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1


Okay. Everything is going to be fine. I just need to stop obsessing over all the crazy things that are happening to me, and just relax. Of course, this is easier said than done.


I mean, let’s look at a quick recap of my life, shall we?


1. I can see ghosts. That, in and of itself, is completely scandalous. I’m only twelve! How am I supposed to be expected to deal with the pressures of helping ghosts move on to the other side? It would be a lot of work for a grown-up, even. I have my hands full just trying to get through seventh grade.


2. I have my first maybe-almost boyfriend, Brandon Dunham. Brandon is sweet and smart and very cute, and he helps me with my math whenever I need it. He even gave me my very first kiss ever. He is pretty much the exact kind of person you would want to be your first crush. But still. Having a maybe-almost boyfriend can be stressful.


3. Brandon Dunham’s mom died when he was younger, and now she is one of the ghosts I can see. (See number one, above.) When she first appeared a couple of weeks ago, she kept going on and on about how I should add myself to the green paper. I had no idea what that meant until a few days ago, when I was at Brandon’s house studying with him and I looked at the green paper he’s always carrying around in his backpack. And it turns out that the green paper is a list of things his mother wrote to him before she died—a list of things she thinks he should stay away from.


I quickly figured out that the fact that Mrs. Dunham wants me to put myself on the green paper means that she doesn’t want me dating Brandon. But why? And how am I going to help Mrs. Dunham move on if her unfinished business involves me staying away from her son?


Not that I think Brandon and I are, like, destined to be together or anything. I mean, we’re only twelve. But still. You can see why I might be just a tad bit distracted, even though it’s Sunday afternoon and I’m supposed to be relaxing and having a fun time, enjoying what’s left of my weekend.


“What’s going on?” my best friend Ellie asks me as we walk down Main Street. When the weather’s nice, Ellie and I sometimes spend our Sundays down on Main Street. We buy fresh fruit salads and hot chocolates from Donelan’s Market, look at all the different stationery at Poppy’s Papeterie, and browse for cute hair accessories at Jasmine’s Boutique.


(I’m a huge fan of hair accessories. I like to try to make sure my hairstyle matches my mood. Like today, for example. My hair is in lots of beachy waves around my shoulders, because I’m kind of feeling loose and up in the air.)


“Nothing’s going on,” I tell Ellie. Which is a lie. But I can’t really tell her the truth. In fact, I can’t tell anyone the truth. No one knows I can see ghosts. I wish I could tell Ellie, I really do. But I can’t risk the fact that she might not believe me, or she might think that I’m crazy. I don’t know what I would do if I ever lost her friendship.


“Are you sure?” Ellie asks. “Because you’ve been really—”


“Oh, look!” I exclaim, pointing to a storefront on the corner. “There’s a new salon opening up.” They have a huge sign in the window that says ALL NAIL POLISH 50% OFF.


“Don’t change the subject,” Ellie says as I stop in front of the store and peer in the window.


“I’m not.”


“Yes, you—”


But Ellie’s cut off by a woman poking her head out of the door of the salon. “Hello, girls!” she chirps. She has short blond curly hair and she’s wearing silver-and-turquoise rings on almost every finger.


Hmm. I’m not sure I’ll be getting my hair done here. You can tell a lot about how good a place is at cutting hair from how their employees look. And this woman is in desperate need of . . . I don’t know, exactly. Highlights. Or a brush.


“Welcome, girls, welcome!” she says, ushering us inside. “Welcome to the Serene Spa and Wellness Center.”


I frown. The sign on the door says HAIRCUTS.


She must notice that we look confused, because she quickly rushes on, “We haven’t had time to change our sign yet. We just recently decided to make this into a full-service spa.” She throws her hand out in a flourish, like she’s indicating how awesome the place is.


Ellie looks at me and raises her eyebrows. I know she’s thinking the same thing I’m thinking. That this place definitely doesn’t look like a full-service spa. Not that I really know what a full-service spa looks like. I mean, I’ve only seen them in movies.


