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Chapter One


NORMALLY, KEIRA DIDN’T NOTICE the shoppers that trickled through the department store. She just sat, head down, playing the obnoxious, white-lacquered baby grand. But this time was different. The oily-smooth voice cracked her focus like an egg smashing against a windowpane.


“Keeeeira. Still doing the piano thing, huh?”


Keira’s fingers hesitated above the keys, breaking the rhythm of the unobtrusive music that Mr. Seever, the store manager, insisted she play. Live music was never going to make the mall in Sherwin, Maine, a classy place, but Keira didn’t care. She was making money with her music. Good money. Even if the music was horrible, it was still a chance to flex her fingers. To work on her concentration.


Concert pianists have to be able to focus, no matter what else is happening. Come on, Keira. Pay attention.


Two guys, both sporting gelled hair and over-applied body spray, sidled up next to the piano. They weren’t just a couple of popular guys—they were practically famous in Sherwin. People fawned over Jeremy Reynolds and his friends, teachers and girlfriends and high school peons alike. Except Keira. She didn’t care about their parties or their clothes. They used to treat her like a freak, until one guy in Jeremy’s inner circle, Tommy Hutchinson, started dating Keira’s best friend, Susan Kim.


Jeremy’s endless attempts to flirt with her were worse than his snide comments. She ended up fending him off whenever he and Tommy came to the store to visit Susan.


Keira had to shut him down every single time she saw him. It was exhausting. And distracting.


“You’re way too hot to play such boring music.” Jeremy leaned an elbow on the piano. “You should play something that has more feeling.”


Lamest come-on of the week. She watched her right hand stretch, her pinkie reaching for the F-sharp key. Something tickled Keira’s nose, breaking through the cloud of Jeremy’s cologne.


Cigarette smoke.


Startled, she glanced up. Sure enough, a lit cigarette dangled from Jeremy’s fingers. The smoke curled away from it like a gray ribbon.


“There’s a party Friday night. You should come with me. I’ll even take you to dinner or something first.”


Keira didn’t date.


Especially not a smoker.


Extra-especially not a smoker who was also a jerk.


Sometimes when Keira looked at him, she still saw a seventh-grader, standing as far from her as he could at the bus stop. She’d watched him claw his way to the top rung of Sherwin High, in spite of the fact that he came from the wrong side of town.


Keira’s side of town.


Jeremy’d lived one street behind and three doors south of Keira’s house his whole life. He wasn’t rich, but now he was powerful. He knew the right people. Screw silver spoons—the rest of Jeremy’s friends had been born with sets of Mustang keys in their mouths.


Keira glanced around for Tommy, who had headed over to the nearby perfume counter to say hi to Susan. He caught her watching him and held her gaze, his face breaking into an encouraging smile when he saw Jeremy leaning in close.


Keira frowned back at Tommy, but Tommy’s gaze had drifted over to Jeremy.


She watched Jeremy put the cigarette to his lips and take a deliberate drag. Jeremy exhaled a halo of smoke so foul and thick that Keira choked on it, coughing hard enough that she instinctively jerked her fingers off the keyboard and covered her mouth.


With the smell of cigarettes permeating the cosmetics section and the sudden pause in the music, Keira knew Mr. Seever was bound to appear any second. Her fear of losing her job swelled, eclipsing her fear of pissing everyone off.


“You can’t smoke in here! You’ll get me fired!” she growled. She was already on thin ice after a fur-jacketed old woman demanded Keira play some Johnny Mercer, then complained to the manager when Keira had said she didn’t know any of his songs. Don’t make me regret hiring you, Mr. Seever’d warned.


Behind the perfume counter, she could see Susan watching with a worried frown. Susan was the one who’d gotten her the job in the first place. It was supposed to be fun, working right next to each other.


Because this is such a super good time we’re having. Right.


Jeremy clutched his cigarette protectively. “Don’t be like that. We’re just playing around, right?” He fake pouted. It was distinctly un-sexy.


“Jeremy!” Susan said, exasperated. She turned to Tommy. “Can you . . . please?”


Tommy rubbed a hand across his head, messing up his hair. He looked so torn that Keira could practically hear him ripping at the seams. “Come on, Keira,” he wheedled. “Lighten up, okay? There’s no one around, or anything.”


Susan crossed her arms and made an irritated noise. Tommy’s cheeks went blotchy.


“Please,” Keira said to Jeremy, trying not to beg. “I’ll get in trouble.”


Tommy stepped closer. “Maybe we should get out of here, Jer. I need to get some food, anyway.”


“I think we should stay. It’s not like I’m gonna set the scarves on fire or anything.”


The guys leaned in on either side of Keira. She felt trapped.


“Seriously, man, I gotta get something to eat or I’m gonna starve.” Tommy reached over Keira and pushed Jeremy’s shoulder playfully.


“Watch the jacket, man!” Jeremy grabbed Tommy’s wrist, looking genuinely angry.


Keira stood up, completely abandoning the piano. All she wanted was to get away from the two guys. Before she could get around them, Tommy stepped to the side to slip out of Jeremy’s grip and tripped over the legs of the piano bench. His fall pulled Jeremy into Keira, knocking her against the piano. The glowing cherry of his cigarette pressed against the arm of her shirt.


By the time he’d righted himself and pulled the cigarette away, it had burned through her cotton shirt. With her heart tapping out a panicked staccato, Keira looked at the skin beneath it. There was a small, circular indentation in her arm, where the smoldering tobacco had pressed against her skin, but there was no burn. No blister. Nothing.


How can that be?


The guys backed away from the piano.


“You pushed me into her!”


“What? You were the one holding on to me!”


“You grabbed me first! And anyway, she’s not hurt!” Jeremy looked at Keira. “You’re not hurt, right? I mean, you’re not crying or anything.”


“I’m fine. Could you leave now?” The words were sharp as pins, and Jeremy’s eyes narrowed.


“Keira! Are you okay?” Susan shouldered her way between the two guys. “Just get out of here!” She spat the words at Jeremy as she brushed past.


“Sorry, Keira. I’ll make it up to you, okay?” Jeremy glanced over his shoulder apologetically as he and Tommy scrambled for the exit.


“Did he burn you?” Susan tugged at Keira’s arm, her dark eyes widening when she saw the ruined sleeve. “Oh, my God.”


“No, it’s okay. It just got . . . ” She was going to say, It just got my shirt, but that wasn’t true. That cigarette had ground against her like an overeager sophomore. Only, it hadn’t burned her. Thinking about it made her hands shake. “I’m fine, I guess.”


