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 Chapter One

 


 160
days. I could survive 160 days.
Right?

A storm of mixed emotions
swirled in my chest. My senior year should be the most exciting
year of my life. I’d experience all the “joys” of high school one
last time. Dances, parties, talking with classmates in the
hallways—all the things normal
kids would miss—the things I dreaded.

For me, every day meant weaving
through the halls like a soldier to avoid flying bullets. Except
the guns were my classmates, and the ammo was their
memories.

I closed my eyes, listening to the
American flag whipping in the humid September breeze. Sunlight
warmed my clothed arms and legs, and beads of sweat tickled my
spine, which didn’t help my nerves.

In tank tops and
shorts way shorter than school regulations, girls sashayed to their
circles of friends. Couples nestled beneath the oak trees that
shaded the front lawn. Every time a guy kissed his girlfriend, and
she stroked his cheek, my heart sank further. The simple action
would be hell for me.

Just one more
year.

I spun the bracelet around my wrist,
searching for the silver charm. The tiny white star carved in the
side of the cylinder calmed me. Aside from a wallet-sized photo, it
was the only thing I had left of my parents.

I blew out a breath, dragged my feet
up the concrete steps and through the front doors. Perfume,
hairspray, and cologne mingled with the smell of today’s lunch,
making my already upset stomach worse. The sounds of lockers
slamming shut, shoes squeaking, and excited voices throbbed in my
ears, blending like white noise.

I dug into my front pocket
for the crumpled piece of paper with my locker number. Students
parted as I walked, careful not to brush against me. I’d freaked
out enough times since freshman year I’d earned a reputation for
being unstable. Everyone knew not to graze the shoulders of the
crazy, untouchable girl. Although I hated their curious eyes, their evasion made
my life easier. I could deal with odd looks and whispers. I
couldn’t, however, deal with memories.

“Good morning, Thea!”

I jumped. “Hey, Wynter.”

A glint of excitement shone in my best
friend’s glacial-blue eyes. She turned the dial of the locker next
to mine.

I raised an eyebrow. Lockers were
assigned alphabetically. Loman and Scott were nowhere near each
other. “How did you get that locker?”

“I switched with the Schoolfield kid.
He thinks I’m super cute.” Wynter made a kiss face.

I laughed. “Everyone thinks you’re
super cute, Wyn.”

Cute was an understatement. Wynter’s
ebony hair curled in s-waves to the middle of her back. She wore an
off-the-shoulder turquoise top that brought out her sun-bronzed
skin, and every girl envied her hourglass figure.

“Whatever.” She surveyed me and shook
her head. “I don’t know how you don’t sweat to death wearing long
sleeves and jeans in September. We live in Oregon, not
Alaska.”

“The school’s cold.” I was hot as
Hades, but the repercussions of exposing my skin to unwanted
touches superseded dying of heat exhaustion.

“I’m just saying. We need to update
your closet. Remember the beginning of ninth when you, Tatum, and I
wore mini-skirts and got sent home?”

“And then we got detention because we
never came back.”

“Oh yeah.” She flicked my blonde
ponytail. “I forgot about that.”

Of course, she had. Wynter only
brought up our mini-skirt days to remind me I used to be cool, her
subtle way of throwing darts. “Where’s Ethan?”

“Late, as usual.” She fidgeted. “How’s
your morning so far? No one’s said anything rude to you, have
they?”

Matt and Tatum eyed me as they passed,
and I averted my gaze. “Who cares what they think about
me?”

“You can’t just let people be
jerks.”

“Yeah, well, most people are jerks.” I
smirked. “And they’re over me. Your and Ethan’s new romance is the
topic of convo.”

Wynter’s mouth parted. “Who told you
about Ethan and me? I wanted to tell you.”

She didn’t have to tell me. A few
weeks ago, she’d touched my shoulder to get my attention—my fault
for attempting to wear a sleeveless shirt—and her memory drowned me
in images of kissing Ethan. I swallowed the truth like I always
did. “You’ve flirted since we were five. It was bound to happen
eventually.”

She squealed and slid her spiral
notebook from her purple messenger bag. “We kissed over the summer,
and it was magical. I promise nothing will change between all of
us. I was so nervous to tell you. I didn’t want you to have
another”—she bit her lip—“never mind.”

“It’s good.
I’m good.”

“Yay.” Wynter hugged me.

Her cheek pressed against mine, and
dizziness rolled over me before a flush of heat passed through my
skin. I spiraled internally as if a drain sucked me from the
present to the past.

Conversations evolved to flirtatious
giggles, and Wynter’s memory stole my senses.

Ethan’s dark eyes peer at
me. His chest muscles are close enough I can smell his mint-scented
soap. I hold tighter to my books to keep my hands from brushing his
dusty-blond hair from his forehead, no matter how badly they want
to. I can’t risk ruining our friendship.

He rocks on his heels. “Is
Thea back from her trip, yet?”

That is definitely not the
question he wants to ask me, but I withhold a sigh and answer. “I
think she gets back today. I’m not sure.” I bite my lip. “So … what
did you really want to ask me?” My stomach flips, and butterflies
tickle my neck.

He smiles. “Is your mom
still cool with you having a boyfriend next year?”

I want to squee, but I
roll my eyes instead. “Yeah, but you know I never follow her stupid
‘only sophomores can date’ rule. Why?”

He cradles my face in his
hand, and I lean into his soft palm. “Freshman year ends in two
weeks, and I was hoping—”

Screams bite at my
eardrums. “What was that?”

“Stop it,” a girl
hollers.

