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who volunteered to beta read a story, 
and has ended up beta reading a life. Neither I 
nor this book would be here without you.








CHAPTER One



There was a spider building a web outside my window, right on the other side of the glass.

It was tiny, which made sense; it was barely spring. Probably it just hatched. I guessed that it picked that spot because it was some tiny fraction warmer than the rest of the landscaping—the new, lime-green grass and the trees with only buds of leaves. It was just barely above freezing out there. The glass was icy under my fingers, even though my hands were gloved.

“Hi,” I whispered to the spider. I traced its busy movements with one cotton-covered fingertip, drawing odd patterns in the condensate my breath made. It wasn’t enough moisture to soak through the fabric, so it was safe. My nose was nearly on the glass. “I wish I could invite you in.”

The spider made no comment, of course. It spun its web with a sort of frantic efficiency that seemed practiced, planned—like it was following a pattern, something hardwired into its tiny spider brain.

If I didn’t get going, I wasn’t going to have time to eat before I had to catch the bus to school, but I didn’t want to leave just yet.  Odds were the spider would be gone by the time I got home in the afternoon. Right now, it was maybe an inch away from my fingers, if that—safe, on the other side of the glass, but still so close. It was rare that I got to be so close to another living thing. Sometimes, though, when I had the light on after dark in the summer, moths would come to the window.

“But, really, you wouldn’t do so well in here. For one thing, Mom would freak the hell out and kill you like, instantly,” I warned the spider. “And then probably bleach your dead body. Disturbing, I know, right?”

It kept spinning. Its limbs weren’t even a full millimeter thick, and translucent. They caught the light.

“And that’s assuming you survived me. I wouldn’t want to kill you—I like you. But probably you’re better off where you are.”
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There was a kid I’d never seen before in my first period Calculus class, and he tried to sit next to me.

“You shouldn’t sit there.”

The new kid gave me an odd look, but didn’t move from the desk next to mine. “Why?” he asked. He sounded honestly curious, and he was eyeing my gloves.

He didn’t look afraid, which was seriously weird. Most people are, more or less instantly. New kid wasn’t big on self-preservatory instinct, apparently.

“I have a condition,” I replied, picking at a loose thread on my  left index finger and hoping he wouldn’t turn out to be one of the morbidly fascinated types. I just loved those.

He was still just staring at me, frowning a little. His hair fell into his face. It was a faded, rusty sort of brown, like dead leaves, and his eyes were gray.

It made no sense, but his eyes made me think of the spider outside my window that morning. No, of the window itself—the way it smelled like rain and radiated an almost living chill. It wasn’t a scary sort of chill—it wasn’t like he had cruel, cold-looking eyes. If anything, he looked like a bit of a dork, with his messy hair and his puzzled expression.

Probably I was just freaking myself out—I wasn’t exactly used to people wanting to be anywhere near me.

“Oh,” he said finally, frown deepening. It made a little line appear down the middle of his forehead. “Really?”

“No, actually, I’m just a complete hypochondriac, but they like to humor me. Also I wear these ’cause they’re just so damned cool.” I wiggled my fingers at him, then ducked my head and began flipping through my notebook. My hair fell forward, hiding my face.

“Ah, right,” he said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean—”

“Whatever,” I set my notebook aside, blank page at the ready, then pulled my textbook out of my backpack and slammed it down on the desk. People were staring, starting to whisper. Wonderful. “Just go away.”

“I just meant—” He lowered his voice. “Is that what you have  to say? To cover? Or do you really have some kind of medical condition too?”

I whipped around so fast my hair flew into my face, caught on my lips, and stayed there. “What did you say?” I asked incredulously. He couldn’t possibly mean what it sounded like he meant.

“I can tell you’re . . .” He leaned forward, and his eyes took on a conspiratorial glint. “You know.” He waggled his eyebrows. “You have a . . . ability? And maybe also a disability, I guess, it’s not like one rules out the other, but I wasn’t trying to be an ass about it if you do.”

Apparently he could mean what I thought he meant. I tried to come up with a coherent response to that; hell, I tried to come up with a coherent thought about that. Mostly I stared more.

“Oh, and I’m Nate,” he added with a lopsided, self-deprecating grin. He held out a hand, offering to shake.

The speculative whispering going on around us exploded into outright alarm, some jock in the third row calling out, “Dude, you don’t wanna—” while a feminine voice shrieked out a shrill, “Oh my God!” from the front of the classroom.