“Jesus. You are so lucky. I wish Tommy would quit hanging out with Jeremy. He’s such an—” Susan’s gaze snapped to the side.


Keira heard the squeak of leather shoes against the tile floor. With his comb-over flapping like an errant wing, Mr. Seever scurried up to them.


“What happened? Do you know those boys who just ran out of my store?” he demanded.


Keira crossed her arms to hide the hole in her shirt, then leaned against the piano for support. The white lacquer might be ugly, but it still made her feel better to be touching it.


“No. I mean . . . yes, we go to school together, but—”


Mr. Seever interrupted her. “I told you when you were hired that it would be unacceptable for your friends to come and ‘hang out’ with you while you were working.”


“They’re not my friends!” Keira protested. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Susan shifting nervously. She looked like she couldn’t decide if she was supposed to say something or shut up.


Keira shook her head at Susan. There was no reason for her to get in trouble too.


Apparently, Susan disagreed.


“They’re my friends, Mr. Seever.”


Mr. Seever turned and arched an eyebrow at Susan. “There’s no need to try to cover for Keira, Miss Kim. I saw those boys by the piano. I heard the music stop.”


He pursed his lips. “And all this after we had that unfortunate incident with the customer’s request last week. Having you here is taking up far too much of my attention. Clearly, I should have hired a professional musician for this job.”


Keira’s insides felt too light beneath her skin. She lifted her chin. “Are you firing me?”


Mr. Seever sighed. “I’m sorry, but it’s just proving too disruptive to the shoppers.”


“But it wasn’t her fault!” Susan insisted.


“Ms. Kim. I appreciate your loyalty to your friend here, but I think you’ll find that—in this situation—it is misplaced. I would hate to have to fire both of you.”


Keira swallowed her retort—that he had a lot of nerve talking about loyalty after he’d just fired someone who hadn’t done anything wrong. But it wouldn’t do her any good to say it, and she was not going to get Susan fired. Keira bit the inside of her cheek and waited silently until he was finished.


“Your check for this week is in the office.” Mr. Seever cleared his throat. “It’ll be your last one.” He turned to Susan. “Don’t you have displays to dust?”


Susan started to say something, then snapped her mouth shut.


“I’ll call you later,” Keira said to Susan, who scrambled back behind the perfume counter. When she looked back, Mr. Seever had already disappeared into the racks of belts and purses.


“Sorry, Keira,” Susan whispered.


Keira shrugged. “No, I’m sorry. You’re the one who’s stuck working for the asshole. And hey, there are other jobs, right?” She forced herself to smile. “In the meantime, I’ll have more time to practice. That’s always a good thing.”


Susan gave her a knowing look. As in—she knew how badly Keira needed the money.


Keira’s hands trembled as she waved good-bye and headed for the office. She pulled on her jacket and stuffed the check in her bag, with the twenty-three dollars in cash that represented her current life-savings.


With a last glance around the office, Keira headed for the parking lot, praying that her car would start.





Chapter Two


KEIRA DROVE TOWARD HER house, past the run-down strip malls and fast-food restaurants. She wanted to get back to her piano, but in the deepening gloom of the afternoon the lights of Take Note—the independent music store where she spent most of her money—glowed temptingly as she waited at the last stoplight on her drive.


It was like seeing a cup of hot chocolate on a snowy day. She couldn’t resist, especially not with her paycheck tucked into the front pocket of her book bag.


Thank God for my college fund, she thought. Without the money her uncle Pike had left her when he died, she’d be worried about paying for college and not thinking of buying new music.


Her car practically drove itself into the parking lot.


A fine mist sifted down from the sky as Keira hurried into the store. The droplets tangled in her eyelashes, giving the dusty store a diamond shimmer as she blinked the moisture away.


The musty warmth of the store pulled her in, as familiar as an old friend. The cash register sat untended, and the sound of boxes being shuffled around drifted from the store’s tiny back room.


Keira strode over to the bins of sheet music and began to flip through the scores. She wanted something that would suit her uneasy mood. She flicked past one book after another, but all the music she found was either too easy or she already owned it. Finally, she found a Beethoven piano sonata that she’d never played, “The Tempest.” Scanning the music, she could tell that it would be emotional and intense—and also hard as hell.


Which will totally take my mind off this screwed-up afternoon. Perfect.


Besides, she wasn’t really happy with the Brahms piece she’d been working on for her Juilliard audition, and a Beethoven sonata would fulfill the same requirement. She set the music off to one side, reaching for the reject pile of scores she’d left on the edge of the bin.


“Are you looking for something special?” The rich baritone voice made her jump, and she whirled around, knocking the stack of music to the floor. With a shushing sound, it fanned into a hopeless mess. She only had a moment to register the long, lanky body and shock of dark hair before a streak of embarrassment burned through her.


Keira bent to grab the music. The guy at her side reached for the scores at the same time and their heads cracked together, Keira’s red hair tangling momentarily in his crow-black corkscrew curls.


“Ow!” She backed away as he straightened, rubbing his forehead, his eyes squeezed shut.


“Sorry,” he apologized. “I guess that’s what happens when I try to be polite.” He had an accent that Keira couldn’t quite place. One of those English-Australian-South African accents that guaranteed a wrong guess.


With a final wince, he let go of his head and looked at her. His iron-colored eyes widened. “Oh. Hi.”


All of Keira’s carefully hardened edges began to melt. Thick lashes fringed his eyes, and the cleft in his chin drew her attention straight to his full lips. He was gorgeous. And she was staring. It was like he’d sucked all the light out of the store and the only thing she could still see was him.


“Hi. I was just . . . ” The words faltered in her mouth.


He quirked an eyebrow at her, and Keira felt herself flush. Her coat was suddenly too warm, her leggings suddenly too revealing. “I was just browsing. But thanks.” She turned to stack the music back in the bin.


“Here.” He reached out. “I’ll do that. I might as well earn my money for once, right?”


Keira’s lips parted, surprised. “Wait—you work here?”


“Just started.” His smile was like a bolt of lightning—sudden and glowing. “I’m Walker, by the way. It doesn’t seem fair for me to give you a concussion without at least introducing myself.” He paused, his gaze flicking up to the ceiling. “There are lots of good ways I can think of to meet a beautiful girl, but knocking her nearly unconscious is not on the list.” He brought his gaze back down to Keira. His eyes were mesmerizing—like watching the gray sheets of rain working their way in from the Atlantic.


God, he was cute.


Guys are nothing but a distraction, she reminded herself sternly. There will be hot guys at Juilliard who love music.


