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CHAPTER 1

What in the stupid basement is so important Mom can’t even unpack the spoons? Six houses in three years, and every time we move, she spends the first week locked in her secret villain lab, leaving her teenage daughter alone to scavenge from the corpse of yet another abandoned life.

Stomping through the house as loud as I can in mismatched socks, I slam the fridge, the cabinets, the drawers—anything that makes noise, just to illustrate the emptiness. The first claws of sunlight blare through the naked kitchen windows, heating the stack of taped-up moving boxes piled in the bougie breakfast nook. The suburban cardboard pyramid off-gasses a wet paper stink, filling the empty kitchen with must and dust and not much else.

Under the rubble of our last aborted attempt at being normal, I unearth a box labeled pantry and spill it out on the floor. Tupperware rolls past the kitchen table. Jar lids escape under the fridge. Why the heck not, right? It’s not like Mom cares. If she cared, she would have unpacked four days ago when we moved here. If she cared, she’d actually make breakfast for her kid, not leave me on my own to scavenge—let’s see—a half-used bottle of black nail polish, a new loaf of bread, a container of the worst-sounding jam I’ve ever heard of, and, crucially, not a single spoon.

I sit back on my haunches, glaring out at the painfully blue October morning, and force myself to breathe. Wednesday is too early for a mental breakdown and seventeen is too young to shuffle off this mortal coil, but here we are—half dressed with a pounding headache, no eating spoons, no mental spoons—getting ready for my third morning at the sixth new school I’ve attended since I hit puberty.

“Anything would be better than this,” I mutter to myself, shoveling garbage back into its boxes. “A tragic school bus accident. An escaped convict with a chain saw. A kidnapping—”

Hunched like a goblin halfway under the table, I spot the man striding around the outside of our new house before he sees me. His cold gray eyes cut through the kitchen, scanning the room. Is he casing the place? Trying to figure out if we’re home before he robs us? He’s dressed like a man who avoids the police for a living: dark hoodie, dark jeans, absolutely nothing about him distinct enough to tell anybody about. I expect to see a hammer any minute. Maybe a brick through the back door?

I lurch to my feet, blood fizzing with adrenaline, the cool emptiness of an impending fight filling up my brain. The man’s eyes meet mine through the glass. He falters. Just a second of hesitation—and it could have been his shoe catching a rock in the path around the house—but something in his face changes. His mouth twitches. His shoulders ball down. He looks away, crosses the narrow patio to the back door, and knocks hard enough to rattle the glass in the windowpanes.

Nice try, I guess, but I’m not dumb enough to open that.

Instead, balancing on the built-in booth seats around the kitchen table, I inch the window down from the top sash.

“I just watched you walk the whole way around the house. What, you don’t want to be seen from the street? That’s serial killer behavior, you know that?”

The man keeps his hands where I can see them, blowing steam into his cupped palms. He angles his body toward me, even points his head my way. You’d think I had his full attention but something about his face… he reminds me of a lighthouse, way off on a broken, rocky shore. The spotlight glances over me, but never lingers long enough to illuminate.

“I came to speak with your mother.”

“Listen, buddy, let me save you some time. Just because we’re new here doesn’t mean we’re new to this. We already talked to the HOA. We don’t want to save money on any of our bills, subscribe to cable, satellite, or the neighborhood watch. Just mark us down as no for whatever and go.”

The lighthouse lamp passes my face again, almost warm this time.

“I’m an associate of hers, smart-ass,” he says, deadpan. “Is she home or not?”

Taken aback, I blink at him. Maybe my vision’ll clear and somebody rational will pop out from the late-morning mist instead.

“Smart-ass? Really? Wow—well, you’ve charmed me. I totally want to let you in now. Only, my mom’s a scientist and kind of old? So I don’t really think she’s stupid enough to fall for this whole”—I splay my hand, gesturing at his gray-salted buzz cut and three-day stubble—“negging, home-invading, soccer dad vibe you’ve got going on right now.”

The corner of his mouth twitches into an actual smile. For the first time, he meets my eyes directly and his cold gray stare feels like a graveyard of old mistakes. Haunted. I can practically smell the ghosts on him from here, bitter ozone drifting through the open slit of the window.

“Oh, believe me, Persephone,” he says. “I know exactly what Chloe Green is stupid enough to do.”

A well splits open in my stomach, cold water flooding my chest. How does he know my name? How does he know my mom’s name? Mine—I don’t know, we fight so much, maybe he waited outside until he heard her yelling at me? But Mom doesn’t even use her full name when she can help it. She goes by her middle, avoids giving out her last.

