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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Janelle shuddered. This storm was going to kill her.

Mountains of black clouds lumbered through the sky. 

The wind screamed, and the window trembled. Legions of raindrops battered the glass. It was the only shield between her and death.  

Janelle's heart threatened to beat its way out of her throat. She'd sat through a few nasty thunderstorms back in Michigan. Once, their old storage shed blew over. Another time, they lost a tree. But this was too much. Florida officially sucked. She'd been here a few days and was already going through her first hurricane.   

"Dad, get away from the window. I'm begging you. We've got to get out of here. Didn't you hear what the cops were blasting out of that megaphone when they drove through earlier?"

Her father turned. He had his hands behind his back, almost like he wanted to tell her something. He was calm. Relaxed. How many hurricanes had he been through? He'd grown up here in Palm Grove. "Janelle, you're overreacting. Keep your emotions under control."

She turned away and sighed. That was what her father always said when she dared show she had feelings. Don't get mad, Janelle. Stay calm. Keep a level head. Get straight A's all the time. Get a job and join every after-school club you can. What was he training her to do—become the President?  

It didn't matter now. If that was going to happen, Janelle had to live through today.

The rain got louder, adding to the roar. The roof creaked. Every bush and tree in their yard bent over as if pointing them back to Michigan. To her best friend, Leslie, who probably thought she'd come to a sunny paradise, gawking at shirtless guys at the beach.

Snap. 

A blur moved across the street. A tree had fallen. Her father stood there, watching.

Janelle dodged behind the couch, closer to the glow of the television. It might protect her a little if the window blew out. "Please. I want to go to the shelter."

Footsteps approached. Eyes shining, he spoke in an even voice. "We're completely safe, Janelle. I've been through this before. Just enjoy it. You'd never have this experience back up north. This is nature's most powerful storm."

"How do you know we're safe for sure?"

Behind him, a piece of sheet metal cut through the rain and somersaulted down the street.

He bit his lip and spoke. "I…I just do. There's nothing to worry about."

Something was way, way wrong here. This wasn't like him at all. Her dad was always Mr. Knee Pads, Mr. Bike Helmet, and Mr. Burglar Alarm. "Aren't you watching the weather?" She broke away, stepped over a moving box, and turned up the TV, fighting down panic. 

"Look. We're running out of time."

A weatherman pointed to a green and yellow radar mess behind him, rambling about storm surges and wind speeds. The eye of Hurricane Gary twisted closer to shore, and their new home, Palm Grove, stood right in its path.  

"What if this ends up like Hurricane Cordelia where eight hundred people drowned? We could die if we stay here!"

Her father flinched, breathed out, and looked away. He would never let her watch those newscasts, but she was ten at the time. Maybe she was getting through to him after all. But then he took the remote off the bookshelf and turned off the TV.

The storm sounded so much worse now without any noise to drown it out.  

"Honey, don't let them scare you. They'll only tell you about the bad stuff on TV. Hurricanes are actually really cool. They play an important role in—"

"I don't want to hear it." She had to escape. The house felt as safe as a cardboard box. Janelle ran into the kitchen and swept an avalanche of papers off the table in search of the car keys. It wasn't time for a science lesson. She could read up about hurricanes later if she wanted. So be it if she had to drive to the shelter with her learner's permit. Her dad expected her to do everything herself, anyway. "Where are the keys?"

"I've got them." Her dad fiddled with his shirt sleeve, messing with the button at his wrist. He looked lost.  

A car alarm went off somewhere across the street. 

"Please. Why are you acting so weird?"

Her father's gaze slowly dropped to the floor. 

He sank to the couch like an old man, patting the cushion. "O…okay. Come sit down, Janelle."

A loud rap on the door made her jump back against the fridge. "Open up! Police!"

"Thank you!" Janelle ran for the door. Someone with some sanity was going to get them out of here.

She tripped over a box and sent her collection of stuffed sea animals sprawling across the kitchen tile. The sea star she'd had since she was eight. The beanie crab. The killer whale Leslie had won out of the claw machine for her on her sixteenth birthday. The sight of it sent a brief pang through her gut—they might not see any of this again—but she forced her way past with her dad on her heels, yanking open the door.