“Um, this would be the part where you tell me your name,” he prompted, giving Keira an amused grin.


“I’m Keira,” she said, turning back to the music in her hands. No amount of cute was worth blowing her chances at a scholarship and getting stuck in Sherwin forever. “You don’t go to Lawrence High,” she said. “And you sound like you’re from away.”


“Nope, not a native Mainer,” he agreed. She waited for him to say where he’d come from, exactly, but he didn’t elaborate. “I got my GED last fall,” he offered. “I’m—I wasn’t really cut out for school.”


Keira thought of her unfinished history project, all the classes she’d spent tapping her fingers against the edge of her desk, practicing on an invisible piano instead of taking notes. Her own grades hovered barely above the cutoff for the good conservatory college programs. “I’m not exactly going out for the Academic Decathlon,” she admitted.


Working carefully, Walker piled the scores back into the bins. He handled them like they were some sort of rare, valuable books, and Keira’s opinion of him rose a few inches. He glanced around and reached for the Beethoven sonata. Keira’s hand shot out, her fingers curling protectively around the spine. “That one’s mine.”


Walker started to pull his hand away, then hesitated. He gave her an appraising look.


“Can I see?” he asked. The curiosity that flared on his face warmed her. No one ever cared about what she played—well, that, or they only cared about what she played. If she showed Walker her music, it would tell him something about her, and from the look on his face, he knew it would too. She was surprised to realize that part of her wanted to show him what she’d picked. Still, it felt private. Letting him see the music—it was like letting him read her diary.


Not that she kept one.


But still.


Holding on to her thin veneer of aloof-and-sarcastic, she shrugged. “I guess—I mean, it’s not like it belongs to me. Yet.”


He reached again for the score. His hands were broad and sure, with battered leather cuffs circling his wrists. A black mark snaked from underneath one of them like a whip of licorice.


Intrigued, she wondered what the rest of his tattoo looked like. As she stared, the edges of the mark went blurry, fading from sight. Just before it disappeared, it gave a last twitch, like the flick of a serpentine tongue. Then there was nothing left but smooth olive skin. No mark. Not even a shadow.


I—did I really imagine that?


Keira stared at his arm. Walker cleared his throat, jolting her out of her confusion.


“Everything okay?” There was a thread of suspicion in his voice—like he wasn’t sure she was totally with it. Like maybe the piano she played was in a padded room in a locked ward somewhere.


“F-fine,” she stammered. She hated being rattled and it had been a bone-shaking afternoon. “I was—I like your wrist cuffs.”


Something dark and hot shone in his eyes. It made her want, and she immediately regretted the compliment.


“Thanks. Most people don’t even notice them.” He shook his head, flipping through the sonata. “This looks really hard.” His accent pulled and stretched the words like saltwater taffy.


Keira slid back into her familiar defensiveness. “I like hard pieces,” she said confidently. “They’re more interesting.”


Walker looked down at her. He was considerably taller than she was. “More interesting how?”


“It’s complicated.” She fiddled with a collection of Burt Bacharach songs, scraping absentmindedly at the price tag with her short fingernail. “It takes more to play them. More focus. More time. More talent. All of that goes into the music. And when I hear those pieces, I hear all of that stuff too. It makes me want someone else to hear all of those things when I play.” She cleared her throat, shoving the book of pathetic ballads back into the correct spot.


“I know exactly what you mean,” Walker said quietly.


“You play?” she asked.


“No,” he said simply, his gaze skittering over her hair, her eyes, her fingers. “I can’t read music.” Something hard and magnetic crossed his face, sending her pulse scrambling. “I just understand.”


Keira searched his expression. “Really?”


“You’re not the only one who likes a challenge.” An I-dare-you-to-contradict-me smile spread across his face.


I am not going to flirt with him. I haven’t gone this long without a boyfriend just to blow it when I’m so close to getting out of here for good. Juilliard slid through her mind—the pictures she’d seen online of the practice rooms looked like her own personal heaven. She wasn’t going to miss out on that for some guy she wouldn’t even remember in five years.


“Good to know.” Keira glanced at the price tag on the Beethoven score that was still in his hands. The music was nearly fifteen dollars—almost all the cash she had, and there wouldn’t be any more paychecks coming. The music sang to her, sweet and low. Begging her to give in.


She could scrape by. “How about you face the challenge of ringing this up for me?” She hadn’t meant to be quite so snarky, but he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, Walker looked pleased.


“Sure.”


He strolled around the counter to the old-fashioned register. “Right. Um, it’s sixteen fifty-seven, including tax.” He slid the thin book into a brown paper bag and Keira dug her crumpled twenty out of her backpack.


“Thanks,” she said.


He handed her the bag and her change. “So, do you think you’ll see me again?” he said casually.


“Um, you mean, like in the store?” she drawled.


“That’s one possibility,” he said finally, like he’d thought the words would mean something different to her. He rested his arms on the counter between them.


The sight of his leather wrist cuffs reminded her of the inky tentacle she’d seen disappear from Walker’s arm. Maybe he’d been right to sound suspicious. Maybe she was losing it. “Yeah, well, I’m sure I’ll need more music sometime,” she said. “But thanks. It’s been . . . interesting.” More shaken and uncertain than she was after the incident with Jeremy and the cigarette, Keira headed for her car.


It doesn’t matter what he thinks, she reminded herself. He’s only a guy. She was the one who’d made the no-dating rule, getting rid of all the distractions. She had to focus on what was really important—her piano. Which she was going home to play before the memory of Walker’s tempting smile really did make her lose her mind.





Chapter Three


WHEN KEIRA GOT HOME, her house was empty and dark. The smell of chicken simmering in cream-of-mushroom soup drifted out of the Crock-Pot on the kitchen counter. A note was propped against it:


Have a late meeting. Please turn this down to warm when you get home. Help yourself whenever you’re hungry. Salad in the fridge.


Love,


Mom


Keira flipped the switch on the slow-cooker and tossed the note in the trash. Having dinner waiting wasn’t the same thing as having her parents home to eat with her. The answering machine flashed at her. As her dad’s voice, tinny and distorted, slipped out of the speaker, she wished—again—that he would call her cell like a normal person. It was one of the few luxuries her parents paid for. It would be nice if they’d use it.


“Hey.” Her dad cleared his throat, sending a static-y burst through the kitchen. “Um, something came up and I’m going to be kind of late tonight. You two go ahead and eat without me.”


Keira hit the delete button with more force than was necessary. If her parents would admit they didn’t want to see each other, then they wouldn’t both avoid the house and at least one of them could be home once in a while. Both of them assuming the other would be around just left Keira alone.