I don’t like this. This is above my pay grade.

“Yeah, okay, I’ll go get her,” I relent begrudgingly. “But you twitch funny and I’m calling the cops.”

Shoving the window back into place, I lock it, check the sash and the dead-bolted back door twice. Watching him the whole time to make sure he sees me do it, I flare two fingers at him, my eyes to his haunted lighthouse. He tips his head, unimpressed. Tips his chin, a silent command: Go.

You know, I almost hope he puts a brick through the window? I can’t wait to see what happens to him after.

Retreating across the kitchen, I pound on the basement door, howling for my mom. Nothing. Not even a shuffle down below or a whisper of music so she at least has a decent excuse for ignoring me. I try the handle, but it resists in my hand, internal servos catching, refusing to move without the correct key code.

Of course. Mom doesn’t believe in emergencies worthy of “violating the sanctity of her office.” Heck, even my own birthday isn’t worthy enough. Last month I got all the usual gifts: a rewrapped “I promise I wouldn’t postpone if it wasn’t important, Persephone;” a secondhand knockoff version of “I’ll make it up to you next week;” with an encore of half-hearted road trip and the lackluster news broken that ta-da! We’re moving! Again.

Clenching my jaw, fingers still fuzzy with adrenaline, I tug my phone from its hiding place in my bra strap.

The stranger stares straight through the house, his eyes a pressure on my spine, watching every move I make. Could she not even have put up a single curtain? I want to climb out of my skin so bad it takes physical effort to scroll open my contacts and shove the phone to my ear.

A bastion of parenting, my mother only hangs up on me once.

“Why are you still here?” she answers the second time, waspish. “The bus comes in five minutes.”

“There’s a strange man outside. I tried yelling for you, but you were too busy to bother. I’m assuming you want me to get abducted?”

Mom pauses long enough that I check the screen to make sure she hasn’t hung up on me again.

“A strange man?”

“Yeah, he wants to talk to you. Says you work together.” I hate the way his gaze moves, a methodical calculation in the way he eyes the yard, the darkened hallway just past the kitchen, the distance between the houses and the street. Still, he stands right where I left him, his hands where I can see them. Safe enough for now, anyway. I can’t resist an opportunity to nettle.

Keeping a wary eye on him, I gasp in fake horror. “Mom, are you dating?”

She hangs up. A minute later, I hear her exasperated footsteps pounding up the stairs. The door ricochets open.

“I guarantee you we are not dating,” she says, jaw tight.

“You haven’t even seen him.”

“Go catch the bus.”

“And walk outside saying what?” I protest, glaring. “Excuse me, Mr. Kidnapper, my mom says I have to go to school today? No panel vans for me, thanks?”

That earns a sharp inhale. A flicker crosses my mom’s face, a spark about to ignite, but she freezes in the middle of the kitchen, eyes locked on the man framed in the bare lattice window of the back door. Her breathing goes jagged, too quick, like somebody punched her in the chest and she can’t catch her breath. I abandon my quest to annoy her, anxiety squeezing my own chest.

“Mom? Who is he?”

“Don’t worry about it. Go to school.” Slowly, she turns, stares me full in the eyes. She says, “We’ll talk about it later.”

Anger evaporates my worry. Instant and white-hot, it burns my nerves until I can’t feel my arms at all, pins and needles; then numb, gone. I hold myself very still, clamp my fury between my teeth, and force my voice even, so she can’t say I’m emotional and ignore me.

“You’re lying. You only ever bother to look me in the eyes when you lie. Do you think I’m so desperate for attention I’ll believe it better that way?”

“Persephone,” my mother says. “This discussion is over. Don’t forget your ghost salt. It’s—”

“Hanging beside the door you’re kicking me out of,” I snarl. “Same place it’s been in the last six goddamned houses—and God forbid you share a room with me for more than a minute in any of them!”

Snatching my thrift store–carpetbag up from the hall, I storm across the house. I might as well stomp across a tomb. Nothing rattles. Nothing moves. There’s nothing to move; no pictures on the dead white walls, no souvenir shelves, barely any furniture and what there is of that still in its funerary shrouds. Only my keys make a noise, jangling as I grab them from the hook beside the door, the little blue-glass spray bottle clanking bitterly against the only other key ring hanging on the rack.

That single key on its tattered Mothman key chain beckons me, tempting, singing a siren song about the old RV in the driveway and its full tank of gas. What if I just… left? Snatched up that dented little scrap of plastic advertising Mothman Motel, Room 13 and left behind my house key and the rotating never-really-home it belongs to, drove off into anywhere but here? What if I stared down the barrel of that bad decision and finally pulled the trigger?

