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In Which the Turtle Is Introduced and a Painting Is Stolen

Our story might not truly begin with the turtle, but I’m going to start there.

The turtle in question is named Agatha. Her name was given to her by a human who had noticed her existence.

Most humans did not notice her existence.

Agatha is important to our story because she lives in the garden behind the Penelope L. Brooks Museum. In the warmer months, she moves slowly—very slowly; she is, after all, a turtle—nibbling on food left over by picnicking families. (During the summer, the garden behind the Penelope is a very popular picnic spot.)

Occasionally, a human will spot Agatha and clap with delight. But mostly she is left alone.

In the winter, she tunnels underground to hibernate. And to stay away from the cold. Turtles prefer going underground to wearing winter coats.

The day the painting was stolen from the museum was the warmest day that Maple Lake had had so far that year. The sun beamed down on the garden. That heat and goldenness radiated into Agatha’s burrow.

A warm, bright wedge of sunlight woke her up.

She crawled (very slowly) out of the burrow. She happened to emerge at just the moment that the robber was scurrying away with the painting.

She saw the culprit.

Agatha noticed many things about the thief. She noticed their height. Their clothes. She noticed how quickly they moved.

Turtles are good at noticing.

But she also noticed that the sun that had felt so warm in her burrow didn’t feel quite as warm up here aboveground.

She tucked herself back into her burrow.

She would wait for warmer weather.
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In Which There Are Mysterious Marks on the Wall

Rami was staring at the marks when he heard the voice.

The marks were faint against the cream-colored walls. Barely there. A scratch more than anything, really. It looked as though someone had taken a pencil and lightly etched a couple of stray lines.

Rami blinked. When he opened his eyes, he expected the marks to be gone. But they were still there.

Because Rami’s mom worked at the museum, he was frequently forced to spend time here. Immediately after the theft occurred, Rami had stayed away from Cherry Hall, the room in the museum where the stolen painting used to hang. But then he worried that the staying away made him seem guilty somehow.

So, he came back to Cherry Hall in the afternoons and just sat. Sometimes he would read his book. Sometimes he would do his homework. But now it was spring break, and he didn’t have any homework. And he’d already read his book. Twice.

Which meant that all that was left to do was stare at the wall.

And staring at the wall was really very boring.

Until he noticed the marks. Until he heard the voice.

On this particular day, Cherry Hall was completely empty. Except for Rami, of course. It was Monday afternoon, which meant the museum was closed. And the cleaning crew, which his mother oversaw, had already done their full mop and sweep of the room. The walls had been wiped down and the frames had been dusted.

Everything was sparkling. Even the empty space on the wall where the painting that had been stolen had once hung.

The stolen painting was called Untitled. Literally. That was its name. Its name was its lack of name.

Rami thought everything might’ve been easier if the stolen painting had a proper name.

While he stared at the mysterious marks on the wall, he thought about the missing painting’s lack of a name. He tried to come up with a title for it, but he couldn’t think of anything good.

It was then that he heard the voice.

At first, he stayed very still.

But then he heard it again. This prompted him to stand up from the bench where he had been sitting.

He looked over his shoulder. He didn’t see anyone. He looked to the side. He still didn’t see anyone. He was convinced that he was alone.

(He wasn’t alone. But he would figure that out soon enough.)

Rami moved closer to the wall.

He reached out instinctively and then quickly withdrew his hand, remembering the paramount rule of art museums. No touching.

This was a rule his mother had reminded him of over and over again.

“We’re lucky they let me bring you to work,” she’d said. “But you need to behave. Be quiet. And absolutely do not, under any circumstances, touch anything.”

Rami had thought it would be a whole lot luckier if he was allowed to stay at home. By himself. Like all the almost-twelve-year-olds that he knew. But his mother was a worrier. When he asked her about it, she would say, “You can’t blame me for being a worrier. I was born in a war zone.”

“Maple Lake isn’t a war zone,” Rami would answer.

“That’s why your father and I came here,” Rami’s mom inevitably would reply. “Because we wanted you to have a better life in a safe place.”

“Maple Lake is safe,” Rami would say. The conversation always had this circular nature. His mother explaining that they came to Maple Lake because it was safe, Rami agreeing that Maple Lake was safe, and then Rami asking to stay home alone because of the aforementioned safeness. But he never got anywhere.