Again.


She walked into the dark living room, where her piano crouched like a tiger in a too-small cage. The baby grand had been the other big gift from her uncle Pike. Pike hadn’t been her mom’s actual brother, but they’d been close enough that Keira still thought of him as part of the family.


Some of Keira’s earliest memories were of Pike. Like him pushing her on the swings at the playground. She could see the shoes on her feet. They were purple, with sparkles on the sides. Had he bought them for her? She couldn’t remember.


What she remembered was the way he’d pushed her. Pike was the only one she wanted to do it. Her father never came to the park, and her mother would only give her tentative nudges, not even enough to make the chains creak in her hands.


But when Pike pushed her, she sailed so high that the rest of the world fell away, until all she could hear was Pike’s delighted laughter. Then her mother’s worrying voice would interrupt, begging them to be careful, and the swing would slow so abruptly that it brought her stomach crashing down with it.


Not long after that, Pike had died and left them her college fund and the piano. The piano had arrived in a flurry of sweating, cursing men. She’d slept under it that night, rolling her purple sleeping bag out beneath the gleaming mahogany, staring at her five-year-old reflection in the polished brass that tipped the legs. The next day, she’d begged her mother to let her take piano lessons, but it was her father who finally relented.


“If it’s going to take up half our living room, at least one of us should know what to do with it,” he pointed out.


“Fine,” her mother snapped. “But if you start complaining every time you see me writing a check for those lessons, then so help me God—” And off they’d gone.


Again.


That time, Keira hadn’t even bothered with the sleeping bag. She’d just curled up on the worn carpet beneath the piano and put her hands over her ears. She’d fallen asleep to the sound of her parents arguing, as she huddled beneath the protective bulk of the piano.


Of course, once she’d actually started the lessons—once her parents realized that the white keys were practically extensions of her own fingers—no one had complained about the piano at all.


Talent, she heard them whispering, long after she was supposed to have gone to sleep. Scholarship. And then, eventually, career.


Shaking off the memory, Keira sat down on the bench. The edge of the wood cut into her thighs in a familiar way. There was a fingerprint on the music stand. Keira pulled the cuff of her shirt down over her hand, rubbing at it until the wood shone.


Keira cracked the spine of her new music so that it would stay open, and clicked on the ugly brass floor lamp beside her. The unfamiliar spatter of black notes on the page stared at her. With a quick squint at the first line, she positioned her hands and began to play.


It was every bit as challenging as she’d been expecting. The music crashed over her like a froth-tipped wave, surrounding her. Driving her. She worked the first movement over and over, not even allowing herself to touch the Largo until she could run through the Allegro without stopping. Finally, the fingering started to take shape, her hands moving with the music rather than against it.


The creak of the front door interrupted her concentration.


“Keira? Honey? Why is it so dark in here?” Her mother’s voice drooped with fatigue. It sounded discordant and alien after the rich notes of the piano.


Keira turned to face her mother, her back popping in protest as she twisted. Her eyes swept past the clock that hung over the TV stand. It was nine o’clock.


“I was practicing,” Keira said, her tongue thick in her mouth, her mind still chasing the last trill.


“Did you stop to eat, at least?” Her mother sounded exasperated. The thought of food made Keira’s stomach growl.


She’d meant to eat.


“I thought I’d wait until someone else got home,” she said. Her mother’s face collapsed beneath the guilt-trip. A tiny landscape of wrinkles formed around her eyes and mouth.


“Your father isn’t here?”


Keira shook her head. “He left a message—he’ll be late again.”


“Well”—her mother shrugged out of her coat and kicked off her scuffed pumps—“we might as well have dinner together. Will you set the table while I change?”


Keira glanced back at the music. The last page of the movement beckoned. It dared her to play what came next.


Instead, she forced herself to stand up.


Twenty minutes to eat, and a half hour on the stupid history project. Then I’ll come back. There’d be a little time left before her mother would go to bed—before she started to complain that the music was keeping her awake. With a last, promising touch to the keys, Keira headed into the kitchen.


•  •  •


She forced down the gummy chicken while her mother pretended she wasn’t scanning the driveway, ready to bolt at the first sign of her dad’s car.


“You know,” her mom said. “I don’t think I ever missed a meal when I was training.”


The chicken caught in Keira’s throat. Her mom almost never talked about her singing days. She’d sung opera. Well enough to get an offer to train with the Lyric Opera in Chicago. But after a month away from Sherwin, Keira’s dad had lured her back with an engagement ring.


There was no opera in Sherwin. The best Keira’s mom had been able to do was to join the local church choir. That’s where Pike had found her mother—singing solos on Sunday and the “Ave Maria” at weddings. He’d encouraged her to get serious about her music. But then Keira had come along, and her mother stalled her plans to care for Keira. When Keira was little, her mother had sung arias. She and Keira would meet Pike in the empty church, and Keira would sit on the scratched piano bench and listen while her mother’s voice bounced off the walls around her, stretching the Italian words.


She remembered Uncle Pike nudging her with a friendly elbow. “Do you think you’ll be a singer too?” he asked.


Keira had shaken her head.


Her uncle hadn’t looked disappointed exactly, but he had frowned the littlest bit. Pike never frowned. “But you would like to be a musician, wouldn’t you?”


Even though she couldn’t have been more than four, Keira knew that the answer was yes.


“So, what will you play? Guitar? Flute?”


Keira had looked around the church, her eyes drawn—as they always were—to the scuffed baby grand that squatted next to the dais. She’d pointed at it, the keys smiling back at her with their chipped-tooth grin.


“That’s a wonderful choice,” he said, giving her ponytail a gentle tug. “You’ll make a remarkable pianist.”


“But we don’t have a piano, Uncle Pike.” As young as she was, she knew that she couldn’t play something she didn’t have.


“You will, baby girl,” he’d promised her. “When the time comes, you will.”


And then not even a year later, Pike had died.


Afterward, her mother barely sang “Happy Birthday,” much less Italian arias. She’d given up church choir for extra hours doing medical transcription.


The only music left in the Brannon house came from Keira. She couldn’t imagine giving up her music for some crappy job and crappy house in Sherwin. Sometimes, she wasn’t sure her mother could really imagine it either.


Keira watched her, toying with the remains of her dinner. “You really never even skipped a lunch because you were practicing?”


Her mother pushed away her plate. “My stomach would get sour and twisty if I did. It made my voice funny.” She cleared her throat. “So. Do you have homework, or are you going to practice?”


