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For my sister 
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PART 1 
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She met him in a dream, and the next day she 

watched him die. 

If it was all just a coincidence, why is everything so 

different now? 
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1 

“Why did you fall?” Trish asked as we hobbled 

away from tryouts toward the school nurse, my arm 

hooked around her so I wouldn’t have to put 

pressure on my freshly twisted ankle. 

“I didn’t mean to,” I explained, wondering if 

Trish thought I had fallen just for the sake of 

falling. We had both been jumping around like 

lunatics—excited for our best friend, Ava, who was 

the first of the three of us to try out for cheering that 

afternoon. 

I shrugged. “I’ll get an Ace bandage and be 

back before it’s even my turn.” 

Trish halted, rising hopefully onto her toes. “Oh, 

so if you’re okay, I can go back to tryouts? I mean, 

we’re right here.” She motioned to the nurse’s 

office, just a few feet ahead. 

Sigh. I let go of her arm, setting my foot down 

slowly to test it out. Before it’d even hit the ground, 

Trish handed me my backpack and rushed down the 
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hall. I watched her as she turned the corner out of 

sight. She didn’t want to miss her tryout, and it 

occurred to me then that I’d better hurry up or I’d 

miss mine, too. 

That’s when I heard a noise. Gasping. Falling. 

Something was going on in the nurse’s office. 

I hobbled the last few feet to the doorway and 

peeked in. The nurse, a skinny lady who looked 

barely older than some of the seniors, clutched the 

phone, speaking quickly and loudly. She covered 

the phone and mouthed something to me, but I 

couldn’t tell what. 

I entered the office and became aware of 

something—someone. A boy was lying on a low 

cot, his black hair jutting out like upside-down 

bangs. As soon as I saw that his blue-striped shirt 

was splattered with puke, I started smelling it. It 

made me nauseous, but I couldn’t turn away. 

Somehow, even though his eyes were rolling back 

into his head, I felt like he was looking at me. 

“Oh, you’re Gary Chang,” I said as the name of 

the boy arrived on my lips out of nowhere. 
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The nurse spun around. “I told you to stay 

outside!” she exclaimed, knocking over a pitcher, 

scrambling to catch it, but then abandoning it as the 

boy began to make sounds like he was choking. 

There was clearly something wrong—he was 

having convulsions—and I didn’t know what I was 

supposed to do. 

I moved to step out of the way, but then felt the 

boy grab me, digging his fingers into my arm. I 

tried to pull away. The nurse leaned over him, and 

her voice was trembling as she repeated, “It’s okay, 

it’s okay . . .” There was a ringing, or maybe sirens, 

in the distance. 

And then he just, well, died. 
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2 

I felt dizzy. 

I slid down against the wall slowly, watching as 

the EMTs rushed in. They all wore the same blue 

jackets and carried serious equipment. One man had 

a Southern accent that made everything he said 

sound like good news even though it couldn’t 

possibly have been good news. 

I felt dizzy. 

“What’s your name?” A woman squatted beside 

me. I recognized her from the school’s main office. 

“I don’t know . . . how I know him . . .” 

“Oh, he was your friend,” she said that so 

quietly I couldn’t correct her. She was about Mom’s 

age. She had really green eyes that were watery, and 

her brow was crinkled. I felt bad for her, though I 

didn’t really know why. 

Then she cleared her throat. “Dear, what is your 

name?” 
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“Amelia Dark.” I watched two men roll an 

empty stretcher past us. 

“Okay, Amelia—” 

“No, that’s my mom.” I shook my head, feeling 

foggy. “I’m Delia.” 

“Okay, we’ll call your parents—” 

“It’s just me and my mom,” I corrected her, not 

able to tear my eyes off the doorway and the various 

people passing through to see the boy who had died. 

“Okay, we’ll call her, but first let’s go to the 

main office, why don’t we?” She stood up and 

extended her hand to help me. “I’m Mrs. 

Hallowfield, the assistant principal.” 

“I have tryouts!” I suddenly remembered I had a 

purpose, though it seemed more like a memory. 

“Cheering,” I half whispered. 

“Let’s wait for your mom, okay?” 

Mrs. Hallowfield guided me, limping, to the 

office. She looked down at my foot and asked, “Are 

you hurt?” 

