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Prologue
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Lost in the dark, I blinked against the driving rain. A gust of wind almost knocked me off my feet and rattled the barren limbs plucking at my clothes. I turned slowly, looking for something, anything familiar. The flashes of lightning, almost constant now, revealed only trees. Then suddenly she was there. Long wet hair and blood streamed down her pale face, obscuring her features. She clutched my shoulder and spoke to me, words I tried to hear, but couldn't. 



I woke with a start and sat straight up in bed, my heart thudding in my chest; I felt sweaty and clammy cold at the same time. 

"What's wrong?" asked Tia Marx, my roommate, from her twin bed on the other side of the room. "Was it that dream again?"

I tried to make out her face in the dark. When I did, I saw her anxious expression. "Yes."

"Anything new?"

"No. Same old stuff." I flopped back on the bed. "Sorry I woke you. Go back to sleep."

"We could talk about it." She’d always been a good listener. 

"No need. It's all good." But it wasn't. As long as that dream haunted me, I'd be worrying and wondering what it meant.
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Chapter One
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"And there is simply no irrefutable proof that ghosts exist." Marvin Keeton, my chemistry teacher, looked directly at me. "Yes, Miss Laine?"

Oh God. Was that my hand waving in the air? Chagrined, I let it drop into my lap. "I was, um, just wondering about all the pictures of spirits on the internet and those reality shows where they hunt ghosts. Isn't that proof enough?"

Mr. K snorted and perched on the corner of his wooden desk, arms crossed over his chest. "Most photos of spirits are touched up, and if they're not, they're really images of fog, dust, or the photographer's pinkie.” He shook that particular finger to exaggerate. “As for ghost hunting shows...all lies...elaborate ploys designed to garner ratings and sell T-shirts."

That went all over me. "So you think anyone who ever said they saw a ghost is lying?"

"Lying or delusional." 

"What if I told you I know a psychic who sees spirits—someone really nice, who isn't crazy and would never lie."

His brown eyes narrowed. "And who might that be?"

I resisted the urge to glare down at all the gazes gluing me to the spot. "Just a, um, guy I know." I squirmed in my seat, more uncomfortable than ever. 

"I see. Well, why don't you ask your friend to come speak to us? I'm open to giving him equal time." 

"He doesn't talk about his...gifts."

Since my classmates burst out laughing, I swiveled in my chair to face them. "I mean it. He's a very private person."

"Get a life." That came from one of the self-chosen royalty that always sat on the back row casting derogatory glances towards the menials. I never gave those jerks a passing glance. I so did not care about them or their silver spoons, and they didn't care about me.

"We hate to break it to you, baby, but Barney, Tinkerbell, and Spiderman aren't real, either," added one of his comrades with a snort.

I heard more laughter and glared at them. "You don't know anything."

"And you do? Does that mean you're talking about yourself?" Alexis Roberts, who sat one row up, taunted me now. I knew her name, but only because she and the rest of her coven had made it a point to know mine. Oh, all right. She wasn't really a witch. But in my opinion, she could've stepped in as the W3 in Wizard of Oz. I mean, the girl had evil down to an art. At that moment, she tossed her freshly highlighted hair over her shoulder. "Are you the one who sees dead people, Keely?"

"Ooh, ooh!" Ginger Mabry, one of Alexis's sisters in mischief, wiggled in her chair like a first grader, clearly anxious to be heard. "There are ghosts at the old Spinner Mansion. That's why it's been on the market so long. Everyone's afraid to buy it." 

Alexis shot her down. "Really, Gin? I mean, really?"

Ginger blushed as redheads will. "It could be true."

Everyone laughed at her, which diverted their attention from me. Thank you, Ginger!

"Okay, enough about ghosts," said our teacher with a chuckle. "This is a chemistry class, after all, and there's no reliable proof that they exist anyway. Let's talk about something that matters: finals."

