master of our town’s Dungeons & Dragons population, in spite of the Trans Am he bought with his bar mitzvah money.

On top of which, Mr. Abramowitz has this thing about cable, and the only telephone he’ll allow in his vacation house is his cell, which is reserved for emergency use only, like if one of his clients gets thrown in the clink or whatever. (He’s a lawyer.)

So you can see, of course, why I was like, “Thanks, but no thanks,” to Ruth’s invitation.

But then my parents said that they were spending the last two weeks of August driving my brother Mike and all his stuff up to Harvard, where he was going to be starting his freshman year, and that Great-aunt Rose would be coming to stay with me and my other brother, Douglas, while they were gone.

Never mind that I am sixteen and Douglas is twenty and that we do not need parental supervision, particularly in the form of a seventy-five-year-old lady who is obsessed with solitaire and my sex life (not that I have one). Great-aunt Rose was coming to stay, and I was informed that I could like it or lump it.

I chose neither. Instead of coming home after my stint as a camp counselor at the Lake Wawasee Camp for Gifted Child Musicians, which was how I got to spend my summer vacation, I went with the Abramowitzes to the dunes.

Hey. Even watching Skip eat grilled peanut-butter-and-banana sandwiches morning, noon, and night for two weeks beat spending five minutes with Great-aunt Rose, who likes to talk about how in her day, only cheap girls wore dungarees.

Seriously. Dungarees. That’s what she calls them.

You can see why I chose the dunes instead.

And truthfully, the two weeks didn’t go so badly.

Oh, don’t get me wrong. I didn’t have a good time or anything. How could I? Because while we’d been slaving away at Camp Wawasee, Ruth had been working very hard on her teen social development, and she’d managed to acquire a boyfriend.

That’s right. An actual boyfriend, whose parents—wouldn’t you know it—also had a house on the dunes, like ten minutes away from Ruth’s.

I tried to be supportive, because Scott was Ruth’s first real boyfriend—you know, the first guy she’d liked who actually liked her back, and who didn’t seem to mind being seen holding her hand in public, and all of that.

But let’s face it, when someone invites you to stay with them for two weeks, and then spends those two weeks basically hanging out with somebody else, it can be a little disappointing. I spent the majority of my daylight hours lying on the beach, reading used paperbacks, and most of my nights trying to beat Skip at Crash Bandicoot on his Sony PlayStation.

Oh, yeah. It was a real thrill, my summer vacation.

The good part, Ruth kept pointing out to me, was that by being at the dunes, I was not at my house waiting for my boyfriend—or whatever he is—to call. This, Ruth informed me, was an important part of the courtship ritual…you know, the not-being-there-when-he-calls part. Because then, Ruth explained, he’ll wonder where you are, and start making up these scenarios in his head about where you could be. Maybe he’ll even think you’re with another guy!

Somehow, this is supposed to make him like you more.

Which is all good, I guess, but is sort of contingent on one thing:

The guy actually has to call.

See, if he doesn’t call, he can’t discover that you aren’t home. My boyfriend—or should I say, the guy I like, since he is not technically my boyfriend, as we have never been out on an actual date—never calls. This is because he is of the opinion that I am what is commonly referred to in the great state of Indiana as jailbait.

And he’s already on probation.

Don’t ask me what for. Rob won’t tell me.

That’s his name. Rob Wilkins. Or the Jerk, as Ruth refers to him.

But I don’t think it’s fair to call him the Jerk, because it isn’t as if he ever led me on. I mean, he made it pretty much clear from the moment he found out I was sixteen that there could never be anything between us. At least, not for a couple more years.

And really, you know, I am fine with that. I mean, there are lots of fish in the sea.

And okay, maybe they don’t all have eyes the color of fog as it rolls in over the lake just before sunrise, or a set of washboard abs, or a completely cherried-out Indian motorcycle they’ve rebuilt from scratch in their barn.

But, you know, they’re male. Ostensibly.

Whatever. The point is, I was gone for two weeks: no phone, no TV, no radio, no media resources whatsoever. It was a vacation, all right? A real vacation. Well, except for the having fun part.

So how was I supposed to know that while I was gone, a girl in my class had croaked? No one mentioned a word about it to me.

Not until homeroom, anyway.

That’s the problem, really, with living in such a small town. I’ve been in the same homeroom with the same people since middle school. Oh, sure, occasionally somebody will move out of town, or a new kid will show up. But for the most part, it’s the same old faces, year after year.

Which was why, the first day of my junior year at Ernest Pyle High School, I slid into the second seat from the door in homeroom. I always ended up in the second seat from the door in homeroom. That’s because, in homeroom, we sit alphabetically, and my last name—Mastriani—puts me second in the Ms for my class, behind Amber Mackey. Amber Mackey always sits in front of me in homeroom. Always.

Except that day. That day, she didn’t show up.

Hey, I didn’t know why. How was I supposed to know? Amber had never not shown up for the first day of school before. She was no more of an intellectual dynamo than I am, but you never actually do anything the first day of school, so why not show up? Besides, unlike me, Amber had always liked school. She was a cheerleader. She was always all, “We’ve got spirit, yes, we do, we’ve got spirit, how ’bout you?”

You know the type.

A type like that, I don’t know, you’d expect she’d show up the first day of school, just in order to show off her tan.

So I left the first chair in the row of seats by the door empty. Everyone filed in, looking carefully nonchalant, even though you knew most of them—the girls, anyway—had spent hours putting together exactly the right outfit to show off how much weight they’d lost over their summer … or their new highlights … or their chemically whitened teeth.

Everyone sat down where they were supposed to—we’d done this enough times to know by the eleventh grade who sat behind whom in homeroom—and people were all, “Hey, how was your summer?” or “Oh, my God, you’re so tan,” or “That skirt is so cute!”

And then the bell rang, and Mr. Cheaver came in with the roster and told us all to settle down, even though at eight fifteen in the morning, nobody was exactly boisterous.

Then he looked down at the roster, hesitated, and said, “Mastriani.”

I raised my hand, even though Mr. Cheaver was standing practically in front of me, and had had me last year for World Civ, so it wasn’t as if he didn’t recognize me. Granted, Ruth and I had spent a considerable amount of our Wawasee paychecks at the clothing outlet stores outside Michigan City, and I was wearing, at Ruth’s insistence, an actual skirt to school, something that might have thrown Mr. C off a little, since I had never before shown up to school in anything besides jeans and a T-shirt.

Still, as Ruth pointed out, I was never going to get Rob to realize how much he had erred in not going out with me unless I got someone else to take me out (and was seen by Rob in this other person’s company), so, according to Ruth, I had to “make an effort” this year. I was in Esprit from head to toe, but it wasn’t as much that I was hoping to attract potential suitors as it was that, having gotten back as late as I had the night before (Ruth absolutely refuses to exceed the speed limit when she drives, even when there is not a culvert in sight in which a highway patrolman could be hiding), I had no other clean clothes.

Maybe, I thought, Mr. Cheaver doesn’t recognize me in my miniskirt and cotton sweater set. So I went, “Here, Mr. C,” to show him I was present.

