
        
            
                
            
        

    
	On the Bank 

	of Oblivion

	Emma G Rose

	Imperative Press

	HAMPDEN, MAINE

	 


Published by Imperative Press Books, LLC

	 

	Copyright © 2022 by Emma G Rose

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

	 

	Imperative Press Books

	Hampden, Maine

	www.imperativepressbooks.com

	 

	Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

	 

	On the Bank of Oblivion/Emma G Rose -- 1st ed.

	ISBN 978-1-7339079-9-6

	 

	 

	 

	
JOIN THE INNER CIRCLE

	 

	Sign up for Emma’s mailing list and get an exclusive short story

	available only to newsletter subscribers.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	https://dl.bookfunnel.com/fqps8yk4sl

	 

	Plus the latest book news, tour dates, and other super-secret stuff.

	 

	
CONTENTS

	 

	Color Wheel of Fortune

	Paige Reversed

	Cup of Judgement

	Divination

	Sick Day

	Malcontents

	Sight and Sense

	Hi Priestess

	Framing

	Surprise

	The World Reversed

	Alliance

	The Tower

	The Draw

	Paige’s House

	Pull Three

	Ready for This?

	Debrief

	Shadow Work

	Drawing

	Forgotten

	Phone Call

	Visitation

	Summer Montage

	A Journey

	The Cards

	Art Museum

	Dreamer

	Ace of Swords

	Dream Catcher

	Give the Gift

	Too Sick to Hide It

	Detention

	The Hanged Man

	Twitchy-Twitchy

	Return of Dr. Ellwood

	Examination

	MRI

	Six of Cups

	DEATH.

	The Last Judgement

	Essential Keys

	Full Deck

	Reading the Spread

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	

	
 

	To all the kids

	who don’t yet have names for what’s hurting them.

	 

	You’re not alone.

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE

	Color Wheel of Fortune

	On the day after the last normal day of his life, Owen stood in the kitchen dressed for school. He wore jeans and a short-sleeve plaid shirt over a faded tee he’d had since he was in seventh grade. It was almost too short for him now, but he didn’t care because Auntie Val had bought it for him when she went to Japan. He loved the terribly translated slogan. It said, “such lucky the brave adventurer. goes to heaven,” with a picture of a panda wearing a samurai suit.

	Owen picked up the coffeepot and cleared his throat for the third time in three minutes.

	His sister, Olivia, barely looked up from her laptop, which she’d slid right in between the fruit bowl and the stack of mail on the breakfast bar.

	“Can you not? I’m trying to write here,” she said.

	She was working on a paper, and Olivia always got unreasonably stressed by anything that came with a grade. This was ridiculous, because the only time she’d gotten less than an A had been a spelling test in second grade. The same grade, incidentally, where Owen had been held back. Ever since then, he and Liv had gone through school together. Everyone had basically forgotten they weren’t twins.

	“You’re going to get an A.” Owen poured coffee into his travel mug.

	“Just saying that doesn’t make it true. Now, shush, I’m almost done.” She bent over her laptop again.

	“No, having the highest grade point average in the school makes it true,” Owen muttered.

	She ignored him as her fingers clattered over the keys. 

	He took a sip of his coffee. It was hot enough to soothe the tickle in the back of his throat, or else kill the nerve endings so they couldn’t feel sore anymore. Either way.

	The old mantle clock in the living room chimed the hour. 

	“At the risk of being drowned in my own coffee, I have to tell you it’s time to leave.”

	Liv flapped a hand at him. “We have a couple of minutes.”

	“No, we don't. We had a couple of minutes five minutes ago.”

	Liv hated to be late, but she had a tendency to lose track of the time. Owen was only trying to save her from herself. He snagged the keys to the Civic off the hook by the door.

	“You’re not driving. I’m driving,” Liv said. 

	“Technically it’s my car.”