*  *  * 
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There should be a sound at the actual moment when 

someone changes from alive to dead. Like when a 

baby is born and the doctor spanks it so it cries, 

dying should come with some kind of pop or sigh or 

even a rattle. You shouldn’t have to have a man 

wearing a uniform with a Southern accent check 

your pulse to be sure it happened. 

I think I was disappointed. 

The stretcher zipped past the main office, where 

I sat on a bench. I turned away. The Southern man 

said, “. . . fourteen years old . . .” and then his voice 

faded. 

Maybe you can hear the noise on the other side, 

if there actually is another side. Mom once told me 

that death was a part of life, but at the time I 

thought she’d said party of life. I thought she’d 

meant that all your dead relatives were waiting 

around a cake in heaven, hoping that you arrive 

before the candles melt and get wax on the frosting. 

When I asked Mom how far back the relatives 

went, she stared at me long enough to blink three or 

four times. 
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“I mean, do people come from all the way back 

to Adam and Eve or cavemen or . . . ?” 

Nothing. 

“For the party,” I said. 

“What party, Delia?” 

“You said death is the party of life.” 

I didn’t like that she’d laughed at me like she 

had then. It was the kind of laugh that could only 

come from someone who believed they knew more 

about everything than you did. 

But what I thought she’d said seemed like a 

better idea than how it really seemed to be: you 

close your eyes, someone dumps dirt on you and 

you’re gone. Nothing left but stuff and memories, 

and both eventually get tossed or lost. 

What’s really amazing is that anyone can get 

anything done when they know that it’s inevitable. 

Why even talk about homework or cheerleading or 

false eyelashes when it all ends up in the same 

place? 

Mrs. Hallowfield kept peering over at me. I 

turned toward the windows, where the sky looked 
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striped through the Venetian blinds. Light-blue 

stripes. Like Gary Chang’s shirt. 

“Sweetie, are you okay?” Mom rushed into the 

office then, her keys jangling, high heels skidding 

on the shiny floor. 

“I just twisted it.” 

“Twisted what?” Mom stretched back toward 

the hallway. “That poor boy.” She turned back to 

me. “They said his family just moved into town. 

Did you know him?” 

“No, I . . . I never met him before.” Then how 

did I know his name? I swallowed, and it was loud. 

Mom squatted in front of me and touched my 

hair, crunchy from hair spray. “Are you okay?” 

“I missed tryouts.” 

Mom stared through my words, trying to find 

some evidence of my devastation. Would I have 

nightmares now? Anxiety? Bulimia? I imagined her 

flipping through each possibility like she was 

flipping through a catalog for damaged girls. 

“Delia, are you sure you’re okay? This is 

serious.” 
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“So is cheering, Mom,” I said automatically, 

like the words were traveling to me from another 

place. Another time. Twenty minutes earlier. 

Mom exhaled slowly the way she does when 

she’s trying not to lose it. Then she stood up. 

“You’ll try out another day. Now you’re coming 

home.” 

*  *  * 

We didn’t talk during the short ride home through 

Stonybrook. I opened the car window slightly so I 

could get more air without messing up my hair or 

the fake eyelashes I had spent so much time lining 

up for tryouts. 

Everything was supposed to be perfect. 

I thought back to the night before, when Trish 

and I had been at Ava’s, totally exhausted from 

running through the routine “just one more time” 

about ten times. I remembered Ava’s icy-blue eyes 

flashing, her nails digging into my arm just hard 

enough to hurt but not really hurt, insisting we had 

to work hard if we wanted to make it to varsity like 

her older sister, Belle. “It’s the only way.” 
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And that’s when it came back to me, rushing 

into my head like it was behind a door that couldn’t 

stay shut against the weight of it all. I shuddered, 

the way you shudder sometimes when you’re right 

about to fall asleep, as I remembered my dream. 

Picture me walking through my school, the 

hallway walls red, beating, shiny like a heart. I walk 

and walk and walk, but I never get to the end of the 

hallway. And then there he is, the boy I didn’t meet 

until the day I saw him die. 

He stands in the hallway in his blue-striped shirt 

and jeans. He extends one very long arm and grabs 

me. 

I hear his voice over the steady, deep beats of 

the walls. “You’re not going to try out. It’s the only 

way.” 

And then, even though I had never met him, 

even though I would never see this boy until the 

next day, after this dream, I say, “Oh, you’re Gary 

Chang.” 
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3 

“I’m ordering dinner,” Mom called as I dashed up 

the stairs to my room. 