Ethan’s wide-eyed gaze
snaps over his shoulder. “Thea. When did she get back?”

“I … I don’t
know.”

We run down the hallway.
Ethan pushes kids out of the way until we reach her.

My heart jolts at the
sight of Thea curled into a ball. Her hands clutch her head.
Teachers and students surround her, and each time someone touches
her, she shrieks, scurrying backward.

Ethan grips my hand, but I
let go and maneuver through the crowd to my best friend.

“She just freaked,” Thea’s
dumbass boyfriend says.

Anger bursts in my chest.
“What’d you do to her?”

“Nothing. I swear. She’s
batshit crazy.”

“You’re an
asshole.”

Sobs cough from Thea’s
lips. “Make them stop. Memories. So many … too many.”

I kneel next to her.
“Thea.” I sweep the strands of curled blonde hair from her
tear-streaked face. “I’m here. I’m—”

“Don’t touch me.” Her
mermaid-green eyeliner paints her cheeks in snaky lines. “Please,
don’t touch me.”

I jerked from Wynter, my hand pressing
to my sternum to calm my rapid heartbeat. Receiving a memory took a
matter of seconds, but to me, it felt like hours. My body and mind
had to work hard to separate from someone’s past. I closed my eyes
and inhaled several deep breaths.

“Sorry, Thea.” Wynter’s eyebrows
furrowed. “I know you hate the mushy, touchy stuff. I’m just so
happy.”

Still disoriented and confused, I
forced a smile. “It’s—it’s fine. I’m excited too. I should get to
class.”

Grinning, she adjusted her bag on her
shoulder. “Meet you in the auditorium for the assembly?” I opened
my mouth, but Wynter continued, “No buts. It’s our senior year and
you’re not missing everything.”

No use arguing.
“Fine.”

She skipped away, leaving me still
trying to forget what I’d seen. Apparently, that memory was singed
into her mind as much as my own. I tightened my ponytail, pulled my
English book from my locker, and trudged to class.

The last bell rang as I scurried
through the door. A student was at every desk except the two next
to the window. Awesome. I’d have to walk across the entire room to
sit down and wait until everyone left before I could head to my
next class, meaning I’d be late.

Guys and girls chatted among
themselves, some tossing paper balls back and forth. Heads turned
toward me, and I smiled. A few smiled weakly back, giving me hope
that this year might not be as bad as the previous ones.

The squeak of a marker drew my eyes to
the teacher writing his name in big red letters on the
whiteboard.

“Good morning, I’m Mr. Barbosa. I’ll—”
His forehead creased with horizontal lines. “Do you need help with
something?”

“Oh—uh, no. I’m … sorry.” Heat crawled
from my neck to my ears. My fingers curled around my books, and I
lowered my head as I hurried to my desk.

Someone in the class whistled.
“Lookin’ good this year, Scotty. Maybe you’ll let someone touch
that ass of yours.”

Mr. Barbosa cleared his throat,
keeping his back to the class. “Inappropriate, Jason.”

A few of my classmates snickered, and
I shrank.

“I wouldn’t touch her again if you
paid me. She might stab me to death. Remember freshman year?” Matt
looked around the room, reminding everyone about the day the
ambulance escorted me to Seaside’s mental hospital.

I paused and tightened my
grip on my book. Touch me again?
That jerk still lied about us having sex freshman
year. My ability might be a curse, but if he hadn’t triggered my
first memory walk, I would’ve never known the things he had said
behind my back. Although, I also wouldn’t have ended up the class
pariah, either.

Wynter and I used to run the
school.

“Watch your mouth, Robertson.” Ethan
smacked Matt upside the head, ruffling his spiked blond
hair.

“Hey.” Matt rubbed the spot where
Ethan had hit him. “What the hell?” He stood, puffing his
chest.

Ethan towered over him. They moved
their heads like two snakes preparing to strike.

Mr. Barbosa stepped around his desk.
“First and last warning, boys. Take a seat.”

Matt scowled and dropped into his
chair.

“Sorry.” Ethan grinned before
following me to the two empty desks.

I slid into one, opened my notebook,
and pulled a pencil from the spiral wire.

Ethan’s book bag smacked on the tile
behind me. “You all right?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“Matt’s an asshole. Don’t worry about
him.”

I nodded and pressed the tip of my
pencil to a fresh piece of paper. I drew various squiggles,
zigzags, and stars as the teacher talked about his expectations for
this year.

Matt shifted in his chair,
whispering to the guy next to him. He stretched his arms before
glancing at me, and I lowered my gaze to my desk, thinking about
Wynter’s memory. I could’ve received any memory.
Why that one?

A quick poke on my shoulder popped my
thought bubble, and I tensed before I glanced behind me.

Ethan tapped his pencil on his desk.
“Have you talked to Wyn?”

I nodded.

“And you’re okay with us … ya
know?”

“Of course I am.”

“I told Wyn you wouldn’t
care.”

Mr. Barbosa peered through his
wire-framed glasses, his brown eyes appearing bigger in the
magnifying lenses. “Ethan, I told you I’m not dealing with
disrespectfulness. Room 102 after school, don’t be
late.”

“Sure.” Ethan scratched the back of
his head. “Looks like I’m in trouble already. Day one.”

I scoffed. “Not surprised.”

Mr. Barbosa straightened
the large calendar on his desk as the bell rang. “The rest of you,
please read Chaucer’s The Legend of Good
Women and Canterbury Tales before Wednesday.
And don’t forget about the assembly.”