“I can see you, Mastriani,” Mr. C said, in his usual lazy drawl. “Move up one.”

I looked at the empty seat in front of me.

“Oh, no, Mr. C,” I said. “That’s Amber’s seat. She must be late or something. But she’ll be here.”

There was a strange silence. Really. I mean, not all silences are the same, even though you would think by definition—the absence of sound—they would be.

This one, however, was more silent than most silences. Like everyone, all at once, had suddenly decided to hold their breath.

Mr. Cheaver—who was also holding his breath—narrowed his eyes at me. There weren’t many teachers at Ernie Pyle High whom I could stand, but Mr. C was one of them. That’s because he didn’t play favorites. He hated every single one of us just about equally. He maybe hated me a little less than some of my peers, because last year, I had actually done the homework he’d assigned, as I’d found World Civ quite interesting, especially the parts about the wholesale slaughter of entire populations.

“Where have you been, Mastriani?” Mr. Cheaver wanted to know. “Amber Mackey’s not coming back this year.”

Seriously, how was I to have known?

“Oh, really?” I said. “Did her parents move or something?”

Mr. C just looked at me in a very displeased manner, while the rest of the class suddenly exhaled, all at once, and started buzzing instead. I had no idea what they were talking about, but from the scandalized looks on their faces, I could tell I had really put my foot in it this time. Tisha Murray and Heather Montrose looked particularly contemptuous of me. I thought about getting up and cracking their heads together, but I’ve tried that before, and it doesn’t actually work.

But another thing I was trying to “make an effort” to do my junior year—besides cause some innocent young man to fall completely in love with me so I could stroll, ever so casually, hand-in-hand with him in front of the garage where Rob had been working since he graduated last year—was not get into fistfights. Seriously. I had spent enough weeks in detention back in tenth grade thanks to my inability to control my rage impulse. I was not going to make the same mistake this year.

That was one of the other reasons—besides my total lack of clean Levis—that I’d gone for the miniskirt. It wasn’t so easy to knee somebody in the groin while clad in a Lycra/ rayon blend.

Maybe, I thought, as I observed the expressions of the people around me, Amber had gotten herself knocked up, and everyone knew it but me. Hey, in spite of Coach Albright’s Health class, mandatory for all sophomores, in which we were warned of the perils of unsafe sex, it happens. Even to cheerleaders.

But apparently not to Amber Mackey, since Mr. C looked down at me and went, tonelessly, “Mastriani. She’s dead.”

“Dead?” I echoed. “Amber Mackey?” Then, like an idiot: “Are you sure?”

I don’t know why I asked him that. I mean, if a teacher says somebody is dead, you can pretty much count on the fact that he’s telling the truth. I’d just been so surprised. It probably sounds like a cliché, but Amber Mackey had always been … well, full of life. She hadn’t been one of those cheerleaders you could hate. She’d never been purposefully mean to anyone, and she’d always had to try really hard to keep up with the other girls on the squad, both socially as well as athletically. Academically, she’d been no National Merit Scholar, either, if you get my drift.

But she’d tried. She’d always really tried.

Mr. C wasn’t the one who answered me. Heather Montrose was.

“Yeah, she’s dead,” she said, her carefully glossed upper lip raised in disgust. “Where have you been, anyway?”

“Really,” Tisha Murray said. “I’d have thought Lightning Girl would have had a clue, at least.”

“What’s the matter?” Heather asked me. “Your psychic radar on the fritz or something?”

I am not precisely what you would call popular, but since I do not make a habit of going around being a total bitch to people, like Heather and Tisha, there are folk who actually will come to my defense against them. One of them, Todd Mintz—linebacker on the varsity football team who was sitting behind me—went, “Jesus, would you two cool it? She doesn’t do the psychic thing anymore. Remember?”

“Yeah,” Heather said, with a flick of her long, blond mane. “I heard.”

“And I heard,” Tisha said, “that just two weeks ago, she found some kid who’d been lost in a cave or something.”

This was patently untrue. It had been a month ago. But I wasn’t about to admit as much to the likes of Tisha.

Fortunately, I was spared from having to make any reply whatsoever by the tactful intervention of Mr. Cheaver.

“Excuse me,” Mr. C said. “But while this may come as a surprise to some of you, I have a class to conduct here. Would you mind saving the personal chat until after the bell rings? Mastriani. Move up one.”

I moved up one seat, as did the rest of our row. As we did so, I whispered to Todd, “So what happened to her, anyway?” thinking Amber had gotten leukemia or something, and that the cheerleaders would probably start having car washes all the time in order to raise money to help fight cancer. The Amber Fund, they’d probably call it.

But Amber’s death had not been from natural causes, apparently. Not if what Todd whispered back was the truth.

“They found her yesterday,” he said. “Facedown in one of the quarries. Strangled to death.”

Oh.



CHAPTER 2


Now, who would do that?

Seriously. I want to know.

Who would strangle a cheerleader, and dump her body at the bottom of a limestone quarry?

I can certainly understand wanting to strangle a cheerleader. Our school harbors some of the meanest cheerleaders in North America. Seriously. It’s like you have to pass a test proving you have no human compassion whatsoever just to get on the squad. The cheerleaders at Ernest Pyle High would sooner pluck out their own eyelashes than deign to speak to a kid who wasn’t of their social caliber.

But actually to go through with it? You know, off one of them? It hardly seemed worth the effort.

And anyway, Amber hadn’t been like the others. I had actually seen Amber smile at a Grit—the derogatory name for the kids who were bused in from the rural routes to Ernie Pyle, the only high school in the county; kids who did not live on a rural route are referred to, imaginatively, as Townies.

Amber had been a Townie, like Ruth and me. But I had never observed her lording this fact over anyone, as I often had Heather and Tisha and their ilk. Amber, when selected as a team captain in PE, had never chosen all Townies first, then moved on to Grits. Amber, when walking down the hall with her books and pompons, had never sneered at the Grits’ Wranglers and Lee jeans, the only “dungarees” they could afford. I had never seen Amber administer a “Grit test”: holding up a pen and asking an unsuspecting victim what she had in her hand. (If the reply was “A pen,” you were safe. If, however, you said, “A pin,” you were labeled a Grit and laughed at for your Southern drawl.)

Is it any wonder that I have anger-management issues? I mean, seriously. Wouldn’t you, if you had to put up with this crap on a daily basis?

Anyway, it just seemed to me a shame that, out of all the cheerleaders, Amber had been the one who’d had to die. I mean, I had actually liked her.

And I wasn’t the only one, as I soon found out.

“Good job,” somebody hissed as they passed me in the hallway while I walked to my locker.

“Way to go,” somebody else said as I was coming out of Bio.

And that wasn’t all. I got a sarcastic “Thanks a lot, Lightning Girl,” by the drinking fountains and was called a “skank” as I went by a pack of Pompettes, the freshmen cheerleaders.

“I don’t get it,” I said to Ruth in fourth period Orchestra as we were unpacking our instruments. “It’s like people are blaming me or something for what happened to Amber. Like I had something to do with it.”

