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      For Jody (aka Carl to everyone outside the family)

      The Talker

      The Storyteller

      Number Five

      

      Thank you for being so uniquely you. I love how I can say a simple statement like, “I like your shoes,” and I can get a complete account about them that will include bloody, chopped-off toes, plenty of arm movements, various facial expressions, sound effects, and some kind of wild idea that will make my eyes go wide in wonder. I think you’re the reason I wanted to be a storyteller too; I just don’t have your awesome verbal abilities and have to write mine down.

      

      This story’s for you and Jane. And for your children: Kayla, Cody (and Addison), Sam, and Shi, plus the those grand babies: Asher and Oliver.

      

      Love you, Linda Kay (Number 8, The Baby)

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Don’t take life too seriously. Nobody gets out alive anyway.

        DAWN GLUSKIN
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            PROLOGUE

          

          KEENE

        

      

    

    
      February 2014

      “Did you remember to put underwear on, Keene dear?”

      “Oh, for God’s sake, Margaret.” My grandma Dugger—aka, Nana—threw up her hands in disgust before I could answer the question, and she sent my grandma Laterman—Gram—a deep scowl. “Could you be any crasser to the poor boy?”

      Pinching her lips tightly, Gram lifted her eyebrows right back at Nana and slapped her hands to her hips as she sniffed. “Well, he never remembers to wear any. Just how polished and refined would he appear, running around with the end of his willy hanging out the hem of his shorts?”

      I cringed, thinking Gram was seriously overestimating the size of my willy, and besides, I was wearing jeans.

      But neither woman seemed to care about that.

      Facing off on the front porch of Nana and Grandpa Dugger’s house, the two grandmothers scowled each other down as if facing off for a WWE match.

      “And how dare you talk to me about impropriety?” Gram ranted on. “If you’d raised your son to be in any way an honorable man, we wouldn’t be in this predicament in the first place. Where is that no-account scoundrel, anyhow? Doesn’t he know his boy’s having a big day?”

      Worried my dad might actually show up, I glanced down the block both ways, hoping I didn’t see his battered Ford bumbling up the street.

      When he didn’t appear, I exhaled in relief and returned my attention to the grandmas just as Nana drew herself up stiffly and said, “He’s busy.”

      “Oh yeah?” Gram shot back. “Busy whoring? Or busy drinking?”

      From there, the two women really lit into each other, flinging insults like monkeys flung turds in a zoo.

      Stuck between them, I shifted my feet anxiously because it was time to go.

      “Psst,” someone hissed from behind me, and I glanced over to see my grandpas camped out on the porch swing together as if it were a fine, breezy summer day and they were getting ready to enjoy a big, cold glass of sweet tea.

      When Grandpa—my grandfather on the Dugger side—patted the free space between them, I slumped over and plopped down.

      I guess we weren’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      Grandpa Laterman—or who I called Pop-Pop—ruffled my hair in greeting. “So are you wearing underpants or not?”

      I sighed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good boy,” Grandpa answered and pulled an orange Life Savers from his pocket for me to suck on.

      Swinging my feet, I unwrapped the candy and popped it into my mouth as the three of us waited for the two ladies to finish their spat.

      I alternated living with both sets of grandparents—one seven-day stretch with one and the next seven days with the other. And every time one pair dropped me off at the other’s house, the two grandmas went at each other’s throats like a pair of tom cats. But today we had somewhere to be.

      “Are we gonna be late?” I finally asked, glancing up at Pop-Pop.

      “Nah,” he answered with an easy smile as he bumped his elbow into mine and winked like he always did when he had a secret to share. “We told the ladies it started half an hour earlier than it really does.”

      “Still a genius idea, Donny,” Grandpa told Pop-Pop.

      “Thanks, Steve,” Pop-Pop replied with a proud smile.

      My two grandfathers always got along.

      “Why do you and Donny get to take him to his first day at the center, anyway?” Nana demanded.

      The two grandmothers rarely hit it off.

      “Because, Cynthia,” Gram clapped back. “You got to give him your surname; it’s our turn to get what we want.”

      “Well, that’s bull. You two get to do twice as much with him as Steve and I do.”

      “Because we’re his maternal grandparents.”

      “What in the world has that got to do with anything?”

      “Nothing, I guess, except for the fact our daughter carried him inside her for nine whole months before raising him by herself for another nine years. And your good-for-nothing son barely sees him twice a year, if that. He wasn’t even present for poor Keene’s birth!”

      “Again! How does that have anything to do with⁠—?”

      “Apologies, ladies,” Grandpa cut in mildly.

      On the other side of me, Pop-Pop set his hands on his knees and pushed himself to his feet with a great, heaving sigh. “Don’t you believe we best be getting on before we miss the whole darned meetin’?”

      “Oh!” Nana waved her hands in a frenzy and focused on me as I stood up along with the men. “That’s right. You better go. Give your nana some sweetness now, honey. You hear?”

      When she opened her arms to me, I darted forward, never one to turn down a grandma hug. Pillowy and soft, Nana always smelled like freshly baked chocolate chip cookies.

      “Aww. Isn’t he just the sweetest child?” Gram cooed, sifting her fingers through my hair as the first grandma pulled away so the second could take her turn.

      Gram was bonier, but she always rubbed my back or hair whenever she hugged me, and the hint of fresh flowers wafted off her, making me feel like I was in a garden.

      When the two grandmas did agree on something, it was how much they adored me.

      After her hug, Gram pressed a hand to my back and started to lead me off the Duggers’ porch. “We’ll have him back next Saturday, on schedule,” she told Nana with a friendly wave and a smile she hadn’t had two seconds earlier when she’d said Nana was a frog-faced ninny.

      “I know you will,” Nana answered, also forgetting their differences as she looked at me.

      Smiling weepily, she pulled her hands up to her heart and moved closer to Grandpa as the two of them watched me leave down the front walk.

      “Have fun, sweetie,” she told me, lifting up on her toes to wave when I glanced back. “Make friends.”

      Next to her, Grandpa rolled his eyes. “He’s going to grief counseling, Cyn, not summer camp.”

      “I know; I just—Oh! Shut up.”

      Turning back as I reached the Latermans’ sedan, I climbed into the back seat where Pop-Pop was holding the door open for me. Once I was seated, he shut me in, and I waved out the window at the Duggers.

      They waved back immediately.

      In the front seat, my other set of grandparents were quietly debating over the best route to take to get to the center.