But I’m pretty sure they include lots of white towels and well-dressed attendants ready to wait on you hand and foot and bring you whatever you desire, as long as it’s good for you. Things like raspberry-flavored sparkling water and cherries dipped in dark chocolate. (Dark chocolate is totally good for you. It has, like, a million antioxidants.)


This place has none of those things. All it has is a reception desk, a few folding chairs scattered around the waiting room, and one nail station right at the back.


“Well,” I say slowly. “We don’t really need a full-service spa. Um, but maybe we could have a manicure.”


“Of course!” the woman says, and leads us over to the nail station. She frowns. “We only have one manicure table,” she says. “So one of you will have to wait.” She pushes a stray curl off her forehead and smiles. “And the shipment of nail polishes that was supposed to come in yesterday never came, so we’re a little limited in our selection.”


“That’s okay,” I say, smiling nervously at Ellie, who doesn’t look too happy. In fact, she looks like she wants to hightail it out of here. Ellie’s a stickler when it comes to things like customer service. She’ll totally leave a place if she feels like she’s not getting good treatment.


Usually I agree with her, but how can I leave now? This poor woman seems so excited to have us here. We’re probably her first customers ever.


“I want orange nail polish,” Ellie says firmly, which is kind of ridiculous, because she doesn’t even like the color orange.


“That’s wonderful!” Sharon says. “Because that’s one of the colors we have.”


“Oh, great news,” I agree, pushing Ellie toward the uncomfortable-looking chair that’s sitting in front of the nail station. “I’ll just wait up front and read a magazine or something.”


Usually when Ellie and I get our nails done, we sit next to each other and gossip about people at school. But like Sharon said, there’s only one nail stand.


“You’re going to be doing my nails?” Ellie asks Sharon skeptically.


“Yes.” Sharon nods and sits down at the nail station. She goes to open a bottle of orange nail polish and almost spills it all over. Yikes. “I just got my nail tech certification a few days ago.” She points up to the wall, where a certificate is hanging in a gold frame.


“You’ve only known how to do nails for two days?” Ellie asks.


“Oh, no. I’ve only been certified for two days. But I’ve practiced on loads of people.” Sharon beams.


“Okay, well, see you in a few minutes!” I yell, and then I head back to the waiting area before Ellie can change her mind. I’m sure she’ll be fine. I mean, it’s just nails. What’s the worst that can happen? She gets a little nail polish on her?


We can’t just leave and crush poor Sharon’s dreams. What if we left and she started thinking she was the worst salon owner ever and that she should just give it up and go back to whatever her job was before? I really don’t want that on my shoulders. And I doubt Ellie does either.


I grab a magazine and sit down in one of the folding chairs. I wonder how long it will take Ellie to get her nails done. I hope not that long. The smell of chemicals in this place is starting to give me a headache.


I pull my phone out and check to see if I have a text from Brandon. But there’s nothing. I wonder if I should text him. Not that I have a reason to text him, but do I really need a reason? I could just be all casual and ask him about the math homework or something. Of course, he would probably see right through that. I don’t want to play hard to get, but at the same time—


“Excuse me,” a voice says. “But is this Sharon’s Haircuts?”


I look up from my phone to see a girl standing in front of me. She has long wavy dark hair and bright blue eyes. Her skin is pale, and she has a lot of makeup on. Like, a lot of makeup—smoky purple eye shadow, bronzer, mascara, and a slick of bubble-gum-pink lip gloss. She’s wearing a short black skirt, a hot pink top, patterned tights, and leg warmers.


“Well,” I say, “I think that’s what it used to be called. But now they’ve changed the name. They’re a full-service spa now.” I throw my hand out in a flourish, the same way Sharon did.


“A full-service spa?” the girl exclaims. “How the heck is she going to handle that?”


“Who?”


“Sharon.”


“Oh!” I brighten. “Do you know her?” Maybe this girl will fill me in on this Sharon person’s backstory. Like how she came to own this salon. Maybe there’s something really juicy behind it.


“Yes.” The girl sighs and flips her hair over her shoulder. “She’s my mom.”


“Wow,” I say, “that’s so cool, your mom starting her own salon. Does she give you free manicures and stuff ?”