“Persephone!” my mother bellows from the kitchen. “Now.”

“I’m going!” Only my own stupid keys carving lines in my palm, I wrench the door open. At the same time, my mother must open the back. The cold autumn breeze kites through our empty house, a hollow moan so loud I almost miss her icy accusation.

“What are you doing here?”

You know what? Screw the bus. I don’t care. I prowl around the side of the house instead, bundled up against the cutting cold, following the stranger’s dimpled footsteps in the frost-capped grass. Six houses, six schools, three years—I refuse to let her ignore me and lie anymore. If she wants to treat me like a ghost so bad, I’d rather just be one.

Time for my party trick.

Not that I go to parties.

Slamming my thrifted carpetbag down on the lichen-stained lawn table left behind by the previous owner, I crumple into the nearest chair. My vision shutters. My mind winks out, the gossamer exhale of a soap bubble popping. Like The Wizard of Oz coming into Technicolor, I billow into the waking wind, coaxing my spiderweb sticky soul from reluctant flesh until I’m standing metaphysically naked on the garden path beside my own empty bean pod of a body.

Mom hates my party trick. The one time she caught me, she called my left-behind body “catatonic disassociation,” and before I could figure out how to stop digging myself a deeper hole with my fumbling, crazy-sounding attempts to reassure her, I was three months deep in painfully awkward Thursday-afternoon mother-daughter tea times. Her homemade attempt at therapy, I guess, because God forbid she ever take me to a real doctor.

Anyway, I’m not doing that again. I diagnosed myself instead with a little help from Dr. Google. I found out the internet calls it astral projection. I way prefer that. It’s more accurate than “catatonic disassociation,” and less terrifying than my own theory—that the Ghost War bombs that went off when I was born blasted me with enough freaky radiation to cause my ghost to fall out. So yeah, I’ll stick with calling it astral projection and just steadily keep on ignoring how…dead my body looks without me in it. There’s something so unsettlingly wrong about the way my left-behind meat sits there, breathing slowed and eyes glassy, staring out into the quickly darkening middle distance of a storm blowing in.

With my weight left behind in my body, my army surplus boots make no sound on the broken brick of the overgrown garden path. I circle the house, find the stranger and my mother bent toward each other like springs about to fire, almost nose to nose with the storm door, ready to bite through the thin pane of glass between them.

“This was never a permanent solution,” the stranger growls. “You were supposed to come up with a plan.”

My mother sneers. “And I’m working on it.”

“So, nothing? Seventeen years later and you’re still just running? Well, I can’t keep running anymore, Chloe.”

Funny how even though I’m twenty feet away from it, the bottom still drops out of my stomach.

Seventeen years. I’ve never seen this man before in my life, but if something started between him and my mother seventeen years ago exactly, the only thing it can possibly be is…

Me.

Something deep in my soul creaks and breaks. The clouds follow right behind, adding their drumbeat to my internal discord. The first salvo of yet another autumn deluge pattering unevenly through my intangible ghost, freckling the pavement. Each drop strikes me harder than simple water on flesh, burning cold and raw, answering the distant echo of bone-chill spitting against my empty skin. It matches the sick pressure building in my chest, too vast to contain and too angry to abandon. For a moment, I close my eyes, just breathing, trying to get my bearings. I’ve astral projected lots of times but I’ve never felt so… lost.

I don’t know what this feeling is, this pressure, this sensation of toes curling on the lip of a high ledge. I’m not scared anymore. I’m not angry. I’m not even surprised. I’m… boiling water, about to pour into a cracked glass. I’m the moment before the explosive pop, the gushing loss, two burnt hands full of quickly cooling shards.

“What choice do you have?” my mother demands, grim and cutting. “What choice do either of us have? You can’t stay here, and you know it.”

A humorless smile gashes across the stranger’s stubbled jaw.

“See, that’s just it. I can. It’s the only choice I have left.”

“No!” Mom’s fist rattles the storm door. “Damn it, Cain—”

“You had seventeen years to make a better plan, and you frittered it away playing house!” he snarls through his teeth. “You don’t get a say. This is a courtesy, not a discussion.” And then the anger passes, tamped down with brutal efficiency. He straightens, checks his corners, the street, the neighboring houses, the lighthouse resuming its haunted vigil. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter where either of us go. You’ve seen the signs. It’s getting worse; we can’t outrun it. By next year…” His eyes pass straight through me, grim as a funeral. “What have you told her?”

