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The Beginning

Colin just wanted to figure out who he was.

Then someone sent him a key.

Funny thing about keys, though.

Even when you find the lock they open . . .

Even when you turn the key and open the door and stand there with everything laid out before you . . .

That still doesn’t always mean you understand.

Yet. 
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The Mysterious Package

Colin found the box on his porch at dawn. 

Nothing about that was normal. Colin never got up early unless he had to, and when he did, it was almost always because Mom was prodding him along, constantly reminding him, “I know you want to go back to sleep, but you really have to get moving. . . .”

This morning, Colin was on the porch alone.

Boxes were also not a common sight on the Creedmonts’ porch. The Creedmonts weren’t like the other families on their street, who were constantly ordering things from Amazon or the online sites for Target or Walmart (or whatever). Other people were the reason the Amazon and UPS and FedEx and USPS trucks were constantly maneuvering up and down the Creedmonts’ street, dodging parked cars and leaving behind cardboard boxes on doormats.

Colin’s mom thought online shopping was practically a sin—or, at least, excessive online shopping was. She had a whole spiel about how it was too easy. People, she said, got a one-second rush of happiness from clicking Buy buttons for stuff they didn’t actually need or want. But they’d really only bought themselves years of annoyance at having a cluttered house, and not being able to find the objects they truly did care about in the midst of all those useless, wasteful purchases.

Colin’s mom ran a business called Possession Curation, which was all about helping people get rid of clutter so they could enjoy their more meaningful belongings. In a snarky, obnoxious mood, Colin could have argued that Mom needed people to keep shopping, so they would also keep hiring her to declutter their houses.

But Colin usually wasn’t snarky or obnoxious.

At least, he hadn’t been that way before this summer.

Or, more precisely, before last week.

Last week, his father had died.

Colin was still getting used to how that fact felt, how the words sounded in his head: My father is dead. He’d never met his father—or, anyway, hadn’t seen his father since Colin was a baby, which of course he didn’t remember. So if someone had asked Colin a month ago or a year ago if it would matter for his dad to just up and die, Colin probably would have said no. He would have said, What’s the difference?

But it did matter.

It was different.

In fact, it was the reason Colin had awakened so early today.

Yesterday he’d told his friend Nevaeh he was ready to find out everything he could about his father. He was ready to find out why his mother said his father was a bad person. He was ready to find out why his father had signed away all his rights to see Colin, to watch him grow up. Nevaeh and Colin had been on the verge of doing a Google search for his father’s name—the first step.

And then Nevaeh’s sister had texted to say that she had to pick up Nevaeh early, and . . . Colin had chickened out.

No way was Colin doing his search alone.

But that meant that Colin couldn’t sleep last night. And, as he tossed and turned, it also meant that the normally cozy house he shared with his mom felt too confining. It meant that, when the first glimmer of dawn peeked through his windows, he’d felt like he had to escape.

He’d stumbled out onto their front porch like a dying man gasping for air.

Wait, no—don’t think about dying. . . .

He started to lose his balance and kicked out his right foot to the side. His foot struck something—something that wasn’t supposed to be there. Because, at the Creedmont house, even the porch was always tidy and orderly, with nothing out of place.

Colin bent down, feeling around on the doormat. The light was so dim, he had his hands firmly around the box before he properly saw it. He blinked, trying to get his eyes to focus. The box was small and rectangular, and wrapped in brown mailing paper. It had a name and address written on the top, but no return address, no mailing label, no stamps.

No one official had placed this box on the Creedmonts’ porch. It hadn’t been delivered by a postal carrier, an Amazon driver, a UPS or FedEx employee.

Colin stood up, lifting the box toward the light.

His name was on the box. It was addressed to him.

“Oh, right—Nevaeh,” he muttered, leaning back against the doorway in relief. He grinned, trying to decide whether the box’s contents were more likely to be a prank or a care package. Though, what did it matter? Either would be a reminder that he had a good friend—that he mattered a whole lot to someone besides just Mom.

He slid his finger under the tape holding the brown mailing paper in place. Knowing Nevaeh—knowing how her family rolled—she’d probably want him to avoid ripping the paper, so she could have it back to reuse. Nevaeh was a Greevey, and her dad was the Junk King of Groveview, Ohio. His official motto was, “I love junk!” But Nevaeh joked sometimes that his real motto was, “Give me your trash, and I’ll convince someone else it’s actually treasure, so I can sell it for double what you paid!”