Everyone groaned.
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I DON'T KNOW HOW LONG he'd been standing there when I finally noticed his scuffed brown boots, planted in the carpet of leaves right in front of me. Startled, I looked up at the guy wearing them. Tall and stocky, he looked back with solemn tawny eyes. 

Did I know him? Not really, though, in another world, I'd have made it a point to. He was my idea of perfect, at least as far as looks went, and I'd had my eye on him for a while now. That must've been why my heart jumped into my throat.

"Hello."

"H-hello." I could barely get the word out; I was that shocked he'd walked up.

"I've been all over campus trying to find you."

In disbelief, I quickly glanced to my left and then right to be sure I was alone. "You talking to me?"

"Who else?"

"Then you lost me at 'hello,' dude." That came out kind of rude. I blamed my jangling nerves.

His jaw tightened. "I'm Sawyer."

As if I didn't know.

"McCabe? We have chemistry and Spanish III together."

Knew that, too, but pretended that I didn't. "So?"

"I need to ask—"

Guessing what he wanted and ready to run, I cut him off. Hot or not, he should’ve been worried about his grades months ago. "Forget it. Finals are next week. It's too late for a tutor."

He gave me a blank look. "Who needs one?"

"Um...you?"

"I have straight A's. What I need is—"

I cut him off, heart sinking. My beauty and brains hadn't lured him in after all. "I don't see ghosts, okay? I was talking about a friend this morning."

"Then you do know a real psychic."

"I—maybe. Why?"

"Because—"

I stopped him with a raised hand. "Never mind. Don't want to hear it." My heart now pounded in my chest, making me anxious and uncivil. I got up and brushed grass off my butt just as he glanced around and stepped closer.

"I'm sure this is as awkward for you as it is for me. I just—"

I stopped him again, my mind on Carrie, the girl fooled by the in-crowd. Was he trying to set me up for something? No other scenario made sense. With a shake of my head, I sidestepped the guy and began hurrying away.

He caught up in two strides. "Who pissed in your Cheerios?"

"I had a brown sugar and cinnamon Pop-Tart." Annoyed, I suddenly braked and whirled on him. "Look, whatever you want, the answer is no." I waved a goodbye in his face and tried to move on. He blocked my path, obviously stunned I hadn’t bowed down to him the way all the other girls in school probably did. 

For a couple of seconds, our gazes locked. Then he shook his head and stepped aside. "You are so freakin' weird." Turning, he strode to the cafeteria, his shoulders tense and his fingertips stuffed in the front pockets of his jeans. I watched him disappear through the door.

Shock quickly turned into shame. Though members of Sawyer's clique taunted me, he never had, so technically I didn’t have the right to be so mean to him. In fact, I owed him an apology. Before I lost the nerve, I darted into the caf and scoured the room for the popular-jock table where he undoubtedly sat. Yep, there he was, still looking a little tense from our awkward encounter. Quickly I walked over and stood near the table and right across from him, unsure what to say. He made it a point to ignore me, treatment I probably deserved.

His buddy Kip Arthur didn't. "What do you want?"

In sync, all the Bieber-haired boys with their backs to me turned to look. I would’ve cracked up, but I was on a mission and so stayed tuned to Sawyer, who now raised his cool gaze to meet mine. 

"Can I see you for a sec?" I asked him. Red instantly flooded his cheeks, proving he was as upset as I. 

"McCabe, you holding out on us?" Kip tipped his chair back, giving me an insulting once over. The other guys laughed at his little joke. All except Sawyer, who now stared at his lunch sack.

I didn’t give them a glance. "I'll make it really quick."

"She'll make it quick." Smirking, Kip glanced at his buddies before looking me right in the eye. "I'm good at quick. Can I be next?"

Though half his size, I didn't back down. "I'm not talking to you, Skip." I deliberately mispronounced his name. Skip actually suited him better because it brought to mind a pit bull of the same name that had once terrorized my neighborhood. 