      I had no idea what grief counseling was supposed to be like. I knew grief was when you were sad and counseling was when you needed help, but I didn’t think I needed any help with being sad.

      I was still eager to attend, though, because I’d talked my best friend into enrolling with me. And I wanted to hang out with him something fierce.

      “Do you think Alec’s already there?” I asked the two adults up front.

      Alec had lost his father five months ago.

      He hadn’t lived with his dad—just like I’d never lived with mine—so he wasn’t as sad about his loss as I was about losing my mom. But he’d lost someone, so that made him eligible to go. And since he was gonna be there, I didn’t mind going neither.

      Actually, I couldn’t wait to get there.

      “I’m not sure he’s going to make it at all, honey,” Gram informed me with some regret in her voice. “His mom said he was still deciding.”

      “Still deciding?” I squawked.

      What was there to decide? He had to go. If all four of my grandparents were making me do this, then Alec had to do it too. That’s all there was to it.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t so eager after all.

      Dread pooled in my belly.

      What if Alec wasn’t there? What was I supposed to do then?

      As soon as we arrived and Pop-Pop stopped the car, I popped out in a rush, needing to know if my friend was around or not.

      I craned my neck, searching the parking lot for his familiar brown curls. Except I didn’t see him anywhere.

      Dang it. He better show up.

      There were a lot of other people around—kids and adults alike—so it was possible he was just jumbled in with the mix, and I’d meet up with him soon enough. But I wasn’t fond of this not-knowing nonsense.

      I darted forward, only to be forced to slow down when Gram and Pop-Pop called me back because they couldn’t keep up. It boggled my mind just how slow grandparents could be.

      Inside the center, we waited in this long line to check in. I guess it was the center’s first day open, and every youngster here needing grieving lessons was as new to this as I was. When I glanced around, more than one kid was crying.

      Not really liking that, I inched closer to Gram, beginning to wonder just what we were supposed to do here.

      She immediately set a hand on my hair to comfort me, but then—before I was ready for her to go—this adult dude took me away from both her and Pop-Pop. I barely got time to wave goodbye before I was ushered into another huge room full of noise and commotion.

      The man who’d brought me in bent down to point past my arm toward a cluster of seats that had been set up in a circle, where it looked like we might play musical chairs.

      “Over there, kiddo,” he told me with a pat on the back. “That’s going to be your troop today, okay?”

      I glanced at the enormous sign in front of the circle labeled Ages 5–9, and I nodded.

      As I approached, I saw four others already seated, but no Alec.

      Grumbling under my breath, I frowned at everyone who was in my group but wasn’t my best friend.

      One boy looked as if he had to be three or four years old—no way was that runt five—and he couldn’t seem to stop bawling. Two adults hovered around him, trying to comfort him, while a pair of girls sat huddled together, gossiping.

      When they saw me approach, they glanced up with wrinkled noses as if I stunk and then they went back to snickering with each other.

      I turned my attention to the fourth kid, a girl with brown hair. With her head bent slightly, her long, straight tresses fell into her face and hid half her features.

      It reminded me so much of how my mother had always kept her hair that I felt drawn to her, and a second later, I plopped down in the seat beside her.

      “Howdy,” I said.

      She’d been looking down at her hands and ticking off her fingers as if counting silently in her head.

      But at my greeting, she lifted her face and blinked dark brown eyes.

      When she said nothing, I waved. “I’m Keene. Keene Dugger. There’s an E at the end, but it’s silent. Lots of people try to pronounce it when they see it, though, and they call me Keeney, so I gotta straighten ’em out and tell ’em I’m just Keene.” Motioning toward her hands, I asked, “Watcha doing?”

      She looked down at her lap, then up at me, and she squinted slightly as if she couldn’t fathom a reason why I would talk to her. Then she answered, “I’m waiting to die.”

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Are you sick?” I wondered. “Cancer? My mom died of cancer. Lady cancer that boys can’t get. Do you got the lady cancer too?”

      The girl shook her head and stared at me as if I was some kind of puzzle she couldn’t figure out.

      I furrowed my brow, confused too, because I sure as heck couldn’t figure her out right back. “Then how do you know you’re gonna die?”

      She shrugged. “Because everyone dies.”

      I tilted my face and scratched my hair. Finally, I just asked, “Are you weird or something?”

      Heaving out a defeated breath, the girl let her shoulders slump. “My mom doesn’t like it when people call me that,” she announced. “But yeah. I’m weird. Really weird.”

      “Are you on the spectrum?” I wondered, starting to grow excited. “My mom was on the spectrum. She had autism.”

      This girl kept reminding me more and more of my mother with each passing breath.

      Gah, I missed Mom so much; I wanted to latch on to anything even remotely similar to her and just…never let go again.

      But the dadgum girl wrinkled her nose before asking, “What’s the spectrum?”

      And just like that, I deflated. “Well, if you don’t know,” I grumbled, “you’re not on it.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to catch on to the fact that this was disappointing news, and she slumped as well. “Sorry.”

      I shrugged, moving past it, only to wonder, “How come you’re so weird, then?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted glumly, glancing over at me with those sad, sad eyes. “I just don’t know how to be normal.”

      “Huh,” I answered, not sure what to make of that.

      The girl went back to counting her fingers, and I couldn’t handle being ignored, so I rushed to say, “It’s okay. I like weird people just fine.”

      She looked up in surprise. “You do?”

      “Heck, yeah.” I nodded encouragingly. “My mom was weird, and she was my favorite person on the whole planet. She talked funny, repeating things all the time and counting them aloud, and she didn’t know a lot of stuff people should just know…you know. But she was still my favorite person, and I loved her more than anyone.”

      After a long, slow blink of those brown, brown eyes, the girl asked, “When did she die?”

      My throat closed over as I remembered Mom’s funeral, remembered how it had sucked the air straight from my lungs and made me think I was going to die too.

      “Three months ago,” I managed to rasp.

      Watching me as if she understood my pain, the girl said, “My babysitter died four months ago.”

      Babysitter? She was here because she was grieving for some dumb babysitter? I’d lost my mother. The only person I’d ever lived with. She’d been my entire world. And this girl was stuck on the loss of a babysitter?

      “He was only eighteen,” she told me.

      I blinked. “Wait. He? You had a boy babysitter?”

