
Goddess of Fate

Tamara Hart Heiner



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      GODDESS OF FATE BOX SET

    

    
      First edition. August 4, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Tamara Hart Heiner.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393401476

    

    
    
      Written by Tamara Hart Heiner.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Goddess of Fate Box Set

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

CHAPTER SIXTY

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

CHAPTER SEVENTY

CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

CHAPTER SIXTY

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

CHAPTER SEVENTY

CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN

EPILOGUE

Sign up for Tamara Hart Heiner's Mailing List

Also By Tamara Hart Heiner

​My dear reader:

I made it up.

I know it’s hard to believe, but this series is a work of fiction. None of it is true. None of these things ever happened, including much of the Latvian mythology. Latvian mythology is one without a lot of sources. The Latvian people didn’t have written stories to begin with, and so each story was passed on from family to family, generation to generation, and each family had a slightly different version.

And then Christianity entered the picture, and the gods and goddesses changed to Saints, and the rites and rituals changed to holidays, and, well, you get the picture.

This was good and bad. It didn’t give me a lot to draw on, but it left a lot of room for creativity. So I’ve twisted the Latvian mythology to fit my plot. I did my best to immerse myself in what documents I could find, but that wasn’t many. A lot more is written about Lithuanian mythology, but they are a little different, so I learned what I could and tried to make sense of it. I had a lot of fun with this fantasy world, and I hope you enjoy it as well.
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CHAPTER ONE​
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THE SMELL always hits me first.

I noticed it right when I opened the office door, and I paused. It was a lemony smell, like walking through a citrus grove. Growing up in New Jersey, I don’t know much about citrus groves, but I’m sure that's what one would smell like. Every time I smell the lemons, I know death is in the air.

Mr. Harris looked up and gave me a smile over his dark brown glasses. I made eye-contact with his forehead, a survival technique I mastered years ago. The aroma rolled off him in waves, overpowering the scent of his black leather chair.

“Ms.—” he glanced down at my resume on the mahogany desk. “Lockwood. Please come in.”

I swallowed and stepped inside, the wooden door behind me closing with a swish. Criminy. Don’t look into his eyes. My palms felt sweaty, and I was glad I wore a black blazer over my white button-up shirt.

Clutching my spiral notebook to my chest, I sat in the chair across from him. My eyes dropped to my polished black heels. I spent a lot of my time studying shoes. Looking at the ground was safer than looking at faces.

“Thank you for showing interest in our internship position, Ms. Lockwood.” Mr. Harris’s voice was kind, and I knew he thought I was nervous. Little did he know that if I met his eyes, I would See his death. Lucky me. “I notice from your resume that you write the sports column at your high school. You go to Lacey Township High?”

I gave a nod. “That’s right.” How could I escape this? There was no point in continuing. My interest in the internship position at Lacey Patch, the online news column for Lacey Township, had vanished. I examined his desk. My gaze landed on a picture of Stephen, wearing his navy blue and white lacrosse jersey.

My stomach plummeted even further. Harris. Not only was a vision of this man’s death taunting me just out of eye contact, but he was the father of my ex.

He must’ve noticed my stare, because his fingers closed around the photograph. “You covered the lacrosse team extensively in your column. You even mentioned my son a few times. Do you know Stephen?”

Did I know Stephen? I was embarrassed he had to ask. I happened to know Mr. Harris had a small affinity to his Scotch, and that was probably why he didn’t remember when Stephen brought me over after Jessica’s pool party.

Not that I remembered much from that night, either. It was the same party where Stephen  hooked up with Jessica—the little hoochie—and still had the gall to take me to his house afterward. To Mr. Harris’s credit, we’d only met briefly, saying hello as Stephen pulled me up the stairs to his room.

Just moments before we broke up.

“Ms. Lockwood?”

Oh, right. He wanted to know if I knew his son. “Sure, sure.” I looked over his shoulder, out the window. Clouds floated lazily by, and the branches of an oak tree with pink blossoms waved at me. “Everyone knows Stephen.”

“You’re not going to the game tonight, are you?”

“Um, no.” Decidedly not.

“I’ve looked over your writing samples, and they are very precise. Yet you manage to insert your voice nicely. Would you be comfortable venturing outside of sports?”

The very idea made me panic, and I jerked my head up. “Oh, no. I couldn’t.” Stop talking. Stop talking. Drop your eyes.

Too late.

The vision started as soon as our eyes met. I melted into his soul, becoming, for a brief moment, Ben Harris.

Images flashed through my head. I looked through Mr. Harris’s eyes at Stephen’s mom, photographing him and his prom date in front of the mantle. Even locked in the vision, I felt a stab of jealousy at the sight of the beautiful blond.

Wait. That wasn’t Jessica.

The vision continued, sucking me back into Ben’s mind. No sooner had Stephen left for prom then Abigail collapsed on the carpeted living room. The paramedics couldn’t save her. My heart clenched with the pain of the death of my wife—no, Ben’s wife. Abigail was dead, and Stephen blamed me. I mean, his dad. I couldn't bear the guilt, the anger, the sorrow that suffocated me.

These weren’t my emotions. Hold on to yourself, Jayne.

I struggled to maintain my own identity while Ben Harris, drunk with sorrow and too much alcohol, climbed onto the roof of the house and gave into his despair. He hit the pastel bricks head first, with a crack that threw me out of the vision.

The End.

I gasped and jumped to my feet. It took a moment for the pain in my head to dissipate.

Mr. Harris frowned behind his desk. He was still alive. It hadn’t happened yet. And the air was free of the oppressive lemon smell.

Maybe two seconds had passed. Time doesn’t really move for them when I’m in a vision. I shook my head, trying to clear it. My heart still pounded as if I stood on the roof, looking three stories down.

“Mr. Harris—” I began. I never know how to tell them about their impending death. Especially since they never believe me. How much time did he have? I’d Seen a few events leading up to his death, which meant he had weeks, maybe months. I swallowed hard. “You should—you shouldn’t—”

My phone rattled next to me, and I pulled it from my bag, grateful for the distraction, not caring how unprofessional it was.

It’s bad enough that I can See their deaths. Experiencing them is even worse. My throat ached with unshed tears, as if it were my dying wife and my angry son.

“Are you all right?” Mr. Harris asked. “Do you need something to drink?”

The tears welled up, threatening to overflow. “Excuse me. I have to take this.” I tried to keep my voice steady and rushed from his office, dragging my binder and purse with me.

I had to try and warn him. But how? No way was I walking back in there. He’d call security for sure. Or was I just making excuses? I’ll send him a letter, I consoled myself. I’ll remind him what he has to live for.

Joshua’s face flashed in my mind, a vivid reminder of the first time I’d tried to change a death and failed. The first of many, many times.

