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"Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned." 

Hands clasped and sweaty, Eve confessed her sins in the cramped confessional booth, her face obscured by the thin lattice screen separating her from the priest. She murmured them once. Twice. It was never enough.

Eve Carter was going to hell, and it wasn't even her goddamned fault.

The priest's promise of forgiveness washed over her the same as water against a boulder. She felt nothing, the words moving past her as if they were meant for someone else. 

A quick thank you. Some homework of Hail Mary's. Then it was over.

She left the tight box, avoiding her father's impatient gaze as she scurried to the bathroom. Benjamin had insisted on dropping his daughter off at her grandmother's personally, staying long enough to get one more good confession out of her before driving back home.

Eve peered at herself in the tiny bathroom mirror: dull, tired, ugly. The dark circles under her eyes were more prominent, her skin ashen.

Her hair had grown back a surprising amount in the past two years, at least. Eve stared at the blond locks, wishing them blue once more. She would even take the greenish color it had turned once she had rinsed all the dye out. Ben had given her three lashes for that one. It was a pretty tame punishment compared to his usual abuse, but he had also made her shave her head. The shame of that had been worse than the belt. For as many things as she missed about her home across the state, Eve did not miss her father's discipline.

Moving to rural Vermont had not been her choice. Or, in a roundabout way, maybe it had. Eve glanced down at the twin scars that stretched the length of her wrists, their pink permanence barely visible under her uniform. She tugged the blazer's sleeves down.

Eve ran her fingers through her short hair, making it presentable before grabbing her bag and walking out of the church.

Nan sat on a small wooden bench outside, lost in a conversation with Mr. Stone, their next-door neighbor. She was a spindly thing with jutting elbows and shaky knees. Her stark blue veins were hidden behind a cream sweater and skirt that were too big for her tiny frame. Eve thought she appeared lost in the bundle of clothes. A child playing dress up.

Mr. Stone, a man in his 50s with a gray beard and a penchant for wooly sweaters, fell silent as Eve emerged from the church. His smile was stretched thin. Mr. Stone was Nan's original caretaker before she'd arrived and—thankfully—still offered to take on the role during her hours at school.

Eve had only met her nan a few times before the move, although Ben talked of his mother often. She still lived in his childhood home: a two-story brick house with aging wallpaper and a kitchen that hadn't seen an update since the '70s. Eve didn't hate it, but she didn't find comfort sleeping in her father's old bedroom, either.

Ben had said the move was to help Nan—the woman was in her mid-eighties and looked it—but Eve knew the real reason. Her mother whispered about it under her breath. The old neighbors gossiped about it behind her back.

Eve was a disgrace, and the "incident" almost four months ago had been unsettling enough that no one knew what to do with her anymore.

That was fair. She didn't know what to do with herself, either.

"Where's dad?" Eve interrupted. Nan stared at her, eyes wide and blank with confusion.

"You know, I don't know." Nan peeked around, but Eve could tell her grandmother had no idea who she was looking for. Eve glanced around the street parking. Ben's truck was gone.

No goodbye, then. He truly couldn't wait to be rid of her.

"I'll be home around three." Eve reached into her bag and tossed a red scarf around her neck. The early September chill nipped at her legs, breaking through the thin nylon of her tights. It felt too early for this kind of weather.

"Where are you off to in such a hurry?"

"School."

Nan turned to Mr. Stone for confirmation before nodding. "Get there safely, Sammy."

Sammy—Aunt Samantha. Nan's daughter.

Eve frowned but caught herself, giving her grandmother a polite smile before she rushed off to school. That was another reason Eve was sent here; Nan was sick, and all her children were either too busy or too far away to take care of her.

They'd given up on their mother, just as they'd given up on Eve.


      [image: image-placeholder]St. Peter's Roman Catholic High School was an eclectic architect's dream. The old church still stood in resistance to change, with cracking stone walls and black spires that reached up into the overcast sky like spears aimed toward heaven. Attached was a cold cement hallway that ran underground—an old bunker, Eve assumed—to an abandoned office building that had been emptied out and renovated decades ago. The girls' yellow bathrooms were ugly, but at least they weren't that sickly greenish color from her old academy.

She could still see her own blood between the mossy tile cracks.

Eve tried to focus on the chalkboard of her religion class, struggling to read Sister Heidi's cursive scrawl. She kept her eyes averted from the cross hanging directly above.

A cell phone ping went off, and all eyes turned to a boy in the back row near Eve. He slid sheepishly down in his seat.

They did not have nuns anymore, not in the way they used to. Sister Heidi was the oldest on staff and one of the few nuns they had bothered to keep on payroll. Most other teachers were outsourced.

As Sister Heidi walked between the narrow rows of desks to confiscate the phone, Eve could see hints of old discipline in the woman's face. Back in the day, she would have beaten his knuckles raw. Eve could see that she still wanted to.

Instead, Sister Heidi plucked the phone from his hands and took it back to her desk, locking it away in one of the wooden drawers.

She returned her attention to the board.

Thump-thump-thump. Someone tapped their shoe behind her, eager to leave. Uneasiness stirred inside of her as Eve gripped her pencil.

Thump-thump-thump.

She couldn't look at the cross.

Thump-thump-thump.

The smell of tobacco mixed with sickly sweet alcohol stung her nose.

Thump-thump-thump.

She glanced at the cross. The depiction of Jesus stared mournfully back at her, his face dripping with blood.

Thump-thump-thump.

The cross slapped against the bedroom wall. It hung above her as she prayed, as she begged, thump-thump-thumping—

The bell rang. Eve grabbed her books in a rush, nausea creeping up her throat. The fluorescent lights were too bright and disorienting. Her heart thundered in her chest. There was no danger, but she could sense it everywhere.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder.

Eve spun around with a sharp gasp. Her books clattered to the floor as she stumbled back.