Groans filled the room as chairs
scraped against the tile. Every year on the first day of school,
Principal Warren delivered what he liked to call: “Warren’s words
of wisdom.” I usually escaped to the art studio during these stupid
assemblies, but I’d promised Wynter I’d go to every and all
events.

I closed my notebook. “See you in the
auditorium, Ethan.”

He slung his backpack strap over his
shoulder and smiled. “I’ll walk you to your next class.”

I nodded, and with a lightness to my
step, I made my way to the door. First class and I didn’t view one
memory. Maybe I could have a normal senior year. Leave all my fears
behind and experience the things everyone else did.
Maybe—

“Thea?” Mr. Barbosa’s hand gripped my
shoulder. His skin connected with my collarbone. One. Two. Three.
Four. Five … and just like Alice, I fell down the rabbit
hole.

****

 To avoid
the herd, I scooted into the auditorium minutes before Principal
Warren’s speech. He appeared from behind the burgundy curtains
draped on either side of the stage. The faculty congregated by the
podium, more than likely catching up on this year’s gossip.
Students bumped into each other as they filed into the tattered,
cloth stadium seats and an occasional whistle or yell cut through
the muddled voices.

I held my breath, hoping the pressure
in my lungs would calm me.

It didn’t.

With all these people in one place,
touching someone seemed inevitable. I’d make a fool of myself in
front of everyone. Again.

Deep breaths. Things will
be different. You can do this.

“Thea,” Wynter yelled, waving from the
third row.

Ethan nodded when he saw me but went
back to talking to the guy beside him. I swallowed, tucked my hands
into my shirt sleeves, and climbed the stairs to the empty seat on
the aisle.

“I’m so glad you came.” She squealed.
“I can’t believe how fast our first day went. This year is going to
soar by.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Fast for her, slow
for me. My days tended to drag when other people’s lives found
their way into mine. Three lusty memories, two ‘what I had for
breakfasts,’ and a few of the ever-so-popular Christmas and
birthday memories. There was no formula as to which part of their
lives I viewed. The only constant in the equation was
me.

Wynter crossed her legs. “So there’s a
party on Friday, and you’re coming with us.”

“I hate parties.”

“No more hiding this year. I told your
aunt I wouldn’t let you sit at home all the time.”

Ethan gave her thigh a quick squeeze,
and her cheeks flushed. I pretended to brush something off my
jeans, my heart teetering between jealousy and guilt. I didn’t want
to envy Wynter. She was like my sister. But I couldn’t help myself.
They could have an intimate relationship. Something I couldn’t
experience.

How could I?
The moment I touched a person’s skin, I’d know
their secrets.

Ethan and Wynter were
lucky.

Ethan leaned across her. “We survived
our first day. Well, except for the damn detention I got in first
period.”

“You got detention already?” Wynter
shook her head.

“Are you really that surprised?” I
asked.

She laughed. “No, I guess not. Which
class?”

“Barbosa’s. He’s such a dick,” Ethan
said.

“Barbosa is a pervert. I swear he puts
the girls in the front row so he can look up their skirts.” Wynter
cringed. “Are you in the front row, Thea?”

“No assigned seats this year,” Ethan
said.

Her eyes angled toward me. “That’s
weird. I wonder why.”

I wrapped my finger around the tiny
strings dangling from a rip in the cloth seat cushion and
yanked.

After Mr. Barbosa grabbed me, I had
the displeasure of making out with my Spanish teacher on her desk.
She probably had something to do with him not assigning seats this
year.

A piercing shriek came over the loud
speakers and I jumped. Principal Warren tapped on the microphone
attached to the podium and Ethan’s ex-foster mom handed him a
manila folder then arched a brow at Ethan. Freckles popping, her
rotund cheeks glowed red with annoyance. Ethan grew up in the
system, his longest stint with Miss Rachel, who still watched over
him even though he’d moved out this summer on his eighteenth
birthday. He had to work two jobs to pay for his small apartment,
but he said the freedom was worth it.

He smiled and waved at her. One of his
buddies shoved him playfully and made some joke I didn’t
hear.

Principal Warren coughed. “Good
afternoon. This year the administration and I have
decided…”

My stomach rocked with queasiness, but
not from nerves. From something else. I swallowed the saliva
gagging the back of my throat and bent my knuckles to calm the
quiver in my hands, digging my fingernails into my
thighs.

I couldn’t breathe.

Warm droplets trickled
into my eyes, and cold and hot shivers rippled through my skin. My
teeth chattered. Was I getting the
flu? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d
been sick. At least not like this. I hadn’t eaten lunch so it
couldn’t be food poisoning. I cupped my forehead in hopes to stop
the constant spinning. I had to get out of there. My cheeks puffed,
holding in what I feared was coming. Throwing up on the guy in
front of me would add more crazy to the ever-growing rumor
pile.

My gaze reached the exit sign above
the auditorium doors, and they swung open. A handsome guy strolled
inside, and like a bucket of cool water dousing a fire, my sickness
washed away and my vision cleared, zeroing in on him. He had to be
new. There was no way I would’ve gone three years without noticing
him.

His light-gray shirt highlighted his
long, muscular upper body. A sexy mess of chestnut-brown waves hung
to his chin, and his intentional five o’clock shadow and thick dark
eyebrows gave him a bad-boy kind of look. But the slight squint of
his bluish-green eyes had a shyness to them. Something sweet and
caring hid behind his rugged features. He slid a hand into the
front pocket of his frayed dark jeans, his stare traveling the
stadium seating.

Even a girl like me, who’d sworn off
guys, could admit he was undeniably H-O-T, all in caps and written
twice. Maybe even three times.

