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PART I EVERYTHING IN ITS WRONG PLACE







CHAPTER ONE

MY ENTIRE LIFE IS A lie. I’m nothing more than a carefully crafted story about a dead girl—a recently discovered truth that’s left me questioning my existence. I was brought in to close out her life, but somehow I forgot mine along the way. I don’t remember my real name or my real family; I truly thought I was Quinlan McKee.

But now I’m nobody.

The tires roll over a bump in the road, rattling the windows of the bus, and I sway in my padded seat. The world moves past me in silhouettes against the darkening night. My fingertips tingle and my lips are numb. Cold sweat beads on my skin. I think I’m in shock.

Deacon sits next to me, the music from his earbuds playing loudly enough for me to hear a faint hum. We’re on an evening bus to Roseburg, Oregon—a poorly planned trip to find my identity. But now I know we’re heading toward an uncertain future. I thought Deacon and I had finally figured each other out, found a way to be together despite all the lies surrounding me. But the last twenty minutes have cured me of such naïve thinking.

I look sideways at Deacon and study his features, seeking out his misdirection. Instead I find the soft brown color of his eyes, which can read my soul, the perfect curve of his lips, and the sharp angles of his jaw—a face that’s so familiar I would know it in the dark. He gives nothing away as he subtly bobs his head to the music, staring straight ahead. Betrayal suddenly hardens in my veins, and I have to turn away from him. All of my relationships have been a lie too.

I face the window, my suspicion going unnoticed. My heart would surely be shattered by this if it hadn’t already been damaged several times today, maybe broken beyond repair. Because after finding out I wasn’t who I thought I was, I trusted Deacon—the only person left to trust. But twenty minutes ago a text popped up on his phone:

HAVE YOU FOUND HER YET?

There are only a handful of people who would have sent that text, none of whom I’d want knowing my location. Every time I try to find a rational explanation for the message, I remind myself that Deacon did find me. He tracked me down at the bus station because he knew exactly what I would do. He knows me better than anyone. And that makes me an easy mark for a closer. Trust and love are our greatest weapons for manipulation.

Deacon and I have both been closers, reading people and their emotions for a living. For years I willingly took on the roles of deceased girls in order to help their families through grief. I was a remedy for broken hearts, a tool for loved ones to use to get closure. But I had no idea that I was a closer for my own life. Quinlan McKee died when she was six. I was brought in by Dr. Arthur Pritchard to play her role. My father…

I close my eyes, cursing my sentimentality. Stop thinking of him like that, I demand. Tom McKee isn’t my father.

But despite my attempts to compartmentalize the pain, my breath hitches from the loss. He was my father, wasn’t he? I can’t deny that. Tom McKee raised me, even if he lied to me the entire time. When I was a little girl, he’d brush my hair and cook my meals. We’d watch movies together and, of course, train to be better within the department. Ultimately, what he needed was for me to help him get over the grief of losing his daughter. He kept me to avoid his own pain. In turn he caused mine. But he was still my dad.

Deacon’s fingers brush over my hand on the bus seat, startling me. I lift my eyes to his, struck down by how my heart swells when he meets my gaze. How my insides burn at the possibility that he’s deceived me more than anybody. And yet I still can’t find that betrayal in his expression.

“You okay?” Deacon asks, taking out one of his earbuds. I wait a beat and then press my lips into a sad smile—half acting, half pained. Determined to find the crack in his veneer.

“Yeah,” I say. “Just thinking about my dad.”

He winces sympathetically and slides his fingers between mine, squeezing them for comfort. “Don’t do that,” he says. “Don’t give him that. He doesn’t deserve your loyalty.”

He’s right, which is ironic considering the mysterious text Deacon received. I look down at our hands, so perfectly matched. He’s mine, I think, my chest aching. Hasn’t he always been mine?

But how many times has Deacon lied to me? How long has he been manipulating me?

Who sent that text?

“Remember the last time we tried to run away?” he asks, leaning his temple against the seat as he gazes lovingly at me. It’s almost enough to distract me completely.

“ ‘Tried’ being the operative word,” I say. “We failed.”

“Hey.” He sniffs a laugh. “We made it as far as your driveway before your dad pulled up and you chickened out. It’s the farthest we ever got.” His eyes soften. “Until now. And we’re all in this time, right?” he asks.

“All in,” I repeat, looking down at our hands again. Deacon’s thumb strokes my wrist, pausing slightly on my pulse point. For a moment I’m lost in his touch, but then I realize he could be monitoring my heartrate—acting as a lie detector.

I haven’t been careful enough. I haven’t been protecting myself, even though my father told me that the grief department would be after me. He said they wouldn’t let me go because they plan to transition me within the department. He didn’t know exactly what they were transitioning me into. Maybe someone at the grief department is behind that text.

“What’s wrong?” Deacon asks, narrowing his eyes slightly. “I mean, beyond the obvious part where your dad is a raging asshole.”

“It’s all just a little much, you know?” I say as naturally as possible. I casually take my hand from Deacon’s and run it through my short hair, bringing it to rest on my lap instead. Deacon follows the movement but doesn’t mention it. “I don’t know what we’ll find when we get to Roseburg,” I add.

Dr. Arthur Pritchard is in Roseburg, along with his daughter, Virginia. Although I agreed to check on Virginia’s well-being after the suicide of my last assignment, Arthur’s the one I’m after. My father said that Arthur might be able to get the grief department off my back, but more than that, Arthur knows my real identity; he might be the only person who does.