The boy with the now-confiscated cell phone paused, shock written across his face. He quickly recovered, flashing her a shy smile. "Sorry, didn't mean to scare you. You're Eve, right? I'm Eric."

Eve didn't respond, wishing she could wipe away the touch of his hand on her shoulder. Eric knelt and picked up her fallen books. He was plain, with forgettable mousy brown hair and a square face.

She kept her guard up.

Eric offered her books back with a smile. Eve accepted them with trembling hands.

"Thank you," she murmured, tucking them close to her chest. Only a few more classes until she could go home.

"You just moved here, right? How are you liking St. Peter's so far?" His voice was casual, friendly even, as he followed her into the hallway. It put her even more on edge.

"Yes." Her throat was tight. Eve tried to put as much space between them as possible, but the crowded hallways offered little room. Eric continued to stare at her, and she realized she hadn't answered his question in full. "It's fine."

"Just fine?" Eric laughed, reminding her of another faint laugh in the dark. Her stomach lurched. "Yeah, I can see that. Not much to do, I guess. But we throw some pretty fun events around here. Homecoming is in a few weeks, actually."

Eric launched into an eager explanation of their school dance traditions, and she could see the coming suggestion bubbling at his lips: we should go together.

"Excuse me," Eve cut him off, rushing into the first girls' bathroom she saw. She locked herself in one of the empty stalls, her breath escaping in shallow gasps as she plopped down on the toilet.

The memories came back in scattered pieces—a scent, a sound, an image—and they didn't care where she was or who she was with. Eve would remember, and then she would break apart all over again.

She stayed in the stall throughout her next class. Then her next one. Eve considered staying there for the whole day, huddled in a ball on the toilet. Once the second class let out, girls came rushing in to use the facilities and adjust their makeup. Eve wondered if there was a better place to hide. Maybe she could ditch school entirely.

The bell rang, and the bathroom cleared out once more. Eve rubbed her eyes on the cuffs of her blazer, her face red and blotchy as she stepped out of the stall.

A girl stood against the edge of one of the pink wall-mounted sinks, her silky brown hair pulled up into a high ponytail. Heat flooded Eve's cheeks as their eyes met, and she nodded curtly, prepared to make a run for it.

"Wait!"

The girl paused, one hand outstretched toward her. Eve glanced over her shoulder, her body tense and ready to bolt. The girl hesitated before stepping forward.

Eve flinched, and the girl frowned, halting in place. She stared at Eve with sympathy and something else Eve couldn't quite make out.

Then the girl smiled.

"Want to have lunch with me?"
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Hailey Boyle: she was a senior, too, and Eve was quickly informed that they had a few classes together. Eve felt bad that she hadn't noticed her before, but in all fairness, she didn't pay attention to most of her classmates. Hailey  also informed her that she had seen Eve go into the bathroom two periods ago and decided to wait for her. Eve was mortified. She had worked so hard to stay quiet and unnoticed, but her efforts had been wasted.

"So, lunch?" Hailey pushed with a hopeful grin. The girl hadn't stopped talking since Eve left her stall.

Eve scrubbed at her puffy eyes in the mirror. "I think I'll pass."

Hailey frowned. "How come?"

I don't know you, and I don't want to know you, Eve thought. But that wasn't a nice thing to say, especially after Hailey confessed to waiting for her. If they were caught skipping class, Eve wouldn't be the only one in trouble. Not that I even asked her to stay.

"I'm not hungry," Eve lied, only for her stomach to promptly betray her with a loud growl. Hailey raised an eyebrow. So much for that excuse. "…Never mind, I guess."

"Great!" Hailey beamed and held open the bathroom door. Eve reluctantly followed her to the cafeteria.

Where Eve lacked in conversation, Hailey made up for it; the girl's mouth never stopped moving, constantly bouncing from one topic to the next without giving much room for response. Eve wondered if she should be taking notes.

With their trays full, Hailey led Eve to a round table near a window overlooking the parking lot. The cafeteria itself was small, with gray tables and metal chairs spaced out between red brick walls. Banners of their school crest hung in dark blue over the doorways, alongside a white depiction of Jesus at the Last Supper embroidered on tapestry. It appeared someone had attempted to liven up the scenery with the addition of autumn window clings, but they reminded Eve of an elementary school classroom.

As they approached the table, Eve's heart rate jumped at the sight of another student already there.

"This is Sage," Hailey said with a subtle nudge against her arm, using her tray to gesture at the girl.

Sage was tall, with sharp cheekbones and eyes so gold that they had to be contacts. Eve wondered how she managed to pull that one over on the nuns. Her dark hair was braided back in a half-up hairdo, the ends trailing down to her waist. Their blue school uniform didn’t suit her—it couldn’t match her cool composure, or the way she held herself with the confidence of a queen.

She was beautiful. She was invincible.

Eve's stomach churned as they approached.

"Actually, maybe I should—" Eve tried to excuse herself, but Sage's head jerked to the side, her gaze locking on Hailey. She waved to them, her attention slipping to her friend's companion. Eve shifted, the tray in her hands seeming tons heavier. She was ready to drop it and run.

One glance at Hailey told her that wasn't an option. Eve's legs moved forward, planting her in front of the table.

She and Sage stared at each other, waiting for the other to speak first. An awkward silence stretched between them.

Eve hadn't eaten lunch with anyone but herself in over two years. Should she be casual? Upbeat and friendly? Or should she be quiet and stoic? She'd been working hard to keep to herself, but now that she was face-to-face with other people, she had no idea what to do.

Hailey plopped down beside Sage, unaware of the tension between them. Eve reluctantly slid down in the empty chair beside her, wincing as she dropped her tray too hard on the table.

"Who's your friend, Hay?" Sage asked, watching Eve pick at her food. She certainly wasn’t hungry now.

"Eve! She recently transferred here," Hailey said between mouthfuls of mac 'n' cheese.

