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 Chapter 1

 


Love, or at least serious like, came to town
November 22nd.

Just like I'd predicted.

His name was Darwin Jones.

November wasn't a romantic month in our neck
of the woods. My brother, Alistair, said Ottawa was the
second-coldest capital in the world after Ulan Bator, Mongolia. He
could have made that up, but on a day like today, I believed it.
The sun barely shone through the clouds, like a candle glowing
behind a white wool blanket. Sleet smacked my cheeks and buried
itself in my hair. I had to turn my back to the wind and flick
sleet out of my eyelashes. The air smelled cold. It was a damp,
clean, misty smell.

Alistair huffed behind me. It was so cold
that when you blew out, your breath froze and it looked like smoke
came out of your mouth. Alistair used to pretend he was a dragon.
He still did, but now that he was fourteen, he did it on the sly
while we waited for the school bus. I glanced at him out of the
corner of my eye. He must've been freezing. He was only wearing a
lined windbreaker. Plus his jeans were torn at the knees and he was
wearing running shoes instead of boots because boots were too
uncool. I'd much rather wait at the bus stop with my other brother,
Beanface, but he's only eight. He still goes to elementary
school.

Alistair glared at me. "What're you looking
at?"

"Nothing," I said, which
was true, because he was nothing. We looked daggers at each other, but I blinked
first.

My big brother won again. It felt like he
always did. Maybe because he was a crucial two years older. Maybe
because he was smart as a whip. Maybe because he thought he was so
hot, your spit would sizzle if you spit on him. (Not that I'd ever
spit on him.) Maybe he really was that hot because he could tell
the future with playing cards.

No, wait. I smiled and hugged myself.
Alistair used to be the only Gifted one in our family, the golden
boy, the talented one and only. But last month I figured out how to
tell the future using popcorn. That's right, popcorn. It's weird
and no one had ever heard of that before, but no one had ever heard
of a girl telling the future, either, so I'm totally unique.

That's what Papa says. Alistair says I'm a
freak.

Cassandra stomped her feet. Her boots
thudded on the snow-covered sidewalk. She was wearing a fuchsia
toque and a matching wool coat. Her cheeks were flushed with the
cold and her brown eyes sparkled. When I'm cold, my nose runs and
my lips turn blue. But that's our Cassandra for you. Thirteen,
thin, smart, smug, and so pretty that sometimes I cross my eyes
instead of looking at her.

I peered up Patrick Street for the bus. A
car's headlamps glowed through the fog, and then the car itself
whooshed by. The three of us stepped away from the slush spray. I
could hardly make out the outlines of trees and houses up the
street, even though the sleet was easing up.

I rubbed my face. My cheeks were numb. At
least my nose wasn't running yet, thanks to my puffy purple down
jacket. I'd picked it out myself, grateful Papa wasn't just handing
me Cassandra's old one. But the first day I wore it to school, a
kid whispered, "Hello, Grimace." Now I felt funny every time I put
it on, but I still had to wear it. Our family may have money, but
they sure act like they don't. I'd have to wear this coat until it
fell apart or our Beanface grew into it.

Footsteps. I squinted into the wind.
Usually, grownups didn't walk up Patrick. They drove. But once in a
while, we'd see a middle-aged woman speed walking, swinging her
arms and chewing gum in time to the music in her headphones.

These steps were slower, though. Deliberate.
And when the shape broke out of the fog, I could tell it was a guy
from the way he strolled along and the casual way his arms
hung.

His face was striking. Light brown eyes,
like topaz, and long eyelashes, but the thick nose and full lips
were strong, not pretty. His skin was medium brown. I liked the way
his chin came to a sharp point. He had a notebook in one
black-gloved hand. Through his navy jacket and jeans, I could tell
that he had a lanky build. He was wearing high tops, not boots, and
he was even taller than Alistair. He nodded at me.

My voice shrank right down my throat. I
turned insta-red.

Cassandra pivoted on her boot to stare at
him. She probably heard him walk up, same as me, but wanted to take
her time. Her eyes widened slightly. She could feel it, too.
Whatever "it" was, this guy had it.

I had to move fast. "Hi!" I squeaked. "I'm
Julia. Julia Sharpe." Oh, no. He didn't care what my last name
was.

He smiled. "Hi, Julia." He made it sound
like music. And when he smiled, he looked even more god-like.

Cassandra's nostrils flared just slightly.
She tilted her head back. "I'm Cassandra. And you are?"

She was doing her princess act. My mittens
curled into fists.

"Darwin Jones." He rocked back on his
heels.

Alistair took a step in front of Cassandra
and crossed his arms. "Where'd you come from?"

Why was he asking like that? Just 'cause
Darwin was black? I gulped.

Darwin eyed him.
"Where'd you come
from?"

Cassandra giggled.

Alistair shot her a look and turned back to
Darwin. "Are you waiting for the bus? For Bearbrook?"

Darwin jerked his head in a yes. Their eyes
locked in combat.

"So you're new," said Alistair. His voice
was rougher than usual. I heard his shoes crunch in the snow as he
opened his leg stance. "You live around here?"

"On Brunswick," Darwin said.

