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      My name is Amanda Clarke, and I have a secret.

      But I'm not sure how to describe it.

      It's not like I can see the future or anything, and I wouldn't call it luck, but sometimes I wake up in the morning, and I just have a feeling about something. A strong, not to be argued with feeling that I either have to do something or absolutely cannot do something. I've never not obeyed that feeling, not even once.

      Take, for instance, a perfectly ordinary Monday morning last April. I woke up an hour before my alarm was set to go off with a strong urge to go into work. I got dressed in my server's uniform and headed out my apartment door without even making any coffee or grabbing a bite of toast. I walked the couple of blocks from my building to the diner that has been the focal point of my entire life, my mother's workplace before it was mine, and let myself in the back door.

      And found Mr. Schneiderman, the man who was like a grandfather to me, collapsed on the kitchen floor.

      Heart attack. The paramedics said I saved his life. I wouldn't have found him in time if I hadn't woken up early and headed straight to the diner. Mrs. Schneiderman had been visiting her sick sister, and he had been alone.

      Or that cold winter morning my senior year of high school when I had woken up with the certainty that I should call in sick to school, although I felt fine. Just before noon, as I was huddled in a nest of blankets watching Titanic for the umpteenth time, my mother had given a cry of alarm and staggered out of the kitchenette to collapse on the couch beside me.

      Brain aneurysm. There was nothing I could do to save her. Maybe that's why I don't call these feelings any kind of luck. But I was there to hold her hand as the light faded from her eyes. I was the last thing she ever saw. I'm grateful to the powers that be, the ones who send the feelings, that I didn't go to school that day. That my mother didn't die alone.

      But the strongest feeling I ever had didn't have a clear-cut beginning. It seemed to grow, pretty much from the day my mother died over the four and a half years until the day Cynthia Thomas entered the diner and my life.

      The beginning may have been vague, but the feeling was not. It was very clear in my mind. Under no circumstances would I leave my hometown of Scandia, Iowa.

      No one thought anything of it when I quit the traveling hockey team. My mother had just died, and the season was winding down with no shot at any playoff wins since all of our best players had graduated the year before.

      And it didn't strike anybody as odd when I stayed on at my diner job. I had applied to a few colleges before she had died, but I didn't even bother opening the letters that came back. I wouldn't have been able to afford it, anyway.

      And not leaving after that wasn't odd either. I was saving every penny I earned with the hope of someday soon having enough to get a trailer of my own in the park on the edge of town.

      But even if anyone had asked me, I wouldn't have admitted that I just had a feeling. Scandia, as the name probably suggests, is populated with the descendants of Scandinavian immigrants, dairy farmers mostly. They are practical people, stoic, logical.

      I can imagine the looks I'd get from the regulars at the diner if I admitted to even having these feelings, let alone letting them dictate my life.

      Strangely, the most impulsive decision I ever made, the one prompted by Cynthia Thomas the day she appeared in the diner and took a table like any other customer off the highway, wasn't based on a feeling. Quite the opposite.

      When Cynthia had finished her patty melt, leaving most of her fries but drinking six cups of coffee, her eyes never leaving me as I worked all my other tables, she waved me over. Thinking she was in a hurry, like most off the highway were, I already had her ticket ready.

      Instead, I found myself looking at a cream-colored business card with Cynthia Thomas, Attorney, embossed on it.

      I sort of heard what she was saying, but it was like listening to someone talking on a boat while your head's underwater. Something about a Miss Zenobia Weekes who had recently passed, and how her will had been very clear that I must be present at the reading. And the reading had to take place at midnight on the next full moon.

      I know, weird. But I didn't think anything of it at the time.

      Because I was too distracted by the sudden feeling of freedom. I hadn't even realized I wasn't free until just then. But it was like I had been shackled, both ankles, with balls and chains, like in the old cartoons. And now I wasn't.

      I could leave Scandia.

      I could go anywhere.

      But Cynthia Thomas had handed me a thick envelope filled with traveling money and a map to Miss Zenobia Weekes' Charm School for Exceptional Young Ladies on Summit Avenue in St. Paul, Minnesota.

