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CHAPTER ONE


“I SHOULD HAVE DIED.


I was supposed to die.


Except I didn’t—someone else did.


And now I’m living on borrowed time with a borrowed heart just thump-thump-thumping away.


The problem with all this borrowing?


You begin to forget what part of you is actually, well, you.”


[image: image]


The video freezes on a particularly unattractive expression where I look like I’m about to sneeze or fart or, horror of horrors, simultaneously do both. If I were going to post this, I’d definitely need to pick a less humiliating final frame.


But I’m not going to post this video. I knew that before I even hit record.


An incoming call lights up my phone. Before I answer, I save the video to my drafts folder with all my other unposted clips, sixteen weeks’ worth of me rambling about my new so-called life.


When I hit accept, Chloe’s face fills the screen.


“You do it, yet?” She jumps right in like we were already mid-conversation. Chloe’s never beaten around a bush in her life. I guess that’s one of the first things to go when you’re slapped with an expiration date. No time for formalities.


I shake my head. Chloe groans, her voice filling my room even though she’s six hundred miles away on the California coast, sucking up that salty sea-level air, trying to eke out a little more life.


“Sydney Wells, don’t make me crawl through this phone and post that video for you.” The oxygen cannula stuck up her nose tells me it’s been a bad night. I know Chloe better than to ask about it. “We’re supposed to be running this account together. I need you.”


That’s a stretch. Chloe’s the force behind TheWaitingList, our YouTube channel, where she posts videos of what it’s like to live on a transplant list with a crappy heart. She’s honest about it—raw—and also hilarious, which is why we have almost twenty thousand subscribers. She’s pretty much a celebrity in the transplant world.


I used to post, too. But now it feels, I don’t know, weird. But then again, what doesn’t these days?


“It’s called TheWaitingList, Chlo. And maybe you didn’t hear but”—I tug my shirt collar down below my clavicle, barely enough to reveal the top of my scar. It’s healing beautifully, Dr. Russell says, but it’s still purply red enough to have some serious shock factor—“I’m not waiting anymore.”


I feel Chloe’s eye roll all the way from Cali.


“Hello? That’s kind of the whole point,” she says. “You’re the success story people need to hear.”


Chloe leans in close to the camera. Her lips are blue tinged and her eyes have a purple cast beneath them, little semicircles of sleep she didn’t get. She definitely pulled an all-nighter.


The guilt sets in quick. Here I am complaining about post-transplant life, and she’s sucking oxygen through the equivalent of a crimped straw. This is why I can’t post any of my videos: I’m the one who lived.


I have no right to grief.


“Our fans are starting to wonder,” she whispers.


“Wonder what?”


“If you died.”


“Well, as you can see, I didn’t.”


She leans even closer so she’s one big old eyeball.


“Debatable.”


In the bottom of the screen, a face I don’t recognize looks back at me. Our viewers probably wouldn’t recognize me, either. Before the transplant, my face was thin, no, gaunt. My lips had the same perma-blue hue Chloe’s do now. Near the end, I couldn’t go more than ten minutes without my oxygen. Now I’m pleasantly plump, as Mom would say. Dr. Russell calls it moonface, a way-too-cutesy term for how the prednisone makes my face an overstuffed balloon.


“What am I even supposed to post about?” I say. “I’m hardly inspirational. I’m seventeen and have zero idea what I’m doing with my life, and zero friends unless you include my parents. And you barely count.”


“Rude,” Chloe says.


“You know what I mean. It’s not like we can just get together and hang out at the . . . wherever normal people hang out.”


“Normal people?” she echoes, but her grin tells me she’s messing with me.


“I’m just saying, I have no life worth posting about. At the moment, I have exactly two hobbies.” I hold my fingers up to count dramatically in the screen. “One: very slow, old-lady walks around the cul-de-sac with my aforementioned best friends slash parents—”


“Which sounds pretty great,” she mutters, and a stab of guilt goes through me.


“And two,” I continue, “reading local obituaries.”


Chloe frowns. “You’re still doing that?”


“Maybe.”


“I thought you found her? The girl from that small town?”


I nod. “I’m like ninety-nine percent sure. But it doesn’t hurt to keep checking.”


Chloe sighs out long and low.


“You need to come back to Broken Hearts Club,” she finally says, matter-of-factly. “Oh my gosh, last week, Josh, you know, the liver kid? He was going on and on about how he’s going to die without having sex, and I swear I almost banged the kid just to shut—”


A coughing attack hits Chloe before she can finish. She gives me a thumbs-up but then moves the screen away from her face. I can hear her hacking off camera. Her heart may be failing, but it’s her lungs that feel it. And her fits are getting worse. They’ve been getting worse since I met her two years ago in the online transplant support group.