"Oh, yeah. I thought I saw you around," Sage mused, although Eve was certain she hadn't seen Sage until now. Sage relaxed in her chair, tossing her hair over her shoulder before biting into a pear. Even the way she ate was graceful.

I wish I could be like that, Eve thought. She was all nerves instead, her heart ricocheting inside of her chest with the momentum of a jackhammer.

"Yeah." Eve took a sip of her water—something to keep her mouth preoccupied.

"Where'd you transfer from? St. Ive's?" Hailey asked.

"No, I moved from Manchester."

"Oh." Hailey frowned. Clearly, she'd been hoping for somewhere more exotic.

"Vermont isn't terrible." Sage poked Hailey with the handle of her fork. "You just don't enjoy the cold."

Hailey pouted. "No, I do not."

The conversation digressed from there, with the occasional question about Eve and Manchester tossed her way. They never got too personal, and Eve was content to indulge Hailey’s interests. Sage spent most of the time watching them converse. Eve wondered if Sage was as uncomfortable sharing lunch with a stranger as she was.

"Did you get a new pet, Sage?"

Eve froze, startled by the new voice behind her. Sage rolled her eyes.

"What do you want, Liam?"

Eve had seen plenty of Roman Catholic boys in her lifetime. At a certain point they all started to look the same: clean-cut hair, the fake smile of straight teeth, and a personality as stimulating as stale white bread.

Liam was something else entirely.

His eyes were a warmer gold than Sage's. His messy hair was the shade of cayenne and sumac, spices that carried through his personality in a disregard for the school uniform—open jacket, untucked shirt. The first few buttons were undone to expose his sharp collarbone. Eve didn't see the mandatory tie anywhere. She could understand Sage getting away with the contacts to some extent, but there was no way Liam was allowed to have such blatant negligence with the dress code.

Unless his family was influential with the school. The thought left a tight knot in her stomach.

Liam took an empty seat between Sage and Eve and kicked his feet up on the table. Eve pulled her tray away in disgust.

"Eve, this is Sage's brother," Hailey said with the wave of her hand.

"Brother?" Eve glanced between the two.

Liam swung an arm around Sage's shoulders with a smirk. "You don't see the resemblance?"

"Half-brother," Sage clarified, throwing an elbow into his side. Liam snickered but pulled away.

She could see a few similarities between Sage and Liam—their sharp jaw lines, the strange color of their contacts, but what was most striking was how unnatural they felt. They were attractive, sure, but it was the kind of attraction that raised goosebumps on her arm and set off warning alarms in the back of her head.

Something wasn’t right, but she couldn't name what.

Or maybe that was her own fear of being attracted to anyone ever again. It was tough to judge.

 "It's nice to meet you," Eve said politely, offering him no more than a disinterested glance. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of confusion flit across his face.

"Can't say I share the sentiment," Liam said.

Jerk, she thought. Liam scanned the cafeteria with a bored expression. His eyes flicked from one table to another, never lasting on any one for long. Eve elected to ignore him. She had to get through the next thirty minutes, and then she could return to her days of obscurity.

"You're quiet," Hailey said, and it took Eve a moment to realize she was addressing her. Liam’s brows rose, as though he'd forgotten her presence entirely.

"I don't have much to say," Eve confessed. In truth, she hadn't been listening to a word they said.

"We were talking about homecoming," Hailey said with a bright smile. Eve could tell Hailey was trying extra hard to make sure she was included. "Are you going? I was going to skip it this year, but if you're going, we can go together."

"To homecoming?" Eve tested out the words. Her conversation with Eric popped back into her mind. "It's not my thing."

"Why not?" Liam asked. He leaned on his elbow against the table, his body inclined toward her. Eve inched her chair away from him—something that did not go unnoticed based on his frown. "I thought everyone favored dancing."

"I wouldn’t know."

"You've never tried?" The glimmer in his eyes sent chills down her spine.

"I'm not interested in finding out."

Liam sighed. "Are you that opposed to having fun?"

"What's that supposed to mean?" Eve asked before she could catch herself. She was not usually confrontational, but something about Liam irked her. He appeared unreasonably frustrated with her, and Eve couldn't fathom why.

"I think it's rather obvious."

"Liam," Hailey whispered in warning. He ignored her.

"You've been here for a week or two now, yes? You show up and ignore everyone, then someone tries to offer you some fun, and you behave as though you're too good for it," Liam continued without restraint. "You won't even look at me when I talk to you."

"Liam, that's enough," Hailey said. Sage watched the three of them, almost entertained by their fight. 

"I would if there was something worth looking at," Eve snapped. Anger bubbled inside of her like a hot living entity of its own.

He did not meet her gaze kindly. "You think people don't talk about the way you avoid them? The judgment is written all over your face. You give away a lot more about yourself than you think."

The bell rang. Eve stood up at once and dumped her tray into the nearest trash can without a word.

Eve heard Hailey scold him as she walked away. "Why would you say that?"

She didn't stick around to hear his answer.


      [image: image-placeholder]Eve was grateful that she didn't share any more classes with Hailey and her friends for the rest of the day. She wasn't sure she could face them again after that awkward encounter at lunch. She especially doubted she could hold her temper around Liam. Even the thought of having to face him again in the halls was enough to set her off.

The hardest part was that there was some truth to what he said. Eve did see herself apart from most of her classmates. She had lost her faith years ago; the only reason she attended Catholic school was because she was forced to.

It had been a steady progression, but each year her faith in the religion her community prided themselves in cracked bit by bit. She had questions that could not be answered. She had concerns that were brushed aside or projected back onto her with outrageous claims that Eve was doubting the good Lord's intentions. They were right, of course, but she couldn't exactly say that in her church's community.

Eve was an outcast. She knew not all the kids here were religious—if she searched hard enough, she knew she would find others similar to herself, but Eve was no longer interested in finding them. Hailey had been nice, but if Eve's encounter at lunch had taught her anything, it was that she was better off alone.