“Homework,” Keira admitted.


Her mother stacked their dishes. “Well, get to it. I know you want to get back to the piano tonight.”


That was the best thing about her mom: She understood how badly Keira needed music. She didn’t push Keira. Keira pushed herself. Her mom got out of the way and let Keira play.


Keira escaped to her room. Folding herself up on her bed, she glanced down at her sleeve—the hole stared at her like an accusing eye. She stripped off her shirt, and then hesitated, the wad of fabric dangling from her fist. It was her favorite. And there wasn’t exactly money lying around to run out and buy another one. But every time she looked at it, she knew she’d see Mr. Seever’s disappointed face and feel Jeremy and his cigarette pressed up against her.


With a sigh, she dropped it into the trash and pulled on an old sweatshirt before getting out her history textbook.


She’d only flipped through a couple of pages when the phone rang, and Keira leaned over to answer it, grateful for an excuse to put off her homework.


“Hey,” Susan said. “Are you busy?”


“I was going to start on the misery of that history project, but I just—”


“Don’t care?” Susan finished.


“Exactly.” Keira shoved the book away and rolled over onto her back.


“So, how was the rest of your afternoon? Did you get home okay? I was kind of worried. It’s not every day you get branded by Jeremy Reynolds and fired in the same afternoon.”


“Thanks for reminding me. I’m fine.”


The sound of Mrs. Kim harping at Susan crackled across the phone line. Even though Keira couldn’t understand a word of Korean, irritation and suspicion had the same timbre in any language.


“Yeah, Mom. I’m getting to it,” Susan huffed.


Keira heard Susan’s bedroom door snap shut.


“Sorry,” Susan sighed. “Did you know they immigrated here to give me a chance at a better life and I’m wasting it on the phone while she works her fingers to the bone?” Her voice was soaked with sarcasm.


“Actually, I think I have heard that somewhere before.” It was pretty much the way Mrs. Kim started every conversation she had with Susan.


“Well, at least it was you I was talking to. If it’d been Tommy, she would have hung up the phone herself.”


Susan had been dating Tommy for almost two months and her parents were still suspicious of the whole thing. Susan spent as much time worrying about how to get around her parents’ dating rules as she did actually dating Tommy. Keira couldn’t imagine spending that much time on a guy.


Walker leapt to mind. Keira rubbed a hand across her eyes as if she could erase his image and then sat up suddenly. “Hey, you buy your music at Take Note sometimes, right?”


“Sure, why?”


“Have you ever seen anyone—I mean, besides Mr. Palmer—working there?”


“Someone like who?” Susan sounded confused.


“A guy. Like, a guy our age. Curly hair, leather wrist cuffs, accent?” She hesitated.


“Cute?” Susan asked.


Keira closed her eyes, picturing Walker, his dark eyebrows drawn together in concentration as he stared at the ancient cash register. The curve of his shoulder beneath his flannel shirt. The gray of his eyes. “Yeah,” she admitted. “Cute.”


“No, I haven’t,” Susan said, “but I’d sure as hell love to see a guy that even you will admit is cute. Maybe we should stop by. My flute teacher’s after me to find something with ‘wow-factor’ for state—like that’s somehow going to help me.” She snorted. “You wanna go with me tomorrow afternoon? Is he cute enough to go to a movie with?”


“You know I don’t date.” Keira’s voice was harder than she’d meant it to be.


“I know,” Susan sighed. “But can you blame me for wishing you did? God, that’s one of so many reasons Jeremy should act normal for once. Then we could go on a double date together and my mother might not follow me to the theater and sit in the back, making sure I act like a ‘good girl.’ ”


The Movie Theater Incident was what had made Susan so determined to date Tommy in spite of her parents’ old-fashioned rules. Keira tried to picture Susan and Tommy sitting in a dark theater, holding hands, while she and Jeremy shared a bucket of popcorn.


Only it wasn’t Jeremy she imagined herself with. It was Walker.


It should have seemed ridiculous. Instead, it sent a tingle through her.


And what? You’d miss three hours of piano practice while pretending you didn’t see Tommy and Susan slobbering all over each other? Come on, Keira.


She sucked in a breath and shook out her hands. “After he put his cigarette out on me, there’s no way I’d even speak to Jeremy, much less go on a date with him. I’ll absolutely go with you to Take Note, though. I got some new music today, and I know we can find something there that—” She started to say, That you can play, but there was no reason to rub it in. “That’ll impress the judges.”


“As long as it’s not too hard,” Susan hedged.


“Yeah, yeah, I know. Hey, I should probably go—if I don’t get started on this poster for history, I won’t be able to practice any more tonight.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow?”


“Yep,” Keira said. She stared at the textbook in front of her and wished she were looking at her new music instead. “Tomorrow.”


She hung up and stretched out on the bed. The remembered sounds of the sonata rang in her ears, and while she listened, she saw Walker’s gray eyes staring back at her from her thoughts. She tried to see the notes instead, but no matter how much she worked at it, his eyes were still there, watching her from behind the music.





Chapter Four


WHEN SHE WOKE UP, the clock on her nightstand said that it was three in the morning. Groggy, Keira sat up and looked at the textbook still splayed open on her bed. Crap. How could she have fallen asleep without doing any of her homework? She couldn’t let her grades slip any lower.


Cursing, she slid off the bed and stumbled down the hall toward the kitchen in search of a snack. She needed something that would keep her awake long enough to write a limerick about 1930s politics that Mrs. Eddiston would deem worthy of a passing grade.


The bluish glow of the streetlight filtered in through the window, giving her barely enough light to see. On the counter next to the sink sat a single, lonely piece of fruit. A puddle of shadow surrounded it, like a spotlight in reverse. It looked like a banana, except the skin was as red and shiny as an apple’s.


Great. Dad’s shopping at the fancy grocery store again.


Her mother would have a fit—she was always griping about Keira’s dad’s “champagne tastes.” Exotic food wasn’t in the budget.


Keira reached for the fruit, but her fingers wouldn’t close around its smooth skin. They curled in on themselves, as though she’d grabbed at empty air. She blinked hard, clearing the last of the sleep-fog from her eyes. There was definitely something on the counter. She could see the stem, the bruised spot along one side. She reached for it again, her fingers slipping through the pool of inky shadow.


Her heart twisted in her chest. Something was wrong. Really wrong.


She grabbed for the fruit one more time, hoping it was all a dream. An optical illusion. A mistake.


The overhead light flicked on, flooding the kitchen with its glare, and Keira barely managed to bite down on a shriek before it escaped her mouth.