Our moms both enrolled us after they got worried we were becoming miserable teenage hermits. It’s all very Fault in Our Stars, except there are no hot boys with an affinity for metaphor. Oh, and also, those cancer kids weren’t sitting around waiting for the phone to ring because huzzah! Someone has died! You get to live!


We talk about waiting (which is every bit as tedious as it sounds), and we talk numbers: oxygen saturations and liver stats and how many people have to die before we get to the top of the list. And will they die in the appropriate mile radius in the right way with the right blood type and perfectly sized organ? Will someone else’s tragedy be my salvation?


It’s a bit morbid, if you ask me (which my mom did not before signing me up). But I did meet Chloe, so there’s that. She nicknamed the whole thing Broken Hearts (and Spare Parts) Club and made it almost bearable each week: Watching people get better, watching them get worse. Watching everyone move up and down the waiting list like a macabre game of musical chairs.


Because that’s what it is, isn’t it? A sick game of chance where winning means someone else loses. Big-time.


I haven’t been back to group since my surgery. I highly doubt anyone wants me there, lording my brand-spanking-new heart over their failing organs.


Chloe’s face reappears, flushed and sweaty. She takes a swig from the water bottle next to her. It’s the behemoth kind with a ribbed straw they give you in the hospital. I guess that’s another essential of life on the list: an impressive collection of hospital souvenirs.


“All I’m saying is, you did it, Syd. You’re here. That’s a good thing. Celebrate it.” A wide smile spreads across her face. “Speaking of which, I got an email from your mother. Something about a big day.”


She says big day with ample sarcasm. It’s my mom’s term, and the definition has grown egregiously generous in the last few years. First poop post-surgery? Big day! First walk around the cul-de-sac? Get some balloons! First clean heart biopsy? Let’s make a Chatbook!


And today?


Today, I’m leaving the house. Dr. Russell cleared me to drive a full month ago, but I’ve waited until I actually have somewhere to go. Somewhere important.


“So, whaddya gonna do?” Chloe asks.


I give Chloe a look, because she knows good and well what I’m going to do. I told her all about my big driving day plans last week. She shakes her head.


“No.”


“Yes.”


“Sydney. That’s a bad idea.” Her face is suddenly somber, a look she reserves for only her most serious disapproval.


And she’s right. I know she’s right. But for the past two years, I’ve lived with one thought: if someone doesn’t die soon, then I will. That messes with a person. Makes you think about what your life is worth—and who should die instead.


And then, someone does.


“Why can’t you just stalk her on social like, as you would say, a normal person does,” Chloe adds.


“I’ve looked. Nothing,” I say. “Hey, aren’t you the one who just said I need to get a life?”


“Yeah. Your own life.”


“Well, consider this my first step.” I return Chloe’s intense stare. “Who knows, maybe I’ll be so inspired that I’ll film an extensive and utterly compelling video telling all our followers about my big day out.”


Chloe’s lips form a tight line.


“I won’t hold my breath.” A little smirk plays at the corner of her mouth. “Even if I could.”


I laugh, and so does she. This is why we have so many followers—Chloe literally laughs in the face of death.


Before she hangs up, Chloe leans in one more time, until all I can see is her enormous eye.


“For real, though, Syd. The obits thing is weird enough, but this”—she pauses, to let the oxygen catch up to her or because she’s trying to find the right words—“just don’t get too close.”


“Cross my recycled heart and hope to die,” I say right before I hang up.


The screen goes blank. My room goes quiet.


Well, except for the thumping in my chest, in my ears, in every piece of me, my new heart just pumping away, steady and even and perfect like it always does.


One hundred thousand beats per day. In sixteen weeks, that’s 11.2 million beats.


Beats that should have been hers.


At least, I’m 99 percent sure it’s a her. And for the past four months, all I’ve had are questions. What kind of life did she have? What plans did she have for all the years I stole?


The questions rattle around in my brain pretty much constantly. First thing in the morning, last thing at night. With every borrowed beat.


Which is why Mom’s right, today is a big day. Not because I’m leaving the house for something other than a doctor’s appointment or a geriatric walkabout.


But because today, I finally get my answers.





CHAPTER TWO


MOM’S USING THE GOOD DISHES. THE BONE CHINA WITH the platinum band around the edge.


It’s part of her cherish-the-little-things plan. Celebrate every day. Use the fancy towels. Light the special candles. Pile the wedding china high with pancakes on a Tuesday.