So the Greeveys never threw away anything. The way they lived was pretty much the exact opposite of how Colin and his mom lived. If Colin’s mom said something was black, Nevaeh’s dad would say it was white. If Nevaeh’s dad said something was up, Colin’s mom would say it was down. And everything Colin’s mom saw as trash, Nevaeh’s dad saw as treasure. And vice versa.

Because of that, Colin’s mom and Nevaeh’s dad had despised each other for about as long as Colin and Nevaeh had been alive. So: twelve years. They’d seen each other as bitter rivals. Then this summer, because of Colin and Nevaeh, the two families had started working together, coordinating their efforts. At first, that change had been a little bumpy. But this week they were getting along.

Because of my father dying. Because Mr. Greevey is actually a nice person, underneath it all, and he feels sorry for Mom. And . . . for me.

The brown mailing paper fell away, revealing a shoebox—but a small shoebox, sized for a baby’s shoes. Maybe a toddler’s.

Yeah, this is definitely from Nevaeh, Colin thought, grinning again.

It had been a summer full of shoeboxes. That was partly because he and Nevaeh were both working in their parents’ businesses, cleaning out attics and basements and closets and storage areas and sometimes even whole houses. And it was ridiculous how many people in Groveview seemed to think shoeboxes were for storing anything but shoes. Colin didn’t mind. He and Nevaeh had come across three different particularly interesting shoeboxes over the course of the summer—two full of secret letters, one full of ghostly photos. After the first two shoeboxes, Colin and Nevaeh had started their own business for solving mysteries. And if he said so himself, they’d done that really well.

Colin turned the box over—right side up—and his grin faded. A green Post-it Note fluttered from the top of the box. Even before Colin had puzzled out the words on it, he could tell: this wasn’t Nevaeh’s handwriting.

For that matter, the handwriting on the wrapping paper hadn’t been Nevaeh’s, either.

Then he read the Post-it Note, and he knew there was no way this box was from Nevaeh. She would never play such a cruel prank. Or, if it was meant sincerely, she would know better than to get his hopes up so high.

Because, what the Post-it Note said was:

Your father wanted you to have this.
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What Nevaeh Knew

Nevaeh’s phone buzzed.

It buzzed again.

And again.

And then it rang, one shrill peal of sound in the dark bedroom in what felt like the middle of the night.

“Murder most foul would be too good for whoever that is,” Nevaeh’s sister, Prilla, growled from across the room. Nevaeh was pretty sure that “murder most foul” was a Shakespeare quote, so it was kind of impressive that Prilla could be awakened from a deep sleep and immediately go into acting mode.

“Sorry,” Nevaeh mumbled, not quite awake yet herself. She’d been in the middle of a good dream about hanging out with Colin and their friend Ree and . . . it was completely gone now. She grabbed her phone from the nightstand between her bed and Prilla’s, and silenced it. “Gotta be a garbage call. Nobody I know would call at . . .” She squinted at the ancient clock radio Prilla had rescued from some junk pile somewhere. “Six-oh-seven a.m.?”

Prilla stuck an arm out from under her covers. “Hand it over. Don’t you have the spam blocker on? Let’s fix that or they might call back.”

“But I’m sure I set it up right,” Nevaeh complained. She’d gotten her phone only last year, at the start of sixth grade. And that had felt so momentous. She’d been determined to do everything properly, even if her phone was just a hand-me-down with a screen someone else had already cracked. And she’d been listening for years to everything Prilla and their three brothers—Roddy, Dalton, and Axel—had ever said about phones. The advantage (and disadvantage) of being the youngest of five kids was that someone was always telling her what to do. She peered at the phone’s screen. “Oh, wait. That call was from Colin. After he texted me again and again and . . .”

Prilla sat halfway up, propped on her elbows.

“Everything okay?”

“Don’t know,” Nevaeh said. “I better call him back.”

She slid out of bed and headed for the door.

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do,” Prilla said.

But Nevaeh barely heard her. She paused on the landing outside their bedroom to text Colin, Give me a minute. Going somewhere private.