Mr. Wagner walked in then, interrupting all of them in his strident voice. “Okay, so today we have a new—gah!” he spluttered as he looked up from his class roster, rushing toward Nate and me with hands outstretched and waving. “No, no, no!”

Nate pulled his hand back slowly, frowning.

“Told you,” I muttered. “I wasn’t actually going to,” I said more loudly for Mr. Wagner’s benefit.

“No, no, of course not, you wouldn’t!” Mr. Wagner came to a halt a few paces away. He laughed nervously. “I know how careful you are, just . . . phew! Just overreacted a bit, there, seeing potential catastrophe. Sorry, Ellie.”

“No problem,” I murmured. I didn’t need to look back to know Mr. Wagner would be wiping his hands on his trousers. He did that when he had to stand too close to me. At the beginning of the school year I’d decided to watch and see if he did it any other time—he didn’t, of course. Sometimes I’m just a masochist like that. I wanted to know.

“And you must be Nathaniel MacPherson,” Mr. Wagner said. “Well, that wasn’t quite how I’d intended to welcome you to the class, but . . . well, we’ll need to find you a new seat . . . move some chairs around here. . . .” The teacher trailed off into subaudible mutterings, assessing the arrangement of the classroom.

The whole situation was inevitable, really—there were only three empty desks, and they were all in the back right-hand corner of the classroom, arranged around mine. Sort of like a moat.

“Nate,” said Nate. I glanced up. He was watching me closely, face full of apology. I felt myself going red. The whispers were starting up again. I heard the distinctive click of someone texting—just great. The entire school would be talking about this by the end of first period.

“Hrmm?” Mr. Wagner asked, still surveying the classroom. His eyes kept darting uneasily back in my direction. He tucked the roster under one arm so that he could wipe his hands on his pants  again. I wondered if he even realized what he was doing.

“I go by Nate,” Nate repeated, louder, still watching me and looking miserable.

“Okay, Nate,” Mr. Wagner agreed. “Er, Nate, maybe you’d better just go stand over by the door while we figure this out. You don’t want to be . . . well, we don’t . . . we give Ellie her space. She has a condition.”
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My mother’s car was in the driveway when I got home from school, which was just the weird icing on my humiliation-cake day. For about half a second I thought about ringing the doorbell, but then I just let myself in.

We nearly collided. She was hurrying toward the door with her head down, improbably glossy hair falling into her face as she dug for something in her purse.

“Mom!” I ducked sideways at the same instant she looked up and yelped. Her purse hit the floor with a jangle and a thud, and she flinched two steps back before stopping, eyes huge, one hand fluttering to her chest.

“Elizabeth!” She sounded out of breath. “Oh. You’re home? Oh—I must be later than I thought.”

She must have been because there was no way in hell she meant to be in the house while I was both home and awake. I just stood to one side of the door and said nothing while she retrieved her purse. Her hand shook as she reached back into it and pulled  out her iPhone, showing it to me with a strained, shaky laugh.

“Found it!” she chirped, her voice going unnaturally high. “So I guess—I should get going.”

“Okay.” I stepped a little further to the side of the door, so she wouldn’t have to pass too close by—unfortunately, she noticed.

“I’m going to a rally in the city,” she blurted. “It’s a take-back-the-night thing, because of what’s been happening to those poor girls? The women’s shelter organized it; it’ll be a big group, totally safe, you don’t need to worry, but I might not be home until late.”

“Okay,” This would be different from the norm how, exactly?

“We’re hoping to raise awareness—sort of force the police to take notice, you know? If we get some press, they’ll have to, even if it’s only prostitutes—you know it wouldn’t have gone on this long if it were any other demographic being targeted, so . . . it’s something?”

I had no idea how I was supposed to answer any of that—the righteous indignation or the familiar note of helplessness in her voice. She wanted something, clearly.

“I’m just not sure what else we can do,” she said.


You could take me, I thought. I could stand on a street corner until I got grabbed, and once the guy touched me? Problem solved.


But I wouldn’t do that, because I could get caught, and I’d worry her, and I had homework.

“It’s a good idea.” I tried to sound supportive but mostly sounded impatient.