Ruth, applying rosin to her cello bow, shook her head.

“That’s not it,” she said. She had gotten the scoop, apparently, in Honors English. “I guess when Amber didn’t come home Friday night, her parents called the cops and stuff, but they didn’t have any luck finding her. So I guess a bunch of people called your house, you know, thinking you might be able to track her down. You know. Psychically. But you weren’t home, of course, and your aunt wouldn’t give any of them my dad’s emergency cell number, and there’s no other way to reach us up at our summer place, so …”

So? So it was my fault. Or at the very least, Great-aunt Rose’s fault. Now I had yet another reason to resent her.

Never mind that I have taken great pains to impress upon everyone the fact that I no longer have the psychic ability to find missing people. That thing last spring, when I’d been struck by lightning and could suddenly tell, just by looking at a photo of someone, where that someone was, had been a total fluke. I’d told that to the press, too. I’d told it to the cops, and to the FBI. Lightning Girl—which was how I’d been referred to by the media for a while there—no longer existed. My ESP had faded as mysteriously as it had arrived.

Except of course it hadn’t really. I’d been lying to get the press—and the cops—off my back. And, apparently, everyone at Ernest Pyle High School knew it.

“Look,” Ruth said as she practiced a few chords. “It’s not your fault. If anything, it’s your whacked-out aunt’s fault. She should have known it was an emergency and given them my dad’s cell number. But even so, you know Amber. She wasn’t the shiniest rock in the garden. She’d have gone out with Freddy Krueger if he’d asked her. It really isn’t any wonder she ended up facedown in Pike’s Quarry.”

If this was meant to comfort me, it did not. I slunk back to the flute section, but I could not concentrate on what Mr. Vine, our Orchestra teacher, was saying to us. All I could think about was how at last year’s talent show, Amber and her longtime boyfriend—Mark Leskowski, the Ernie Pyle High Cougars quarterback—had done this very lame rendition of Anything You Can Do I Can Do Better, and how serious Amber had been about it, and how certain she’d been that she and Mark were going to win.

They didn’t, of course—first prize went to a guy whose Chihuahua howled every time it heard the theme song to CSI—but Amber had been thrilled by winning second place.

Thrilled, I couldn’t help thinking, to death.

“All right,” Mr. Vine said just before the bell rang. “For the rest of the week, we’ll hold chair auditions. Horns tomorrow, strings on Wednesday, winds on Thursday, and percussion on Friday. So do me a favor and practice for a change, will you?”

The bell for lunch rang. Instead of tearing out of there, though, most people reached beneath their seats and pulled out sandwiches and cans of warm soda. That’s because the vast majority of kids in Symphonic Orchestra are geeks, afraid of venturing into the caf, where they might be ridiculed by their more athletically endowed peers. Instead, they spend their lunch hour in the music wing, munching soggy tuna fish sandwiches and arguing about who makes a better starship captain, Kirk or Picard.

Not Ruth and me, though. In the first place, I have never been able to stand the thought of eating in a room in which the words “spit valve” are mentioned so often. In the second place, Ruth had already explained that what with our new wardrobes—and her recent weight loss—we were not going to hide in the bowels of the music wing. No, we were going to see and be seen. Though Ruth’s heart still belonged to Scott, the fact was, he lived three hundred miles away. We had only ten more months to secure a prom date, and Ruth insisted we start immediately.

Before we got out of the orchestra room, however, we were accosted by one of my least favorite people, fellow flutist Karen Sue Hankey, who made haste to inform me that I could give up all hope of hanging onto third chair this year, as she had been practicing for four hours a day and taking private lessons from a music professor at a nearby college.

“Great,” I said, as Ruth and I tried to slip past her.

“Oh, and by the way,” Karen Sue added, “that was real nice, how you were there for Amber and all.”

But if I thought that’d be the worst I’d hear on the subject, I was sadly mistaken. It was ten times worse in the cafeteria. All I wanted to do was get my Tater Tots and go, but do you think they’d let me? Oh, no.

Because the minute we got in line, Heather Montrose and her evil clone Tisha slunk up behind us and started making remarks.

I don’t get it. I really don’t. I mean, the way I’d left things last spring, when school let out, was that I didn’t have my psychic powers anymore. So how was everyone so sure I’d lied? I mean, the only person who knew any differently was Ruth, and she’d never tell.

But somebody had been doing some talking, that was for sure.

“So, what’s it like?” Heather wanted to know as she sidled up behind us in the grill line. “I mean, knowing that somebody died because of you.”

“Amber didn’t die because of anything I did, Heather,” I said, keeping my eyes on the tray I was sliding along past the bowls of sickly looking lime Jell-O and suspiciously lumpy tapioca pudding. “Amber died because somebody killed her. Somebody who was not me.”

“Yeah,” Tisha agreed. “But, according to the coroner, she was held against her will for a while before she was killed. They were lickator marks on her.”

“Ligature,” Ruth corrected her.

“Whatever,” Tisha said. “That means if you’d been around, you could have found her.”

“Well, I wasn’t around,” I said. “Okay? Excuse me for going on vacation.”

“Really, Tish,” Heather said in a chiding voice. “She’s got to go on vacation sometime. I mean, she probably needs it, living with that retard and all.”

“Oh, God,” I heard Ruth moan. Then she carefully lifted her tray out of the line of fire.

That’s because, of course, Ruth knew. There aren’t many things that will make me forget all the anger-management counseling I’ve received from Mr. Goodhart, upstairs in the guidance office. But even after nearly two years of being instructed to count to ten before giving in to my anger—and nearly two years of detention for having failed miserably in my efforts to do so—any derogatory mention of my brother Douglas still sets me off.

About a second after Heather made her ill-advised remark, she was pinned up against the cinder block wall behind her.

And my hand was what was holding her there. By her neck.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you,” I hissed at her, my face about two inches from hers, “that it is rude to make fun of people who are less fortunate than you?”

Heather didn’t reply. She couldn’t, because I had hold of her larynx. “Hey.” A deep voice behind me sounded startled. “Hey. What’s going on here?”

I recognized the voice, of course.

“Mind your own business, Jeff,” I said. Jeff Day, football tackle and all-around idiot, has also never been one of my favorite people.

“Let her go,” Jeff said, and I felt one of his meaty paws land on my shoulder.

An elbow, thrust with precision, soon put an end to his intervention. As Jeff gasped for air behind me, I loosened my hold on Heather a little.

“Now,” I said to her. “Are you going to apologize?”

But I had underestimated the amount of time it would take Jeff to recover from my blow. His sausage-like fingers again landed on my shoulder, and this time, he managed to spin me around to face him.

“You let her alone!” he bellowed, his face beet red from the neck up.

I think he would have hit me. I really do. And at the time, I sort of relished the idea. Jeff would take a swing at me, I would duck, and then I’d go for his nose. I’d been longing to break Jeff Day’s nose for some time. Ever since, in fact, the day he’d told Ruth she was so fat they were going to have to bury her in a piano case, like Elvis.