 The storm blasted in, tossing the papers off the table. A man in a dripping yellow rain slicker stood on the porch, bracing himself against the wind, and a black police car waited next to her father's truck. 

It looked like a chariot sent from the heavens.

"What are you still doing here?" he asked her father, eyes dark and narrow. "You're under a mandatory order to evacuate. This could all flood when the surge comes in. We can't come out and help you once it gets too bad. There's a shelter five miles inland at the high school. 

You need to follow me there."

"I'm in. Thanks," Janelle said.

"We're fine, sir—" her dad started.

"No, we're not."  

"Mister," the cop spoke with a voice that could have stopped a rhinoceros. "Do you care about your daughter's safety? We're taking her whether or not you want to stay."

Her father withered. Janelle was glad to see it. This was more like her father, horrified to get a parking ticket. "All right. Let's go."

The officer waved them out into the curtains of rain. Her father pulled her close, and they ran. A gust almost knocked her skinny legs out from under her.  

Her dad's truck blinked its headlights as he hit the remote to unlock it. He yanked the door open, staring hard at her through the watery beads on his glasses. 

"In!"

It was the first thing he'd said today she agreed with. Janelle seized the door and pulled herself into the truck. Dripping, she spat out blond strands of hair.

A blur in the rain, her father struggled against the wind as he made his way to the driver's side door. He climbed in, bringing half a lake with him. The officer climbed into his own vehicle and waited.  

"Are you okay?" Janelle asked. She was so relieved to be going to the shelter that she couldn't feel mad at him anymore.

He wiped off his glasses and started the truck. 

"Of course. Just got a little wet."

You could've gotten killed, she wanted to say. A piece of debris could have hit them both. A tree could have crushed them.  

She didn't want to think about that now.

The police car backed out of the driveway, and he followed. A palm frond flew off a thrashing tree and plastered to the windshield. 

Streetlights blinked out, casting the street in even more darkness. They'd finally lost power.

Janelle let out a slow breath. "We should've left hours ago."

The police car led the way past a row of houses and the fallen tree. The truck swayed against the wind. A metal piece of something blew across the street ahead. Her father tapped the steering wheel with one hand. He didn't even seem nervous.

Maybe he was just too fatigued from the move to think straight. Yeah, that had to be it.

Janelle swallowed, studying the streams of rain marching across her window and the slogans on plywood-covered windows. Get lost, Gary. Gary was here. Get out of town, Gary. She couldn't agree with them more. The rain beat down harder until Janelle could only make out red and blue lights ahead. Her father braked twice to avoid trash cans in the street. He wasn't going to lecture her about hurricanes now.  

"Doing okay?" he asked.

"Now I am."

His gaze flickered down to her bare arm. "You shouldn't have worn a tank top. Here. Cover up your birthmark." He reached over and opened their glove compartment. Her dad was also Mr. First Aid Kit. The plastic box toppled onto Janelle's lap. "Use a bandage. If you don't, people might think you've got a rotten sense of humor."

"We're driving in a hurricane, and you're worried about this?" Janelle looked down at her birthmark. The gray spiral had been like a tattoo on her upper arm her whole life. It had to be the weirdest birthmark in the history of the world, but Janelle had gotten used to it. It started conversations. People thought it was cool.  

But right now, it sent a little shudder over her skin. It looked like the hurricane diagrams she'd seen on TV earlier, and it even had a dark spot in the middle that someone could mistake for an eye. 

Okay. Maybe her dad had a point. She dug through the kit for a large bandage and slapped it over the spiral.

"The high school should be coming up." Her father turned down a side street. "I'm sure they're still using the same building since I went there."

"Good," she breathed. It was hard to believe she'd attend her father's old school in days. Why had he even moved here, anyway? His parents had died long ago, and none of his old friends had talked to him much since he'd moved up to Michigan to marry her mother.  

A curtain of rain moved aside. One of the telephone poles ahead leaned towards the street.

A fist of panic squeezed Janelle's insides. 

The pole looked like it might—

The cruiser passed it safely, but her father hummed and drove closer to the falling pole and wires. He hadn't noticed it.

Janelle grabbed the sides of her seat. 