Mom smiled, though—quick and scared, but satisfied. “Thanks, honey.” She started to edge past me sideways, toward the door, keeping a good three feet between us all the while—running into me like this must have really spooked her, or maybe she didn’t believe her rally was quite as safe as she said. She never got close, but usually she wasn’t so obvious about it. I took pity on her and headed for the stairs.

“Your grandmother called.”

I paused, two steps up; that’d explain it too. “Yeah?”

Mom was halfway out the door, keys jingling in one hand, the other fussing with her hair. “Just remember to check the caller ID before you pick up the phone.”

“I know.” I tried not to roll my eyes. There was a shiny new Lexus sitting in the driveway that had been a sixteenth birthday present from a grandmother I’d never met. Even though Mom spoke to her regularly and didn’t seem to mind the amount of money she threw our way, I was not to talk to my grandmother. My mom had reminded me of this at least twice a week since I developed motor skills sufficient to picking up a phone. She still thought I might someday forget and then, apparently, the world as we knew it would end.

Or at least I’d be somehow instantaneously poisoned by my grandmother’s influence. Or maybe molested over the phone. I honestly don’t know what the hell my grandmother did to my mother when she was growing up, but I was to have no contact. Ever.


Mom was still standing in the doorway, tucking her already perfect hair into place one more time and watching me.

“Have fun,” I offered.

“Dinner’s in the fridge, sweetie.” Her voice was still an octave too high and her smile tight, and then she closed the door behind her.







CHAPTER Two



Today was really weird, I typed into my Tumblr, and then paused, considering.

I didn’t talk about my “condition” online—not in any detail. I had friends online, people who had never met me in person and thus weren’t scared of me. On the Internet I wasn’t Elizabeth Miller, dangerous freak—I was just another girl with a Harry Potter obsession who compiled epic lists of fanfic recommendations but was a little too scared to post her own stories. I had a tendency to rant on the general uselessness of the human race, or maybe the evils of reality TV. Online I could be something like normal. Geek normal, anyway.

I said I had a medical condition that meant I couldn’t be close to people physically, that’s it, the end, and in cyberspace there’s no reason for anyone to disbelieve me.

Unlike at school.

Every school record documenting my “special needs,” the accommodations my mother had doggedly negotiated, said just the same thing: immune disorder. It made a nice, scientifically explicable story—gave all the sane adults who sat on the school  board and taught my classes something to tell themselves that let their tidy worlds go on making sense. That didn’t mean any of them really believed it, much less my fellow students. Even with all my mom’s efforts—the gloves, and the cover story, and changing schools six times before I hit junior high and finally developed a little better self-control—I’d just had too many accidents. Out in the real world, my freakishness was an open secret, and my chances of ever being any kind of normal were pretty much nonexistent.

Sometimes I wished I could just upload myself into my computer and cease to physically exist at all.

Weird as in sucked even more than is typical, I went on typing. There’s a new kid in two of my classes, math and Western Civ. He—

He what? Tried to be friendly? Caused an enormous scene in first period Calculus that resulted in the majority of the senior class spending their lunch hour trying not to let me catch them staring?

All true. All entirely beside the point.

He knew, somehow, that I didn’t just have a medical condition—he called it an ability. He didn’t seem scared.

The problem with having friends is that it gets tempting to tell them the truth. The problem with telling the truth is that it makes people think you’re crazy, and then you don’t have friends.

He tried to shake my hand, I concluded with a weary, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. So I was omitting things of  significance; those things didn’t define me. I was just . . . generalizing. Translating my experience into less threatening terms. The explanations were predictably awkward and, of course, public, I added. Did I mention it sucked?

So you want to find me shiny new fic and make it all better, don’t you? I tacked on the end.

I hit the CREATE POST button, then minimized the window and started my Western Civ homework. Within five minutes there was an email alert in my inbox telling me I had a note from “caffiendgrl”—Mackenzie.

Mackenzie and I “met”—in the virtual sense—in the comments forum of a fanfic archive about three years ago. We could finish each other’s sentences within the week. Instant connection. That doesn’t happen to me in person, probably because people don’t generally talk to me at all. I’m not sure who or what I’d be if it hadn’t happened with Mackenzie—I had other friends, sort of, in a way. I guess. Maybe more like acquaintances. I think there’s the real possibility I’d have ended up one of those kids who shows up to school one day with a machine gun. Not that I’d need the gun.