She looks at me like I’ve asked the most ridiculous question she’s ever heard. “Of course not.”


Right. Well, maybe her mom’s one of those people who want their children to learn the ways of the world and work hard for things. Maybe Sharon was a doctor or something and she’s totally rich and sunk her life savings into this place to follow her one true dream. And she doesn’t want to spoil her daughter, so she makes her work for everything, even manicures at the salon that she owns.


“Good idea,” I say. “It’s always better to work for things in life. That’s my motto.” It’s not really my motto, but whatever. It could be.


“Anyway,” the girl says, shaking her head and looking at me like I’m crazy. She starts looking around, peering into the back. “What’s she doing back there, anyway?”


“She’s giving my friend a manicure,” I say. And then I realize something. “Hey, are you going to be starting school with us?”


“Starting school with you?” Now she’s looking at me like I’m even crazier than before. She’s definitely a rich kid. They’re always looking at you like you’re crazy, even when you’re saying something that’s totally reasonable.


“Yeah,” I say. “You just moved here, right? So you’re probably going to be going to my school. What grade are you in?”


“Seventh.”


“Me too! Maybe I can show you around.”


She shakes her head. “You don’t get it, do you?”


Okay, now she’s gone a little too far. All I’m trying to do is be nice. Not to mention the fact that poor Ellie is back there with this girl’s mom, probably getting orange nail polish splashed all over her.


“Never mind,” I say, picking my magazine back up. “Sorry for, like, trying to be nice.” Not my wittiest retort, but it should get the job done.


“No.” She shakes her head and then bites her lip, looking frustrated. “I’m not . . . I mean, I don’t know how this works, exactly.”


“How what works? Responding when someone’s being nice to you? I’ll tell you what you don’t do—act all snotty.”


“No.” She shakes her head again. “I’m Lyra.”


“Great,” I say. “I’m Kendall.”


She’s looking at me expectantly. Okay, this is getting weird. Like, what is this girl’s deal? Why is she out here, in her mom’s hair salon, acting like she’s never been here and staring at me like she’s waiting for me to say something?


“Kendall?” Ellie calls, coming out from the back of the salon. She’s holding her hands up. One of her hands has the nails painted orange, and the other hand has the nails painted blue. Which makes no sense.


“What happened to your nails?” I ask her.


“Oh.” She looks down. “Um, they ran out of orange nail polish.”


Wow. This place is a big disaster.


“Who were you talking to?” Ellie asks. She looks around the waiting area, her eyes sweeping right over the girl standing in front of me.


I’m about to tell Ellie not to be rude (although, let’s face it, if Ellie’s going to be rude to anyone, it should be Lyra—I mean, she kind of deserves it) when a sick feeling rolls through my stomach.


“Now do you get it?” Lyra asks, crossing her arms over her chest and giving me a satisfied smile.


And then I do get it.


Ellie can’t see Lyra.


Because Lyra is dead.
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I know that probably sounds harsh, just coming out and saying that Lyra’s dead. But really, it’s not. People die. It’s just a fact of life. And although it’s really sad, it’s at least nice to know that they end up in a better place.


And even though Lyra’s dead, it’s not like she’s in any pain or anything. In fact, if you want to feel sorry for someone, you should feel sorry for the people who are left behind. Like her mom, Sharon. It must be horrible for her. So horrible that she’s apparently kind of lost her mind and opened a nail salon. Which is why you should always be nice to people when you first come into their places of business. You never really know what’s going on in their personal lives.


“I’m not talking to anyone,” I say to Ellie now. “I was just freaking out because one of the Jonas Brothers is rumored to be getting married.”


Ellie frowns. “One of them already is married. And you’re not even holding a magazine.”


I quickly pick the magazine up from where I dropped it on the floor. “Yes, I am!” I wave it around in the air, the pages flying. Lyra bites her lip, and a worried, sort of skeptical look passes over her face. I can tell what she’s thinking. She can’t believe that I’m the one who’s supposed to help her move on. Well, she doesn’t have to worry. I have a 100 percent success rate.