She tiptoed down the stairs. Most mornings, Dad or one of Nevaeh’s brothers would be up by now, especially if it was a day with a lot of junk runs. But the first floor of the house was still silent and dark. Nevaeh glanced again at Colin’s string of texts—Call me as soon as you see this! and Seriously, can you call right now? and Please???—and she kept going. She unlocked and stepped out the back door. But she waited until she was halfway to her family’s barn before she swiped her finger across her phone’s screen to call Colin back.

“Thank you!” Colin’s voice exploded in her ear on the first ring. “Listen, hang up and call me on, like, FaceTime or Zoom. You’ve got to see this!”

“See what?” Nevaeh asked.

But she switched over to FaceTime, driven by the urgency in Colin’s tone.

Also, Colin didn’t usually boss her around. Usually it was her telling him what to do.

When he answered this time, his pale face glowed in an unfamiliar darkness.

“Where are you?” Nevaeh asked. “Have you been kidnapped? You look like you’re in a hostage video. Blink once if you need me to rescue you. Blink twice if—”

“This isn’t a joke!” Colin hissed. “I’m hiding in our shed. Mom can’t see this. She can’t know I’m out here. She can’t . . . what if she’d been the one who found the box?”

“What box?” Nevaeh asked. She wondered if maybe she was still stuck in a dream, after all. Colin usually made more sense than this.

Colin didn’t answer. Instead, he seemed to be turning his phone around. And maybe he’d simultaneously picked up a flashlight, because Nevaeh got a dizzying view of a circle of light on the wall of the Creedmonts’ shed—showing a green garden hose neatly coiled and hung on a hook, a spade and a pruning fork and a shovel lined up just so, exactly the way Nevaeh would have imagined Colin’s mother organized everything in her life.

The same way Nevaeh wished she could organize her own life.

And then the light and the phone screen were aimed at a small box on the clean-swept concrete floor, right by Colin’s feet. Nevaeh’s view of the box zoomed closer and closer—Colin must be crouching down. Finally the box was close enough that Nevaeh could read the Post-it stuck to the top:

Your father wanted you to have this.

Nevaeh gasped.

“Is that for real? What’s inside?”

“I don’t know! I’m scared to open it!”

Nevaeh resisted the urge to say, What’s wrong with you? She would have popped the lid off that box first thing.

But she knew what was wrong—not with Colin, but for Colin. She couldn’t quite imagine what it would be like having a father who’d never wanted to see his own kid. She couldn’t quite imagine not being part of a cozy, close-knit (though often maddening) family with two loving parents and what sometimes felt like too many siblings. And what always felt like too much junk.

But she could see how to be a good friend to Colin.

“Want me to come over there and open it for you?” she asked.

“Yes!” Colin cried. “I mean, no! I can’t wait that long. Can you just . . . stay on the phone with me while I open it?”

“Sure,” Nevaeh said. “Prop up the phone somewhere, and . . .”

Colin already seemed to be leaning his phone against the wall. He put the flashlight down, too, so now Nevaeh had an off-kilter view of a stream of light across the concrete floor. The light was aimed at the side of the box; now Nevaeh could make out the words “Fendi” and “Crib Shoes.”

Fendi was an expensive brand—Nevaeh knew that from working for her dad’s junk removal business. Anytime the family came across anything labeled Fendi, her dad crowed with joy and started calculating how much he was going to make reselling it on Poshmark or thredUP.

But “crib shoes”? Nevaeh thought. She’d learned this summer that people put all sorts of things in shoeboxes. Still, if it did turn out to be nothing but baby shoes . . . well, Nevaeh needed to figure out how to console Colin.

Colin put both hands on the box lid, his every move throwing off eerie shadows in the glow of the flashlight. The way he was acting, you’d think he was about to wrestle a poisonous snake, not merely open a box that didn’t seem to be taped or fastened together in any way. As far as Nevaeh could tell, all he needed to do was lift.

Slowly, slowly, slowly, he began to raise the lid.

He gulped.

He dropped the lid to the floor and reached into the box.

“What is it?” Nevaeh demanded. “What do you see?”

Colin pulled up his hand, something metallic dangling from his fingers.

“It’s a key,” he said. “But . . . there’s nothing else with it. Not a note or anything. I don’t know what it’s a key to.”