A quick tug on my sleeve made me
yelp.

Principal Warren narrowed his eyes in
our direction, and I covered the flush heating my cheeks, slinking
lower in my chair.

He cleared his throat, again. “As I
was saying…”

I glared at Wynter, and she motioned
with her head toward the door. “Cole Conway.”

Cole ambled past the stage, not
seeming to care what anyone thought, or that he had interrupted the
principal’s speech. Not that Principal Warren even seemed to
notice. He flipped one of his note cards and continued talking
about student activities.

“Cole Conway?” I asked.

“I saw him registering with Miss
Rachel this morning. He’s crazy hot.” She glanced at Ethan. “Second
to Ethan, of course.”

“Of course,” I muttered and lifted
slightly in my chair to get a better look. Another wave of nausea
crashed into me, swaying me to the side. The far end of the
auditorium flickered like an old TV fighting to get a signal. I
blinked away my sickness-induced haze, and Cole came into
view.

A girl with warm-brown skin and a
ponytail of black dreadlocks appeared and hugged him. She crossed
her arms and rested against the wall. Beside her, a guy with a
faded haircut, dressed in a navy-blue button down and black jeans,
didn’t budge or greet them. He shared the girl’s burnt sienna
undertones, rounded nose, and gunmetal-blue eyes. He was cute but
didn’t even come close to Cole.

“Do you know the people he’s with? Are
they new, too?” I asked Wynter without taking my eyes off
them.

“You’re kidding?” Ethan interrupted.
“Nora and Drake moved here sophomore year.”

“Huh?”

Wynter cast a look in my
direction. “Their parents traveled a lot so they missed a ton of
school. When they were here, they kept to themselves. I talk to everyone, and I’ve
maybe said a handful of words to them.”

Wynter wasn’t joking. She had the
inside-outs of every important person in our school. Though after
my freshman incident, her queen bee status dropped a few levels and
Tatum took over.

“Thanks, everyone. Have a great week.
Oh, and go Birds!” the principal finished.

Laughter and jabber filled the room,
and another tap on the microphone did little to quiet the
conversations. “Get home safely, everyone,” Miss Rachel said, “and
Ethan, please meet me in the office.”

Ethan groaned. “Looks like my ex-mom
had a chat with Mr. Barbosa.”

“Just tell her it was my fault,” I
said.

He grinned. “Nah, I kinda like pissing
her off. Keeps her on her toes.”

I rolled my eyes, and Wynter did the
same. “Did you take Friday night off for Nora and Drake’s party?
It’s going to be so lit.” Wynter shimmied. “And Thea’s
going.”

“Finally,” Ethan chimed in, nudging
Wynter with his elbow. “Can’t wait.”

“Yay,” I said in the most sarcastic
voice I could muster.

I waited for the rows in front of us
to empty. Wynter and Ethan whispered and giggled behind me, so I
stared over heads at Nora and Drake.

Our high school had like three-hundred
kids. I took mostly AP classes, but the possibility of us not
bumping into each other, or me not knowing their names, was
bizarre. Then again, I wasn’t itching to meet new people. At least
not until…

I stepped into the aisle. Cole was
lingering at the bottom of the stairs. His Caribbean sea-colored
eyes linked with mine, stuttering my heart. I descended without
breaking contact, and his mouth slowly tilted into a half-smile
that brought a shiver to my shoulders.

White and blue stars
flashed before me, followed by an intense lightheadedness. I sucked
in a breath, my lashes fluttering like I was about to faint. I
steadied myself on the back of a chair. Please, don’t tumble down the stairs. I’d be mortified. My blurred vision tunneled in on Cole’s
face. He winked and walked out the door.

As if an invisible rope
wrapped around my ribcage and jerked, I plunged forward. Screams
echoed in my ears, and I wasn’t sure if they were mine or someone
else’s. Pain shot up my spine as my arms and legs collided with
unknown objects. Students caught me, their memories bombarding
me, drowning me.
I flailed to free myself from their pasts, but my head slammed into
something, and I sank into darkness.
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chirping, humming, and wailing from the MRI machine cut through the
blaring classical music in my headphones. Doctor Casey had warned
me if at any time I felt claustrophobic, I should push the red call
button. But, I didn’t mind the enclosure. I had an MRI freshman
year and thought of the machine as an eggshell-white tube of
safety. No one could touch me inside. I had twenty-minutes of peace
from my memory hell. Oddly enough, this machine was my
sanctuary.

I don’t remember much from the last
three days. Needles, voices, flashes of light. Darkness. I faded in
and out of consciousness, trapped in the nightmare I’d wished I’d
forgotten.

For an entire year, following the
first time I had read memories, I’d wake in the middle of the night
screaming. Aunt Karen would fall asleep next to me while I cried,
fearful of a man with the electric-blue eyes.

In my dream, I witnessed a
murder.

It always started the same way. I’d
crouch in a closet, peeking through the cracks in the door. In the
room outside, a man choked a woman. He looked at me then, after he
killed her, but his features distorted and blurred.

I’d never seen his face, but I would
never forget those terrifying electric-blue eyes. They were cold
and full of hatred. I shivered.

Thankfully, this morning I sprang out
of bed healthy, with more energy than I’d had in years. Aunt Karen,
of course, demanded another MRI and more blood draws.

The machine hissed, the interior
lights blinked, and the bed glided from my tunnel of safety. I sat
up, removed my headphones, and Aunt Karen patted my hospital gown
sleeve, careful not to graze my skin.

