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All foot covering must be removed. This practice is a requirement for successful entry and not merely a symbolic gesture of humility upon approaching a sacred space.

Stones or rocks serve as an indication of the border between this world and the Other. Additionally, the stones themselves may hold magical properties. (No doubt you have heard of the Spirit said to reside in all manner of natural and inanimate objects.)

Even scholars debate about that moment when the soul enters the body, the common notion being when the mother feels the first stirrings of life in her womb. The soul’s departure (death)—if such event should occur in the same physical space—creates a permanent fissure in the boundary.

As to the nature of the environment, the personal accounts are similar in describing a cold, mist-like substance. Reports one observer: “It was like the air itself had turned to liquid ice. And long after I returned, I could still sense the creep of it in my very bones.”
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Prologue


Three Months Ago


“Marsh.”


The light was bright. Glaring. I tried to turn my head, but a sharp tug locked me in place. Ugh! Something was clamped between my lips. It snaked down my throat, so I couldn’t breathe. I jerked my hands, wanting to claw whatever the hell it was away, but someone’s fingers curled around mine and held them down.


“It’s okay,” a voice said. “You’re okay, Marsh.”


“What?” But I could only grunt the word.


I forgot I couldn’t move my head, and I tried to turn again. Which freaking hurt. I couldn’t see anything but light. It seared my eyes so I shut them, but the light kept burning. I remembered light blazing like that . . . headlights . . . looming brighter, closer. My hands twitched and I felt my fingers still clamped around the steering wheel. Felt my feet pounding at the brakes. Saw him next to me—his mouth open, his eyes wide—as the light sliced his face.


A different voice said, “Marsh?”


I forgot I couldn’t talk, but I tried. “Guh?” I said. That hurt too. Everything hurt. My leg throbbed. My chest ached like some 250-pound defensive tackle had just slammed into it. But my head—God. The pain shot from the center of my skull and somehow also tunneled in from the outside—one all-encompassing, pulsating wound. Maybe I hit the windshield too?


His face was a slow-motion series of snapshots: Pissed off. Confused. Scared—


And just like that, I knew. Two seconds earlier I’d thought I was in pain. But that pain was nothing. Nothing. Because now I knew.


My brother was dead.
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Now


Every morning, I walk by Mrs. Hansel’s house and plan my break-in.


Today I think about kicking down doors, shattering windows. I have a one-second flash of myself climbing down the chimney. Which just shows how far gone I am lately.


I stop at the foot of the driveway and squint at the two lines of concrete that lead back to the unattached garage. A realtor was out here not too long ago, mowing the stubble of grass that runs down the center, clipping the bushes, yanking dead flowers out of the flowerbeds. I wonder if she forgot to lock up.


The house has a basement with an outside entrance. It’s where Mrs. Hansel kept her hedge trimmers. I’m thinking maybe I can sneak inside there, slip down the stairs before anyone sees me. Once, my brother and I broke into our own house that way. His idea. No way am I going to stand out here in the cold, he said. Dad’ll get over it. Big grin and he was already stomping his boot against the latch.


Before I can lose my nerve, I sprint toward the backyard, keeping in the shadows along the side of the house. The basement doors jut out from the ground like a storm cellar. When I give them a tug, they don’t budge. Without thinking, I kick the metal handles.


Shit! I have to grit my teeth to keep from yelling. I hop around on one foot, holding the throbbing one in my hands. I can’t deal with another injury right now. Shattered leg. Split forehead and chin. Bashed up nose. I’ve had enough battered body parts. But I instantly regret the thought. I’m the one left alive. Who the hell am I to feel sorry for myself? Anyway, my stupid foot isn’t broken.


The school bus rumbles around the corner and I hobble back up the driveway, and then half stagger down the street toward my stop. Big shocker, Lindsay and Heather are standing there yakking it up. “Hey, Marsh,” they drone in the same nasally tone.


I ignore them and tramp up the grooved bus steps, slick and cold under my bare feet. I plunk down in my usual seat, one foot still pulsing from that kick at the door handle.


Why am I such an idiot?


The bus jerks forward and we’re almost past Mrs. Hansel’s. I blink at the for sale sign in the front yard and wonder when they’ll be holding another open house.


They had one a few weeks ago, and I marched up the walk like I knew what I was doing—didn’t even ring the doorbell. You don’t have to during an open house. I strode right into the front room and made it halfway across, halfway toward the place where the hospice people had set up the bed.