Awww, *hugs*, wrote Mackenzie. Don’t worry about it, sweetie, boys suck anyway. If he’s enough of a douche to have made a scene? So not worth your time.

I hadn’t said that I wanted to be spending time with Nate; I hadn’t mentioned what he looked like, or that he’d made me blush. I wouldn’t even have noticed what he looked like if I hadn’t  been thinking of providing Mackenzie with entertainment. She was physically incapable of discussing a guy without assessing his romantic potential (most fell sadly short of her standards). Left to my own devices, I wouldn’t have even considered him that way.

Well, not much.

Not seriously.

Of course Mackenzie could pry that smidgen of interest out from between the lines of a few sentences worth of bitching. The simple fact that somebody out there in the world knew me that well made me feel a little better, even if it was someone three states away who I’d likely never really meet.

Sorry I cannot feed your dementia today, Mackenzie concluded, but I can find no new fic. I suck muchly.

I reblogged and replied, You totally suck beyond all sucking. No idea why I put up with you.
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Three hours and twenty-seven increasingly surreal and sarcastic comments later, I was still the only one home, and I was getting hungry.

The house echoed as I clomped down the stairs. It was getting dark. I hadn’t bothered to turn on any lights but mine, but outside the floodlights had come on. They glared in through the oversized front windows, painting the living room in geometric swatches of blue shadow and yellow light. The only things out of place were my backpack, slouching open and lumpish near the door, and the  coat I’d flung over the arm of the faux leather sofa. The glass surface of the coffee table gleamed, not so much as a speck of dust obscuring its brilliance.

The refrigerator was stocked with plastic-wrapped dishes labeled with the date, contents, and preferred method of reheating. It was all home-cooked; Mom didn’t work. She couldn’t when I was younger; there was simply no way I could be put into daycare when I was little. By the time I learned to control myself a bit better I was old enough to be left home alone. She could have gone back to work, I suppose, but that would have cut into her obsessive cleaning time. Instead she volunteered at night—soup kitchens, a crisis hotline, teaching adult literacy at the community college. It was all very rewarding and socially responsible, and it gave her a good reason to be elsewhere when I was home and awake.

Dad, I could pick out of a lineup if I had to. Probably. He lived here, but he was home even less than Mom, working seventy and eighty hours a week. He was a lawyer. So was Mom, once upon a time.

When I was done eating, I put my glass and utensils—everything that had touched my lips, my tongue, any bit of bare skin—directly into the Tupperware tub waiting in the sink. It was already filled with bleach water. At some point after I’d gone to bed, I knew Mom would come home and wash my dishes—she and Dad never ate in the house, and thus used no dishes. She’d wait until I’d left in the morning to leave her bedroom. By the time I  got home again she’d be out distributing blankets to the homeless or something, and everything would be back the way I’d found it this afternoon. Sterile. It was sort of like having obsessive-compulsive elves.

After dinner I made my way back upstairs, into my bathroom. It, too, smelled of bleach. A pair of flip-flops waited for me by the door so that my feet wouldn’t touch the tile floor; Mom had a thing about grout. It was porous. She wasn’t convinced it was ever really clean. I could have told her it was pretty danged close to totally devoid of bacterial life, but that was exactly the sort of thing that made her voice go all funny. I tried not to say stuff like that.

I threw my clothes into the hamper, gloves and all, and slipped my feet into the sandals, avoiding the mirror as much as possible. I knew what I’d see—too much limb and not enough of everything else, all of it paler than pale. At least I didn’t have pimples; I didn’t get infections of any kind. As a consolation prize for normalcy, it sucked pretty hard, but it was something.

The shower itself was all gleaming glass and steel, the fixtures soldered in place rather than caulked. Caulk got mildew stains. I turned the water on as hot as I could stand it, stepped inside, and closed the door. I braced my hands against the wall and let the water just pour over me.

Where my bare hands touched, the fiberglass began to darken with a fine film of mold. I watched it, knowing I ought to try to stop, to control it, but it had been a rough day and it just felt too good to let go. The stains around my hands darkened, thickened,  were shot through with brilliant streaks of something that grew red—some kind of bacteria I’d brought in on my skin or my hair, I guessed. It didn’t matter. It wouldn’t hurt me, whatever it was, and I’d make sure I cleaned it up before Mom got home. For now, though, it was safe to give in just this little bit.

A fresh pair of gloves waited for me right outside the shower door.