Doctor Casey brushed a hand down his
white-streaked gray ponytail secured at the base of his neck. A
matching goatee boxed in his beak-shaped mouth. He swiped on his
tablet before glancing first at me and then at Karen. “Mrs. Scott,
your daughter—”

“Ms., and you can call me Karen. I’m Thea’s aunt.”

“Yes, Karen. Forgive me.”

She tucked her auburn hair behind her
ear. “No problem. Honest mistake.”

It was. We looked similar with our
petite noses and large, round eyes. I could easily pass as her
daughter except my hair was a wheat-like shade of blonde and my
eyes the color of honey.

Doctor Casey reviewed his screen.
“We’ll have to wait for the MRI results but her blood and vitals
appear normal.” His fingers stroked his goatee. “Physically, Thea’s
a healthy seventeen-year-old girl.”

Right. I haven’t heard
that before. “So can I go?”

Karen shook her head. “Thea, your
fever was one-hundred and four yesterday, and you could barely hold
your head up. You probably have a concussion.”

Doctor Casey interjected, “No
concussion. We checked.”

“Well, she must have something,” Karen
snapped.

“Sounds like you
want there to be
something wrong with me,” I grumbled. Not that there wasn’t enough
already.

“I just want answers. You were so ill.
That’s not normal.” She whipped her gaze to Doctor Casey. “I don’t
understand how she can wake up fine today like nothing happened. A
person doesn’t just pass out at school and then spend three days
practically unconscious.” Aunt Karen worried her bottom lip. “I
think we should do more tests.” Her russet-colored eyes glinted
with an all too familiar emotion. “Maybe you should spend some time
with Doctor Khan.”

“I’m fine. Please, don’t make me see
her again,” I whined.

Doctor Casey’s shoulders straightened.
“Thea, sometimes a person’s mental state can affect their physical
health. Speaking with Doctor Khan might give us more
answers.”

“I’m not going back to that shrink. I
haven’t seen her in years. Besides, she said I had a case of
freshman jitters. I feel fine now.”

After freshman year, it took me two
years to convince Doctor Khan I wasn’t crazy. She came to the
conclusion that some teens have a harder time adjusting to the
shock of high school than others. They’d do anything to stay home,
including lie about reading memories and having nightmares. I
refused to start over again.

The wrinkles around Aunt Karen’s mouth
deepened with the purse of her lips. Tears crested on her lashes.
“I thought I was going to lose you. I can’t go through that
again.”

He angled to Aunt Karen. “I recommend
keeping her here for a few more days. I know you’ve mentioned
issues with your insurance—”

“No,” I said. Aunt Karen couldn’t
afford a longer hospital stay. The ambulance and lab tests would
already put a major dent in her bank account.

“Thea.” Aunt Karen sighed.

Pity plastered across Doctor Casey’s
face. “There could be a bigger issue here.”

“Guys, I’m really fine,” I said again,
hoping it would stick this time. “I’d rather just—”

“I agree with Doctor Casey. We need
to…”

They continued talking about me as if
I wasn’t there. How to “fix” me. If I should stay longer or be
checked into another institution. I couldn’t be fixed. No one could
help or change me.

I wasn’t scared, just angry—red-faced,
blood-boiling, tear-streaming angry. My parents had died in a car
accident when I was a baby, leaving Aunt Karen as my guardian. She
didn’t deserve all of this stress. She agreed to raise an orphaned
child, not drown in debt.

Enough was enough.

No more hospitals. No more doctors or
endless tests that never gave me any answers as to why I was this
way. I didn’t want to smell bleach or feel this stiff fabric on my
skin again. I wanted to graduate.

Despite the incident in the
auditorium, I needed to go back to school. The more days I missed,
the longer I’d be stuck there. Nine months was my limit. I’d be
damned if I stayed in that hospital any longer, costing Aunt Karen
thousands of dollars.

I wanted this all to stop.

“I said, no.” I grabbed Aunt Karen’s
and Doctor Casey’s arms.

Doctor Casey struggled to free
himself, and Aunt Karen gasped, but my fingers latched on like a
pit-bull’s jaws. Everything spun. Blinking lights morphed to
glowing trails. Black buttons and off-white machines twisted into
one murky blob.

My breath caught in my throat, and I
plunged into Doctor Casey’s and Aunt Karen’s minds at the same
time. Something I’d never done before. Faces zoomed on either side
of me, blurring as I soared into a tunnel. Laughter, sobs,
passionate fights, and love making mixed with sounds of birds,
ocean waves, and beeping machines. Smells. Every scent imaginable
combined into a garbage smelling mess. Occasional wafts of
gardenias, vanilla perfume, and homemade cookies relieved my nose
of the stench.

I gagged, floundering as I splashed
into several of Doctor Casey’s memories.

Wearing a med-school
graduation cap and gown, I throw a football to my five-year-old
son, while watching my wife walk down the aisle.

Aunt Karen’s memories
rolled in a jumble of static, like they always did. She had black
holes. Places I’d assumed she’d forgotten or refused to hold on
to. I’m carrying dirty dishes through the
diner. A handsome man smiles at me but I bow my head and walk into
the kitchen. An ATM flashes a zero balance. I rest my forehead on
the machine and cry.

Wind twirled around me. My stomach
jumped to my throat as my body settled into some kind of blank
space. Flickers and ripples of light weaved together as images
formed before me. As if both of their memories synced, I peered at
myself sitting on the edge of the machine, anger and frustration
written on my face.

Strange.
My voice echoed in my head.

I should’ve feared the situation. I
was staring at a frozen version of myself but I didn’t. Nothing in
my life was normal and all I wanted was normalcy.