Side by side with him, I stare at my mother framed in the storm door, every muscle in her body locked, fists balled, eyes burning, and I don’t recognize her.

Concentrating hard—I’m a ghost, I can go where I want—I force myself through the wall of the house in a haze of freezing, stinging pinpricks to get a better look at this strange new mother creature, some random TV show character coincidentally sharing my mother’s features—but only if you squint, if you take away the fury and the fact that she cares, one hand clenched on the handle of the screen door, ready to kick it open and fight a man.

“My daughter is my business,” she says, every word a threat. “Now get the hell off my porch.”

My mother swings the door shut hard enough to rattle. Outside, the stranger punches his fist into the door in answer. Mom doesn’t flinch. Unafraid, her eyes scroll from the windowpanes, their shuddering frames, the dead bolt, the hinges, tallying up faults and flaws and disappointments.

I should know; she does the same math every time she looks at me.

“This is inevitable, Chloe,” the stranger calls through the door. “You can’t fight nature!”

Face fixed, my mom marches over to the disarray of cardboard boxes. Ripping one open, she unpacks in chilly silence. She ignores the man’s face still framed in the doorway; sets the sugar, flour, and rice canisters up on the counter; unloads silverware—including spoons, fricking finally—into a drawer. At last, she unfolds a set of curtains. With mechanical precision, a wind-up toy gone domestic, she pulls down the rod, slots the curtains into place with two swift tugs, and closes them on the stranger’s exhausted glare.

Hidden now, her face crumples. She lifts a shaking hand, pressing hard into the sudden downturn twitch of her lips.

“Of course I can, you idiot,” she whispers, throat squeezing on the words. “That’s what started this whole mess.”

I don’t know what to do. Don’t know what this means. I close my—not eyes exactly. I don’t have eyes outside my body—or else I’m only eyes, just a cloud of awareness floating along—but I turn off the movie projector, bring up the house lights.

Out in the overgrown garden, soaked to the bone, I push myself away from the table. I stand on shaking legs, gone cold and clammy in the rain. Algae rubs off the tabletop, staining my palms green. I force my rusty fingers to bend around the handle of my bag, joints screaming, frozen stiff. A steady bead of water drips from its sodden belly. I lift it, arms protesting every step of the way, and peek inside.

My stuff looks dry, I think, the carpet thick enough to keep the rain out for now. But I know from experience it’ll stay damp all day, exuding a wet animal and thrift store musk.

Great. I love that for me.

On the other side of the house, the garage door grunts open. My mother whips out in her little Prius so fast she almost bashes off the sideview mirror. With a squeal, she races out into the street and I’m home free. I can sneak back inside, play hooky, call it a day. Maybe with whatever blackmail material I just accidentally stumbled into, I can finally convince her to let me homeschool so we can quit this carousel farce of new schools, new states, twice a year.

But I’m not that lucky.

Mom doesn’t even look at me—when does she ever look at me?—but the moment the corner of her eye catches me standing soaked in the shriveled, sun-bleached garden, her entire face locks down. She stomps on the brakes, sucks in a deep breath like I’m stealing her oxygen specifically.

Realizing it’s too late to escape now, I plod across the yard. Mom spends that whole long thirty seconds very obviously doing math in her head, leaving me standing in the October drizzle, mascara spiderwebbing down my cheeks. After a couple calming calculus equations, when she feels less like killing me, she rolls down the window.

“Persephone,” she says. Just that. Just the literal worst name she could have saddled me with, all my flaws and nuisance weighing down those four fat syllables.

I walked over here meaning to tell her the bus never came. I had an excuse ready, an argument prepared. But the way she can’t even look at me, my name in her mouth like a disgusting thing—here it comes—the delayed explosion, the boiling water finally filling up my broken cup. The porcelain inside me pops.

Black-chipped fingernails denting the rubber window seal, I explode.

“Was that my dad?”

My mom’s beige fingernails leave dents of their own in the steering wheel.

“Get in the car.”







CHAPTER 2

Sopping wet, I flip down the visor, ripping the mirror open. Clawing my hair off my neck hard enough to welt, I force it into a ruthless braid. It improves nothing. A drowned rat glares back at me, pretty as a haunted well, black baby hairs plastered to my forehead and mascara spindling spiderwebs down my cheeks. Nice. Very funeral chic. Great impression for the third day at a new school.