Which was why he was here on this particular afternoon. In Cherry Hall. In the Penelope L. Brooks Museum, which everyone in Maple Lake simply referred to as the Penelope.

No one in Maple Lake had cared much about the Penelope. Until two weeks ago. When the painting went missing. Now the Penelope was all anyone wanted to talk about.

“Hello?” Rami heard the voice say.

The voice was quiet at first.

Scarcely audible.

Rami spun around.

He still didn’t see anything. Not yet. But he was getting closer.

“Hello?” the voice said again.

He glanced back at the wall. And it was there, on the wall, that he first saw her shadow. This time, when he turned around, he saw a girl.
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The Floating Girl

The girl was probably around his age. Maybe a little younger. Maybe a little older. It was hard to tell. Rami straightened his spine. If she was trying to determine his age, he wanted her to guess on the older side. He pushed his curly dark hair away from his face. He put on his most adult-looking expression.

“Hello,” the girl said a third time. “Can you see me?”

She was pale white with a freckled face and long, thick dark brown hair that almost reached her waist. Her hair had that static-shock quality, puffing out around her, like it was raising its hand, waiting to be called on. She had big green eyes that blinked rapidly. And was wearing a blue dress that seemed like something someone would wear in summer instead of winter. Not that Rami knew much about fashion.

In his mind he replayed what the girl had said: Hello. Can you see me?

Can you see me? Rami was puzzled. It was such a strange thing to say. He figured he must’ve not heard her correctly.

Sometimes Rami felt that way, though. In the crowded hallway at school. In the cafeteria when he scanned for a familiar face that wasn’t one of the faces he’d known since kindergarten. Those friends had decided, just this year, right at the start of school, that they didn’t want anything to do with him anymore.

Can you see me? Rami repeated in his head, before he said aloud, “Uh.”

“Uh?” she said.

Rami wondered if he was imagining the girl.

Rami wondered a lot.

Rami swallowed.

(As of recently, he swallowed a lot, too.)

He looked down at his black sneakers with the orange stripes on the sides. His mom had bought them for him as a present before the start of sixth grade. That was back when he’d thought middle school was going to be way better than it had turned out to be so far. The shoes felt a bit too tight now, but Rami wasn’t ready to get rid of them.

“Can you please let me know if you can actually see me?”

Rami flipped his eyes back up to the girl. “Yes. I mean, yeah. I mean, why wouldn’t I be able to see you?”

The girl let out one of the loudest sighs that Rami had ever heard. It sounded almost like a train whistle. Rami jumped and then tried to pretend like he hadn’t. (He wasn’t fooling anyone.)

“Don’t be so loud. The guard is going to come,” Rami said.

The Penelope had two security guards on its payroll, but only one guard worked at a time. If you were looking to blame something or someone for the robbery, the fact that there was only ever one guard on duty seemed like a good place to start. But in fairness, the Penelope was a small museum. And there were cameras in every room. (The cameras had not proven helpful, but we will talk more about that later.)

“It won’t matter in the slightest if the guard does come,” the girl answered. “The guards do not see me. I’ve been trying to talk with them for days.”

The girl didn’t speak like most of the kids he knew from school. And there was a lilting quality to her voice. It reminded Rami of something from an old movie.

It was then that Rami noticed the girl’s feet. She wasn’t wearing any shoes. Which would’ve been strange enough on its own, but upon second glance, it was obvious that her feet were not touching the floor.

She was floating.

Barely.

But she was floating.

Rami screamed. Quickly, he covered his mouth with his hands. He couldn’t believe that he’d screamed. That was really very embarrassing.

But then he looked back at the girl’s floating feet and felt like screaming all over again.

His skin was hot and rashy. He held his breath for a long time.

The girl flashed a toothy smile at him. “No need to be frightened. But where were we? You were speaking about the security guard?”

Rami kept his hands over his mouth. He shook his head very fast. The room seemed like it was spinning. He couldn’t stop looking at the girl’s floating feet.

He was sure he was imagining them.

He had to have been, right?

Squeezing his eyes very tight, he shook his head again.

“Is everything okay?” a gruff voice asked.

Rami opened his eyes.