Was that too much to ask?

Energy like I’d never
experienced fired through my bones. Confidence and determination.
Why couldn’t Doctor Casey tell Aunt Karen he went over the tests,
concluded I was fine and ready to go back to school? He
needed to remember he
talked with other doctors, and they ruled my sickness a
twenty-four-hour bug that had nothing to do with me bumping my
head. I begged for Aunt Karen to remember the last few days in a
similar light. The flu. Not a concussion or a brain trauma. A minor
goose egg that would heal. Nothing ibuprofen couldn’t
fix.

Air rushed into my lungs like I’d
inhaled a mouthful of water. I coughed and released my
grip.

Aunt Karen and Doctor Casey shook
their heads, blinking.

Doctor Casey removed a stylus from his
white coat pocket and tapped on his tablet. “Karen, we’ve taken the
gauntlet of tests, and everything has come out negative. I’ve
spoken with other doctors and we’ve ruled her sickness a
twenty-four-hour bug with no correlation to her bump on the head.
She doesn’t have a mark on her, except for the small goose egg.
Nothing ibuprofen can’t fix.” He smiled at me. “She’s more than
able to attend school. I suggest letting her rest at home today and
see how she feels tomorrow.”

Prickles climbed the nape of my neck.
My breathing heaved in and out. What just happened? Had I altered
his memory? No. No way! Not another side effect to this stupid
curse. I wiped my eyes.

Aunt Karen studied my face. “Yes, I
suppose you’re right. She must’ve had a yucky case of the flu.
Thank goodness she didn’t have a concussion or a brain
trauma.”

My pulse throbbed in my neck. What had
I done? I adjusted the hospital gown to prevent my underwear from
peeking out the back and wiggled off the machine. “I’d like to go
home, now. Please.”

“Of course.” Doctor Casey cradled his
tablet. “Sit tight for a moment while I talk with your aunt. I’ll
have a nurse walk you to a patient room to change.”

Aunt Karen glanced at me before she
shadowed him.

I rested my back on the cold metal,
the chill enhancing the tremble in my arms. My stomach roiled with
disgust. If I’d truly altered Doctor Casey’s and my aunt’s memories
and it wasn’t some freak coincidence, I’d never do it again. No
matter the circumstances. Memories made someone who they were.
Layers of their past created their personalities, beliefs, and
emotions. By weaving details into Aunt Karen’s and Doctor Casey’s
memories, I’d changed them, and they’d always remember the lie I
created.


 Chapter Three

 


 I sat
at the desk in my room, rereading the words in my journal. The
black ink smudged every few lines from the tears I didn’t wipe
away. I shut the leather-bound book, and my eyelids
closed.

I had the nightmare again
last night. It’s just a dream. Not a
memory. “She’s not your mother.” I pounded
my fist on the desk. “Why can’t I see the woman’s face?”

That dream disappeared
for two years until I fainted on Monday. It
was almost as if my sickness brought it back.

The child’s mother haunted
me.

“Mommy?”
I had whispered in the dream as I stared up at
her, fear and confusion in my heart. 

She didn’t speak or smile, just placed
a single finger to her lips and slid the closet door
closed. 

The child’s mother always
appeared clear to me while I slept, but every time I woke, I
couldn’t remember one defining feature. I swallowed and shook my
head. “She’s not your mother.”

“Thea,” Aunt Karen yelled from
downstairs. “If you’re going to school today, you better hurry
up.”

I opened the desk drawer and pulled
out the wedding photograph of my parents.

The edges of the wallet-sized picture
bent and curled toward the center from years of handling. Every
morning, I studied their faces, praying I had one memory of
them. 

My father’s sandy-brown hair had a
slight wave and was neatly swept to the side. He wore a white tunic
and white pants that seemed to brighten his honey-colored eyes. My
mother truly radiated with beauty. Her red hair flowed in large
curls over one shoulder, and the gorgeous bouquet of flowers in my
mother’s hands stood out against the white backdrop.

The outside petals were magenta. Above
those, thin, deep-blue corona filaments curved inward like a
crown. My favorite part of the flowers was the middle. What
looked like a purple spiral sitting atop a yellow star.

I had never seen anything like
them. Maybe the blooms came from a tropical island. Fiji or
Hawaii—somewhere exotic. But despite the countless times I’d
searched the Internet, I never found their origin.

“Thea!” Aunt Karen’s voice echoed in
the stairwell.

“Geez, I hear you,” I mumbled. “I’m
coming!”

I placed my treasured keepsake back in
its hiding spot, grabbed my backpack from the pink bean bag chair,
and jogged down the stairs.

“Morning Aunt Karen.” I avoided her
gaze. My stomach sank at the thought of what I’d done yesterday. I
tried to convince myself it was a fluke. Altering a memory? That
wasn’t possible. Then again, walking in one wasn’t either. I
frowned.

“How are you feeling today? Did you
take some ibuprofen?” Aunt Karen handed me a strawberry pastry and
a to-go cup of coffee.

“Better and yep. Are you working at
the diner tonight?”

“I go in at nine. I’m pulling a double
so I won’t be home until nine in the morning.” She tied her auburn
hair in a low ponytail.

“Can I ask you something?”

A rose glow circled her prominent
cheekbones. “Of course.”

“Why don’t we ever talk about my
parents? There’s not one picture of them in the house. I don’t get
it.”

“I thought you were over
this.” Aunt Karen’s smile flattened and a haze entered her eyes.
She peered at me but not really at
me, almost, through me. She didn’t blink for a
good minute. “They didn’t leave anything behind. Your father and
I…” She picked at her chipped fingernail polish. “Wynter said
there’s a party tonight.”