      She nodded. “Zane. It was my birthday, but both my parents had to work late, so he came over to sit with me. He gave me a stuffed animal and told me I was his best friend. After I went to bed, he killed himself. In my kitchen.” Glancing back down at her hands, she mumbled, “I guess he didn’t want to be my friend anymore.”

      “Holy cow.” My eyes widened as I gaped at her, waiting for her to tell me she was just joking. But she didn’t.

      And I decided, okay, maybe she had a right to be here after all.

      “How’d he do it?” I wondered.

      “Knife,” she said.

      “Man.” I grimaced sympathetically. “Was there a lot of blood?”

      Bobbing her head, she leaned my way and whispered, “I’m the one who found him. I got up to get a drink, and I tripped and fell in the blood.”

      “Whoa,” I breathed, gaping at her and no longer wondering why she was so weird. If I’d found my babysitter dead and bloody in my house, I’d probably be ten times as batty as she was.

      Reaching out, I took her hand and squeezed her fingers. “That sucks.”

      She dropped her gaze to our clasped hands and frowned as if she didn’t approve. But a second later, her fingers squeezed back around mine. “Yeah. It sucks.”

      A proud heat spread through my chest. Because the weird girl liked holding my hand. I felt as if I’d just conquered a whole planet on my own. All because this girl whose name I didn’t even know had squeezed back on my fingers, something I had a feeling she wouldn’t have done for just anyone.

      I was special.

      “What’s your na—?” I started to ask, but I was interrupted by a familiar voice calling my name.

      “Keene! Hey, Keene.”

      I zipped my face around, and when I saw a tall, skinny boy with a curly mop of brown hair, I immediately let go of the girl so I could shoot to my feet.

      “Alec!” I shouted in delight and darted out of the circle of chairs to race to him as he hurried forward.

      We met at the age sign and clapped hands before jostling our elbows against each other. Laughing, I looped my arm over his shoulders, making him stoop down so I could reach him, and I demanded, “What took you so long? I’ve been waiting forever.”

      His gaze snagged on the crying boy in our circle, who was wailing for his mom now, and he grimaced. “Yeah. Sorry about that. I couldn’t find my shoes.” Skimming his attention over the rest of the kids, he pulled back in disgust. “So our group is full of all girls and a crybaby?”

      Letting go of his shoulders, I turned my attention to the chairs and realized another half a dozen had joined since I’d sat down, and yep, all the new arrivals were girls.

      Alec and I would be outnumbered. Big time.

      “Let’s go join that group?” he suggested, pointing to the right.

      I glanced over and cringed. “But that group’s for ten-to-twelve-year-olds.”

      “So?” He shrugged. “I’m tall enough to pass for ten, and you’re almost ten.”

      “I won’t be ten for another eight months.”

      “No one’s crying over there,” Alec added, lifting his eyebrows meaningfully.

      This was true.

      I shrugged and answered, “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Except when I started that way, Alec grabbed my arm, already growing leery. “Wait. Will we get into trouble for it?”

      I glanced back in dismay. “It was your idea to begin with.”

      “Yeah, but—” He bit his lip and cringed. “I don’t want to get into trouble.”

      Feeling like we definitely had to go over there now, or we’d be wimps, I rolled my eyes and grabbed his arm. “Oh, come on.”

      He followed with some resistance but not enough to stop me. The closer we got to the ten-to-twelve-year-olds, however, the more my own feet started to drag.

      There were five of them in all. And every single one looked too cool for Alec and me. I was about to chicken out when one of the boys noticed us.

      “Whoa… Hey!” He flagged us down with a single finger. “Don’t you two go to the same school as me?”

      I straightened and cleared my throat before focusing on him. “Oh, yeah. Hi,” I said, realizing we did go to the same school. “You’re Hudson Ivey.”

      “And you guys are in third grade,” Hudson snickered. “You belong over in that circle.”

      “Oh, come on,” Alec wheedled, slinking closer to my side. “That group’s just awful. It’s full of girls and one other boy who won’t stop bawling for his mom.”

      “Can’t we just join you five?” I added. “Please.”

      “I mean…” Hudson only shrugged as if it made no difference to him. “It’s fine by me if no one else cares.”

      “Go ahead and stay,” a boy on the other side of the circle said. He wore a green shirt and was the only black kid in this group. “We won’t rat you out.”

      Alec exhaled deeply. “Cool. Thanks.”

      And before we could even be seated, an adult man joined us, calling himself Matt. As Alec and I rushed to take our seats, Matt informed us he was going to be our group leader, all the while exclaiming his surprise about us being all boys.

      But wait. All boys?

      Crap. I’d forgotten about the weird girl.

      I turned to find her over in the other circle. She was sitting in the same spot where I’d left her, and she was staring right at me as if I’d abandoned her.

      Jerking my head to the side, I silently commanded her to come over here with us.

      She only frowned in confusion.

      Behind me, in my circle, the green-shirt kid was saying, “Good because Parker here hasn’t spoken a word out loud since his parents died.”

      Wait. I whirled back to gape at the boy in the turtleneck who was supposedly mute.

      Dude. I would totally flip out if I lost the ability to talk.

      Talking was my thing.

      While Counselor Matt assured everyone it was okay not to talk, I turned back toward the other group. When I saw the girl was still looking at me, I waved her over, inviting her to join us.

      But she only scowled back and shook her head, refusing to budge.

      She was probably one of those rule followers who always did what she was supposed to. Such a shame.

      Behind me, the green-shirted guy had introduced himself as Thane Eisner and told us his mute friend was Parker Ohrley. And two seats over, some blond boy was claiming he was Foster Union and that he’d lost his brother.

      I widened my eyes at the girl as if that would tempt her to change her mind. But she still didn’t move.

      Next to me, Alec nudged my arm to get my attention and let me know it was my turn to share with the circle.

      I whirled back to say, “Keene Dugger. My mom.” And then I checked on the girl again.

      But her group had just begun, and everyone over there was being asked to stand. No longer paying attention to me, the girl rose to her feet and followed her own leader’s instructions.

      I shrugged her off and turned back to focus on my people.

      Alec and Hudson had already taken their turns, and the last boy was in the middle of telling us his name was Damien Archer.

      So there we were. Thane, Parker, Foster, Keene, Alec, Hudson, and Damien. The seven.

      From that point on, I became a part of their crew; I was one of them, and I never thought about the weird girl again.

      Not for another eleven years, anyway.
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        Loads of suicide, death, and depression ahead.

        But also laughter, hope, love, and healing.

        You’ve been warned.