Colin moved his hand closer to his phone, and Nevaeh watched the key dangle from an orange key chain with gold lettering.

Nevaeh clapped her hand over her mouth.

“I do,” she said. “I know exactly where that key fits.”
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Colin and the Key

“You know . . . exactly?” Colin asked, gulping again. He felt faint. He felt like he might throw up. He felt like the shed was spinning around him, and he wouldn’t have been surprised if the box or the key flew up and hit him in the face.

Nevaeh’s voice seemed to come at him from a million miles away.

“Look at the key chain,” Nevaeh said. “Isn’t that the logo for Steve’s Self-Storage?”

“Oh,” Colin said. He picked up the flashlight and aimed it at the little plastic tag. The key chain did indeed contain three stylized Ss in a crude, amateurish design that made Colin think Steve had created it himself, and Steve really should have taken some art classes first. Below the Ss, very tiny print spelled out the address for Steve’s Self-Storage: 1000 Uhrlin Road, Groveview, Ohio. “So it’s a key to a . . . a storage unit? How are we supposed to know which one?”

“We could ask Steve,” Nevaeh suggested. Colin could tell how much she hated that idea. Steve Owens, the owner of the town’s one and only self-storage business, was a friend of Nevaeh’s dad. But that didn’t mean Nevaeh got along with him. “Or we could just walk up and down out there, trying the key in every lock. But Steve would see us on his security cameras.” On the phone screen, Nevaeh had her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Or . . . can you look closer at the key? I think at Steve’s, he always engraves the unit number on the key itself.”

Colin brought the flashlight beam closer to the key. The number 32 was indeed etched into the metal.

“I don’t understand,” Colin said. “Remember how much my mom hates storage units?”

He’d heard her rant about storage units nearly as much as about online shopping. Storage units, she said, were for people who couldn’t quite take the final step to truly curate their possessions—actually getting rid of the items they didn’t need or want. Instead, they spent hundreds or thousands of dollars a year to store things they might never look at again.

Mom pitied people who paid for storage units. And she thought of Steve the way she might view a drug dealer: as someone who took advantage of other people’s weaknesses. Someone who encouraged an addiction.

“Right, but . . . if this is a storage unit your dad set up or paid for . . .” Even in the grainy phone-screen video, it was clear that Nevaeh was wrinkling her nose again. But it was in a sympathetic way now. An “I’m sorry I have to point this out” way. “Your parents got divorced. And it sounds like it wasn’t a . . . friendly . . . divorce. Sometimes divorced couples kind of take revenge on each other. One person will do something the other person hates just to make them mad. What if this is just . . . catching you in the middle?”

Colin had to stop himself from snarling back, What do you know about divorced couples?

It wasn’t fair to blame Nevaeh just because she had two parents who had always loved her—and three brothers and a sister and grandparents and, like, dozens of aunts and uncles and cousins who loved her, too. It wasn’t her fault Colin only had his mother. Nevaeh and her family also had hundreds of friends, and somewhere in there, she probably had witnessed a friend or two with divorced parents. Nevaeh just knew about people.

Colin mostly just knew what he and his mom were like. Sometimes he felt like he’d grown up on a different planet from everyone else.

Having his father die made that feeling worse.

But Nevaeh stuck by me, he reminded himself. So did my other friends.

And Nevaeh had gotten up before sunrise to talk him through opening a stupid shoebox he’d been too cowardly to open all by himself.

He couldn’t snap at Nevaeh.

“You’re saying this key might not be a good thing,” he muttered. “You’re saying maybe I should just forget about it. Not even go to Steve’s and open the lock.”

“Oh, no,” Nevaeh said. On the phone screen now, her eyes were wide and surprised. She shoved an unruly strand of her thick, dirty-blond hair out of her face. The world was lighting up around her—a few moments ago, he hadn’t been able to see what color her hair was. “Of course we’re going to go open that lock. Just . . . don’t get too excited about it until we see what’s there.”

“That’s like asking me not to breathe,” Colin grumbled. “But . . . you know I can’t tell Mom about this. You know I can’t ask her to drive us there.”