      I had played hockey there once or twice, or rather in some of its suburbs. It was a pretty city. As good a place as any to see some of the world outside of Scandia. Because I still wanted that trailer to myself, and this trip was being paid for by the estate of Miss Zenobia Weekes.

      How could I say no?

      That was a month ago. Since then I've had more time to think, and yeah, the few details of the will I know are strange. And I'm not even sure why I, of all people, am being summoned to the reading. Cynthia couldn't—or wouldn't—tell me why. She said it would be clear at the reading.

      She did tell me, when I asked, that Miss Zenobia Weekes wasn't a relative of mine. Which might seem like an odd question to ask a stranger, so let me explain.

      I was born in the diner parking lot. My mother and the man who must have been my father were in a car going far too fast down the road in a sleet storm. He had hit a patch of ice and spun into a utility pole. By the time Mr. And Mrs. Schneiderman had gotten outside, he had been dead. My mother looked dead too, unconscious and bleeding from a blow to the head, but she jerked awake at Mr. Schneiderman's touch.

      Then she went into labor. The nearest hospital was several miles down the highway, and I was born before the ambulance could make it there.

      My entire life, my mother never spoke a word. She never wrote a word, either. She understood when others were talking and could nod or shake her head, but she largely preferred not to.

      I don't know her name. My father had been wearing a work uniform with the name Clarke written on the breast pocket. Mr. and Mrs. Schneiderman named me Amanda when I was about three months old.

      My mother worked in the kitchen at the diner and took care of me just fine. But she could never tell me anything about where she came from or who our people were.

      But somehow this Miss Zenobia Weekes must have known her, because she certainly hadn't known me. I would've remembered a name like that.

      And if I was nervous at all at attending the reading of a will at midnight on September's full moon, I just remembered Cynthia Thomas. She hadn't looked like someone up for summoning spirits or engaging in bloody sacrifices. She had looked exactly like what her business card said she was: a lawyer. Slacks and nice shoes, a business jacket over a cream-colored blouse. Not showy—she wasn't a corporate lawyer (if she had been, I probably would have had a different impression of her likelihood to be mixed up in sacrifices)—but clearly expensive, especially compared to the normal Scandia crowd around her.

      But more than that, she had been kind. I had seen it in her blue eyes, in the wrinkles that a lifetime of soft smiles had etched into her skin. I had heard it in the tenor of her voice and the way she kept calling me "Miss Amanda." I had felt it when she had taken my hand just before leaving, a handshake that had lingered affectionately although we had just met.

      I didn't know who Miss Zenobia Weekes was, but hearing the reverence in Cynthia's voice every time she said her name, I knew she had been someone very special. I was sure to learn more about her when I visited her school.

      And I tried to not get my hopes up about the reading of a will. I was getting a free trip to a nice city, and a free stay in a house on the fanciest street in that city. That was treat enough for me.

      But another part of me felt like all of that time I had spent trapped in my hometown, I had been waiting for something amazing.

      And now that amazing thing was about to happen.
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      The problem with being from a small town in northwestern Iowa is that it's really hard to leave it if you don't own a car. My mother had never driven, and I had never even learned.

      Another one of those things about me no one ever found weird. I guess when you're born in the car crash that kills your father and probably damaged your mother's brain in a permanent way, it's not crazy to decide you never want to drive.

      But mostly, since I could walk to work in less than five minutes, and could walk to the grocery store in less than ten, I never saw the point. That, and the expense of it all. I doubted I would have anything left to save of my wages and tips if I had subtracted out gas and insurance money, let alone the cost of an actual car.

      So getting out of town, even with a thick envelope of cash, was tricky. But Mr. Schneiderman arranged it all for me. He was still too weak from his heart attack in the spring to drive even so far as Sioux Falls, but he knew pretty much everyone in town, and they all owed him favors. He found someone that was heading that way to deal with a legal matter and who agreed to give me a lift to the bus station.

