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      It is your new nightly ritual, as automatic as showering or brushing your teeth or thinking about her. You feed innocent paper into the teeth of the shredder. Then you put the scraps on the floor.

      You shape them into a circle or a square or—you did this once, whimsically—a hand holding a cane. The pattern can be anything, as long as you position it in front of your dorm room door. That way, if you leave the room that night, in the morning you will know you did it.

      Whatever it is.

      The paper shreds have never been disturbed yet, not once, which is surprising and interesting. You’re uncertain what to make of this.

      One thing is true. You are not a little boy anymore. You are seventeen, and you don’t believe in Mommy keeping you safe or in friends having your back or in anybody, including you, understanding the difference between good and evil.

      You do, however, believe in the indifference of humanity and the absolute inevitability of your own destruction.

      You never asked to be what you are. Why you? At this point, you rarely bother to ask that question. Why is a child’s question, and there’s never a good answer, not from him, not for you.

      Because. That’s the answer. His answer, and now also yours.

      Because you are a monster.

      Because you are too damn fucking tired.

      One day soon, maybe tomorrow, you will stop fighting. You will go down. You will be done.

      For tonight, though, you shape the hand and cane again, working the confetti to represent her small, determined fingers. You haven’t bothered to learn her name, and you don’t plan to. That girl has nothing to do with you.

      But her world is a good place, you felt sure of that from the first time you saw her eager face. You’re glad for her, that she lives in that good place and not where you do.

      She’s alive in the world. It is enough for you.
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      I took the long way through campus in the storm on purpose, so I am certainly not lost. The Rockland Academy carriage house is somewhere ahead in the woods according to the map that was attached to my invitation. I’ll get there but in the meantime I am dallying all I want. In the October rain, I lift Georgia and twirl in the middle of the path. I only revolve once but naturally I slosh puddle muck on myself. I do not fall, I stay balanced. So there.

      Thunder rumbles somewhere in the distance.

      For your information I don’t lean on Georgia heavily when I walk anymore, I just press down gently. Some people assume my cane is an affectation. I like that in some ways, but in others it seems like an insult to Georgia, who despite her decorations is far from a fashion accessory.

      My twirl throws my hood back and rain beats on my head which I like the feel of, it is real and I am glad to be alive and glad to be Saralinda de la Flor and glad to be outside in the most persistent storm in the New York area in a dozen years. Sixteen is way too old to have never before been outside in a storm. I want to make a habit of this!

      I turn my face upward to the sky which is opalescent (great word—you can almost taste it when you say it). Speaking of taste, the raindrops on my lips are earthy, not in a bad way.

      I am late for the meeting so Georgia and I go faster (I don’t limp much anymore except when my foot hurts or I am tired) and according to the campus map (I peeked at it again) the old carriage house is⁠—

      There.

      With its gray stone covered by ivy, the carriage house merges with the woods like a fairy-tale cottage. It has arched eaves and gingerbread trim and it has a turret and it is absolutely adorable and I want it I want it I want it. Who would not want a home like that?

      Although yes even in the rain I see the stone is crumbling, the paint is peeling, half the shutters are missing, and also there’s a loose shutter banging with the wind against a window. I don’t care however. The school might have thrown this place away but I know what it could be if someone such as me loved it. Geranium flower boxes and colorful rag rugs and up in the turret, an armchair and a footstool and a tea cozy (I am not entirely sure what a tea cozy is, I will look it up if I remember) and also of course my books.

      The turret could be my secret home which would be a big victory because once upon a time I couldn’t have climbed its stairs. I am totally in love with this idea until I wonder if I would be lonely. But I don’t know who I would invite to live with me and my books, except it would not be my mother.

      Sorry not sorry.

      I open the main carriage house door and discover a large empty garage with a cracked concrete floor and cobwebby lightbulbs hanging from the ceiling, it is not inspiring.

      “Le sigh,” I remark to Georgia. (I am taking first-year French.)

      Okay I have been using any excuse to delay is the truth, which is why I am late. Why delay, you ask—well, it is because I am uncertain about this meeting. However I was invited I remind myself, so Georgia and I mount the metal spiral stairs (I can go up spiral stairs! I am extra careful as they are tricky) to the second-floor landing, and there I find a door which is closed.

      Boldly I rap and speak. “Hello? Student Leaders Club?”

      “Yeah, we’re in here!”

      Oh.

      Oh, it’s him. I lean on Georgia then. He has rarely spoken to me but he smiles at me in the halls at school and he does it like he sees me. Antoine Dubois smiles at everyone, though. That’s who he is.

      As for me, I am someone who when I reach for the doorknob and turn it and push, the door does not open.

      Sometimes I think I’ve got a fairy godmother who believes that accessibility challenges are educational and fun and so she puts random freaky obstructions—above and beyond ordinary things like no elevator or ramp—between me and wherever I want to go.

      I tuck Georgia into the crook of my elbow and try again to open the door, rattling the doorknob like mad until on the other side Antoine shouts with amusement, “Hey, whoever you are, are you pushing? The door opens out. Pull.”

      On the other hand, maybe I should be less judge-y about my fairy godmother.

      I pull and the door opens easily.

      Before me is a big carpeted room furnished with chairs and a couple of old couches. There are four other kids inside: one girl standing, one girl pacing, a boy in my turret with his back to me, and another boy looking at me, who is Antoine Dubois.