Alistair and Cassandra exchanged a look.
That was only a few blocks away. Alistair's eyes turned greener
than ever, partly because he was pissed at Cassandra for being so
obvious, when he clearly vetoed this guy.

"That's cool," I put in. "It's pretty nice
around here." Then I blushed even harder. Talk about inane, which
was one of our vocabulary words this year.

Darwin just said, "Hope so." He craned his
neck around to check for the bus.

"Sometimes it's late," I said. It was like I
was under a babbling curse. "The bus, I mean. Usually not more than
two minutes, though. Jake's pretty good. He's our bus driver. I
like him."

Darwin slowly turned back to look at me. He
didn't say anything for a long minute. Long enough for me to feel
the heat in my cheeks. Great. Crimson face, purple jacket. I
probably looked like a new popsicle flavor. And then he said,
"Okay." Just one word, but I vowed to be smarter next time.
Smarter, faster, prettier. Like my sister, alive and alluring right
down to the heel of my leather boots. I got "alluring" from one of
Cassandra's romance books. I looked it up. It means powerfully or
mysteriously attractive. I'd much rather be alluring than Alistair
and Cassandra's plump little red-haired sister.

Brakes creaked, and the yellow nose of the
bus rounded the corner of Ratcliffe Avenue. Darwin pulled back his
jacket sleeve to check his watch.

"Wait." Alistair shouldered between him and
the sidewalk curb. "You never said where you came from, dude."

Darwin nodded faintly. "That's right."

The bus screeched, its wheels over a foot
away from the curb. Jake was trying not to spray snow on us. When
the bus pulled to a halt, engine purring, its doors folded inward
right in front of Darwin. He stepped on the bus like he owned and
ran it. He strolled down the length of the aisle and slid into the
back seat, left-hand side. Darwin hung his knees up on the back of
the seat in front of him and stared out the window.

Without knowing it, he'd taken Alistair's
seat. The seat Alistair had claimed three years ago. Alistair sat
on the left and his best friend George sat on the right.

We looked to see what my brother would do.
Alistair shook his head, flipping his long, blond bangs out of his
eyes.

I held my breath.

Alistair laid his hand on the seat back,
above Darwin's knees.

Darwin sat up, dropping his high tops on the
bus floor with a thump. A challenge.

"Keep it moving," Jake called from behind
the wheel.

Darwin's topaz eyes were clear and unafraid
as he stared up into Alistair's. They were the bravest eyes I'd
ever seen.

"I haven't got all day," said Jake.

Alistair exhaled and climbed into the back
seat, right hand side, beside George.

My own lungs started
working again. Cassandra sauntered up to her gaggle of friends in
the middle of the bus as if nothing was wrong. "Who
is that guy?" one of them
burst out.

Usually, I sat near the front or middle of
the bus. But this time, I floated up the steps and dropped into the
wrinkly green vinyl seat front of Darwin. The guy who'd faced my
brother down and won.

 



 


 


 Chapter 2

 


"Hey." George twisted in his seat, pushing
past Alistair to stare at Darwin.

Darwin kept on staring out his window.

Alistair watched from underneath his
bangs.

George raised his voice. "Hey, buddy. Buddy.
I'm talking to you."

Darwin didn't stir. The muscles around his
eyes had tightened.

One of Cassandra's friends, Michelle
Summers, yelled, "His name's Darwin!" She exploded into giggles.
Cassandra shushed her, but they all tittered.

I let my breath out slowly. The tension on
the bus eased a notch.

"That's right," Alistair said softly. Too
softly, like a cat purring. "Darwin Jones."

I held my breath again. My fingernails bit
into my palms, but I didn't flinch.

Darwin turned. It was a graceful movement,
his body easing toward them with barely a squeak against the vinyl.
He raised an eyebrow.

George cackled. "Yeah. That's right. Darwin
Jones."

I risked a quick glance at the bus driver.
Last time Alistair raised heck on the bus, Jake threatened to throw
him off. Jake's blue eyes were fixed on us in the rear view mirror,
but he made no move to stop us.

"Welcome to the neighborhood," said
Alistair. "Darwin. Jones."

Why did Alistair always have to ruin
everything? I had finally found The One, and Alistair wanted to rip
his face off!

I glared at him and George, smiled at
Darwin, and unclogged my throat. "That's right. Welcome."

Darwin glanced at me, just a brief look, but
my stomach dropped like I was on a rollercoaster. Then Darwin
flicked right back to Alistair and George.

Alistair ignored me, as usual.

I felt the footsteps before I heard them,
the slap on the rubber mat along the aisle. Phew. Jake to the
rescue again. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a
girl's leather boot with fuchsia laces.

Cassandra placed a hand on the back of my
seat and slid in beside me, using her butt to push me back toward
the window. "Hi," she said, her brown eyes fixed on Darwin.

He nodded back with a slight smile.

The rest of Cassandra's gang wove its way to
the back, sliding in wherever they could, sometimes three to a
seat, sitting on each other's lap, giggling and whispering.

"Hey. What's going on back there?" called
Jake.

"Nothing, Mr. Adams," said Cassandra
sweetly. "We're okay."