He had only a vague idea of where Steve’s Self-Storage was. But he knew it was outside the city limits and beyond any sidewalks—too far away and on too busy of a road for him to walk or ride a bike there. And Nevaeh and her family lived way out in the country themselves, so anytime she went anywhere, she had to get someone to drive her.

“Yeah . . .” On the phone screen, Nevaeh seemed to be staring off into the distance, her eyes unfocused. “And you know if I asked Prilla or Dad or one of my brothers to take us, they’d ask questions.” Suddenly she snapped her fingers. “But Mom won’t, not when she’s coming off the night shift!” Nevaeh’s mom worked nights at the county hospital as an X-ray technician.

“Did she work last night?” Colin felt a surge of hope.

“Seven to seven, so . . . can you be ready for her to pick you up in forty-five minutes?”

Colin glanced toward the door behind him. What were the odds he could sneak out of the shed and back into the house, get dressed in the dark, and then sneak back out again without waking his mom? His chances weren’t great, but . . . he peered down at the key dangling from his hand again. He had to try.

“Sure,” he told Nevaeh.

“I’ll tell her to get you first, then me, then drop us both off at Steve’s,” Nevaeh said. Her fingers hovered over her phone, as if she was all ready to send a text.

“Then who’ll pick us up afterward?” Colin asked. “After . . . after we’ve seen what’s in the storage unit . . . and found out what my father wanted me to have?”

He could hear the shakiness in his own voice, the way he could easily start crying if he let his guard down.

On the phone screen, Nevaeh winced. She knew. She understood.

But then she flashed him her biggest, most reassuring grin.

“Oh, we’ll figure that out later,” Nevaeh said. “After we solve this mystery! Everything’s going to be fine! This is the best plan, ever!”
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What the Key Unlocked

Nevaeh’s mom yawned so widely, her jaw made a cracking sound.

“Who did you say told you to start work this early?” she asked as she drove. “Should I report my own husband for unfair child labor practices? Or, Colin, is this your mom’s fault?”

“Mom, really, Colin and I are okay with this,” Nevaeh said quickly, dodging the question. “It’s going to be so hot later today, we volunteered to start working on this storage unit as soon as we could get there.”

“Seems like your dad or Felicia should have driven you themselves,” Mom grumbled half-heartedly. “If they’re making you get up early, they should, too.”

“Well, it’s kind of . . . a surprise,” Nevaeh said, glancing at Colin in the back seat to make sure he heard this change in their official story. But he was peering out the window, his face pale and mostly hidden by his dark, curly hair.

Mom took one hand off the steering wheel to rub her eyes.

“Guess I should be proud of your work ethic, then,” she muttered. “But you know the rules—you have to talk to me to keep me awake. It was a long night.”

“Any interesting cases?” Nevaeh asked.

Mom reached over and ruffled Nevaeh’s already-messy hair.

“Maybe you’ll be the kid who follows me into the medical field,” she said wistfully.

Nevaeh felt guilty. She had no interest in medicine—she didn’t even like clutter, let alone blood, guts, vomit, pee, or poop. Or whatever other gross bodily substances medical people had to deal with.

But she faked a smile, even though Mom looked too sleepy to notice.

“Of course, I can’t assume I’ve lost Prilla and Roddy to the junk world, like I did with Axel and Dalton,” Mom murmured. “There’s still time for them to follow in my footsteps.”

Nevaeh felt even guiltier. She knew that Prilla and Prilla’s twin brother, Roddy—who were both about to start their senior year of high school—had already decided what they wanted to do with their lives. They both wanted to go to college so Roddy could study theoretical physics and Prilla could become a drama teacher. Nevaeh also knew that the twins were putting off telling Dad that. They didn’t want him getting all melodramatic on them—like, How could you bear to give up your inheritance in the Junk Kingdom?—when they hadn’t figured everything out yet.

It was a shame that not wanting to tell Dad something also meant they couldn’t tell Mom.

“Oh, um, who knows what could happen?” Nevaeh said faintly.

Mom shook her head, sending her wiry blondish-brown hair swinging out in a puff. Nevaeh knew Mom wasn’t disagreeing, just trying to stay awake.

“Interesting cases, let’s see . . .” Mom murmured.