Eve resumed her classes as usual—distant, aloof, bored. The nuns preached their bigotry any chance they got, while the teachers toed the line, afraid to cross over on either side. Eve was caught in the middle, another casualty among many.

As she moved on to her last class, Eve caught sight of Hailey and Sage rushing to match her pace—well, Hailey was rushing. Sage didn’t share her urgency.

"Eve!" Hailey panted once she reached her, a tired smile on her face. Eve glanced between them, and although Sage's face betrayed nothing, Hailey's said everything. "I wanted to apologize."

"You have nothing to apologize for," Eve said. Sage nodded in agreement.

"That's what I told her."

"I'm not apologizing for Liam. You caught him in a bad mood," Hailey explained. She and Sage followed Eve down the hall. Eve wished they wouldn't. "He's usually not like that."

"He's pushy," Eve said flatly.

"He's stubborn," Hailey corrected. "I'll talk to him about that. What he said to you—that wasn't okay. I'm really sorry."

"It's fine." Eve wanted the conversation to be over. Shehad one more class to get through and then she could finally get out of here.

She turned to enter her English class, but Hailey caught her sleeve, eyes wide and pleading. Eve froze at the sudden touch, her earlier nausea piling up again. Hailey quickly let go, her voice laced with guilt. "You're going to eat with us again tomorrow, aren't you?"

Eve wanted to turn her down. She wanted to tell her, no, not in a million years, never again. She wanted to end their acquaintanceship and to part ways as strangers.

She had no idea what compelled her to say, "Okay."

Hailey beamed, relief visibly washing over her face. The only surprise Sage showed was the slight rise of her eyebrows.

"Great! I'll see you tomorrow, then."

Hailey rushed down the hall toward her next class, and Sage chuckled, following behind.

As soon as the two girls were out of sight, Eve felt the sinking regret of her choice.
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"It's Sharon." 

Nan held out the phone to her granddaughter, the curled cord stretched thin from years of use. Eve didn't know why her grandmother kept a landline anymore, much less a corded one.

"Hey, Mom," Eve said. She grabbed the phone's base and dragged it into the dining room as far as the wire could reach. Her homework was spread out across the table's surface, although not much progress had been made. "How are you?"

"Getting by," Sharon said in a sing-song voice. "I was calling to check on Nan and thought I would see if you were around." Translation: I want to make sure you're not going out and getting into trouble.

"Here I am." An awkward silence stretched between them. Eve held back a sigh.

Things were always uncomfortable with her mother; Sharon tended to micromanage things, and when she didn't have control over a situation, it made her antsy. Eve was often the source of her mother's anxiety.

"How is school going? Are your grades good?" Sharon pushed.

"They're fine." Eve left it at that. She didn't have the energy to go into the details of her life at St. Peter's. What was she going to say? She had a breakdown in the bathroom? She couldn't focus in class and wondered if each lesson was pointless? It would only freak her mom out more.

"Just fine?"

Eve bit her tongue. Her mother had a way of turning innocent questions into a hunt for information. Anything Eve said would be scrutinized and judged and twisted into something else to suit her mother's narrative. Eve could tell her that she'd won a scholarship, and her mother would believe that Eve had danced with the devil himself to get it.

It didn't used to be that way. Before the incident at prom, her mother would sit and talk to her about anything. They didn't need safe topics or small talk—conversation came naturally.

But everything changed, and now her mother was guarded, constantly observing her daughter and shaming her for things that didn't exist.

When Eve didn't answer, Sharon clicked her tongue and continued, "What about friends? Have you made any yet?"

Eve thought of her interaction with Sage and Hailey at lunch. Eating with them had been… Eve couldn't say it was a nice change of pace. Sage and Hailey were okay, but Liam had completely ruined the experience. Eve doubted that eating with them at lunch again would solve anything, and they would eventually lose interest in her as everyone else had. That was fine by her.

"No."

There was a brief pause on the line. Eve could picture her mother biting down on her lip, the little crease between her eyebrows pinching together with disapproval. Even if Eve had told her she made friends, Sharon would find a way to disapprove. Were they good people to be with? Were they going to distract her and drag her down another path toward sin? But if they weren't there, Eve wasn't getting any social interaction, and she might hurt herself again. It was a lose-lose situation in her mother's eyes.

"You know, your father still has some friends that live around there. I bet they all have families now," Sharon said casually, but Eve could sense the pressure in her voice. "I can ask him if any of them have children around your age."

"I don't know." The idea of her parents setting her up on a playdate was mortifying. She wasn't a kid anymore.

"I'll talk to your father about it. In fact, I'm pretty sure Stan has some daughters your age. You remember Stan, don't you? Fourth of July?" Eve had no idea who her mother was talking about. "You should try to meet them," Sharon pressed. "They're from a nice family. I'm sure you could get along with them."

A nice family. Code for, we approve of them. They'll push whatever agenda we want you to hear.

"I'll think about it," Eve said without any intention of doing so. She was tired of being told what to do. She was just…tired.

"Promise me you will."

"Mom—"

"Why do you have to be difficult?" Sharon snapped. There it was. Eve leaned back in her chair, already zoning out as her mother scolded her. "I ask you to do one thing, and you can't even promise me that. How hard is it to go up to someone and say hello?"

"I don't know them. It would be awkward."

"That's what an introduction is for, Evelyn." She could hear her mother huffing on the other line. "Have you even thought about what you're going to do after graduation? It's only a few months away, you know."

"I know," Eve said, her voice monotonic. Graduation was more than a few months away—it was almost an entire year off at this point—but she didn't want to argue. She didn't want to carry on this conversation either. She hadn't planned to make it to her senior year, let alone graduation. What the hell was she supposed to do now?

"You need to think about your future," Sharon said seriously. Eve struggled to ignore the condescending tone. "Your father and I have been talking. It's time to start looking at colleges, unless you want to join the family business—"

Eve groaned, cutting her mother off. The "family business" wasn't a business at all; it was another multi level marketing scam. Her mother had been bouncing between pyramid schemes for as long as Eve could remember, selling everything from overpriced candles to skincare that made her face itch.