Pause. Jake said, "Yeah, well. Only two kids
per seat."

A few girls had to move back to their
regular seats. "Aww," said one, standing up. "We never get to have
any fun." Her jeans were so tight that the seam went right up her
butt. No wonder she wasn't having fun.

Alistair and George grinned at each
other.

Darwin stared back at them. Waiting.

And then I got it. The guys wouldn't do
anything with girls and a grown-up watching. But what about
later?

 "Woo hoo!" George called. "Looks like you made a conquest,
Dar-win. In fact"—he waved a hand at our seat—"looks like all
the girls like
you."

Alistair elbowed him. George ignored it,
drawing his chin up.

Darwin said, "Yeah. Looks like they like me
better than you."

George flushed. "Take it back."

Darwin snorted.

George spat, "Take it back, nigger!"

The bus went tomb-silent.

Darwin stood up, unfolding
his long limbs. "No. You
take it back."
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When I cast for November
22nd, my
popcorn told me I'd find love. And it was right. But what it hadn't
told me was that I'd also find hate.

Our bus driver, Jake, broke up the guys and
sent them to the principal's office. That afternoon, every class
got a lecture on respect. Believe it or not, my geography teacher,
Mrs. Koja, talked about the pecking order in chickens. "Birds have
a very firm hierarchy. If a chicken tries to step outside of it—say
the bottom one tries to eat first—the other birds peck it with
their sharp beaks. Sometimes, they even peck it to death."

Oh, no. Was she saying Darwin was a bottom
bird? Because he was black?

But from Mrs. Koja's pleated forehead and
puckered mouth, I didn't think so. She said, "You're humans. Try to
be better than birds."

I was trying. It was all so confusing.

For the bus ride home, I got there early so
I could sit in the exact same spot as this morning. The driver was
a woman, not Jake. Good. I tried to look cool and pretty and
Cassandra-ey while I waited. Would he even show up?

Darwin finally clomped down the aisle
leaving tracks of melting snow and salt. When he came close, I
couldn't help it. I risked a glance upward, with a little
smile.

He brushed by me and sat in the rear right
seat. Alistair and George's seat. And as far away from me as he
could get without leaving the back of the bus. He pulled out a
silver iPod, popped in his earbuds and stared out the window.

Okay. He wouldn't want to smile at anyone
right now, especially the sister of his tormentor.

Still, it felt like he'd raked a cheese
grater down my heart.

Another squeak. The door unfolded again, and
a girl's giggle traveled the length of the bus before Cassandra's
gang jumped on. They were earlier than usual. Michelle and Kelly
glanced at Darwin, but chose their usual benches in the middle.
Cassandra paused and slid her black book bag back on her shoulder.
"Just a sec," she said, and breezed down the aisle, swinging her
bag down beside Darwin's leg.

He didn't stir from his spot in the middle
of the bench seat. Cassandra's bag balanced on the edge.

"Excuse me. Is this seat taken?" she asked,
tossing her shiny chestnut hair. She cast a laughing look at her
crew.

Darwin barely glanced upward. "Yeah.
Sorry."

Cassandra's jaw dropped open. "But—are
you—"

He smiled, a crooked twist at the corner of
his mouth. "Sorry."

Cassandra snatched her bag up like he'd
gotten toxic waste on it and strode back to her gang
double-time.

"Over here," Kelly called, but Cassandra
pretended she hadn't heard as she slid in beside Michelle.

It was wrong, but I felt better that he'd
rejected her, too. So it wasn't personal. He wanted to be alone,
that was all. Unless he had a grudge against our whole family?

Pathetically, I inched toward the aisle. If
I could hear what music he was listening to, I'd go buy it, just so
I could listen to it, too. I'd always sworn I wouldn't be a love
slave. But I'd never felt like this before.

Too bad it was with the guy that Alistair
had declared war on.

The bus trundled up the big hill and dropped
kids off near Little Flower, the Catholic elementary school. We
took a left at Amory and stopped again. Kelly winked and yelled
"Good luck!" as she jumped off at her stop.

Cassandra ran to the other side of the bus
so she could slide down the window and yell, "Keep it! You need
it!"

I bet it was about Darwin. If I were
Cassandra, I would have given Kelly the finger.

We were only a few blocks away from home
when I heard Darwin mutter under his breath. He snatched up his bag
and yelled, "Can I get off here?" He was already on his feet,
striding down the aisle.

"This isn't a stop," the bus driver
grumbled, but she pulled over.

Darwin raced off the bus, down Aberdeen. If
he lived on Brunswick, he was going the wrong way. I pressed my
forehead against the cool glass as I watched him run. Some guys bob
up and down like a puppet when they run. Other guys pant. But
Darwin was smooth poetry in motion even when his long legs skidded
to a stop on a patch of ice.

In front of an Asian girl wearing a
rust-colored hat and camel coat. Even from the bus, I could see
that she was about my age, and that she was very pretty. Maybe even
prettier than Cassandra.

Darwin leaned close to her. His breath
puffed in a white cloud around both their faces. She started to
stalk away, and he followed her, matching step for step. He was
still talking. Still hanging close.

Like he knew her really, really well.