Until then I have to avoid getting picked up by the grief department—I don’t know what they’re capable of. Clearly, they’re not just a treatment program; they’re involved in cover-ups and lies. My father is afraid of them. Marie, my advisor, skipped town before they could find her. I don’t even know what I’m up against, and that makes them scarier than anything.

And I’m stuck on a bus with the person I love, the person who is possibly working against me. Am I being paranoid? Am I not paranoid enough? If the situation were different, I could act like all is well with Deacon and wait for reinforcements—another counselor to take my place because I’m compromised. But, of course, there’s no one coming to help me. I’m all alone. I’ve always been alone. And so I have to run until I’m certain where Deacon’s loyalties lie.

Deacon slips his earbud back in his right ear, exhaling heavily like he’s exhausted. “The first thing we should do when we get to Roseburg,” he says, “is grab dinner. We’re both a little high-strung right now.” He turns up the corner of his mouth when he looks over at me.

“Agreed,” I say, playing along. A passing sign outside the window announcing the Eugene bus station catches my attention, and I think I’ve figured a way off this bus. “One change,” I say to Deacon, holding up my finger like this is important. “We should eat in Eugene. I can’t make it to Roseburg—I’m starving.”

Deacon furrows his brow and leans forward to look out the window, checking our location. “You sure?” he asks, turning to me. “We don’t have much time at this stop.”

“I’m hungry.” I smile winningly, as if trying to convince him.

Deacon darts his eyes quickly toward the back of the bus, and I feel my stomach sink. He’s searching for someone. He has backup. Then again, maybe I’m jumping to all the wrong conclusions. Only problem is that I don’t have the time to figure out which it is.

“Okay, sure,” Deacon says, lifting his shoulder in a shrug. “Yeah, we can grab something quick. Anything for you.”

He says it like he means it, and it’s the cruelest thing he could have done. I press my lips into a smile and turn away. My heart aches like I’ve been punched in the chest, each breath cracking my ribs, pressing on my soul.

He doesn’t love you, I tell myself. That’s why he’s never said it. That’s why he never will.

Whether or not the statement is true, I repeat it until I start to build a wall between us. I continue to push until my feelings are locked away behind the bricks. Like this is just another assignment. I imagine that Deacon is a client and that our time is up. I need to slip away as if I’ve never been here—take no mementos, no baggage. I’ll leave it all here on this bus. I’ll leave him.

The brakes hiss, and gravity pulls us forward in our seats as we come to a stop in front of a small but crowded building. The overhead lights on the bus flick on, and the people around us immediately start to angle for a position in line—as if the bus would leave without letting them off first.

“We’ve got to be back on here in fifteen minutes,” Deacon says. He grabs his bag from under the seat and sets it between us. He zips it closed without ever checking his phone. He doesn’t know he got a message. But more importantly, he doesn’t know that I’ve already seen it.

I pull my backpack straps onto my shoulders, and as we wait for a break in aisle traffic, I subtly glance toward the back of the bus. A woman four rows behind us sticks out—an anomaly in the crowd. I don’t recognize her, but the rigidity of her posture and her stoic expression remind me of a doctor. And when her dark eyes flash momentarily to mine before darting away, I know immediately that she’s from the grief department. I know that she’s here for me.

I spin around, a lump forming in my throat. I could cry right now if I let myself, break down completely. I could cling to Deacon and beg for his help—would he help me? I could return to my father’s house and go on with the lie, live as Quinlan McKee and work for the grief department. It would be easier, in a way. Because right now I’m so scared that I don’t know if I can get off this bus. I don’t know if I can do this alone.

But when there is no other choice… you find a way. By the time Deacon steps out into the aisle, making room for me to walk ahead of him, I’m ready to nod politely and put one foot in front of the other.

“Excuse me,” a woman’s voice says. I freeze, afraid to turn around. The tone is husky and deep, and I imagine it’s the woman I noticed a moment ago. “Excuse me, sir,” she says, and I hear another passenger tell her to go ahead. She’s getting off the bus too.

I inch closer to the businessman in front of me, wishing I could squeeze by him and just run. Instead I’m trapped in the line with everyone else, all of us pressed together and waiting. My fear continues to ratchet up as I hear the woman getting closer. Deacon’s hand moves to rest on my hip, guiding me forward.

Panic is running rampant as I try to piece my situation into something that makes sense, but there are too many broken edges. I don’t have enough time to make a clean getaway. I don’t know if there is enough time to disappear.

“Excuse me, son,” the woman’s voice says, and she’s so close that I swear she’s talking to Deacon. Her tone has warmed, but Deacon’s hand is still firmly placed on my hip.

“Sorry,” he tells her. “We’re all packed in here pretty tight.” I don’t turn back to them, but I read people’s reactions for a living: I hear the annoyance in Deacon’s voice, and I can only hope he doesn’t know her. Hope that he’s not trying to hand me over to the very people we’re running from. I can’t believe he ever would.

Stop, I think, forcing myself cold. I can’t let my love for him blind me. I have to get somewhere safe. The stakes are too high to take a chance. Even on Deacon.

I stare ahead until I notice a frail older woman two rows up. She huffs out in pain, trying to lift her bag with one hand while balancing herself with her cane. I narrow my eyes, and when it’s clear no one else plans to help her, I elbow my way past the businessman in her direction.

“Sorry,” I murmur. “I have to help her.”

The man nods as the crowd ahead of the old woman thins—he doesn’t want to hold up the line. I stop next to the woman and look down.