“Uh-huh.” I dove onto my bed and stared into 

the full-length mirror that stretched along my closet 

door. Everything was still in place: eye makeup, 

fake eyelashes, breathing. Heartbeat? Check. 

But something was different. 

I closed my eyes and replayed the afternoon. 

They’d called Ava’s name for tryouts, and Trish 

and I had begun jumping and screaming with 

excitement as Ava took her place in front of the 

judging table. Then I was in the hallway and the 

walls were beating, red like a heart. No, no, no—

that was the dream. In real life, I’d been in the 

nurse’s office, and he was there. 

My stomach twisted. 

Had I really dreamed about him the night 

before? How could I have known his name? 
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I shook my head like that could help it all go 

away and then pulled my sketchbook out of my 

backpack. I flipped through each page slowly, 

looking at the different word illustrations. These 

were my words, words that stood out to me, so I 

sketched them in block letters and bubble letters 

with different decorations like hearts and stars and 

daisies. 

I started drawing words when my fourth-grade 

teacher told Mom she thought I was dyslexic. That 

same day, Mom bought flash cards, magnetic letters 

for the fridge, every word-puzzle book she could 

find, and what had to be the fattest dictionary ever 

printed to fix me. But what finally did the trick was 

drawing the words I couldn’t spell. Somehow, by 

doing that, I started spelling words like house and 

barbecue right, even if you couldn’t really tell what 

they were in the drawing anymore. 

I filled sketchbook after sketchbook, ripping out 

the best ones to hang on my wall, now completely 

covered with drawings. If you walked along the 

room, you could see the full history of my artistic 
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life, almost. First, my spelling words, then words 

like cupcake, drawn in full round letters with a layer 

of frosting along the top, and dollhouse, where the 

letters in the middle stretched higher to form a 

rooflike triangle, and dreamboat, floating with a sail 

in a blue scalloped ocean. Some of the newer 

words—attitude, foxy, and illuminated—were 

decorated with stripes and polka dots and paisleys, 

as was the word I made up, artastic. 

I gave Ava foxy to hang up in her locker. 

“We’re going to be the foxiest cheerleaders that 

ever stepped foot in the halls of Valentine High” 

was what she’d said when she taped it up inside her 

locker. 

Cheering. 

I stretched out my legs and rotated my ankle. It 

was stiff, but did I really need to go to the nurse? 

Why did I have to see him? 

Gary Chang. 

I thought about telling Mom. We never kept 

secrets, but how could I explain that I dreamed 
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about someone I’d never met before and then the 

next day he died? 

Before I could even try to answer, someone 

bounced onto my bed right behind me. 

I screamed. 

“Delia?” Mom immediately called from 

downstairs. 

“She’s fine!” Ava yelled back. “Just a scaredy-

cat.” 

I closed the sketchbook and sat up. “Well, you 

snuck up on me,” I said defensively. 

“You’re such a drama queen.” Ava flopped 

down onto my bed. She was in her cheering 

uniform, her long black hair tied into one low, side 

ponytail. “I came over to check on you.” 

“Did you hear what happened?” I wasn’t sure 

she was listening. She was facing the mirror, wiping 

a smudge below her eye. 

“Whenever you get hurt, you are so loud about 

it.” Ava reached down and slapped me on my foot. 

The good foot, that is. “I’ve sprained my ankle 

before.” 
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Ava sprained her ankle two summers ago. She’d 

tripped on a frog float while we were playing Marco 

Polo in her pool. We had agreed that you had to stay 

in the pool, no fish out of water allowed, but Ava 

had been out of the water when she got hurt. 

“Did you hear what happened to Gary Chang?” 

I asked again. 

She nodded, her eyes wide. “At first, we thought 

the ambulance was for you! But of course they 

weren’t. I mean, you fell and all, but you didn’t, 

like, break anything. You just made a ton of noise 

about it.” 

“But can you believe that he died?” 

She nodded. “They said he was epileptic and 

nobody even knew it.” She shrugged and then 

pouted. “But you missed tryouts.” 

“They’ll let me try out again. I mean, somebody 

died.” 

“I certainly hope so.” Ava rose from my bed, 

stopping in front of the mirror to stretch her 

hamstrings. “But for the record, you missed tryouts 

because you fell, not because some boy died.” 
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“Gary Chang,” I corrected her. 