The bus took off. I kept watching them
through the rear window. Darwin had a hold of her sleeve now. She
stopped, her head tilted to one side.

When we turned the corner, and they were out
of sight, I sank down into my seat and covered my eyes. Game over.
It was game over for me and Cassandra and every other girl except
that Asian chick. Alistair had nothing to worry about.
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I sucked cool, damp air into my lungs and
peeked around the corner of our basement. Papa was reading on our
old plaid sofa, his feet propped up on the wooden coffee table
beside a cup of tea. His brown hair was thinning on top. Still,
when he lifted his head and smiled, he was just as handsome as
ever. He folded the newspaper and pulled off his glasses. "Hello,
Julia." There was a faint question in his tone, especially when he
saw me holding a bowl of popcorn kernels.

"Hi, Papa." I bit my lip. "I know you and
Beanface are doing a lesson. He said it was okay if I came and
talked to you before." Papa nodded and slid over on the couch to
make room for me. I set the popcorn bowl on the smaller table to my
left. There was no time to waste. "Do you remember my first lesson
with Alistair, when I forecasted a big heart for me on November
twenty-second?"

The furrow between his eyes cleared for a
second, but returned. "I remember."

I rubbed the nubby sofa material. "Well, it
came true."

Papa smiled.

"True for me, anyway,
because I like him, but he doesn't know I'm alive. All the other
girls like him, too. But I really
like him." I took a deep breath. "And I'm supposed
to have him, because the popcorn said so, right? So I was
wondering, do love spells really work?"

Papa lost his smile fast. "Julia—"

"Papa, I'm serious. I know you never
believed in them, but you never believed that girls had the Gift,
either, and I've got it." They used to think only one in a thousand
boys had a potential Gift. No girls at all. I proved them wrong.
"So why not love spells?"

Papa placed his hands on both my shoulders.
"Julia. Not at all the same thing. Yes, people have been pretending
to cast love spells for centuries, using everything from candles to
cat entrails, but nothing works."

I wanted to believe him. He was my Papa. On
the other hand, my own Gift had foretold me and Darwin. And I
didn't think I could win him fair and square.

Papa's hands weighed on my shoulders.
"Daughter. Look at me."

I did. His brown eyes were deep and
sure.

"You know that there has to be some element
of predestination for fortunetelling to work. That's why I can use
their birth information to cast their horoscopes, or why you can
use your popcorn or Toad the Tarot to get an idea of what will
happen. But it's not a precise science. We only ever get an idea.
And we never force or compel anyone. Right?"

I shrugged. Madame Grappeau, Papa's
girlfriend before he met Mama, might not agree with him.

But now that he mentioned it, Toad might
help me. He was Papa's business partner. Usually we joke around, me
trying to figure out his real name because I know it's not Toad,
but I could ask him about love spells. I liked Jeremiah, dad's
other partner, even better, but that meant I was too embarrassed to
ask him.

Papa grasped my arms. "Everyone has free
will. People make their own choices. We suggest. We advise. But we
never force them to do anything. First of all, it doesn't work.
Secondly, it wouldn't be right. You know that."

I sighed. "Okay."

Papa smiled and hugged me to him. "Is he
really that important to you?"

I nestled against him. His sweater tickled
my cheek and his neck was warm against my forehead. "Yes,
Papa."

He ruffled my hair. "I'm glad you told me
about him. But you can win him the usual way, kiddo."

I drew back. "What's the usual way?"

He smiled under his moustache. "You'd better
ask your Mama. Or maybe Cassandra."

Cassandra! Yeah, right. She'd probably tell
me to roll naked in honey and sit on an ant hill in springtime. But
I hugged Papa anyway.

"Now, scoot. Benjy and I have an
appointment."

I scooted, pausing only to grab my popcorn.
He swatted me lightly on the bottom.

I laughed and scampered up the stairs. I
felt better until I closed the door to my room and remembered That
Girl. The one Darwin jumped off the bus to see. She'd already cast
a love spell of her own. Who was she?

I was still holding my bowl of popcorn. I
set it on my desk with a clank of Pyrex. I was too shy to ask it
about me and Darwin. My feelings were too fresh, too raw.

But the other girl was fair game. I rolled
up my desk chair and rested my elbows on either side of the bowl,
closing my eyes. "Who is she?" I whispered. To help concentrate, I
imagined a star with rays like spokes on a wheel, if the spokes
curved like feathers and had dotted circles in the centre. Today,
the circles seemed to glare at me.



Who is that girl? I asked the star.

I pressed the sides of the bowl with my
palms. The glassy surface warmed under my skin. I heard a few pops
and the smell of popcorn grew stronger.

Who is she?

The swirling star launched itself over me,
one eye passing close, as if it was taking a good look at me.

The bowl flared hot in my hands.

I cried out and dropped it, more out of
surprise than anything else.

The bowl rattled to a stop on the desk. Even
before I opened my eyes, I knew that even if the kernels hadn't
spilled, any pattern would have jounced into nonsense.

I peered inside the bowl anyway. There was
no pattern, just a bunch of popcorn—

Wait a minute. Popcorn?