      Antoine.

      He sits on the more hideous of the two couches with his long legs (he is tall and quite skinny) folded before him and his chin resting on one of his hands which are oversized. His skin matches his eyes which are deep brown, you could drown in them or I could. Okay, totally unnecessary confession: I have the tiniest of crushes on Antoine and I even read the Wikipedia entry on Haiti which is where his parents emigrated from.

      In Haiti, they speak French and Haitian Creole (which is a language based on French it turns out), it might possibly be that this is one reason why I picked French and not Spanish to study. I’d burst into song, but singing is not my best route to impressing anyone (and besides it would be odd). I have not figured out my best route to impressing people yet so instead I simply am glad I didn’t stay out in the storm splashing in puddles and drinking rain and generally catching my death (to quote my mother, who thinks that Death is lurking 24/7 with a Saralinda-sized net).

      Maybe because he hasn’t fully grown into his legs and arms yet, there is something goofy about Antoine’s looks, which is part of why I like him despite not knowing him. The thing is that when Antoine smiles, he is all dimples and unmistakable sincerity and in short he is not intimidating even though so tall.

      He is the senior class president which is no wonder, I would have voted for him too if I were a senior.

      “Hey,” Antoine says to me. “You made it. Excellent. Welcome.”

      I am suddenly hyperaware of my saturated hair and face and hands and how stupid I was just now on the other side of the door. Still I manage to smile back at Antoine and I actually contribute to the conversation. I say:

      “Hi.”
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      You brace your hands on the rough-grained wood frame of the old turret window. Holding the frame allows your body to absorb the battering the window takes from the rain and the howling wind outside. The shaking feels good and clean and impersonal, as if you were one with the elements, and not a human being at all.

      You put your palms on the cold glass. The wavy old window glass is thin. You could smash through it. You’d dive headfirst out of the window and join your bleeding and broken body to the storm. You’d break free from yourself. You’d become a howl on the air.

      Maybe the broken glass and the fall wouldn’t be enough to kill you. But maybe it would, if you did it right.

      Maybe it’s time.
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      I take my attention away from Antoine because:

      (1) I have too much self-respect to stare at him like he’s a new book that I am going to read under the covers when my mother thinks I’ve gone to sleep and

      (2) I do not want to be the kind of girl who totally ignores other girls in favor of a boy and

      (3) I am genuinely interested in who else is here.

      I realize listing (3) last makes it not so very convincing, but spacetime requires that things be described in a chosen order even if your thoughts spurt out together as mine do. Also sometimes more important thoughts are buried deeper and therefore arrive later. In short I believe sequencing is misleading at best and total crap at worst, but I am stuck with it because like I said, space-time.

      It turns out that I know one of the two girls in the room: Evangeline Song. Evangeline is texting so she doesn’t immediately demand to know why I am there given that I am not exactly a school leader. She is one, but in a very weird way. I will explain.

      I only know Evangeline by sight. And by rumor: She is rich (her father was Kevin Song Real Estate). She’s also chic, she wears her hair in a chin-length bell that’s somehow both ragged and artful, and today she has on a simple blue cotton sweater and leggings, which is not so different from what I’m wearing but her sweater has an asymmetric neckline and naturally her boots are not orthopedic, and she wears lipstick (I don’t but I do use a touch of CoverGirl mascara which my mother does not know about). Oh, but a girl shouldn’t judge other girls by their appearance because then she is shallow. Okay so redirect: The main thing about Evangeline is that she is tough, in a take-no-prisoners way where if somebody says something she disagrees with, she corrects them and usually in a cutting voice. It’s like she cannot let anything go, and she is often right, and this is why though she is beautiful and smart and rich she is not exactly popular, and yet she is powerful.

      Evangeline has one friend though and it is Antoine. Is she more than a friend to him? This my question but now I am again being shallow, plus I am dragging a boy into it, what is wrong with me? Okay, I know what’s wrong. I like boys, I notice them a lot. Is that wrong? I even (briefly) considered renaming Georgia to George, but I do know better, that would be like dumping a faithful girlfriend (though a friend who is actually an oak cane with a crystal orb that I superglued on, the orb is beautiful although, I know, hobbit-juvenile) for a boy.

      Evangeline seems to notice my presence with a flick of her eye but she’s mostly focused on her phone (to me this is a relief ), and I look at the second girl, who I have never ever seen before. (Why is a new girl at Leaders Club?) She is a white girl, with very white skin unlike me, with blond hair cropped short on one side of her head, and dark eyeliner ringing her eyes so heavily that alongside her pallor it looks like she has trouble sleeping. She paces in small circles like a caged cat, not pausing though she does flap a hand toward me in what might be a greeting.

      It then occurs to me that there are weirdly few of us at this Leaders Club meeting, only five. Are other kids still coming? Are they having trouble finding the carriage house?