I stopped in the hallway and closed my eyes, forcing myself to breathe. I remembered his little red bike with the yellow training wheels, the one he always rode around the neighborhood. He couldn't have been more than six years old.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed off the wall and lifted my eyes. Light streamed through a tall window at the end of the hallway nearest me. Curiosity overran my desire to get away from Mr. Harris’s office. Was she there?

I stepped up to the window and peered outside. She might not be here, I reasoned. Maybe she’s on the other side of the building, where I can’t see her.

There she was. I spotted the tall, wiry blond, her billowy white dress blowing in the breeze. She stood regal and out of place on the busy New Jersey sidewalk. People moved next to her as if she didn’t exist, oblivious to this odd, beautiful woman rooted to the concrete.

She turned her head toward me, and I ducked back, heart pounding. There were two things I could always expect with a vision: the lemon scent beforehand, and the woman afterward. She’d probably always been there, but I had only noticed her in the past year or so.

The visions came more often these days. I used to get them a few times a year, at most. Now I got them several times a week. It unnerved me, made me anxious about going out in public. And I was beginning to resent the woman in white, who surely knew what was going on and did nothing to stop it.

I ran all the way down the two flights of stairs, stopping only when I reached the first floor. Shoving open the bathroom door, I dropped into a stall and snapped my phone open. I had to be the only person left on earth without a smartphone.

“Dana?” I whispered, finally returning my best friend’s phone call. A quick glance at the screen showed it was almost five. School had been out for over an hour now.

“Oh, Jayne!” Dana’s bubbly, perky voice sang out from the small blue speaker. I winced, holding it away from my ear. “I totally forgot. You’re in an interview, aren’t you?”

“Was.” I exhaled, feeling my blood pump a little slower. “It wasn’t working out. So I left.”

“Ugh.” Dana gave a non-committal grunt. “How so? One of your ‘feeling’ things?”

I paused, considering how to answer. I kept telling myself that I should tell Dana about my ability, but somehow I could never bring myself to do it. “Yeah. Just didn’t feel right.”

“Oh, well, sorry.” Just like that, she dismissed the incident. “So, what are you doing now? Want to come over?”

I could just picture her, blue eyes sparkling with mischief. Confident, not a care in the world. She wore her curly blond hair cut at the shoulders, where it always bobbed in perfect ringlets. “Well, I have some free time. I should probably get back to job hunting. What are you doing?”

“Oh, just organizing.”

Emerging from the stall, I stopped in front of the mirror and examined my eyes. Just slightly red now. “Organizing what?”

“My closet. Why don’t you come over?”

Really, I wanted to go home and light a candle. The pink one called “Sweet Pea.” It was the only thing that could clear the visions from my head. But it could wait. Dana was a year older than me, and at graduation next month we would be parting ways. I didn’t want to miss a chance to be with her. “Yeah. I’ll be right there.”

I slipped the phone into my purse and pushed open the bathroom door. The secretary sat behind the front desk, talking on the phone and writing a message. I brushed my brown hair in front of my face, shouldered my purse, and marched by with as much confidence as I could muster. My heels clicked across the marble flooring, echoing in the silent lobby. Nobody called out to me, and I walked through the revolving doors without a second look.

Fresh air. My shoulders relaxed, even though I knew at any moment I might turn the corner and be accosted by someone’s death.

I don’t know what the official stats are, but I’m pretty sure the majority of people in New Jersey die peacefully in their sleep, just like in the rest of the world. For some odd reason, I don’t get to See those people. The ones I See die before their time. And usually it’s not a happy death.

Worry about something else, I told myself. Like getting to the car before the parking meter runs out.

Sunshine fought to get past the gray clouds in the New Jersey sky. I shoved on a pair of sunglasses, wishing they would keep me from Seeing. Last year, I took out a newspaper subscription for a month, just to check out the obituaries. Once I saw how many accidental deaths occurred every week, I realized I was bound to run into some of these people during my daily activities.

Somehow this knowledge didn’t make me feel any better.

I only had ten minutes left on the parking meter when I got to my decade-old white Honda Accord. Since I couldn’t seem to hold a job, I couldn’t afford anything nicer.

The thought made me scowl. I always froze up when I smelled that citrusy, lemon smell. I didn’t want to know their lives, and especially not their deaths.

Even now, images of Mr. Harris’s impending suicide danced before my eyes. The man with the kind voice and professional exterior was upstairs in his office, probably interviewing the next hopeful intern, blissfully unaware of the unhappy turn his future would take.
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CHAPTER TWO​
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I TURNED THE CAR on and checked my CD player. The Fray.

The dramatic, melancholy sound was exactly what I needed. Turning it up a few notches too loud, I merged with traffic and headed to Dana's house. She lived in one of the posh residential neighborhood of Forked River, overlooking Deer Head Lake. With the late afternoon traffic, it would take me at least half an hour to get there. I settled in for the drive.

The music washed over my mind. By the time I parked the car in the circle drive of the white plantation-style mansion, the only worry left was if I had dirt on my shoes. The clouds parted, leaving way for the warm spring sunshine to kiss my cheeks. I tossed my head, smelling the salt that carried inland on the breeze. I loved living close enough to the ocean to smell it.

I used my key to let myself in the front door. “Hello?” I could never remember Dana’s housekeeper’s schedule, and she didn’t like to be caught unaware. No answer. I slipped my heels off and padded up the off-white carpet.

Stepping into Dana’s room was like stepping into a fairy land. The bubble-gum pink carpeting interrupted the tranquil off-white at the door frame. She had finally replaced the twin canopy bed a few years ago with a full that had enough frills and lace on the comforter to be an advertisement for curtains. But the unicorn and fairy wall mural remained, a reminder of the care-free days of childhood, when we still dreamed of being princesses and hoped for happily-ever-afters.

Today, though, a mound of clothing grew outside the walk-in closet. Dana poked her head out, holding a phone to her ear. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I replied.

“Yeah, sounds fabulous.” She nodded at me and snapped her gum, round blue eyes sparkling.

What sounded fabulous? I cocked my head before realizing she wasn't talking to me. I crawled over her mess and collapsed on the bed.

“Listen, Jayne’s here. I’ll call you later. Great. Bye.”

“Who was that?” I asked.

“Kenney,” she said, referencing a senior boy I barely knew. She tossed the phone on the covers next to me and pounced down, propping her chin up with her hands and flashing a smile. “Jaynie! If you really want a job, you’re going to have to stop being so picky, you know.”

“I know.” I grabbed one of her pillows and hugged it to my chest. “But not that job.”

She hopped off the bed and disappeared into her closet again. That was easy to do, since the closet was bigger than my bedroom. “You don’t really want to work. You just like having job interviews.”