	“Yeah, but she likes me better. Just hang on while I print this.” Liv waved her left hand at him and stabbed a button with her right.

	“What is it?” Owen took another swig of his coffee. 

	“A paper. It’s only five pages, plus two pages of sources.” 

	“You have two pages of sources for a five-page paper? What class?”

	“Health.”

	Owen rubbed his hand over his face. “You’re insane.”

	Liv was already out of the room when she shouted, “I prefer the term conscientious!”

	His chuckle made his throat spasm, but another sip of coffee put a stop to that. He wondered if he was getting sick or something. That would suck, considering summer vacation was just a couple of weeks away.

	 

	~

	 

	Owen didn’t see Liv again for the rest of the day. Her schedule was all honors and AP classes. His was not. Owen preferred drawing or painting, whereas Liv actually liked solving quadrilateral equations or whatever. Fortunately, today was an A-rotation day, which meant art class with Ms. Beaudry. She was the best teacher in the whole school, and also the only one who taught art.

	Liv’s best friend, Ella, was in the class, which was good. Owen liked Ella. Hanging out with her was like hanging out with a tall six-year-old. She was creative, messy, and shared Owen’s taste in cartoons. He would have gone over to say hello except that his old crush, Dylan, was also in A-day art, and had claimed a seat at the table next to Ella’s.

	Going over there meant putting himself in a situation where Dylan might try to talk to him, and Owen wasn’t up for that. Dylan had basically broken Owen’s heart and then outed him to all his friends. Even more lame, he hadn't even gotten the details right. Owen was not gay, thank you very much. He was bi, or maybe poly. Was there a name for people who weren’t attracted to backstabbing cowards? If so, Owen was one of those. And Dylan was firmly in the category of unlikeable people. There was no turn-off like being a jerk.

	Owen snagged his favorite seat next to the supply wall and wiggled his fingers at Ella. She waved back, but that was all they had time for before Ms. Beaudry clapped her hands to start the class. Owen thought, not for the first time, that Ms. Beaudry was one of the coolest people he’d ever met. Even in her paint-streaked artist’s smock and orange Crocs with the charms on them, she seemed totally at home in her own skin. She just assumed kids would listen to her, expected them to put the work in, and believed that they loved art as much as she did.

	For this class, they were doing presentations of the self-portraits they’d been working on for the last couple of weeks. Ms. Beaudry said it would prepare them for the day when they had their own gallery show. That was fine with Owen. He didn’t mind presentations. He just wished they didn’t have so many of them. It seemed like all of his teachers had decided presentations would be easier than grading finals, except for the couple of teachers who’d thought, “After all, why not? Why shouldn’t I have presentations and finals?”

	He also wished he’d stayed up later to put the finishing touches on his drawing. It was a self-portrait done with a hand mirror propped on his desk. In it, he was holding a pencil in his left hand and looking at his own reflection like he was trying to figure it out. Liv sat on his bed in the background, hunched over her laptop with papers and books in a semicircle around her. Her expression pretty much reflected his. He’d called it Twin Obsessions.

	Looking at it now, he noticed that a couple of the books were out of proportion. No high school class had textbooks that big, not even the ones Liv took. He sighed. Maybe they wouldn’t get to his presentation today and he could take the drawing home to make some adjustments.

	Ella’s shoulders hunched around the life-sized bust of herself as she carried it to the front of the room.

	Owen might be pretty good at drawing, but Ella was a really talented artist. She’d crafted her own face out of bits of plastic taken from broken toys. Up close you could sometimes identify the parts, but from a distance it looked like a slim teenager’s face. The long blonde braid had come from the wigs of multiple dolls woven together. It had more color variation than Ella’s white-blonde hair, but between the braid and shoulders of the black sweatshirt, also made from bits of plastic, it was recognizably Ella. She’d even thrown in a few shards of color to recall the smudges of paint that always decorated her favorite clothes.