"Didn't dad tell you to stop doing those?" Eve asked. She didn't often agree with her father, but even Ben thought the MLMs were a waste of time and money—both of which their family had little to spare.

"He's coming around to it," Sharon quipped. Another code for, he doesn't know about it. Or, I kicked up such a fuss that he doesn't think it's worth arguing about. Eve had seen it happen both ways.

"Okay." Eve let the conversation lapse. She was exhausted. She shut the textbook in front of her, completely drained. She would get back to it. Maybe. "I should get going—I need to make dinner."

"That's fine. I'll call you back on your cell," Sharon said. Eve grimaced. Either her mother didn't get the hint, or there was more she wanted to talk about. Eve wasn't interested in dealing with either scenario.

"It's kind of hard to talk on the phone while I'm cooking."

"Oh. Alright then." A pang of guilt stabbed at Eve's chest as she heard her mother's disappointment on the other line. "I'll call you another time, then. Keep me updated on the graduation plans."

"Okay, Mom. Love you, bye." Eve waited for her mother to respond similarly before dropping the phone back into its cradle. She folded over on the table, head on her arms, and sighed.


      [image: image-placeholder]When she entered the cafeteria the next day, Eve's gaze immediately fell on Hailey's table. Hailey and her friends were already there, fully immersed in the conversation between them. Would they even notice if she didn't show up? Maybe Hailey had already forgotten she invited her to eat with them.

She stared across the cafeteria with her tray in hand, awkward and unsure. Maybe she could run off to an empty classroom and eat there. It would be less pathetic to eat alone if no one could see her.

Liam caught Eve's eye, as if daring her to approach. If she walked off now, would he tell Hailey or pretend he never saw her?

Not wanting to hurt Hailey's feelings—and admittedly annoyed by the challenge in Liam's eyes—Eve walked over.

"Hey," she said, her voice barely loud enough to be picked up over the noisy crowd. Hailey's face lit up with excitement; she must have doubted Eve would keep her word. Liam smirked, which only unnerved her, but Sage smiled, and it was enough to ease some of her anxiety.

"Eve! Come sit," Hailey said.

Eve frowned at the circle of chairs. Hailey sat beside Sage, leaving the last empty chair between herself and Liam. Eve hesitated to take it. Liam raised an eyebrow at her, and Eve sat down, keeping some distance between them.

After a moment's silence, Hailey said, "I love your necklace! It's cute."

"Oh." Eve touched the silver cross dangling from her neck subconsciously. "Thanks."

"Where did you get it?"

"It was a birthday gift." It was the last gift she got from her nan before her memory started to deteriorate: a simple cross with her initials carved into the front. Eve wore it so often that she hardly noticed it anymore.

"It's so pretty." Hailey sighed with a smile. "I got this." She pulled out a small leather booklet attached to a string from her shirt. "It has my favorite verse in it."

"If you two are done, I was in the middle of a story," Liam interjected with a scowl. Sage rolled her eyes.

"No one wants to hear your theories about troll economies, Liam."

Liam glared at her, but Sage had already moved onto a new conversation. "When's your next game?"

"Next Saturday," Hailey said between bites. "I'm totally freaking out. We're up against Sacred Heart Academy—their basketball team is insane."

"You'll be fine. Wear your good luck charm."

When Liam realized he wasn't going to get his sister's attention by glowering at her, he turned his attention to Eve. She sat beside Liam in silence, trying to ignore the intensity of his stare as she nibbled at her food. Liam irritably tapped his fingers against the table, but she couldn't decide if it was directed at his sister or her. Eve certainly didn't do anything to earn his ire—she didn't think so, at least.

"You haven't touched your food," she pointed out.

"Not hungry."

"You should eat it anyway. Someone worked hard to make it," Eve said, taking a hurried bite of food. She was one to talk; most days she could barely get herself to eat. The hypocrisy of it gnawed at her.

Liam rolled his eyes. "I'll keep that in mind."

"Why even get it if you're not going to eat?"

"You're awfully concerned about my eating habits," Liam said. A mischievous smile lit up his face. "Perhaps I'd be more inclined to eat if someone were to feed it to me."

Eve grimaced. "I would rather die."

"That's a smidge dramatic, don't you think?" Liam shrugged, making a point of pushing the tray as far away from himself as possible. He reached back and scratched his neck.

She turned away and let out a deep breath. She didn't want to be petty and pick a fight; she knew he was trying to get a rise out of her. This was probably better than any of the nasty remarks he made yesterday, anyway.

Eve chewed her food in silence. One lunch—that was all she had to get through.

She caught Liam smirking out of the corner of her eye.

"What?" she asked, sharper than intended.

"Somebody is sensitive," Liam crooned. He rested his cheek in his palm, propping himself up on his elbow over the table. "You aren't going to run off crying again, are you?"

It was a slap to the face. Had he seen her break down before lunch yesterday? Or was he referring to how irritated she'd been after their argument? Her stomach twisted at the thought of the former.

"Of course not," she said tightly. Her throat felt constrained by an invisible lump.

Liam raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure about that?"

"Do you have a problem with me?" Eve asked abruptly. Liam observed her, as though he was debating that very question himself.

"I haven't decided yet," he said. Eve couldn't tell if he was being honest or making fun of her. "Though it seems you have a problem with me."

"Maybe I do." Liam stared at her, waiting for an explanation she didn't want to give. She turned away, refusing to give him the satisfaction. His fingers drummed against the table, betraying his annoyance.

"And why is that?" Liam attempted to regard her with a casual, cocky grin, but she could tell it was forced. So, he didn't like being ignored. That was something Eve was happy to do.