"Um…" It was all she could manage.

With a great roar of wind, the pole lurched down, wires whipping overhead like hungry snakes. Her father slammed the brakes, but the truck screeched and went into a skid.

"Dad!" Janelle broke her paralysis and raised her hands as the pole descended. It was all over. Done. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the impact.

It never came.

She lowered her hands. "What the—"

The telephone pole had stopped falling right above them. It now trembled against a burst of wind…a burst going in the opposite direction as it had before.

"Go!" Janelle slapped the dashboard so hard her palms stung.

With the squealing of tires, the truck lurched forward. Janelle twisted around in time to see the pole fall to the street as if released by a tired giant, dragging its wires with it. Sparks shot up from the ground and died.

"That was way too close." She folded her arms to keep them from shuddering, but it did no good.

Her father turned up the air conditioning and stayed silent. He'd gone somewhere into his own world.

"What's wrong with you, Dad? This isn't making any sense. That telephone pole almost crushed us."

He said nothing about that.

The cruiser led them down a third street, one free of telephone poles. A yellow sign emerged from the rain. Palm Grove High School. They'd made it.
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An hour passed in the crowded high school hallway, and the howling outside got louder. Gusts made the sides of the school whistle and groan. Children started to shift on their blankets while their parents held them close. One little boy asked for cheese puffs and kicked the blanket when his mother said she'd left them in the van. Strings of emergency lights ran along the floor, making everything eerie and shadowy.

Meanwhile, her father sat against some lockers and stared at the wall opposite him. He hadn't said a word since they got here.

Janelle plucked her silver dolphin necklace from under her tank top, rolling it in her fingers as she focused on its tiny smile. 

It had belonged to her mother before a patch of black ice, and a tree had taken her life in a car accident when Janelle was three. She closed her eyes and went back to the last memory she had of her. Janelle held a basket. Her mother led her around the yard, deep brown curls bouncing around her shoulders. The grass was wet, making Janelle's pajamas damp. A bright blue egg appeared next to the trunk of their big oak tree, and Janelle picked it up and put it in her basket next to the others.

"The storm should be almost over," her father said.

Janelle opened her eyes, jarred out of the memory. 

She let her necklace drop back to her chest.  

"But what will our house look like when we return?" she asked.  

"It'll be fine," he said. "Just wait and see."

She couldn't be sure. Water might even be rising around it, like with Hurricane Cordelia. 

The pictures on the news of roofs peeking up from floodwater and bodies under sheets gave her nightmares when she was ten. Her father had yelled at her and told her to leave the room whenever it came on TV. 

But Cordelia had been a Category Five, and this storm was a Two. It wasn't the same, right?

The wind outside stopped as if choked off. 

The battering rain on the roof ebbed away. Heads perked up. Janelle expected another gust to hit the building, but it never came. The storm couldn't be done already.

Mutters floated up and down the hallway.  

"It's over." The kid who'd asked for the cheese puffs stood and peered at the doors.

A sliver of pale sunlight hit the brick wall near a trophy case, only to disappear a second later. Cheese Puff Boy looked down the hall for his mom, who'd walked past Janelle to the bathroom a minute before.

The weather radio droned away. "Gary has made landfall in the Palm Grove area and has weakened to a Category One storm with estimated winds of up to eighty miles per hour. It is expected to be downgraded to a tropical storm very soon. Currently, it is headed west at ten miles per hour."

The kid didn't notice. He was too hungry, too oblivious. Bunching up his blanket, he started for the door.

"Um…" Janelle leaned after him, but he kept walking. 

He pushed the door open. He was walking right out into—

"No!" She bolted for the doors as the kid disappeared through them, out into the deceptive calm. "It's not over. It's the e—"

"Janelle, let me go," her father demanded, standing.

Now he was going to protect her. She ignored him, ramming into the door as it closed. The door squealed and banged against the wall of the school. Footfalls came behind her. Others were coming, too.

The air outside was damp, still. Thin clouds stretched and floated overhead. Ponds had replaced parking spaces and leaves stuck to the windshields of every vehicle. Down the street, a power line hung low over the pavement.  

"Kid!" she yelled, scanning the lot. 