Well. Except for Brandon’s mom, Mrs. Dunham. But she doesn’t really count. How can she? She has some kind of weird personal connection with me, which I’m sure is against some law of the universe.


“Anyway,” Ellie says, sounding exasperated. “Can we get out of here?”


“What about me?” I ask. “Don’t I need to get my nails done?”


Ellie shakes her head. “No,” she says. “We should just leave. Sharon said my manicure could be free because she ran out of orange polish. And she said you could come back and get one too.” She holds out a piece of paper, on which is scrawled “TWO FREE MANICURES, LOVE SHARON XOXOX.”


“I guess this is supposed to be the voucher,” Ellie says, rolling her eyes.


“But . . . ,” I start to say. But what excuse do I have to stay here? Yes, it would be nice to hang out at the salon and try to get some information out of Lyra’s mom, but how can I really do that without raising suspicion?


“But what?” Ellie asks, sounding impatient.


“Nothing,” I say. “Okay, let’s go.”


We walk out of the salon. And when we do, Lyra follows us.


It turns out that Lyra is actually very good at following. She follows Ellie and me to Poppy’s Papeterie and watches quietly as we look through all the journals and monogrammed stationery. She follows us to lunch. She follows us to the chocolate shop and watches us try all the samples while the owner of the place isn’t looking. (The owner, Oliver, is not a big fan of us for some reason, which honestly makes no sense. We are such nice girls! And is it really our fault that we never buy anything? The chocolate in that place is so expensive. We don’t have jobs. We’re only kids. Besides, the country is in a recession. And honestly, if he doesn’t want people to eat the samples, then why does he have them out?)


When I finally walk Ellie home and then head toward my house, Lyra’s still following me. She lags a few paces behind, not saying anything.


As I round the corner of my street, I can see my dad standing in our driveway. He’s wearing jeans and a dark green fleece jacket, and he doesn’t look too happy.


“Kendall!” he says when he sees me. “Where have you been?”


“I was out with Ellie,” I say. “Didn’t you get my note?” I left my dad a note on the counter this morning, letting him know that I was going into town with Ellie. My dad likes to sleep in on weekends, so I’m usually up before him. Which is kind of funny.


“Yes, I got your note,” he says. “But don’t you remember what today is?”


“Sunday?” I try.


“Today’s Sunday?” Lyra asks. She’s caught up to me, and now she’s standing on the driveway behind me. “Wow.” She shakes her head. “It’s so weird being dead. You totally lose track of the days.” She pushes her glasses up her nose and frowns.


Her glasses say DIOR on the side in tiny letters. She looks very hip and trendy, and I wonder if she really needs those glasses to see, or if she’s just wearing them because they’re cute.


“Yes, today’s Sunday,” my dad says. “And do you remember what you were supposed to do on Sunday?”


“My homework?” I try, because that seems like as good an answer as any.


“No,” my dad says, sounding exasperated. “Apple picking!”


Oh. Right. I totally forgot that I’m supposed to be going to the apple farm today with my dad and his friend Cindy. Well, supposedly they’re friends—but over the past week or two I’ve started to suspect that the two of them might be more than that.


Here is a list of the evidence I have procured:


1. Cindy has been after my dad pretty much ever since they met. You can totally tell. I mean, she is always showing up at our house with food. Which is kind of ridiculous. I mean, we know how to cook here. (Well, at least enough to keep ourselves fed.) But Cindy kept bringing over things like cherry pie or chili or fried chicken. And when my dad’s doctor put him on a special diet for his high cholesterol, suddenly Cindy just happened to get all into healthy cooking. Her spaghetti and meatballs started getting replaced with grilled chicken and roasted asparagus. So. Totally. Suspicious.


2. She’s always complimenting me. Now, you might think that’s really nice of her, but if you look below the surface, you’ll see that it’s a total ploy to get close to my dad. Cindy knows she needs my approval, so she tries to get it by complimenting my hair and clothes.