      It took eight hours to get to St. Paul. The less said about the bus trip, the better. I've had happier days. And I nearly got lost trying to get from the bus station to the local bus that would take me across the river from Minneapolis into St. Paul. But I didn't panic. I had Cynthia's card in my bag (the only bag I owned, the one that used to carry my books in high school, now stuffed with a few changes of clothes and my toothbrush); if worse came to worst, I could just call her, and she could pick me up.

      But I'd rather arrive on my own.

      I got off the bus in front of the cathedral in St. Paul. Somehow, its height was more moving than the skyscrapers of Minneapolis. My eyes just kept going up and up, following the ever narrower tapering of its spire as it stabbed up into the deep blue sky.

      I'm sure they have ones in Europe that are more impressive, but it seemed unlikely I'd ever see any of those. I wondered how old it was, how much history had it seen pass by right where I was standing?

      Did they still ring the bells? Would I be able to hear them from where I would be staying? What a lovely way to wake up in the morning, to the sound of bells tolling.

      When I finally stopped staring up at the cathedral and found my way to Summit Avenue, I was blown still further away. Every building around me looked like it had been there for a century or more. And they were all so huge.

      My hometown was a cluster of buildings at a crossroads just off the highway, and not a major highway at that. I lived in a tiny box of an apartment, just two rooms, and that's with counting the bathroom as its own room.

      But now here I was, walking along a wide sidewalk past lovingly maintained yards and gardens, looking up at grand stone mansions built by the lumber barons and railroad men of another century. The building my apartment was in was only a few decades old, and it was already falling apart all around me and the other tenants. But these places looked like they could happily stand for centuries more and still be worth millions.

      I was gawking too much and walking too slow, I realized as a man jogging with a dog had to stray out onto someone's lawn to get around me.

      "Sorry!" I said, hugging my bag closer to my side and getting out of the middle of the sidewalk. I didn't think he could hear me with those earbuds in, but he glanced back at me with a smile in his green eyes and flashed me a thumbs up. He looked like he wanted to say something, but the Irish setter whose leash was tied around his waist suddenly picked up the pace, and he was compelled to do the same.

      It was time to figure out where exactly I was going. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket.

      It was the most expensive thing I owned, a first generation smartphone I had gotten refurbished at a terrific bargain.

      I wouldn't call it a steal. But that word might be more appropriate than I'd like to think about. I didn't ask a lot of questions.

      Since I usually got everywhere by foot and never left my hometown, I hadn't had the need to use the map feature ever before. Now I was discovering, in addition to its other little eccentricities of age, my phone's GPS was perhaps a bit subpar.

      I squinted at the screen, then looked up at the buildings around me. There was no way I was in the right place, was there?

      Then I remembered Cynthia Thomas in her expensive yet not flashy clothes. Cynthia Thomas definitely belonged in this neighborhood.

      I looked again at the address, then looked up at the surprisingly modern-looking building in front of me. Condos. I could just see the view beyond the building, overlooking the valley and the Mississippi River as it swept past St. Paul for points further south. Even the condos must cost millions.

      The house number was too high. I had gone too far. I frowned at the phone, which was telling me I had arrived at my destination. I poked at the screen until I made the street view appear. Perhaps if I saw what the front of the building looked like, I would have an easier time finding it.

      The street view filled the screen. Quite literally in this case, as a bus parked on the side of Summit Avenue in the picture was blocking me from seeing anything beyond the street itself.

      With a sigh, I heaved my bag up higher on my shoulder again and retraced my steps, studying the trees on the phone image and hoping to match the branches to anything around me.

      "Mind the hostas," someone said to me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      "Excuse me?" I said, trying to find the woman to go with the voice.

      "The hostas," she said again, and I spotted her. Her yard was completely enclosed by a dense hedge that she could just barely look over. Her face was deeply wrinkled, and a shock of chaotically frizzy gray hair jutted out from under her sunhat, as if refusing to be tamed. Her dark brown eyes darted down to the ground, then back up at my face, like she was using them to point at something.

      I looked down. There at my feet was a row of small hostas. I had veered a bit to one side while looking at my phone and nearly had stepped off the sidewalk I had been so anxious not to block the middle of, although surely not so far as to disturb her plantings. Still, I felt the need to apologize.