“What am I saving these for?” Mom said the first time she brought the dishes down from the attic. It was a year ago, after Dr. Russell told me I was in a particularly craptacular spot on the waiting list—not sick enough to be a transplant priority, not healthy enough to make it past my teens.


“Today is the occasion,” Mom had announced that afternoon. “I’m tired of waiting.”


Life on the list can do that to a person.


I stand at the kitchen doorway for a second before entering. Dad’s reading a book of poetry while eating breakfast because of course he is. He lives and breathes all those dead poets, and he expects his students at the community college to do the same.


If today weren’t a big day, I’d be sitting next to him with one of my heart books. That’s what Dad calls the stack by my bed, a strange mix of medical texts about the human heart and rom-coms about teenagers, aka stories about all the stuff I’ve missed. I can’t get enough of all the tropes—fake dating and enemies to lovers and oh my gosh, there’s two of us and only one bed! I love it all. Chloe says my kissy-kissy books are boring. She likes dragons and sword fights and far-off made-up lands. I want real life—crushes and kisses and parties and, well, being a normal seventeen-year-old. That’s my fantasy.


I have my latest read, Love at First Bite—which promises ample will-they-won’t-they tension in some sort of bakery—tucked under my arm, trying to look as unsuspicious as possible. And I always have a book in case there’s a long wait at the doctor or Mom has to run into a store that’s too peopley for me.


I clutch First Bite while Mom lays out my morning pill parade next to my fancy plate. It’s quite the cocktail of antirejection drugs, steroids, antibiotics and vitamins, all designed to help my body play nice with my new heart.


I’m not out of the woods yet (as Mom and Dr. Russell love to remind me).


Dad reads some poem out loud to Mom while she counts pills, and seeing them there, a halo of morning sunlight encircling them, I seriously reconsider going out today. This house, my parents, they’ve been my whole world since eighth grade. That’s three years of just the three of us. And yes, I’m one part pathetic, two parts loser that my idea of a fun Friday night is a fiction read-a-thon or one of Mom’s black-and-white movies, but it’s nice. Safe. Familiar.


Dad glances up and sees me, teetering in the doorway. He raises his wineglass of orange juice in my direction.


“Big day,” he says with a wink.


“There she is!” Mom claps. “Hold it right there.”


She scurries into the kitchen and returns with the car keys and her phone. I pose for the shot with the key ring dangling off my finger, my book under my arm and my hobo bag slung over my shoulder. It contains the most important ingredient for today’s outing: my notebook.


It’s all a bit silly, really. You’d think it was my first time behind the wheel ever, not just since the transplant. Mom’s looking down at her photos. Already reliving this big day.


Satisfied, Mom motions for me to sit and stacks my plate with pancakes, if that’s what you can legally call these fiber-fortified whole-grain heart-healthy abominations. While I eat, my parents do that thing where they’re talking to me, but actually over me and each other.


Mom: So, what are your plans for today?


Dad: Car’s all gassed up.


Mom: You know who I ran into yesterday? Bree Bennet’s mom. Remember Bree? You used to be such good friends. Maybe you could go see her?


Dad: Checked the tires, too.


Mom: She was a nice girl. Maybe it’s time to reach out to your old friends, now that you . . . that things are looking up?


Dad: You got your license? And money, do you need more money?


Mom: Oh, I put hand sanitizer and Clorox wipes on the front seat. In case you go in somewhere. Do you think you’ll go in somewhere?


Dad: No crowds.


Mom: Or salads. Or sushi. Maybe don’t eat until you get home.


Dad: Andrea, the girl can eat.


Mom: (laughing a bit too high-pitched) Of course she can. It’s just Dr. Russell said that thing about foodborne infection.


Dad: Oh, please. She didn’t come this far to get taken down by a California roll. Right, Syd?


They’re both staring at me now. I swallow a bite of imitation pancake.


“I’m just gonna cruise around a bit. You know, take my new ticker for a spin.” I hold up my book. “Maybe stop and read somewhere quiet.”


It’s a lie. A small one. The perfectly harmless, white variety that’s a must for life on the list.


We’ve all gotten pretty good at them over the last three years. What’s meant to happen will happen. The doctors know what they’re doing. It’s all going to be okay. We slip the little half lies in without even thinking, anything to avoid looking directly at the truth.


Still, I don’t love fibbing to my parents. Even if it is for their own good. Because they would for sure agree with Chloe—my plans for this morning are not a good idea. And I’m not about to ruin this big day for them, or me.


“Well, nothing says freedom like a set of car keys and a book,” Dad says.


Mom frowns slightly. “Maybe it’s too soon, Mike.”