      

      

      January 2025

      Here’s a secret to keep in mind about the depressed: We don’t really want to die.

      I mean, I didn’t, anyway.

      I definitely thought I did at times. I convinced myself it was absolutely true. I would get stuck so deep in my own head that I just wanted it all to end.

      Everything felt hopeless. I was stupid and small and insignificant. I was a worthless drag on the world who couldn’t do or say anything right, and everyone would’ve been better off if I was just…gone.

      I mean, who’d even care if I ended it all? It wasn’t as if I was important or particularly good at anything.

      But those thoughts—even if they did feel absolutely true—were just the pit talking. The pit I fell into and couldn’t climb out of. But the pit was evil. It lied and manipulated, only reminding me of all the bad inside me.

      The pit swallowed souls whole.

      What I really wanted was to stop hurting. I wanted to stop being useless and sluggish. I wanted out of the cycle of self-blame and guilt for not being perfect. I wanted to care again. Care about anything. I wanted to connect—honestly connect—with another person and feel accepted by them with all my guts and ugly parts on full display. I wanted people to care about me in return. And I wanted to stop messing up everything I did.

      But mostly, I just wanted to live.

      Except dying was the most alive thing I could think to do to accomplish that. So that’s the direction my thoughts tended to turn.

      I had considered all the different ways I could die.

      When I was nine, my babysitter—my best friend on the planet—cut his wrists in my kitchen and bled out on the tiles. I woke up and went downstairs to get a drink and found him there, already gone.

      Up to that point, I think that was the most alive I’d ever felt. The most terrified, the most confused, the most shocked, the most hurt and abandoned. But also the most alive. My blood had pumped through my veins with a speed that defied logic. My head buzzed. Heck, my entire body just…vibrated with the awful fear of death swirling inside me.

      It was the first, up-close-and-personal experience I’d ever had with dying. And from that point on, I’d been hooked.

      It made me wonder if that was why so many people participated in death-defying feats like skydiving, BASE jumping, wall climbing, stunt work, bull riding. The closer to death they crept, the more alive they felt.

      My problem with those things was I wasn’t brave like those people. I couldn’t do any truly death-defying feats.

      But my mind still wondered about them. And wished…

      After Zane’s funeral, when the reality set in that he was honestly gone and I’d never get to see him again—when the dragging sadness swept over me—that was my first stint with depression.

      At nine years old.

      I was lethargic yet anxious. I wanted to be with him, to follow him to wherever he’d gone.

      The only thing that made my blood pump with that thrilling fear of life was to think about death. His death. My death. Any death.

      I was fifteen before I actually tried to kill myself. Except I used pills, not a knife like Zane had. I thought it’d be less painful. I just wanted peace and quiet from my own tormented thoughts. From the embarrassment of being me. From the guilt and humiliation of everything I’d never done right.

      My blood had pumped hard with fear and anxiety when I’d palmed those tablets; it was the very hit of life and vitality I hadn’t known I’d been seeking.

      Until afterward, when my savior had found me, rushed me to the hospital, and I’d gotten my stomach pumped, then witnessed my parents fall apart over what I’d done. I knew I couldn’t do the suicide route again because I guess my family hadn’t wanted me to actually die either.

      I still thought about death though. I wished for it in different ways, ways that wouldn’t traumatize my parents quite as much as ending my own life.

      I hoped maybe I could catch cancer. Except slow suffering didn’t sound fun.

      A car accident, then? Quick and painless.

      Except with my luck, I’d probably survive and become an invalid, and I’d be worse off than I’d been before.

      There were other options. Sudden brain hemorrhage that dropped me flat where I was standing. Getting struck by lightning. Hit by a train. Have a piano fall on me.

      But honestly, there was no preferable way to die. Because I really didn’t want to.

      I still hoped for it, though, even when my deepest wish was the very opposite. Because I wanted out of this existence. I wanted⁠—

      “Hey! Frankie!”

      Jumping at the call, I tore my attention from the cart of books I was sorting into Dewey Decimal order so I could reshelve them more easily, and I turned to peer over the checkout counter at the gorgeous blonde who waved at me as she entered the university library with loose, graceful strides.

      Forgetting my morbid thoughts for the time being, I sent her a sickened smile.

      “Oh. Hi,” I said, and I did a pretty lousy job of keeping the wince from my face as my features fell.

      I shared an Early American Lit class with Xander Union, and for some reason, she’d taken a liking to me. I had no idea why. It definitely wasn’t because of my sparkling personality, that was for sure. Because I didn’t have one.

      Maybe it was some kind of Winnie-the-Pooh syndrome; every Tigger needed its Eeyore.

      Either way, as soon as she’d learned I was Library Girl, as her roommates had taken to calling me, she’d started sitting next to me during every class, dragging me to lunch with her, and now apparently, she was seeking me out where I worked.

      I really wished she’d stop, though. If she got too close, she was just going to learn what an utter disappointment I was. And she’d leave.

      Trust me, I saw the irony in that: wishing she’d leave so she wouldn’t…leave. But it was one thing for people to leave you when they didn’t know you; it was quite another when they did.

      Zane had known me. Better than anyone. And when he’d left⁠—

      Well, apparently I was still trying to recover.

      “We need to talk,” Xander broke into my thoughts as she strode to the counter with a short frown.

      She was first cousins with the campus’s football god, Foster Union, and had been born and raised in Victoria, Texas, which was only about an hour and a half from Westport. She was supposed to be a sophomore, like me, but she’d taken a gap year so she could attend HaveU with her boyfriend, Liam, who was a year younger than her.

      Except, according to her, Asshole Liam—her term—had accepted a scholarship to study abroad in Europe, and so he’d dumped her to go screw French whores instead—also her terminology.

      I guess she and the French-whore-screwing asshole had already made a down payment on a rental in Westport when he’d up and left her with all the bills.

      Xander hadn’t been able to afford the apartment by herself after that, so her cousin Foster had gotten her an “in” with a handful of his friends. Now, she roomed with them at what she referred to as Archer House.

      Xander had volunteered a hundred percent of this information to me—because I certainly hadn’t asked for any of it—during our literature lectures while the professor had droned on about James Fenimore Cooper and Stephen Crane.

      I wanted to be annoyed with her for taking me away from whatever I was supposed to be learning. I mean, The Red Badge of Courage was totally about the fear of dying, which was right up my alley. But Dr. Gleek’s voice was as dull as dust, and it was impossible to focus on what he was saying, even when someone wasn’t gossiping in my ear.