CHAPTER Three



The next day Nate sat in his newly assigned seat in Calculus, far away from me. Except for the slight increase in stares and mutters, things went pretty much back to normal.

The bell rang for the end of class while I was still trying to convince myself that normal was good, and I realized with no small amount of annoyance that I hadn’t heard a thing Mr. Wagner had said in the last fifty minutes. That probably meant there was a homework assignment I was going to miss unless I stayed back to ask what it was—I certainly couldn’t ask my classmates.

I shoved my book into my backpack, keeping my pen and notebook out, and found a corner to hover in as the rest of the class cleared. They gave me a wide berth. I tried not to be bothered as Amber, a girl who’d once thrown rocks at me and started the whole junior high in on calling me Mary (as in Typhoid), blushed and stammered her way through introducing herself to Nate. He looked sheepishly pleased at the attention, handing his schedule over for her to interpret. She was gesturing animatedly as they went past, presumably drawing him an invisible map to his next class. She had his rapt attention.

This, I told myself, was inevitable. Nate was cute. Amber was a piranha. If he fell for her sweetness and light act, he probably deserved her. And most importantly, it wasn’t any of my business.

“Ellie?” I turned to see Mr. Wagner standing a few paces off, watching me with what he probably thought was a politely curious expression. It might even have worked if his eye hadn’t been twitching. The rest of the classroom had emptied while I was busy staring after Nate and Amber from my place in the corner. I could just picture my own expression. In my mind’s eye I was a demented caricature of envy, all huge eyes and bony, clutching fingers.

“Everything okay?” asked Mr. Wagner. He was fiddling with a piece of chalk, passing it from hand to hand. He wiped the empty hand on his trouser leg. It left a wide swatch of white. I felt a spurt of vindictive pleasure at that, but then felt immediately bad. It really wasn’t his fault. He was trying.

“I didn’t hear the homework assignment,” I admitted.

“Ah,” said Mr. Wagner, and frowned at me. He opened his mouth as if he would speak, but then closed it again, lips pursed, frown deepening. I understood his dilemma. If I were any other student, he’d scold me for my lack of attentiveness. I wasn’t any other student, though. I was Typhoid Mary, and no one ever reprimanded me—I think the teachers’ reasoning was about three parts pity to one part fear.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know I should pay attention.”

“Well,” Mr. Wagner said awkwardly, “Yes.” He spun the chalk between his fingers, passed it back to his left hand, and scrubbed  his right. It made his pants almost match.

The combination of those smears of chalk and Amber and Nate and the hour I’d spent last night scrubbing down the shower all churned together in my stomach and made my voice sharper than I’d intended. “Can I have it? Or do I just lose the points?”

Mr. Wagner flinched visibly, dropped the chalk, and shuffled a furtive half step backward. There was sweat beading on his forehead. “What?” He gave a half-hysterical laugh. “No, of course not, Ellie, of course not! It’s practice problems 3 through 18 on page 256, not that you need the practice.” Another nervous chuckle. “But, more practice never hurt anyone, right?”

“Right,” I agreed, and bit my tongue on the urge to tell him his acting skills needed practice. His next class was beginning to trickle in now, freshmen, all staring at me in bug-eyed fascination. I noticed that no one was taking my seat; I wondered if anyone else sat in that chair all day.

“Let me get you a pass for your next class,” Mr. Wagner offered a bit desperately, and hurried off toward his desk. He bumped his hip on the corner of a desk in his clumsy haste and muttered a word that I’m pretty sure teachers aren’t supposed to use in front of freshmen. He sounded scared and angry. I hugged my notebook to my chest, hands curled into fists. It pulled my gloves taut over my knuckles.

The final bell rang while I was still waiting; I’d been right, nobody sat at my desk. I wondered if Nate and Amber shared their next class. I wondered if they sat together. I felt all discombobulated and angry at the world and annoyed at myself for the pointlessness of that.

When Mr. Wagner handed over my late pass, my gloved finger just brushed his. All I should have felt was the faint pressure of contact. Instead my first three fingertips tingled and thrummed in response. A jolt of pleasant heat went down my spine, like swallowing something just a little too warm.

Oh shit.