The floor slants in that house, sloping down from the entryway over to the fireplace. I raised my bare foot, thinking that the floor slanted right where I wanted to go, like the house was leading me to the spot. For just a second, the bed was there again, the white blankets spilling over, Mrs. Hansel propped up, her thin body sinking into the pillows. I could see her bony finger shaking. I can make a thin space, she said. You’ll see. There’s going to be a thin space right here in this room.


But just as I was about to put my foot down, the realtor came around the corner from the dining room. I must’ve been grinning like a doofball because I could picture it, being whisked away. One second swaying on the tilted floorboards, the next second gone. Well, that would scare the living crap out of the realtor, to see me sucked out of the room.


Now, just thinking about how I blew my chance ticks me off all over again. I should’ve shoved past that lady and kept going, stepped in, pressed down—


The bus jolts to a stop in front of the school and I have to brace myself to face another day here. Remind myself why I’m doing it. What the point is.


This morning, it’s searching the gym. I’m covering the place diagonally today because it hits me that the up and down pattern I’ve been doing might’ve led me to miss some spots.


As far as thin spaces go, the gym has strong possibilities. You hear about it on the news: Kid passes out after a basketball game. A hidden heart problem. Never heard of it happening at Andover High, but hey, it could’ve. The school is old. My grandparents went here. Mrs. Hansel did too, now that I think about it. Occasionally women have strolled around here pregnant—which is the key detail and the thing that makes finding a thin space so freaking hard.


When Mrs. Hansel first told us about it, my brother and me, that was the sticking point. Or really, that was the part my brother kept circling back to. Last spring when Mrs. Hansel was just the weird old lady who lived down the street. We were only helping her to get our school-required service hours. Mow her lawn. Lug boxes out of the attic. And the whole time she was blathering about thin spaces.


They’re like doorways, according to Google, places where the wall between this world and the next one is thinner. Where the dead can come back. And where living people can enter the world of the dead.


But here’s the thing you can’t google: How to make a thin space. Mrs. Hansel told us it all came down to your soul leaving your body in the same spot it came through. That’s what makes a place thinner. She had it stuck in her head that her point of entry was the front room of her house, so that’s where she planned to die.


My brother had jumped all over that. You were born in this room? he’d asked. But Mrs. Hansel had just smiled. No. She wasn’t talking about birth. She was talking about souls. “Quickening” they used to call it, when a pregnant woman first feels a child move in her body. Then she and my brother went off onto some ethical tangent about when life begins, and I quit listening.


Which is too bad. Because now it’d be nice to know a few more details.


I’m finished with my slide through the gym. The diagonal method, big surprise, got me nowhere. Slim-to-none chance that a soul came through in the boys’ locker room, but I weave my way around the whole place just in case. I head into the shower area where my feet slap tiles, still wet from morning showers. The football team must’ve just finished their AM workouts.


Last year around this time my brother and I were down here every morning. We had to ride our bikes to school in the dark. I always griped about it, but he’d just laugh at me, tell me to quit whining, and call me “little brother,” our private joke, since he was really only three minutes older.


But I don’t want to think about last year. I push out of the gym and trudge down the hall, walking the wall’s edge. Apparently, no one ever left the world leaning against a school wall. No one ever died standing in front of my locker either, but for the hell of it, I open the door and stick my foot inside. Even as my skin hits the metal bottom, I think, Jeez, is it possible that someone could die inside a locker? I whirl my head around, considering. If there’s even a small chance, I’m in trouble. I’ll have to poke my foot into, what? Eighteen hundred lockers? Not counting the half-size ones in the gym.


I almost laugh. Even if someone did die in a locker, no way that same soul came into the world there. I can’t imagine a pregnant woman, even the rare pregnant girl around here, stuffing her stomach into a locker.


I pull my foot out and shuffle to class.


Morning’s a haze, and then somehow, it’s lunchtime. Of course I’ve already slid my feet all over the cafeteria. The food’s so crappy that I’d been hoping someone over the years would’ve succumbed to it. Choked on it. Been poisoned by it.


No such luck.


Whatever. I plunk down at the end of the theater-people table and dump out the contents of my lunch bag. Well-balanced as always, thanks Mom! PB and J on whole wheat. An apple. Bag of baked chips. While I eat, I rub my feet back and forth across the grimy floor squares.