“Whatever, Danes.” I couldn’t defend myself without telling her the truth, so I let her assumption slide. “What are you doing in there? Spring cleaning?”

Her head poked out, and she threw an empty suitcase on top of the clothes. “No. Packing.”

“Again?” I tried to sound light but ducked my head before she could see my reaction.

We had always planned to stay close to home and go to Brookdale Community College, about an hour from here. But when Dana got accepted into Massachusetts Institute of Technology on a math scholarship, she didn’t turn it down. Not only that, but she planned to exit Forked River as soon as graduation was over.

Not that I blamed her. Lacey Township and the towns that made it up had nothing new or interesting to offer. Which was exactly why I intended to stay put.

“I have to make sure I can fit everything.” The bed sank a bit, and I looked up as Dana sat cross-legged in front of me. “You’re smart. Don’t you want to do something exciting with your life?”

That was just it. I didn’t. I faked a smile. “No. You think I’m boring or something?”

“Well, you were more fun before . . .” Her eyes widened. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

Before Stephen and I broke up. She didn’t have to say it. We used to do things together. And not just normal things like dances and movies, but things like snorkeling and hiking and going to Walmart at two a.m. to restock our candy supply. Now all of my focus was on surviving the school year.

I chewed the nail on my index finger and took a deep breath. It was time I moved on. “Let’s go do pizza-karaoke tonight.”

Her eyes lit up. “Karaoke! It’s been forever.” Then she frowned. “Are you sure? It’s a Monday night.”

I shrugged. May as well live on the edge. “Half-off pizza night.”

She tossed aside her suitcase. “You’re on, girl.”

“But I’m driving.”

“No problem.” Dana paused in front of her vanity, reapplying purple lipstick and fluffing her short blond hair. “I’m out of gas, anyway.”

I narrowed my eyes and frowned. Her parents gave her a handsome gas budget. “Wherever have you been driving to?”

She gave me a sheepish grin. “I met this guy at the country club last week. He invited me up to campus, and I’ve gone a few times. I’m not interested in him, you know. It’s just . . . fun.” Dana threw a scarf at me, which I caught. “Put that on, it matches what you’re wearing.”

I looked down at my short black skirt, white shirt, and black blazer, and thought how out of place the lime-green scarf would look.

“You need some color.” Dana nodded. “Put it on.”

“Fine.” I wrapped it around my neck and knotted it.

My phone began to vibrate inside my bag. I got an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach when I saw the caller: Beth. My little sister.

With a four-year difference between the two of us, Beth and I had always had a comfortable relationship. But ever since she developed the lemon smell two months ago, I couldn’t shake the fear I felt whenever I was around her. I had two choices: See the horrible way in which she’d die and live with the guilt of knowing I couldn’t change it, or avoid her as much as possible.

I chose to avoid her. Not an easy task when you share a bathroom with someone.

The phone was on its last ring. I flipped it open. “Hello?”

“For the love of cell phones, Jayne, I thought you weren’t going to answer.”

I wasn’t. Out loud, I said, “Well, I did. What’s up?”

“I just got done with my study group and need a ride home. Mom told me to call you. I’m at school. I’ll wait at the curve by the flagpole.”

“Wait!” I protested, but Beth had already hung up. I sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Dana stood next to the bed, hands on her hips.

I cocked an eyebrow. “I’m on taxi duty.”

“Figures. Want me to come?”

If Dana came along, the two of them could chat and I could just drive. “Actually, that sounds like a great idea. You can keep her entertained.” I made no move to leave, however. Beth could wait a little longer.

As if reading my mind, Dana said, “Don’t leave her by herself. You heard about that murder in Lanoka Harbor.”

“Yeah, creepy.” Lacey Township was made up of several smaller communities, all considered quiet and boringly safe. A homicide made the headlines.

And I didn’t know how Beth was going to die. Better not to take any chances. “All right, let’s go.”

We took my car, heading out of town toward the middle school. I chewed on the sides of my finger, having run out of nail.

“Look.” Dana pointed out the window. “JT’s Bagel Hut is hiring. Maybe you could get a job there.” She chuckled as if this were immensely funny.

I frowned. “That’s an idea.”

She widened her eyes and shot me a look. “Come on. You want to be a journalist.”

“I need a job, Dana. Daddy’s not paying for this gas.”

“You had a job. A good one. You quit—again.”

“Working at Camela’s Fashion wasn’t exactly furthering my career,” I protested. “I just got lots of good discounts.”

“Granted.” Dana nodded her head. “So you quit that job because you wanted to start an internship as a journalist.”

Something like that. “Right.”

“And you walked out of today’s interview because. . . ?”

I scowled at her. “It wasn’t right for me. I wasn’t a good fit.”

“And JT’s Bagel Hut is what you’re looking for?”

I didn’t answer. I had no response.

“You’re keeping something from me, Jayne. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

I squirmed in my seat and focused on the road. The commercial district disappeared behind us. Ripe corn fields flanked us on either side, and I stared at the waving golden tassels.

There were so many times I’d almost told Dana my secret. But I didn't want her to think I was crazy. Like the therapist had. Crazy Jayne. I could almost hear the whispers in my head.

I pulled up at the middle school. Beth flounced over to the car, grinning at us. I stared out the windshield. The essence of lemons wafted in the air around her. My heart rate increased out of habit, and I swallowed hard.

“Hi!” Beth called. “Are you guys going somewhere?” She paused outside the driver’s side.

Why hadn’t I rolled up my window? I could feel her eyes on me, waiting, watching to see if I would respond. I kept my gaze trained straight ahead. “Yeah, we’re going out tonight. Hop on in, I’ll take you home.”

Beth slowly moved to the back door. I sneaked a peek in the rearview mirror and saw her eyes still on me, her lips drawn together. I rearranged the mirrors so we wouldn’t accidentally make eye contact.

The guilty feeling grew in my chest. I ignored it and put my foot on the gas. I would not allow myself to See her.
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“THIS IS YOUR JUNIOR year of high school?” The manager of JT's Bagel Hut sat across from me at a little table, twiddling with the pen wedged between his ear and visor. The crooked nametag on his shirt spelled out, “Tom.” His eyes scanned the one-page application I had filled out.

“Yes.” My hands ran over my thighs, straightening any wrinkles in my pink skirt. I felt overdressed. Why hadn’t I just worn jeans and a t-shirt? Because I couldn’t get over the idea that an interview was professional, that’s why.

“Hmm.” He put down the application and met my gaze.

I flinched out of habit and then relaxed. The only thing I smelled on him was garlic and butter.

“Well,” he said, “you seem very qualified with customer service. You’ve never worked with food before?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Not professionally. But I cook a lot.” Spaghettios, anyway. I flashed what I hoped was a dazzling smile.