      I say five because there is still that other person in the room who is the other boy, the one who’s standing in my turret. (I recognize that being possessive of my turret is unfair, he might have a turret dream of his own to which he is absolutely entitled.) He did not look toward me when I came in and he has not changed his mind so far. Without seeing his face, I am not sure if I know him. He is shorter than Antoine. (Most people are.) He has very straight very dark hair in a businesslike ponytail, tied with a green rubber band he might have swiped from a carry-out container at Whole Foods. Mentally, I refer him to Evangeline’s stylist. (I do not have a hair stylist. My mother trims the ends every six weeks like she has ever since I can remember. I would hack my hair off at the neck so she couldn’t anymore except that I love my hair as it is, medium brown and hanging to my waist and taking a curl if I try.)

      Antoine gestures to the sofa beside him as if I am to sit there.

      “You’re a sophomore, right? Belinda, isn’t it?”

      He knows my name!

      Well, sort of.

      “Yes,” I say. “Or wait. I mean, no. It’s Saralinda.” My hair feels matted and sticky. Was I entirely insane to get it wet? Yes, yes I was. It takes hours to dry. I long to be back on the other side of the door, where I could fish out my brush and groom myself. Shallow of me, I know. Again.

      “De la Flor, though, I have that part right?”

      I beam a great big yes at him.

      Antoine.

      Antoine, whose jeans (speaking of style) are artfully split so as to expose his sports-playing knees. (Don’t ask me which sports he plays. Sports are not my thing, even if sports-playing boys are—and there I am again with the shallow. Sorry.)

      Antoine is looking at me.

      Maybe I can learn to appreciate sports.

      Am I his type? (What type am I? I don’t know for sure, I only know what I look like, which is not exactly the same thing. What is a type really? Is it ethnicity or body type or personality or all of these? Or are we each unique individuals so the very idea of type is inherently false? No, that can’t be, because I think Antoine is my type.)

      Having sort of lost the conversational thread, I say lamely, “Saralinda de la Flor.” I am grateful that at least I don’t compulsively add my social security number.

      “I’m Antoine Dubois,” he says. Which is polite because he has got to know I know who he is. I have meanwhile fixated on his bare knees and I make an attempt to meet his eyes, but mine catch instead on his equally bare forearms and nobody could reasonably expect me to remain unmoved. His eyes are up there. I do manage to smile into his face at last.

      (Sometimes I hate being me.)

      He gestures at the sofa beside him which now I remember he did before. He wants me to sit next to him but I cannot focus on that because he is talking again.

      “This spot is dry, which I can’t say for most of the chairs. The roof leaks.” He points upward.

      On the ceiling there is a big dark spot in which a drop of water visibly gathers, then plops to land splat in a puddle on a chair seat. This makes me reassess my building rehab plans to prioritize roofing.

      “That’s rotten,” I say. I am obviously still somewhat intellectually impaired. Also I am leaning on Georgia. It might not be entirely that I am overcome by Antoine’s presence, maybe I overstated the situation about not needing Georgia anymore.

      The pacing new girl pauses for long enough to snarl over her shoulder.

      “Literally rotten! I’ve counted at least five leaks. This building should be freaking condemned.”

      She doesn’t appear to expect a reply which is good because I am entirely occupied in shrugging out of my raincoat. I put it on the back of the puddle chair and sit next to Antoine on the sofa, easing Georgia down unobtrusively down onto the floor.

      “Evan and I were saying that we didn’t know the school still used this building,” Antoine says. He raises his voice. “Right, Evan?”

      “Correct.” Evangeline lifts her gaze from her phone and looks at me at last with steady eyes (and no smile) and after a few seconds I rate an unsmiling “Hello” which is more than I was hoping for. Then she goes back to whatever she’s doing on her phone.

      Antoine jokes, “Evan has tremendous multitasking powers but we’re working on her social skills.”

      Evangeline glances up again to snap, “My stepmother keeps on texting me about my birthday. She wants to throw a party. I’m trying to be tactful.”

      “Really? That’s new,” says Antoine.

      “Just following your advice.”

      “Also new.”

      Evangeline snorts.

      I hope they are only friends but I just can’t tell.

      I wonder if now is the right time to mention my suspicion that my invitation was a mistake. But they haven’t said anything.

      Instead I say, “So why are we meeting here, anyway? Is there something secret about Leaders Club? They wanted us to be somewhere nobody else would see, so they wouldn’t be hurt if they weren’t invited?” I do not add: If so, that’s stupid because when you conceal things it hurts people worse. They always find out. I think this however, and I also think that I have given Antoine an opening to tell me (he would be gentle) that I do not belong.

      But Antoine shakes his head. “Nothing like that. It’s just another club, except that the faculty picks the members. I don’t know why we’re all the way out here in this rat-hole. Last year we met in the library.”

      I think about telling Antoine not to call my carriage house a rat-hole. Then I hear an exasperated sigh. It’s the new girl, who stops pacing right in front of me.

      “Leaders Club? Give me a break. This meeting is a total and complete waste of my time.” She confronts me with a small, square palm. “I’m Kenyon.”

      Oh, I think. Oh! But I do not gape. I reach out and shake hands, which if it’s a thing that girls do when they meet, I never experienced it before but then again I am sheltered. I also feel stupid because I should have figured it out. This is the famous senior transfer student. She definitely belongs at Leaders Club, even if she only arrived at Rockland Academy two minutes ago.