      "I'm very sorry. I shouldn't walk distracted," I said.

      "It's just that they're new," the woman said. "Challenge enough to keep them going, what with all the dog traffic."

      "Yes, I suppose," I said. "I wonder if you can help me? I'm looking for a house that should be here between yours and that condo building, but I don't see it."

      The woman's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "That's not kind," she said.

      "Pardon me?" I asked.

      "I know I'm old, but my mind is as sharp as ever," she went on.

      "I'm sure that's true," I said, confused.

      "As are my eyes," she continued.

      "Okay," I said, not sure what I had done to offend her. "Sorry," I said again.

      "You should be," she said, still determined to be annoyed with me. "It's not like anyone could miss it."

      "Well, I'm afraid I have," I said, and her eyes narrowed still further. There was no getting out of hot water with this woman, apparently. I looked down at the phone in my hand and realized at once how I could win her over. "Perhaps I missed it because I was looking at my phone."

      "Those things are a nuisance," she said with a certain gleeful vitriol. "You nearly trod on my hostas looking at your phone."

      "I am sorry," I said. "But I was using it to help me find the house. Only the picture on my phone is just a bus, and I can't even see…"

      I trailed off as I glanced behind me, mid-gesture to show the woman where I had been when I had started looking at my phone.

      There, towering over me, was a Queen Anne house complete with tower topped with a spire, covered front porch that made the front door appear to be in the back of a cavern, elaborate carvings in the details around the windows and along the rooftop. The sort of place the Addams Family would buy if they wanted to up size.

      How had I missed it? I was standing in its shadow. The breeze felt chilly out of the sun, now that I was noticing it. How had I walked right past it not once, but twice?

      In my defense, it was a very narrow house. I couldn't see how far back it extended, not past the trees that grew crowding close around it, but if the width was anything to judge by this had to be the smallest house I'd seen since walking up the street from the bus stop.

      "There it is," I said wonderingly.

      "That's what you're looking for?" the woman asked. I had upset her again.

      "Yes," I said, my eyes finding the house number over the doorbell. The brass numerals were a dark green, all but blending into the brick.

      "Your parties are too loud," the woman said.

      "My parties?" I asked.

      "Every weekend, more parties," she groused. "Every night in the summertime. It's ridiculous."

      I sensed a trap. If I pointed out I had just arrived and didn't, in fact, live here, would she accuse me of ageism again?

      "I'm sorry about that," I said. "But really, I'm only here for the weekend. But while I am here, I promise, I'll tell everyone to keep it down."

      "Tell who?" the woman asked, eyes narrowing again as she quizzed me.

      "Um," I said. "Cynthia Thomas?"

      "She's rarely here," the woman said. "She ought to be here more. Keep a firmer hand on things. That man she hired to watch the place is far too permissive. Too many parties," she said, stressing each word.

      "I'll let her know," I promised.

      "If she's even here," the woman said.

      "If she isn't, she will be soon," I said. "I'm meeting her specifically."

      For some reason, she still didn't seem to believe me. I wondered who had lied to her, and how pervasively, to make her so untrusting.

      "Mrs. Olson, I do hope you aren't scaring off new neighbors," someone said. I looked up to see a man walking towards me, the man who had just jogged past with the dog.

      He was talking to the old woman, but those green eyes were fixed just on me, and for the first time in a very long time I remembered that sometimes I got intense, not to be ignored feelings that were of a very different nature from my not-quite-precognition.

      I didn't know anything about this guy, not even his name, but as he drew to a stop towering over me, smiling down at me with those eyes like darkest jade, I wanted to know everything. And I wanted him to tell it to me slowly, over a lifetime.

      I mean, on some level, I knew this wasn't any more rational than those other feelings. But it wasn't the level I was currently operating on, if you know what I mean.
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      Only the powers that be know how long I stood there like that. Just gaping up at him. If I had been a computer, I'd have been one that needed its mouse jiggled to wake it back up.

      But he didn't seem to notice either. The earbuds were hanging around his neck now, and he had pulled a hoodie on over the T-shirt he had been running in, but he clearly hadn't showered yet. His dark blond hair was drying in sweaty clumps that stuck out at all angles, but mostly straight up.