“Not a problem, we’ll train you. We’ll start you as an associate making minimum wage, but there’s definitely room for advancement. Sound okay?”

“Yes.” I nodded my head, trying not to appear too eager. “Of course.”

He eyed me some more. “Great, then. Can you start tomorrow at four?”

“Hold on.” I reached into my purse and pulled out a small pocket calendar. Tomorrow was Tuesday, and there were no games to cover. Spanish club met on Wednesday. “Sure. I’ll be here tomorrow.”

“You a size small? We’ll have a uniform ready when you come in.”

Uniform? I had forgotten that tidbit. I worked hard to keep the smile on my face as I stood and shook his hand. My eyes surveyed his purple-and-turquoise-striped polo. “Medium. Thanks. See you tomorrow, then.”

I turned around. My heels clunked across the gray linoleum as I walked toward the exit. I so didn’t belong here.

My phone started vibrating before I even got to the car. I snatched it up and sighed. Dana wasn’t going to be happy about this. “Hey, Danes, I can’t really talk right now.”

“Where are you?” she demanded. “I’ve got news and I’ve been trying to call you for the past hour! Why weren’t you answering?”

“Um.” I slid behind the wheel and fished around my CDs. Sarah Brightman caught my eye. A little operatic Soprano to soothe my nerves. Perfect. “I was busy. What’s the news?”

“Stephen and Jessica broke up.”

My thoughts flashed first to Jessica, the skinny cheerleader with long brown hair. My stomach always clenched at the thought of her. Stephen and I had been so happy until she set her sights on him. When had it happened, anyway? The night of the pool party, when Stephen threw me into the water and dived in after me? Or was it already going on before then?

My thoughts flashed next to the vision I’d seen, of Stephen with a blond at his house, getting ready for prom. I sucked in a breath. He was already on track with his destiny. He had to break up with Jessica so he could go out with the other girl.

“Oh, really?” I tried my best to sound appropriately shocked, while swerving out of the way of a car that almost ran me over. The driver honked, and I mouthed a “sorry.” “How do you know?”

“Babe, it’s all over school. She was—get this—making out with Blackard in the boy’s locker room. Blackard! In the boy’s locker room!”

I blanched. “She dumped Stephen for Blackard?” Corbin Blackard was captain of the football team, and fit the stereotype perfectly: big, handsome, popular, arrogant, rude, and ignorant. Not to mention, he changed girls every weekend. My face flushed with indignation. “That cow!”

“You need to come over here.” Dana was practically purring now. “Get over here, put something nice on, and we’ll head over to Bay Bookstore.”

Stephen worked at Bay. Memories of me settled in a chair, book in hand, and reading contentedly while Stephen worked flashed through my mind. Every once in awhile he would pass my chair and give me a secret smile, like he and I were the only ones who knew I was there for him. My chest warmed.

And then the blond girl popped into my mind, and I sighed. “No good, Dana. It’s over between us.”

“What?” she screeched. “It only ended because of Jessica! I bet Stephen feels so stupid now! I know you’re not over him.”

Of course she knew. Everyone knew. But I’d seen the other girl. I wasn’t who Stephen would end up with. “I don’t want to be his rebound.”

Dana groaned. “Then at least come with me to say hi. You never know what might happen, hey?”

Except I did know. It had been two months since Stephen and I broke up, and I missed him. Horribly. But I already knew the ending, and I wasn't going to put myself through that for no reason. “I’m almost home, Dana. You can go by and say hi if you want. Oh, by the way, I got a job. So tomorrow after school I have to work.”

I could hear her getting ready to launch into another speech of some sort, but I didn’t want to hear it right now. I hung up the phone and tossed it across the car, out of temptation’s reach. It rang the rest of the way home, but I couldn’t grab it even if I wanted to.

For a moment I indulged in a fantasy where Stephen and I got back together. He wept for leaving me and I forgave him, and we had a great relationship—for a week? Two? Prom was three weeks away. That didn’t leave much time for Stephen to have a relationship with me and then meet Ms. Prom Date.

And besides, I knew something awful about Stephen’s family now. How could I spend time with him with that between us? No, I realized. If Stephen and I hadn’t already broken up, I would have to break up with him now.

I parked the car in the driveway and leaned across the transmission to grab my phone.

Four missed calls. Three from Dana and one from Stephen. Criminy. It would be a long day in school tomorrow.

*~*
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SURE ENOUGH, THE SCHOOL day dragged by, with me doing my best to sidestep Dana every time she tried to drag me over to Stephen. As soon as it was over, I headed over to JT’s. I was one of the first cars out of the school parking lot, evading Dana and her insistence that I speak with my ex.

“This is where you keep your stuff when you’re working.” Matt, a coworker and my designated tour guide, led me to the back of the restaurant and showed me a rack of hooks. I nodded and slipped my backpack on one of the pegs. “Here’s your uniform. And your nametag. Jayne? Hope they spelled it right, looks funny to me.”

“It’s right.” I picked up the magnetic tag and examined it. “My parents wanted a unique spelling.”

“Okay. Anyway, there’s a bathroom. You can change and then come up to the front. I’ll show you how to work the register, and that’s all you’ll do today. Oh, and I’m the shift manager. Which means, I’m in charge when Tom’s not in.” He gave me a grin that bordered on shyness, as if he didn’t want to admit how cool it was to be a manager.

I nodded. Taking a deep breath, I stepped into the bathroom. A dirty mop stood in a corner and rust stained the white sink. Could be worse. At least I wouldn’t be messing with food today. I pulled my wavy brown hair into a ponytail, but a few pieces still escaped around my face. Then I noticed the hairnet sitting on top of my uniform. A hairnet. I lifted it between my fingers and sniffed it. It appeared unused, at least. I guess I couldn’t expect to look nice at this job.

I suppressed a sigh and put the net on over my hair. Not even the wildest of curls could escape now.

Suitably dressed, I headed for the front of the store. Matt had shoved a baseball cap over his hair, which I guess passed for a hairnet around here. He grinned at me, his brown eyes sleepy.

“Hey, that looks cute on you. Come on.”

He led me to the register and stood behind me, pointing to buttons and whispering hints while I tried to ring up customers. It unnerved me.

“You know,” I said, turning around to face him, “I think I might be able to do this better if you’re not hanging over my shoulder.”

Matt lifted both arms in mock defense. “Just trying to help.”

I took a deep breath and turned back around. I pushed at my forehead, but there was no hair to tuck behind my ear.

“I know it’s the middle of the afternoon, but do you have any breakfast sandwiches left?”

I couldn’t help but smile at Dana’s voice. I lifted my eyes and saw her, giving me a quirky grin just in front of my register. “Sorry, we don’t serve breakfast sandwiches after ten in the morning.”