The security guard stood in the archway entrance of Cherry Hall. He was eyeing Rami suspiciously. This was exactly what Rami did not need.

“I’m o-okay,” he managed to stammer.

The security guard, whose name was Ed, frowned. He stared at Rami for a long time. Sweat pooled at the back of Rami’s neck.

Ed made a humph-ing sound, and his frown deepened. Rami knew for a fact that this security guard was not a fan of his. He hadn’t liked Rami being here even before the painting went missing.

“This isn’t a day care,” Ed had said to Rami’s mother more than once.

And now that the painting had gone missing—let’s just say Ed was convinced Rami had something to do with it.

“If you’re okay, why did you scream?”

“I . . .” Rami’s mind went blank.

“Just know that I’m watching you.” Ed made the universal sign with two fingers for “I’m keeping tabs on you.” Rami wasn’t sure why Ed had felt the need to say the warning and then act it out, but he nodded and forced his face to look very serious.

“I promise—”

“I don’t need your promises. I’m going to catch you next time.”

“There won’t be a next time,” Rami said, and then quickly added, “Not that there was a first time.”

Ed raised an eyebrow, his mouth still set in a downturned line.

After what felt like forever, Ed eventually ambled into another room. Rami took a couple of deep breaths.

“Well, that was strange,” the girl said, floating back into view. “Is he always in such a bad mood?”

Rami felt like screaming again. But he didn’t.

He had so many questions. Like why was she floating? And why was she dressed for summer when it had been snowy all week?

But he didn’t ask any of those questions.

Instead, he said, “Who are you?”

“I promise I’m not pulling your leg when I tell you that I truly haven’t the faintest clue who I am,” the girl said. “Which is quite the elephant-sized problem, if you know what I mean.”

He tried not to stare at her floating feet. But he couldn’t stop himself. Hovering just above the museum’s shiny wooden floor, they were so pale that they were almost translucent.

“You’re floating,” he said.

She looked down at her feet. “Oh. Yes. That.”

He shook his head once more. Thinking that maybe if he shook it enough, something would shift in his brain to make this all seem less strange. “People don’t float. It doesn’t make any sense.”

The girl shrugged. “I do.”

“I asked who you—”

“And as I’ve already told you, I simply don’t know.”

“You don’t know who you are?”

She blinked rapidly, and then her face moved into a sullen, sour expression. “No. I do not.”

“That doesn’t make any—”

“Sense?” She finished his sentence for him. “You keep saying that. Repeating things can be quite tedious, don’t you think?”

Rami was quiet for a moment. “Uh, yeah, I guess, but what else is there to say? It doesn’t make any sense. How can you not know who you are?”

The girl who was floating smiled a little. But her smile seemed sad. Rami knew all about sad smiles.

“Well, we are not going to get anywhere if we keep repeating ourselves. Can we at least agree to that?” the girl said.

Rami scratched the back of his neck. His skin still felt hot and rashy. “I guess.”

“No. You need to agree. Affirmatively. We must agree to both try harder,” the girl said. She moved—or, rather, she floated—closer to him. “Because, you see, I am in dire need of your help.”
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In Which Rami Realizes the Girl Looks Familiar

Rami looked over his shoulder. He was certain Ed was going to walk back into Cherry Hall at any moment. Also, he was half convinced that the girl must have been talking to someone else.

Given how terribly his sixth-grade year was going, Rami Ahmed didn’t think he was in the position to be able to help anyone.

(He was wrong.)

“I’m quite taken with this one,” the girl said. She was pointing at the largest painting in the room. It was of a sailboat.

Rami had always thought that painting was kind of boring. He was also confused about why someone would choose to paint a boat on the shore. Wasn’t the whole point of boats that they floated on water? Why would anyone care about a boat if it was on land?

He knew he should say something about the painting, but he couldn’t think of anything smart. Or nice. So instead, he asked, “You really don’t know what your name is?”

“I really don’t. I know that doesn’t make any sense, but it is what it is.”

“You told me to stop saying that it doesn’t make sense.”

“Actually, I did not. I only commented that you were frequently repeating it. It was merely an observation.”

Rami flinched a bit, something that had been happening a lot since the start of the school year, but felt a flush of relief when he saw she was smiling. It was then
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