“Mom, everything’s going to be fine,” I say. “I know all the rules. No salads or raw fish or handshakes or people in general or exertion or skipping my afternoon pills. I’ll very responsibly enjoy my morsel of freedom, okay?”


Mom smiles but I can tell she’s still nervous. Before the transplant, her full-time job was getting me more years. Now she’s on a mission to make this heart last as long as possible. It’s a pretty tall order since my steroids make me vulnerable to every germ on the planet.


The longest anyone’s lived post-transplant is some dude in Canada who’s going on thirty-seven years with his new heart. I’ll be lucky if I get more than ten. Between all the possible complications and side effects, I’ve got a lifetime supply of Things That Could Kill Me.


“How about I take a mask?” I say, pulling one out of my bag even though Dr. Russell says I don’t need one anymore. It’s been years since I’ve been anywhere without one. Even before the transplant, I had to be careful—even the slightest sickness can get you suspended from the list. And what if the perfect heart comes up while you’re nursing a head cold? Not worth the risk.


Mom smiles, and her shoulders relax.


“A mask would help,” she says. “Got any bubble wrap in there?”


I pretend to be searching my bag.


“Nope. Just illicit drugs and condoms.”


“Not funny.” Mom throws her napkin at me and laughs.


“A little funny,” Dad says with a wink.


After breakfast, they follow me to the door. I get the don’t-want-to-go feeling again, and before it can take over, I give them both a quick hug.


“You guys,” I say. “I’m going for a drive. Not shipping off to war here.”


Mom hugs me a little too tight.


“I know, I know, it’s just . . .” Mom dabs at her eyes. “Well, it’s a big day, that’s all.”


Dad reaches out, grabs my hand, and gives it a tight squeeze.


“ ‘I carry your heart with me,’ ” he says quietly.


“ ‘I carry it in my heart.’ ”


I finish the line to the E. E. Cummings poem Dad has turned into our own little thing.


And then, I’m off.





CHAPTER THREE


DRIVING FEELS LIKE BREATHING.


Not the regular kind. The kind like when my lungs fully inflated after I woke up from surgery and a nurse pried the intubation tube from my throat, and I inhaled—really and truly inhaled—for the first time in years.


Breaths that filled me up so full and so fast, my body couldn’t contain all the air.


Air I didn’t even know I’d been missing. That’s what driving again feels like—inhaling the world after years of holding my breath.


I put the windows down and the radio way up. Dad’s classic rock station pumps songs I don’t know, but I don’t even care—the beat feels strong, and so do I. I stick my hand out the window and let the music and air flow through me.


The town of Cherry Hill flashes by my window. I cruise past the junior high I used to go to before I collapsed in eighth-grade gym class one day and never went back. Between all the doctor’s appointments and “bad days,” homeschool made a lot more sense.


I drive past the small-town hospital I used to go to before I got upgraded to Dr. Russell up in Salt Lake City. Past the Main Street ice shack where Dad used to buy me shaved ice as big as my head on hot July days. The community theater where Bree and I used to do the plays in the summer.


This town is full of used tos, even though I’ve been down the street the whole time.


It’s not like I never go out, but life on the list is a tightrope. Life on one side, death on the other, and you never know what might knock you off-kilter.


I slow down as I pass Randy’s Burger Joint. In eighth grade, it was the spot. The place you’d beg your parents to drop you off on the weekend unsupervised, which made you feel like a borderline badass. Nothing tastes as good as an unchaperoned Randy’s strawberry shake on a Friday night.


I wonder if my old friends still go there, or maybe there’s some new spot. Just because my world stopped spinning in middle school, doesn’t mean theirs did.


I cross Cherry Hill’s borders and hop on I-15, the long stretch of highway dividing Utah from top to bottom. It’s lined with small towns like mine, little rural map dots. At least Cherry Hill has the community college, but as I pull off onto an exit, I enter a town that’s little more than a roadway stop for gas and beef jerky on the way to somewhere else.


Rawlins Ridge.


Out my window, fields of cows roll by with the occasional house or mobile home between them. I pull over next to a barbed wire fence and get out my trusty notebook from my bag. On the last page, I’ve scribbled a note.




1036 W. Clawson St.


Rawlins Ridge


June 6


10 a.m.





I type the address into my GPS, and the computer-generated voice guides me turn by turn.


Turn right at the light.


Left past the railroad tracks.


Continue past the three-legged dog and the run-down building that maybe used to be a Denny’s.


After more than ten minutes driving down winding roads, I’ve passed only one other car and an old man sitting on his front porch, who waved as I went by.


But when I hit a string of cars parked just off the road, I slow way down. I turn off the radio and roll up my windows. Through the glass, I see a group of people huddled together beneath a tree. On either side of them, headstones pepper the green grass all the way back to the dusty brown foothills in the distance.