Screw it. I could try to fix it, but what’s the point? They say dress for the job you want, right? Well, I’ve got dibs on hitchhiking ghost. Maybe if I’m lucky a tractor trailer will swipe off the passenger side before we get to school. There’s been more than the usual number of ghosts cluttering the gutters lately—it’s not like anyone will notice an extra. Maybe I’ll get real lucky and call dibs on a cozy little culvert.

Failing that, I rub a little salt in the wound. “So, are we going to talk about it, or…?”

Mom slaps on the turn signal with a crack so sharp I check to see if she left any broken plastic behind.

“That man is not your father.”

“You guys clearly have a history.”

“Whether we do or not is none of your business, Persephone,” she snaps. “Believe it or not, I do occasionally have a life outside the care and keeping of a recalcitrant teenager.”

“Occasionally?” I bark a startled laugh. “Occasionally you have a life? When we move two, three times a year, chasing after—what, Mom? My dreams? My ‘care and keeping’? If you’re going to lie to me, at least do a better job.”

“I do not lie,” she bites. Her eyes flare wide, mouth tight, warning me to drop it. “And he had no business speaking to you at all.”

I can’t. I can’t leave it alone any more than I can stop picking a scab—and this is an old scab, covering a festering wound full of pus and unanswered questions.

“Well, you sure don’t tell the truth.” Spinning in my seat, I stare hard at the side of her head, bitterly tempted to grab the wheel and force her to look at me, to answer me. For once. “Since you’re so honest—tell me, then. Why do we keep moving? Every time I dare to get comfortable, you uproot me. So, what? What are we running from?”

Mom shakes her head, her fists restless on the wheel. “What did he say to you?”

“It doesn’t matter what he said to me! I’m talking to you. What were you supposed to deal with seventeen years ago?”

My mother presses her lips into a thin, pale line and falls silent. I know that look. God, I loathe that look. I’ve seen abandoned buildings more hospitable, more alive with ghosts in every window than the cold, closed-off look in her eyes. I know I’ll never force her to answer, but I can’t help trying.

“Mom, look at me. Tell me he didn’t come here for me.”

Through her teeth, biting every word, she says, “I am driving.”

Cold water hisses on the fire in my gut. Disgusted, I turn away.

“Yeah,” I mutter. “That’s what I thought.”

Heaving my carpetbag into my lap, I squeeze it close, ignoring the damp seeping through my tights, the wet animal stink of the antique wool. My fingers know its interior cartography by heart, tracking through the catalog of cluttered pockets with library precision. I locate my left earbud by the knot I tied in the cord, queue up my playlist by touch alone. If the blasting music can’t fill up my hollow spaces, at least they’ll echo with a better tune while I wait for my death row march into yet another new school.

Pressing my overheated forehead against the cool window, I stare out at the blurry street, counting all the ghosts along the route. Most people try not to look at them; I can’t stop. Something in those hazy blue wisps demands my attention. Staring dead-eyed through the dash at the dark-dappled morning, I track every little ghost light burning in the gutters and berms, scouring their flickering outlines for some clue of what animal they used to be. I lose the game more often than I win. After death, ghosts lose themselves, burn down to their memories of what mattered. Claws and teeth. The outline of a head if someone used to scratch it.

Call it a compulsion, I don’t know. It just… it matters, okay? Their lives, their deaths—a whole unique spark snuffed out by a careless car tire—and now they’re trapped, lost, maybe hurting, unable to move forward or back. Hell is empty and all its ghosts are here. Somebody should at least witness it. Acknowledge that they’re suffering.

I know they’re suffering. I can… Listen, I know it’s crazy, but I swear I can feel it.

Nobody believes me. According to the science—and my mother—I’m an idiot kid playing make-believe. Some people can’t even see them. For the rest of us who can, the government’s official stance is to ignore them, don’t worry about it, they don’t feel a thing, they’re basically just a new kind of weather, same as spring’s rolling blackouts, summer’s searing droughts, or winter floods. Just another fun souvenir of the Ghost Wars or climate change, pick whichever equally made-up poison you prefer in your Kool-Aid. Mom takes it to a religious extreme so strict it’d make a priest weep. The only way I know for sure she can see them at all is that she ignores them the same way she ignores me.

Jaw hard, shoulders rigid, she pulls into the school’s ghost-proof iron gates at a crawl, swinging wide to avoid the little blue flicker sitting at the very edge of the grass berm. Ghosts rarely stray far from their death site—trapped forever in the bone-crunching loop of their last fifteen minutes—and this one’s no different, sitting on a stain in the asphalt. Its little head turns, following our progress as we trundle past the guardhouse and are waved through by the bored-looking, balding man inside.