“Keira? What are you doing up? It’s the middle of the night.” Her father stood squinting in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. His face was marked with ridges from the throw pillows. He was sleeping on the couch. Again.


“I fell asleep before I finished my homework,” she said. “I needed a snack to wake up enough to do it.”


She gestured at the counter, which was empty and worn and scratched. There was no weird fruit. No weird shadows, either. It had all disappeared.


Her father scratched at his stubbly chin. “Well, hurry. I don’t want you exhausted tomorrow. You don’t get enough sleep as it is. It makes me worry, you know.” He shuffled back into the living room, not even bothering with any pretext of going back into the bedroom.


Her empty stomach forgotten, Keira walked over to the light switch. She flipped off the light and stared at the counter while her eyes adjusted to the dark. The shadow was gone. The fruit was gone.


It was never there in the first place, she reasoned. A trick, like some sort of eyestrain. Or migraine. Maybe I was sleepwalking or something.


She clung to all of the rational explanations, ignoring the sense-memory in her fingers of the cool, liquid dark of the shadow.


It. Was. Just. A. Fluke.


Limericks. That’s what I need to be thinking about.


Keira walked back to her safe, normal, lamp-lit room. On the bed, her history book waited. When she reached for the cover, it was smooth and hard beneath her hand. Solid. Normal.


It was the only time Keira could ever remember feeling relieved to open a textbook. With a sigh, she settled down and started to read.


•  •  •


“He might not be working today,” Keira warned Susan. In front of them, Take Note’s glass door shone in the almost-warm March sun. “It’s not like he told me his schedule or anything.”


“I know. But if he is here, I can force you to flirt with him. And if he isn’t, I can still tell my flute teacher that I looked for some music. It’s win-win, really.”


Susan opened the door and Keira stepped in behind her, scanning the shop for Walker. Her shoulders fell when she saw Mr. Palmer sitting behind the counter, a catalog open in front of him and listening to the classical station on the bent-antennaed radio.


You will not be disappointed that some random guy isn’t here. Keira gave herself a mental slap. She shouldn’t have come. She shouldn’t even have told Susan about Walker. She should be home practicing, like the rest of the people who were applying to Juilliard.


Mr. Palmer’s wrinkled face, all jowls and disapproval, softened when he caught sight of Keira. “Oh, hi,” he said. “You need help?”


“No thanks—just looking today.”


Susan headed to the far corner of the store, disappearing behind a stand of instrument cases and special cleaners for brass and ivory.


Mr. Palmer made a gruff noise somewhere between a grunt and a cough. “Well, don’t be getting things out of order,” he warned her.


“We won’t,” Keira promised, following Susan.


Susan stood in front of a wobbly bookcase stuffed with bound music. Her lower lip was pushed out into a pout. “I’m never going to find anything in here,” she complained.


“You will,” Keira promised. “Because I’m going to help you. Come on.” She lowered herself to the floor and grabbed a stack of music. “Let’s get started.”


The two of them flipped through the pages, laughing quietly over some of the stranger pieces—the idea of “Flight of the Bumblebee” on the saxophone was beyond ridiculous.


“Hey, this might be something.” Keira leaned over to show Susan the plain white cover with the name “Syrinx” and a flute on it. “Listen.” She flipped the book open and began to whistle the melody. It was simple and haunting.


“Do you really think I can play that?” Susan wrinkled her nose. “It sounds . . . hard.”


Keira gave her a pointed look. “You can play it, you’ll just have to practice. It’s not that you’re not good enough, Suz, it’s just that you want the flute to get better all by itself.”


Once upon a time, Susan had matched Keira’s practicing minute for minute. But then Susan had discovered French club. And guys. And all sorts of other things that took up her time while Keira still logged hour after hour on the piano.


Before, they’d talked about going to Juilliard together. Now Susan talked about going to a school near Juilliard, so they could visit each other. Seeing how fast Susan’s dream had evaporated only made Keira cling more tightly to her own, afraid that all her hard work would vaporize if she so much as looked away from it.


Susan tugged at the end of her braid. “I know I don’t practice enough. You’re right. Sometimes I wish I could give up music—focus on my grades and French club and hope that’d be enough to get me into a decent college. I’m not ever going to be a pro. Not like you will be.” She took the book out of Keira’s hands. “But you know my parents would kill me if I ended up at a state school, and I need the extracurriculars.” She looked down at the music. “At least this one sounds pretty. I’d better go pay before Mr. Palmer accuses me of illegally memorizing music or something.”


“I’ll put the rest of it back,” Keira said. “That way, if I mis-shelve something, he won’t blame you.”


“He’d still blame me,” Susan said, ducking her head as she slung her messenger bag over her shoulder. “You can’t do any wrong according to him.”


Keira turned back to the bookshelf, listening to Mr. Palmer’s grumpy exclamations as he put aside his crossword to ring up Susan’s music. The grumbling increased when Susan pulled out a credit card instead of cash.


“Hey.” Walker knelt down next to her.


Keira stared at him. His unexpected presence made the world feel suddenly unsteady, like she’d stepped onto a boat without realizing it.


“Where did you come from?”


“Well.” He cleared his throat. “It all started when my great-great-great-great-grandfather became dissatisfied with the options available to him and decided to go make a new life for himself.” His accent made the words dance.


“Smart-ass.”


His eyebrow arched, pleased, and he leaned across her to pick up a score. A row of inky dots circled his bicep, right below the sleeve of his T-shirt. The sight of them made Keira shiver in warning. They looked like the mark she’d seen on his wrist the day before—unusual, somehow. Like they were under his skin. Like they’d come from inside him, instead of being tattooed on.


Walker stacked the scores, tapping them against the floor and snapping Keira out of her uneasy reverie. She was suddenly all too aware that she’d been staring.


“Do you come in here just to mess up the music, or what?” he asked.


His arm brushed against hers and the hair on the back of Keira’s neck stood up. “I’m pretty sure I know the filing system at least as well as you do,” she countered. Behind them, she could hear Susan arguing with Mr. Palmer about whether or not she had to sign two copies of the receipt.


Walker smirked at her. “Maybe. Wanna bet?”


Keira stared back at him, her competitive streak glowing inside her. “Sure.”


“Fine. Loser buys coffee,” he said.


Oh, hell. Is this just some way to ask me out?


There was a gleam in his eye that dared her to refuse.


“I don’t date,” she said, reaching for her bag. Even as the words came out of her mouth, she hated them. It sounded so final, but she’d never had trouble saying it to anyone else who’d asked her out.