      Martha (her true first name) McKenyon is maybe five inches taller than me, which is to say of medium height, and she wears a black tank top that exposes her arms. The short hair on one side of her head is trimmed so close that I can see pale scalp. She also has a tattoo in purple lettering which looks a little like bruising on her fair skin. The tattoo starts behind her ear and says WHY BE HAPPY WHEN—then it runs down below her shirt so I can’t read the rest (see previous mention of my creatively obstructionist fairy godmother).

      I only have a second of frustration however, since Kenyon immediately returns to pacing and also to grumbling. “Everybody else better get here soon. At least the faculty sponsor. Because student leadership? Could I possibly care less? Listen, you guys. I will not be roped into it. I’m going to talk to whoever is in charge and make that absolutely clear.”

      She glares at Antoine and at me and at Evangeline and at the turret boy, who (if he hears) is no more interested in her speechifying than he was in my arrival. Evangeline is still working her phone with nimble thumbs, and she doesn’t acknowledge Kenyon’s rant by even an inclination of her stylish head. Meanwhile the turret boy grips the window frame like prison bars and leans toward the glass as if he’s going to smash his head against it. With the part of my mind that is not already occupied, I begin to worry about him. (My mind has many parts, in case you have not already figured that out.)

      “No worries, Kenyon,” says Antoine peaceably.

      Kenyon turns to him and me. Her eyes are very blue inside the rings of eyeliner.

      “Sorry. I’m overreacting. It’s just, here’s the thing.” Her fists clench. “I won’t be Rockland Academy’s token queer. I will not pose for photographs for the school website. I am not going to plan the prom or whatever it is this leadership club does. I am here to finish high school and get out. Low profile all the way. Nobody said my scholarship depended on anything like this. I’m just supposed to get A’s. That’s what I was told! Is that clear to everyone here?”

      She is calm at first, but as she talks her voice tightens to match her fists, it’s like she can’t help herself.

      I find myself leaning toward her.

      “I’m sure nobody is going to make you do things you don’t want to,” I say. I think about adding that everybody knows about her tragedy but I don’t say anything because maybe it would hurt her or remind her or something.

      At the same time I am thinking that if there is prom planning to be done, I could do it for her. I would like to go to the Academy prom even if I am sitting behind the check-in desk with Georgia, handing out whatever.

      Kenyon looks from me to Antoine. “So I’ve made my point?”

      Antoine says again, “No worries.” After a moment, during which another fat drop of water plops audibly down onto the wooden chair, he adds, “So what I think you’re concerned about here, is that you might get used? No. Nobody is going to use you.” He looks straight at her. “I promise.”

      If I were not sitting, I would swoon at his large sneakered feet. I totally have taste in boys, do I not? I mean, it’s about character!

      Kenyon reaches for the back of her neck. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I appreciate that. It’s just, I don’t want extra responsibilities this year. I got a little scared and—and paranoid.” Her eyes blink very fast.

      Again I wonder about telling her that I understand about her mom’s murder and all, but I haven’t found the right way to say anything when Evangeline looks up from her phone and cuts in.

      “If you ask me, Martha—which, I remind you, you did, you asked all of us—here’s what I think. Since you don’t care about helping make Rockland a good place for absolutely everyone, and you’re only interested in yourself, and you also seem to think you are the only queer person at Rockland, then you should leave this meeting. The rest of us can explain to our faculty advisor why you’re gone. In fact, I’d be happy to take that task on personally. Especially if it means we can be done with your drama. Deal?”

      A fatter drop of water plops into the puddle in the center of the wooden chair and I think that Evangeline must not know about Kenyon’s mother and why Kenyon would be a little sensitive right now. Although how can Evangeline not know? It was all over the news and everything! But if she knew she wouldn’t be saying things like that. Right?

      Kenyon stiffens like a dog catching a bad scent. She swivels to face Evangeline. “No,” she says distinctly. “No deal. I always speak for myself.”

      Evangeline’s hair swings gently. “True. Quite a lot, I’m noticing.”

      I look at Antoine. He closes his eyes for a second and shakes his head, and then opens his eyes again, visibly trying to decide what to say and meanwhile for some reason I look over at the boy in the turret⁠—

      Which is when I get a squish-squish-maybe-I’m-sick feeling.

      Because I know who the turret boy is. His hair is longer, the ponytail is new, and he is taller and broader than he was last year, but this is Caleb Colchester, and you should hear what they say about him. There’s this one story about a suspicious fire in his dorm that I really find scary, and frankly Georgia shall go nowhere near him. I decree it. Just to be safe.

      We looked at each other once. Caleb and me, I mean. It wasn’t just looking, I don’t know how to explain it except that it was a looook.

      It was last year, not long after I started going to school here and I was puppy-smiley to everyone, although in kind of a cautious way by which I mean I didn’t keep looking at people long enough afterward to see if they smiled back, in case they didn’t. (Yes, I am aware this is pathetic. I have my pathetic moments. I would help it if I could.)

      But he wouldn’t let me look away. Caleb. I cannot explain. I had to keep looking at him and in fact I was staring, even though his face had all the expression of flat paint, which is to say he did not smile back, and our eyes locked and I felt my smile kind of dissolve but I kept looking at him and he kept looking at me.