“Do you want me to grab that for you?” I ask.

She looks me over and then smiles kindly, the wrinkles around her bright blue eyes deepening. “Why, thank you, honey.” She steadies herself on her cane, leaving her small suitcase behind for me to grab.

She starts down the aisle, and I turn to find Deacon watching me, a soft smile on his lips—as if my kindness impresses him. I nod toward the window to say I’ll meet him outside. He looks oblivious to my true intentions, and I give myself one last chance to back out. To ask for his help. But then I catch a glimpse of the woman just behind him. There’s a flicker of panic in her expression. I have no choice but to run.

I let the part of me that loves Deacon desperately drain away; I feel it flow down my arms and legs, out my fingers and toes. And I turn, cold and empty—ready to take on whatever identity I want—and start down the aisle behind the old woman. I thought this was the beginning of something new. Getting answers to my past, starting a life with Deacon. But now I know I’ll have to find the truth on my own. I am the only person I can trust. There is no time for sentimentality.

Disappearing should be easy for me, but with Deacon, someone deft at recreating himself and blending in, it won’t be that simple. I mentally tick off the items I have at my disposal. I still have my father’s credit cards, which I can probably use at least once more before they’re reported stolen. Also in my backpack is a change of clothes, the DVD that Marie left me, and some cash. Nothing that can actually help me disguise myself, though. I look out the window at the bus station.

I’m in Eugene, I think. And once upon a time I played a dead girl here.

Melanie Saunders was fourteen when she died in a car accident. She lived in a charming area of older homes, and her parents were understandably devastated. She was an only child, and I remember hoping they’d have another when I left. They were good people.

My memory of the area hasn’t completely faded, and I’m sure if I go downtown, I can find a place to hide. Regroup and flee in the morning. Deacon will assume I’m leaving immediately—why would I stay? I hope the grief department draws the same conclusion.

Now I just have to slip away.

I walk down the steep bus stairs and set the small suitcase in front of the old woman. She starts to say thank you, but I slide past her and walk swiftly toward the building. I’m nearly to the door when I hear Deacon call my name. I flinch, but I reach for the handle anyway. I have only seconds, and as I step over the threshold into the building, I know I’ve just changed everything.

Now it’s time to be smart. I’ll have to be smarter than the entire grief department. But first I have to be smarter than Deacon.

I walk calmly toward the restrooms. I don’t look back—never look back when trying to disappear. I scan the crowd as I slip in and out of people’s way, making it a point to shift into their space so that they have to step aside. I take over their walking path. It helps me become invisible, like the sleight of hand a magician might use when hiding a rubber ball under a shell.

I step in front of a mom with a wiggling toddler on her hip, murmuring a quiet apology, and after a few feet I walk in front of a man in a business suit who’s talking on his cell phone. My movements are smooth and rapid. I see an older woman heading toward the restroom, and I stand at her side, blocking the view of me from the back entrance.

Once inside the bathroom, I pause. A thick floral scent hangs in the air, and the constant sound of flushing toilets and hand dryers is exactly the kind of white noise that keeps people distracted. I go to stand near the baby changing station and slip off my backpack. I’ll have to leave it. I take off my sweater and pull out my favorite hoodie. I grab a fresh plastic bag from the changing station and throw in my Rolling Stones T-shirt, the DVD from my file, and a few pairs of underwear and some basic toiletries. Once done, I drop my backpack and sweater into the trash. No one notices me.

I glance at my reflection, and emotions try to fight their way out, but I lock them away. Not now. Not here. I take the hair tie from my pocket and scrape my hair into a barely enough ponytail, disguising the pale blond color. I look sideways at the woman washing her hands two sinks down. She has a baseball cap snapped onto the handle of her suitcase. Near the door someone has left her denim jacket on the counter as she uses the restroom.

I hate the thought of stealing. Sure, when I was a closer, I would take… a souvenir from my assignment’s house: a shirt, a necklace. But that was different—she was dead. Now it feels like stealing. But it’s my way out of here.

In a swift motion I start toward the door. As I pass the woman at the sink, I reach down and unclip the back of her baseball hat and slip it under my hoodie without missing a step. I keep walking and casually pick up the jacket as if it were mine all along. Again—no one notices me.

The moment I exit the bathroom, I put the hat on my head and push my arms into the sleeves of the jacket. I pop the collar for more coverage. My steps are fast, but not fast enough to arouse notice. Another corridor is coming up, and I continue to take over other people’s walking paths. Just before I turn, I glance up to the mirror perched in the corner of the ceiling. I look toward the food court, and sure enough I find Deacon standing facing my direction, brow furrowed as he looks around, his hands folded behind his head as he searches. He knows that something is wrong. He feels it. The woman from the bus is nowhere in sight. And I realize that I could have been wrong about her; she could have nothing to do with the grief department. But there’s no time to think.

I quickly dart around the corner and head for the exit. I’m careful not to look panicked, just hurried. I can’t check back to see if Deacon’s following me, so I stick to the wall. The sliding doors of the exit come into view. It’s started to rain, and I say a quiet thank-you. It’ll be harder to find me this way.

I walk purposefully toward the sliding glass doors of the exit. The minute I’m outside, I pull my hood over the baseball cap, acceptable fashion while in the rain, and walk down the curb until I see a cab. I put out my hand, careful to keep my face turned from the doors in case Deacon walks out here. A cab stops, and I’m nearly out of breath as I get inside. I lock the door, and the cabdriver lifts his dark eyes to mine in the rearview mirror.