      Besides, Xander’s stories were just so fascinating; I couldn’t ignore her if I tried. She seemed to love life. That intrigued me because… Why? What was so special about life to actually love it?

      Maybe it was because she was everything perfect and beautiful and smart, which I kind of hated about her.

      Five-foot-ten, double-D breasts—at the very least—twenty-seven-inch waist—I’m sure—brilliant blue eyes, a butt that made guys whistle and gawk, and her hair—sweet mercy, don’t even get me started on the hair. No one should have luscious, flowing, cornsilk locks like Xander did. It just wasn’t fair to the rest of humanity.

      What was worse, she was super nice too, plus insightful, sweet, funny, and considerate. She was always offering me food from her tray at lunch. She asked me about myself and actually listened to my answers. And she’d given me a cutesy nickname.

      I mean, Frankie? Really?

      How adorable was that?

      The problem was, I didn’t do adorable. I didn’t do nice, or friendly, or anything she did. And when I’d told Xander as much, she just laughed this really awesome laugh that probably made sprites and fairies jealous, and she’d hooked her arm through mine to rest her temple on my hair, where she sighed as if utterly refreshed before claiming she liked my honesty.

      If I were a lesbian, I’m sure I’d be flat-out in love with her. She was exactly the kind of person I could never even hope to be.

      But perfection like her drew attention. Lots of attention.

      As I glanced around the library, I noticed pretty much every eye in the place following her to the front counter, and I sank a little lower in my chair because, yep, here it came. Now they were looking my way and no doubt wondering why someone as flawless as her would even want to communicate with someone as unremarkable as me.

      “I finally finished that book you recommended,” she announced as she slapped said book down on the counter in front of me and arched her eyebrows in reprimand. “And you totally failed to mention that basically everyone in it freaking dies.”

      I shrugged as I slipped the tome closer so I could scan it with my barcode reader and check it back in for her. “I told you it was written from the point of view of Death.” What did she expect was going to happen?

      “But even Rudy?” she insisted, pressing an impassioned hand to her chest. “I was sure he and Liesel were going to end up happily ever after together.”

      I lifted one eyebrow in confusion. “Really?” At no point had I gotten the sense that the World War II story, which took place in Nazi Germany and began with the death of the main character’s brother and abandonment of her mother, would end in any kind of sunshine or rainbows.

      “I mean, he didn’t even get the kiss he’d been begging for throughout the entire book.”

      “Yes, he did,” I countered, blinking in surprise and beginning to wonder if she’d actually read any of it at all.

      She had no idea a trio of guys had paused to check her out or that they scattered when she wailed, “Yeah, after he was dead! Oh my God, Frankie. Just tear my heart to shreds, why don’t you? This shit was sad as fuck.”

      Actual tears began to swim in her eyes, and they sparkled like crystals. I kid you not. She even looked pretty when she was on the verge of crying.

      “I can’t believe you recommended something like this to me.”

      I set my hand on the hardback and slid it protectively closer. “I’m sorry you didn’t like it.” I tried to ignore the sting of rejection as she dared to bash one of my favorite books.

      “Oh, I loved it,” she assured. “The story was freaking amazing. It just broke my soul, that’s all. Now you have to recommend something a little more lighthearted with an upbeat ending that could patch me back together.”

      I winced. “I don’t really read feel-good, happy books.”

      “Well, you should try one,” Xander told me before brightening. “Ooh. Start with Where the Heart Is by Billie Letts. You won’t regret it.”

      I doubted that. Happy, pretty, everything-ends-well books usually only left me feeling more depressed and worthless.

      I mean, all the characters just seemed to have their lives so…put together. They instinctively knew what to say and do and how to make friends. They didn’t just survive in their little fictional universes; they freaking thrived. And there were always, like, two or three different guys completely in love with the main girl.

      I could relate to none of that crap. Not a single guy on this campus fancied me.

      Death, however, was simple and familiar. It made your heart pound.

      It was all the junk before dying—all the living business—I had never managed to grasp with much success.

      “So anyway…” Xander tapped all ten of her fingers against the countertop and grinned excitedly, obviously already over her irritation with me for recommending an amazing book. “Are you coming to the big party tonight?”

      It took everything I had to keep from snorting in her face. But seriously, why would she think I would even know about any party that happened in this town, much less attend it? People didn’t invite me to parties.

      But she was watching me for an answer as if she thought I was normal. So I said, “Which party?”

      “Oh! Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.” She laughed and fluttered out a hand as if apologizing for her forgetfulness. “Has no one told you about it yet? Well, I’m officially inviting you now. We’re throwing this big bash tonight at Archer House to celebrate Foster’s win. Everyone’s coming.” Rolling her eyes, she started off on one of her tangents. “We were going to have it last weekend, but Oaklynn thought more people would make it if we waited until after the semester started, so now I bet the place is going to be flooded. I’m going to have to stand guard at the door to my bedroom so no one tries to use it as their own personal baby-making haven.”

      “Or you could just lock your door.”

      Xander blinked then pointed at me. “Or I could just lock my door. See. This is why I need you there. Someone clearly needs to produce rational thoughts for me.” Smiling encouragingly, she waggled her eyebrows. “So what do you say? Will you come?”

      “Uh.” I cringed. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

      Her encouraging eyebrows deflated into a furrow. “What? Why not?”

      “I’m not really a party kind of person.”

      Head tilting, she hedged, “Because you’ve actually been to some and didn’t enjoy them? Or because you’re just too hesitant to even try one?”

      She was going to make an issue of this, I could tell.

      But I already knew with all certainty I didn’t need to try a single party to know I wouldn’t like them. Parties meant people, mingling, socializing, crowds, and just basically everything that made me panic and perspire.

      “Look, you know where Archer House is, right?” Xander asked, not giving up on the topic.

      I wrinkled my nose. “No.” Why would I know where Archer House was?

      “Well, I’m going to text you the address,” she announced. “And if you decide to give it a try, you’ll know where to go. Okay?”

      I sighed, wondering why I’d agreed to give her my number last month when she’d asked for it. Maybe because I’d never thought she’d actually use it.

      Except she did. Constantly.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled, just as someone called Xander’s name in greeting.