Babysitting was not the career choice for her.

The boy tugged on the doors of a van. He stared at her but didn't move. The clouds continued to roll overhead. The other side of the storm would hit any second. There was no time for diplomacy. 

She ran through a puddle after him.

"Janelle—" her father started behind her.  

"Come back in. Now." Janelle took the kid's wrist.

"Ow!" The boy thrashed, his voice a genuine scream of pain. He thrashed against her grip as it rang in her ears. "You're hurting my arm! Let go!"

Janelle let go in shock. The boy drew away and ran towards the door, grasping his wrist. 

She hadn't even held onto him that hard. 

It didn't make sense.

"You okay?" she called after him. But he ran faster, pushing past an old man in the doorway and vanishing inside the school. It left a sick feeling inside her.

A lone raindrop hit her on the forehead.  

"Let's get back in." Her father took her arm and nodded back at the door. It meant hurry. 

Why was he being all worried now? 

"Be a bit more careful with your strength next time."

"What strength?" Janelle held up her bony arms. Nothing like that had happened before. He had to be joking.  

Movement in the parking lot caught her eye, and she stopped.

A vortex of mist and water spun between an SUV and her father's silver truck, shimmering in the pale light.

Janelle leaped back, crashing into her father. A tornado. She'd read that hurricanes could spawn them. But this one was eight feet high, and the sky was still a calm gray. It was all so…

Weird.

"By golly. What is that?" An old man appeared at her side and stood, his mouth dropping open.

"Dad?" She glanced at him and back to the silent vortex.

"Janelle, inside. Now." Her father pulled on her shoulder. "I said go!"

But she couldn't move or look away. Her mind raced around, searching for an explanation. 

The vortex tightened and spun faster, spraying droplets on the surrounding cars.

It didn't come any closer. Maybe a water main had blown loose or something. 

Or the winds had come together just right over a puddle and—

The vortex exploded, sending water to the ground in all directions. Gasps shot up from the crowd. An army of droplets flew right at her, splattering over her and re-soaking her clothes. She blinked them away to look for the cause.

A teenage boy stood right where the vortex had spun a moment before.

She blinked. This guy looked drowned. 

Stringy black hair stuck to the back of his scalp, and his purple T-shirt clung to his skin. He wobbled in place like a newborn calf. He raised a dripping arm, reaching for something to hold onto. His palm flopped down on the windshield of a truck but to no avail. He groaned and tumbled to the pavement with a thud.

"Oh, my god," a woman cried out from the doorway.

Janelle looked back at the people gathered behind her. 

Nobody moved. The old man stared with huge eyes while her father swallowed.

"Janelle." Her father spoke slowly now. "Go back in the building."

She couldn't. No one else was rushing to help this kid. Janelle rushed towards the body on the ground. She'd figure out what she'd seen later. They needed to get this kid inside before the other side of the hurricane hit.

"Janelle!" Her father's hand brushed the back of her shirt.

She squatted in a puddle of water and seized his limp left arm, curling her fingers into his wrist. Her first aid classes spun through her head. A strong, steady pulse beat underneath his skin. 

This guy was just unconscious. 

She let out a huge sigh of relief.

"He's alive. Help me get him up." Janelle made to hook her hand under his armpit while the crowd drew close. Her father stood there, deflating like a child caught doing graffiti by his mom.  

The drenched guy coughed, and his purple sleeve crept up as she helped tug him to his feet. Janelle froze and stared at the arm just inches from her face.  

No, it couldn't be. But it was.

The boy had a familiar grayish birthmark on his upper arm. A birthmark in the shape of a spiral. A mark exactly like hers.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Janelle hooked her arm under one of the kid's elbows. Well, he was more of a guy, around sixteen or so. Her heart raced. They had to get this kid inside. The other side of the storm could be bearing down already. She could look at his marking after they did that.

"Janelle, let me take—" her father started, moving in.

But another man nodded and took Vortex Guy's other arm. Her father sighed and bit his lip. Janelle looked away. She could do this on her own. Wouldn't he want that? He expected her to take care of everything with a poker face.

And she wanted a closer look at the spiral he had on his arm.