	Owen sipped the last of his coffee while Ella talked. This time it didn’t seem to help. The feeling that he’d somehow skinned the inside of his throat got worse, not better, with the application of coffee. Maybe when this class was over he'd fill his cup with water. Liv was always on him to drink more water. It might be time to listen to her.

	
CHAPTER TWO

	Paige Reversed

	The next day, Owen sat in Mr. Bloc’s History class waiting for his turn to present. He’d stayed up until almost one writing it, and that was probably why he felt like his mouth was full of sawdust. It didn’t help that Mr. Bloc was one of those teachers who didn’t allow food or drink in his class so Owen had chugged all his coffee in first period instead of sipping it slowly through the first half of the day.

	He was supposed to be paying attention to Jolie Boyle’s presentation on the sinking of the Maine and the start of the Spanish-American war. Mr. Bloc had given them all grading sheets so they could write down three things they’d learned from each presentation and give each classmate a score. Owen didn’t think it should be his job to judge anyone, so he’d already given Jolie all fives.

	Now he was doodling a cartoon of William Randolph Hearst whispering into the ear of a sailor carrying a giant torpedo. He was just debating whether adding the words “Yellow Journalism” to the torpedo would be too heavy-handed, when everyone around him started clapping. Jolie must be done.

	“Owen Butler, you’re up. Everyone, pass your papers forward and Jolie will collect them.”

	Owen stood up, handed his paper to Scott Sawyer then bent to gather his notes from under his chair. When he straightened, pinpricks of light exploded on the corners of his vision. Must have stood up too fast. He cleared his throat, wishing he had his coffee.

	By the time Jolie had gathered up all her papers and handed them to Mr. Bloc, Owen had found his spot at the front of the classroom. He launched right into the presentation: “The influenza epidemic of 1918 killed 50 million people worldwide.” He cleared his throat. “In the United Sta—” his voice broke. The class giggled. This was middle school all over. He cleared his throat again.

	“In the United States, the infection first appeared…” This time his voice faded to a whisper. Someone laughed. Owen took a deep breath. He could fix this.

	“In the United States, the infection first appeared in soldiers returning from fighting in World War I, or the Great War, as they called it.”

	Okay, he was back on course now. Weird how his throat was getting sore again, though.

	“Symptoms of the flu included—” His voice gave out.

	Mr. Bloc cut through the giggling. “Owen. We have a lot of presentations to get through.”

	Owen smiled. It was his default reaction when he thought someone might be upset with him. He rattled his paper, cleared his throat and picked up where he'd left off. His voice petered out within a few sentences.

	Mr. Bloc sighed, “Go to the water fountain and get a drink. We’ll have Paige Chandler give her presentation while you’re gone. Make sure you’re back here before she finishes.”

	“Thanks,” Owen said.

	Paige’s round face went pale, then pink. Her voice squeaked when she said, “Me?” Owen didn’t know her very well, but he seemed to remember that she didn’t like talking in front of people. He gave her a quick smile before he slipped out of the room.

	Outside in the quiet hallway, he sighed. He felt better without everyone’s eyes on him. Would Mr. Bloc dock his grade because he had to restart? Owen hoped not. He didn’t worry much about grades, but passing this class probably depended on him getting a decent score on this presentation. And Liv always got so frustrated when he failed classes.

	“You're smart, Owen,” she would say. “I know you are. You just have to apply yourself.”

	And he would say, “Thanks for the pep talk, Mom.”

	And then she would punch his arm hard enough to hurt but not hard enough to leave a bruise.

	The thing was, Owen probably could get grades like Liv's, but he didn’t see the payoff. He'd have to stay up late studying instead of drawing. And being a straight-A student just meant everyone expected you to keep being amazing. There was no margin for error. As it was, his parents seemed excited when he managed a B.