Not that it’s supposed to do that. Ghosts seek out electricity sometimes, sure—that’s how people get ghost-drained, hungry ghosts listing off course toward living bioelectricity that got too close—but they’re not technically aware. They’re not supposed to react to stimuli. They’re certainly not supposed to react to me.

To only me.

I brought it up once. Mom refused to look at me. She called it a random coincidence, a morbid fascination, and told me, “If you feel the need to fabricate facetious experiences out of a desire to feel important, Persephone, you should channel that energy into something productive instead.”

She didn’t have an answer when I asked if that meant she’d ever leave the stupid basement long enough to drive me to something productive. No, she just grounded me and told me never to mention it again. So I don’t. But I don’t stop watching.

I stare at this one now, nose practically pressed to the window, hunting down every little detail.

No claws, no obvious teeth. A rabbit maybe, or a squirrel. Except… rabbits and squirrels don’t usually watch me like that, head inching around to track us as we pass. The empathy-ache squeezes my lungs so hard I have to dig my knuckles into my sternum for a gasp of relief.

God, I think it’s a dog.

My right hand spasms on the door handle. I could just… open it? At five miles an hour, it wouldn’t even hurt. Hell, the ghost is so close, right there on the edge of the road, I could just lean out. I could—

My thoughts fog and scatter. Could… what? It’s dead. There’s nothing I can do. And ghosts siphon off electricity from anything nearby. If I touched it, it would eat the electricity out of my brain and heart, leave me deader than catatonic disassociation in under sixty seconds.

So why do I feel like I need to? Why is my every aching nerve ending screaming at me to open this door? To cuddle that little light close? What is this bone-deep certainty that if I could just touch it, I could let it know it’s not alone, I’m here, I understand—

Mom punches a finger into the lock button. She holds it there so long even the car protests, beeping a sullen complaint.

“Nice try. You’re not getting out here. Since apparently, I can’t trust you to walk ten feet on your own power, I am going to pull up to the school and watch you walk in.”

“And if you’d just let me get a GED, you wouldn’t have to watch me walk anywhere,” I snarl back.

But we’ve rehashed this argument so many times we’ve worn holes in it. Mom’s attention plummets straight through the fraying gaps and she doesn’t bother to listen this time any more than she ever did. Windshield wipers on high for a drizzle, headlights blasting through the barely dim outside, she creeps us up the road. For what? A minute ago, she had somewhere to be in a hurry, furious that I made her late to work. Now, kids on the weed-eaten sidewalk outpace us without even trying, taking this slow-moving opportunity to gawp at the weird new kid with her funeral eyes and sopping hair.

My cheeks burn. I want to kick the door open so bad my bones echo with anticipated impact. Mom must be savoring this. God, my discomfort must be like cocaine to her. Locked in her elaborate show of slow-rolling up the hill, her performative little turtle crawl catching the attention of the entire school, I stare at her, silently daring.

Go on. Just say it. Stop pretending we haven’t acted out every scene of this script so many times I memorized my lines from the brackets around your frowning mouth, your furrowed brows, your constant weaponized disappointment. Just get it over with. Make it all my fault, my responsibility. Make it because of me, for my own good, none of my business, a learning experience—

But Mom just pulls over, tires gently butting the curb, and says, “Learn something new today.”

I can’t breathe. Something like a laugh catches crookedly on the fury blocking my throat, too thick to choke down.

A strange man turned up at our newest house in a series of new houses, my mother’s unused name in his mouth—my name in his mouth—demanding to know her plan for the seventeen-year-old catastrophe that could only be me and all I get is learn something new today?

My lip curls. “I already have.”

Fingers numb, it takes me two attempts to fumble the lock open and kick my way free. I don’t bother to look back or even twist my volume down so I can hear her call my name. She won’t bother, and I don’t want to hear the empty space where it should have been.

My surplus combat boots hit the sidewalk running, storming into the school. Immediately, a dozen pairs of eyes burn into my already overheated face. My skin crawls at the flurry of whispers, the barely concealed smirks darting behind cupped hands. Every muscle in my body screams to scrub the sleeve of my black sweater over my eyes, to trade the funerary cobwebs of my rain-streaked mascara for smeary raccoon desperation, but I refuse. I ball my fists tight, bite back the urge to cringe and hide. Perpetual new girl in a tiny school, I never would have flown beneath their radar anyway. A shark can smell a single drop of blood in 100 liters and shitty, small-town teenagers can smell weakness.

Mom cut a fit, but even after her slow crawl up the hill, I’m not even late. A glance at the clock leaves me stranded in enemy territory ten minutes before the bell, small packs prowling the hallways, huddling in whispering knots against walls and lockers. Too many of them watch me with an opportunistic kind of interest, waiting and willing to be amused.