“Figures,” she sighed. “You look great, babe. Love the hairdo.”

“Ah.” I fingered my hairnet. “You and me both.” I was happy to see her. She had thrown an absolute fit when I told her about my job, a fit that was made even worse when I confessed to not returning Stephen’s call. “What can I get for you?” Gabby, the girl working the register next to me, was moving customers at a much faster rate, but I could always play the “I’m new” card.

“A cream-cheese and cranberry sandwich on a honey bagel. And a blueberry muffin.”

I scanned the register and found the items without difficulty. “Anything to drink?”

“Make me the latte of the day.”

“Sure.” I flashed her a smile.

Dana handed me her dad’s credit card. “Get yourself something too, if you’re hungry.”

“I’m good.” I swiped her card. This wasn’t so different from ringing up clothes, after all. “There’s tons to eat here.”

“I bet.” Dana smoothed her hands over her checked green and white sundress. Springtime was for dresses—we both agreed on that one. “Better watch your figure.”

“I know you’ll watch it for me.”

She shrugged. “It’s cuter than mine, so why not?”

Her food came up from the kitchen, and I put it on a tray. “Here you go. Thanks for eating at JT’s.” I smirked.

She slid the tray over and picked up the latte. “Call Stephen. It’s not too late. Don’t be such a scaredy-pants.”

Before I could come up with an adequate reply, she was gone, sliding into a booth in the back.

The thought crossed my mind again that I should just tell her. Tell her everything, about my Sight, and the visions, and my attempts to thwart destiny.

No. This was my burden to bear. My secret. She might think I was a chicken, but at least she didn’t think I was insane.

Crazy Jayne, Crazy Jayne.

The after-school crowd shuffled in and kept me busy for awhile. Dana slipped out with a wave and a motion for me to call her when I got off work. I waved back.

“Hey.” Coworker Matt joined me at the register. “Any problems?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “So far, pretty easy.”

“Great.” He pulled a wet rag off his shoulder, leaving streaks of water on his purple/turquoise shirt. “Orange juice spill in the left corner. You’re up.”

“I’m up?” I echoed, taking the rag. “What, we take turns doing this?”

“No.” He grinned. “You’re the new girl. You’ll be up a lot today. Have at it!”

Funny guy. I could tell this job was going to be interesting. I stepped through the counter and began wiping up the orange juice. Still better than being stuck in the hot kitchen making food.

I surveyed my work and went behind the counter. “Where do dirty rags go, Matt?”

“Laundry basket in the back,” he yelled from the drive-thru window. I dumped the rag and hurried to the front.

The smell of lemons hit me two feet from the counter, and I staggered. I cast my eyes sideways and saw Gabby making quick work of the people in her line. The lemony-smelling customer could go over there. I turned around, knocking my thigh against the prep station in my rush to escape.

“Hey, Jayne?” Gabby called. “I need a bathroom break. Cover, please?”

Before I could even think of an excuse, Gabby hurried past me. Fine. I went over to her line, taking a deep breath. Lemon-person was in my line, and Gabby could handle him when she got back.

“What are you doing?” Matt came over before I even started taking the first customer’s order. “You’ve got someone waiting at your register.”

“My register?” I didn’t know the registers were assigned. “Gabby had a longer line and she asked me to cover for her.”

“You don’t ever leave your register.” He turned to the customer in front of me, dismissing me without another glance. “What can I get for you?”

I stood there, debating my options. I could run out the door, and lose this job on my first day. Or I could keep my eyes down, pretend to be shy, take this person’s order, and be done with it.

Matt shot me a dirty look, and I backed away. Option number two it would be.

I shuffled back to my register, not lifting my eyes. I knew from the citrus scent that pervaded the air around me that the person hadn’t left. “What can I get for you?” I stared at the plastic covering the register keys.

“Can I have a grilled Swiss sandwich on a cheese bagel and some potato wedges, please?” The customer’s tenor voice and rich English accent washed over me, melting me to the front of the register. I gripped the sides, using all my will power not to look up. Someone with a voice that beautiful had to be incredibly handsome.

“Anything to drink?” I hoped he didn’t notice how my voice trembled.

“Orange Fanta. Thank you.” Even the way he pronounced “Fanta” tasted like a delicacy in my mind.

I rang up his order and handed him the receipt, not trusting myself to speak again. I stared at his tanned hands as he took the paper and then handed me a credit card. Aaron Chambers. Curiosity got the better of me—that, and the desire to hear his voice again. “Are you visiting New Jersey, Aaron?”

“No.” I heard a smile in his voice. “My parents just moved here from Herefordshire. That’s in England, if you didn’t know.”

His parents. How old was he? My hand lingered with his card between my fingers. I was desperate to look at him. Almost desperate enough to accept whatever I might See. “And what are you going to do now that you’re here?”

“Jayne? That’s your name, right?”

Betrayed by the nametag. I nodded, staring at the letters embossed on his card.

“I bet you have pretty eyes.”

I felt my face grow warm. He was flirting with me! Oh, Satan, get thee behind me! I handed him back his card, then gathered up his food items and put them on a tray. “Thank you for choosing JT’s.”

“Thank you for serving me, Jayne.” My name sighed off his tongue, molding itself to the timbres of his voice. I listened to his footsteps die away, but only when the smell was gone did I look up.

Aaron from England sat facing me, his eyes down on his bagel as he unwrapped it. And yes, he was hot. I couldn’t see his eyes, of course, but his sharp cheekbones accentuated his strong jaw. He’d tamed his dark brown hair with gel, but a piece of it still swung in front of his chiseled features. I averted my eyes in case he should look my direction and instead admired his muscled physique. The short-sleeved blue polo showed off his biceps and golden hue. A soft sigh escaped my lips, and I shook my head. What a pity. He was definitely adorable.

I picked up my rag and wiped down the counter, waiting for Aaron to leave.
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CHAPTER FOUR​
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“JAYNE! JA-AYNE! JAYNE!"

I rolled my eyes and slammed my locker shut as Dana slid into the spot next to me. "What, Dana?"

Dana took a deep breath, her cheeks flushed under her sparkling blue eyes.

I raised an eyebrow, wondering what could have gotten her so riled. I’d seen her just before school started, and the only thing on her mind had been passing her statistics test. “I take it stats went well?”

She furrowed her brows. “What? Oh, that. Who cares? This is way more important. It involves a boy—more specifically, a man.”

“Oh.” I opened my bag, checking to make sure I had my calculus book. “Don’t you have enough men? What’s going on with college dude, anyway?”

She shrugged. “He introduced me to a friend of his. Haven’t heard from him since.” Dana didn’t sound too let down.

“Is friend cute?”

“Jayne! You’re so not listening to me!”