	He gulped some water from the fountain, cleared his throat, and headed back toward the classroom. Peeking through the narrow strip of window set into the door, he saw that Paige was still talking. He’d only been out of the room for like thirty seconds. Then he noticed that her face had gone red under the curtain of brown hair. Her hands were shaking too. She really didn’t like talking to people. He wondered if she could even see her paper.

	Vicarious anxiety made Owen's stomach churn. Interrupting her seemed like a bad idea—she was barely holding it together as it was—so he waited there at the window.

	Which meant he had a front-row seat when, without warning, without so much as a change of expression, Paige opened her mouth to speak and vomited halfway across the classroom. Instant chaos. Chairs screeched. A couple of girls screamed. Owen heard an explosive “Holy shit!” that could only come from Mitch Trasker. Laughter bounced across the room. Mr. Bloc jumped from his chair and bellowed for order over the noise.

	In the midst of all this stood Paige, one hand over her mouth, an arm wrapped around her stomach, a look of stunned embarrassment on her face. Owen saw her start to cry. Without pausing to think, he threw the door open, strode across the room, and put his arm around her.

	“Come on,” he whispered.

	He pulled her through the door before she could say anything. By the time they hit the hall, she was sobbing.

	“My life is over.”

	“You’re okay,” Owen said. He towed her toward the bathroom. This close to her, he could smell the vomit on her hands. He fought a roll of nausea.

	“Here’s the bathroom. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

	“I can never come back to school.”

	“Eh, everyone will have forgotten about this by next semester. You’ll see.”

	He held the door open for her. When she was safely inside, he pulled out his phone and looked at the time. Fifteen minutes to the end of the period. He couldn’t go into the girl’s bathroom but he didn’t really want to leave her alone right now. Maybe he'd just wait here until she came out.

	The noise of people spilling out of Mr. Bloc’s classroom told him that Paige wouldn’t be alone for very long. At least two girls had been right in the splash zone. They were headed in his direction.

	Instinctively, he stepped in front of the door.

	“You can’t go in there.”

	“Why?” said one girl.

	“The hell we can’t,” said the other.

	She tried to push past him, but Owen held his ground. “Paige needs a minute.”

	“And you need to step aside before I wreck you.”

	A teacher Owen didn’t know swept open the door of her classroom across the hall.

	“What is going on here?”

	“He won’t let us into the bathroom.” 

	Owen tried to explain. “There’s a girl in there who’s super embarrassed and I just don’t think—”

	The teacher held up her hand. “You two, go right to the gym and hit the showers. I’ll tell Mr. Neville you’re coming. You,” she pointed at Owen, “back to class.”

	“Someone needs to check on Paige.”

	“I will talk to her.”

	Owen hesitated. This teacher looked angry, not ready to comfort a crying girl. Would her “talk” be something along the lines of “Get back to class, or else”?

	The rest of Mr. Bloc’s students were more or less ignoring his protestations that there were classes in progress and they needed to be quiet.

	“Mr. Bloc, what is going on here?” the teacher asked.

	Owen tried to cut in, “You said you’d check on Paige.”

	Both teachers ignored him.

	Mr. Bloc sighed. “Performance anxiety. A student vomited in the middle of her presentation.”

	The teacher grimaced. “I sent two of your girls to the showers. Bring the rest of them in here. I have a free period.”

	As the two teachers funneled students into what appeared to be an English classroom, Owen noticed that Mitch had gone missing. With Paige still in the bathroom and two other girls sent to the showers, the class was noticeably smaller.

	“Settle down, everyone. We still have presentations to get through.”

	A groan went around the room.

	“Owen, you're up.”

	“Um, I left my stuff in the other room,” Owen said.

	Mr. Bloc shook his head, like Owen should have somehow foreseen the upcoming eruption and kept his presentation on his person at all times.

	“Fine, next class. No excuses. Jan Fendler. You're up.”

	When the bell rang, Owen went straight to Mr. Bloc's room to rescue his stuff. The whole place smelled of disinfectant that couldn't quite cover the whiff of bile.