And sure, I know they’re not all cruel. I could make friends, find a couple theater kids to tolerate me, but what’s the point? In three months, six tops, I won’t be here, their names lost in the jumble of my jewelry and perpetually trash-bagged clothing. I’ll forget them before they even notice I’m missing.

Head down, I cut toward the stairwell, aiming for the sanctuary of the second-floor library. Three perfectly color-coordinated girls stand beside the door. I recognize their type, even if I don’t remember their names. Adjusting my grip on my carpetbag, I square my shoulders, ready for the inevitable barbs.

True to form, one of them fake shivers as I approach, theatrically chattering her teeth. “I think I just felt a ghost!”

“It definitely got colder.”

“We need cleansing vibes.”

They pull out ghost sprays in pale pink designer bottles dangling from bedazzled good luck charm key chains. Some popular new brand name—nothing like my homemade spray in a dollar store glass bottle, mixed with God knows what from my mother’s basement office.

“Crisscross double-cross,” they chant, laughing, spraying themselves and the air around me in a choking torrent like I’m some undead thing come to eat them, “ghost get lost.”

Four years and eight schools ago, I’d have been devastated. But I went through puberty as an outsider in a hostile, small-town middle school worse than this one. This isn’t bullying; it’s just depressing. The most difficult part is struggling not to cough from the cloud of stinging ghost salt, the designer stuff more personal perfume than useful repellent, and I debate whether to fake a possession seizure or cut them off at the knees.

I settle for smiling at them, unblinking—another fun, unnerving talent of mine.

“Wow, you guys are still using frankincense?” I ask, so bright and peppy it physically pains me. “That’s so cute. I love vintage stuff.”

“Who asked you?” one demands, but whatever else she says gets lost in the echo of my boots on the stairwell. I shove the heavy fire door open to find the hallways practically abandoned. Homeroom doors hang open, waiting, an autumn breeze sighing—barely strong enough to rustle construction paper pumpkins haphazardly pinned to bulletin boards. Teachers hunch over their desks, scribbling the last scribbles of their scant prep periods.

When I was younger and still terrified of changing schools, I used to scour the internet for invisibility spells. I figured, ghosts didn’t used to be a thing but then, one day they just were. So why not magic too? But for all my searching, this is the best invisibility spell I’ve ever found—looking busy and walking like I know where I’m supposed to be.

Not a single teacher looks up as I pass. Not even the librarian herself emerges from her glass-walled office as I slip inside the darkened library, only half its florescent lights lit, faintly buzzing over the bay of computers on the far side of the room. As far as libraries go, this one feels like an afterthought. No rows of books to get lost in, only shelves lining the walls and a sea of tables straight out of a 1950s yard sale. But I’ll take any port in a storm.

Slapping my bag onto a table, I dig out my MP3 player, the thin crack in its screen kissing my searching finger. I follow the damage like a worry stone, down to the button array. Leaning back in my chair, I close my eyes, selecting the next song at random with a series of presses more familiar than my revolving series of homes.

God, I love this stupid, ugly workhorse. I could listen to music on my phone, sure, but something about the tactile sensation of this feels better. We’re kindred souls, me and this old, unfashionable thing. Unpopular even when it was new, it’s laughably vintage now. But it works every time—well, after the three weeks it took for me to find its esoteric, proprietary charging cable—and its chunky metal backplate means any wayward, energy-hungry ghosts can’t ruin my battery.

Out of nowhere, a hand emerges from under the table, swiping my MP3 player by its cord. My earbud pops out, falling to the floor, a tail behind a disappearing rat.

“‘Pastel Melodies for Rotting’?” a voice reads. “That’s a hell of a playlist title. You planning some kind of suicide party?”

“What, you want an invitation?” I snarl. Shoving my chair back with a terrible squeal, I glare under the table to find a whole-ass man under there. Or, at least, I think it’s a grown man, until he looks up at me and I realize his gray hair doesn’t match the freckles bridging his nose or eyes so dark brown they might as well be black. “Why are you even under there?”

I hold my hand out, palm up, an obvious last chance one second away from balling into a fist. But this freak just reaches out and grabs my wrist through my sweater like I was offering it to hold.

“I’m protesting my reintroduction to the wild,” he says and tugs me forward, off my chair and under the table beside him. Bewildered, I let him. “So how long will it take for my New Kid Stink to wear off around here?”