Only I didn’t get a chance to break Jeff’s nose that day. I didn’t get a chance because someone strode up behind him just as he was drawing back his fist, caught it midswing, and wrapped his arm around his back.

“That how you guards get your kicks?” Todd Mintz demanded. “Beating up girls?”

“All right.” A third and final voice, equally recognizable to me, broke the little party up. Mr. Goodhart, holding a tossed salad and a container of yogurt, nodded toward the cafeteria doors. “All of you. In my office. Now.”

Jeff and Todd and I followed him resentfully. It wasn’t until we were nearly at the door that Mr. Goodhart turned and called, with some exasperation, “You, too, Heather,” that Heather came slinking along after us.

In Mr. Goodhart’s office, we were informed that we were not “Starting the Year Off Right,” and that we really ought to be “Setting a Better Example for the Younger Students,” seeing as how we were all juniors now. It would “Behoove Us to Come Together and Try to Get Along,” especially in the wake of the tragedy that had occurred over the weekend.

“I know Amber’s death has shaken us all up,” Mr. Goodhart said, sincerity oozing out of his every pore. “But let’s try to remember that she would have wanted us to comfort one another in our grief, not get torn apart by petty bickering.”

Out of all of us, Heather was the only one who’d never before been dragged into a counselor’s office for fighting. So, of course, instead of keeping her mouth shut so we could all get out of there, she pointed a silk-wrapped fingernail at me and went, “She started it.”

Todd and Jeff and I rolled our eyes. We knew what was coming next.

Mr. Goodhart launched into his “I Don’t Care Who Started It, Fighting Is Wrong” speech. It lasted four and a half minutes, twenty seconds longer than last year’s version. Then Mr. Goodhart went, “You’re all good kids. You have unlimited potential, each of you. Don’t throw it all away through violence against one another.”

Then he said everyone could go.

Everyone except me, of course.

“It wasn’t my fault,” I said as soon as the others were gone. “Heather called Douglas a retard.”

Mr. Goodhart shoveled a spoonful of yogurt into his mouth.

“Jess,” he said, with his mouth full. “Is this how it’s going to be again? You, in my office every day for fighting?”

“No,” I said. I tugged on the hem of my miniskirt. Though I knew I looked good in it, I did feel just a tad naked. Also, it hadn’t worked.

I’d gotten into a fight anyway. “I’m trying to do what you said. You know, the whole counting to ten thing. But it’s just … everyone is going around, blaming me.”

Mr. Goodhart looked puzzled. “Blaming you for what?”

“For what happened to Amber.” I explained to him what everyone was saying.

“That’s ridiculous,” Mr. Goodhart said. “You couldn’t have stopped what happened to Amber, even if you did still have your powers. Which you don’t.” He looked at me. “Do you?”

“Of course not,” I said.

“So where are they getting the idea that you do?” Mr. Goodhart wondered.

“I don’t know.” I looked at the salad he was eating. “What happened to you?” I asked. “Where’s the Quarter Pounder with cheese?” Ever since I’d met him, Mr. Goodhart’s lunches had always consisted of a burger with a side of fries, usually super-sized.

He made a face. “I’m on a diet,” he said. “Blood pressure and cholesterol are off the scale, according to my GP.”

“Wow,” I said. I knew how much he loved his fries. “Sorry.”

“I’ll live,” he said with a shrug. “The question is, what are we going to do about you?”

What we decided to do about me was “Give Me Another Chance.” “One More Strike,” though, and “I Was Out.”

Which meant detention. With a capital D.

We were chatting amiably about Mr. Goodhart’s son, Russell, who’d just started crawling, when the secretary came in, looking worried.

“Paul,” she said. “There are some men here from the sheriff’s office. They want to pull Mark Leskowski out for questioning. You know, about the Mackey girl.”

Mr. Goodhart looked concerned. “Oh, God,” he said. “All right. Get Mark’s parents on the phone, will you? And let Principal Feeney know.”

I watched, fascinated, as the administrative staff of Ernie Pyle High went on red alert. The sudden burst of activity drove me from Mr. Goodhart’s office, but I sank down onto a vinyl couch in the waiting room outside it, where I could observe uninterrupted. It was interesting to see what happened when somebody else, other than me, was in trouble for a change. Somebody was dispatched to find Mark, someone else alerted his parents, and yet another person argued with the two sheriff’s deputies. Apparently, as Mark was only seventeen, there was some problem with letting the cops remove him from school grounds without his parents’ permission.

After a while, Mark showed up, looking bewildered. He was a tall, good-looking guy, with dark hair and even darker eyes. Even though he played football, he didn’t have a football player’s thick neck or waist or anything. He was the team quarterback, which was why.

“What’s up?” he said to the secretary, who darted a nervous look at Mr. Goodhart. He was still yelling at the sheriff’s deputies, in his office.

“Um,” the secretary said. “They aren’t quite ready for you. Have a seat.”

Mark took a seat on the orange vinyl couch across from mine. I studied him over the top of the Army brochure I was pretending to read. Most murder victims, I remembered seeing somewhere, know their killers. Had Mark strangled his girlfriend and dumped her body in Pike’s Quarry? And if so, why? Was he some kind of sick pervert? Did he suffer from that killing rage they were always talking about on America’s Most Wanted?

“Hey,” Mark said to the secretary. “You got a water cooler in here?”

The secretary nervously admitted that they had, and pointed to its location, a little bit down the corridor. Mark got up to get a cup of water. I could not help noticing, from behind my brochure, that his 505s fit him very nicely.

On his way back from the water cooler, Mark noticed me and went, politely, “Oh, hey, sorry. Did you want one?”

I looked up from the brochure as if I were noticing him for the first time. “Who, me?” I asked. “Oh, no, thank you.”

“Oh.” Mark sat down again. “Okay.” He finished all the water in his cup, crumpled it, looked around for a waste-basket, and, not seeing one, left the cup on the magazine-strewn table in front of us.

“So, what are you in for?” he asked me.

“I tried to choke Heather Montrose,” I said.

“Really?” He grinned. “I’ve felt like doing that myself, coupla times.”

I wanted to point out to him that this was something he’d be wise to keep from the sheriff, but didn’t think I could do so in front of the secretary, who was busy pretending not to listen to our conversation.

“I mean, that Heather,” Mark said. “She can be a real …” He politely refrained from swearing. A real Boy Scout, Mark Leskowski. “Well, you know.”

“I do know,” I said. “Listen. I’m sorry about Amber. She was your girlfriend, right?”

“Yeah.” Mark’s gaze strayed from my face to the center of the table between us. “Thanks.”

The door to Mr. Goodhart’s office opened, and he came out and spoke with forced joviality.

“Mark,” he said. “Good to see you. Come in here a minute, will you? There are some folks here who want to have a word with you.”

Mark nodded and stood up. As he did so, he wiped his hands nervously on the denim covering his thighs. When he took his hands away again, I saw damp spots where they’d been.