	His presentation, which he'd left sitting on the desktop, was gone. And the surface of the desk was damp. It must have been in the splash zone. He'd have to print out another copy. The rest of his stuff was still on the floor under his chair. It seemed clean enough.

	Mr. Bloc came into the room as Owen stood up.

	“Owen, you’re not usually the student I have to worry about disrupting class.”

	“Sorry, I've had a scratchy throat this morning.”

	“Well, at least you didn't throw up halfway across the classroom.” Mr. Bloc went to the window and began to crank it open. “Take care of that throat. Your presentation is due next class.”

	“Yes. Okay. Thanks.”

	Owen scuttled out of the classroom wondering if Mr. Bloc left his heart in the freezer overnight or whether he was that cold naturally.

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE

	Cup of Judgement

	On Monday, Owen snoozed his alarm three times. He’d had trouble falling asleep the night before. He was pretty sure he’d woken up around five when Dad left to make his rounds. 

	Dad always left early so he had time to get coffee and check on the cows before he drove around to various patches of farmland. There were plenty of people in the area who lived on old farms but didn’t actually want to work the land. They rented the land to Dad so he could grow the crops he wouldn’t otherwise have room for.

	Owen couldn’t imagine having to be out of bed that early every morning. It made his stomach sour just thinking about it. Getting up now didn’t seem all that thrilling either, but he managed to peel away the blankets and throw on some clothes. Then he went out into the kitchen. Liv was already there, reeking of menthol and chewing a cough drop.

	“Do you have a sore throat too?” he asked.

	Liv’s head snapped up from her phone to stare at Owen. “Too? What do you mean too? Did you do this to me?”

	“Did I do what?”

	“Have you been sick?”

	“Just a scratchy throat. And kind of losing my voice sometimes.” It felt worse today actually, and this conversation wasn’t helping. Besides, he had a headache. He poured himself a cup of coffee.

	“I can’t be sick. It’s almost finals!”

	“Liv, you would probably pass all of your classes even if you skipped your finals. A sore throat isn’t going to kill you.”

	“Oh my God,” Liv muttered. She started texting at full speed.

	Owen sighed, noticing that the air passing out of his lungs seemed to drag every drop of moisture out of his throat as it left. He rummaged through the cabinet to find a water bottle. After he filled it, he pulled a stool out from under the breakfast bar. There was no point in standing around. Liv was clearly going to need a minute.

	“What are your symptoms?”

	“Liv, this isn't a web search scenario.”

	“Sore throat? What else? I need to call Dr. Ellwood’s office.”

	Owen groaned. “I don't want to go to the doctor. I hate the doctor. It's just a cold or allergies or something.”

	Liv threw up her hands. “We're living in a plague house.”

	“It's. A. Cold.”

	“Are you stuffy?”

	“No.”

	“Runny nose?”

	“No.”

	“It's not a cold,” Liv said, like she’d earned a medical degree overnight. 

	Owen stood up. “I'm not going to the doctor. Come on, we'll be late for school.”

	He went outside and got into the car. By the time Liv climbed in beside him she already had her phone pressed to her ear. Owen marveled at her willingness to make phone calls at a moment’s notice. He usually needed about half an hour to work up the courage to call someone, but Liv just did it like it was no big deal.

	She took the phone away from her ear, tapped the screen, then held it to her ear again. Owen started the car. Liv’s hand shot out and slapped the radio off before Owen could even place what song was playing.

	“Yes, hello, this is Olivia Butler. I need to make an appointment with Dr. Ellwood for me and my brother Owen.”

	A pause.

	“Yes. We both have sore throats and pain when swallowing.”

	Owen could hear a voice on the other end of the line, but not what it was saying.

	“No, she’s at work.”

	Then, “He’s working too.”

	“Look, I just want to make an appointment.” Pause.

	“No.” Another, longer pause. 