      By the way he has very dark brown eyes, not that I would notice such a thing and he has lashes which, let me just say he does not need CoverGirl mascara. Then (or maybe it was all happening at once) he noticed Georgia, only not with a once-quick-and-away furtive glance like most people but instead he looked slowly, and my equally good foot started throbbing and I wondered about my blood sugar level and I had to lean on Georgia to make it down the corridor and around the corner to where I could rest. Where he wouldn’t see me and I wouldn’t see him. I sort of had a panicky feeling that he would follow me, but he didn’t and after a while I breathed again.

      I didn’t know then and I don’t know now what that was. Am I his type? He is not my type. I like nice boys. Also he is Dr. Caleb Colchester’s son. He’s Caleb Colchester Jr.  (There are entirely too many students at Rockland with famous parents. I am not one. Neither is Antoine, yay. Evangeline, yes. Kenyon is famous but for being herself which is awesome.)

      Anyway since then, whenever I see Caleb Colchester Jr. anywhere, I disappear however I can. He makes my insides jump. It is a scary feeling.

      But he’s never glanced my way again as far as I can tell.

      To repeat, I am not the kind of girl who goes for the bad boys. I have better sense. Even in books and movies I disapprove of the bad boys, so there. I feel extremely strongly about this in case you can’t tell. My point is that love should not be complicated if you can possibly help it, and I believe you can help it by picking out a good one from the start.

      How hard can that be, right?

      Caleb keeps to his turret now, unaware that I have identified him, and I am glad glad glad and I think about leaving before he can turn around and see me, which is crazy I know.

      Meanwhile (and by the way that mental drama of mine took maybe five seconds) Kenyon takes a step toward Evangeline and looks her up and down and her lip curls. “I guess every school has its pretty little goody-goodies like you who care how things look, not how they are.”

      I blink because “goody-goody” is not what anybody would ever say about Evangeline.

      Evangeline arches an eyebrow.

      Antoine says, “Evan, no. Peace. Leave her alone. She’s upset. She didn’t mean it.”

      Kenyon glares at Antoine. “I don’t need your protection. And I did mean it.”

      “Antoine?” says Evangeline sweetly. “She doesn’t need your protection. Also, she did mean it.”

      Antoine drops his head into his hands, then looks over at me and mutters, “Someday, someone is going to kill Evan. It might be a relief.”

      Evangeline drawls, “So, Martha? This little, er, goody-goody was looking forward to meeting you. I admired how you got those guys bragging on video. How you got justice for that girl. But now that I’ve met you, I know your kind. You wanted attention more than you wanted justice. So that’s why you did what you did.”

      I am appalled, I have to intervene! I blurt, “Evangeline, stop, listen, maybe you don’t realize about Kenyon’s⁠—”

      A tremendous crashing of thunder interrupts me, and we all freeze listening to it and outside now the rain pelts down hard and the windows rattle and⁠—

      “I’m out of here,” Kenyon says and walks to the door. More thunder blocks out whatever it is that Evangeline says, as Kenyon grabs the knob and pulls. But the door does not open because she is making the same mistake I made before (maybe Kenyon has my same fairy godmother?).

      Now she kicks the door and I grab Georgia and get to Kenyon as she kicks the door once again. I say, “Kenyon, you have to push, let me help,” and she looks up just as I reach out⁠—

      Which is when from overhead there’s this loud groaning crackling sound.

      Which is not thunder.
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      Voices behind you force themselves into your consciousness. You don’t want to look to see what’s happening. You don’t want to care or even be curious. But you turn anyway. There are four other kids in the room now, not three.

      And...the newcomer is her.

      That time you first noticed her, she smiled at you.

      You don’t know why the way she looked, the way she moved, got caught on a tape inside your head that plays and replays. All you know is that it did.

      It still does.

      Her cane looks heavy. It is made of wood, and has a handle and a cloudy blue crystal ball on it, so it looks like something Gandalf the Grey would carry. As the son of a physician—because psychiatrists are physicians too, just ones that have chosen to screw around with people’s brains with their medications and their questions—maybe you ought to disapprove, because she’d be better off with something metallic and lightweight.

      The Gandalf cane suits her, though.

      You look at her cane so you won’t look at her as she moves across the room toward the door, which the other girl has just kicked.

      You know her name. You do. In a weak moment, you looked her up in the student directory⁠—

      A window shatters, and at the same moment there’s an indescribable tearing, cracking, and crashing from the ceiling. More windows crash. Glass flies through the air. Gravel and plaster and tiles and thick, soaked tarpaper descend from above.

      In the turret, you’re semi-protected from the collapse of the main roof. Still, instinctively, you throw yourself to the floor and tuck your arms over your head. The crashing—the wind—the torrent of the rain—and the screams.

      The screams.

      Why it is that you can distinguish Saralinda’s voice from the others, you don’t know. You’ve never heard her speak before.

      Still, you know her voice.

      But there is nothing you can do for her or for anyone, including yourself. Not now, not yet.

      Your breath comes and goes. Your heart pounds. I don’t want to die, you think, and your entire body jerks in surprise.

      You don’t want to die?

      Beyond your crouched body, the wind howls. The crashing goes on and on forever, though later you will calculate that it is all over in three minutes. At some point in the middle, the screams stop. Then the crashing ends. Mostly.

      But now the wind and thunder are louder than ever. Cautiously, you lower your arms.

      The ceiling gapes open to the storm. Rain sheets into the room. Furniture is ripped into pieces. Shards and splinters of glass lie scattered everywhere, and heavy wooden support beams lie crashed amid huge mounds of roofing material.