Mr. Wagner jumped back as if he’d been burned, yelping something even less polite than what he’d said when he stumbled. I sucked in a panicked breath, eyes fixed on the hand I’d touched. He’d curled it into a fist and was staring at it, the bit of finger I’d touched hidden, as if he was afraid to look.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

Mr. Wagner slowly uncurled his fingers. A bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. The top of his bald head gleamed in the overhead fluorescents, and I could feel the entire class watching us in unabashed horror. I crumpled the pass in my hand, curling my arms around my notebook and my body. My fingertips still burned, and now they itched, too. On some horrifying, instinctive level, I wanted to reach out and let go. Some voiceless thing at the base of my skull didn’t like holding back. I was starting to shake.

Where I’d bumped Mr. Wagner’s finger there was a cluster of tiny red bumps, like pimples. I exhaled; that didn’t look so bad to me. I didn’t see any cuts or scrapes or torn nails, and whatever I’d caused to grow hadn’t eaten through his skin.

Mr. Wagner didn’t seem to think so; he made a whining sound like a frightened dog. He’d gone alarmingly pale.

“You should go wash your hands,” I suggested, trying to sound calm and reassuring. It came out choked and quivering. “I think it’ll be fine. I’m sorry.”

My fingers felt like I’d stuck them into a bucket of needles. Needles full of stinging, itching things. My reaction was all out of proportion to the degree of temptation, I knew. Mr. Wagner’s fingers just couldn’t be that dirty. The man was a neat freak. No, this was about me—me and my nerves and my stupid, stupid obsession with a new kid who’d said two kind words to me.

Mr. Wagner was still just staring dumbly at his hand. The class full of freshmen was staring at me. Someone whispered, “Holy shit,” in a voice that sounded high and frightened and very young.

“I thought she couldn’t do that through the gloves,” another small voice said. I didn’t look for the speaker; that’d just terrorize the poor kid. If I looked at him, he’d probably expect me to come crawling in through a crack in his window at night and give him the plague—and with that darkly ridiculous thought, I began to calm down.

Maybe it’s weird that having the entire room on the verge of complete hysteria steadied me, but it did. Hell, I’d been handling my mother’s germophobe freak-outs more or less since . . . forever?

“Mr. Wagner,” I said, more clearly. His eyes snapped to mine.  He was probably a good foot taller than me, and I’m not especially short. There was something just absurd and pathetic about this huge, balding, middle-aged man staring at me like I was the boogeyman. Probably it should have made me feel worse, but it had the opposite effect. If I had to be the adult here, that was okay. I was good at that. “Mr. Wagner, you need to go wash your hands,” I enunciated slowly and deliberately.

For a moment, it looked like comprehension wasn’t happening. Then he nodded furiously and took a step toward the door. Unfortunately, that also brought him closer to me. He seemed to realize that a second later and jerked back. I got out of his way, flattening myself to the wall. He scuttled around me, knocking into the nearest row of desks, apparently oblivious to the fact that there were students sitting at them. Then he was out the door, leaving me with a room full of goggle-eyed fourteen-year-olds.

I could hear his footsteps break into a run down the hall.

My mother had the delusional idea that by sending me to public school, she was giving me a “normal life”—that I could wear my gloves and have the same experience of growing up as anyone else. What I actually got was this: Mr. Wagner’s second period class watching me like I might eat them. It was seriously, seriously tempting to say “boo!”

Instead, I said, “Take out your homework.” They all leaped to obey, one kid in such a rush to extract his work from his bag that he knocked over his desk. I didn’t think Mr. Wagner was really supposed to leave his class alone; maybe I should stay? Then again,  I probably counted as one of the bad things that could happen while he was gone.

So I left. I made it about halfway to Chemistry before the adrenaline rush began to wear off.

I detoured into the nearest bathroom and locked myself in the handicapped stall. It had its own sink, which I gripped until my hands ached while I tried to get my jagged breathing under control. Things like what I just did could not happen. I’d made it through four years now in the same school district. I hadn’t had an incident like that—through the gloves—since Amber hit me in the back of the head with a rock during field hockey in ninth grade, after which it was decided, by consensus of the school board and my mother, that maybe I didn’t really need to take gym. Every school I’d ever attended had reached that conclusion sooner or later—usually sooner.

My hands were starting to burn again. Shit, shit, shit. I ground my teeth and scrunched my face and inhaled and exhaled.

It wasn’t working; I could tell by how lousy I didn’t feel. The burning went from sharp and unpleasant to thick and liquid, like a hot bath, like sunlight on my spine.