“Sorry.” I started pushing my way through the hall. Dana kept step with me. “I’m not into guys right now, Dana.”

“Please don’t tell me this is about Stephen. You’ve been heartbroken over him since he broke up with you. And then you don’t return his call? I don’t think you have room to complain.”

For a moment I paused, my thoughts torn between the green-eyed lacrosse player and the mysterious boy from yesterday. Thinking of the former brought a tangible ache to my chest, while thinking of the latter brought such a tingle of excitement that it very nearly drowned out the ache.

“I knew it.” Dana’s voice was soft in my ear. “You’re just pretending to be over him. Because you’re afraid of getting hurt again.”

Afraid. Scared. Chicken. Dana knew me too well. I started walking again.

“Okay, so you don’t care about guys. I still do. Don’t make me suffer, Jayne! I’m dying to share details with you!”

I let a smile touch my lips. “All right, fine. What boy in our school has suddenly turned into a mature adult and become worthy of your attention?”

Dana hooked her arm through mine and let out a contented sigh. “There’s a Benny at our school. And he is divine.”

“Benny” was the local term for an outsider, someone not from Forked River. I stopped and drew back, studying her face. “He just moved here?”

“Yes.” Dana gave a dreamy sigh. “And he looks exactly like Christopher Reeve—you know, in the Superman days.”

It couldn’t be Aaron. I felt my heart tumble under my ribcage, and I didn’t know which emotion hit me stronger: fear or anticipation. “O-oh yeah?”

“And Jayne, he has an accent.” Dana closed her eyes and snuggled close to me. “The sexiest accent you ever heard. He’s definitely not American.”

“What color were his eyes?”

Dana’s eyes popped open. “What do you care? You don’t even like boys.” She slid into her spot at our shared calculus table.

I pulled my chair up next to her. “I’m just curious. I mean, how much like Christopher Reeve does he look?”

“Oh, like exactly. Only younger. He’s got those crystal blue eyes, if that’s what you want to know.”

I nodded and opened my book, pretending to have lost interest.

But inside a storm raged. I was jealous. Jealous that Dana could look into those eyes and have nothing happen, other than a swoon of ecstasy. I had to admit this guy had captured my interest.

Mr. Keuhl called the class to attention, and Dana whispered, “I’ll point him out to you if I see him.”

I gave a bob of my head, eyes still on the book. That wouldn’t happen. If I even smelled lemons, I ran the other way. I had my classes set up carefully; only two of them had people who triggered my Sight, and I sat as far away from those people as possible. The first week of school had been a bit crazy as I tried to rearrange my classes, but at least the office had cooperated with me.

Dana leaned toward me, about to whisper something else, when Mr. Keuhl turned around and glared at her. Slumping back in her seat, she hissed, “We’ll talk more at lunch.”

I didn’t bother answering. It was second period, and I still had to get through two more periods before lunch. Not that I minded. I enjoyed English, and my teachers treated me like a prodigy because I actually did the homework.

The bell rang, and Dana and I joined the throng of anxious students trying to get out of the classroom.

“See ya at lunch,” she said, popping a Dum-Dum into her mouth. “Wonder where Hottie is now?”

Several girls in the hall glanced back at Dana before whispering together and moving on.

“Looks like you’re not the only one who’s noticed him. Watch out,” I warned.

“From those girls?” Dana glanced over her shoulder. “They’re more likely to be the Lacey Township murderer than boy competition.”

“What?” I wrinkled my nose at her, perplexed. “Where did that come from?” The afore-mentioned girls might have claws under their manicures, but they sure weren’t murderers.

“Oh, you must not’ve heard. There was another murder last night. In the Pine Barrens.”

“Another murder?” I shook my head. “People get lost out in the Pine Barrens all the time.” I pictured the dense cedar forest just west of us. “Probably got dehydrated or something.”

“Right. And then slit her own throat?”

I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. I knew death, and I knew people went before their time. But murders? “That doesn’t happen around here.”

“Of course not. We don’t get cute guys from foreign countries either, and yet . . . there’s one here.”

I shifted gears with Dana, my mind already on the new kid. “Well, good to know you’re interested. I’ll steer clear.”

“Who said I was interested? I just like looking.”

We both laughed and then turned down different hallways. I ran my fingers along the painted white brick. Dana had no idea how easy her life was. This whole Sight thing totally ran mine. How unfair.

I daydreamed my way through history, a class that didn’t require any more of my attention than a few devoted hours right before exams.

I opened my English folder on the way to fourth hour, just to make sure my outline was there for our final research project. I’d already started researching and nearly had my first draft finished, but the teacher only wanted to see the outline today. The topic I had chosen, motifs in Shakespearean tragedies, was so open-ended that I could have outlined forever. I shouldn’t have any problems hitting the twenty-page mark.

The lemon scent caught me by surprise as I was about to enter the classroom. I froze in the doorway, eyes on my outline, afraid even to look up. What if I made eye contact with whoever it was?

But I knew who it was. English was not one of the classes I had to worry about. Which meant somebody new was here.

My stomach muscles tightened, and I debated what to do. The scent grew stronger, and someone bumped my shoulder. “Oh, sorry.”

There was no mistaking that accent. I closed my eyes, my shoulder tingling where he’d bumped me.

“Hey, don’t I know you?” His footsteps paused and then came closer, the lemon getting stronger.

I drew in a hasty breath, turning my back to him before I opened my eyes. “Not feeling well. Sorry!” I fled down the hallway, my heart beating in my eardrums.

Great. Not only was he in my English class, but he wasn’t going to avoid me. Which meant I had to avoid him.

But first I had to go to the nurse’s office and pretend to be sick. Otherwise, I’d get marked truant.

I hung out with the nurse through fourth period, claiming to have horrible cramps. She gave me some medication and let me sit for half an hour until it kicked in. Then she sent me back to class.

I didn’t go, though. I slipped into the bathroom and waited it out. Dana was right. I was nothing but a coward.

At lunch I waited for Dana by the vending machine. I tossed an apple in one hand and fingered a bag of Doritos in the other. My usual mix. I definitely ate healthier on the weekends. Or at least, I ate more.

The line in front of the machines began to die down, and still no Dana. Where was she? I distinctly remembered her saying she’d talk to me at lunch.

“Jayne?”

I’d know that voice in my sleep. I could picture Stephen’s Adam’s apple bobbing up with the word, his deep voice pushing the sounds out as if it required effort. I turned around, willing myself to breathe easy. “Stephen. Hey. How are you?”

His light green eyes flickered over my lunch, then up to my face. I knew he must be busy with team workouts; his lean torso and chiseled arms said as much. “You haven’t eaten yet. Come outside?” He inclined his head to the picnic tables just outside the door.