"Ooh, hear that?" Kip, now a little pink in the face, looked at the guys around him. "The skank ain't talking to me."

Completely pissed, I stared right at Sawyer, who still sat in silence, his elbows resting on the table and his expression stony. I gave up with a huff of exasperation. "You need to grow a pair." Somehow I stalked away from those snickering jerks without busting heads, but it wasn't easy. I might be petite, but I was tough.

Though I'd have loved to walk right out the door and through the chain link fence surrounding campus, I couldn't. It was only Monday, and I had a full afternoon and week of classes to go, starting with Spanish III next period. With finals looming, I couldn't afford to run.

When Sawyer walked into the classroom with its pathetic bulletin boards and ugly student desks, I deliberately avoided eye contact. I needn't have bothered. One quick peek revealed he'd already moved on—physically and mentally. Mixed emotions resulted, and I hated myself for them. Had I actually thought, even for a second, that he'd finally noticed me? Pathetic. Totally pathetic.

After school, I got into the van, as usual, along with the other students who lived with Chuck and Tanya Roper. They ran the state-supported Granger Youth Home, which currently housed ten kids. Though seven was actually the max allowed by law, the Ropers had managed to get special permission for three extras since we were all teenagers and pretty self-sufficient. 

Though most of the group in the van joked around and paid no attention to Chuck, our driver, I did what I always did—hope that we'd make it home alive. To his credit, Chuck's driving had nothing to do with my fear. He never did anything stupid or rash, always obeying every sign, signaling turns and lane changes, staying within the speed limit. My secret terror came from another source. Unfortunately, I didn't know what. Though my Granger friends all wished for a vehicle of their own, I didn't. Why? Well, if riding in a car scared me stupid, what would driving one do? 

When we got to Granger's, I got out of the van with a mental sigh of relief. I ran up the stairs and quickly changed into my work shirt, a dark blue tee shirt with Chadwell's printed on the front. That was the name of the grocery store where I worked most afternoons and all day on Saturday.

Tanya came into the kitchen just as I opened the back door to leave. "You may need an umbrella today. It’s supposed to rain." 

Since I walked to and from the grocery store, located just three miles away, I grabbed a faded black one from the hat rack to appease her. I’d never use it, though. I loved the smell and feel of rain, and lately the storm clouds that produced it matched my mood. 

“Any progress on finding an apartment?”

“Nope.”

Tanya suddenly grabbed me and kissed the top of my head. "You know we'll let you stay here past the end of the month if you need to, Kiki." The nickname would’ve tripped my temper breaker if anyone else said it, but not Tanya. I adored her. She’d been my "mother" for the past ten, almost eleven years, after all. "You could pay us rent if it would make you feel better." 

Though that scenario was very tempting and probably kept me from panicking, I shook my head. "I believe the perfect apartment is waiting for me out there. I just have to find it. Besides, I'd much rather you rescued someone else stuck on the foster-go-round." As one who’d ridden it for four years, I flashed a grateful smile before I went out the door. No matter how tempting, I'd never impose on the Ropers, which left me dreading the life changes looming just ahead. 
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"IS EVERYDAY A PONYTAIL day for you, Keely?" Yeah, Alexis again, only now she stood across the checkout counter from me at Chadwell's. "You should ask Miss Mulberry where she gets her hair done. She might be able to give you some makeup tips, too." Eloise Mulberry, the school spinster secretary, wore her hair in a bun secured with a peacock blue scarf that matched her eye shadow. 

I coolly spun the sack rack around so Alexis could take the plastic bags full of stuff I’d already rung up. "I don’t need her advice because, unlike you, I'm not obsessed with how I look. I honestly don’t care what other people think." 

"And that’s your problem. You should care. Because no one thinks of you, Keely. No. One. Especially Sawyer, who just happens to be my guy. Yeah, I saw you making a fool of yourself in the caf. If he ever talks to you it'll be for the same reason he talks to all the losers at Lejeune: pity."