“It’s not a date,” he said firmly. His full lips twitched like he was trying not to smile. “It’s a bet. But I’m flattered that you think of me that way. Unless you’re actually worried you might lose?”


His confidence made her want to stomp her foot like a frustrated kid.


“Fine. Movie scores—how are they filed?” she practically spat the question at him.


“Alphabetically,” he said.


Triumph spread through her, sweet and forbidden.


“Ha! Wrong. They’re—”


“By composer,” he interrupted. “Alphabetically by composer. Since the music’s the most important part of the movie, the composer’s more important than the title.”


“Mr. Palmer’s cinematic hierarchy.” Keira grimaced. Walker was right. “It’s your turn, then.”


“Raffi.” He said simply.


She wrinkled her nose. “Like—the children’s music guy?”


“Yep.” Walker leaned his head back against the shelves, eyeing her. Waiting.


It had to be a trick. Did he have a secret last name or something? Unless Walker assumed she’d leap to that sort of conclusion—that she was the sort of person who automatically overcomplicated everything.


Still, her only guess was the obvious. “Alphabetical. With the R’s.”


“Nope. It’s not here at all.” He smiled at her, victorious. “Didn’t you know? Mr. Palmer—”


“Hates kids,” she finished with a groan, thinking of the NO UNATTENDED CHILDREN ALLOWED! sign posted on the front door.


“Keira?” Susan called from the front of the store. “Are you ready?”


Mr. Palmer shushed her from his perch behind the counter.


“Uh, almost,” Keira called as quietly as she could.


“Miss Brannon!” Mr. Palmer protested. “Really! I’m surprised at you. This isn’t some sort of student union. Please keep it down.”


“Fine,” Susan huffed. “I’ll wait for you outside, Keira.”


Susan was the one who’d been dying to meet Walker, but she’d never see him back here behind the instrument-case display. Now Keira’d gotten herself roped into having coffee with him, and Susan had missed the whole thing.


I should have known this wouldn’t go well. I should have just gone home to practice. Damn!


Walker stared at her intently. His eyes met hers and the last of his teasing bravado slipped off his face. He stood up, his body a few inches too close to hers, but Keira didn’t back away. She had to tilt her head up to see his face. It made her want to buy a pair of high heels, so they’d be even again.


“I expect you to make good on our wager, Keira Brannon.” His gaze was dangerous and delicious at the same time. “Did you realize that your eyes are exactly the color of espresso?” he asked slowly, reaching out a careful finger to trace the hollow curve below her eye.


There didn’t seem to be any air left for her to breathe. “I don’t drink coffee,” she managed to choke out. “And I don’t go out with guys whose last names I don’t even know.”


“Andover.” His hand lingered by her face. “It’s Walker Andover. And I don’t mind that you don’t like coffee. There must be something you want?” The curve of his lips said that he intended every bit of the double meaning in his words.


“Tea,” she whispered. “And that’s all.”


“Tea. I’ll remember that.” He leaned in close. The smell of him, peat smoke and flint, wrapped around her, invisible and as heady as ether. She couldn’t think.


Walker watched her. His eyelashes were black as coal and close enough to count. “Friday? Three thirty? There’s a diner around the corner from here—I’m pretty sure they have tea. I’ll meet you.”


“Okay—fine,” she stammered, struggling to regain the self-control she was always so proud of. She wrapped her arms around her middle protectively. “But only because I owe you, and I don’t like owing people.”


“Good enough for me.” He smiled a lazy smile. A waiting smile. “For now, at least.”


The front door clanged. “Keira? Are you coming or what?” Susan sounded distinctly irritated.


“Yeah.” Keira ducked under Walker’s arm. “I’m coming.”


“See you Friday,” he said, turning back to work like nothing had happened.


With a disgruntled snort, Keira turned on her heel and headed for the door, barely pausing to say good-bye to Mr. Palmer, who gave her a grudging wave in response.





Chapter Five


“IT’S ABOUT TIME!” SUSAN stormed off in the direction of the parking lot. “You’d think it was the freaking Smithsonian in there, the way that old man acts! I don’t know why you shop there at all. And what took you so long?”


“I was talking to Walker,” Keira said, hating the way her lips tingled when she said his name. Two days in a row, he’d managed to set her internal compass spinning like a merry-go-round. She kicked a loose chunk of blacktop in frustration.


“You—there was no one else in there!” Susan protested.


Keira jammed her key into the driver’s-side door, unlocking it. “There was,” she said. “He appeared out of freaking nowhere when you went up to pay for your music. And then he baited me into meeting him for coffee. His ego is the size of Montana.”


Susan flopped into the passenger seat, clutching her bag like a shocked old lady. “You have a date with him?” Susan turned and looked through the rear window.


“What are you doing?”


“Checking for the four horsemen of the apocalypse.”


Keira jammed the gearshift into drive and the transmission whined in response. “It’s not a date. I have a score to settle. He made me a bet that he knew Take Note better than I do, and I lost. You know how I feel about owing someone.” What she didn’t mention were all the other feelings Walker stirred up in her.


Susan let out a long, slow whistle. “So, when are you going to go out? Because what I really want to know is when we can all go out together. You’ll be my chaperone. Jeremy’s going to be supergluing his little heart back together but hey, any date without my parents is a good date, right?”


“Yes! That’s it! I’m not going to see him alone. You’ll come with me. And Tommy, too! You can have a momless date, and Walker’ll get the coffee I owe him and that’ll be all. It’s perfect. Friday afternoon, okay?”


“Friday? I can’t. I have my flute lesson. And besides, I think you need to see him alone first. Otherwise, what if he thinks the coffee is just a friends thing? He might, if all four of us are there.”


“That would be fine with me,” Keira said.


“God. If I’d known you were up for something like that, I would’ve forced you to say yes to Trevor when he asked you to go to the Valentine’s dance last month.”


Keira opened her mouth, but she couldn’t find the words to explain that nice guys—like Trevor Benson, who asked her out every couple of months, even though she rejected him each time—made her even more desperate to get away from Sherwin for good. Nice guys made it easy not to date, but though she hated to admit it, Walker was making it really, really difficult.


It’s not a date, she reminded herself. It was a bet.


“When I’m a famous pianist, then I’ll think about finding a boyfriend,” Keira finally said. “But I’m not doing anything to ruin my chances at getting out of here, and dating’s just—”


“A distraction,” Susan finished for her. “You sound exactly like my mother when you say that. If I was half as driven with my schoolwork as you are with your piano, I’d be valedictorian by now.”