Dana and I usually ate outside, but not there. We chose the grass in front of the school, where we could watch most of the student population and feel the warm sunshine beating down on us.

I ran a hand through my wavy hair, letting my fingers free fall. “I’m waiting for Dana, Stephen. Have you seen her?”

“Oh, yeah.” Both eyebrows went up. “I saw her at her locker. She told me where to find you.”

And then decided not to show up. There would be time to kill her later. “Well.” I looked down at my sleeveless lavender dress, suddenly self-conscious. What did my face look like? Was I blushing? “Sure. That would be fine.”

Stephen escorted me outside. A slow breeze blew, and a tree above us dappled the picnic table with the shadow of its leaves. He sat on one side and patted the spot next to him.

“I met your dad.” I felt like an idiot right after I blurted out the words. Certainly there was more for Stephen and me to talk about than his parents.

“Really?” He pulled a bottle of soda and three peanut butter and jelly sandwiches from his lacrosse bag. I eyed them, feeling a lump in my throat. His mom probably made those. “Where?”

Oh, great. The only answer to that would be to explain my failed interview. “Just saw him, really. We didn’t talk.” But I know how he’s going to die. In my head, I saw Mr. Harris step off the edge of the balcony.

Maybe getting to Mr. Harris wasn’t the answer. Maybe I should tell Stephen that his mom was sick.

And Stephen, who was about to become manically depressed and very angry. My head shot up, my eyes studying him, memorizing the scattering of freckles across his nose.

He squirmed a bit, looking uncomfortable under my scrutiny. “I tried to call you the other day.”

“Uh-huh.” I turned back to my food, suddenly not hungry. “The day Jessica broke up with you, you mean.”

“Hopefully you didn’t find out about it before I did.”

I recognized his attempt to lighten the conversation and gave him a crooked grin. “I doubt it.”

“I know what you’re thinking. That I’m a jerk for dumping you. An idiot for liking her. You and I were totally friends before all that, and now we don’t even talk.”

I stayed silent, twiddling with the stem on my apple. What was I supposed to say? He was right, of course. That’s what I thought.

“Jayne, you’re such a nice girl.”

I winced. “But Jessica was fun,” I said. “And outgoing. And popular.”

“No, Jessica was a ditz. It could never last. She wasn’t the type to be serious with.”

I glanced at him through narrowed eyes, wondering which had attracted him more, her boobs or the freedom. “Yeah, I bet she wasn’t. You could’ve waited to break up with me before you made out with her.”

“Jayne, quit it. I made some mistakes, okay? I’m sorry.” He took a bite of his sandwich, but his eyes never left mine. “I want to be friends again. I want to try again.”

My heart gave a little pitter-patter, grasping at strands of hope in spite of myself. “You want to try being friends again?”

“Are you trying to be dumb?” Stephen put his sandwich down and grabbed my shoulders, pressing his mouth to mine. He tasted like grape jelly. But it only took a moment before his lips pushed mine open and I stopped noticing the essence of pb and j.

I leaned into him, hungering for the warmth of his mouth. I’d missed kissing him. I wanted this back. I closed my eyes, getting lost in the memories for a moment. Hanging out in Stephen’s car, singing to 80s music while Stephen howled. Homecoming—leaning into his embrace, feeling like we would be together forever. We were meant to be together.

Except I knew better now.

“There.” Stephen pulled back and stroked my face. “Will you give me a second chance?” His thumb rubbed my lip. “Go to prom with me.”

I held the moment close to my heart, feeling the tears behind my eyes. What would happen if I said yes? How far would the preparations and charade go before Miss Blond showed up, offering Stephen something better than what he could get with me? I would be a fool to pretend like it would work. “I can’t.” I blinked, and the tears overflowed. I pushed away from the table and grabbed my apple and chips, holding back a sob.

“Sure, you can.” Stephen stood, taking my elbow. “I know I hurt you. I know it. I’m not just asking you ’cause I got dumped. I want to be with you.”

He brought up a good point, though. I looked at him through blurry eyes. “Now you want to be with me. What about a month ago? Two months ago? How about in a month? Will you still want to be with me?” I shook my head. “No. I can’t.” I pushed past him, cursing Dana for making me go through that.
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CHAPTER FIVE​
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I CLOCKED IN TO MY second day of work already tense from school. I'd avoided Dana for the rest of the day, turning the other direction when I saw her by my locker and barely talking to her in calculus. I wanted to make it very clear that I was angry with her.

I knew she got the message. She hadn’t bothered trying to call me, though she’d sent me several texts. I ignored them. We both knew I’d check them later, when I wasn’t so mad.

“Hey, what’s up?” Friendly coworker Matt came over and held up a hand. His blond hair curled up a bit around the edges of his baseball cap, courtesy of the humidity. I stared at his hand, wondering what he wanted me to do.

“Don’t leave me hanging.” Matt grinned at me around a toothpick. “If giving five’s not your thing, we can do a knuckle bump.” He made a fist with his hand.

“Oh.” Feeling like an idiot, I made a fist also and bumped his knuckles. “Sorry. Been a rough day.”

“Nothing like working in the kitchen to make you forget your troubles. Come on, let’s show you the food prep.”

I groaned inwardly. Somehow I had managed to forget that this would also be part of my duties. I much preferred ringing people up.

Of course, I had to admit to myself, making bagel appetizers and bagel sandwiches wasn’t nearly as bad as flipping burgers or folding tortillas. At least, the reputation was better.

The afternoon went by quickly in the back. A fan whirred, blowing the air around but not really cooling it. Before I knew it, Matt stood beside me.

“You’re doing great, new kid. Break time.”

“Really?” I wiped my brow with a paper towel. The hair around my head was frizzing under the hairnet, more from sweat than anything else. “Great, thanks.”

I used my employee discount to purchase a large chocolate chip muffin. I needed it. I sat at a corner table facing the window and unwrapped the calorie-laden indulgence. The fresh chocolaty smell wafted up to me and a smile caressed my lips.

I lifted the muffin to my mouth and took a bite, feeling the chocolate bits melt against my tongue. My eyes closed and I relished the taste. I was all set to take a second bite when my nostrils picked up a hint of citrus.

My eyes flew open. We baked the muffins fresh every morning, and I knew there was no orange or lemon in the chocolate ones. I spun my chair around and inhaled sharply.

There he was, standing at the register. I knew just from the back of his head. Aaron. What was he doing here? He’d been here yesterday! Surely he didn’t arrive from England with an addiction to JT’s.

I watched him place an order, then I swiveled back around, staring at my muffin. He didn’t know I was here. He’d get his food, eat, and leave. Tomorrow I’d figure out what to do about English class.