He was sweating, even though, with the air conditioning on full blast, I was a little chilly, in spite of my sweater set.

Mark Leskowski was nervous. Very nervous.

He looked down at me as he passed by my couch.

“Well,” he said. “See you later.”

“Sure,” I said. “Later.”

He went into Mr. Goodhart’s office. Just before following Mark, Mr. Goodhart noticed I was still sitting there.

“Jessica,” he said, jerking a thumb toward the door to the central hallway. “Out.”

And so I left.



CHAPTER 3


“I figured it out,” Ruth said as we drove home— with the top down—after school let out that day. I was too distracted to reply, however, as we’d just sailed past the turn-off to Pike’s Creek Road.

“Dude,” I said. “You missed it.”

“Missed what?” Ruth demanded, taking a healthy sip from the Diet Coke she’d picked up from the drive-through. Then she made a face. “Oh, God. You have got to be kidding me.”

“It’s not that far out of the way,” I pointed out to her.

“You,” Ruth said, “are never going to learn. Are you?”

“What?” I shrugged innocently. “What is so wrong about driving past his place of work?”

“I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it,” Ruth said. “It is a direct violation of The Rules.”

I snorted.

“I’m serious,” Ruth said. “Boys don’t like to be chased, Jess. They like to do the chasing.”

“I am not chasing him,” I said. “I am merely suggesting that we drive past the garage where he works.”

“That,” Ruth said, “is chasing him. As is calling him and hanging up when he answers.” Oops. Guilty. “As is haunting the places he normally hangs out in, memorizing his schedule, and pretending to bump into him by mistake.”

Guilty. Guilty. Guilty

I snapped my seatbelt in irritation. “He’d never know we were swinging by just to see him,” I said, “if you pretended like you needed an oil change or something.”

“Would you,” Ruth said, “get your mind off Rob Wilkins for five minutes and listen to me? I am trying to tell you, I think I figured out why everybody believes you still have psychic powers.”

“Oh, yeah?” I was so not interested. It had been an exhausting day. It was bad enough a girl we knew had been murdered. The fact that people were going around blaming me for her death was even harder to take. “You know, Mark Leskowski actually offered me water today in the guidance office. If I were stranded in the desert, I would never have expected him to—”

“Karen Sue,” Ruth said as we made the turn by Kroger’s. I looked around. “Where?”

“No. Karen Sue,” Ruth said, “is the one going around telling everyone you’re still psychic. Suzy Choi told me she overheard Karen Sue telling everyone at the Thirty-one Flavors last Saturday night that, over the summer, you found this kid who’d gone missing inside a cave.”

I forgot all about Rob. “I’ll kill her,” I said.

“I know.” Ruth shook her head so that her blond curls bounced. “And we thought we’d covered our tracks so well.”

I couldn’t believe it. Karen Sue and I had never exactly been friends, or anything, but that she’d out me so extremely … well, I was shocked.

I shouldn’t have been that shocked, however. It was Karen Sue we were talking about, after all. The girl about whom my mother had, for years, asked, “Why can’t you be more like her? Karen Sue never gets into fights, and she always wears whatever her mother tells her, and I’ve never heard that Karen Sue refused to go to church because she wanted to stay home to watch old Battlestar Galactica reruns.”

Karen Sue Hankey. My mortal enemy.

“I’ll kill her,” I said, again.

“Well,” Ruth said as she pulled into the driveway to my house, “I wouldn’t suggest going to that extreme. But a firm lecture might be in order.”

Right. I’d firm lecture her to death.

“Now,” Ruth said. “What’s this about Mark Leskowski?”

I told her about seeing Mark in the guidance office.

“That’s awful,” Ruth said when I was done. “Mark and Amber were always so cute together. He loved her so much. How can the police possibly suspect that he had anything to do with her death?”

“I don’t know,” I said, remembering his sweaty palms. I’d left that part out when I’d repeated the story to Ruth. “Maybe he was the last person to see her or something.”

“Maybe,” Ruth said. “Hey, maybe his parents will hire my dad to represent Mark. You know, if the cops do charge with him anything.”

“Yeah,” I said. Ruth’s dad was the best lawyer in town. “Maybe. Well. I better go.” We’d gotten home so late the night before, I’d barely had a chance to say a word to my family. Another reason, I might add, I hadn’t heard about Amber. “See you later.”

“Later,” Ruth said as I started to get out of the car. “Hey, what was that with Todd Mintz in the caf today, coming to your defense against Jeff Day?”

I looked at her blankly. “I don’t know,” I said. I hadn’t actually realized that’s what Todd had been doing, but now that I thought about it …

“I guess he hates Jeff as much as we do,” I said, with a shrug.

Ruth laughed as she backed out of my drive way. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s probably why. And that miniskirt had nothing to do with it. I told you a makeover would do wonders for your social life.”

She honked as she drove away, but she wasn’t going far. The Abramowitzes lived right next door.

Which was how, as I was going up the steps to the front door of my own house, I was able to hear Ruth’s twin brother Skip call from his own front porch, “Hey, Mastriani. Want to come over later and let me beat you at Bandicoot?”

I leaned over and peered at Skip through the tall hedge that separated our two houses. Good God. It was bad enough I’d had to spend two weeks of my summer practically incarcerated with him. If he thought I was going to willingly extend my sentence, he had to be nuts.

“Uh,” I called. “Can I take a rain check on that?”

“No problem,” Skip hollered back.

Shuddering, I went inside.

And was greeted by someone even more frightening than Skip.

“Jessica,” Great-aunt Rose said, intercepting me in the foyer before I had a chance to make a break for the stairs up to my room. “There you are. I was beginning to think I wouldn’t get a chance to see you this trip.” I had managed to elude her last night by getting home so late, and then again that morning, before school, by darting out of the house before breakfast. I had thought she’d be gone by the time I got home from school.

“Your father’s driving me back to the airport,” Great-aunt Rose went on, “in half an hour, you know.”

Half an hour! If Ruth had just driven by the garage where Rob worked, like I asked, I might have been able to avoid Great-aunt Rose altogether this trip!

“Hi, Auntie,” I said, bending down to give her a kiss on the cheek. Great-aunt Rose is the only member of my family I can honestly say I tower over. But that’s only because osteoporosis has shrunk her down to about four foot eleven, an inch shorter than me.

“Well, let me look at you,” Great-aunt Rose said, pushing me away. Her watery brown-eyed gaze ran over me critically from head to toe.

“Hmph,” she said. “Nice to see you in a skirt for once. But don’t you think it’s a little short? They let girls go to school in skirts that short these days? Why, in my day, if I’d shown up in a skirt like that, I’d have been sent home to change!”

Poor Douglas. For two weeks he’d been sentenced to undiluted Great-aunt Rose. No wonder he’d feigned sleep the night before when I’d gotten home. I wouldn’t have wanted to talk to a traitor like me, either.

“Toni!” Rose called, to my mother. “Come out here and look at what your daughter has got on. Is that how you’re letting her dress these days?”

My mom, still looking sunburned and happy from her trip out east, from which she and my dad had only returned the day before, came into the foyer.