      She and I both turned to see two guys approaching. One was super tall with luscious, dark, curly hair and vivid blue eyes, while the other was still tall, but normally so. He also had dark hair, but it wasn’t at all curly and pretty. And his eyes were in no way a beautiful sparkling blue; they were more of a muddy, mossy, green-brown color, like bog water.

      But he walked with a swagger and confidence that made him stand out more than his tall, pretty-haired, beautiful-eyed counterpart.

      And the mere sight of him made my eyes narrow. My lips instinctively curled into an ominous snarl, and my blood pressure skyrocketed because he was also, unfortunately, the reason why I knew without a shadow of a doubt I preferred guys over girls.

      It irritated me to no end how much I was attracted to this…being.

      And right on cue, he smiled—at Xander, of course, not at me—making everything inside me freaking flutter.

      I was not the fluttering type. I wasn’t the girl who grew crushes. I didn’t blush in the presence of pretty boys. I didn’t even care about them at all. So it really just grated on my nerves that this guy, of all people, forced me to quake with some kind of hungry need every freaking time he came around.

      It might not have been so bad if he was actually a decent person. But he was just so…so him. He was an outgoing, loud, obnoxious whirlwind of a flirt who thrived on attention and didn’t know when to shut up. He was the very antithesis of me.

      And the draw he had on me was annoying. It was unwanted, unwelcome, and I really, really—well, I pretty much loathed him for it.

      I hated him for his vivacious, ego-puffed, skirt-chasing vitality. I hated how much he made my hands want to map every inch of his flesh. I hated the control his presence had over my betraying body. I hated the way he looked at me as if he actually saw me. I hated his snarky sense of humor when he teased me. I hated how much he visited the library and loved books, which made my own book-loving heart sigh with giddy pleasure. I hated basically everything about him. Because I hated that I had absolutely zero chance of ever being with him.

      Because being with him was all I’d ever dreamed of.

      He made my blood pump through my veins, my heart buzz, and my entire body vibrate. He made me feel more alive than I did when I thought about death. And I probably resented him for that most of all.

      I mean, what kind of jerk dared to take away my will to die?

      He did. That was who.

      Which was why Keene Dugger was the bane of my entire existence.
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      It took everything I had to unclench my jaw as Keene paused at my counter with a pile of books in his arms and his best friend Alec Younger at his side.

      He and Alec rented rooms at Archer House too, a fact I’d learned from listening to Xander ramble during class. But I’d already known who both he and Alec were for at least a decade before that.

      I’m sure they hadn’t known I existed, though, not until last year, anyway, when I’d helped their other roommate, Oaklynn, solve a murder mystery.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Alec said to Xander with a big grin as he settled his hip against the checkout counter, facing her.

      He didn’t acknowledge me. He probably didn’t even see me standing there.

      They rarely did.

      “Dugger and I were just going to study in the back room if it’s free. Want to come?”

      “Sure,” Xander answered, smiling at Alec with a genuine grin. “I don’t have another class until two.” It was obvious she was fond of him.

      “Great,” Keene cut in as he squeezed between the two of them, purposely separating them so he could drop his pile of books heavily and noisily onto the counter right in front of me. His eyebrows lifted as if in a dare as he looked at me, letting me know he was returning them to be checked in.

      I coughed and swatted at the sudden cloud of dust that swirled up around me, and he grinned evilly before turning pointedly away from me to face Xander and put his back to Alec.

      “You can help me study for my anatomy and physiology test.” Winking at her, he leaned close to add in a husky voice, “I’d really like to brush up on those…erogenous zones.”

      “Oh, brother,” Xander muttered with a roll of her eyes. She was clearly not fond of Keene. “I’ll pass.”

      Her excellent taste in character for not falling for his flirty ways was just another reason why I jealously hated her. I mean, why couldn’t I be turned off by scummy come-on lines like that?

      Because something was seriously wrong with me, that’s why.

      “Geez, man, behave,” Alec grumbled to Keene as he playfully shoved Keene out from between him and Xander with a groan. “Can you not be a total perv for, like, two seconds?”

      Xander laughed as Keene stumbled away from them.

      But Keene wasn’t deterred. Catching himself nimbly, he straightened and plucked at the front of his shirt as if smoothing something Alec had wrinkled before he countered, “Behave? What’s the fun in that?”

      Returning to the counter, on the other side of Xander this time—away from Alec—he jumped up to sit on the ledge and swung his legs as he produced an apple from who-knows-where.

      Sinking his teeth into it, he smirked as if winning that round.

      “Do you mind?” I asked, lifting my brows threateningly as I glanced pointedly from his face to the counter he was sitting on.

      But the damn man just snickered at me. “Not at all,” he answered before he took another bite as if to taunt me.

      Ugh. I rolled my eyes, which caused him to muffle out a “mph” sound from a full mouth and motion toward the pile of books he’d just given me. He waited to swallow before adding, “Don’t forget to check those in. I don’t want to get a late fee just because you forgot.”

      “Hey!” Xander whirled to scowl at him. “Don’t be mean to Frankie. I will legit hurt you.”

      Keene coughed and sputtered at the demand, choking on whatever he’d just swallowed before he pounded on his own chest and asked from watering eyes, “What did you just call her?”

      “Frankie,” she said as if that should be obvious. “You know…because she’s Waverly Frank.”

      “Hey, I didn’t know your last name was Frank,” Alec said in surprise, turning to address me for probably the first time in my life. “Any relation to Anne?”

      Keene scoffed. “Right. Seeing as Anne Frank’s whole family died in the holocaust, except for her father Otto, who didn’t get remarried again until he was in his sixties, I would say that’s a totally legitimate question, dumbass.”

      “Wow, Frankie,” Alec answered, sending Keene an annoyed frown. “Thanks so much for answering.”

      While Keene merely shrugged and turned back to his apple, sinking his teeth into it, Xander shook her head and wrinkled her nose at him. “How in the world do you know so much about Anne Frank’s family?”

      “Because I’m smart like that,” Keene answered, paying more attention to his apple than her.

      And sadly, he was right.

      Keene Dugger was a friggin’ genius. He didn’t usually flaunt his IQ, though, which was strange in itself since he liked to flaunt everything else. Sometimes, I swear, he acted like an idiot just to hide how smart he really was.

      My mom had been the guidance counselor at the high school he’d attended, and she’d mentioned his name at the dinner table on more than one occasion. Usually, it was to complain about some of the wild stunts he’d pulled to get into trouble, like getting caught in a janitor’s closet with a girl or pouring syrup on the doorknob to the principal’s office. But she could never deny just how brilliant his mind was.