“Corner of Fifth and Pearl, please,” I say, and sit back, sinking down slightly. The man shifts into gear, but keeps his foot on the brake and turns to look at me. “You know that’s just a few blocks from here, right?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say, although I had forgotten. “But it’s raining and I’m in a hurry.” Each second the driver delays, the closer Deacon gets to finding me.

The man shrugs. “It’s your money.” He eases off the brake and pulls into the street.

Once we’re moving, I check the mirror on the passenger side for Deacon’s reflection. I watch until the bus station fades from view, and when it’s gone completely, I hurt more than ever.

I’m all alone.






CHAPTER TWO

WHEN I WAS A LITTLE girl, a doctor brought me to a man who’d just lost his child. This man, my eventual father, was suffering from the death of his wife and daughter. I should have been a temporary relief from grief, but Dr. Arthur Pritchard had different plans for me. He let my father keep me and raise me as his dead daughter. I was brainwashed to believe it—although I don’t know how.

For years after, the grief department employed me, teaching me ways to adjust my personality to suit their clients. With the exception of my last assignment, the one that changed things, I was always able to adapt. But I fell in love with a family and lost myself. I was almost gone completely.

As I sit in the backseat of the taxi, I push up my sleeve and stare down at the gold bracelet around my wrist. I trace my finger along the delicate band, determined to keep my mind clear this time. Isaac Perez, the boyfriend of my last assignment, gave me this bracelet. During my time with him, we crossed a few lines, made it all too real. It nearly destroyed me. But in the end Isaac found closure, and he gave this to me as a gift. And right now it adds to my strength. It resets me in my purpose.

Despite my fear of the grief department, I have to find Arthur Pritchard and demand he tell me who I really am. I won’t leave until he does. And while he’s at it, he can tell me what the grief department wants with me—what they’re really doing there. My father warned me that Arthur doesn’t have much clout there anymore, saying a board of directors has taken over. But Arthur created the department; I have to believe he knows how to stop them too. I just want a life that’s my own. I want the truth.

The cabdriver pulls to the corner of Pearl and Fifth and bumps the curb, startling me from my thoughts. My head is a mess. In the last forty-eight hours I’ve lost my identity, my family, my friends. Even Deacon. It’s hard to keep on a mask of calm when I lean forward and ask the driver how much.

The guy swings his arm over the seat as he turns back to look at me. “Five fifty, sweetheart,” he says, prickling my nerves. I fish out a ten from my pocket and tell him to keep the change.

I lower my hood and climb out of the cab, glad when it drives away; the smell of pine air freshener is still in my nose. The rain is barely a drizzle now, and I glance around, trying to reacquaint myself with the surroundings of the area. Things have changed since the last time I was here, updates to the two-story market next to the light-rail tracks.

The building has a brick façade and lush flower baskets hinting at its charm. There’s a restaurant with a covered patio out front, twinkling white lights on its posts, and the smell of grilled food thick in the air. Now that I’m out of immediate danger, even the horror and anxiety of the day isn’t enough to cover the fact that I haven’t eaten since this morning.

I walk over to scan the restaurant menu at the front desk, but the dinners are overpriced, so I head into the indoor market and glance at the stores. There’s a candy shop, and I slip inside and buy a handful of chocolates and a lollipop for a dollar twenty-five. My nose twitches, and I notice a barrel of roasted almonds. My eyes start to itch with allergies, and I thank the woman behind the counter before fleeing for another area of the market.

I stop by the food court and buy a rice bowl with avocado. I gulp it down, and when I’m done eating, I wander over to a bench near the center fountain. I sit and pull my legs up to wrap my arms around them, resting my chin on my knees. I eat the chocolates I bought earlier, saving the lollipop.

Deacon should be here, I think miserably as I crumple a candy wrapper in my hand. He should be here with me.

But he’s not here. I made sure of that.

I squeeze my eyes shut at the sudden hole in my chest. I didn’t even give Deacon a chance to explain. And now I’ve left him… again. What if I was wrong?

My breath catches on the start of a cry, but I force it down. I bury it. When it’s only a pinprick of agony, I open my eyes and steady my gaze on a flower pot across from the fountain.

What if I was right? Deacon himself would tell me to play it safe first. So I will. Even if it feels like I’ve ripped out my heart and left it on a bus to Roseburg.

I glance around at the shops, feeling suddenly aware of how vulnerable I am in public. Several of the stores start to lower their gates, and I take it as my cue to head back outside.

It’s not dark yet, but the rain has let up. The hazy evening reminds me of the times I’d sit on Deacon’s back porch, watching the sky clear. We would feel small; our problems as closers felt small. And the universe offers me that same small measure of comfort now.



I begin to walk, feeling contented by the slow pace of the town. Eugene houses the University of Oregon, but it’s still quiet here. Peaceful. I wouldn’t mind staying for a while, even though I know I can’t.

It’s when I cross into another neighborhood, still not having found a place to stay, that I remember a detail from when I was on assignment here. The Saunders family used to own a bike shop nearby. It’s past business hours by now, so I don’t have to worry about running into them—traumatizing them. But… they used to hide a key. Maybe it’s still there.

I continue down the road, and when I finally arrive at the store, the sky has dimmed considerably. The lights inside the bike shop are all off with the exception of a safety light behind the counter. I check that the street is empty, and then I round the brick building toward the back door.

There’s a rock in the garden trim that used to mark a hidden key, and I pick it up and dig into the mulch below. But the key is no longer there. I spend a few more minutes searching obvious areas but eventually resign myself to the fact that the family doesn’t leave the key to their business hidden in the back parking lot anymore.