      You cannot see or hear any sign of the other four kids.

      You think of the shredded paper pattern on the floor of your room. Undisturbed this morning. Again.

      I could not have done this, you think. Could I?

      Unsteadily, unsure, you get to your feet. Did you maybe rig something? Somehow? On the roof? During the daytime? No, that’s crazy. Also, you haven’t had any intervals of blank time recently. But then again, you’ve never realized that you’ve had an episode until you’re confronted with proof. Such as—for example—the bloody, disemboweled body of a squirrel on your father’s inlaid ivory-and-ebony chessboard.

      Caleb, you’re coming with me to give this poor animal a decent burial in Central Park. Then we will never speak of this again.

      “I want Mama⁠—”

      No. No, you come back here. You’re coming with me. It would destroy your mother if she knew you did things like this. Do you want to kill her? Do you?

      What can you do when your enemy is yourself? Your internal evil twin?

      You can’t think about it now, though—you shove it aside.

      Now.

      Here.

      The other kids are buried in the debris. Where?

      You cup your hands around your mouth. “Where are you? Somebody answer! Somebody! Saralinda!” The howling wind tears your words away. Even you can hardly hear yourself over the storm.

      Nobody answers.

      You scan the room as your mind spits out questions. How much weight can the floor bear before it collapses? What about the main roof beam, looming in silhouette against the raging sky? Will it crack and fall next?

      You shout for them again. Nothing.

      You’ll have to search for them inch by inch. Pull them out. Save them.

      There is nobody else to do it.
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      Tearing, cracking, crashing⁠—

      I scream. I scream and I’m on the floor flat on my back and there’s something heavy on top of me—I can’t breathe—I push upward with my shoulders against the weight—the weight—so heavy—but it won’t move and panic beats in me choking me—my mother, where is she, she’s always there whether I need her or not and now I do, she’s strong I’m weak, she’s right after all, it’s not safe for me in the world—my fingers try to tighten around Georgia who is not there either, I lost her when I fell, is she okay? I try to breathe⁠—

      I gulp in air. There’s air. There is air. Bad air, chalky somehow but I feel it in my lungs and it helps me push the panic a half inch away. I manage, and now I know what has happened and what to do. I will get out. I grit my teeth and push firmly upward with my hands and shoulders, because I am not going to suffocate to death in this rat-hole (Antoine was right) with its rotten roof which (Kenyon was right) should have been freaking condemned⁠—

      “No! Stop! Please stop moving. For the love of God, don’t push at me!”

      It’s a whisper from directly above because it is not something on top of me, it is someone. Someone who has saved me from being crushed, broken, and suffocated by the ceiling.

      This when I realize I am truly okay because

      (1) I know what pain is like and this is not it. This is fear and I can push it another half inch away and hold it there. Then

      (2) I can after all breathe, and finally

      (3) there is another living human being with me, physically with me. Which is a good thing, oh it is such a good thing, hooray for a living human being.

      “Kenyon?” If this were a romance novel, it would be Antoine who saved me but it is Kenyon and ha! guess what? In real life that is utterly fine as far as I am concerned.

      “Yeah,” she whispers. “It’s me. Don’t move. Please don’t ask me to move either. From what I can tell, we’re buried under a mountain of stuff. There’s an air hole, and I can see, but—I don’t know—everything on my back feels unstable. I don’t think we should even talk loudly. It might, uh, avalanche.”

      My chicken salad lunch shoots from my stomach toward my throat but I shut my mouth in time and swallow it back along with stomach acid, which we are old friends when I am anxious. I breathe. Okay, I am okay.

      As reported before, I am lying on my back. I now see that Kenyon is on top of me with her stomach to mine, and she is also sort of propped up on her forearms like a sphinx, which is what is giving me room to breathe.

      The wind howls. It is no longer outside, it is inside, it is with us, it is on us.

      I whisper to Kenyon, “You saved me.”

      “Yeah, don’t give me too much credit. I don’t know what I did. It’s kind of a blur.”

      I squint to see what I can. Soaked ceiling material, I deduce. And gravel. All piled around us.

      We are buried.

      “So there’s a pile of debris on your back,” I say. “The same stuff that’s all around us.”

      “Yeah.” Kenyon pauses. “It’s pretty heavy.”

      “You said there’s an air hole. Can you see anything out of it?”

      “It’s only a small hole to the left of my face. I see rain.”

      “Okay, do you hear anybody? The—the others?”

      “No.”

      My throat closes up for a second. Antoine. Evangeline. And Caleb Colchester. Hurt bleeding broken? Buried like us? Unconscious? Dead or dying?

      Except wait. Caleb wasn’t under the main roof. He was in the turret, which has its own roof, pointed and independent. Less likely to crash? Maybe so. Which means he could probably help, except⁠—

      Except he is Caleb Colchester Jr.

      There are scary stories about him, like I said before.

      I say, “Kenyon, listen. We can’t wait for help because it might not come. We have to get ourselves out of this.”

      Kenyon’s voice is dry. “Oh really? How? We can’t move or we’ll be buried. I’m the one with the crap on my back here, girlfriend. We need help from outside. Somebody’s got to come eventually, right? Like, 911 people. We need to hold out. I need to hold out.”