Eve kept her mouth shut and ate her food. Sage and Hailey were still wrapped up in their own conversation, oblivious to the silent war raging on the other side of the table. She couldn't resist sparing a few glances in Liam's direction. She was secretly pleased to find him glowering.

"You won't tell me?" he pushed after a few minutes of silence. It was the most peace Eve had found all week. She was sad to see it go. "Very well, I'll guess. There's the obvious—you're jealous of me."

Eve snorted. The last thing on her mind was jealousy. God, the arrogance of this boy made her want to laugh.

Liam kept listing the reasons off on his fingers. "You could also have a stick up your ass a mile high—that would cause some brain damage." He rubbed his chin as a new devious thought came to him. "Or maybe you have a terrible crush on me and you're afraid to say so."

Eve stiffened. Of all the ridiculous suggestions, that had to be the worst of them. The idea that she could be attracted to him—this arrogant, self-righteous prick that probably never faced real suffering in his life—nauseated her.

No, she had been foolish once. She would never make the same mistake again.

Liam caught the sudden tension in her body and misinterpreted the gesture, his grin wide and mocking. He scooted his chair closer, intruding into Eve's personal space. She leaned as far away from him as she could.

"That's it, isn't it?" Liam mused. "I can't blame you; I have been told I’m unbelievably handsome. It was only a matter of time before you fell for my charms."

Eve blanched. He was close, too close. "You're delusional."

"I've been called worse." Liam searched her face before his smile faltered. There was a prior intensity to his gaze that now dimmed. "You look disgusted."

"I wonder why," Eve snapped. "Get the hell away from me."

Liam was utterly baffled. "Aren't you interested in me?"

Interested? She was barely restraining herself from shoving him off his chair. He hovered over her with curiosity, close enough that she caught the scent of fresh rain that clung to him.

"If you don't get out of my personal space right now, I'll dump this milk on your head," Eve threatened, squeezing the carton in her hand. Liam pulled back but did not turn away. The way he stared at her was akin to a puzzle box he couldn't break open. It was as if her existence confused him.

The bell rang and Eve took that cue to leave as fast as she could. Three more classes to get through and she could go home. Having lunch with Hailey had been a mistake. Boundaries did not seem to exist for Liam, or if they did, he had no qualms about disrespecting them. Eve didn’t trust him enough to stick around.

She was barely a few paces away from her next classroom when she saw Sage and Hailey down the hall. Eve ducked her head and walked faster. Hopefully, they would ignore her, and they could pretend their whole meeting had never happened in the first place. God, why did Hailey have to wait for her in the bathroom yesterday?

Hailey and Sage stopped directly in front of Eve, blocking her path. Eve tripped over herself in an attempt to not slam into either of them. She opened her mouth to apologize—she never did say goodbye to either of them after lunch ended—but Hailey interrupted.

"Are you okay?" She flinched as Hailey's hand fell on her shoulder. It slipped off just as easily, and Hailey clutched her own hand as though afraid to make the same offense twice.

"Yeah, I'm fine," Eve lied. "I need to get to class."

Eve tried to step around them, but Hailey jumped into her path once more.

"You ran off without saying anything. I didn't know what happened," she blurted out. "I'm sorry if Liam said anything to upset you. I'll talk to him about it."

"It's okay. Really," Eve insisted. Her smile was forced. "I do need to get to class, though."

"You're going to have lunch with us again tomorrow, right?"

"I don't think that's the best idea," Eve confessed. It would probably be better if they never spoke to each other again.

Hailey winced as though she'd been slapped. Sage didn't appear to mind one way or the other what Eve did, but seeing at her friend's fallen expression, something changed.

"What would it take for you to join us tomorrow?" Sage asked.

For Liam not to be there, Eve thought without hesitation. But she couldn't kick him out of a group she didn't belong in, especially since he was related to Sage.

"You don't have to do anything—" she started. Sage held up a hand to silence her.

"I didn't say I would," Sage clarified. "Just tell me what would get you to have lunch with us again. I'll see what I can do."

Eve hesitated. Then quietly said, "I'm not comfortable around Liam."

"You don't want to see him at lunch?"

"I…" Eve wanted to insist that it was fine, that they didn't need to compromise anything in their lives for her sake. But everything in Sage's eyes told her an argument would not be tolerated. She cast her gaze downward and nodded instead.

"Alright. I'll make sure he isn't around at lunch," Sage said. "As long as you show up."

Eve gaped at her. "But he's your brother."

Sage waved off the remark with her hand. "Liam is enough to deal with at home. I don't mind getting a break from him." She peered down at Hailey. "What about you?"

Hailey nodded enthusiastically. "We can last one period without Liam."

"Good. We'll see you tomorrow." Sage pointed a finger at Eve. The invitation felt more like a threat.

Eve nodded, bidding the girls a quick goodbye before rushing to her next class.

When Eve dragged her feet to lunch the next day, Liam was nowhere to be found.
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Liam and Sage were odd. Not just in their strangely beautiful appearance—which was no less a fact than the sky being blue—but in how they conducted themselves. 

They only showed up to school when they wanted to. Sage arrived more often than Liam, but she tended to go missing between classes or disappear for days at a time. They never turned in homework, never participated in discussions, and were outright absent during tests and quizzes. Not to mention their persistent absence during Mass, which Eve knew counted toward their grade.

Then there were their clothes: no way on God's green earth would the nuns excuse Liam's gold ear piercings or either of their bright amber contacts. Eve had gotten suspended at her old school for less, and she had seen more than one girl get pulled aside at St. Peter's for the length of their skirt or an extra set of earrings. Yet, Liam and Sage walked around in practically whatever they wanted, barely adhering to the school's dress code. Eve wondered why they bothered with the uniform at all, if they were going to ignore most of the rules, anyway.

But the weirdest part was that no one said anything. Not the nuns, not the teachers—no one in charge even noticed that they were missing most of the time. The students had caught on—one had even attempted to skip school as Liam had done and received detention for it—but even they shared a weird nonchalance about it for the most part.