	“So you’re saying if I needed a pregnancy test you’d see me, but I can’t get a throat culture without a parent’s consent? That’s stupid.”

	Owen looked at her out of the corner of his eye. She was tugging at her earlobe the way she did when she was worried or annoyed.

	“No, I know. It’s not your fault, it’s just. . . what if I promise we’ll bring one of my parents to the appointment?”

	“8 a.m.? Really? Yes, cool, thank you.”

	She pulled the phone down and immediately started texting.

	“You called that lady stupid,” Owen said.

	“I did not.” Liv tucked her phone under her thigh. “I called the policy stupid. Did you know that minors can make mental health appointments and reproductive health appointments, but you need an adult for anything else?”

	“Do you really think we need to go to the doctor?”

	“Haven Styles in my biology class missed her lacrosse championship because she had strep.”

	“Have you been kissing Haven Styles?”

	Liv rolled her eyes. “No, have you?”

	Owen rolled his eyes right back. “I don’t even know her.”

	“Lots of things don’t need spit-swapping to be contagious.”

	“You think we have strep?”

	“I don’t know, but the doctor can tell us tomorrow.”

	“You’re willing to miss school for this?” Owen usually didn’t mind a good excuse to skip school, but Liv would have crawled there with a broken leg just to avoid marring her perfect attendance record.

	“If you don’t have your health, you don’t have anything. Besides, it’s almost finals and then summer session. I need to be ready.”

	“I can’t believe you’re going to summer school on purpose.”

	Liv rolled her eyes. “Maybe I just I didn’t want you to go alone.”

	“Aww.” Owen mimed wiping a tear from his eye.

	“Seriously, Owen, you’ve got to get your shit together. We’re going to be seniors next year.”

	“We don’t know for certain that I have to go to summer school.”

	She just gave him a look that he pretended not to see. He hated when she got all parental on him. It wasn’t like he didn’t get enough of that from Mom and Dad. And who was the older sibling around here anyway? He was relieved when they rolled into the school parking lot.

	“Here,” Liv said, and dumped a handful of cough drops into his lap. “Try to remember to drink some water too.”

	“Thanks, Mom.”

	Liv rolled her eyes and left him there trying to wrangle the cough drops before they fell down between the seats.

	 

	~

	 

	When Owen walked into Mr. Bloc’s room for second period, about half the class was already there, but Paige wasn’t. She didn’t show up before the bell rang either.

	“Has anyone seen Paige?” Mr. Bloc asked.

	Owen heard a splattering of giggles. He thought he heard someone make a gagging noise too. “I think she went home sick or whatever,” said a brown-haired girl in the back row.

	Mr. Bloc shook his head and wrote something on the paper at his desk.

	“Owen Butler, you’re first today. I hope you’ve come prepared,” Mr. Bloc said.

	Owen shoved a cough drop into his mouth before making his way to the front of the room. The rest of the class passed around new grading sheets. With the help of the cough drop, Owen made it through the presentation with a minimum of throat clearing.

	After class, he found Ella and Liv already at the lunch table. They had their heads together, talking quietly about something. They stopped and looked at him when he sat down.

	“What? Do I smell or something?” He sniffed at his armpits, and found that he had forgotten to put on deodorant today. He tried to remember whether he’d taken a shower yesterday. Yes?

	“No more than usual,” Ella said.

	Owen rolled his eyes at her. He knew she didn’t mean it. Ella loved him.

	“So, what’s the deal with you and Paige Chandler?” Liv asked.

	“What? Nothing. There’s no deal.”

	Ella leaned across the table to whisper. “I thought you were into Dylan from art class.”

	Liv shook her head, but Ella couldn’t have seen it since she had her eyes trained on Owen.

	“Dylan is a no-go,” Owen said. He knew she expected more, but he didn’t want to talk about it. Not talking about it made it easier to pretend it’d never happened. Maybe if he didn’t talk about it long enough, everyone would forget.