I work with multicolored popcorn kernels.
Only the occasional small bit of popcorn falls in by accident. The
kernels are my medium, not the popped stuff.

But the bottom of the bowl was covered in
fluffy white popcorn, mixed in with the kernels. This was a lot
more popped stuff than I'd started with.

Weird. And somehow, kind of creepy.
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Two kids strolled down Patrick toward the
bus stop. The tall, lanky one was Darwin. The other one was a girl
in a camel-colored coat.

She was short. My height, which is barely
five feet tall. Her face was heart-shaped and narrow, with curving
cheekbones and a pointed chin that gave her a determined look.
Wisps of black hair peeked out from under her hood. She didn't seem
to have a single pimple on her clear, light-brown skin. Even
Cassandra gets the occasional zit.

But the most remarkable things about this
girl were her eyes. They were steady, intelligent, and so dark
brown that her pupils seemed to blend into the irises.

I couldn't pin it down, but this girl gave
off such an air of beauty and fierce intelligence that I almost
took a step back as she reached us.

Cassandra, however, took a step forward,
stamping her well-shaped boot in the snow. "Who are you?"

The girl glanced at Darwin, a flicker of the
eyelashes that conveyed her contempt without saying a word.

I was surprised to see Alistair step
forward, and even more surprised to see his Adam's apple bob up and
down before he spoke. "Hi, I'm Alistair. This is my sister
Cassandra."

I glared at him. He didn't
notice, so I added, "I'm Julia. His other sister."

"Hi, Julia," the new girl said. Her voice
was high-pitched. "Alistair. Cassandra." She nodded at each of us.
"I'm Scope."

Alistair shook his head. "I'm sorry?" He was
still smiling.

"Scope," she repeated, louder and sharper,
like she was talking to an old, deaf man.

"That's a nice name," Alistair said
hastily.

"Scope? Like the mouthwash?" Cassandra cut
in.

"No. Like the drug." Scope turned back to
Darwin. "Nice people around here. Really friendly."

Darwin chuckled.

Cassandra couldn't let it go, not even for
Darwin. Or maybe this was all because of Darwin. "What kind of name
is Scope?"

"My name," the new girl said. She turned
back to Darwin. "Man, is the bus ever going to get here?"

"I like it," I said. I didn't want her to
think our neighborhood was full of twerps like my brother and
sister. "I've never known anyone named after a drug before, but I
like it."

Alistair cleared his throat. "Me too. It's,
uh, different. So, did you just move here?"

"Yeah. We moved here last week."

"From where?"

Instead of answering, she glanced back at
Darwin. "I see what you mean."

Alistair's jaw dropped open a bit. "Do you
guys, uh, know each other?"

Scope cast a laughing look at Darwin. "You
could say that."

Darwin smiled at her and rocked back
slightly on his heels.

Alistair shook his head like he was trying
to get water out of his ears. "Anyway. I know it's tough starting
in a new school. Maybe I could, uh, show you around."

She smiled at him. "That's really sweet."
Alistair swayed forward. Scope went on, "Like you showed Darwin
around yesterday?"

Alistair jerked back, ears scarlet. "That's
different."

"Yeah. Like my name." She stretched out her
wrist and studied her watch. "Okay, this is taking forever."

As if on command, the bus turned the corner.
Scope clapped her hands. "All right!" The bus braked and, wouldn't
you know it, stopped right in front of her, spitting snow out of
its tire treads.
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When the bell rang for homeroom, Scope
slipped in the door and grabbed the seat next to mine. "Hiya," she
said, slightly out of breath, as she dropped her binder on the
desk.

I leaned over. "Hi, Scope. You know, Miranda
kinda sits there..."

Scope shrugged. She was very slender, with
almost no breasts, but somehow, I knew the boys wouldn't tease her
about it. "I can move wherever."

Just then, Monsieur Doyle said, in French,
"Ah! Our new student!" Before he could add anything else, the
intercom crackled, and Mr. Magog, the vice-principal, intoned,
"Please rise for our national anthem."

As soon as we'd finished
"O Canada,"
Monsieur Doyle crossed over to us. We're in French immersion, so he
always speaks French to us. "Class, I wish to present our newest
student. Her name is, ah, Scopolamine Bacon."

At least one person laughed out loud.

Scope stood up and said, with a good French
accent, "That's right. My name is Scopolamine Bacon. My friends
call me Scope. My enemies call me whatever they want, but they had
better say it to my face."

A girl snorted, but after one look from
Scope, she ducked her head. Scope nodded and sat down again.

Monsieur Doyle laughed. "Ah-ha-ha! You won't
have any enemies here, Scopolamine."

She smiled at him.
"J'espère que non,
Monsieur." I hope not. She folded her
hands.

He pointed at her desk. "Ah, normally one of
our other students sits there, but she's ill. You may stay there
until she returns."

Scope nodded again, then glanced at me and
winked.

My heart fluttered. She
wanted to be friends with me.

Monsieur Doyle said, "I hope everyone has
studied for the French dictation. Scopolamine, you may observe this
one."

"I'd prefer to write it too, Monsieur," she
piped up.