It’s been years since I’ve been here, and it’s entirely possible that the Saunders family no longer owns the business. But from what I remember, they were dedicated. The shop had been started by Mr. Saunders’s father, passed down through the family. I don’t think they’d walk away from that.

Frustrated, I set my dirty hands on my hips and look up at the overhead streetlamps illuminating the empty back lot. I only wanted a few hours of sleep; my head is foggy. My heart is broken. I’m completely overwhelmed, and I can’t hold back the wave of sadness that rushes over me. I’ve lost everything.

I slide down the locked door until I’m sitting on the ground, knees bent. I lower my head into my hands, about ready to fall apart completely. I’m worn down, but not like when I broke with reality the other day. This exhaustion is something different. Like a struggle to figure out how all my problems fit together, only I’m missing a piece.

I’ve felt this way before. It was about six months ago, a night I’d nearly forgotten about. I was at Aaron’s apartment, sitting on the couch with Deacon. We’d been broken up for nearly two months, and we were just starting to figure out what it meant to be forever friends with no other benefits.

“Come on, Quinn,” Deacon said from the other end of the couch while flashing that devastating smile. “Turn your frown upside down before I come over there and cheer you up.”

“I love that you think moving closer would make me happier,” I told him.

“Sassy,” he murmured, making me laugh.

Aaron was playing a video game while Myra was at the store buying alcohol with a fake ID she’d gotten from Deacon. Aaron and I were between assignments, and Deacon was enjoying his retirement from the grief department.

I felt emotionally bankrupt. My last assignment had been painful. I was still wearing the socks of the dead girl I’d been impersonating; I didn’t know why I’d taken them. They were a gift from her grandma, and I suppose it was because I’d never had a grandmother. Or maybe I just wanted those socks. Either way, I took them. I wore them.

But it didn’t explain the lost feeling still festering in my chest, as if something in me was missing. As if I’d changed.

“Quinlan,” Deacon said like he’d called me once already. It startled me and I looked over at him. His brown eyes narrowed with concern. “Are you okay?” he asked, all joking aside.

I ran my hand through my long blond hair, thinking over the question. “I’m not sure,” I said. Aaron stopped pressing the buttons on his game controller and turned to watch me. Deacon’s posture straightened.

“I’m…” I paused, and the best word I could think of was “lonely.” “I think I’m lonely, but it’s like I miss… myself.” And damn, once I said it, the force of the words hit me in the chest. The sense of loss was so heavy. It wasn’t grief; it was as if something had been taken from me, and it hurt. The feeling was disconcerting to say the least.

Deacon appeared immediately at my side and gathered me in a hug, probably thinking it was all about him. And even though it wasn’t, I rested against his chest and closed my eyes to listen to his heartbeat. I loved him so much, and for a moment I entertained the thought of letting his affection feed me—cure my loneliness. But I knew better. And so I pulled away, seeing his expression flicker with hurt before he could cover it up, and I looked at Aaron, who seemed ready to pounce if his worry got any deeper.

The front door opened, and Myra came in, holding a heavy-looking brown bag. She kicked the door shut with her foot. “Who wants a drink?” she called in her harsh voice.

And I was the first one up. “Me,” I said, and followed her into the kitchen, setting aside my loneliness and its forgotten reason.

The squeak of bicycle brakes and a scatter of gravel startles me from where I’m sitting against the shop door. My eyes fly open, and I find a stranger straddling the seat of his bike a few yards away. Although the light is dim, I see that he’s a little younger than me, with shoulder-length dark hair and a flannel shirt. He looks nonthreatening, but I’m careful nonetheless.

“Uh, can I help you?” the guy asks.

“No,” I respond quickly, and climb to my feet. I’m disheveled, and I use my fingers to poke my hair back under my hat. I lower my eyes, ready to disappear. “I was just leaving.” I’ve started to walk away when the guy laughs, loud and hearty. I glance back over my shoulder at him.

He rubs his palm over his chin. “Wasn’t trying to scare you off,” he says, smiling. “I’m August. And you are?”

“Does it matter?” I ask.

“Guess not,” he allows. “I can just call you Girl Lurking in the Shadows Looking to Break into My Uncle’s Shop.” He pauses. “But it’s a mouthful.”

“Your uncle?” I ask. I look him over again, to see if there’s any resemblance to Melanie’s family. Nothing immediately sticks out, but it was nearly four years ago.

“Unless,” August says, looking around dramatically, “you have a bike stashed that needs a new chain or something?”

I know I should leave, get out of here before he realizes who I am. Once a family has had a closer in their lives, they don’t forget it. But… I’m not a closer anymore. That should count for something. Feeling brave, I step toward him and take off my hat. The light from the streetlamp falls across my face. August gives a reflexive smile, but I watch it slowly fade.

“Wait,” he says, furrowing his brow as he thinks. “I know you.” He climbs off his bike and lays it on its side, approaching as he studies me. I feel it coming, and sure enough, I see his Adam’s apple bob as the realization falls over him. “You’re…” He takes a step back like I might hurt him. “You’re her,” August says, his expression calm but his voice pitched higher. “You’re the closer for Melanie.”

I only went out in public with the family once or twice. But he could have seen me. Could have seen pictures from a reenacted moment. And when you see a person acting as someone you know is dead, you don’t tend to forget their face. Only the clients can do that, and that’s because they’re sick with grief.