She rolled her eyes before she changed the 

subject. “After tryouts, Curtis Henry stopped me to 

ask me to get a shake at Melty’s with him. Then 

five seconds later, he said he was kidding. He’s 

such a jerk, isn’t he?” 

“Yeah, he’s a jerk,” I agreed absently. 

“What did Curtis ever do to you?” Ava asked, 

suddenly defensive. 

I didn’t know what to say. The truth was I 

hadn’t ever really talked to him to have an opinion 

about him either way, but Ava had been gushing 

about him since school started, and that was 

annoying. 

Ava looked like she was expecting me to say 

something, but I didn’t. I ignored her question and 

threw my sketchbook onto my nightstand. It landed 

with a thud. 

“Anyway . . .” 

*  *  * 

Mom always invited Ava to join us for dinner, but 

Ava never stayed. The Mittenberns had a rule about 
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eating dinner together, I guess because Mrs. 

Mittenbern had time to make elaborate meals with 

salad and dessert and two forks, sometimes even 

soup. 

I ate at their house often enough that I slipped 

right into the family routine. Ava and I would set 

the table while Mrs. Mittenbern tossed the salad. I’d 

sit on the extra chair they kept in the pantry. Then, 

when Mr. Mittenbern came home, he would tell a 

funny story from his day at the office. Belle, Ava’s 

older sister, would report on her day. It was usually 

something related to cheering—she was captain. 

Then Ava would get her turn to share, and Mr. 

Mittenbern would ask me about my drawings. 

“What’s the word on the words, Delia?” 

Mom and I didn’t eat like that. We got takeout 

and sometimes didn’t even bother to use plates, like 

that night. We just dug right in with our chopsticks, 

passing lo mein and beef with broccoli back and 

forth and talking about nothing in particular until 

Mom finally brought it up. 
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“It was kind of a weird day, huh?” She looked at 

me the way she looks at the ugly puppy in the pet 

store before she says, “They’re going to put that one 

down.” 

I nodded, not sure what to say. When I was 

little, Mom seemed to automatically know what I 

needed, what I was thinking. I wished so badly that 

she knew about the dream already, but I didn’t see 

any sign that she did. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

I shook my head and made a face, the kind of 

face you make when you eat something you don’t 

want to eat, like veal. I don’t like veal. 

“I understand. You don’t have to.” She collected 

the empty containers between us and tossed them 

into the trash. “But you know, if you change your 

mind, you can talk to me.” 

I nodded. 

“Even if you decided you wanted to talk at three 

or four in the morning, you can talk to me, okay?” 
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“You’d never wake up that early,” I finally said, 

and we both laughed. It was true—Mom hated 

getting up before she had to. 

She paused behind me to kiss the top of my 

head. “How much hair spray did you use? Wow.” 

“I wanted to make sure it stayed. Everything 

was going to be perfect . . .” I started to explain but 

then gave up. 

“You can’t always control how things turn out, 

Delia.” Mom squeezed me tightly. “But things have 

a way of working themselves out.” 
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4 

The school held a memorial assembly during first 

period. I guess they thought it was important to 

remember Gary Chang, even though no one really 

knew him in the first place. 

Mrs. Hallowfield stopped me as I made my way 

into the auditorium with Ava and the rest of my 

class. “You don’t have to attend this if you don’t 

want to,” she said. 

Ava snapped to my defense. “Don’t you think 

she needs this more than anyone?” 

Mrs. Hallowfield didn’t acknowledge Ava. She 

was clearly more concerned with me, which was 

different from how it usually was with Ava around. 

“Delia, you can stay if you want, but I’d like 

you to come by the office after the assembly.” 

I nodded as Ava pulled me into a row of seats. I 

sat on one side of her, and Hedy, a blond girl from 

our class, sat on the other side. 
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“Why wouldn’t she have to be here?” Hedy 

asked Ava, referring to me. Her tone was sharp and 

skeptical. 

The guidance counselor took the stage then, and 

the teachers started shushing everyone. 

Ava turned to her and said, “I’ll tell you all 

about it on the way to gym later.” 

The assembly started, and I shifted in my seat 

anxiously, wondering what Ava planned to say. 

*  *  * 

When we were in middle school, there’d been a 

man driving around the neighborhood taking 

pictures of girls. The driver didn’t actually talk to 

anyone. He never even got out of the car. But the 

fact that he was taking pictures freaked everyone 

out, so the police came to run an assembly on 

Stranger Danger. 