The guys at the back laughed. Oh, well. It
was her funeral. I wasn't sure I liked Scope. She was so pretty and
charming and—hard. Like a diamond.

Like Cassandra.

Darwin was still my dream god. He and Scope
seemed really tight. I wasn't sure what their deal was, but if she
hadn't already claimed him, maybe she could put in a good word for
me.

My pencil broke. I'd been pressing too hard.
I grabbed another one from my pencil case.

Yeah. I should make friends with Scope. Even
if I didn't get to hang out with Darwin, I could still ask her
about him, what he did or didn't like. That's what Seventeen
magazine said to do. Of course, they said that I should ask him
myself, but I was too shy. This was the next best thing.

Monsieur Doyle asked us to pass our papers
to the person behind us for correction. I was still working on the
last word, Angrignon. It was a town name in France, but a real
doozy. The eraser smeared the word around instead of erasing it. I
ended up crossing it out and scribbling it over again, fast and
messy, before I passed my paper to Jason Henderson. He crossed his
eyes at me. I stuck my tongue out at him.

My best friend Amber used to say that it was
dumb to correct papers in class. We were doing the teachers' work
for them. I didn't mind, though. I was pretty much the top student,
so it didn't bother me if people saw my marks, and I was curious
how other people did.

The teacher quickly rifled
through the corrected papers, pulled one out, double-checked it,
and smiled. "We have one perfect dictée. I brought a prize for the
lucky winner!"

Jason Henderson snorted. "Big deal. Bet it's
jujubes."

That's what the prize was the last time.
Jujubes aren't my favourite, but I still straightened in
anticipation.

Monsieur Doyle walked down
the aisle toward me. At the last minute, he twisted to my left. "A
warm welcome for our newest student, Mademoiselle Scopolamine
Bacon. Bienvenue!"
He dropped a bag of chocolate coins on her desk.

"Merci, Monsieur," she
said.

I'm sure I got Angrignon right. Just that
Jason probably couldn't read it because of my messy handwriting. It
wasn't fair!

The bag of chocolate coins landed on my desk
with a thump. I glowered at Scope. She shrugged. "Take one and pass
it back. I'm not crazy about chocolate."

She was a kid who didn't like chocolate!
What kind of freak was she?

"Take one," she repeated.

Slowly, I ripped a hole in the mesh with my
thumbnail and took a coin stamped with a sailboat. Just to be
polite. Not because I wasn't still mad. I passed it back to
Jason.

"All right!" he said.

Scope shrugged and quirked an eyebrow at me.
Friends?

I let out my breath slowly. It wasn't her
fault my handwriting had been messy. I smiled back. Friends.

 



 


 


 Chapter 7

 


At my locker, Scope held out a pack of
Trident peppermint. "Want some?"

Mint reminded me of toothpaste. But I
reached for a piece, trying not to grimace.

Scope burst out laughing. "Why did you take
it, if you didn't like it?"

I shrugged, face flaring. I could never be a
spy. I blush too much. I shrugged.

"Do you always do stuff you don't want to
do?" She started off, toward the stairs, cracking her gum.

I spit the gum into a trash can and hurried
to catch up to her. In a way, it was a relief she'd caught me. I
didn't want to pretend with Scope. I almost never pretended with
Amber, but we'd been friends for years before she moved to
Vancouver. It was different getting to know someone.

I caught up with Scope at the landing and we
pounded down the stairs together. When we pushed through the double
doors, out toward the bus, I said, "Sure. Don't you do stuff you
don't want to?"

She glanced at me sidelong. She was still so
beautiful that it took me a second to adjust every time I saw her.
Up close, I could see that her eyes weren't black, but a dark,
creamy brown. "Nope. I just pretend to." Then she started
running.

I almost caught up to her, except one of the
grade eights got in my way, and when I dodged around him, Scope
shot on to the bus and into the right rear seat. Alistair and
George's spot.

"Uh, wouldn't you rather sit here?" I
gestured at the middle benches.

"Nah." Scope put her boots up on the back of
the seat in front of her. "What's the matter?"

I stayed standing. "Alistair and George sit
there."

She cocked her left eyebrow. "I don't see
their names on it."

"Yeah, but, they, like, always sit
here."

Jake called back, "Feet on the ground."

"Sorry," Scope called, and made a point of
thumping her boots back on the floor. She grinned at me. "I think
he'll enjoy a change of scenery. Don't you?"

I plopped beside her. "Anyway," I said,
trying not to think about Alistair, "Darwin might want to sit here.
He did yesterday."

"Darwin's cool," she said, composed.

"Yeah." There didn't seem to be much more to
add. She grinned at me.

I blushed magenta again. "How do you know
him?"

She rolled her eyes. "It's like, I've always
known him."

"Yeah, but..."

"There he is now." She rapped on the window,
her knuckle melting the frost in neat little circles. Darwin gazed
up and grinned.

Darwin was talking to a few grade eight
guys. They weren't Alistair's crowd of the heavy metal dudes. These
were the brainy boys. I'm smart, but I don't place in national math
contests like these guys do. I wouldn't have figured them as
Darwin's type. I pictured him alone and brooding. But I wouldn't
have counted on Scope, either.