“I was a closer,” I admit, waiting for him to tear out of here or, worse, tell me I’m a monster. “But I don’t do that anymore,” I add, hoping it makes a difference.

August stares at me and then nods slowly. “That’s good, I guess,” he responds. “Because closers are creepy as fuck.”

My mouth flinches with a smile, even though I don’t think he’s joking. But it reminds me of something Deacon would say if he hadn’t been a closer himself. Even August’s brown eyes are the same shade as Deacon’s. Or maybe I just really want this guy to be Deacon right now.

“So what are you doing here, then?” August asks. “If my uncle sees you, he’ll—”

“I wasn’t sure where else to go. I thought maybe…” I shake my head, embarrassed. “I don’t know what I thought. I’m leaving town tomorrow anyway. I’ll probably just go to a motel.”

August seems to think this over, and then he scrunches up his nose like he has a horrible idea. “I’m heading back to my house,” he says tentatively. “If you don’t have a place to go… you can come with. My roommate’s cool. I’m sure Eva will have a million questions for you. Closers fascinate her.”

“Roommate?” I ask. “You don’t live at home?”

“Nope,” he responds. “Not anymore. I’ve been on my own for over a year.”

It would be dumb to go with him, but his tiny show of damage makes me trust him—as if we have it in common. But I hesitate. People are hostile toward closers: We make them confront mortality. We prove they’re replaceable, even if only for a short time. The bruise on my cheek from when I was punched by my last assignment’s best friend has barely faded. I touch the spot, worried I could be walking into something worse.

“Look,” August says. “Eva’s my roommate. We have a shitty house near campus that never warms up and has a constant stream of stray dogs that we rehome. I promise we’re not stranglers. I can call her first if you want. Make sure it’s cool.”

Fact is, I do want to go. Not just because it’s a hiding place either. I want to hang out with regular people, not people who spend their lives as others. I miss my time with Aaron, Deacon, and Myra, but there’s something to be said for being normal. I had that for a little while on my last assignment, and I’m craving it now. I’m craving a chance to be myself—not as a closer, but as a girl starting over. A girl without a name of her own.

I want to figure out who I am. I want to get to know me. And I’ll never figure that out surrounded by a bunch of fakers.

“Would your roommate have to know who I am?” I ask August. “Do you have to tell her?”

He waits a painfully long moment and then shrugs. “Yeah,” he says. “I wouldn’t bring a closer into our house without telling her.”

Although he says them kindly, his words sting. Not even a week ago, when I was Catalina, Isaac brought me to meet his friend Jason. When Jason found out who I was, what I was, he wasn’t kind. He acted as if I were an infection. A disease. A monster. At least August knows who I am already. I won’t have to worry about being discovered.

“Okay,” I say, nodding. “Thank you.” I wait while he takes out his phone, turns away from me, and talks in a low voice to the person on the other end. He laughs.

“I swear,” he says. He glances back over his shoulder at me. “No, she looks cool. All right. See you in a few.” August puts his phone away and smiles. “Eva is totally stoked. You ready?”

I say a silent prayer that I’m not about to get murdered, and then nod my head. “Let’s go.”






CHAPTER THREE

I WALK BESIDE AUGUST AS he rides his bike in the street. He stands on his pedals, swerving back and forth along the pavement to keep his balance. He tells me about his uncle and how after I’d given them closure, the family started doing better. That they even had another child. I’m glad—glad the family is okay. It sets me at ease, proving it wasn’t all a waste. I gave them peace. Now if only I could find a bit of my own.

“What about you?” August asks, glancing over at me. “What have you done since? Have you been busy being other people?”

“Yeah,” I say, looking at the sidewalk beneath my boots as I walk. “A lot of them, I guess. I’ve lost count. The last one…” I stop myself. Now is not the time to overshare. “The last one finished my contract,” I lie, looking over. “I’m a regular person again.” Or for the first time.

“Eh.” August shrugs. “Being regular isn’t all that great.” He watches me a long moment and smiles broadly. “Man, Eva is going to love this. She looked into becoming a closer, you know.”

“What happened?” I ask. “Did she apply?”

“Nah. The statistics scared her. Some of you can’t hack it, end up hospitalized… or at least that’s what the local paper reported.”

I widen my eyes. “The paper wrote about us?”

“An op-ed,” August says. “It was tucked in the back of the paper, but Eva found it. The paper never followed up. I used to joke that the grief department probably whacked the journalist and covered it up. Either way,” he continues, “Eva will be excited to meet you. You’re way better than the stray dog I brought in last week.”

I laugh. “Well, I do have all of my shots.”

“That’s good. Although I’m not sure Eva does.”

We continue on, and after a strenuous trip uphill, August pauses in front of a two-story, ramshackle house lit up under the streetlamp. The paint on the shutters is peeling, and the porch pitches dramatically to the left. Despite its condition, it’s kind of cute. There’s a flower planter outside the second-story window with petals that glow orange in the low light.

“Having second thoughts?” August asks.

“No,” I tell him honestly, “I think it’s nice. It looks lived in.”

He smiles. “Now, that is such a closer thing to say. Come on.” He hops off his bike and bumps it up the stairs before stashing it in the corner of the porch. I’m nervous, but excited for something different. I want to be a part of society. I’m sick of being an outcast.

The door is unlocked, and August leads me inside to a small, split-level foyer. We start up the staircase; it’s dark even when August flips on the light. I follow him toward the door at the top. He knocks once to announce our arrival and walks in.