	Ella blinked rapidly. Liv put a hand on her arm. “I’ll fill you in later.” To Owen she said, “Casey Ivers said you were Paige’s white knight the other day.”

	Owen rolled his eyes and took a big bite of his pizza. He started to talk with his mouth open because he knew Liv hated that.

	“So a: My relationship status is none of your business, b: I don’t even know Paige Chandler, she’s just a girl in my class who’s scared of public speaking. And c…” He paused to finish chewing and swallow the pizza. Which hurt his throat. Awesome. “You know I hate it when you do this super sister team-up thing on me.”

	“You’re blushing,” Liv said.

	“You’re irritating,” Owen answered.

	Liv made a triumphant little humph noise in the back of her throat.

	Owen said, “The faster-than-light-speed rumor mill didn’t happen to tell you why Paige went home today, did it?”

	“She was sick,” Liv said.

	“I don’t think so.” Owen peeled a pepperoni off his pizza. Maybe it would be less painful to eat without spicy meat slices all over it. “I think she was really embarrassed. Mr. Bloc was going to make her do her presentation again even after what happened last time.”

	“That sucks,” Ella said.

	“I mean, talking in front of people is a pretty basic skill,” said Liv. “She’s got to learn sometime. What’s she going to do in college?”

	“And you think throwing up in front of her entire history class is the way to learn that?” Owen asked.

	“See, you do care.”

	“Of course I care. I thought she was going to drop through the floor the other day. She said she could never come back to school again. I just hope people aren’t going to be mean to her.”

	“By people you mean Mitch Trasker,” Ella said.

	Owen swallowed. Ow. “What did he do?”

	Ella pulled her phone out of her pocket, fiddled with it for a second, and then slid it across the table to him. It was a screenshot from Mitch’s Snapchat showing Paige mid-throw up. Owen pushed it away, but not before he saw the caption: “Should have swallowed.”

	“That is not awesome.” Owen slid the phone back to Ella who pocketed it.

	He didn’t bother to ask who had seen the snap. Everyone had seen it. Stuff like that spread faster than an STD on prom night around here. One of Paige’s friends had probably sent it to her out of ‘concern.’

	Liv slid her tray aside so she could lean close to Owen across the table. “I even heard some kids saying she’s on something.”

	“Because she threw up in class?”

	Liv nodded. “They were saying it must be withdrawals.”

	“From what?”

	Liv shrugged. “They didn’t say.”

	Owen shut his eyes. Poor Paige. Like it wasn’t bad enough being embarrassed, now she had to listen to a bunch of idiots making up shit about her.

	Ella reached for Liv’s juice. They were always sharing drinks and food. Sometimes it really was like Ella was their sister. Liv grabbed Ella’s wrist.

	“Don’t. We have the plague, remember?”

	“We do not,” said Owen, although the swollen feeling in his throat was starting to make it seem like wishful thinking.

	
CHAPTER FOUR

	Divination

	Owen sat in the passenger seat of Dad's pickup truck, arms crossed, staring out the window as they drove toward Pittsfield and their doctor’s office. Scrunched in the tiny backseat, Liv was also quiet. Either she respected Dad’s innate stoicism, or she was still stewing over the fact that they needed an adult escort.

	Going to the doctor was such a pain. They always gave you crack-of-dawn appointment times, and then they made you sit in a sticky waiting room for what felt like hours before they finally saw you. Then they asked you a bunch of awkward questions, stuck a needle in your arm or a popsicle stick down your throat and said, “Looks great, let’s do it all again in a year.” This was not Owen’s idea of a good time.

	Besides, he was missing first period for this particular outing, which meant he was missing art. Figures a doctor would make him miss the one class he actually liked. He wasn’t even that sick.