She and the man dragged him to the door, splashing through puddles.

Water soaked in through Janelle's shoes. Vortex Guy's pant legs dragged through the water. It didn't matter because he was already soaked. The rest of the crowd followed her and the man as they pulled the kid through the school doors and back into the dark. Janelle stared at his spiral until the shadow of the school fell over it.

Yes. It matched hers exactly, down to the dark spot in the middle.

"Back. Back," her father said, waving the crowd towards the walls. A space opened on the floor, and someone laid down a blanket as Janelle's eyes adjusted. "Give him some room."

"Over here," Janelle told the guy who had the kid's other arm. "On the blanket."

They set him down. Vortex Guy muttered something and let his head fall to the side.

Before she could look closely again or pull an emergency lantern closer, her father knelt beside him, swallowed, and pulled his sleeve over his spiral.

She expected her father to smile at her and give her some busy work, but instead, he busied himself straightening out the blanket.

The guy coughed. It sounded wet and suffocating, and the thickening crowd filled the hall, pressing closer to watch the spectacle. The space Janelle and her father occupied shrunk by the second.

Janelle's heart thumped.

The soaked guy needed first aid. That class from last summer came to mind. She knew what to do about this, somewhere. He was breathing, so there was no Heimlich maneuver needed. She gripped him on the shoulder, pulling it off the blanket.

"I'll roll him onto his side, so if he coughs up anything—"

"What's wrong with him?" a plump woman cut in.

"Where did he come from?"

Her dad lifted a finger to his lips and addressed the thick crowd around him. "Quiet. He'll be fine after he rests a while."

He sounded too sure, and Janelle couldn't stop what came out next. "But he sounds like he nearly drowned!" She twisted around and put her ear close to the drenched guy's mouth, all too aware of how close she was to his face. Warmth blew against her cheek, so he was breathing. That meant he still had a pulse, too. She looked back up at the ghostly faces in the dark hallway. "Are there any doctors here?"

Others echoed her question up and down the hall.

A stout woman made her way through the wall of onlookers. "I'm a nurse. Let me see." She took Janelle's place and took Vortex Guy's pulse. "Strong. Someone should call an ambulance just to be safe. Did he just escape from a flooded area?"

"No," her father answered.

A stiff breeze blew down the hall, ruffling Janelle's hair. The guy opened his eyes, which darted back and forth. It was a look of confusion, of terror. “I…I…” He squeezed them shut, curling into a fetal position.

"What's wrong?" Janelle asked him, leaning closer as she let her shoulders drop. "How did you get out there?"

But the boy put his hand over his eyes, trying to block her out.

"Close the door," a woman called from down the hall. "The storm's coming back."

A squeak followed as someone pulled the double doors shut. The rain beat against the building, but the wind had lost its punch as if someone had ripped out the storm's heart. Janelle couldn't even hear it whistling against the windows anymore. It sounded like just a plain old rainy day outside.

Static cut over the man on the radio. "Gary has now been downgraded to a tropical storm, with maximum wind speeds of seventy miles per hour. It may be downgraded yet again to tropical depression status within a few hours as a weakening trend continues. Now we are beginning to receive damage reports…"

Vortex Guy winced. "Turn…that off. Please."

At least he was talking now. Janelle turned the radio off and leaned in for another glimpse of the gray spiral. But her father's shoes appeared next to her, like a silent warning against looking again.

If she tried to flip his sleeve back up, he'd stop her. She could practically feel his stare on her back. What was his problem?

Janelle turned away from her father and faced the boy. A salty aroma hit her nostrils, sending a strange tingle through her body. Had this guy just crawled out of the ocean or something? But that was impossible. The sea was miles away.

"What were you doing out there?" Janelle asked, but still, he didn't open his eyes. His head fell to the side, revealing a cute mole on his nose.

"Leave him alone, Janelle." Her father took her arm, making her stand. He took her place at his side. He lowered his voice as he spoke to Vortex Guy. "Rest a while. You'll feel better soon."

"Dad, what's going on?"

"Nothing, Janelle. He must have had a hard time walking through the storm."