“What? Why are you avoiding me again?
I deserve to know them.”

Aunt Karen slid some money into the
front pocket of my backpack. “Wynter called to check on you, and we
got to talking. She wanted to make sure it was okay if you went.”
She straightened the empty fruit bowl on the counter. “Since you’re
feeling better, I say go. Have some fun.”

What the hell is she
talking about?

“You always do this,” I
grumbled.

“What? Encourage you to make some
friends. Enjoy your life?”

“Whatever.” I’d grown tired of asking
her the same questions. “I’d rather stay home and paint.” I cursed
myself for saying the last word. I painted when Aunt Karen wasn’t
home. She had a hard time forgetting I used to paint after I’d
“seen a memory.”

Aunt Karen rested her
elbows on the yellow kitchen island, studying my face.
Here it comes. “You
aren’t having that dream again, are you, or”—Aunt Karen cleared her
throat and removed her gaze from my face—“reading
memories?”

Electric-blue
eyes.

Electric-blue—

I chewed on my bottom lip and shook my
head. “I don’t even remember that stupid dream … and reading
memories? I’ve been over that since like forever.”

Her mouth pinched at the corners. “If
you need to see someone—”

“No more doctors. I can’t
take being prodded anymore. Especially when I’m fine. Everything is perfect. Except
that I’m late.”

****

 To my
surprise, my performance in the auditorium didn’t do as much harm
as I’d thought, and the day went on as normal. Well, as normal as
any day in my life could go.

Wynter stood with me outside of my
last class of the day—study hall. A beautiful waterfall braid held
the ebony strands of hair from her oval-shaped face. “I’m so glad
this week is almost over. I hated being at school without you, and
Karen had you on lock down.”

I combed through my blonde ponytail.
“She was afraid I was contagious.”

“I wouldn’t have cared. We’re
soul-sisters. I want what you got.” She beamed. “How are you
feeling? Do you think you’re up for the party tonight? Cuz, I
really, really, really hope you come.”

The question I’d been waiting for all
day. “I feel great.” I shrugged. “But I’m not sure about the
party.”

“I think you’ll change your mind after
study hall.” She smoothed her short skirt. “Can I ride home with
you? My car’s in the shop and my dad’s out of town for the weekend
… again.”

I adjusted my weight from one leg to
the other. I hated when Wynter’s dad went out of town. I read his
memory once. Finding out my best friend’s father went to Portland
on the weekends to sleep with another woman broke my heart. The
affair didn’t bother me as much as withholding the truth from
Wynter.

“Thea? Did you hear me?”

“Oh—uh—yeah, sure.”

“Awesome. One more class and it’s the
weekend.” A huge grin stretched on her face. “Oh, and by the way, I
had Miss Rachel look up Cole Conway’s schedule. He’s in your study
hall.”

“Wyn, that’s creepy and—”

“Have fun.” Wynter waved her fingers
before sauntering down the hall.

Keeping my head low, I found an empty
desk in the back of the classroom. Cole Conway’s smile had given me
the chills, and worse, I fainted in front of him. Maybe I’d gotten
lucky and he hadn’t seen. Not that it mattered, he must’ve heard
the rumors by now.

I didn’t know why, but I had the
strange feeling he knew something about me. Stupid. What could he
possibly know about me?

If he had any idea I could read
memories, I’d already be in a government facility with half my
brain in a glass jar. I shuddered.

“You know, biting your fingernails is
a really gross habit.”

I jolted into reality and blinked up
at a sea of blue-green. Cole’s eyes were even more striking up
close. He dropped into the seat next to me.

I waited for him to ask if I was okay
after the chaos on Monday. Or make a rude comment about the
circus-freak that sees memories. Instead, he stretched out a hand
to me. “Hey, I’m not sure we’ve met. Cole Conway.”

My gaze flicked to his open palm. If I
grabbed his hand, maybe he’d give me something about him. Plus, it
was rude to refuse someone’s handshake … though I’d long since
stopped worrying about seeming impolite.

I itched to touch his skin, find out
his secrets, but instead, I reached to grab a book from my bag. Who
knew what I’d learn. Invading someone’s privacy made my stomach
turn over. Our memories were our prized possessions. A person
should choose who they wanted to share them with.

I exhaled and smiled. “Are you always
this charming, Cole Conway?”

He put down his hand, not seeming
upset. “Usually. If you catch me on a good day.” Dimples pinched in
both of his cheeks.

God, he was cute. “Today must not be a
good day.”

His eyes met mine. “Trust me, it’s a
great day.”

Tingles prickled up the nape of my
neck to my ears. I placed my palm on my cheek, cooling the warmth
of my skin. Cole smirked, and I spoke, not giving him the chance to
call me out on my visible red-cheeked horror. “I’m
Thea.”

“Nice to meet you, Thea.” He tilted
his head and brushed his hand through his hair. “Your eyes
are…”

“Are what?”

“Nothing. They remind me of someone.
They’re very unique. Almost … gold.”

“They’re honey.”

A lopsided-grin rose on his face.
“Well, either way, the color is beautiful.”

I bit the corner of my
mouth. “Uh—thanks. They actually lightened the end of freshman
year. They used to be dark brown.” Why did
I tell him that? Nervous babbling. Shut up, Thea.
“It—it was the strangest thing.”

The curves of his mouth ticked up, and
his sigh-worthy eyes crinkled.

I scrunched in my chair. “Sorry, I’m
babbling.”