Eve tried to bring up their strange behavior on several occasions—sometimes to Hailey, to other students, and even to Sage herself—but she was always brushed off or given vague answers. It's fine, they would say. It didn't matter what nun or teacher she asked, their answers were always the same.

The strangest interaction she had was with the office staff; the secretary had no idea who Eve was talking about.

"You know, Liam," Eve said incredulously. He was kind of hard not to notice. "Red hair, piercings, looks like he's either going to commit a cult sacrifice or become one."

The school secretary, Jill—a middle-aged woman with thick rectangle glasses—shook her head, aghast. "We would never allow piercings in the school."

Jill's reasoning wasn’t solid, but the interaction left Eve perplexed. Was that seriously what she took away from that?

Especially as she sat beside Liam during three of her classes that day.

Unlike Sage, who shared all of her classes exclusively with Hailey, Liam wandered between classrooms as he pleased, never sticking to one consistent schedule. Some days he was in gym, others he was in English, occasionally history and science. She never saw him in her religion studies, but she couldn't blame him for skipping that. She would skip, too, if she could.

English class dragged on, and Eve found it harder and harder to pay attention to the intricacies of Shakespeare's works when all she wanted to do was go home.

It was especially hard with Liam doing everything in his power to make this class a living hell.

This was not the first class he interrupted for her today. In fact, Liam had been in nearly every class with her this week, and Eve suspected his sole purpose was to drive her patience into the ground.

Liam sat at a desk beside her now, humming to himself as he fussed with his hair. He had been admiring himself in an intricate, golden compact mirror for at least thirty minutes. This would not normally bother Eve, except for the fact that he pestered her with enough questions that even the sound of his voice became an irritant.

"What do you think of this?" he asked, turning his chin this way and that to show off what minuscule change he'd made to his appearance. Eve did not dignify him with a response. She had barely passed her last English quiz and couldn't afford to miss this lecture.

"Perhaps it's too short," Liam mused. He flicked his hand, and out of the corner of her eye, Eve caught a sudden onslaught of red locks waving down past his shoulders. Liam stared at his reflection, readjusting his new long hair. Eve faltered, her pen dropping onto the surface of her notebook.

How did he do that? She wouldn't dare ask—expressing interest in Liam's behavior would only invite trouble. Still, she was baffled.

"What do you think?" He turned to her with a smirk, twirling one of his long strands of red hair around a slender finger. "Are you beside yourself with want and desire?"

Eve's lip curled in disgust. She shook her head and tried to pay attention to the lecture. Mr. Ceating was passionately scribbling something on the blackboard, but Eve missed what his rant had stemmed from.

Liam scowled. With the flick of his hand, his hair returned to normal.

For a few brief, blissful moments, Liam left her alone.

Then her pen suddenly veered off course, leaving a large, inky smear across her notes. Confused, Eve flipped the page and tried to write again—only for the pen to move on its own, yanking her hand with it.

"Stop it," she whispered between clenched teeth. His brow arched, but he didn't move from his seat.

"What are you talking about?"

"You know what." Eve's pen pressed against her smeared page, leaving a pool of ink in a small indent. She didn't know how he was doing it—she didn't see his hands move—but Eve was certain Liam was behind it. "Stop it. I'm trying to learn."

Liam's lips twitched. He glanced down at her notebook. "I can think of something far more entertaining than that."

"Not interested." The words came out instant and bitter cold. Liam leaned back in his chair, kicking his feet up on the desk.

"You can't possibly be enjoying this," he said, gesturing toward the blackboard. "I've seen moss with more charisma."

Eve's head pounded. Frustrated, she slapped her notebook shut. There wasn't any point in taking notes if she couldn't concentrate. She'd managed to keep a passing grade in the class so far—maybe another failed quiz wouldn't be the end of the world.

"That wasn’t so hard, was it?" Suddenly, Liam was sitting in the empty chair in front of her and leaning on top of her desk, forcing his face into her line of sight. She tensed and tried to stare past him, but it was difficult with Liam invading her personal space. "I'll show you how to have some real fun."

"Go. Away," she ground out.

Liam sighed in disappointment but leaned back a little. He was observing her, and Eve dreaded what annoying plan he was concocting next. "You know, you need a nickname."

"What?" That wasn't where she was expecting him to go with this. A million horrible, terrible, inappropriate nicknames came to mind. The last thing she wanted was to hear what he really thought of her in the form of some weird pet name. Worse than that, what if it stuck? A vile taste rose in the back of her throat.

Liam pursed his lips in thought. Then, "I'm going to call you Evie."

"Don't call me that," Eve snapped too quickly, more determined to stop him from calling her anything than upset by the nickname itself.

That was a mistake. Liam grinned, relishing her annoyance.

"I could make it worse. Much, much worse," Liam teased, and she was sure he could. She was honestly surprised he hadn't already. Eve had expected something horrible, but his choice was rather lame by comparison. She was almost disappointed.

Liam took Eve's silence as quiet acceptance and grinned wider. "Evie it is then."

"I never agreed to that."

"Didn't have to, Evie."

Eve took a deep breath to calm herself and glanced at the analog clock above the blackboard. Only fifteen minutes left. Shehad to make it through the next fifteen minutes, and she could grab her stuff and go home.

Something nudged her elbow out of place, disrupting her tense pose. Eve caught herself, nearly smacking her face on the notebook's cover.

"Knock it off!" Eve snapped. She earned a few glances from fellow classmates and the brief attention of Mr. Ceating, but soon the lecture continued, and Eve glared back at Liam. Lowering her voice, she hissed, "Just leave me alone."

"Where's the fun in that, Evie?"

"Don't call me that."

"Why not, Evie?" Her elbow slipped out from under her again. This time, Eve was prepared and adjusted herself accordingly.

"Because I said so."

"That's not a good reason, Evie." Another nudge.