3. Cindy and my dad have secrets. Not, like, big secrets or anything. But little secrets. Like, one of them will mention something they did together that I had no idea about. Like, Cindy will be all, “Oh, this reminds me of that bread we ate the other day,” and my dad will be all, “Yes, it does.” And I’ll be like, “Um, what bread?” because I have no idea what they’re talking about. Which means they’re obviously having some kind of secret rendezvous.


4. My dad invited me to go apple picking with him and Cindy. He came up to my room a few days ago right when I was in the middle of a very important conversation with Ellie, and asked me to get off the phone. I got super-paranoid, because my dad’s not really big on talking about emotions or anything like that. So I figured something horrible had happened. But it wasn’t anything horrible. It was just my dad asking me to go apple picking with him and Cindy. My dad hates apple picking. But he was being very insistent, and he was acting all twitchy. Which leads me to believe that today is the day the two of them are going to tell me they’re a couple. Which is why when he asked me to go, I promptly forgot about it. Oops.


“Oh,” I say innocently. “Is that today?”


“Yes.”


“I have a lot of homework.”


“You’re going.”


“Do I have to?” I say. I’m not full-out whining, but I’m close.


“Yes.” My dad looks at his watch. “And we’re already late.”


“Fine,” I say. “Just let me change first, okay?”


“You have five minutes.”


I run into the house and up the stairs to my room. On the way my phone beeps with a text. Brandon!


Hey—what r u doing today? Wanna hang?


I hesitate. I read this book once that said you should never make weekend plans with a guy after Wednesday. But honestly, I think things have changed. I mean, that book was kind of old, and we’re in the information age now. Everyone texts people to hang out at the last minute.


Going apple picking, I text back. I’m in my room now, and I kick off my shoes and open my top dresser drawer. I pull out some skinny jeans and a cute black sweater with sparkly stars on the front. I get dressed, then pull out my soft black boots and slide my feet into them, tucking the bottom of my jeans into the tops of the boots.


I tie my hair back into a ponytail, slick some gloss on my lips, and I’m ready.


Want some company? Brandon texts back.


My heart leaps at the thought of seeing him. And then I think about inviting him. It would be okay, right? I mean, it would only be fair. My dad gets to bring a date. Why should I have to be the third wheel?


My dad and Cindy are going. U still want to come?


I hit send and hold my breath. Brandon and my dad don’t exactly have the best relationship. My dad is kind of hard on Brandon. He’s very suspicious of him, just because the first time they met, Brandon and I were supposed to be staying after school to study and instead we were at the mall. Which wasn’t even Brandon’s fault.


A second later my phone beeps.


I’m in—you going now?


I text him to meet us at the corn maze in twenty minutes, then head downstairs with a spring in my step. Apple picking won’t be so bad if Brandon’s there. And I’m sure my dad won’t mind. After all, if he’s going to tell me that he and Cindy are an item, what better way to make sure I won’t freak out than for me to have a friend there to supervise?


Okay. So I was kind of wrong. And by “kind of” I mean, you know, “completely.” My dad is being totally unreasonable about this whole me inviting Brandon thing.


“No,” he says, shaking his head as he pulls the car out of the driveway. “Please call him back and tell him that he cannot come.”


“Dad,” I say as I pull on my seat belt, “I can’t call him back and tell him that.” Plus I would never call him in the first place. Doesn’t my dad know that all important details are relayed by texts these days? He’s always going on and on about how many texts I send every month. You’d think he’d have internalized this information.


“Why not?”


“Because that’s rude.”


“And you don’t think it’s rude that you invited him along without even asking me?”


Hmm. Good point. “Okay,” I say, sighing. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll text him and tell him he can’t come.”


“Invite him over for dinner tomorrow night,” my dad says. “And give him my apologies.”


“Maybe,” I say vaguely. I will give him my dad’s apologies. I send a text, but there’s no way I’m going to invite Brandon over for dinner tomorrow night. Talk about setting myself up for a disaster.


When we get to the apple farm, it’s a total mob scene, and we have to wait, like, fifteen minutes before we can even get a parking spot. The place is packed—children with their parents, older couples in flannel shirts, young couples eating apple cider doughnuts. Yum. At least the food here is good.