Because here’s what I’m thinking: Let’s say someone, a pregnant school secretary hypothetically speaking, once walked through this cafeteria. Crossed the floor, rubbing her stomach, eyeing the snack machine, and then she feels it: a twitch, the first kick of her baby. Flash forward sixteen years to that same kid. A theater buff, we’ll call him. The kid sitting right now at the other end of the table, about to crunch into a Cheeto. So here’s my twisted thought: maybe he has a fatal allergic reaction to overly processed food. He flings himself backward right there, right on that exact spot where his mother, the school secretary, once stood.


I bite into my apple, eyeing the Cheeto kid, who, although kind of pale in his black turtleneck, doesn’t seem to be on the verge of leaving our world any time soon. Plus, now that I think about it, he’s not from here. He’s one of the few people who moved to Andover later. Third grade was when that guy first showed up in our perfect town.


“Marsh.”


Wishful thinking, I tell myself. There’s no thin space in the cafeteria. There’s no thin space in the whole damn school. It’s in Mrs. Hansel’s house, and I’m going to have to get back in there if—


“Marsh.”


I snap my head up and squint, confused for a second by the hulking guy swaying over me. Chuck Gardner. Long-lost football buddy. Old sparring partner on the field.


“Hey, you can hardly see that scar on your face anymore,” he says. “Uh, so, uh, I was wondering if you wanted to—well, some of us are going out after the game tonight and . . . ”


It’s Friday?


He plows on, not looking at me, his eyes fixed somewhere over my head. A part of me wants to help him, throw him a bone for making the effort. Not many people bother anymore.


“Nothing big. Just some of the guys, like before when we . . . ”


But another part of me wonders if I should stop him, point out the obvious: Look, Chuck, our friendship, like everything else these days, is over.


He glances over his shoulder and I can’t help it. I follow that glance, all the way over to the snack machine, where the football players sprawl out watching this potentially dramatic scene. Without planning to, I scan the football groupie table where the girls I used to know (Kate, Logan, I refuse to acknowledge you) are pretending not to stare.


I seem to catch every eye as I pivot my head. Even the damn theater people have stopped talking. Pale, turtleneck, Cheeto guy doesn’t even bother to pretend. He’s blatantly gaping at me.


I imagine him clutching his head, gasping for air. One of those ticking time bombs you hear about, walking around with a brain aneurysm and one day the vein or artery or whatever bursts right here in the cafeteria. In the same place where his pregnant mother once walked.


And sick as it is, all I can think about is how freaking awesome that would be. If there were a thin space right here, and I dropped my foot down and got pulled into it, like a vortex, jerking me out of my seat. Leaving behind my nutritious lunch scraps and the staring people and the—


“Marsh?”


I blink at Chuck, who I’m surprised to note is still swaying over me. My hand is gripped around my apple so tightly that my knuckles are white. For a wild moment I consider throwing it at him, imagine the fruit bouncing off his forehead. It might wake him up. Get him to really look at me.


I shake my head a few seconds before opening my mouth. “I’m busy tonight,” I say. And I’m a little surprised at how my voice sounds as I croak out the words.


“Busy,” Chuck repeats.


I nod. That’s right. I’m busy looking for a way out of this world, okay, buddy?


But I don’t say that, of course, and then, thank God, the bell rings. I stand up, hurl my apple in the trashcan, and push past Chuck, sliding my feet the whole way along the dirty floor until I’m out of there.
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Breaking and Entering


Saturday I take the city bus over to the hospital. I’ve got one hand around a bunch of cheap flowers I picked up in the gift shop, so I can look like I belong around here as I shuffle down hallways.


My brother was the one who brought up the idea, now that I think about it. Back when we were humoring Mrs. Hansel about thin spaces. Cemeteries, funeral homes . . . He ticked the possibilities off on his fingers. And hey! He eyed me, smirking. How about hospitals?


I don’t know about cemeteries and funeral homes. But hospitals? What other place would have such a good shot of containing one? Souls check out of this miserable world every day in a hospital. And souls definitely check in here. The same souls, though?


That’s the catch. When is it exactly that a soul comes through? I’m sure as hell hoping it isn’t at conception. That would really make my search harder. Somehow I don’t think many people are conceived in a freaking hospital. Which leaves somewhere along the way in the pregnancy process.


A few obviously expecting women pass by me. Maybe they’re on the way to some birthing class. Who knows? But this hallway seems a good place to start.


For the moment, the area is deserted. I drag my feet across the floor, trying to ignore the antiseptic smell that permeates this whole place. The noxious odor shoots me right back to the days after the accident. Even through my busted nose, I could smell it.