I squint a little in the sun to see if I can make out faces. Not that I’d know them anyway. But I do see a man and a woman who look kind of familiar. I open my notebook again and turn to a page where I’ve glued a newspaper clipping—a family photo of a girl with a boy and their parents standing behind, the same two people who are standing near the headstones now, the man’s arm slung loosely around the woman’s shoulders. She’s dabbing at her eyes. He looks like he wishes he were somewhere else.


And honestly, now that I’m here, so do I.





CHAPTER FOUR


I SHOULDN’T BE HERE.


I know this as surely as I feel my recycled heartbeat pounding in my ears.


I’m not supposed to be here.


And I mean that both in the existential sense and the right here, right now, at this cemetery with a huge poster of a girl who has long blond hair with thick purple streaks and green eyes staring at me next to the words HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MIA! I should not be walking toward this crowd of people who all loved the green-eyed girl. I should not be letting some random girl hug me and say, “Thank you for coming. It would mean so much to Mia.”


She nods at me solemnly, letting our shared grief do the talking for us. She has no idea that everything I know about Mia fits in my chest and the pages of my notebook—all the clues that led me here.


The girl gives me another sad smile. I wonder if she was friends with Mia. Maybe good friends. The kind who buy half-heart necklaces and spend Friday nights guzzling strawberry shakes? At least until four months ago.


My stomach feels sick.


I didn’t really think this part through, what it would feel like to meet her friends . . . her family. Plus I’m breaking about a million confidentiality rules being here. My transplant coordinator would have a fit.


Technically, I shouldn’t know anything about my donor except the basics: blood type, size, tissue match. But thanks to a nurse in my post-op room who thought I wasn’t awake yet, I also know that I’m, and I quote, “the luckiest girl in the world. Getting a heart from one town over? That’s like hitting the transplant lottery.”


After I got home from the hospital, I pretty much went full-on donor detective on this sucker. I read all the obituaries from the only two neighboring towns from two days before and after my transplant.


I had some other clues, too, because here’s the ugly truth: you have to die in the right way to be a donor. Your body has to keep going even if your brain doesn’t. And you have to die at the right time—preferably in the hospital, where the docs can get the organs into their new home before they go bad. Kidneys get thirty-six hours, those lucky bastards. A heart gets six, max.


All the clues led me to Mia. Died at the right time, in the right way, with the right heart, literally one town over? Chatty nurse was right: I got all the luck. I should invest in scratch-off tickets.


The girl who hugged me is embracing another girl now. They’re both crying. Big old boo-hoos that hang in the air. And the woman from the picture in the newspaper is crying, too, and I can see now that she’s standing in front of a small rock garden with a silver urn on a pedestal, waiting to be buried.


A little chill goes through me. Mia.


Yeah. Chloe was right, I should not have come. What did I think? I could quiz people about their dead friend AT HER POSTMORTEM BIRTHDAY PARTY?


At least I left my mask in the car (forgive me, Mom and immune system), so I don’t look totally out of place. Still, this was a bad idea. But before I can run back to my car, an older man gets up at a microphone and everyone is quieting down and I can’t leave without being super obvious. I decide to hang back. I’ll just observe—not get too close, like Chloe said.


No one has to know who I am.


The man at the mic says he was Mia’s history teacher. He talks about how she was a great—though unpredictable—student. How she thought deeply about the world. Maybe too deeply, he says, and everyone laughs.


One by one, more people go up to speak. It’s your usual memorial stuff: People cry, they recount moments with Mia, how she loved bubble gum ice cream and always had an opinion. How she could rock a ukulele.


I know some of this already from the newspaper articles I’ve read: Flash flood death of local 16-year-old shocks Utah town. But I make mental notes of every new morsel of information.


I can do this. I can totally do this. Get the info, get out, get on with my new life.


The boy from the family photo in my newspaper clipping takes the mic next. He looks a few years younger than the girl in the poster. Same blond hair (just shorter) and green eyes, except his are tinged pink around the edges.


“Today would have been my sister’s seventeenth birthday. . . .”


My chest tightens as he talks about how Mia was a gift to the world—to him. How her last gift was her own body.


“The doctors tell us six of her organs saved other people’s lives.”


My stolen heart skips a beat.


The thump-thump-thump inside me is deafening. I mean, I’m always aware of this foreign heart, but right now it’s everywhere. In my ears. In my throat. Throbbing through me with a force that leaves me with that familiar gasping-for-air feeling. What if everyone else can hear it, too? Or see the truth of who I am, why I’m here, written all over my face?