When we finally get a spot, I leap out of the car and right into a mud puddle. Oops. I hope it’s not a sign for how the rest of the day is going to go.


My dad and I walk toward the corn maze, which is where he’s arranged for us to meet Cindy. I start to feel a little better as we walk. I mean, what do I really have to be upset about? I like apple picking. Well, maybe not the actual picking, but I like the eating of the apples. And the doughnuts.


And if my dad is going to tell me that he’s now dating Cindy, who am I to tell him that he’s wrong? I mean, it’s pretty hypocritical of me to judge who he’s dating when I don’t want him to do the same to me. In fact, maybe I can use this to my advantage. If I don’t give him a hard time about who he’s dating, then he’s not allowed to give me a hard time about who I’m dating.


The air smells like falling leaves, and I take a deep breath. It’s one of those perfect days where the air is warm enough so that you don’t have to wear a jacket, but cool enough so that it still feels like fall.


My boots crunch through the leaves as we walk toward the maze.


“There she is,” my dad says, pointing toward Cindy. She’s standing outside the maze, wearing a cranberry-colored sweater and a pair of jeans.


I raise my hand to wave, and when I do, Cindy waves back. And so does the person standing next to her.


And then I realize why. It’s Brandon.


“Oh,” I say. “There’s Brandon!”


“I thought you told him not to come,” my dad says.


“I did!” I run toward him. “Hi,” I say breathlessly.


“Hi.” He looks down at the ground sheepishly. He’s wearing a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt under a gray zip-up hoodie. His hair flops over his forehead. “Sorry,” he says, holding up his phone. “I didn’t get your text until just now. I was already here.”


“That’s okay,” Cindy says, giving us a big smile. “I told him your dad wouldn’t mind.”


I can tell by my dad’s face that he’s disappointed. But what can he really do? Is he going to make poor Brandon go home? That would be way too mean.


“Great!” I say brightly. I shoot Cindy a grateful look, because, let’s face it, she’s being pretty cool about this whole thing. Actually, now that I think about it, Cindy’s been pretty cool about a lot of things having to do with Brandon. She was the one who told my dad I should be able to go on my very first date with him, even though my dad didn’t really want me to.


I wonder if that means Cindy’s boy crazy. I mean, look at the way she zoned in on my dad. Of course, being boy crazy usually means you’re crazy about any boy who crosses your path. And Cindy seems like she’s a one-man woman.


“So!” I say happily. “What should we do first?”


Cindy holds up some empty bags. “I bought a couple of bags while I was waiting,” she says. “Maybe we can start by picking some Red Delicious. Those are my favorite.”


My dad beams at her, like she’s just announced we’re going to be spending the afternoon flying off to Paris on a private jet instead of picking apples in suburban Connecticut.


“Or,” I try, “we could go into the corn maze. And then we could have a hayride.”


“Oh, there will be plenty of time for that later,” my dad says. He turns around and starts walking toward the apple trees.


I sigh. Everyone knows that the actual picking of the apples is the worst part of apple picking. The ground is always muddy and gross, and no matter what time you go picking, someone has always gotten there before you and picked all the good apples.


But what can I do?


Brandon and I start following my dad and Cindy. As we walk through the rows of trees, Brandon reaches out and grabs my hand. Hmm. Maybe this apple-picking thing isn’t so bad after all.


For the next hour we pick apples. Actually, my dad and Cindy pick apples. Brandon and I fill our bag up in about ten minutes and then trail after the two adults, walking slowly, holding hands, and chatting about people at school.


When we’ve finally completed the loop back up to the front of the orchard, my dad and Cindy stand under a tree, their heads huddled together, talking. I watch them nervously. They’re probably talking about me. I hope they’re aborting their plan to let me know they’re a couple.


“Hey,” I say, “anyone want to get some apple cider doughnuts?”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Cindy says. “Should your father really be eating things like that?”


“He can have half of one,” I say. “Come on. Let’s go wait in line.”


We all traipse over to the snack bar. The line for doughnuts is so long that I have to stand on my tiptoes to see over it. But that’s not going to deter me from getting the doughnuts. They’re that good.
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