I let my breath out in a long sigh and opened my eyes.

The sink was covered in black mold. It had spidered out along the grout and halfway up the mirror. There were tiny mushrooms sprouting from behind the mirror’s edges.

I carried Clorox wipes in my bag. This was going to be a little more than wipes could handle.

The warmth slowly seeped out of my hands, leaving me feeling all sated and sleepy. My gloves were black at the fingertips and across the palms, slippery against my skin. I ripped them off and threw them into the basin. My thoughts slipped back to Nate. I wondered whether he’d still be trying to make friends with me if he’d gotten to see this demonstration of my “ability.” I felt like the biggest, most pathetic moron in the entire world for even caring, but I couldn’t just shut that off, either.

I wished, sometimes, that I could just be an outright monster—that I could stop caring at all what my parents or the other kids at my school or stupid fucking boys thought of me. Stop caring if I hurt them. Just rip my humanity off like my gloves, and not be afraid anymore.

I wondered if Nate the all-knowing knew that.

Then I grabbed my gloves out of the sink, threw them into the toilet, and held down the handle until it started to overflow. It was all I could think of to get someone to come clean the bathroom—someone with their own gloves, and galoshes, and lots of Lysol—before some poor kid with a normal handicap tried to use this toilet and caught whatever you catch from black mold.

I was resourceful, at least.

Maybe Nate liked resourceful girls. He’d get bored of Amber real quick, if he did. But that didn’t matter. So what if I had one single redeeming feature that Amber lacked? He could pick any other girl on the whole planet, and she could touch him without hurting him. I never could. End game.
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On Friday, I had a girl thrown at me in the hall.

At first I couldn’t see who had done the shoving; I was too busy trying not to trip over the sprawl of tattered black skirt and unfortunate dye-job that was suddenly in front of my feet. It was crowded, and it wasn’t easy to avoid her without bumping into someone else, which would have been equally disastrous. There was momentarily a lot of cursing from everyone in a five-foot radius—except, of course, the giggling girls off to my right who’d done the pushing in the first place.

It took only a few seconds for all disinterested parties to clear the area, and then Goth Girl and I were alone in a rare little bubble of open space in the hall. I spun around—and to my absolute lack of shock, there was Amber, looking prim and innocent, flanked by another two girls on each side. They looked like an advertisement for some snotty retail chain, right down to the superior looks on their faces.

“Oops,” said Amber.

“Watch where the fuck you’re going,” spat the Goth girl. “Bitch.”

She was talking to me, not Amber.

Her eyes never left me as she scrambled awkwardly to her feet, tripping twice over her artfully ripped skirt. Her black-lined eyes belonged on some trapped animal—too scared to be anything but mean. I couldn’t help watching as she stomped her way around  me—way, way around me.

I should have known better than to be surprised by things like that. There was a reason I wasn’t part of any of the assorted social fringe groups around here.

“Well, that wasn’t very nice,” said Amber.

I glared. She smirked. So did her whole little clique, like maybe they were actually, literally controlled by some sort of hive mind. It was almost funny, except for how it really, really wasn’t.

What if I’d actually touched that girl? Tripped and fallen on her? Flung my hands out to break my fall and—

“I think she was scared of you,” Amber observed, oh-so-sweetly.

She could have just killed that girl—at the very least, gotten her very, very sick. And it would have been my fault. And she didn’t care even one little, tiny bit.

Amber wasn’t anywhere near as scared of me as she should have been, and I really, really wanted to correct that. For a moment I seriously considered it; could I, without putting her in the hospital? However much I couldn’t stand her, the idea of really hurting anyone on purpose made me queasy. The sad answer was that I probably couldn’t just give her a rash and a good scare, not when I was this worked up. I’d been here before, thinking I could just defend myself, that I could stop, but I never could.

But what if she did it again? What was I supposed to do, just let her use me as her go-to threat until I actually did give some  poor dweeb or Goth kid some kind of flesh-eating infection? Was that right?

Amber’s smirk was faltering, just a little, as I continued to stare—but then she spotted something over my shoulder, and her face brightened. “Nate!” she called out, and shimmied her way around me—not touching, but deliberately close. She threw me a last, vindictive grin over her shoulder.

Nate stood a ways down the now emptying hall, frowning as Amber ran up to him. He was watching me, not her. I couldn’t read his expression at all.