They showed us the kind of car he had—a blue 

car that looked pretty much like every other car, if 

you asked me—and quizzed us on how to react in 

different scenarios. When the policeman asked what 
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we should do if a stranger pulled up to you in a car, 

Ava volunteered, “Run, screaming!” 

Even though nothing ever actually happened 

with the blue car, that kind of assembly made sense. 

But what could they do in an assembly for Gary 

Chang? There were no memories to share, because 

he was new. And there wasn’t really a lesson to 

learn, since he wasn’t on drugs or anything. It 

wasn’t like what happened to him was going to 

happen to any of us. 

So the guidance counselor gave us a lecture 

about friendship. “It’s hard to make friends when 

you start a new school. Our old friend—” that’s 

what he kept calling Gary Chang: our old friend “—

had already been at our school for weeks, and yet 

many of us didn’t know him. Did you know that he 

was a gifted clarinet player? And that he wanted to 

be a doctor, like his mother? That he had a comic-

book collection numbering in the hundreds?” 

As he went on, Ava continued to whisper to the 

girl beside her. Was she talking about me? I tapped 

Ava and asked, “What’s going on?” 
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She brushed me off. “I’m talking to Hedy.” 

“I know,” I said, when I really wanted to ask, 

What are you going to tell her about me on the way 

to gym? 

Back onstage, the guidance counselor was 

reminding us to reach out to the people we didn’t 

usually reach out to. “Give everyone a chance,” he 

said. “Every person is different, and discovering the 

differences is what life’s all about.” 

Maybe that was what Ava was doing with Hedy, 

but I didn’t need any new friends. 

At the time, anyway. 
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5 

“Hello, Delia.” Mrs. Hallowfield motioned to the 

seat in front of her. “I’m glad you decided to come 

by.” 

“You told me to come after the assembly,” I 

reminded her, feeling captive behind the closed 

door of her office even though the room was filled 

with sunlight and air from the open windows. 

Framed photos covered Mrs. Hallowfield’s desk, 

and a row of plants lined the windowsill behind her. 

They looked like they needed water. 

“I didn’t tell you to come. I invited you to, 

Delia.” 

“Oh,” was all I could think of saying. Could I 

turn around and leave now that I didn’t actually 

have to be there? 

“I wanted to talk to you about yesterday—to see 

how you were feeling.” 

I had nothing to say, so she went on. 
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“You know, we have an excellent counselor on 

staff, Dr. Green.” 

“You mean the one from the assembly?” 

Mrs. Hallowfield nodded and leaned forward in 

her chair, clasping her hands together. “He’s helped 

students with everything from picking colleges to 

dealing with parents’ divorce to everyday stresses—

” 

“To watching people die?” I couldn’t help but 

throw that in there. 

Mrs. Hallowfield avoided an answer. “I think 

you should talk to him. Just once, just to try it out.” 

I really didn’t want to. I mean, what would I tell 

him? That I wasn’t upset by the boy dying right in 

front of me, but, oh, by the way, I had this dream 

about him that’s kind of freaking me out? 

Mrs. Hallowfield looked so genuinely 

concerned I couldn’t say no right away. 

“Can I think about it?” 

Mrs. Hallowfield nodded and waited for me to 

say something else. Then she patted her desk with 
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both hands and asked, “Are you getting along okay 

here so far?” 

“Uh,” I stared at one of the frames on her desk 

holding a photograph of two little girls in fancy 

dresses. It looked like it was taken a long time ago. 

Mrs. Hallowfield didn’t seem annoyed that I 

wasn’t paying attention. She just asked the question 

again. “Are you getting along okay? First year of 

high school can be intimidating, you know. There 

are a lot of new kids, a lot of older ones, and to bear 

witness to a tragedy on top of it all . . .” 

“I’m fine. I have my friends,” I answered, 

simply because it was true. “I’m not afraid of the 

bigger kids.” 

Mrs. Hallowfield nodded again and took a deep 

breath. She seemed to have run out of things to say, 

but yet she wasn’t letting me go. 

I lifted my backpack hopefully. “Can I go to 

class now?” 

She said yes and reminded me about the 

counselor, and I got out of there as quickly as 

possible. 
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*  *  * 

By lunchtime, a lot of kids were making fun of the 

assembly, running up to each other and saying 

things like “Hi, please don’t die” and “You’re a 

loser, be my friend.” 