Apparently, I’d been out of it for a few days. When I woke up, my mother and father were standing by my bed sobbing. I tried to touch my face but the IV cord tugged my arm back. Probably a good thing. Later, when I finally got a good look, after I begged the nurse to hold up a mirror, I could see the problem. The face that looked back at me was not mine.


The intercom clicks on. Some doctor needed in OR stat. I reach the corner and turn, dragging my feet down the center of the hallway now. At least they keep these floors fairly clean. I don’t feel much dust. Or maybe the skin on my feet has toughened up.


I hear talking, footsteps. I take a step out of the way as several people turn the corner. When they pass, I slide back to where I left off. I do this all day, peeking my head into rooms, pacing around the few that are unoccupied.


Around four o’clock I give up, head over to an elevator. Could the elevator contain a thin space? Who the hell knows? Since no one else gets on with me, I skim the floor as I jab the button. Feel the whoosh as the bottom drops out.


Unfortunately, I don’t get whisked out of this world.


Outside I catch the city bus. Ignore the passengers’ stares. When I first started going barefoot, it ticked me off. I mean, who cares if I’m not wearing shoes? It’s not like there’s some law. Okay, maybe there are guidelines. Health codes. But isn’t that my problem? Broken glass, germs, cold weather—if I can deal with these irritations, what difference does it make to anyone else?


Whatever. I can handle stares. Funny thing: for a while, I thought I would need to come up with some kind of story. But not one person asked me about my feet. It was like some unspoken agreement, like someone had fired off a mass email. I’d notice people look down, and then avert their eyes. After a couple weeks, they didn’t even bother to look down. Probably a good thing, since my reasoning sounds nuts.


The bus spits me out in downtown Andover and I trudge up the road, stuff my hands in my pockets. It’s getting colder lately. The sun’s just a memory. But that’s how it is in November, beginning of “cloud season,” as people in Andover like to call it. Every day, the sky stretches out gray.


I cross the street so I won’t have to walk in front of the movie theater. I hate that place. It reminds me of the double date from hell—Logan and Kate, giggling, hanging all over us. And him—him! My brother—looking right at me when he kissed her. But I don’t want to think about that.


Leave the movie theater behind. Turn the corner and I’m striding up my street. Fairly certain there are no thin spaces on this stretch of sidewalk, but I carefully smack my feet down anyway. When I near Mrs. Hansel’s house, I’ve got what’s probably an insane thought about smashing one of the basement windows around back. It might be big enough for me to squeeze through, and because of the landscaping, I’m pretty sure no one will see what I’m doing.


I glance around quickly. No nosy neighbors lurking, so I scuffle down the driveway, kneel, shove the bushes out of the way. I must be losing my mind. There’s no way I can fit through that window. And I’m not even the bulked-up guy I was before the accident.


I fall back on my heels, let out a sigh. My eyes settle on the basement doors. It makes my foot ache just remembering how I kicked them yesterday morning. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I stand up, waltz over, and tug at the handle.


One door swings open.


Huh. For a second, my heart seems to stop beating. I feel it start up again, thudding in my throat as I practically throw myself down the stairs. I stop, reach up to shut the door. Then it’s pitch black and I’m blinking in the dark, trying to get my bearings.


There’s a hanging switch somewhere—at least I think I remember one from times my brother and I were working down here, hauling stuff in and out. I lurch forward, flailing my hands, feeling for the chain. When I do, I give it a yank. Nothing.


I start laughing. I can’t help it. It was one of his jobs back in the spring to change the light bulbs for Mrs. Hansel.


“Hey,” I say into the blackness. “You must’ve missed one.” Hearing my own voice, even wild and shrill as it is, makes me feel halfway better, strips away some of my hysteria. Because I can imagine him answering. Like it’s just another long Saturday slaving away for Mrs. Hansel, and if I yell loud enough, he’ll hear me, poke his head down here, flick the damn light on.


“I’m coming,” I call, and my heart jackhammers as I stagger across the floor in what I hope is the direction of the stairs. When I get there, I’ll feel my way up the steps, let myself into the kitchen. Only a few strides and I can be in the front room. Step into the thin space. Get the hell out of here and find him. See him. Do what I’ve got to do.


My fingers hit a cobweb, and I shudder. “I’m coming,” I yell again.


Now I imagine he’s the one laughing. He didn’t believe her. He thought she was crazy. Really, we both did. “Blah blah thin space” was what it sounded like to us then. Who would’ve blamed us? All those creepy stories from “the old country,” as she called it—


My hip whacks something. Ow. I grope around and find I’ve bumped into the stair rail. I try to slow my breathing, keep my feet steady as I climb. I can’t mess this up again. Focus, I tell myself. One step at a time. Just get to the top, open the door, and then run toward it.