Darwin climbed on the bus and grinned. Even
though it was aimed at Scope, I felt winded by the warmth. It
transformed his face. He threw his bag in the other back seat.
"Glad you made it," he said to Scope. "Hi," to me.

I nodded. My throat was still too tight to
let anything as trivial as sound waves to escape.

"Whatever do you mean, brother dear?" she
answered demurely. They both checked my reaction.

That shocked me enough to loosen my throat.
"He's your brother?" I looked from her Asian features to Darwin's
dark good looks.

Scope and Darwin exchanged a high five. But
instead of stopping with slapping hands in the air, they went on to
bump fists, back-slap, and say, "Uh!", in perfect unison.

"Score," said Scope.

Darwin said, "You went the whole day without
telling anyone?"

Scope nodded. "Could've gone longer. Didn't
bother. You?"

His lips curved a tad. "Still didn't. So I
win."

They went through their high-five routine
again.

Scope turned to me as I remembered to shut
my mouth. "Half-brother. We have the same mother."

I looked from one to the other. I still
couldn't see a resemblance. Maybe their foreheads and cheekbones.
And their chins, of course. "Oh."

Scope said to Darwin, "She's okay. Kinda
shell-shocked, though."

"I am not! I'm just trying to figure it out,
that's all. You don't look much alike."

"And we don't act much alike, either," said
Scope. "He's the bad one."

"She's the bad one," Darwin said, at exactly
the same time.

Scope laughed delightedly. Both of them were
twice as alive when they were together.

"So...you guys moved here with your mom?" I
looked from one to the other. Scope was shaking her head.

Darwin watched her, lips quirking. He turned
to me. "In a way. We moved here with our mom and both our
dads."

Whoa. There were some kids in our class
whose parents were divorced. We felt sorry for them and didn't
bring it up. Akiko's background was Japanese, but we'd known her
for years, and we were used to it. Her parents were still
together.

This family went against the rules on
everything. Scope had to be at least half Chinese or something. And
Darwin was definitely partly black. Plus they had two different
dads—who got along—who were living with their mother at the same
time?

My head spun. I had to sit back.

Scope rested her hand on my arm. "This is
why we don't tell everyone who asks right off."

"Because it's none of their business," said
Darwin.

"Mostly that," Scope agreed.

And then Alistair's voice boomed over us.
"Hey. This is our seat."

Scope barely glanced at him. "Sorry."

Alistair advanced a half step, leaning over
me to inform her, "We've been sitting there for three years."

"Yeah!" said George.

They pretended that Darwin was invisible,
but George wouldn't turn his back on him. Probably smart.

Alistair's fingers dug into the foam
headrest, leaving indents. His backpack loomed in my face.

Scope practically yawned. "Sounds like you
guys need to get out more."

Darwin shifted. I heard his seat creak.

Alistair still wouldn't look at him. He was
all about Scope. "You can sit there," he said finally, "if we let
you. But you have to ask us."

Scope turned right there and laughed at him.
Sharp laughter, cutting my brother to ribbons.

Darwin cracked his knuckles.

Long silence. George bunched his fists. But
Alistair said, "We'll let you, this time" and threw himself into a
seat a few rows up.

"So where were we, before that yawn attack
interrupted us?" Scope said, pulling a nail file out of her
bag.

"That was my brother," I muttered, still
hyperventilating.

Scope opened her mouth, but Darwin got there
first. "Cool it, Scope."

She pressed her lips together, but she
rolled her eyes and said, "Okay, sorry to insult your brotherly
yawn attack. Brethren snooze. Fraternal narcolepsy."

I had to giggle. She was too funny. My
parents have always been proud of my vocabulary, but she could
improv plus had nerves of granite. A small, dark part of me gloated
over Alistair's comeuppance. I read that word in one of Amber's
period romances, I think.

Scope pulled out her iPod. "What're you
listening to now?"

Darwin showed her his earphones.
"Zappavista."

Scope lifted an eyebrow at me. "It's okay,
he likes weird stuff. I like Lady Gaga and Pink."

"Me too!" We talked Top 40 for a bit.

I wanted to invite them to our house.
Alistair and I had a fortunetelling lesson with Papa, but not until
after supper.

I bit my lip. She probably knew what I was
thinking. I bet I wasn't the first of her friends to crush on
Darwin.

I studied Scope's face. She was leaning
against the window, eyes half-closed. I could hear the tinny music
coming out of her earphones. Strands of her black hair stuck to the
windowpane. The frost on the window had melted in a messy circle
under the warmth of her jiggling head. Suddenly, her eyes flew open
and she sat up. "Hey! We're here!"

I looked out the window. There was nothing,
just the empty farmer's field on Twelfth Line. The bus driver must
have come up the back way. We were still a few blocks from my
house. "What is it?"

She turned to me, eyes sparkling. "This is
where I play."

 



 


 


 Chapter 8

 


"No," said Darwin. "We should go home."

Scope's smile vanished. She turned on him
with such fury that it was almost something you could touch.

"Don't give me that." He pulled off his
earphones and wound them around his iPod.

Scope twisted and whispered in my ear,
"Wanna come? We can tromp around the brush. There's a barn. It's
rad."