It’s one thing to talk about the pieces this girl left behind; it’s another to see the person who inherited them, in the flesh, just walking around living and breathing and waltzing into memorial services uninvited.


I inch back from the crowd, farther and farther until I’m outside the huddled circle. I consider making a mad dash back to my car, but it’s way too far.


That’s when I see it. A small doorway on my left. Without thinking, I duck into it and close the door behind me. I stand, eyes closed for a few seconds, trying to calm the heartbeat pulsing through me.


When I finally open my eyes, it’s dark.


And musty.


My eyes adjust slowly until I can see ROSE FAMILY MAUSOLEUM engraved on the stone wall.


Holy hell.


I’m in a freaking crypt. I have literally trespassed into someone’s final resting place.


I am on some sort of creeptastic roll today.


I turn and start feeling my way back to the door when a rustle behind me stops me cold. A voice from the shadows ricochets off the stone walls.


“So. You come here often?”





CHAPTER FIVE


THE VOICE MAKES ME JUMP. LITERALLY. MY HEAD SMACKS the low ceiling of the Rose family’s tomb.


“So tell me,” the voice continues. It’s deep, but in the dim light, I can only make out a shape in the far back of the house-like tomb, sitting on what looks like a stone bench. “Do you often find yourself hiding in graves?”


I half whisper to the shadows, “I’m not hiding.”


Another rustling sound is followed by footsteps. A boy a full head taller than me steps into the light spilling through a small window cut into the stone. His eyes are half-hidden by a camo baseball cap that can barely contain the dark hair spilling out from under it, and his hands are stuffed way down deep in his jean pockets. His boots, caked in mud, kick up all sorts of dust in this tiny space, making it hard to breathe again.


Or maybe it’s the way he’s looking at me, with a half smirk, like we’re in on a secret together.


“Okay, then tell me this,” he says. “Are you not hiding from the same thing I’m not hiding from?”


“Which is . . .”


“Them.” He tilts his head toward the window. Outside, still memorializing away, a girl is talking into the mic, well, sobbing, really. Her words are indiscernible.


“Hilarious.” He shakes his head and smiles, but it’s not a real smile. It’s the kind mom gives when Dr. Russell says my new heart might only buy me ten more years. Like the universe is making a sick joke. “They didn’t even know her.”


He turns his eyes on me.


“Did you?”


It’s part question, but mostly accusation.


“I . . . I’m . . .” I pause, trying to figure out how to explain exactly what I am. My mind spins through all the things I know about Mia from the obits and the news articles. Sixteen. One brother. Flash flood in a slot canyon the day before my transplant. Died the day of my transplant, no more than six hours before, to be precise. Didn’t someone mention a ukulele?


It’s better than the truth.


“We met in a group,” I say. “Online. For ukuleles.”


“Ukuleles?”


“Ukulele enthusiasts.”


The boy squints, inspecting me. I stand up straighter, adjusting my shirt to make sure my scar is covered and trying to seem as legit as possible, and also maybe like someone who plays the ukulele, whatever that looks like.


“I’m Clayton,” he says, still eyeing me.


And then, he holds out his hand. It hangs there a second between us while Mom’s voice in my head reminds me not to touch people. But I can’t not shake it, right? Not if I’m going to pull off this whole not-a-total-stalker/cemetery-trespasser vibe.


I shake his hand quick and commit to bathing myself in hand sanitizer later.


“Oh, yeah, um, Mia mentioned you.”


I don’t know why I say that.


“Well, Grave Girl, she most definitely did not mention you.” He loosens the tie around his neck. His shirt still has the crisp folding lines running longways down the fabric, and by the way he’s yanking at his tie, it’s clear he’s about as uncomfortable in his getup as I am at this morbid birthday party. “Where’d you say you were from again?”


“I didn’t,” I say. “But I live in Cherry Hill.”


He eyes me again.


“So tell me this. How is it that you’ve heard of me but I’ve never heard of you or this dubious online ukulele group—which, pardon my French—seems like a load of crap?”


I should probably cut my losses and run like hell. But I’m not going home empty-handed just because a boy with impeccable bone structure is making me jittery. Not before I find my answers.


“Well, do you play the ukulele?” I ask.


He’s staring at me like he has me, and my secret, all figured out. “No.”


“Well, there you go. It’s a pretty exclusive club.” I say this way more confidently than I feel.


He scrutinizes me again. After a second studying my big-fat-liar moonface, his face softens a bit. There’s something else, too—a look, full of a kind of distant nostalgia.


“Well, Mia and I were best friends since third grade. Also an extremely exclusive club.” He turns back to the window, blinking so hard he blinks away the momentary softness, too. His jaw tightens as the crying girl with the mic outside passes it off to someone else. “And it most definitely did not include these phonies.”