I cut through the commotion with my lunch tray 

and backpack. The minute I set my tray down, 

Andrew Carr slid his chair over to me. He was 

wearing his usual ragged denim jacket and smelled 

like cigarettes. 

“Hi, please don’t die,” he snickered through 

long, stringy hair. I stood, speechless, and he slid 

back to his table, where a couple of other boys 

snorted in laughter. 

“Andrew Carr does not belong in The Nest.” 

Ava frowned while she peeled her orange. We 

called our table The Nest the same way Belle and 

her friends, Morgan and Kim, named their table The 

Lair when they were freshman. Ava insisted that 

naming the table made it ours, and I believed her 

wholeheartedly. To prove it, I stuck drawings of 

each of our names right on the backs of our chairs. 
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They were hard to read, but the red Sharpie on the 

gray chairs was pretty cool. 

Ava was impressed when I showed her. She 

said, “I love when you get all rebellious on us.” 

I didn’t know what she meant, exactly, but I 

liked that I felt like I had done my part to mark our 

territory. 

Not everyone got the message right away, 

though. It was Regina Diamond, a loner from the 

advanced classes, who made the mistake of sitting 

at The Nest on one of the first days of school. Ava 

fumed when she saw her, storming up to the table 

and dropping her books with a slam for punctuation. 

“You’re going to have to get up.” 

“Yeah, this is our table,” Trish added. “Pretty 

much you’re not allowed to sit here.” 

“This is not your table,” Regina snapped, and 

turned back to her book. She was wearing a lime-

green dress that made her look like she was still in 

middle school. 
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Ava sat in one of the other two chairs and 

announced, “We should make a rule that only three 

chicks are ever allowed in The Nest.” 

“Totally,” Trish agreed, taking her own seat. 

I was left balancing a tray of grilled cheese and 

tomato soup without a seat. I knew Ava meant the 

third seat was mine, but Regina kept her nose buried 

in her book, showing no intention of moving. 

I set my tray down in front of her and said, “Our 

names are on the chairs. See on the back?” 

“Huh?” Regina looked at me like I was nuts, 

then twisted around to see the back of the chair. 

“What is that? You wrote your names on the 

chairs?” 

“That is proof you don’t belong here,” Ava 

stated firmly. 

Regina paused like she was going to speak and 

then decided against it. She swept up her books and 

sandwich and huffed away. 

I took a seat in the abandoned chair and pulled 

my tray toward me, feeling the thrill that came 

along with a clear sense of belonging. And it wasn’t 
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until the day of Gary Chang’s memorial assembly, 

the day Andrew Carr slid up to me and told me not 

to die, that I thought about Regina again. 

“Earth to Delia.” Ava waved her hands. I had 

been staring out into space. 

“I’m here.” I shook my head awake. “Just 

spacing out.” 

“Clearly,” Ava snipped. Her gaze shifted past 

me. “Ew. Why is he still staring at you?” 

“Who?” I spun around just in time to see 

Andrew Carr turn away. 
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6 

I woke in the middle of the night. I was already 

sitting up in my bed when I opened my eyes. 

The dream was short. I was in Mrs. 

Hallowfield’s office, sitting in the same chair in 

front of her desk. The frames lined her desk, but 

instead of pictures, there was only black inside. 

Behind her, the plants were lush and growing—

growing fast enough that I could see them lengthen 

as I sat waiting for her to speak. 

She leaned closer to me, and then it wasn’t her; 

it was Gary Chang—blue shirt and all. He leaned 

even closer to me with sharp, dark eyes and said, 

“Don’t you think she needs this more than anyone?” 

“How do I know you?” I asked, watching the 

stems of the plants curl around the window curtains, 

like smoke rising. 

“Don’t go today,” he spoke urgently. 

“Who sent you?” I scanned the room, but there 

was no one else there. 
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“Cupcake. Dreamboat.” He stood up and started 

walking around the desk, toward me. The plants 

behind him cast strange shadows as they cut 

through the light of the window behind him. 

“What are you saying?” I stood up, not entirely 

sure there was ground to support me. 

“Dollhouse,” he said, still approaching. 

“Stop it.” I backed up slowly. “What are you 

saying?” 

Then he stopped. “Just don’t go today.” He 

opened his mouth as if to say something else, and 

that’s when I woke up. 