      I hear something in her tone, at the end there. I say what I should have said at the start but I did not think of it then, because to be honest, I was self-absorbed.

      “Are you all right? Does anything hurt? What?”

      Kenyon pauses for a fraction of a second too long. “I can hold on until help comes.”

      Panic will do us no good, so I push it away. At which point I have an actual idea. “Do you have your phone on you?” Mine unfortunately is in the pocket of my backpack. (I don’t always answer my mother which is easier to get away with if you accidentally leave your phone in things. Also turning the ringer off is a good strategy.)

      “Yes! Yes, I do. My left back pocket.” She hesitates, shifting slightly. “There’s no way I can reach it.”

      Because her arms and hands are occupied in holding her sphinx position and incidentally that is what is also keeping me sheltered and safe.

      “Maybe I can get it,” I say.

      “Try. But move very carefully?”

      “Oh yes. I am not interested in an avalanche ruining our air hole,” I say.

      I edge one hand up alongside our bodies where her hips press into mine, trying to get to her rear pocket (and by the way there is nothing sexy-times about this, believe me, for either one of us). But the debris is so packed around us that it’s like trying to force my hand slowly through a wall.

      I try I try I try, sort of gently yet firmly.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do it.”

      Kenyon exhales. “It’s all right. Help will come.”

      If I were bigger. If I were stronger. “You were right,” I offer. “This place should have been condemned.”

      She sounds resigned. “I’m right a lot. Guess what, it’s always bad news. My whole life is bad news.”

      I choke back a hysterical laugh. “Mine too, pretty much.”

      “Really? What’s your story?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Tell me,” she says. “What else do we have to do but talk?”

      The thing is, I am not quite sure why I said what I said. I don’t feel like my whole life is bad news. There’s a lot of good in my life! It’s hard sometimes physically but the foot operations did work and I don’t walk lopsided even and I don’t know how to express this, but getting used to pain can teach you things, which is not saying pain is good or worth it but something else happens. I can’t express it well, but I’m not sorry to be who I am—something like that. I have become tough in a peculiar way that doesn’t show. And then many people have diabetes and it is not strange or odd, people get it. Basically, I am alive and there is my mother who did agree to let me go to school with other kids and live more normally, and I absolutely believe in counting your blessings.

      Maybe I said my life was bad news to distract Kenyon, to be more one with her? Because she is in pain. You cannot be pressed up close against someone like we are and not feel what they feel, trust me.

      But now I am stuck with having said it.

      I say, “So I was a preemie and sort of sickly for a long time. Also, I was born with a birth defect called club foot.”

      “Is that why you have a cane?”

      “Yes. I had operations to reposition my foot properly. It’s still smaller than my other one which gets expensive for shoes. One foot is size five and the other one is six and a half. But it basically worked. The operations, I mean. I don’t need Georg—my cane—very much anymore. I mean, sometimes I do.” I trail off because I have messed up. “Okay, so I call my cane Georgia,” I add lamely (oh no, terrible pun, unintended).

      “Georgia is a pretty name,” Kenyon says gently, like I am four, and I think of punching her in the stomach for condescension (except that should wait until after we’re rescued and she is okay again, and also mentioning Georgia’s name did make me sound pathetic probably) when she adds, “Saralinda is pretty too. I’ve never heard that name before.”

      “It’s from an old book called The Thirteen Clocks that my mother loves.”

      I do not say the rest which is that I used to love it too until I realized that Princess Saralinda is one of those princesses who is beautiful but has very little character and also she is under a curse that stops her from speaking her mind (which troubles me though I understand the curse on Princess Saralinda is necessary for the plot). I like my name in any case and there are still things I like about the book, but I can’t love it anymore, is my point.

      However I’m reminded of Princess Saralinda every time I don’t tell my mother what I think.

      Kenyon says, “There’re a lot of bones in the foot, right?”

      “Yes,” I say and I am not unhappy for the conversational topic to change to feet. She is right, fully one-fourth of all the bones in the human body are located in the feet. All the bones are small obviously and interact in complicated ways, which means that foot surgeons think very highly of themselves and charge a lot of money.

      We should never be mad at our feet. They work hard and they are beautiful and I have taught myself never to say “my good foot” and “my bad foot” because they are both my feet equally. Thank you, feet. I also believe that it is a good idea to regularly say thank you to the rest of your body because really the whole system works hard on your behalf and is a miracle. So even if your pancreas doesn’t work and you monitor your blood sugar and take insulin shots, you should not resent it but be grateful to be alive.

      “Also, I have diabetes,” I say. “Which sucks.”

      Not a word I normally say aloud even when I think it, but it’s not every day that a roof collapses on you and there’s nothing you can do but wait and hope. (Which ought to give me more insight into Princess Saralinda’s situation.) Still I am so surprised I said it—and it’s true, diabetes does suck and don’t tell me I could get an insulin pump instead of shooting up because I tried that and for me that was worse, I felt like I was part machine, not in a good way, and I would rather test all the time and worry all the time too. And yet I am glad I said it, yet shocked, yet ashamed, yet glad—and so I laugh a little, and then Kenyon laughs too. Then we are cackling like hysterical witches but trying to do it quietly so all the stuff on her back doesn’t shake, and in the middle of it I gasp out:

      “Plus! Guess what? I’m a huge burden to my mother. She’s single, and deciding to have me basically ruined her life!”