She couldn't shake the feeling that this wasn’t nothing. Or that her father didn't know about it. Janelle's skin tingled under the bandage that hid her own mark. She wanted to peel it off and ask her father why she and this guy had the same thing, but people stood on every side.

There was a better time to do it.

Sirens approached and cut off. A moment later, the ambulance backed towards the double doors, lights flashing. Someone had dialed 911. The crowd pressed themselves to the walls as the paramedics wheeled in the stretcher to take away Vortex Guy and whatever connection he might have to her.
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Janelle rolled down the truck window, gaping at the damage as the muggy air crept over her face. Fallen trees. Branches lay everywhere. Roofs with shingles peeled away, and she glimpsed a street taped off with a power line hanging low over it. Her stomach rolled. This was so much different than seeing it on TV. At least the television made it unreal somehow.

Now, that protective wall had come down.

"This is awful," she said. "How can people live with this?"

"It doesn't happen yearly, Janelle," her father said. "Or even every ten years. It'll all get fixed. It always does."

A branch had shattered the windshield of a car—a shiny red convertible, of course—and a tree had caved in the roof of a pink house. The truck crunched small branches and shingles under its tires as her father drove them past, silent. He cleared his throat like he would say something, then went quiet again.

"I hope nobody died," Janelle said.

"I hope so, too." Her father looked away, lost. He sure didn't think hurricanes were cool now.

At least, she hoped he didn't, but nothing about his behavior made sense since moving in.

"We'll get home in just a few minutes." Her father tapped the steering wheel in a rhythm, daring only quick glances at the houses around them.

Now was the time to ask him about Vortex Guy.

Nobody else was around.

"What do you think was wrong with that kid?" Janelle asked. "He had a birthmark like mine. Didn't you see it?"

Her father stared hard at a house with sheet metal wrapped around one of its corners. "He had a birthmark, too? That's odd."

"But you saw it, Dad. You even pulled his sleeve down over it. Come on. I know a lot was happening today, but you can't deny that."

He coughed. "Maybe you were just seeing things."

"I doubt it. And didn't you see how there was this tornado thing in the parking lot one second, and the next, he was there?" Her head started to pound with the stress of the whole day.

"It could have been a tornado, after all. Hurricanes do spawn them."

"Not eight-foot-tall ones made out of water."

He was totally dodging the question.

They made another turn, and a bent sign labeled Missoula Street stuck out of a fallen branch as if greeting them. Janelle's stomach lurched, and she forgot about Vortex Guy. This was their street—and it didn't look any better than the others they'd passed. Fallen trees grabbed the road with leafy fingers, and the pieces of an orange gas station sign wedged against a car. People stood in tight groups and surveyed the damage. A pair of women hugged and comforted each other in front of a house with half its roof missing. The sobs from one floated over the sound of the truck's motor as they passed.

Janelle twisted her hair around her fingers and swallowed a bad taste. Their house was next, and there was nothing she could say to delay the inevitable. "Dad, I can't look at this anymore."

His lips twitched, but he said nothing as they rolled the rest of the way down the street. At last, he spoke just as the tension had built up, so she couldn't hold back her nerves. "Well, would you look at that," her dad said, pulling into their driveway. "We came out pretty good in all of this."

His voice gave her the strength to look.

Words escaped her.

"What?"

Their house waited in front of her. Undamaged.

None of the front windows were broken, even though her dad hadn't boarded them or put tape over them. Not a single tree had fallen in their yard. No branches littered their lawn, and all their shingles stayed put. It was as if someone had lowered a giant box over it while the storm raged overhead.

Janelle looked up and down the street as he pulled into their driveway and stopped. They were the only house without any damage.

"Dad, I need to lie down." A whole mountain of weirdness weighed down on her, crushing her harder by the minute. Nothing about today added up. "My head feels like it's ready to explode."

"You'd better," her father said. He sounded relieved. "I'll go see if I can help anybody. Keep the door locked."

"Sure thing." She'd think about all this later. Janelle knew she should go with her father and see who needed help, but her headache was going into Migraine Land. She could lie down or throw up in about an hour.

The house was still dark. Janelle went to bed, changed into her pajamas, and flopped down. The headache dulled.

Was her father relieved that their house was okay, or was he relieved that she had stopped asking him questions?