“Why, I think she looks fine,” Mom said, taking in my ensemble with approval. “Far better than she used to dress last year, when I couldn’t peel her out of jeans and a T-shirt.”

“Um,” I said, uncomfortably. I’d gotten as far as the landing, but didn’t see how I was going to be able to sneak any farther upstairs without them noticing. “It was great to see you, Aunt Rose. Sorry you have to leave so soon. But I have a lot of homework—”

“Homework?” my mother said. “On the first day of school? Oh, I don’t think so.”

She’d seen through me, of course. My mom knew good and well how I felt about Great-aunt Rose. She just didn’t want to be stuck with the old biddy herself. And she’d left Douglas alone with her for two weeks! Two weeks!

Talk about cruel and unusual punishment.

Then again, if she’d been counting on Great-aunt Rose keeping an eagle eye on him, she couldn’t have found anyone better. Nothing got past Great-aunt Rose.

“Is that lipstick you’re wearing, Jessica?” Great-aunt Rose demanded when we got out of the darkness of the foyer and into the brightly lit kitchen.

“Um,” I said. “No. Cherry ChapStick.”

“Lipstick!” Great-aunt Rose cried in disgust. “Lipstick and miniskirts! No wonder all of those boys kept calling while you were away. They probably think you’re easy.”

I raised my eyebrows at this. “Really? Boys called me?” I’d known, of course, that girls had called—Heather Montrose, among others. But I hadn’t known any boys had phoned. “Were any of them named Rob?”

“I didn’t ask their names,” Great-aunt Rose said. “I told them never to call here again. I explained that you weren’t that kind of girl.”

I said an expletive that caused my mother to throw me a warning look. Fortunately, Great-aunt Rose didn’t hear it, as she was still too busy talking.

“An emergency, they kept calling it,” she said. “Had to get in touch with you right away, because of some emergency. Ridiculous. You know what kind of emergencies teenagers have, of course. They’d probably run out of Cherry Coke down at the local soda shop.”

I looked at Great-aunt Rose very hard as I said, “Actually, a girl from my class got kidnapped. One of the cheerleaders. They found her yesterday, floating in one of the quarries. She’d been strangled.”

My mother looked startled. “Oh, my God,” she said. “That girl? The one I read about in the paper this morning? You knew her?”

Parents. I swear.

“I’ve only sat behind her,” I said, “in home room every year since the sixth grade.”

“Oh, no.” My mom had her hands on her face. “Her poor parents. They must be devastated. We’d better send over a platter.”

Restauranteurs. That’s how they think. Any crisis, and it’s always, “Let’s send over a platter.” Last spring, when half our town’s police force had been camped out in our front yard, holding off the hordes of reporters who wanted to score an interview with Lightning Girl, all my mom had been able to think about was making sure we had enough biscotti to go around.

Great-aunt Rose wasn’t nearly as upset as my mom. She went, “Cheerleader? Serves her right. Prancing around in those little short skirts. You better watch out, Jessica, or you’ll be next.”

“Aunt Rose!” my mom cried.

“Well,” Great-aunt Rose said, with a sniff. “It could happen. Particularly if you let her continue to wear outfits like that.” She nodded at my ensemble.

I decided I had had enough visiting. I got up and said, “It’s been swell seeing you again, Auntie, but I think I’ll go up and say hi to Douglas. He was asleep when I got home last night, so—”

“Douglas,” Great-aunt Rose said with a roll of her rheumy eyes. “When isn’t he asleep?”

Which gave me a clue as to how Douglas had borne Great-aunt Rose’s company for the two weeks he’d been alone with her. Feigning sleep.

He was still at it when I burst into his room a minute later.

“Douglas,” I said, looking down at him from the side of his bed. “Give it up. I know you’re not really asleep.”

He opened one eye. “Is she gone?” he asked.

“Almost,” I said. “Dad’s coming to pick her up and take her to the airport in a few minutes. Mom wants you to come down and say good-bye.”

Douglas moaned and pulled a pillow over his head.

“Just kidding,” I said, sinking down onto the bed beside him. “I think Mom’s getting a dose of what you must have had to put up with this whole time. I don’t believe Great-aunt Rose will be invited back any time soon.”

“The horror,” Douglas said from beneath the pillow. “The horror.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But hey, it’s over now. How are you doing?”

Douglas said, his voice still muffled by the pillow, “Well, I didn’t slash my wrists this time, did I? So I must be doing okay.”

I digested this. The reason Douglas, at twenty years of age, could not be trusted to stay in the house alone for two weeks is because of his tendency to hear voices inside his head. The voices are held pretty much at bay with the help of medication, but occasionally Douglas still has episodes. That’s what his doctors call it when he listens to the voices, and then does what they tell him to do, which is generally something bad, like, oh, I don’t know, kill himself.

Episodes.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said from beneath the pillow. “I almost episoded Great-aunt Rose, is what I almost did.”

“Really?” Too bad he hadn’t. I might have gotten the message about Amber being missing in time to have saved her. “What about the Feds? Any sign of them?”

The Federal Bureau of Investigation, like my classmates, refuses to believe I am no longer psychic. They were mightily taken with me last spring, when word got out about my “special ability.” They were so taken with me, in fact, that they decided to enlist my aid in locating some unsavory individuals on their most wanted list. They forgot one slight detail, however: to ask me if I wanted to work for them.

Which of course I did not. It took all sorts of unpleasantness—including lying that I no longer have any psychic powers—to extricate myself from their clutches. Since then, they had taken to following me around, waiting for me to slip up, at which point I suppose they will point their finger and yell, “Liar, liar, pants on fire.”

At least, that’s all I hope they’ll do.

Douglas pushed the pillow away and sat up. “No white vans mysteriously parked across the street since you took off for camp,” he said. “Except for Rose, it’s been downright restful around here. I mean, with both you and Mike gone.”

We were quiet for a minute, thinking about Mike. Across the hall, his bedroom door stood open, and I could see that his computer, all of his books, and his telescope were gone. They were sitting in some dorm room at Harvard now. Mike would be torturing his new roommate, instead of Douglas and me, with his obsession over Claire Lippman, the cute redhead into whose bedroom window Mike had spent so many hours peering.

“It’s going to be weird with him gone,” Douglas said.

“Yeah,” I said. But actually, I wasn’t thinking about Mike. I was thinking about Amber. Claire Lippman, the girl Mike had loved from afar for a few years now, spent almost all of her free time in the summer tanning herself at the quarries. Had she, I wondered, seen Amber there, before the crime that had taken her life?

“What,” Douglas asked a second later, “are you so dressed up for, anyway?”

I looked down at myself in surprise. “Oh,” I said. “School.”

School?” Douglas seemed shocked. “Since when have you ever bothered dressing up for school?”

“I’m turning over a new leaf,” I informed him. “No more jeans, no more T-shirts, no more fighting, no more detention.”

“Interesting corollary,” Douglas said. “Equating jeans with fighting and detention. But I’ll bite. Did it work?”