Her best friend.


Suddenly this tiny tomb feels impossibly small. And the heartbeat in my ears feels louder. Crap. I’m about to go all “Tell-Tale Heart” in here.


“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Clayton’s leaning toward the window, his mouth hanging open. A group of kids is standing by the urn now, singing an a cappella version of “Stand By Me.” This latest turn of memorial events is the last straw for Clayton’s already-strained relationship with his necktie. He rips it off in one angry motion.


“Oh, now they love her?” He flaps his tie toward the singers. “But when Mia auditioned last year, did they give her the time of day? And just look at him.”


He points to the man from the family photo. He’s dabbing at the corner of his eyes now, his arm still around the woman’s shoulders.


“Her dad?” I ask, kind of proud that I knew that one.


“Talk about hypocrites. Acting like father of the year?” His voice is getting louder, angrier. “All because she’s dead?”


He kind of yells this last word. It bounces off the walls of the mausoleum like a rubber ball, the final d ricocheting off the tiny plaques with the names of the deceased Roses.


He takes off his hat and rakes his fingers through his hair.


“Sorry, I—”


“No, no, it’s okay,” I say, and I’m about to add something empty and clichéd like you’re supposed to say at memorials of dead best friends, but I stop. He clearly thinks this whole birthday memorial is a joke. So, I do what Chloe would do—I laugh in the face of death. “It’s normal to be emotional. We’re in a very grave situation here.”


Clayton looks at me, wide-eyed.


“Did you just make a death joke?” he asks. “At my dead best friend’s birthday party?”


“Maybe?”


He takes a step back from me and scans me, top to bottom. I’m suddenly very aware that I’m wearing a skirt that probably went out of style when I said sayonara to life in eighth grade. And did I even brush my hair this morning?


I smooth down my hair as he stares at me.


“That is wildly inappropriate.” His eyes shift straight to mine, and his half smirk threatens to become a whole smile. “I can see why Mia liked you.”


The anger in his voice is gone now, replaced by something else. Something vaguely . . . flirty? So, okay, I’ll be the first one to admit that my flirt-o-meter needs some serious recalibration. Heart failure doesn’t leave a lot of time for breathless romance, so my experience on the matter comes exclusively from books like Love at First Bite. So, yeah, it’s probably in my head, but this Clayton kid is still looking at me with that jawline just casually being all chiseled from stone in a way that makes my stolen heart feel kind of, I don’t know, fluttery.


“I don’t remember you from the funeral,” he says.


“Wasn’t there.” I leave out the part about how it was because I was lying in a hospital bed after having my rib cage cracked open to remove my dying heart.


“Consider yourself lucky. Nothing but trauma groupies.” He hangs the tie limp around his neck and unbuttons the top button of his shirt. “To them, she was just a headline—a nobody girl from a nowhere town.”


I lean my arm against the cool stone. “She was somebody to me.”


It’s the truest thing I’ve uttered since I walked into this tomb. Clayton’s face softens slightly.


“So how come I never met you before?”


“Oh, uh, Mia and I never met in person. We always meant to. Just, I don’t know, ran out of time.”


He meets my eyes for a moment, and something passes between us, something real, as real as the heart beating like mad inside me.


He pulls a phone from his back pocket. “What’s the best way to reach you?”


The heart flutters go berserk.


“You’re asking for my number? Here?” I gesture to the stone walls around us. “Wildly inappropriate.”


He holds up his hands in defense.


“Whoa whoa whoa. Not sure what Mia told you about me, but I’m not some creeper who picks up girls at cemeteries.”


“Exactly what a creeper would say,” I reply, and if I’m being honest, my voice is vaguely flirty now, too. At least I think it is.


“Touché, Grave Girl. Touché.” He takes a step toward me. I have to lean my head back to look at him. From this close, I can see the freckles lining the bridge of his nose below his hazel eyes. “I’m asking for your number because if you were friends with Mia—”


“Which I was.”


“Right—since you were friends with Mia”—he raises his eyebrows at me for approval—“then you might be interested in something I’m working on. For her.”


Chloe’s warnings ring in my head: Be careful. Don’t get too close. I’m like 105 percent sure that giving my phone number to Mia’s best friend counts as way too freaking close.


But the heart inside me is skipping about in a way that’s new and weird and kind of amazing.


“Well, if it’s for Mia . . .” I type my number into his phone under the contact he’s started—Grave Girl. I hand it back. “It’s Sydney, actually.”