      Messy as that hairstyle was at the moment, I felt a pang of familiarity. It was like all the boys back home had after they came home from the army, a soldier's cut that was just starting to grow out. Not long enough to comb flat, but too long to really be a buzz cut anymore.

      "She's not a neighbor," the woman said, breaking the silence. Which was just as well; we couldn't stand there forever, no matter how much I kind of wanted to.

      I noticed the edge had gone out of her voice. Whoever this man was, the old woman was at least grudgingly fond of him.

      "No, I'm not," I confirmed. "I'm just here for the weekend."

      "Ah," he said, nodding and glancing back at the Queen Anne house. I doubted he had ever missed seeing it. "Well, even if just for the weekend, welcome to the neighborhood. I'm Nick Larson," he said, wiping his hand on his track pants before extending it to me. That must have done the trick; his hand in mine was warm but not sticky or slimy in the least.

      "Amanda Clarke," I said. "Pleased to meet you."

      "She's not from around here," the woman said. "Her manners are too good."

      I felt my cheeks coloring. The corner of Nick's mouth lifted ever so slightly, and I knew he saw me turning pink, which promptly made me turn vividly red.

      "Since she knows all about manners, I'm sure Ms. Olson has already introduced herself," he said.

      "Mrs.," the woman swiftly corrected him.

      "Of course," Nick said. "But is that Mrs. Frank Olson, or Mrs. Linda Olson? I can never remember which is correct."

      Her mouth twisted as she fought the urge to smile at his gentle teasing. Once she had it under control, she said, "Mrs. Olson will be fine. I'm going in now; it's time for my show." She started to turn away, but quickly looked back at me. "Mind the hostas."

      I looked down at the toes of my high-top sneakers, still nowhere near her plants. When I looked up again, she was gone.

      "She's interesting," I said. Nick looked at me closely, and I felt myself blushing again.

      "Interesting," he said, but he wasn't repeating my assessment. He was making one of his own, about me.

      "What?" I asked.

      "You really mean that," he said. "I'm sure she harassed you from the minute she started speaking to you, but you don't call her an angry old bat or anything. And I can tell by looking at you that you really mean it."

      "I don't think you can," I said, fighting the urge to cover my cheeks. "You don't know that."

      "You weren't just being nice," he insisted. "You really didn't notice she was a complete shrew."

      "Honestly!" I said. "I would never call someone I just met something like that."

      Nick grinned. "In this case, it wouldn't be apt anyway," he said. "Linda has arthritis. Her whole body hurts her all the time, and it can make her terse or grumpy. But when she's feeling well, she's a treasure. Funny and charming, and she knows everything about the neighborhood. But you had no way of knowing that. This isn't one of her good days. You're just… kind."

      "Oh, I…," I wanted to contradict him, but I couldn't put the words together. Didn't everyone try to be kind? Wasn't that the whole point of being around other people?

      "So you're just here for the weekend," he said.

      "Yes," I said. "I'm here to see Cynthia Thomas. Do you know her?"

      "Maybe by sight, but not by name," Nick said. "I don't actually live here either. My grandfather has a condo in the building next door. He's not been feeling well this week, so I've been coming over to walk his dog, Finnegan, and help out with the housework."

      "And yet you know Linda?" I said.

      "Linda," Nick said with a conspiratorial grin, "makes sure she knows everyone. As you've just seen firsthand."

      I smiled. She had indeed made sure I had noticed she was there, all but hidden behind her hedge.

      "Well, if you're here all weekend, perhaps I'll see you again," he said, taking a few steps backward, toward a compact car parked in front of the condo building.

      "I hope so," I said. "It was good meeting you."

      That grin spread across his tanned face once more. "There's that sincerity again." Then he turned, opening the car doors with a double beep, and then he was gone.

      I looked up at the building that was still looming over me, not exactly welcoming me in.

      Well, at least it hadn't disappeared again.

      I put my phone away, then climbed the worn steps up to the porch. The air was even chillier here, as if the sun never touched this place.