      At this point we are dying laughing.

      Also I have shocked myself to the core. My mother has never said that and she would be devastated that I did, which means in a way I just betrayed her. So I suck too, but I don’t care. It feels so good to laugh.

      To say the truth aloud.

      Finally I can talk and I say, “What about your family? Why is it all bad news?” Then too late, I remember about her mother and I freeze for a second because I cannot believe I forgot, I do suck, and I start a stumbling apology but she cuts me off.

      “Saralinda, it’s okay. Right now it’s that my grandfather hates me. I mean, hates me hates me.”

      Somehow this sets first her and then me off, laughing like hyenas again. I don’t know why. It’s not even slightly funny.

      Sometimes you laugh instead of crying I guess.

      When we stop and she finally talks, her voice is quiet and thoughtful and sad. “So my grandfather is my guardian now, and he blames me for my mom’s death and maybe I am to blame. Um. You know what happened? You heard about it?”

      “Yes,” I say quickly because I don’t want to make her talk about it, it is so horrifying. Basically after the teenage boy rapists that Kenyon got on videotape were arrested, then this crazy man who didn’t even know any of them went to Kenyon’s house with a gun and hid there and then when Kenyon’s mother came out, he shot her in the head. He thought she was Kenyon. This was a truly crazy person whose ex-wife had a restraining order out against him and he had no connection in real life to Kenyon or her mom, none.

      But he had a gun.

      So Kenyon’s mom died just like that in the driveway with no head anymore.

      “Also,” Kenyon says in a voice with no expression, “my grandfather is kind of homophobic. So. There you go. He’s got two reasons to hate me.”

      “You have to live with him?”

      “I live at school now,” she corrects me.

      “Right,” I say.

      “A teacher at my old school helped me get this scholarship to Rockland Academy. It’s just until I’m eighteen and then my grandfather won’t be my guardian anymore. Maybe I’ll never see him again after that. I think that’s what he wants.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Oh. I don’t know...I guess, for now, just to get the hell out.”

      I imagine all the details that she’s not saying. I feel honored that she has told me what she has. “I am so sorry about your mother. It was not your fault. You were doing the right thing. You are not responsible for the choices of an insane person.”

      “I don’t know about that. If I could go back—but I can’t. You know what? I wish I could wish that that guy killed me instead. That’s what my grandfather wishes. But I’m not sorry to be alive. Which isn’t the same thing as wanting my mother dead. It’s—I can’t explain.”

      “I think I understand anyway,” I say. “Thanks.”

      I want to confide more to Kenyon about myself, things that before this moment I didn’t know—didn’t let myself know—bother me. Like how my mother won’t tell me anything about my father (who was a sperm donor but there are supposed to be at least some pictures and some other basic information and why can’t I at least see them? I won’t love her less). Our last name isn’t even anything to do with me, since it’s the name of my white mother’s ex-husband who wasn’t my father, but because I have the name de la Flor everyone assumes I am Latina. But I don’t know what I am. I would like to know, is that wrong? The thing is that I feel like I’m assembled out of spare parts, some of which are (to be honest) dysfunctional. I don’t only mean my foot and my pancreas but something inside to do with my soul feels like it is not connected properly. It doesn’t help that my mom and I have no other family but each other.

      But all of this feels extremely petty next to Kenyon’s situation, because at base my mother is alive and she loves me and wants the best for me.

      I say, “I think you’re amazing.”

      “And I think you are a sweetheart, Saralinda.” It is lovely to hear this.

      We are both silent then. The wind roars and the rain slams.

      It is very strange circumstances under which to make my first real friend.

      “Kenyon?” I say.

      “Yeah?”

      “Let’s not die today. Not even to make things easier for my mom and your grandfather.”

      She laughs. She has a wonderful laugh, it is like a trill.

      “Do you have an idea?” she asks.

      Yes. Yes, I do. Caleb Colchester was in the turret. That is a fact. He is out there and I believe he is unlikely to be injured.

      Antoine. Evangeline.

      I pray they are okay too.

      I say to Kenyon, “I’ll shout for help, as loud as I can. If the others are okay, they’ll be able to find us. If you can hold still while I yell, maybe the stuff on top of us will stay stable. Maybe it won’t, you know, vibrate.”

      She thinks it over.

      “Do it.”

      I am scared. It doesn’t matter. I draw in a deep breath. Then I yell as loud as I can, over the wind and the pounding rain.

      “It’s Saralinda and Kenyon! We’re buried! We need help! Help!”

      Sharp gravel pours in beside my head. Kenyon’s body shakes in reaction. Panic spikes through my heart, but then the gravel fall slows and I go again.

      “Is anybody there? Help! Help! ”

      Nothing but the rain and howling wind and more gravel dribbling down alongside my face in a relentless stream. Above me Kenyon shakes.

      “Help! Help us!” I yell.

      The wind. The rain. More gravel pouring down on us, around us.

      “Help! Help! Help!”

      Then a voice bellows above the wind. “Where are you, Saralinda? Kenyon! Shout again! We’ve called 911! Hold on! I’ll find you!”

      It’s not Antoine.

      It’s Caleb Colchester Jr.
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