*  *  * 

It took me forever to fall back asleep. When I 

finally did, it seemed like only minutes had passed 

before Mom was shouting at me to get out of bed. I 

woke up and groggily moved through the motions 

of brushing my teeth, showering, getting dressed. 

Mom was in the kitchen, dumping cereal into 

two bowls, when I came downstairs. She stopped 

when she saw me and asked, “Did you sleep okay? 

Your eyes look glassy.” 
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I nodded, not really sure what to say about the 

night. 

“Well, here.” She handed me a folded sheet of 

paper that had been sitting on the counter. I opened 

it and saw it was a note from our doctor saying that 

my ankle was okay to try out on. I was getting a 

second chance. 

“Oh, great,” I said. “They’re letting me try out.” 

I tried to sound enthusiastic, but I honestly wasn’t 

sure that I wanted it anymore. A creepy, itchy 

feeling stayed with me all day, along with the image 

of Gary Chang telling me, “Just don’t go today.” 

Why did I keep dreaming about Gary Chang? 

The question followed me everywhere I went. I 

couldn’t even focus in Art class. Instead of zoning 

out into my ocean watercolors, I looked into the 

color blue. Instead of sky, I just saw sad. 

At the end of the day, when it was time for my 

tryout, I grabbed my books, slammed the locker 

shut, and ran back down the hall past the nurse’s 

office, in the opposite direction of the gym. 

“Just don’t go today.” 



 

41 

I was panting by the time I was halfway home, 

my side cramping and my ankle tighter than ever. I 

sat down on a curb, slipped my backpack off, and 

rubbed my shoulder where the strap was scraping 

against it. A car drove by and vanished around the 

corner. 

Sigh. 

I fell back onto the grass and looked up at the 

sky. It was blue. I was sad. My heart was racing. 

“Just don’t go today.” 

I pulled the doctor’s note out of my pocket and 

tore it into tiny little pieces. 
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7 

“I had to have an actual conversation with that 

grumplesauce coach of yours to get you another 

chance, Delia. And you didn’t show up?” Mom 

called me from work, apparently after Coach called 

her to ask where I was. 

I leaned against the kitchen wall, holding the 

phone away from my ear, as she continued. “I really 

need you to help me understand what you’re 

thinking on this one.” 

“It . . . just didn’t feel right.” I was telling the 

truth—it hadn’t felt right. But I knew she wouldn’t 

understand. 

“It didn’t feel right?” Mom repeated, then 

paused. “You know that’s it now? That was your 

last shot.” 

“I know, Mom,” I said. “I’m sorry.” Through 

the front door, I could see Ava walking up the steps 

of the porch. She was in her cheering uniform, even 
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though I was pretty sure she didn’t have any reason 

to be wearing it. She waved at me to come out. 

I could tell by the look on her face that she was 

also going to give me a hard time, but at least she 

gave me an excuse to get off the phone with Mom. 

*  *  * 

We sat on the front steps of the porch. Ava took her 

seat carefully, making sure she didn’t wrinkle any 

of the pleats on her cheering skirt. 

“I don’t understand why you didn’t try out. 

Trish says it’s because you were nervous about not 

fitting into the uniform.” 

Trish had been on a diet all summer. She carried 

a bag of carrot sticks with her everywhere, but I 

never saw her eat any. 

I ignored the insult and shook my head. “I just 

couldn’t, Ava. I don’t know how to explain it.” 

“Was it your ankle?” 

“No. I mean, maybe a little.” I stretched my leg 

out and looked guiltily at my ankle, which wasn’t 

nearly as hurt as I thought it would have been the 

day I fell. “But no, that’s not why.” 
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“So why?” 

“It’s complicated.” 

Ava rolled her eyes. “I guess you don’t have to 

share everything with me. Even though we’ve been 

best friends since you moved here.” 

It was true—Mrs. Mittenbern and Ava had 

brought lasagna over the day after Mom and I 

moved to Stonybrook. Ava told me she knew how 

to play “Heart & Soul” on the piano, and after I told 

her we didn’t have one, she kept saying, “Too bad 

you don’t have a piano.” We played checkers for a 

while, and then out of the blue, Ava announced, “If 

anyone asks, you’re my best friend now.” 

After that, we spent so much time at each 

other’s houses that even Belle sometimes felt like 

my own bitchy older sister. Ava introduced me to 

Trish, too, who never seemed to notice or mind that 

I had taken her place as Ava’s best friend. 