“You don’t need to be valedictorian. You’re going to get into a good school and make your parents happy, and then go to law school and be a massive success,” Keira insisted.


“Damn, do I hope you’re right.” Susan slumped down in the seat next to her. Keira had enough determination for both of them. Neither of them were going to spend their lives in this decaying town.


She didn’t care what she had to give up.


•  •  •


Over the next two days, Keira practiced even more than usual. She ignored the memory of Walker’s smile, playing until her legs went numb from sitting at the piano for so long—until her mind was nothing but a wash of notes and tempos, her only emotions dictated by the mood of the music.


By the time she’d gotten herself back under control, Keira was exhausted. Friday morning, she overslept. Both of her parents left the house early on Fridays, and neither of them had bothered to wake her.


She leapt out of bed and yanked on the jeans and gray sweatshirt that were slung over her desk chair, pulled her hair up into a sloppy ponytail, and raced down the hall. She grabbed her bag and a granola bar, and hoped like hell the car would start. On the third try, after she’d smacked the dashboard in frustration and sworn at the engine, it did.


The halls were silent as she tore down them, praying that her English teacher would understand, just this once. Keira took a deep breath, trying to slow her galloping pulse before she eased open the door.


Her eyes were drawn to the thin shadow that ran underneath the door. Nothing else had a shadow in the fluorescent light. Especially not a midnight-colored one. The shadow on the counter the other night leapt into her head. This cool, dark slash of nothingness looked exactly the same. A horrible, nagging voice inside wondered if she was imagining this, too.


Keira bent down, her long fingers shaking as they closed in on the black patch. Right before her fingertips crossed the edge of the shadow, she felt a sudden jerk on her wrist, like something was tugging her into the blackness. The sensation sent her stomach plummeting.


Keira yanked her arm back as the door swung open, and she barely managed to keep herself from tumbling headlong into the classroom. Without the cover of the door, the shadow that had seemed so solid evaporated into nubby, district-issue carpet beneath her knees.


“Nice of you to join us, Miss Brannon.” Mrs. Garcia towered over her, a piece of chalk clutched in her hand. “Perhaps you’d like to take a seat instead of listening at the door?”


Keira slipped into her seat, ignoring the snickers around her.


“Okay, let’s start with Arthur Miller.” Mrs. Garcia scanned the room.


Keira started tapping out the sweeping opening notes of the Allegretto movement she’d been working on. She was too jittery after her dash to school to focus on a boring lecture about “the changing face of theatre.” She’d catch up later.


Maybe.


After class, she ducked into the bathroom to see how disastrous her hair really was and wash her face. The rough brown paper towels left her cheeks pink. Keira smoothed back her ponytail with damp fingers, hoping that it would pass as “artfully messy.”


Susan bounded into the bathroom and stopped short when she saw Keira.


“Well, there you . . . whoa. You look—are you okay?”


Keira looked in the mirror and saw the black circles that ringed her eyes and the way her water-spattered shirt hung shapelessly from her shoulders.


“Yeah, I just overslept,” she said. “I’ve been working on this new piece of music and—”


“Are you still meeting Walker this afternoon?” Susan interrupted.


Keira closed her eyes. In the hurry of the morning, she’d finally done what she’d been trying to do all week: She’d forgotten about Walker.


“Uh, yeah, I guess I am.” she said. She mentally counted the money in her backpack, wondering whether she had enough to pay for his coffee. Buying the new music had used up most of her cash. She’d have to see if she could scrounge some change from between the seats of her car or something.


“You don’t sound very excited.” A note of disappointment rang in Susan’s voice.


Keira leaned back against the cool, hard porcelain of the sink. “I know. I’m not. Listen, once I’ve paid my debt to him, I really, really don’t have any plans to see him again.”


Susan’s face fell. “One double date wouldn’t kill you.”


“You’re right. The thing is, I don’t want to spend three weeks convincing him that I’m too busy to see him again, afterward. I’m sorry, Susan.” The first bell rang. “You’re going to be late, you know.”


Susan shot a last glance at the clock. “Who cares?” Her voice was glum, but her steps were still quick as she swept past two sophomores, who came rushing in amid a flutter of giggles. With a last, hopeless glance in the mirror, Keira pushed her way out the door.


And crashed smack into Jeremy Reynolds’s shoulder.


Jeremy grunted in surprise and his eyes flashed sparks. But when he realized who had run into him, the sparks turned into a flame-lit smile.


“Keira.” He looked at her hair. “Are you doing the bed-head thing on purpose, or did you oversleep?” He leaned in as he laughed and Keira automatically stepped back, maintaining the distance between them. Something about the way he smiled at her was a shade too sweet.


“Just overslept, actually. Sorry—I’ve gotta get to class, Jeremy. If I’m late, I’ll get detention.”


The second bell rang, as though time itself was trying to get her out of the conversation.


“I’d hate to think of you wasting your time in the holding cell they call detention. I can think of way better things for you to do.”


Keira couldn’t hide her shock fast enough.


Jeremy blushed. “Like your piano, I mean. It would be stupid for you to miss that for detention.”


Something about his sudden attention and concern made her want to tell him that she had a date after school thankyou-verymuch. If Susan hadn’t already. Which she probably had.


And anyway, it’s not a date. I’m paying a debt. That’s all.


“Yeah. Thanks. I’ve really gotta go,” she said again, trying to skirt Jeremy. He caught the strap of her bag as she passed, and her neck snapped around painfully as she jerked to a stop.


“Ow! Jeremy, what the—?!”


“Oh. Sorry. I wanted you to know that I’m going over to Tommy’s after school. I think Susan’s coming by after her flute lesson. You should come too. It would be fun.” He was looking at her like she was a carnival prize and he had a pocket full of quarters.


What was his deal?


“That’s sweet.” She peeled his fingers off the strap of her bag.


“Awesome! I’ll be there about three—”


She interrupted him. “It’s really nice of you to offer, but I have plans. The three of you have fun, okay?”


Before he could grab her again, Keira darted down the hall. She’d never been so relieved to get to math class. On top of everything else, it looked like she was going to spend the afternoon dodging awkward invitations from Jeremy.


One more reason to wish that the day would hurry up and end.


When it finally did, though, she kind of wished it hadn’t.





Chapter Six


KEIRA STOOD IN FRONT of the diner at exactly three thirty, with seven dollars and twenty-three cents in her pocket. The angle of the sun kept her from seeing who was inside. Even though she didn’t have the slightest idea what sort of car Walker might drive, it didn’t stop her from scanning the tiny parking lot, looking for something that fit him.
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