Refraining from violence, I continued to haul overpriced hair products and random food items across the scanner. I liked my job just fine until pain-in-the-ass classmates showed up. Especially when they could've gotten a better selection at a better price at Wal-Mart. The fact that they shopped at Chadwell's made their visits feel like a personal attempt to put me in my place. As if anyone would really go to that kind of trouble. Alexis actually had it right when she said no one thought of me. All Granger youth were pretty much invisible to the popular kids. We'd decided long ago that them pretending we didn't exist made the ugly things in life—drugs, jail, alcoholism, abuse—go away.

Alexis slammed her purse on the counter to get my attention. "Aw, did I hurt your feelings? My bad." 

Smiling sweetly, I placed a carton of eggs in the last bag, maybe cracking one or two in the process. "That'll be thirty-two forty-three."

Alexis pulled a credit card from her designer purse and swiped it. I finished up the sale, handing her the receipt with a crisp, "Have a nice day!" before deliberately turning my attention to the customer patiently waiting. "Hi, Miss Hannah. Love the vest. Are you feeling better this week?"

Since sweet Hannah Spinner began filling me in on her latest health issue, Alexis had no choice but to snatch her bags and leave, the back pockets of her blinged-out jeans sparkling in the fluorescents. I hoped she didn’t get upset about the loose lid on the shampoo bottle. Bet her mama wouldn’t send her to the grocery store any more. 

"—I just don't know what I'm going to do."

I tuned in to Hannah a little late. "Sorry. About what?"

"Ten Oaks. I didn't pass their physical."

"They give you a physical?" I couldn't believe my ears. I knew Ten Oaks, an upscale retirement place, was picky about who they let live there, but seriously...physicals? 

"Oh yes. You have to be 'active' to get in." She drew quotation marks in the air.

I scanned her buttermilk and set it in a bag with her English muffins and orange marmalade. "Define 'active'."

"Able to cut a rug at their dances, go on their field trips, and take their group vacations abroad, all available to residents at a very reasonable rate, of course."

That made me laugh. "Can't your granddaughter move in with you?" I knew a lot more about Hannah than she knew about me since she loved to talk about herself, and I so did not.

Hannah sighed. "Though I'd like that, Cindy has her own life to live." She patted my hand. "Forget my problems. What are you going to do about her?" Hannah glanced toward the exit, which told me she'd overheard my conversation with Alexis.

"Nothing. She's all talk, and I'm not after her stupid boyfriend, anyway. I definitely have more important things to think about." Namely my eighteenth birthday five days away and the resulting life changes, all of which scared me stupid. But I wasn't about to share my worries with Hannah. I liked her and everyone else being in the dark about my personal life.

"Do you graduate this year?" 

I nodded.

"You know that your high school experience won't amount to a hill of beans once you're out of there, don't you? Just wait until your five-year reunion. The so-called in crowd won't be any happier than the skaters, Goths, nerds, and emos."

Her savvy terminology made me laugh. "How do you stay so up on things?"

"The world wide web, of course." Hannah winked and handed me a twenty. I gave her change. Taking the cloth grocery bag she used every time she came in, she gave me a cheery wave and shuffled toward the exit. I heard the sound of pouring rain when it automatically swung open. Luckily, she had one of those handicap parking permits, so didn't have far to walk.

Two hours later, I had to face the rain myself and without my umbrella since some jackleg swiped it from the break room. I had a pretty good idea who, too. Eddy the deli guy in hopes I'd beg him for a ride home. Since that was not happening ever, I quickly looped the strap of my hobo bag around my neck and stuck an arm through it, then put on my hoodie last, zipping it with difficulty in hopes it would help protect my stuff. That made me look pregnant. As for the rest of me, I wouldn't melt, though storms made me a little nervous. I wondered briefly if that had anything to do with my dream. 