“Not exactly,” I said, and told him about my day, leaving out the part about what Heather had said concerning him.

When I was through, Doug whistled, low and long.

“So they’re blaming you,” he said. “Even though you couldn’t possibly have known anything about it?”

“Hey,” I said with a shrug. “Amber was in with the popular crowd, and popular kids are not popular for their ability to objectively reason. Just for their looks, mainly. Or maybe their ability to suck up.”

“Jeez,” Douglas said. “What are you going to do?”

“What can I do?” I asked with a shrug. “I mean, she’s dead.”

“Couldn’t you—I don’t know. Couldn’t you summon up a picture of her killer? Like in your mind’s eye? Like if you really concentrated?”

“Sorry,” I said in a flat voice. “It doesn’t work like that.”

Unfortunately. My psychic ability does not extend itself toward anything other than addresses. Seriously. Show me a picture of anyone, and that night, I’ll dream up the person’s most current location. But precognitive indications of the lottery numbers? No. Visions of plane crashes, or impending national doom? Nothing. All I can do is locate missing people. And I can only do that in my sleep.

Well, most of the time, anyway. There’d been a strange incident over the summer when I’d managed to summon up someone’s location just by hugging his pillow….

But that, I remained convinced, had been a fluke.

“Oh,” Douglas said suddenly, leaning over to pull something out from beneath his bed. “By the way, I was in charge of collecting the Abramowitzes’ mail while they were away, and I took the liberty of relieving them of this.” He presented me with a large brown envelope that had been addressed to Ruth. “From your friend at 1-800-WHERE-R-YOU, I believe?”

I took the envelope and opened it. Inside—as there was every week, mailed to Ruth, since I suspected the Feds were going through my mail, just waiting for something like this to prove I’d been lying to them when I’d said I was no longer psychic—was a note from my operative at the missing children’s organization—Rosemary—and a photo of a kid she had determined was really and truly missing … not a runaway, who might be missing by choice, or a kid who’d been stolen by his noncustodial parent, who might be better off where he was. But an actual, genuinely missing kid.

I looked at the picture—of a little Asian girl, with buck-teeth and butterfly hair clips—and sighed. Amber Mackey, who’d sat in front of me in homeroom every day for six years, might be dead. But for the rest of us, life goes on.

Yeah. Try telling that to Amber’s parents.



CHAPTER 4


When I woke up the next morning, I knew two things: One, that Courtney Hwang was living on Baker Street in San Francisco. And two, that I was going to take the bus to school that day.

Don’t ask me what one had to do with the other. My guess would be a big fat nothing.

But if I took the bus to school, I’d have an opportunity that I wouldn’t if I let Ruth drive me to school in her Cabriolet: I’d be able to talk to Claire Lippman, and find out what she knew about the activities at the quarry just before Amber went missing.

I called Ruth first. My call to Rosemary would have to wait until I found a phone that no one could connect me to, if 1-800-WHERE-R-YOU happened to trace the call. Which they did every call they got, actually.

“You want to take the bus,” Ruth repeated, incredulously.

“It’s nothing against the Cabriolet,” I assured her. “It’s just that I want to have a word with Claire.”

“You want to take the bus,” Ruth said again.

“Seriously, Ruth,” I said. “It’s just a one-time thing. I just want to ask Claire a few questions about what was up at the quarry the night Amber disappeared.”

“Fine,” Ruth said. “Take the bus. See if I care. What have you got on?”

“What?”

“On your body. What are you wearing on your body?”

I looked down at myself. “Olive khaki mini, beige crocheted tank with matching three-quarter-sleeve cardigan, and beige espadrilles.”

“The platforms?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Ruth said, and hung up.

Fashion is hard. I don’t know how those popular girls do it. At least my hair, being extremely short and sort of spiky, didn’t have to be blow-dried and styled. That would just about kill me, I think.

Claire was sitting on the stoop of the house where the bus picked up the kids in our neighborhood. I live in the kind of neighborhood where people don’t mind if you do this. Sit on their stoop, I mean, while waiting for the bus.

Claire was eating an apple and reading what looked to be a script. Claire, a senior, was the reigning leading lady of Ernie Pyle High’s drama club. In the bright morning sunlight, her red bob shined. She had definitely blow-dried and styled just minutes before.

Ignoring all the freshmen geeks and car-less rejects that were gathered on the sidewalk, I said, “Hi, Claire.”

She looked up, squinting in the sun. Then she swallowed what she’d been chewing and said, “Oh, hi there, Jess. What are you doing here?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said, sitting down on the step beneath the one she’d appropriated. “Ruth had to leave early, is all.” I prayed Ruth wouldn’t drive by as I said this, and that if she did, she wouldn’t tootle the horn, as she was prone to when we passed what we’ve always considered the rejects at the bus stop.

“Huh,” Claire said. She glanced admiringly down at my bare leg. “You’ve got a great tan. How’d you get it?”

Claire Lippman has always been obsessed with tanning. It was because of this obsession, actually, that my brother Mike had become obsessed with her. She spent almost every waking hour of the summer months on the roof of her house, sunbathing … except when she could get someone to drive her to the quarries. Swimming in the quarries was, of course, against the law, which was why everyone did it, Claire Lippman more than anyone. Though, as a redhead, her hobby must have been a particularly frustrating one for her, since it took almost a whole summer of exposure to turn her skin even the slightest shade darker. Sitting beside her, I felt a little like Pocahontas. Pocahontas hanging out with The Little Mermaid.

“I worked as a camp counselor,” I explained to her. “And then Ruth and I spent two weeks at the dunes, up at Lake Michigan.”

“You’re lucky,” Claire said wistfully. “I’ve just been stuck at the stupid quarries all summer.”

Pleased by this smooth entré into the subject I’d been longing to discuss with her, I started to say, “Hey, yeah, that’s right. You must have been there, then, the day Amber Mackey went missing—”

That’s what I started to say, anyway. I didn’t get a chance to finish, however. That was because, to my utter disbelief, a red Trans Am pulled up to the bus stop, and Ruth’s twin brother Skip leaned out of the T-top to call, “Jess! Hey, Jess! What are you doing here? D’ju and Ruth have another fight?”

All the geeks—the backpack patrol, Ruth and I called them, because of their enormous, well, backpacks—turned to look at me. There is nothing, let me tell you, more humiliating than being stared at by a bunch of fourteen-year-old boys.

I had no choice but to call back to Skip, “No, Ruth and I did not get into a fight. I just felt like riding the bus today.”

Really, in the history of the bus stop, had anyone ever uttered anything as lame as that?

“Don’t be an idiot,” Skip said. “Get in the car. I’ll drive you.”

All the nerds, who’d been staring at Skip while he spoke, turned their heads to look expectantly at me.

“Um,” I said, feeling my cheeks heating up and thankful my tan hid my blush. “No, thanks, Skip. Claire and I are talking.”

“Claire can come, too.” Skip ducked back inside the car, leaned over, and threw open the passenger door. “Come on.”

Claire was already gathering up her books.

“Great!” she squealed. “Thanks!”