After an hour in a haze, Janelle drifted off into a swirling maelstrom of darkness, chaos, and pain.
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Her phone rang.

Janelle sat up in bed and tossed her sheets into the darkness. The first thing she noticed was that her headache was gone. The second thing she realized was that her phone was glowing in the dark. She snapped it up and raised it to her ear. "Hello?"

"So, you survived? You're okay? I've been worrying since you told me your dad was moving you in yesterday."

"Uh?" Janelle blinked a few times and recognized the voice. "Oh, hi, Leslie." She yawned, relieved she was speaking to someone familiar. "Sorry. Just woke up." Should she tell her friend about her father's weirdness and the water vortex? The whole day crashed back down on her, but she'd always been able to trust Leslie with anything.

"I was so worried about you. I miss you already. So, tell me all about Florida."

Janelle swallowed.

"Any cute guys?" Leslie never waited to ask about that, even though she never got much of a chance to talk to guys. And she couldn't believe how relevant that question was. Janelle held back a snicker.

"Well…" Vortex Guy hadn't been bad looking, but the pressure of the day followed, pushing away the blush. "I guess, yeah. Leslie, you'll think I'm crazy for telling you this."

"Try me. You know you can tell me anything." Leslie's voice was open, and Janelle was glad for her friend. Leslie let her vent and never told her to control her emotions, unlike someone else.

Janelle told the saga, leaving nothing out.

"He had a mark like yours? But I thought your spiral was one of a kind," Leslie said. "And you nearly died?" She added that last part as an afterthought, which was typical. "Oh, and you should visit that guy if you can find out what hospital he's in. Make sure he's okay. It might help you figure out why he was out in the storm. Just be careful, though."

"Careful?"

"Well, what are the chances of him randomly having that mark on his arm just like yours? Maybe he's your distant relative or something, and that gray spiral is some kind of genetic thing. Palm Grove is the area your dad originally came from. So, until you know, don't go ask him for dates or anything."

She hadn't thought of that, and besides, Janelle wasn’t that brave. "You can find explanations for everything, Leslie."

Well, for the marking, at least. The water tornado still made no sense, but there must be a logical way to spin that, too, no pun intended. "If he's related, he's distant. My dad has no family except some brother he hasn't heard from in fourteen years. You know—that makes me feel better. Thanks. And that's a great idea. Going to the hospital, I mean."

Leslie lowered her voice, trying to sound evil. "Guilt trip your dad into taking you. After the day he put you through, he won't be able to say no."

"You think I can play that card?" Maybe it was worth a shot.

"Of course, you can. Just be assertive for once, maybe even aggressive, and stop following the rules all the time. Besides, you're doing a good deed, and that should win some brownie points with your dad. By the way—"

Thirty minutes later, Janelle managed to get off the phone with Leslie. She found her dad sitting on the couch, staring into a glass of cranberry juice. Emergency candles burned on either side of the table, casting a flicker on the walls.

He glanced up at her and swallowed, shadows dancing across his face. Leslie might be onto something. "I'm sorry about scaring you earlier. I don't know what I was thinking, staying here and all. I forgot that you'd never been through this kind of thing."

Maybe Leslie was onto something. "Apology accepted. Where's the nearest hospital?"

Her father's eyebrows lifted, but he remained as emotionless as he wanted her to be. "You want to see that boy."

Heat crept up her cheeks, and she thanked the power outage for hiding it. "I just want to see if that guy's all right." And if our birthmarks are somehow connected, she thought. "I helped drag him out of the storm."

Her father put his chin in his hand and studied the floor. "He was looking better before the ambulance even came to get him. He needs rest, so it might not be a good idea."

"Come on, Dad. I don't know anyone here. If he goes to my school, it would be a good way to start making new friends. Starting in a new place without some connections won't be easy."

He sighed, deep in thought. "Okay," he said at last. "He's probably at Laverne Medical Center. That's ten miles north of here, and I'll take you there tomorrow. It'll be good for you to meet others and allow you to see the area."

Janelle held back her victory smile. She'd have to call Leslie tomorrow and tell her the guilt trip idea was a hit. "Um…how are we going to find his
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