I step in just behind him, immediately comforted by the colorful tapestries tacked to the wall and the mishmash of thrift-store furniture. In a way it reminds me of Marie’s apartment. The cluttered residence of my advisor was a touchstone for my real life—or at least what I thought was my real life. Despite the lies she told me, I long for her now: her trusted advice, her confidence. But she’s a liar, and I quickly squash the nostalgia I’ve dredged up.

August reaches behind me to close the door, and thankfully, he doesn’t lock it. He pulls off his flannel—he’s wearing a white T-shirt underneath—and tosses it on top of a cluttered table.

I look around the meager apartment, no stray animals in sight. In the next room I find a girl on the couch, legs crisscrossed in front of her. She leans forward to stare at me. Her already-big eyes widen impossibly large; her fake lashes are painted to points like she’s an anime character. Her brown hair is shaved in a buzz cut, but she wears a headband with a pretty pink bow.

“Eva,” August says, dropping into what looks like a curb-rescue recliner. “This is the closer.”

I flinch internally, wishing to be introduced as something else. Someone else. But I don’t know who I am yet.

August purses his lips and turns to look at me. “Actually,” he says, shaking his head as if just realizing, “what is your name?”

“Brooke,” I answer, calling up the first name that doesn’t immediately relate back to a case. I turn to Eva. “It’s nice to meet you,” I say before August can ask about my last name. “And I’m not a closer anymore,” I clarify.

Eva stares at me for a long moment, and just when I think she’s going to ask me to leave, she laughs loudly, filling up the whole room. “This is so fucking awesome!” she calls out, startling me. She pats the couch cushion beside her. “Sit here. I want to know everything.”

I take a seat on the patterned sofa next to Eva and set my bag of items on the floor next to my feet. Eva leans forward to grab a glass of soda from the dusty trunk they use for a coffee table. I feel suddenly warm in my layers of clothes. I take off my jacket and fold it in my lap.

“I’ve never actually met one of you before,” she says, and takes a hurried slurp from her drink. “You’re pretty,” she adds, “even though I can tell you’re trying to look plain.” She smiles and takes another sip before setting down her drink. “You didn’t cover your freckles.” Eva runs her finger in a line over her cheeks and nose to mimic where mine are. “But I like them. I wouldn’t cover them up anyway.” She turns her body toward me, and her knees nearly touch the side of my thigh.

“Thank you,” I say. “To be honest, I never really wear makeup outside of my assignments.” I smile. “Too much work.”

“Oh, I love makeup. Beauty makeup is totally my thing. But enough about me.” She bites down on her lip nervously. “I have so many questions.… Do you mind?”

“Ask away,” I tell her, truly not minding. She makes me feel interesting, not hated. Not feared. That’s typically the default setting, so this is a nice change.

“I’ve always wondered if closers go to regular school,” she starts. “I mean, I’m sure you’d miss a lot of classes and all that.”

“Some do,” I say. “But I haven’t gone to school in a long while.”

“Cool,” August says from the chair, as if a lack of education is the ultimate goal.

I laugh. “Not really,” I say. “I take online classes, but I kind of hate them. It’s isolating. There’s no life there. It’s all just words on a screen.”

“There’s life at school,” Eva says, “but I’m not sure it counts if all the heartbeats belong to judgmental douche bags.” She grins. “But I get what you’re saying about technology. In fact, our computer systems got shut down last month. Someone hacked into the online journals they make us keep and started leaking pages. Same thing happened in Roseburg. A sophomore girl there got really upset.” Eva takes another sip of her drink. “I think she killed herself.”

“Yep,” August says, leaning forward in the chair. “It was on the news a few weeks ago. There were two of them. Another boy killed himself in between classes.”

I feel the blood drain from my face, the realization settling in. It’s happening there, too, just like with Catalina and Mitchel, who was Aaron’s assignment. A suicide cluster. My heart starts to beat faster.

“Do you know which school it was in Roseburg?” I ask, betting that it’s the same school Virginia Pritchard attends.

“Marshall, I think,” Eva says. “Why?”

“Just curious,” I tell her. “I hadn’t heard about it.”

“Really?” August says, sounding surprised. “It’s been all over the news here. Even on CNN. Pretty sure that’s all anyone talks about anymore.” He stands up, rolling out his shoulders as he stretches. “It’s depressing,” he adds, and then looks over at Eva. “Hey, is there any pizza left?”

“Yeah,” she tells him, waving him toward the kitchen. When she turns back to me, she smiles. Unaffected by the thought of suicides. Untouched by it. I’m envious of how clear her emotional palate is—how free of loss it seems.

August escapes into the kitchen, and Eva studies me admiringly. She leans in, her elbows on her thighs. “Have you ever wanted to stay in a role?” she asks. “Like, stay as one of the dead people?” The question catches me off guard, opening a wound in my heart.

“Once,” I tell her, surprisingly honest. “The family was very sweet to me. Accepting. I cared about them, and they wanted me to stay—even after we’d completed the closure. But I realized eventually that I didn’t want to live a life that wasn’t mine. It wouldn’t be fair to any of us.”

“I don’t think I would mind it,” she says wistfully. “Taking someone else’s place would be nice. My life is shit. My family sucks—I left the moment I turned eighteen. Maybe a different life would be a good thing.”

There’s the loud clap of a cupboard door as August gets out a plate for his pizza. I take another look around the room. It’s painfully average in the most perfect way—an ease that can’t be replicated by any closer.

“You’re lucky,” I tell her. “This is yours. Your life is yours.”