They made it the rest of the way on Mom’s description of a single case: a teenager who’d somehow managed to break his leg in three places while rolling his four-wheeler. Nevaeh only had to ask, “Was it his femur or . . . what are the other bones in the leg called?” and Mom kept talking and talking and talking.

Then they were pulling into the gravel driveway of Steve’s Self-Storage. Row upon row of orange doors glowed in the early morning sunlight.

“Is it building one, two, or three?” Mom asked. “I’ll drive you around.”

“Oh, this is close enough,” Nevaeh said. “Just drop us here, so you can go straight home and get some sleep.”

Mom gave another jaw-cracking yawn.

“Sounds good,” she said. “Seems like I’m even more tired than usual—maybe I’m getting too old for these overnight shifts.”

Nevaeh got out. But then she had to reach back into the car and tap Colin on the shoulder.

“We’re here!” she shouted.

“Oh, um, er, thanks for the ride, Mrs. Greevey,” Colin mumbled. Nevaeh had to open the door for him, too. He was acting as scrambled and groggy as Mom. At least Mom didn’t seem to notice. She just blinked sleepily, not even paying attention when Nevaeh slammed both car doors once Colin was out.

Nevaeh leaned back in the open window.

“Yeah, thanks, Mom,” she said. “Now, go home and get some sleep!”

“Good idea,” Mom said.

Nevaeh only watched to make sure that Mom backed out and sped away. Then she took Colin’s arm and led him toward the first self-storage building.

“We’re so early, Steve hasn’t even arrived yet,” Nevaeh crowed, passing the dark office. “And if I remember the numbering system right, thirty-two’s at the back of the building, so we won’t have to see him at all. We can just get what we’re here for and go . . .”

“’Kay,” Colin mumbled.

Nevaeh stopped and looked directly at him. Out of the car, in the bright sunlight, he looked even paler—and even more like he’d spent the whole summer hanging out in attics and basements.

“You’re not going to faint, are you?” Nevaeh asked. “If you’re going to be sick, I’ll call Mom to come back—she got paramedic training before she became an X-ray tech, you know.”

“Let’s just get this over with,” Colin said.

He seemed to be gritting his teeth. He stepped gingerly, as if he had to consciously think, Put your right foot in front of your left foot. Now put your left foot in front of your right foot. Now do that again. . . .

Nevaeh decided not to comment. But she kept her hand on his arm, just in case.

The gravel crunched beneath their feet. It was so early that, once the sound of Mom’s car engine faded away, there were long gaps between other cars or trucks driving by. Only cornfields lay behind Steve’s Self-Storage, so there wasn’t much birdsong to listen to, either. It was so early and so quiet that Nevaeh felt like the silence itself was buzzing in her ears.

They went around to the back of the building. Nevaeh glanced around for security cameras. That globe by the nearest light fixture—that was one, wasn’t it?

“You don’t want Steve seeing what we find, do you?” she asked Colin. “I’m thinking: we open the door and step in and shut the door again before we start opening boxes or anything—I mean, I’m guessing there are going to be boxes. . . . I don’t think there are security cameras in the units themselves, just outside.”

“Nevaeh,” Colin said quietly. “Don’t.”

Nevaeh was pretty sure he meant, Don’t give me anything else to worry about. Don’t make this any harder than it already is.

He pressed something into her hand—the key.

Nevaeh wanted to joke, The last time someone trusted me to open a storage unit, everything went wrong, remember? But she glanced again at Colin’s deathly white face, and kept her mouth shut.

They reached unit 32, its orange garage door indistinguishable from the doors around it.

Nevaeh gripped the padlock in her left hand—and immediately thought, Oops, shouldn’t have done that. What if we needed to dust for fingerprints?

Well, too late for that. She just hoped fingerprinting wasn’t necessary.

She shoved the key into the lock and it turned easily, not like the last time. She had a flash of remembering the last time she’d opened a storage unit, which had been her first official day working for her dad. Her family had been clustered around her, Dad and all her brothers and Prilla, everyone so excited at the prospect of all the valuable antiques they thought they were about to see—and then so crestfallen, when the storage unit turned out to be empty.

Or, actually, only nearly empty.

Nevaeh took a deep breath and pulled down on the padlock. She yanked back the metal bar holding the door in place and reached down to grip the handle to raise the door.