There. I’ve found the knob. I grip it with a shaking hand. The damn thing is locked. I try it again, not wanting to believe it.


My mind’s spinning. I lean my head on the door. Try the knob again. Break it down, is what I’m thinking. Just kick the door in. Who cares? Once I’m inside, I’m going to disappear anyway. Someone else will have to worry about the consequences.


But just as I’m about to heave my body against the wood, I hear footsteps clomping across the floor. A click, and then a slit of light leaks under the door. I can just make out my clenched hand.


“My goodness!” The familiar voice is bright. “Has the house sold already?” It’s Mrs. Golden. Self-proclaimed neighborhood watch captain. President of the welcoming committee. Coincidentally, she’s also my school guidance counselor. Great. I squeeze the doorknob so I won’t be tempted to punch the wall.


“I know.” Another voice. Which has got to belong to the realtor. “Not even two months. And in this market!”


“My goodness,” Mrs. Golden says again. “Can’t imagine anyone living in this house but Rosie Hansel. She grew up in this house, you know. Lived here her whole life. Died in this house.”


“I heard about that. I’m so sorry.” But the realtor doesn’t really sound it. “We don’t have to share that piece of information with—”


“Oh my! I wouldn’t dream of it.”


“Buyers are a nice family. They’re moving in this weekend. Single mom. Two teenagers.”


“Hmm. I think I just processed those transfer files at school. A boy and a girl . . . ”


They keep blathering on. I’m clutching the doorknob so hard it’s probably imprinting onto my hand. I’m going to wait it out, is what I’m thinking. I’ll stand here all day if I have to.


“Darn it!” I hear the realtor say. And I’m horrified to feel a jiggling movement on the doorknob. “Do you happen to know which key opens the basement door?”


And then I’m tripping down the stairs like a maniac. That slit of light keeps the place from being completely black, but I can still barely see, and I can hear the clatter of keys, a clicking sound, and the door opening as I huff it toward my exit.


“You seem to know so much about this house,” the realtor is saying. “Do you know where the light switch is?”


And Mrs. Golden’s voice. “On the wall, by the door.”


I’ve reached the back steps when the light switches on. The room blazes up, and I thank God, because I realize I was just about to trip over a bucket of pebbles. It’s on the second step, and I leap over it, heave open one of the metal doors, throw myself into the yard, and then as carefully as possible in my state of total mania, I close the door.


My heart’s slamming in my chest as I race across the backyards. Bucket of pebbles! Jeez.


Ironic too, since I’m the one who put them there last spring, when Mrs. Hansel had us doing odd jobs. And somehow that meant collecting these stones so she could scatter them all over the place. On the tops of doorframes. In random piles in the corners of rooms.


She was figuring out borders, marking her potential thin space. I know that now. But then, my brother and I rolled our eyes.


She’s out of her mind. I hear his voice plain as day. You know that, right?


No. No. No. The word pounds in my head. She wasn’t crazy. Couldn’t be crazy. Because there has to be a thin space. Because I have to go into it. I sail over a hedge, trip over a tree root, pinball away from the trunk.


I can almost hear his snickering.


Listen, I imagine myself telling him. You weren’t there. You didn’t see her that last day. When she was in the bed in the front room. When she pointed her finger. She stared right at me. She knew—She said—


Oh, little brother. He shakes his head, smirks, and I want to smack him.


For two seconds I’m pissed off, and it’s such a relief from this panic and the sickening ache that never freaking goes away. But then it all slams back into me and now it’s wrapped up in a nice slab of guilt.


Like I have a right to be pissed off at anyone. Like I have a right to even be here.


I’m sprinting up the back steps into my house before it hits me that once again I was so close to that front room, and once again I’ve blown my shot. And then I remember what the realtor said about the new family moving in. My stomach seizes and I have to clutch at it to keep from hurling all over my kitchen.


How am I going to break in now? How am I going to get into the thin space and fix this mess?
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Stranger at the Bus Stop


Monday morning it’s weird to see lights on in Mrs. Hansel’s house. But I have to remind myself it’s not her house anymore.


Yesterday I itched to go outside, stride right by Mrs. Golden and her crew of cronies who milled around at the curb and chatted it up with the moving men. What stopped me from doing it? Why would I care what those busybodies thought? The front door was propped open, for God’s sake!