"Do. Not. Touch. Me." There was no humor in her voice:only the cold, quiet hatred that stirred inside of her. Eve was used to being passive. She was used to taking the high road, the backseat, and everything else her parents and priests shoved on her to keep her  sweet, docile, and subservient. Stay quiet and out of the way and nothing bad will happen, right?

But bad things happened to her all the time. And she was sick of letting them get away with it.

She was so fucking sick of it.

Liam smirked, thrilled by the sudden challenge. They stared each other down, daring the other to make the first move.

Her elbow was shoved out from under her, and Eve nearly smacked her face against the desk.

She grabbed her pen and threw it at his face.

Liam ducked. The pen flew forward, right into the back of Mr. Ceating's bald head.

Shit.

Eve sunk down in her chair as all eyes turned on her. Liam was, inexplicably, gone. Her only guess was that he saw what was about to happen and decided to sneak out before he could be implicated.

"Miss Carter," Mr. Ceating said. Eve flinched at the acidity in his tone. "Is my lecture so boring that you think throwing things is an acceptable response?"

"No, sir," Eve mumbled. Her face burned in shame. She wanted to sink into the floor and disappear into the boiler room underneath; living with the mice there would be better than this kind of attention.

"Then why did you throw it?"

Eve opened her mouth, fully prepared to blame Liam, but who was going to believe her? He wasn't there now, and she couldn't explain how he'd left the classroom so quickly without anyone noticing. She glanced at her classmates, hoping one of them could interject and explain what happened, but none of them had even paid attention to her.

Eve was alone.

Unable to provide an excuse, Eve clung to silence. Mr. Ceating's gaze narrowed.

"You'll see me after class, Miss Carter."


      [image: image-placeholder]School was long over by the time Eve escaped Mr. Ceating's office with little more than an after-school detention. Eve supposed she should feel lucky; if it had been almost anyone else in the school, she would have gotten a suspension and a call home. Mr. Ceating was relatively understanding though, and he was more worried about what caused the outburst than being attacked by a rogue pen. There wasn't much she could say either way, considering Liam had suddenly disappeared from the classroom, so Mr. Ceating had no choice but to at least dole out a punishment.

The late afternoon sun beat against the side of St. Peter's as Eve trudged down the concrete steps. She was surprised to find Hailey and Sage lingering at the bottom of the stairs. Hailey beamed up at her and waved.

"What are you two still doing here?" Eve asked as the other two rose to their feet and began their trek home.

"We were waiting for you," Hailey said. "What took you so long?"

Eve flushed, ashamed. She didn't use to care much about the delinquencies she earned in school, but confessing them to Sage and Hailey was more embarrassing than even her parents knowing. "I was in detention."

"What did you do to earn detention?" Sage grinned, amused. "Are you creating trouble?"

"You can ask Liam," Eve said sourly.

"Ah." Sage nodded, immediately understanding. Hailey chuckled nervously at her side, shaking her head.

"He's the worst sometimes. I swear, I don't know how you put up with it, Sage," Hailey whined, but it came out more playful than genuine.

Eve had to bite back her annoyance. Hailey was used to Liam's antics, and Eve was sure he rarely—if ever—used them on her. Eve couldn't blame Hailey for being an outside observer and finding humor in his behavior. Maybe if she had been born in another life, Eve would have found him humorous, too.

"He acts like he can do whatever he wants," she said. "And people let him get away with it. I haven't seen anyone tell him off—or even come close to it."

"Imagine having to live with him," Sage said under her breath.

"I don't think he's trying to do any harm," Hailey said, but even Eve caught the skeptical glance Sage tossed in her direction. "Liam's just, you know, special."

Eve scoffed. Special. Privileged was more apt. Just because he was handsome didn't mean he should be allowed to get away with harassing her for shits and giggles every day. 

"Do you guys want to come over to my house this weekend?" Hailey asked, eager to change the subject. "It's supposed to be warm out; we can hang out on the patio."

Eve hesitated. Her acquaintanceship with Hailey and Sage had lasted as far as the corner of Walnut Street and Third Avenue where they would all inevitably part on their way home. She hadn't even seen Hailey's house, much less visited anyone else in almost three years. What if she did something weird by mistake? Eve was already pretty awkward and quiet at school, and at least there she had some conversation starters to fall back on. Hailey's house would be a whole new environment.

"I'm not sure that's a good idea," Eve decided. Then, when Hailey was about to argue, "I have to take care of my nan."

Curiosity flickered across the girls' faces. That's right—Eve had never mentioned her living situation to them. Would they find it weird that she lived with her grandmother? Eve bit down on her lip.

"Is your nan sick?" Hailey's question took Eve by surprise. She found herself answering before she could think better of it.

"Sort of; I think she has dementia. She hasn't been diagnosed yet, though." Nan refused to see a doctor for it, and Eve didn't think her parents took it seriously. But what was she supposed to do? Drag her grandma there by herself?

Hailey's cheery demeanor dampened, and the mood grew solemn. "I'm so sorry. My grandpa died from Alzheimer's a few years ago. I know how much it sucks." She took Eve's hand in her own and squeezed hard. Eve tried not to flinch at the contact. "I'm here if you need anything, okay?"

"Thanks." Eve pulled her hand back and hid both inside of the pockets of her cardigan as she shuffled forward awkwardly. Hailey was kind, maybe too kind for her own good. Eve couldn't tell if she was being fake or not, but she felt guilty for even considering the idea.

You can never be too careful.

Eve cleared her throat. "I'll see if my neighbor is able to hang out with her on Saturday. Maybe I can stop by for a few hours."

Hailey grinned. "I'll text you the address, okay?"

Eve nodded, mentally convincing herself not to back out now. Everything is going to be fine.









OEBPS/images/80995103-78ad-4d75-ab13-bfce0165bbd2.png





OEBPS/images/4ce28ca4-2bd4-48b1-9a6e-61ab82eb10e3.png