      I had seen the house numbers from the street, faded though they had been by oxidization of the brass and what looked like decades-old soot from coal fires clinging to the brick.

      What I had missed entirely was a smaller brass plaque just over the cracked doorbell button. I leaned down, then pulled the sleeve of my sweater down over my hand to rub at the plaque.

      Briefly, the letters seemed to glow brighter, like the flaming letters on the ring in that Hobbit movie, before fading back to obscurity. I had just had time to read all the words before they were gone.

      MISS ZENOBIA WEEKES' CHARM SCHOOL FOR EXCEPTIONAL YOUNG LADIES.

      Not for the first time, I had a feeling of unease, like a ghost passing through me. Why was I here, really? Why me? No one looked at me and thought "charm school."

      I hadn't extended a finger to press the doorbell or raised a hand to grasp the heavy knocker ring that hung on the center of the door. I might even have been thinking seriously of walking back down those steps and all the way back home.

      But the door opened with an anguished groan, and there was Cynthia Thomas in a silver cashmere sweater I was sure cost more than I made in a year over shiny black trousers. A beautiful silver locket hung from her neck, as quietly elegant as the rest of her.

      "Ah, Amanda Clarke," she said with a smile. "So good to see you again. Please, step inside. And welcome to Charm School."

      As I stepped through the doorway into the front hall, I felt a little shiver dance over the back of my neck. It wasn't a chill; it was warmer inside the house than on the sunless porch. It was something else. Something that made all the little hairs at the nape of my neck rise up at once. The swing of my ponytail tickled my suddenly sensitive skin.

      "Everything all right?" Cynthia asked me with a little frown.

      "Yes, I'm fine," I said, rubbing at the back of my neck until the shivery feeling went away. Cynthia continued to look at me intently, the little furrow between her eyebrows deepening. "Really, I'm fine," I said again. "When you said this place was a school, this really wasn't what I was expecting."

      "I suppose calling it a school is more by way of an honorific," Cynthia said, indicating I should go through an open set of French doors to a sunny room to the left. "The girls who were her students attended other schools for academics. Miss Zenobia just guided us in the final polish, as it were."

      "Oh, you were a student?" I said.

      "Once upon a time," Cynthia said with a soft smile. The room we were standing in was what I believed you called a parlor: chairs, a love seat, and a sofa huddled close around a fireplace. Ideal for cozy conversation, with no television in sight anywhere.

      "If you were a student, why am I here?" I asked. "I know you said she had no family, but surely you, being an actual student, trumps me being a former student's daughter. Why aren't you Miss Zenobia's successor or whatever?"

      "That's complicated," Cynthia said, folding her hands together and summoning another smile. "I really don't want to go too deeply into it. The others haven't yet arrived, and they will doubtless have questions as well. No, I'd prefer to take all of your inquiries at once, after the reading of the will. It will make more sense then, I promise you."

      "Okay," I agreed, twisting the handles of my bag in my hands. I was afraid to sit on any of the furniture. It was all in excellent condition, the wood gleaming from a recent polishing, the bright sapphire color of the upholstery not the least faded despite the sunbeams crisscrossing over them. But they were all clearly old. Old and expensive.

      Somewhere further in the depths of the house, a door opened, then closed. Cynthia lifted a finger to beg my indulgence, then poked her head back out into the hall.

      "I say, Mr. Trevor? I wonder if I might detain you for a moment?"

      "Always at your disposal, Mrs. Thomas," a warm male voice answered. A gray-haired man appeared in the doorway. He was dressed in dark slacks, button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up past the elbows, and sweater vest that appeared to be hand knit. It was pretty far from any sort of uniform, but something about his posture in the doorway screamed "butler."

      "Mr. Trevor," Cynthia said, "May I present Miss Amanda Clarke."

      "Miss Amanda," he said, taking my hand in both of his and clasping it tightly as he shook it. He looked me over again and again. "You look just like her. It's uncanny."

      "You knew my mother?" I guessed.

      "Only from photos, but I know Miss Zenobia had a special place in her heart for your mother," he said, and a sadness passed over
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