“One, two . . . three!” She grunted as she lifted, because she was way too much like her dad to do something this momentous in silence.

And then the door was all the way up, jerking back and forth at the end, because she’d evidently yanked a little too hard. But now Nevaeh could see past the door. And . . . this was like the total reverse of her last experience. This storage unit wasn’t empty—it was full. Boxes were piled one on top of the other before her and Colin, the wall of boxes stretching from side to side and all the way up to the ceiling.

And then the first box fell, toppling straight toward Nevaeh.
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Surprises

Colin’s brain couldn’t keep up.

He was still bracing himself—You’re going to be okay with whatever you see. This isn’t really going to matter. Your mom loves you, even if your dad never did. Nevaeh’s going to help, no matter what. . . .

He was still preparing himself and Nevaeh already had the door open; she was already rushing forward to catch the boxes that had started tumbling down, one after the other. In addition to all her other good traits, she was also apparently amazingly strong after her summer of carrying boxes. Because she managed to catch the first box, and then the second. She lifted them high and then . . . she dropped them and kicked them out of the way.

“Colin,” she said, her voice heavy with distress. “These boxes are empty. There’s nothing in them. They’re just . . . ohhhh.”

She was craning her neck, peering past the section of boxes where the most had toppled. They’d left a peephole.

“Oh, oh, oh!” Nevaeh repeated, her voice soaring higher. “Colin, you’ve got to see this!”

She started yanking boxes out of the way, giving him a clear view of what lay beyond, deeper in the storage unit.

“Is this . . . real?” Colin gasped.

What he saw wasn’t laid out like a normal storage area, the type of place people tucked boxes and bins they didn’t know what to do with. Spending his summer in attics and basements, he’d seen all sorts of haphazardly stuffed shelves, all sorts of teetering piles of bags, constantly threatening to slide out of order.

The space before him now looked much more planned than that, much more organized. It was like walking into a room in someone’s house.

A well-decorated room.

A well-decorated room for a baby.

A colorful rug with the happy little faces of bunnies and puppies and kittens stretched across the floor of the storage unit, hiding the ugly, bland concrete. At one corner of the rug, a wooden crib stood beneath a wall hanging with the same bunnies and puppies and kittens dancing through the alphabet. A regal rocking chair beside the crib held an array of picture books—as if just waiting for someone to sit down and read a bedtime story to a beloved child. A nightstand, a lamp, a bookshelf, and a changing table lay just beyond, all arranged as if an interior decorator had determined the best placement for each one. Red, blue, and green wooden blocks tumbled just as artfully across the rug, as if a child had just finished playing—a child who somehow knew to leave his toys in a way that could be photographed for a home-design website. A stuffed giraffe leaned over the blocks, as if the giraffe had been playing with the child, too.

Something about the giraffe jolted Colin’s memory. He narrowed his eyes, glancing at the stuffed lion, tiger, bear, elephant, koala, zebra, and other animals sprawled along the bookshelf and changing table.

“I think, I think—maybe I saw those toys in a picture once?” Colin muttered. “From when I was a baby?”

“Do you think all of this was yours when you were a baby?” Nevaeh asked, sounding just as stunned as Colin felt.

She stepped onto the rug and spun around, spreading her arms to indicate the full scene.

“Maybe?” Colin said. “I don’t remember, and Mom didn’t keep many pictures, but . . . yeah. I think this is all familiar. I think this was all mine.”

Gingerly, Nevaeh inched toward the nightstand. She picked up something from beside the lamp. A sippy cup, maybe? But one that was shiny and silver and gleaming in the morning light, not one that was ordinary plastic.

Nevaeh held the silver cup high in the air, studying it carefully.

“Then, Colin . . . oh, Colin. When you were a baby . . . was your family super rich?”






6

The Voice in Nevaeh’s Ear

“I don’t know,” Colin said. “Do you mean, was my father super rich? I don’t know anything about him, remember?”

I asked the wrong question, Nevaeh thought. I shouldn’t have said that.

How could she have made this about money?

It was just that she was her father’s daughter, and she’d been working with Dad all summer. She could see the room the way her dad would see it; she could all but hear his voice in her ear, Look at that cup! It’s not even stainless steel, but real silver! And I don’t mean silver-plated! Someone paid a pretty penny for that! And look at the furniture—that’s high-end! And the art on the walls—wanna bet some of it’s original and one of a kind? I could make a fortune, selling this stuff!