He looks down at me through the dark hair that’s fallen in front of his eyes. “Well, Sydney, you know what Mia would say about us hiding in here, right?”


I shake my head.


“That we’re chickenshit,” he says.


I fake a little laugh. “Classic Mia.”


I loathe myself.


“She’d say I ought to get out there and join the mob,” he says. “Show my support.”


“Yeah.”


“Soooo . . .” He draws out the word like he’s waiting for me to stop him. “I guess it’s time to return to the land of the living?”


“Guess so.”


He stops at the entrance to the tomb, the afternoon sun silhouetting him.


“Of all the graves in all the towns in all the world—”


“She walks into mine.” I finish the famous line from one of Mom’s favorite movies without even thinking. Clayton looks surprised.


“You know Casablanca?”


I shrug. “It’s a classic.”


“That’s what Mia says.” He pauses and his jaw clenches tight again. “Said. That’s what Mia said.” He shakes his head like he’s shaking off the past. “I didn’t think anybody else our age knew that old stuff.”


“Well, maybe I’m not just anybody.”


He touches the tip of his baseball cap in a mini salute and gives me an almost-grin that’s still tight, forced on his face. But his eyes seem like they mean it.


“No, Grave Girl, I don’t think you are.”


I linger inside the tomb, watching him rejoin the group. He hangs on the fringes, the brim of his hat pulled low, hands shoved back down into his pockets. All traces of even the most reticent smile vanished. I wonder why. What is he hiding from?


But mostly I wonder at what point my little white lies became actual lies. Like gigantic, shameless works of fiction.


Because I wasn’t friends with Mia.


I’ve never touched a ukulele in my life.


And also . . .


Clayton catches me staring and gives a little eyebrow raise in my direction. I sink back against the stone wall, my breath catching in my lungs.


And also, I’m only alive because that boy’s best friend is not.


Chloe was wrong—this isn’t just a bad idea.


It’s the worst one I’ve ever had.





CHAPTER SIX


THE FIRST TEXT COMES THE NEXT DAY.


I’m FaceTiming with Chloe when my phone dings, which is a little alarming since Mom and Dad are home, and Chloe is staring at me through the screen, and that’s pretty much my entire social circle.


But there it is, a text.




Infiltrated any burial grounds today?





This heart inside me does the same stupid little fluttery thing again as I swipe away the text from an unknown number. Now that I’ve had a moment to think, I’ve realized that I have zero business talking to this particular unknown.


“Who was that?” Chloe asks.


“No one.”


“You got a text from no one?” Chloe never lets me get away with little white lies.


“It was just this boy,” I say. “From yesterday.”


“A boy?” Chloe’s face is up tight to the screen in one second flat. “You told me about the crying girls and the brother’s transplant guilt trip and the pastures full of cows, but a boy? You did not mention that.”


I shrug. “It was nothing.”


“Sydney Abigail Wells. You. Spill. Now.”


I sigh, but saying no to Chloe is a losing battle. So I tell her about the whole embarrassing thing. How we met in the mausoleum. How he may or may not have been flirting. I try to imitate how he said I was wildly inappropriate.


“Definitely flirty,” Chloe decides. She’s smiling so huge I’m afraid she’s going to pop her cheeks. She gets her grin under control and feigns seriousness. “Now, I’ve heard rumors about these country boys, so I need you to answer this question with total honesty.” She pauses dramatically for a big sigh. “How tight were the jeans? Like spray-on, I-can-see-the-whole-enchilada tight or just snug enough that you get a solid mental picture of what they’re working with?”


“You have serious problems.”


“What? You know I have a thing for cowboys.”


“And surfers. And ski bums. And nerds with a hidden wild streak that only you bring out.”


“What can I say? I’m equal opportunity.” Her grin is back. Even with her oxygen tank and failing heart, she’s been on a bit of a boy bender this year. But me? I’ve never had a boyfriend or even a first kiss. I guess that’s how Chloe and I are different—she wants to go out with a bang; I started fading before time of death.


Chloe points at me again through the screen. “Now, next time you see this boy, FaceTime me in. I’ll assess the Levi’s situation myself.”


I shake my head. “Not gonna be a next time.”


“Sydney. He sent a text the next day. That means one thing: he is wooing you. Have you learned nothing from all those books of yours?”


I roll my eyes.


“First of all, we’re not in a rom-com. Nobody is wooing anybody.” I allow myself one more peek at the text from the unknown number. “Second, it’s complicated.”


“Life’s complicated, Syd.”


“No, you don’t—” I pause. “You don’t understand.”


“I understand that you came up with this whole seriously absurd scheme. I said you were being a major creeper, but you did it anyway, and now the situation has changed.”
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