	In the waiting room, Dad went to check them in and Liv sat down in the middle of a row of chairs. Owen chose a seat across from her. This put him slightly further away from a three-year-old with a runny nose and a toy that played music every time he shook it. Owen liked kids and wasn’t above playing with the more entertaining children’s toys, but he didn’t like being around sick people.

	And that was the other problem with doctors’ offices. You might have felt fine when you got there, but you’d have at least a cold by the time you left. Maybe that was their nefarious plan.

	Liv immediately took out her phone. Owen sifted through copies of celebrity gossip and unattainable housekeeping magazines until he found a battered copy of Highlights. As far as he was concerned, this particular children's magazine was the only good thing about doctors’ offices. He flipped to the drawing with the hidden pictures and was looking for a banana in a pumpkin patch when his phone buzzed in his pocket.

	 

	Liv: you mad i made you go to the doctor?

	 

	He looked up. She had her head down, still typing. Probably working on some last-minute extra-credit assignment to push her A up to an A-plus.

	 

	Owen: not mad

	 

	Liv: probably just give us meds and send us home

	 

	Owen: i don't need meds

	 

	Liv: ok superman. why are you scared of the doctor?

	 

	Owen: waste of time. they always say the same thing 

	Owen: rest 

	Owen: eat veggies

	Owen: water

	Owen: bet we don’t need meds

	 

	Liv abandoned the short distance text communication. “What'll you bet me?” 

	“If we actually need meds?”

	“Yeah.”

	Owen looked down at the magazine in his lap. “I don’t know. A candy bar.”

	“Lame. How about if I’m right, you let me tutor you in algebra?”

	Owen winced. “That sounds like a punishment for both of us.”

	Liv shook her head slowly like he was the biggest moron in the universe. “And if you win, I promise not to nag you about summer school at all.”

	Owen hesitated. That was a pretty high stakes bet for Liv. She loved nagging him about school stuff. Maybe this wasn’t going to be a cough drops and hot tea situation after all. But she probably was overreacting. She tended to get spun up about things. Everyone thought she was so conscientious, but Owen figured at least fifty percent of the time she was just plain anxious. Besides there was still the possibility that he’d squeak by in Algebra II and wouldn’t need to go to summer school at all.

	Dad came back with a clipboard, which he handed to Liv to fill out. She knew all their medical stuff better than he did anyway.

	Liv took it from him, but kept her eyes on Owen. “Well?”

	Against his better judgment, Owen said, “Deal, but I'm telling you, ninety-nine point nine percent of the time, going to the doctor is a waste of time.”

	 

	~

	 

	Except this time, it wasn’t. This time the tech who led them to the room said, “Yeah, we've seen a few cases of strep lately. I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Let's get a couple of swabs.”

	She didn’t even make them put on the smock thing. She just had him and Liv sit down side by side on the exam table. Why were those things always so tall? Owen was almost six feet and his toes still dangled above the floor.

	The tech gagged Owen with a giant cotton swab, did the same to Liv, and then left with her samples.

	“We totally have strep,” Liv said as soon as the door closed behind her.

	Dad, sitting in one of the plastic chairs across from them, chuckled. “Why do you sound so happy about it?”

	“I don’t think so,” Owen said.

	“You, dear brother, make a terrible Cleopatra. And yet here you are in denial.”

	“Despite my devastating beauty?” He batted his eyes at her.

	Dad shook his head. He often had a hard time following their particular brand of wit. His humor was more of the “Did you hear about the restaurant on the moon?” variety. He let them banter and kept himself occupied on his phone until Dr. Ellwood came in.

	“Hello, Liv. Always good to see you. Owen, nice of you to join us today.” 

	Liv went to the doctor every year like clockwork to get a sports physical, but that was not Owen’s idea of a good time. 

	Dr. Ellwood handed Dad a sheet of paper. “We’ll still do a culture just to be sure, but the rapid test came back positive. They both have strep. Here's a care sheet for you. I'll order you some prescriptions. You can pick them up on the way home.”

	She turned to look
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