“At least you’re not replaceable,” she tells me. “Not many people can do what you do.”

I lower my eyes. “Yeah, well. I gave up a lot to be a closer.”

This seems to pique her interest. “I bet it was hard. I can tell you’re different, though—different from us.”

My stomach twists, and I look up to meet her gaze. Us—she means regular people.

“Not in a bad way,” she clarifies. “I can see that you’re kind. And I think you take death more seriously than most people—death of complete strangers. But there’s also…” She pauses, narrowing her eyes as if trying to figure something out. “I’m not sure what it is,” she says, “but you seem… fluid. Like, you’re here… but not really.”

I understand what she means. I’m unfinished. Closers are always acting as someone else. It changes who we are and who we can be—even if I did know my real self. It’s amazing that Eva can see that.

“You probably would have been a great closer,” I say, making her smile.

“Now that I think about it,” Eva says, “maybe I just wanted to play with makeup.”

I laugh. “Well, it just so happens I’m fantastic with makeup. At least, I’m fantastic with the kind that can turn you into someone else.”

Her eyes light up. “Can you turn me into someone else?”

I shift in my seat.

“Just for fun,” she says. “No one dead or anything. I want to look completely different. Come on,” she adds. “It’ll be awesome.”

I hesitate. Although Myra and I have done this same thing a million times—she loved how different I could make her look—I’ve never done a makeover on a stranger.

The memory makes me suddenly miss my friends with a deep ache, and the only way I know how to deal with loss is to replace it. So I smile and nod my head.

“Do you have makeup?” I ask. “I don’t have any with me.”

“Girl,” Eva says, jumping up, “I work part-time at Sephora. Come on.” She reaches out her hand to me, a movement that probably means nothing to her, but to me, a person who is rarely touched by a noncloser, it shocks me. I slip my hand into hers and follow her toward the bathroom, pretending that she and I have been best friends for years.



Eva sits on the edge of the tub, her eyes turned up to the ceiling as I paint another layer of mascara on her lower lashes. I’ve contoured her cheeks to thin them out, overlined her lips to plump them up. I’ve made her large eyes smaller and her nose more defined.

“I hope this isn’t too personal,” she says, staring up as I finish her lashes, “but what’s your family like?”

“I don’t have one,” I say quietly, and push the mascara brush back into its tube and seal it shut. “I’m a ward of the state. Most underage closers are.”

“Oh.” Eva lowers her eyes to look at me. “Sorry,” she says.

“It’s okay,” I lie. “The grief department takes good care of us.”

“That’s nice, I guess. I always wondered what kind of parent would let their kid be a closer. You must see some messed-up shit.”

I grab a blush brush and run it over her cheek, sharpening the contour. “I have,” I tell her. “But the clients were always good people. And we were monitored, so we were never in any danger.” What I don’t say is that the truly ‘messed-up shit’ came from my own life, not my assignments.

I straighten and look over her face, proud of my work. “All done,” I say, and step aside.

Eva flashes me a smile and then goes to the mirror, her hands on either side of the porcelain sink. Her mouth hangs open as she examines her reflection. She falls silent, and I worry that she hates the change, or worse, that she realizes what I can do. Realizes that if I really wanted to, I could buzz my hair and become her in the matter of an afternoon.

I start to put away the makeup, and when I turn around, Eva smiles at me. “You’re crazy talented,” she says. Her expression grows more thoughtful. “And I appreciate what you do,” she adds.

“You look great,” I say.

“No. Not this.” She motions to her face. “I appreciate what you do for families. I don’t have any brothers and sisters, but if I did, and if one of them… died, I would want your help. I would want you to save my parents from that.”

“I used to think the same way,” I tell her. “But now I wonder if we shouldn’t just feel the hurt. Maybe not hurting is hurting us.”

She nods like she’s considering my words. “I like being pain-free,” she says after a moment. “I suspect a lot of people do. Now…” She motions for me to follow her out of the bathroom. In the hall she glances over her shoulder at me.

“August said you needed a place to stay,” she says. “Want a beer?”

I feel embarrassed that I’ve already imposed so much. I’m a random stranger August found and brought home. I don’t belong here. I’m about to say so when Eva holds up her hand as if anticipating my excuse.

“You don’t have to be so polite, Brooke. We have an extra room. Our roommate just graduated from U of O, and it probably still smells like his feet there. But there are clean sheets in the closet, and it’s better than a park bench. We want you to stay.”

I thank her, overwhelmed with gratitude. But I’m afraid I’m letting my guard down just because she’s being nice to me.

Don’t I deserve this bit of kindness, though? I can go back to being a heartless closer tomorrow. “Thanks,” I tell Eva again, smiling brightly. “Now about that beer…”






CHAPTER FOUR

EVA AND I ARE ON the couch while August, complaining that he’s still hungry, grabs me a beer from the kitchen before going back in to make mac ’n’ cheese. For a while Eva and I don’t talk about anything too serious—mostly about TV shows and music. But halfway through my drink, my inhibitions are lowered, and my mind keeps turning back to the things I miss, to the life I miss—the one that wasn’t even my own.

“Is it hard to make friends?” Eva asks. “I mean, I think you’re lovely”—she grins—“but I’m guessing other girls might be threatened by you. You know, because you can be them.”

“I have a few friends,” I say, although I make “few” sound like it means more than literally three people. I didn’t have any friends growing up. Not a damn one. I had my father, and then I had Deacon, and then Aaron and Myra. Now that I think about it, it’s a wonder I’m not more screwed up.
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