I looked from her animated face, eyes wide,
lips parted, to Darwin's closed features. It was like someone had
turned the light off, leaving only the tight mask of his eyes,
nose, and mouth. "No," he repeated.

She ignored him. But I couldn't. Not only
because I liked him, but because something felt very wrong.

I licked my lips. "Maybe later."

She stamped her foot and swore.

The word echoed through the bus. Cassandra's
gang turned around to stare. Alistair stiffened, but didn't turn
around.

The bus driver called, "No bad language on
the bus."

Scope was almost vibrating with tension, but
she called, "Okay. Sorry."

I touched her arm. "Scope—"

"Get your hands off of me," she said. Tight.
Controlled.

I yanked my hand away.

Darwin had revolved to face front, but his
earphones stayed in his hands. He was listening. So was the rest of
the bus.

I lowered my voice. "What's so important
about this field, anyway?"

She turned toward the window, curled against
the wall. "Forget it. You wouldn't understand it, anyway."

"Maybe I would." I knew what it was like to
be different. Should I tell her? Last year, I'd told a reporter
that I had the Gift and revealed what really happened to other
Gifted girls. The newspapers and TV covered it and some blogs did
too, but then they lost interest. Probably Mama and Papa had
something to do with that. So Scope and Darwin might not know about
me or our company, Fortunes, Inc.

She might call me a freak, but I had to act
fast or lose her and Darwin. I took a deep breath. "Maybe I would.
I have the Gift."

Scope's nostrils twitched like she smelled
rotten onions. "What did you say?"

I hunched my shoulders. "You know. The
Gift."

A beat, and then she
pressed against me, her breath hot on my ear. "That's
wicked!"

Darwin leaned against the window, stretching
his legs the length of the seat. He gazed toward the front of the
bus, missing my wickedness.

I studied the delicate folds of his ear.
When I turned back, Scope looked like she'd like to scoop out my
brain and eat it raw. I shifted away from her and added, "I guess.
It runs in my family."

"Julia Sharpe." She bounded toward me again.
"The Sharpes? As in Fortunes, Inc.?" She leaned so close, I could
smell her breath.

I didn't flinch. It smelled nice. Minty.
"Yeah. That's our company."

She drew back and rubbed her finger over the
wrinkles in the seat cover. "But it's so rare. Only guys can do
that. Only a few, very talented guys. Plus—" Her tongue peeked out
of the corner of her mouth. "—some people say it's bogus."

"That's because they're scared of it." Safer
ground. Mama gave this lecture all the time. "But it's real. Our
family does it. Alistair can read playing cards."

"What?" Her voice sharpened. "You mean, like
the two of hearts or the ace of spades?"

"Yeah. But he can tell the future with
them." I licked my lips. "Mostly."

"Hm." She settled back into
the seat, then bounced up again. "What do you do?"

I swallowed hard. "I read popcorn."

"What!"

I started talking faster. "Popcorn. Yeah,
like the kind you eat. Only I can tell the future in it." Except
last night.

She pursed her lips. At last, she spoke. "I
believe you."

I released my breath. "You do? I mean,
great!"

"But," she said slowly, "prove it."

"Prove it. How?"

She smiled. Her teeth gleamed in the
afternoon sunlight. "Take us home and show us."

"I—can't. I have a—lesson, and I'm still in
training, and I don't do readings for the public—"

She made a face. "Oh, well." She turned away
from me and reached for her earphones.

No. I couldn't let her go. I'd been so
lonely with Amber gone. Not to mention her fine brother. Out of the
corner of my eye, I noticed his hand resting on the back of the
seat in front of him. I focused on his well-trimmed nails and the
few, tiny, curly hairs on his knuckles. I steeled myself. "Okay.
I'll do it."

Scope smiled.

Alistair stalked off the bus as soon as Jake
opened the door. Cassandra caught up to him and whispered in his
ear. He wheeled around and narrowed his eyes at me, Scope and
Darwin.

He waited for us to reach him, then said to
me, "What are you doing?" He pretended that Scope and Darwin didn't
exist. A stray wind scattered a bit of snow on his face, but he
ignored that, too.

I cleared my throat. "I'm, uh, having people
over."

His frown tripled. "We have a lesson
tonight."

"I know. Not 'til after supper. I can have
friends over. You have George over all the time." My voice quavered
a little.

Cassandra shouldered her way between me and
Darwin to link arms with me. She hadn't done that in years, but as
soon as she did it, my body relaxed, remembering. She said,
"Tonight's not good, eh, sis?" Her voice coaxed, soothed, and sent
a flicker of apology to the two outsiders. "Another time."

She was making it so easy. All I had to do
was agree. I always wanted to play with Cassandra and Alistair.
Finally, they wanted me. I just had to step away from Scope and
Darwin.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/92678
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_1439ea110d22368dc81c66330057d372_SpMwMz_html_m2e867ca7.jpg
Olo

books™





tmp_1439ea110d22368dc81c66330057d372_SpMwMz_html_m6eee4eae.jpg
Windtree

Press





cover.jpg
Mel&sa Yuan

Book Two of the Popcorn Adventures