I followed more reluctantly. This was so not what I’d had in mind.

“Come on, Claire,” Skip was saying as I approached the car. “You can get in back—”

I saw Claire, who was a willowy five-foot-nine if she was an inch, hesitate while looking into the cramped recesses of Skip’s backseat. With a sigh, I said, “I’ll get in back.”

When I was wedged into the dark confines of the Trans Am’s rear seat, Claire threw the passenger seat back and climbed in.

“This is so sweet of you, Skip,” she said, checking out her reflection in his rearview mir ror. “Thanks a lot. The bus is okay, and all, but, you know. This is much better.”

“Oh,” Skip said, fastening his seatbelt. “I know. You all right back there?” he asked me.

“Fine,” I said. I had, I knew, to turn the conversation back to the subject of the quarries. But how?

“Great.” Skip threw the car into gear and we were off, leaving the geeks in our dust. Actually, that part I sort of enjoyed.

“So,” Skip said, “how are you ladies this morning?”

See? This is the problem with Skip. He says things like “So, how are you ladies this morning?” How are you supposed to take a guy who says things like that seriously? Skip’s not ugly, or anything—he looks a lot like Ruth, actually: a chubby blond in glasses. Only, of course, Skip doesn’t have breasts.

Still, Skip just isn’t dream date material, despite the Trans Am.

Too bad he hasn’t seemed to figure that out yet.

“I’m fine,” Claire said. “How about you, Jess?”

“I’m fine,” I said, from the manger-sized backseat. Then I took the plunge. “What were you saying, Claire? About being at the quarry the day Amber disappeared?”

“Oh,” Claire said. The wind through the T-top was unstyling her bob, but Claire didn’t appear to care. She ran her fingers through it delightedly. You don’t get that kind of fresh air on the bus.

“My God, what a nightmare that was. We’d all just been hanging out, you know, all day. No big deal. Some of those guys from the football team, they brought a grill, and they were barbecuing, and everyone was, you know, pretty drunk, even though I warned them they’d get dehydrated, drinking beer in the sun—” For someone whose primary goal was to bake her skin to a crisp, Claire had always been surprisingly health-conscious. One of the reasons it took her so long to achieve the tan she wanted each summer was that she insisted on slathering herself with SPF 15.

“And then the sun went down, and some people started packing up their stuff to, you know, go home. And that’s when Mark—Leskowski, you know? He and Amber were going out for, like, ever. Anyway, he was all, ‘Has anybody seen Amber?’ And we all started looking for her, through the woods, you know, and then, thinking maybe she’d tripped or something, in the water. I mean, we thought maybe she’d fallen in, or something. The drop’s pretty steep. When we couldn’t find her, we figured, well, she must have gone home with somebody else, or whatever. We didn’t say that to Mark, of course, but that’s what we were all thinking.”

Claire turned to look at me, her pretty blue eyes troubled. “But then she never came home. And the next day, as soon as it was light, we all went back to the quarry, you know, to look for her.”

“But you didn’t,” I said, “find anything.”

“Not that day. Her body didn’t show up until Sunday morning.” Claire went on, “A bunch of people tried to call you, you know. Hoping you could help find her. This one girl, Karen Sue Hankey, she says you found some kid over the summer who’d been lost in a cave, so we thought maybe you still had, you know, that whole psychic thing going—”

That psychic thing. That was one way of putting it, anyway.

I was seriously going to kill Karen Sue Hankey.

“I wasn’t exactly reachable last weekend,” I said. “I was up at—” I broke off, noticing we were approaching the turnoff to Pike’s Creek Road. “Hey, Skip, turn here.”

Skip obediently took the turn. “And I’m turning here because?”

“I want, um, a cruller,” I said, since there was a Dunkin’ Donuts near the garage where Rob worked.

“Ooh,” Claire said. “Crullers. Yum. You don’t get crullers on the bus.”

When we buzzed past Rob’s uncle’s garage, I sank down real low in the seat, so in case Rob was outside, he wouldn’t see me.

Rob was outside, and he didn’t see me. He was bent inside the hood of an Audi, his soft dark hair falling forward over his square-jawed face, his jeans looking properly snug and faded in all the right places. It was warm out, even though it wasn’t quite eight in the morning yet, and Rob had on a short-sleeved shirt, revealing his nicely pronounced triceps.

It had been nearly three weeks since I’d last seen him. He’d shown up at the Wawasee All-Camp recital, where I’d had a solo. I’d been surprised … I hadn’t expected him to come four hours, one way, just to hear me play.

And then, since I had to go out with my parents afterwards—and let’s face it, my parents would not approve of Rob, a guy with a criminal record who comes, as they say in books, from the wrong side of the tracks—he just had to get back on his bike afterward and drive four hours home. That’s a long way to go, just to hear some girl you aren’t even going out with play a nocturne on her flute.

It got me thinking. You know, since he’d driven so far to hear me play. Maybe he liked me after all, in spite of the whole jailbait thing.

Except, of course, that I’d been back two days already, and he still hadn’t called.

Anyway, that brief glimpse of Rob, checking that Audi’s oil, was all I was probably going to see of him for a while, so I watched until we pulled into the parking lot of the Dunkin’ Donuts and I couldn’t see him anymore.

Hey, I know it was uncool to be scoping on boys at the same time as I was trying to solve a murder. But Nancy Drew still had time to date Ned Nickerson, didn’t she, in between solving all those mysteries?

Except of course, Ned wasn’t on probation, and I don’t think any of those mysteries Nancy solved involved a dead cheerleader.

While Skip and Claire went to the counter to get crullers, I said I had to make a call. Then I went to the untraceable payphone by the door to the rest-room and dialed 1-800-WHERE-R-YOU.

Rosemary was glad to hear from me, even though of course we had to keep the call brief. Rosemary is totally risking her job, doing what she does for me. You know, sending me those photos and reports on missing kids. Those files aren’t supposed to leave the office.

But I guess Rosemary thinks it is worth it, if even one kid gets found. And since we’ve started working together, we’ve found a lot of kids, between the two of us. We kind of have to cool it, of course, so no one gets too suspicious. We average about a kid a week, which, let me tell you, is way better than 1-800-WHERE-R-YOU was doing before I came along.

The good thing about working with Rosemary, as opposed to like the FBI or the police or something, is that Rosemary is totally discreet and would never, say, call the National Enquirer and have them come to my house to interview me. Having too many reporters around has a tendency to send Douglas into an episode. That is why I lied last spring, and told everyone I didn’t have my psychic powers anymore.

And up until recently, everyone believed it.

Everyone except Karen Sue Hankey, apparently.

Anyway, after Rosemary and I were through chatting, I hung up, and walked out to find Skip telling Claire about the time in third grade when he and I shot his GI Joe into space using a lead pipe and gunpowder extracted from about three hundred Blackcats. I noticed that he left out the part about putting a Roman candle inside my Barbie’s head, an act about which I had not been consulted and which had not been part of our space shuttle program as I’d understood it. Also the part where we nearly blew ourselves up.
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