Several sets of footsteps danced in different rhythms around me as customers went to their tables with trays of food. Quick, hesitant, light, heavy. My ears perked up as one set drew steadily closer. With them came that oppressive lemon smell.

“Jayne?”

My heartbeat hammered in my neck. I didn’t turn, certainly didn’t stand up. “Yes?” I hoped he wasn’t expecting an invitation to sit, because I was fresh out.

Apparently he didn’t care. The table wobbled as he stepped around the corner. I stared at my muffin while wrapping a strand of hair around and around my finger.

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said, his accented voice lyrical, “but I asked the girl at the register if you were working today. She sent me back here.”

Gabby. Another person to add to my hit list.

“I’m Aaron, by the way. I met you yesterday, but I don’t think you met me.” He sounded amused and held his hand out to me.

Mine trembled as I took his. “Nice to meet you.” I wrapped up the uneaten pieces of my muffin. “Well, I think my break is about over. I better get back.”

“Oh.” I got a good look at his brown leather tennis shoes as he pushed off the linoleum floor and leaned back in his seat. “That’s too bad. I hoped to talk to you. We have English together, you know.”

“Right.” I nodded.

“Are you feeling okay?” Concern tinged his voice. “You left before class started.”

“I feel a little better. Thanks for asking.” I stood up and walked away, clutching my muffin. It was rude, but I didn’t know how else to get out of the conversation.

“Jayne.”

I hadn’t counted on him following me. His hand closed on my forearm, practically begging me to turn around. I stopped walking and squeezed my eyes shut.

“I’m new here, Jayne, and I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind showing me around town. Maybe Friday night we could go out for a bit.”

He was asking me out. Superman was asking me out. “Sorry, Aaron. I can’t. There’s a game Friday night.” Did I seriously just turn him down? “I have to get the stats right for the school paper. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, that’s no problem.” His hand dropped from my arm. “I’ll come to the game. I’m not a writer, but I know a lot about basketball.”

Why, oh why, had I told him what I was doing? Yet I couldn’t deny the twinge of excitement I felt. “Right,” I said. “See ya.”

“See you,” he echoed.

I waited until I heard the footsteps walking away, then turned around and watched Aaron shoulder his way out of JT’s. I couldn’t figure out why he was interested in me, hairnet and all. I wouldn’t even look at him, for goodness sake. That couldn’t be a turn on.

I went back behind the counter, finishing my muffin quickly before entering the kitchen.  He was super hot. Maybe I could pull this off? As long as I didn’t see his death, we could have a normal, carefree experience, like most teenagers. I hummed to myself, elevated by the thought of spending Friday evening with Aaron.

Gabby and I helped Matt close up the restaurant. Not fun. It was my first time to do that. By the time I clocked out and changed into my regular clothes, it was ten-thirty. I threw my stinky uniform in my backpack, grateful I had a second set I could use tomorrow. I wouldn’t have a chance to wash this one before then.

Thinking about tomorrow made me remember Friday. Aaron. I got butterflies in my stomach at the mere memory. Tom, my manager, had agreed to let me off early every game-night Friday if I worked all day Saturdays. Open to close. Good thing basketball season was almost over.

In the back of my mind, I knew I should also be concerned with catching the lacrosse games. But that just made me think of Stephen and his kiss. Was that really just earlier today?

On one hand, Stephen was entirely out of the question. I didn’t want to be at his side when he met Beautiful Mysterious Blondie, not to mention that he’d totally cheated on me and dumped me. On the other hand, how could I even consider Aaron? It’s not like I could make him wear sunglasses  to prevent me seeing his eyes whenever we spent time together.

The very thought made me giggle.

Gabby stepped out of the bathroom, sporting a black tank top and fishnet stockings under her shorts.

“Aren’t you two out of here yet?” Matt poked his head into the back. “You and Gabby take off. I’ll lock up.”

“We’re almost gone,” Gabby said. Now that her hairnet was off, I saw a streak of electric blue in her short brown bob. “Don’t question it, Jayne. Just get out as fast as you can.”

I followed her. “Where are you parked?”

She jerked her head behind the restaurant. “Out back. Aren’t you?”

“Oh.” I inclined my head in a similar manner. “In the front.”

“Employees aren’t allowed to park there. See ya later.” She walked out before I could say another word.

“Thanks,” I muttered to myself, stepping into the parking lot. “Would’ve been nice to know earlier.”

I clutched my car keys in one hand and my bag in the other. Mine was the only car in the lot. Large overhead lights flooded the parking lot, which helped to ease some of my disquiet. I hated being in dark shadows.

I bent over the door handle of my old white Honda and turned the key in the lock. A car pulled up behind me, and I whirled around, feeling my eyes widen in surprise. The girl in the driver’s seat met my eyes a second before she rolled down the window.

“Excuse me,” she began, but I was already gone, swept away in the vision that came before her citrusy perfume ever reached me.

Hannah doesn’t move from where she lays in the alley. The cold air pricks at her skin, but she is numb. Flashing neon lights from a dance club paint the gray walls blue and then red, over and over again, like the lights from a police cruiser. She stopped fighting against the gag in her mouth ages ago, and now she just stares at the man hovering above her. His blue eyes sink into the pock-marked face, and a pink tongue wiggles inside his mouth as he concentrates. A long scar gouges the right side of his jaw and neck, but even so, something about him is familiar.

He’s going to kill me. Hannah closes her eyes for a moment, heavy regret nearly crushing her. Not from death itself, which is hardly as frightening at this moment as it was an hour ago. Regret for the pain her mother will feel when she finds out how Hannah died.

His hands move away from her body, and Hannah opens her eyes. He grips a knife in his gloved hand, and it moves like lightning against her neck. Hannah doesn’t even have a chance to gasp against her gag before the world fades into blackness.

The vision left me and I sank to the ground, burying my face in my hands and trembling.

“Hey, are you okay?” Hannah climbed out of her car and bent over me, her hands on my shoulders.

“No. No.” I reached up and gripped her hands, seeing the concerned expression on this young girl’s face, only a few years older than me. “Hannah! Don’t go near the night club! Don’t be alone at night, don’t trust anyone! Promise me!”

She stepped away from me, suspicion replacing her concern. “Do I know you?”

“No.” I sobbed into my hands, unable to face her again. I didn’t know what else to tell her. She wouldn’t believe me. I shook with the trauma of what I’d Seen.

I heard her footsteps on the pavement, and then the car door shut and it revved away. Whatever she’d wanted, she decided it wasn’t worth asking the crazy lady. Crazy Jayne.

I forced myself to my feet and climbed into my car. I banged my hand down on the lock and sat there for a moment, scared out of my wits. I had never Seen a murder before. Accidents, even suicides. But never a homicide. I knew I’d have nightmares tonight.

Halfway through my left-hand turn out of JT’s
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