She turned the cup around and saw that it was engraved with frilly letters: Colin’s First Cup.

She was pretty sure a personalized engraving would hurt the resale value of a silver cup. And who would bother paying for the extra engraved words “first cup” instead of just a first name? Or initials?

But it was proof.

“This is yours!” she crowed to Colin. “We know for sure now!”

She took it to Colin to show him, and he immediately shoved it away. The cup fell from Nevaeh’s grasp, making a muffled thud on the rug.

“Who cares if he was rich?” Colin snarled. “Who cares about money or furniture or, or, whatever else he bought me when I was a baby? He never came to see me after Mom and I left!”

Colin kicked the bottom box of one of the stacks still standing at the entrance to the storage unit. That box shot out toward the gravel parking lot, and the four above it slammed down onto Colin.

Colin crumpled onto the floor and buried his face in his hands.

Nevaeh scrambled closer. She shoved yet another empty box out of the way and crouched down beside him. She wrapped an arm around his shoulders.

“We can put this all back the way it was,” she said. “We can shut the door and leave it behind. We can pretend this never happened. You can throw away the key.”

Nevaeh felt Colin’s shoulders tremble. Beneath her arm, she felt him draw in a ragged breath. That felt way too intimate, like she’d invaded his privacy. Like it wasn’t fair that she knew how much all this hurt him.

She drew her arm back.

“What do you want to do?” she asked. Her voice came out small and tight, practically a whisper.

Colin lifted his face from his hands. Nevaeh was surprised that it wasn’t tear streaked. His eyes weren’t even red.

They were fierce. Burning.

“I’m not throwing away the key,” he said. “I can’t pretend this didn’t happen. I’m going to look through everything in this storage unit. I’m going to figure out why this is here and who sent me the key and . . . and if my dad really did want me to have this. And, if he cared at all, why he didn’t contact me a long time ago. Before . . . before he died . . .”

Colin’s voice wavered at the end, tapering off into a raw whisper of his own.

“We’re going to look through everything,” Nevaeh countered. “We’re going to figure everything out.”

Colin’s face hardened, as if to say, But you don’t understand. You can’t understand. Because you’re not me. But the only other word he spoke was a muttered, “Okay.”

Tentatively, Nevaeh began lifting the tumbled boxes from beside Colin. She looked in each one before restacking them along the wall. Somehow it felt like this was all she could do right now.

Choosing what to investigate in the rest of the room was up to Colin.

But the boxes were just as dull as she’d expected.

“Empty,” she murmured. “Empty. Empty . . . it looks like these really were just here to block anyone from seeing inside. Or maybe whoever set this unit up didn’t trust it to be airtight and thought the boxes would help keep out dirt or rain. Anyhow, I’ve checked every one of them now, and . . . nothing.”

Colin didn’t answer. But he stood up, as if Nevaeh moving the boxes had released him. He slowly walked deeper into the storage unit, toward the crib and the bookshelf and the rocking chair. He was like someone in a trance. Colin had pretty much become Nevaeh’s best friend over the course of the summer, but he seemed like a stranger now. It was because of that one word: “okay.” It had sounded like it meant the exact opposite: No, that isn’t okay. Nothing about this is okay. You aren’t a part of this.

She felt like she might need his permission to step onto the rug again.

Maybe she shouldn’t even be here?

Colin was over by the crib now, reaching down.

“Oh!” he gasped.

Nevaeh rushed to his side.

A brightly colored blanket draped over the side of the crib had previously hidden everything behind it from her view. But now she saw that Colin had picked up a thick book from the luxurious-looking cream-colored sheet covering the crib mattress. No, not a book, exactly—a photo album. One of the old-fashioned kinds, with a thick, embossed cover and stiff, high-quality paper. And actual printed-out pictures.

Nobody had ordered this online from Shutterfly, after uploading pictures taken on a phone. They’d hired a professional photographer. They’d asked for the most expensive package of everything.

Nevaeh was sure of it.

She peeked over Colin’s shoulder as he turned the pages slowly. Each picture featured a baby with just the beginnings of dark, curly hair. There he was nestled in blankets
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