Because you’re a coward, says a voice that sounds suspiciously like my brother’s. I laugh into my hands, but it’s like I’m choking. I realize I’m standing in front of Mrs. Hansel’s house, rocking back and forth on cold feet, staring at the place like some kind of stalker.


I get a flash of Mrs. Hansel one of those Saturday mornings, waving a list: Clean out the closets. Box up old clothes . . . Her kids were going to come, she said, to get the stuff they wanted. She went on about it while my brother and I worked. About her kids. Her dead husband. About growing up in that house and Andover over the years. Blah blah blah.


I can’t remember exactly when she started telling us about thin spaces.


I trudge down the sidewalk. Someone’s at the corner waiting. I don’t think it’s Lindsay or Heather. As I get closer, the first thing I can pick out in the murky light is a ponytail. The girl’s back is to me. I don’t want to scare her, so I clear my throat.


She turns and her breath eddies in front of her face. She’s very pink cheeked. I do a quick scan. Note the blond hair pulled back, a jacket clearly not warm enough for Andover, jeans—those flashy designer ones—and boots. Same plush boots that Kate and Logan wear. It figures.


She’s scanning me too. I see her eyes widen when she takes in my bare feet, then they readjust and her mouth curves into a shaky smile.


I clear my throat again. “Your family moved into that gray house?”


She nods.


But Lindsay and Heather are suddenly upon us. “Marsh,” they say. I notice them checking out the new girl. They don’t bother hiding their appraisal. Lindsay even moves her head up and down like she’s making some kind of mental checklist. New Girl will probably pass their inspection. She’s wearing the approved Andover female attire. She’s got the ponytail. She’s cute enough, if I cared to think about it.


If she does meet their criteria, though, Lindsay and Heather don’t clue her in on it. Instead, they blow her off, jumping into one of their inane conversations.


“Then I was like get out of my face.”


“You did NOT say that.”


“Uh, yeah I did.”


New Girl shoots a look in my direction. Her cheeks are really pink. She’s got to be freezing. Her jacket is worthless. But maybe she doesn’t care. I’ll be the first person to admit that I don’t understand girls.


The bus squeaks up, and Lindsay and Heather march between New Girl and me like we aren’t even there. New Girl doesn’t budge. She’s got a funny expression on her face when she looks past where I’m standing to Mrs. Hansel’s house—her house now. She takes a step in that direction, and I bet I know what she’s thinking. She wants to run back home, forget the damn bus and the new school she’s got to go to, forget the idiotic girls and the crazy barefoot guy, and just get the hell out of here.


So we’ve got that in common. One side of my mouth twitches up. I hold my arm out, think the words after you, and New Girl sighs out a swirl of mist and climbs onto the bus.


I don’t run into her again until lunch.


I’m sitting in the corner today, over where the lunch line exits. The table’s wedged against a brick column and gives me a nice, unobstructed view of the people spilling out of the doorway with their trays. It’s as good a place as any for someone to drop dead.


I’m hunched over, just about to chow down on my tuna on whole wheat when I see her. She’s paused in the doorway, the lunch tray shaking in her hands.


Several weird thoughts flip through my mind. One, those pink cheeks. It hits me that it’s got to be makeup and not some natural freshness. Which makes me think of Kate and Logan, and I can’t help shooting a glance in the direction of the football groupie table but neither of them are there, and who cares. Second thought: New Girl’s clearly nervous and doesn’t know anyone, so why can’t I be the one to show her the ropes around here and she’ll be so thankful she’ll invite me in . . .


I roll my apple between my hands. This could be my ticket back into Mrs. Hansel’s house. Forget trying to break in. Forget my clearly lame backup plan of canvassing the entire town—school, streets, hospital—and freezing my feet off in the process. Instead, all I have to do is make friends with some girl.


But she’s no longer shaking in the doorway, and I’m half out of my seat trying to figure out where she’s gone when I notice that she’s plunked down at the other end of this very table. Ha ha. Fate.


I raise my hand, start to wave it in her direction, and feel a shadow drifting over me.


Great. It’s Logan. Just looking at her makes my head throb and a clump of tuna on whole wheat churn in my stomach.


Something flutters off her tray, a napkin, and she huffs out an annoyed sigh. It floats down, landing near my dusty feet, and I dunk my head under the table, take my time reaching for it. How long can I hide down here? I wonder. How long will she keep waiting? Finally, I suck in a breath, heave myself up, return the crumpled napkin.
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