      He’d actually been set to become the valedictorian of his graduating class. But after my mother had mentioned that fact to him, he’d suddenly started tanking a few courses. She still swears to this day he’d made sure his GPA dropped on purpose just so his best friend, Alec—who actually cared about the position—could be the valedictorian instead.

      “By the way,” Xander spoke up, nailing Keene with an irritated glower while I started to check in Keene’s books.

      This time, his choice of reading material was about afterlife communication.

      Keene checked out a lot of occultist, supernatural stuff. It was very curious since the topic didn’t seem to complement his happy-go-lucky, why-think-about-death-or-the-afterlife, life-is-great, score-with-as-many-girls-as-he-could disposition.

      “Could you please inform the loud individual who stayed over in your room last night,” Xander was saying to him, “not to drink from the juice carton in the fridge with the big red X on it the next time she comes over? She took the last of my Green Machine, and I didn’t get any breakfast.”

      “Not sure she’ll be returning, sorry,” Keene answered casually as he nibbled away. “But you know…” He leaned toward Xander and bounced his eyebrows once. “If you stayed the night in my room, you could have your own juice for breakfast every morning again.”

      Xander scoffed. “You’re a pig.”

      “Amen,” I agreed under my breath.

      No one ever heard me when I said crap under my breath, so when Keene swerved an arch glance my way, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “Just keep scanning, Frankie,” he commanded.

      “Oh, hey! The Book Thief,” Alec exclaimed, noticing the hardback Xander had just returned on the counter. “I loved that movie.”

      Xander whirled to gape at him. “There’s a movie for it?” Her gaze veered to me in condemnation, and I only shrugged. “Oh, that’s it.” Glancing back at Alec, she announced, “We’re totally watching it. Tonight.”

      “Really?” He brightened in pleasure. “Okay.”

      Only for Keene to dash his dreams with a snort. “Yeah. That’ll be fun, what with the party taking place in our living room.”

      “Oh, right. Crap.” Xander deflated. “I forgot about that.” With a sympathetic glance toward Alec, she revised, “Tomorrow night.”

      While he nodded, agreeing, she pointed between both guys. “That reminds me. Will you two please tell Frankie she has to come to the party? I need her there.”

      While Alec opened his mouth, looking put on the spot, Keene laughed outright. “Yeah, right,” he scoffed.

      Xander shot him an icy glower. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Skimming his gaze over me, Keene merely smirked. “Nothing,” he murmured. “Just that you’re delusional if you think this antisocial piece of introvert would have any interest in attending an actual party.”

      I mean, he was absolutely right. I was antisocial, an introvert, and had no interest in attending an actual party. But something about the way he said it—as if all those points were actually bad things—just pissed me off.

      “It’d be like a vampire stepping into the sunlight,” he went on, still laughing over the idea. “She’d freaking combust in the doorway.”

      “Or maybe she’d sparkle,” Xander countered encouragingly as she motioned to me. “Like the vampires in Twilight.”

      Keene snorted, only to lean toward me and taunt, “Combust,” in a low, intimate tone that caused butterflies to stir in my stomach. “Poof. Right up into flames.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I flipped him off.

      Xander laughed. “And you say she’s not social. Oh, hey. Speaking of socializing.” Whirling toward Alec, she pointed. “I had this idea for an epic reel I want to post, and I think you could edit it to perfection.”

      “Really?” Eyebrows arching with interest, he said, “I’m listening.”

      “Okay, so it starts with this girl in the dark, like she’s totally afraid, right?”

      “Alright. I see it,” he murmured, tipping his face down to absorb the idea as Xander hefted her book bag from the floor where she’d had it sitting, resting against the side of her leg. “Whoa, hey. Let me carry that for you.”

      Alec easily swiped the backpack from her grip and swung it over his shoulder along with his own backpack, so he was carrying two.

      Xander had told me Alec had really been pampering her since she’d donated a piece of her liver to save his sister four months earlier.

      And that was another thing about Xander Union.

      She was apparently caring and altruistic enough she just donated vital parts of her body to non-relatives she’d only known for a few weeks.

      While she and Alec started away from the checkout station together, deep in conversation, Keene lifted his hands to let them know they were leaving him behind.

      “Uh, excuse me,” he called, except they were too far away to hear. “Yeah, just go ahead and abandon me, like some kind of useless third wheel. Wasn’t like Younger and I came in here together or anything.”

      Glancing at me, he motioned after them. “Did you see that shit? They do it all the fucking time too. Just go off in their own little world as if no one else exists. It’s plain rude is what it is. I mean, it wouldn’t be so bad if she’d sleep with me already. But no…”

      He lifted his hands and shook them as if feigning fear.

      “We can’t have that. Sex with Dugger is some kind of big, taboo no-no.” He sniffed. “Who cares about the fact I could totally rock her world? Just ask that chick right there. I got her off three times in one night.”

      As he motioned at some girl who’d entered the library and was heading toward the computer lab, I frowned in jealousy.

      “Sasha knows how good of a lay I am. Don’t you, baby girl?”

      When Sasha glanced over at her name being called and saw him, she grinned and waved, blowing him a kiss.

      He winked at her and went right back to talking to me. “Xander’s just prejudiced. That’s what she is. She clearly has something against guys who’re good in bed.”

      As he ranted on about the fact that Xander wouldn’t sleep with him, and she was stealing his best friend right out from under his nose, my phone vibrated in my pocket with an incoming message. I pulled it free to check the screen, only to find a text from my mom.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, sweetie. Dad and I are heading out of town for the weekend to see a show in Houston. Don’t forget to pick up Gates from the sitter. He can stay awake until ten, but no popcorn, remember. It’ll get stuck in his braces. Thanks, love you. We’ll be home Sunday night.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ugh.

      I knew the message shouldn’t bother me since babysitting actually gave me something to do, but her words made me feel crappy, anyway. Because she didn’t even ask anymore if I could watch my brother. She just automatically assumed I had no other plans. No life. Nothing to do but serve her however she needed.

      It was completely beside the point I never did have any plans and I, in fact, had no life whatsoever. It’d still be nice if she’d at least ask and make me feel as if I might have some semblance of a social calendar.

      I mean, what if I’d said yes to Xander’s invitation to go to her party?

      What would Mom have done then?

      She and Dad were probably halfway to Houston by now, too, just completely taking me for granted.