Ducking against the driving rain, I crossed the parking lot and headed up the sidewalk. I made it about a block before I realized that a vehicle seemed to be following me, just every girl's secret dread. A quick glance back revealed a white quad truck, its wipers swishing wildly. Since I couldn't see inside it, I picked up my pace just a little. The truck sped up too, turning sharply into the driveway I approached and braking so that it blocked the sidewalk.

Of course I screeched to a halt, too. The window on the passenger's side rolled down before I could react. The driver flicked on the overhead light. Sawyer McCabe. That shocked me so badly that I actually staggered back.

"Get in," he shouted over the roar of the engine and the howl of the wind.

As if. And not just because I had no idea if the guy could drive worth a crap or not. So I shook my head and turned toward the rear of the truck, intending to walk on the street if I had to.

"Come on, Laine. You're gonna fry."

At that moment lightning bolted from the sky with an eerie crackle followed by the explosive boom! that told me it had found its mark. Thunder instantly crashed, adding to the din and shaking the ground beneath my feet. Hail began pelting me, banging unbelievably loud on the top, hood, and bed of the truck. 

I screamed. Ducking, I yanked open the door and scrambled to relative safety in the cab to wait out the hail. The window immediately began rising.

I looked at Sawyer; he looked at me. Belatedly remembering my purse, I unzipped my hoodie and slipped out of it so I wouldn't look quite so knocked-up. Once free of the strap, I mopped my face and neck with the wadded garment, which didn't really help since it was soaked, too. 

Sawyer reached over the console and behind the seat to get a towel, which he handed to me. "What's with the walking? I thought Granger's had a van or something."

"The only person licensed to drive it works the night shift at Wal-Mart." I noted that the towel smelled like guys' cologne—a very manly scent.

"Oh." He put the truck in reverse and twisted toward me as he took a look at the street behind us.

My heart jumped into my throat. I grabbed his arm. "Wait! What are you doing?"

"Taking you home."

"Oh no. I'll be fine." I reached for the door handle. 

Now Sawyer grabbed my arm. "Are you nuts? That lightning's lethal. Or maybe you'll just get your skull cracked by the hail."

He had a point, and I hated him for it. "We could sit here for a minute."

"Or not. My truck's getting pounded." Sawyer backed into the street, put her in drive, and took off. 

I took some deep breaths to calm myself down. "Do you even know where Granger's is?"

"I've lived in Baton Rouge all my life. Of course I know where it is."

I crossed my arms over my soaked tee, which clung to my B-cups. "Wow. I thought it was invisible to everyone that didn't live there."

Sawyer didn't respond.

Knowing he'd never get it, I changed the subject. "Was this a random fly-by or did you come to Chadwell's for groceries? It's a risky move, either way. Your girlfriend will flip if she ever finds out."

"What girlfriend?"

"Alexis Roberts."

He snorted. "We've been over since ninth grade."

"Does she know?"

His eyebrows shot up. "Of course she knows. As for why I was at Chadwell's, I owe you an apology for lunch. Kip can be a real jerk. I probably should've decked him, but I know from experience even that doesn't work. Why'd you follow me inside, anyway?"

"I owed you an apology, too. I'm not always such a bitch. You...caught me off guard, I guess."

"Because no one but other Granger kids really see you?"

His sudden insight surprised and flustered me. Maybe he wasn't as dumb as I thought. "Something like that."

"Look, Laine. I—"

"Keely, okay? Last names are so...rude." Yikes. Had I really just said that?

Sawyer nodded. "I can see why you'd be suspicious. I mean, it's not like I ever made the effort to speak before. But I've got a problem, and I'm not too proud to beg for help when Zoey's involved."

"Who's Zoey?"

"My little sister. She's been sleeping in my other bed every night this week because there's a man in her room. I've tried to figure out what she's seeing, but..." He slowed his truck and turned left into the Granger drive, where he shut off the motor and glanced toward the house. I immediately felt better. "Are there any rules about sitting in parked cars?"

"Yeah, but my days here are numbered, so—"

"Why?" His eyes narrowed. "Has someone adopted you?"