“I like your babble, and I bet we have
more in common than you think.”

I doubt that.
I straightened the book on my desk.

“Astronomy, eh? You like
it?”

I traced the cover-sized photo of
planet Earth. “Not really. I’m kinda terrible at it.”

He chuckled, the sound tickling in my
chest. “Really? Hmm … interesting. Well, I know a lot about the
stars. If you need help, I can—”

Our study hall teacher’s
assistant tapped on the podium with a ruler. “Please, study
quietly.”

Cole arched a brow,
mouthed the words—what the
hell—then turned his back on
me.

My pulse spiked. Was he trying to ask
me out? Guys as hot as Cole didn’t hang out with the school’s crazy
girl. I stole another glance as his fingers massaged his shoulder.
If I’d just taken his hand when I had the opportunity…

He adjusted in his seat, catching my
curious eyes, and I quickly averted my gaze to the tile.

For the remainder of the
class, I doodled on my open notebook, concocting ways to get a
crack at his memories. I envisioned everything from tripping to
kissing him. What’s wrong with
me?

I set down my pencil and studied the
now lead-covered sheet of paper. The image drawn across the page
increased the beat of my heart. I stared at the face of a young boy
around six or seven. His dimples, angular jawline, and smile
furrowed my eyebrows. I cocked my head to the side. The boy I had
drawn was Cole. Much younger, but unmistakably him.

“Now this is just creepy, Thea,” I
whispered.

“Thea?” The teacher’s assistant loomed
over me with a quizzical look. “Are you all right?”

I slammed my notebook shut and
surveyed the room. Everyone, including Cole, had left already.
“Uh—yeah.” Without giving her a chance to touch me or say another
word, I scooted from my seat and hustled out of the
room.

The school had cleared enough that I
could relax while walking to my locker. Welcome banners had peeled
from the concrete walls, and scuff marks covered the once-pristine
tiled floors. I kicked a piece of crumpled paper down the hallway.
One week down.

I opened my locker and tossed my
homework into my backpack. I couldn’t wait until this year ended.
Unbeknownst to Aunt Karen, I’d already received an acceptance
letter to an online college. No more people, no more touching, and
best of all, no more memories.

“Thea.” Wynter’s voice echoed in the
hall.

As I slammed my locker, I caught sight
of Cole talking with Macy Vargas, the voluptuous cheerleader,
student body president, and most likely to succeed. She giggled,
flicking her tight spirals of midnight curls. Her crooked smile
brought out the peachy glow in her sandy complexion.

He grabbed her hand, and my heart sank
to my toes. I hugged tighter to my backpack. Why did I care? I
could never go out with him. No guy would want to be with a girl
who ran from touching. This was high school, the land of first
experiences. Wasn’t that the point?

I dragged my feet to the
exit.

Wynter switched her messenger bag from
one shoulder to the other. “You ready?”

I nodded.

Outside, the cool breeze brushed my
cheeks. Fall would come soon. I loved the colder seasons. I could
wear a hat, gloves, scarves, and layers upon layers and no one
would question me.

I inhaled the scent of exhaust. A few
students still lingered by their parked cars. Whistles rang from
the football field as the Seaside Birds prepared for the big
homecoming game in a few weeks. I never went to games or dances.
Too many people crowded into a tight area sounded more like hell to
me.

Wynter and I hopped into my car, and I
started the engine.

She angled in her seat. “So, tell me
about study hall. Did you and Cole hit it off?”

“He’s already into Macy.” I drummed on
the steering wheel. “Not that I care.”

“Yeah, I saw him talking to a couple
girls this week.”

“What? A couple? Really?”

“I’m sure Cole’s on every girl’s dream
boyfriend list. They probably want him to ask them to homecoming.”
She gave me a sardonic grin. “And don’t lie, you care, a
little.”

I opened and closed my mouth. “A
little. I don’t know why.”

“Of course you know why. He’s freaking
gorgeous.”

I squeed like a teenage girl should. I
couldn’t help myself. “Yeah, he really is.”

I whipped into my driveway, and we got
out of the car.

“Wynter, will you be home for dinner?”
Wynter’s mom yelled from next door. She brushed the soil from her
hands. Mrs. Loman always planted flowers when Wynter’s dad went out
of town. She didn’t have much space left in her front
lawn.

“Hey, Mrs. Loman. I like the new
flowers,” I said.

She straightened her yellow sun hat.
“I thought some orange would brighten up the front yard. Tom
was—”

“Bye, Mom. I’ll be home for dinner.”
Wynter used her key to open my front door. “I swear she waits
outside for me to come home.”

“Bye, Mrs. Loman,” I yelled, and then
said to Wynter, “your mom’s lonely.”

“Yeah, because my dad’s an ass. He’s
destroying my mom. I wish he’d just divorce her
already.”

I gulped, wishing I could share what I
knew and embrace her without invading her privacy. “I’m sorry,
Wyn.”

“Whatever.” She dropped her bag on the
carpet by the coat rack. “Let’s pick out your outfit for the party.
I’m sure Cole will be there, and we need to find something totally
on point. You have to stand out.”

I followed her up to my room. She
rambled on about Ethan and the party. What she would wear, and how
I should do my hair.

Going to a party could end badly. How
would I avoid touching skin in a house full of people? Was it worth
it? Viewing all those disturbing memories?

Cole’s adorable smile and beautiful
blue-green eyes made my heart flip-flop, and a big part of me
wanted to see him again and figure out why I felt this strongly
about a stranger.

Drinking
did lower people’s
inhibitions, which would mean easier access to Cole’s
secrets.
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