      “Hey!” A palm smacked down in front of me with a loud thwap, making me jump. “Are you even listening?”

      I scowled over at Keene, who was still sitting on the counter of the damn checkout station as if he owned it.

      “What is wrong with you?” he demanded irritably.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Nothing. Will you get off from there already,” I snapped. “It’s a counter, not a damn chair. And throw that away.” Motioning to the apple core in his hand, I said, “There’s no eating in this section of the library.”

      “There she is,” he murmured as if relieved I was back to my usual, crabby self again. “That’s more like it.” Aiming at the trash can located behind my desk, he took his shot, and the apple remains flew through the air before landing perfectly in the basket. “And it’s good!” he cheered, lifting his arms to boost his own ego.

      I sighed dryly. He seriously had to be the most immature, idiotic, hound dog of a genius I’d ever met.

      It truly perplexed me why my body had any interest in him at all.

      Until his proud grin veered my way, making my stomach do that dippy thing again, sending a ripple through my insides that made me want to shudder and curl my toes.

      “Happy now?” he asked.

      As long as he stayed right where he was, looking just as he did, then yes. I was happy—er, as happy as I ever got, anyway.

      But I scowled back instead. “Ecstatic,” I muttered.

      Keene was definitely one of those super-hot boys. His dark hair was styled with a short cut on the sides and a tad bit longer up top. And his jaw was covered by a sexy amount of scruff—too much to be considered a five-o’clock shadow but not enough to be called a full beard. His lashes were long, his eyebrows expressively attractive, and his lips…

      I found myself looking at his lips way too often.

      It was no wonder why he never had any trouble finding bed buddies. He was absolutely beautiful. And he was always on the hunt for some new girl to sleep with him. The jerk chased after absolutely everyone. He didn’t seem to discriminate either. As long as she had a pair of double X chromosomes, he was on her case.

      Keene Dugger had to be the horniest person I’d ever met. A grade A fuckboy.

      Which might be the biggest reason why I hated him. Because the one and only girl I’d ever known for him not to try to sleep with was me.

      It was humiliating and painful and constantly reminded me I was absolutely no one.

      The sting of his rejection might not have been so bad if he hadn’t even known I existed. Then there would’ve been a valid reason for his apathy. Nearly everyone looked right past me, not even seeing me. But Keene saw me. He acknowledged me. He even talked to me, which was probably reason number one why I had such a big, dreamy crush on him in the first place. My hormones really could not handle that level of hotness looking directly at me and saying words to my face.

      But since the moment he laid eyes on me last year at this very counter, he’d never once hit on me or done anything flirty in my direction.

      Deflating at my scowl, he frowned right back. “Seriously, are you ever going to tell me why you hate me so much?”

      I scoffed. “If you can’t figure it out, you don’t deserve to know.”

      “Jesus, Frankie. You’re no fun.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s too bad since entertaining you is what I live for. And stop calling me that. You’re not allowed to use that name. That’s Xander’s nickname.”

      I wasn’t even sure I wanted Xander using it. Except I kind of did. It made me feel…seen. Which I usually didn’t like. But when she saw me, I liked it.

      In front of me, Keene’s gaze lit with challenge. “Oh, that is the only thing I’m going to…” His voice trailed off as something behind me caught his attention. When his eyes flared slightly, I started to turn to see what he was gaping at because I was the only one currently working at this station.

      But he clapped his hands suddenly, making me jump and jerk back to see what his problem was.

      “Frankie Frank,” he taunted. “Library Girl is a thing of the past. I officially dub thee Frances Franklin Franks, aka, Frankie.” He swirled a hand around as if using an imaginary sword to tap the tops of my shoulders and make the title official.

      I had to admit I wouldn’t miss Library Girl. That was a moniker that made me feel about as low as a person could. I mean, could no one remember Waverly? I knew it took up three whole syllables to say, and who could be bothered with a mouthful like that? But Library Girl took up four syllables, dammit.

      Still.

      Frankie?

      Surely, there was something else better out there.

      Anywhere.

      Blinking at Keene dryly, I deadpanned, “Joy.”

      He pointed. “See. I knew you’d come around.” Smirking as if he’d actually won that round, he jumped off the counter to leave and bounced his eyebrows at me. “Catch you at the party later tonight,” he said, only to snicker. “Oh, wait. No, I won’t.”

      And chuckling to himself, he turned away to stroll off in the direction Alec and Xander had gone.

      “What an ass,” I muttered to myself as I scowled after him, only to heave out a sad sigh.

      Because seriously, what an ass. It was the perfect taut roundness that shifted in a way with every step he took and made my mouth start to water and my fingers itch with the need to grab. But I’d never be allowed near it because Keene Dugger had no interest in me whatsoever.

      Most of the time, I didn’t mind being a drab, dull nobody that people tended not to see or hear because I really did hate an overabundance of attention. It made me nervous and twitchy. My thoughts blanked out, my mind liquefied to mush, my tongue stopped working, and I turned into a complete ninny. I liked being left alone so I could do my own thing in blessed peace and quiet.

      But this was one of those times being a dull, drab no one did not work in my favor, because it meant I’d never get a taste of Keene Dugger.

      I was so going to grow old, alone and unloved, with no one to blame but my own timid, introverted self, who was too afraid to reach out and simply connect with someone else.

      I truly hated life.

      Life was hard.

      Depressed, I turned back to focus on my work.

      Remembering I’d been cataloging call numbers before all the interruptions, I blinked at the cart of books I’d been organizing, only to squint in confusion.

      Wait a second.

      Tilting my head, I read the call numbers once, only to read through them again.

      But I could’ve sworn I hadn’t finished putting them in the Dewey Decimal order yet when Xander had arrived to interrupt me.

      Except, there they were, in order.

      What was worse, when I turned back to the counter, all the books both Xander and Keene had just returned were missing.

      Whipping back to the cart, I found them there, slotted in the row, right where they were supposed to go.

      “What the hell?” I whispered under my breath, as a cold rush of fear raced up the back of my neck.

      This wasn’t the first time something unusual like this had happened to me at work. More than once, I’d been working on a project, only to turn away for a few seconds and return to find everything fixed and completed.

      And it always seemed to happen right after I had an encounter with Keene Dugger.

      Glancing out in the direction he’d gone, I didn’t find him anywhere in sight, but my eyes narrowed anyway.

      I don’t know how he was doing this, but I wished he’d stop already. Because it was starting to freak me out.
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