I turned my back—the wrong way to get to my class, but like hell was I walking past them. I could feel his frown following me off down the hall.
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I came home that night to an acceptance letter from Penn.

I sat at my dining room table for a long time just holding it, my eyes darting between it and the handwritten note my mother had left on top of the envelope. The unopened envelope—she’d been completely sure it would be an acceptance. She was right, but that wasn’t the point.


“Congrats, Sweetie!!!” read the note. “There’s ice cream in the fridge for you!!! Chocolate chip mint!!!”


Little creeping black lines were starting to feather out over the paper from my sweaty fingertips. Damp gloves just don’t work that well. I watched the mold crawl out over the classic font, the  bold letters telling me all about the wonderful opportunities a prestigious university like theirs could offer me. How wonderful my life was going to be from here on out, because I was one of the chosen—smart enough to get in, rich enough to attend. Of course the letter didn’t say quite that exactly, but it was the general gist. It was the third such letter I’d received so far, all of them Ivy League.

In the length of time it took me to realize I’d started crying, half the paper had turned black and it had started to crumble. I let it drop from my fingers. Left it where it fell.

Mom would see it there, and she’d hate that I’d left something contaminated on the table, and she’d fret and scold and reassure me that of course I could live in a dorm. Get a job some day.

Have a real life.

The worst part was that she believed it.
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I told Mackenzie about the girl in the hall, and Nate and his stares. I did not tell her about Penn. Amber had long since earned the title Supreme Bitch-Queen of Hell—SBQoH for short, and once you’ve come up with that one, there’s really no improving on it—but she’d yet to have reason to rant about Nate, which gave her room for creativity.

He’s a spineless slag. A ho with all the depth of a pie plate, Mackenzie wrote in instant message. If he wants the SBQoH, let him have her. Get over it. Better yet, take it as a compliment that he hit on you first, before he realized knowing you might actually  involve work. Means he thought you were hotter. An ego boost is about all a guy like that is worth anyway. Consider him used up.

He wasn’t hitting on me, I replied, flipping through my Western Civ textbook, pretending to study. He just sat at the only empty desk in the room and said hi. He was just treating me like a human being, that’s all.

If I write you fic myself, will you cheer up? Mackenzie demanded. Name your pairing—just no Draco/Hermione, okay? There’s only so much I can take before needing the brain-bleach.

You wouldn’t do it for me? I teased.

You’re gonna make me cry, Mackenzie returned, complete with a line of little sobbing smileys running across the screen.

I sent her a smiley batting its eyelashes as reply.

I hate you, she said.

LOL, I typed back. Okay, okay—you do realize I’m just screwing with you? Geez, since when do I like them together anyway?

Since you’re evil, said Mackenzie, and want to traumatize me for life.

Just so long as you realize that, I answered, smiling to myself. And . . . something with Snape? Snape and Tonks? Tonks who isn’t married to Lupin yet, so it’s not all morally questionable.

You are one disturbed human being, Mackenzie replied. I’ll do my best.

There was a pause after that, during which I made an effort to actually read the textbook pages I was flipping. I got caught up in the assorted neuroses of ancient Roman emperors, and it was  several minutes before I looked back up at the computer screen.

My hair’s red again, btw, Mackenzie had written. Like, crayon red. I got sick of the blue. Wanna see a pic?

Sure, I said. An invitation to share photos appeared in the IM box. I clicked it, and a picture of a grinning girl my own age appeared. Mackenzie had light brown skin with freckles across her nose and short, spiky hair the color of strawberry syrup. She radiated confidence, even in a two-inch-tall webcam capture.

Coolness, I told her. I like it.

Thanks! Now you do yours, she answered, with a smiley that looked like a little devil. You are so a purple girl. Darkdark purple. You’d like it, I promise.

Sure, I said, right after I get that lobotomy.

I so wish you lived closer, Mackenzie typed back. No smiley; I don’t think there is a smiley for wistful.

Me too, I lied.







CHAPTER Four



Mr. Wagner wasn’t back in class until the following Monday. He ignored me completely, as if by refusing to look at me he could make me cease to exist. The rest of the class alternated between staring at him and staring at me, gauging my reaction. I did my best to disappoint them by way of total indifference; it wasn’t like Mr. Wagner had ever been one of my favorite teachers. In a way honest terror was an improvement over false civility.
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