Regretting my thoughtless admission, I redirected naïve him. "What kind of help do you need?"

"The psychic kind." He turned slightly in the seat so he could look me in the eye. 

I knew what he saw: a drowned-rat of a girl with exceptionally ordinary auburn hair, light blue eyes, and too-many freckles. "What do your parents think about Zoey’s gift?"

"I told her not to tell them."

"Because?"

He leaned closer, almost as if fearing someone would overhear a whispered conversation in a truck still being pummeled by rain and marble-sized hail. "You know that old Spinner Mansion? The one Ginger Mabry said was haunted?"

"Yes."

"My parents are the realtors trying to sell the place. So a few weeks ago, I went over there with Mom and Zoey to take pictures to update the internet listing. Zoey told us she saw a woman in white standing on the stairs. Mom didn't make a big deal about it, but I could tell it got to her. If she finds out Zoey's seen something else, she might turn to a shrink for help."

I felt a stab of sympathy, but not for Sawyer. I imagined how frightened his sister must be.

"My sister's not crazy, but she is scared. I thought talking to another psychic might help her."

My eyes suddenly brimmed, blurring my gaze. Or was that because the rain now slashing against the windows distorted the two-story house with its wide porch and bright windows? "Being psychic is especially rough on little kids."

"She's twelve, so isn't that little. And how do you know? Did your friend tell you?"

"Er, yes."

"So you really do know one."

"I do, but I'm not sure he'll help you."

"Why not?" 

"Because so far, I'm the only person he's told about his gifts. If he helps Zoey, other people may find out."

"Would you ask him, at least? I'd never tell anyone, and I could pay—"

"He wouldn't take money for helping."

He just looked at me for a second. "So are you asking him or not?"

I hesitated.

"If you're worried about it, I'll do the talking." He began digging his cell from his back pocket. "Just give me his number."

"I'll do it, okay?"

"Tonight?"

I sighed. "If I can."

"And you'll call me when he gives you an answer?"

"If. I. Can." I got my cell from my bag, wincing as I mentally compared it to Sawyer's sleek iPhone. Cheap and with no bells and whistles, my phone was the prepay kind, the only type of cell any of the teens at Granger could afford. Sawyer gave me his number. I gave him mine. "This phone is crap, so if I don't call back, don't take it personally. Just wave me down in the hall or something...unless another face-to-face will be too much for your friends."

"Appearances can be deceiving," he told me, a cryptic answer I didn't understand. "Wave me down anytime."

Unsure what else to say, I reached for the door handle.

"Keely...?"

I made myself glance back. 

"I'm sorry I said you were weird. Once we get to know each other, I'm sure I won't think that at all."

"Don't count on it," I said with a dry laugh, ducking into the storm and dashing toward the house.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


I thought about Sawyer's request long after I went to bed that night. His loyalty and concern for his little sis touched me, and I wanted to give her the help I'd never had. Working out the snarls of being a psychic was a challenge no one should face alone, especially a kid. Also, I wanted her to enjoy who she was if she possibly could, though, to be honest, I wasn't sure that was doable. I'd had my so-called powers for years and thoroughly hated them.

Yeah. I was the person who saw dead people. Me. 

I wanted Zoey to feel what I didn't: special, gifted. And maybe in doing that I'd feel gifted, too, and be more than just the girl who saw ghosts. Of course, helping her meant opening up, something I dreaded. Especially since Sawyer would probably be hanging around, watching and listening as I bared my soul. Was I up for that? Not really. I'd do it, though. Yeah, I worked at presenting a tough exterior, but inside I was mush and if any guy could get to me, it would be him.

That night, I dreamed about Sawyer. He and I were in the woods, walking down a path. We didn't do or say anything, but I felt really anxious and woke up scared even though the dream hadn't really been a nightmare. Weird. Very weird.

I handed Sawyer a note the first time I passed him in the hall Tuesday morning. He stopped
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