Something must have broken in my brain this morning because I can’t seem to think straight. The wood floor feels warm through my tights. Caught in the strange intimacy of his makeshift hideout, my blood rushes through my ears with a carbonated hiss. Words tumble out of my mouth before I can catch them. “I wouldn’t know. I’m always the new kid.”

He grins, showing off teeth crooked enough to seem sharp, and sniffs me. This lunatic, this absolute feral madman, leans forward and sniffs my hair—then lifts my arm up by the sleeve so he can sniff that too.

“I don’t know,” he says. “You smell old as dust to me.” Still sniffing. “Decrepit. Practically ancient.”

My head spins. Normally, I can’t breathe around new people, trapped by the smog cloud of expectations, introductions, small talk, hesitant attempts to know and be known. But this boy holds my MP3 player out to me and my vision hyper-focuses, every color oxygen-rich and supersaturated, fixated on his thumb covering the cracked screen. Hoping he doesn’t notice, I reach out and pinch my leg, checking to see if I fell out of my body by accident.

It hurts. I’m still meat-bound, just broken. My brain spits static, and I feel like I’m falling, like I’m staring backward through time and I’ve been here before, like I know the exact way his hand feels laced in mine—

Fever-warm. Calluses.

No, that’s stupid. He’s like… seventeen, tops, even if he does have gray hair. Where could he have gotten calluses? I shake off the feeling, force a smile, take my MP3 player back. Whispered music spills from my earbuds scattered on the floor between us. God, I should get up. I should walk away as fast as I can and pray nobody saw me. I’ve been here three days and I’m already the weirdo, I should know better than to make it worse.

I should…

But I don’t want to. Something holds me there, in that bubble of peace beneath a library table, warm in the glow of his attention. I scour my thoughts for any scrap of self-preservation, embarrassment, common sense, but it just isn’t there. Only the carbonation in my ears, a fizzing possibility.

Buoyed by ill-advised bravery, I risk a little. “Why do I feel like I know you?”

Something flickers in his eyes, there and gone before I can place it. Mischief? Interest? Whatever it is, it sets a fishhook in my belly button. He leans in and I lean with him.

“Must have been a past life,” he says and grins. Lowering his voice, “How’d you die?”

His words catch in my rib cage like a windblown dandelion seed, the first spark of wildfire. Before I can stop to think, I tug my bag down under the table with us. Pulling out a drugstore lipstick, I slash it across my neck, an arterial cherry red I hadn’t yet worked up the courage to wear.

“Beheading in the public square.”

He grins and tells me, “You need a green ribbon, Jenny.”

This time, I do slip ever so slightly out of my body. Suddenly too big for my bones to hold, I float around my own skin like a heat haze.

That’s a reference—Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark by Alvin Schwartz, a floppy little paperback with the creepiest black cover a nine-year-old could find. I used to obsess about that story—the woman who wore a ribbon around her neck every day of her life until her husband removed it and her head fell off. I’d hide under the bed to read it, huddled in the monster’s den for safety in numbers, imagining how it would feel to fall off my own body, the stomach-dropping sensation of left-behind meat, the wood floor hard against the broken knot of my spine.

Out in the real world, beyond our little monster’s den, the bell rings.

The boy clambers out from under the table, offering me a hand up. Flattered by the vintage chivalry, I take it—

Calluses.

God, it hits me like a freight train and suddenly I know exactly what falling off your own body feels like. It feels like my party trick. It feels like this—holding a hand I know as well as my own when I don’t even know the name of the boy it belongs to.

Before I can ask, before I can shove my soul back in my skin like an errant sleeping bag and relearn how to work my traitorous mouth, he snags my dangling headphone cord and pops one in his ear. He smiles at me, tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear—doesn’t even mind that it’s wet—and gently slots the other earbud in mine.

I swear I feel my rib cage cracking, whatever windblown seed landed there exploding out in fiery foliage and glossy roots. I suck in a shaky breath and his chest rises too—one long inhale strung between us and David Bowie.

“Come on,” he says, tangling our fingers, and his smile is just for me. Like I’ve given him something more than a moment and a shared song. “Us dead kids gotta stick together.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, swallowing twice to keep my voice from shaking. “How’d you die then?”

“Well, I was invited to this party—pretty girl, dark hair, maybe you know her? She had this killer playlist…”

“Shut up,” I protest, laughing.

Tethered together, he plunges us into the rushing torrent of students, swimming us between bodies like a boat he was born to steer.

“Hey,” he says, head tipped, black eyes twinkling with mischief. “Don’t invite me to your suicide party if you don’t want me to dance.”
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