“Do you think they’ll let you reschedule again?” 

“I don’t think so.” I didn’t know how to tell Ava 

that I didn’t want to try out. I looked at the floor of 
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our porch. There was green paint there, peeling a 

little bit. 

Ava nudged me with her knee, clearly 

disappointed. “How are we going to be the coolest 

and hottest chicks ever if you aren’t a cheerleader, 

Delia? How are we going to do that?” 

I didn’t know how to answer that question, 

either. “I couldn’t try out, Ava.” I paused, and then 

began, “Gary Chang . . .” 

“What about him?” 

“It’s just that . . . before he died . . . he told me 

that I shouldn’t try out.” 

Ava stared at me. Her blue eyes turned gray like 

a storm had rolled in. 

“Mmmm, so he thought you weren’t going to 

make the squad? One, that’s crazy because you 

practiced with me. Two, did he take a break from 

his seizure to stop and talk to you about cheering?” 

Ava twisted her hair around her finger, her head 

tilted skeptically. 

“Earth to Delia? Knock, knock?” She knocked 

in the air near my head with the kind of snooty look 
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she usually reserved for other people, like Trish. I 

hated being on the receiving end of that look. I 

hated that she was irritated with me. And most of 

all, I hated that these stupid dreams made me feel 

like I needed to keep secrets from my very best 

friend. 

“Ava, I . . . you can’t tell anyone this.” 

She stopped playing with her hair. 

“I am the best at keeping secrets. Tell me.” 

There’s a moment where you learn that you 

can’t trust everyone you think you can. 

Unfortunately, that can happen too late. 

I grabbed Ava’s arm and looked into her eyes. 

“The night before tryouts, I had a dream.” 

She glared at my hand. I guess it was really her 

thing to clutch someone urgently. Hers and Gary 

Chang’s. 

“With Gary Chang in it.” 

She glanced at my hand again, and I released 

my grip. 
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“And we were at school, and he told me that I 

wasn’t going to make it to tryouts. And I said, 

‘You’re Gary Chang.’” 

Ava looked at me blankly for a minute. Then 

she said, “I don’t get it.” 

“Don’t you see?” I started to get excited. “I 

didn’t even know Gary Chang. Nobody knew him. 

He was new. But I knew his name—I said it, right 

there in the dream!” 

“You probably just remember it wrong.” Ava 

shrugged. She wasn’t impressed. 

“I didn’t,” I insisted. “I really said his name in 

the dream.” 

Ava looked doubtful. “So, did he die in the 

dream?” 

“No,” I admitted, but I wasn’t giving up. “But in 

the dream, he grabbed my arm, and in real life, he 

grabbed my arm. It’s like . . . like he was trying to 

tell me something.” 

“Huh.” Ava was thoughtful for a moment and 

then spoke. “You’re not serious, right? You don’t 
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really think the dead kid was trying to tell you 

something in your dreams, do you?” 

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say. 

“Do you think you’re, like, some psychic now?” 

Ava stood up, folding her arms across her chest 

defiantly. “Well, you aren’t. And you know what 

else you aren’t? A cheerleader. We were going to be 

the hottest and coolest girls in school together, and 

now you’re all hung up on Gary Chang. What is 

that? I mean, one, he’s dead. Two, he wasn’t even 

anybody important when he wasn’t dead. Three, he 

clearly gives lousy advice.” 

Deflated, I ran my fingers along the green paint 

on the porch. Mom’s words echoed in my head: 

“Don’t peel that unless you’re planning to scrape it 

all off and put a nice fresh layer of eggshell blue on 

top.” Mom loves eggshell blue. 

I thought about the shirt that Gary Chang was 

wearing. I looked back up to Ava, but before I could 

speak, she shook her head furiously. 

“It’s stupid,” she insisted. 



 

49 

She wasn’t going to let me argue, so I didn’t. I 

sat silently until a piece of green paint wedged 

under my fingernail and I yelped. 

Ava rolled her eyes. “Drama queen.” 

Psychic, I wanted to correct her, but I didn’t. I 

knew there was no point, Ava wasn’t going to let 

me be psychic. I couldn’t have special powers when 

she was the one who was supposed to be in charge. 

I knew she was mad that I even suggested it. 

I guess I didn’t realize just how mad. 
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