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CHAPTER 1


If you had told sixteen-year-old Rue Holloway that being sent away to Sacred Heart Academy, an all-girls Catholic boarding school in the middle of East Jesus Nowheresville, would turn out to be the wildest, most transformative experience of her life, she would have told you that you were 1,000 percent delusional.


In fact, as she stared out the back-seat window of her stepdad’s Chevy Suburban on what could have been a perfect fall day—if it weren’t for the fact that she was driving eighty-three miles from her hometown in Upstate New York toward impending doom—all Rue could think was screw my life.


“Oh, but Sacred Heart is an exceptional academy, darling,” her mother had informed her when she’d delivered the stellar news. They’d been seated around Rue’s stepdad’s formal dining room table on a warm summer evening, suspiciously eating Rue’s favorite meal: spaghetti and meatballs. Though Rue had suddenly lost her appetite. “I, of all people, should know,” her mom added.


“You said you hated it there,” Rue reminded her. “Detested. That’s the precise word you used.”


“I resisted it, at first,” her mother allowed. “But I grew to deeply value the experience and all that it instilled.”


“And you’ll be continuing a longstanding family tradition,” Harold piped up, swirling the red wine in his glass. “Didn’t your mother go there, Katherine?”


“She did.” Rue’s mom nodded. “As you know, Ruthie, she’s long thought it the best thing for you. And I’ve finally decided I agree. After all, Sacred Heart has turned out many a respectable young woman. Tributes to the community who are—”


“Pleasing and useful, and spread God’s love through good acts—yeah, I read your school handbook, Mom.” Which sounded nightmarish for back then, and atrocious in 1996.


“Then you’re off to a good start.” Her mom smiled. “Mother Superior was so kind to ensure you had a space.”


Mother Superior. Rue mentally rolled her eyes.


And what had she done to deserve this horrific fate?


Well, it might have had something to do with the fact that two weeks prior to her life being blown up over spaghetti and meatballs, Rue had been caught kissing Amy Brewer behind the Sunday school classrooms—by Amy’s stick-up-the-ass mother, no less. It was just a dare, a panicked Amy had assured her mom (not at all true), it didn’t even mean anything (definitely not true—and it stung to hear Amy say that). And while Rue knew for a fact that Amy’s mother had talked to her own mom—she’d overheard their strained phone call—they’d yet to actually discuss anything.


Then again, maybe being shipped off to Sacred Heart was simply the result of something Rue’d heard her entire life: that she was just too much. Too loud, too emotional, too messy, too obstinate, too dramatic, too sensitive, too everything.


And was that even true? Was she too much? Or was her mom simply not enough? What if her mom was too restrictive? What if she expected things from Rue that Rue instinctively knew were BS?


She wasn’t sure. She didn’t know. But what she did know was that when you’re told who and what you are for long enough, it’s freaking hard not to believe.


“I can’t believe what you did to your hair, Ruthie,” her mother lamented now, glancing at Rue in the visor mirror.


Rue had taken a pair of scissors to her hair the night before and hacked it off at shoulder length, creating spiky bangs like Lydia Deetz from Beetlejuice. And then she’d used a cheap bottle of store-bought hair dye and turned her light brown hair black.


“Well, I can’t believe you’re sending me away to boarding school, Mom,” Rue retorted. “So I guess we’re even.”


Her mom took a slow, deep breath and smoothed her own perfectly coiffed light brown hair as she looked out the window. Harold reached over and squeezed her hand, as if she were the one who needed reassurance. But was it her world getting turned upside down?


Sacred Heart Academy was located just outside Thornhill, a small New Hampshire town of roughly 8,000 people. The kind of town that had covered bridges, and cute bookstores, and likely ran a fall harvest festival. Not that Rue would see any of it. As they drove along Main Street, she gazed morosely at a local music store situated beside a cozy coffee shop, wondering if she could just hop out of Harold’s car right then and there and make a run for it.


“You’re sure this is the right way?” Harold asked in thinly veiled irritation as they turned onto Maplewood Drive.


“Yes. Just half a mile more.” Rue’s mother checked herself in her compact, nervously readjusting her silver Virgin Mary medallion, which Rue hadn’t seen her wear in ages. She glanced over her shoulder at Rue. “You’ll want to spit out that gum before we arrive.”


In response, Rue blew a bubble and then sucked it back in.


“Turn there.” Rue’s mom pointed up ahead to a pair of ornate open gates. The wrought iron sign that arched between them read SACRED HEART ACADEMY with an image of a flaming heart bisected by a cross.


“Hey.” Harold leaned over the steering wheel to get a better look. “Now this is quite a place, huh, Ruth?”


Rue refused to confirm Harold’s bland musing, but as they made their way up the long tree-lined drive she also couldn’t deny it. Warm afternoon light streamed through the dense trees, which, even in early September, were already tinged with amber, crimson, and gold. Up ahead Rue spotted tennis courts and athletic fields and a brand-new brick building that must have been an athletic center. In the open field beyond, she spotted a horse corral where an elderly man in a straw hat was feeding a shiny brown mare.


“Feels more like an estate,” Harold mused as they followed the curving road and a large brownstone mansion became visible up ahead. Beyond the mansion stretched what looked like miles of woods, running up toward a low hillside. “That forest puts the nature preserve behind our place to shame.”


“You know this was an estate,” Rue’s mom replied. “Eight hundred and fifty acres to be exact. Hester Montrose donated it to the church in 1880 under the condition that it be turned into an all-girl’s school. The dorms and dining hall are over there, Ruthie.” Her mom pointed toward a series of brick and limestone buildings off to the right of the mansion. “And the academic buildings and chapel are all over there.” She gestured toward a grand stone church and a series of old ivy-covered buildings to the left.


Rue coldly ignored her mother, but she had to begrudgingly admit that the campus was gorgeous: all meandering paths, and ivy-covered buildings, and an annoyingly perfect autumnal air. Not quite Dead Poets Society but not far off. Though she’d yet to spot a single student, which felt creepy as hell. There were supposedly 360 students at Sacred Heart, seventy-two girls in each dorm, so where were they? Probably cloistered behind closed doors, silently praying or some shit. The statue of the Virgin Mary looming outside the mansion was certainly a stark reminder of the school’s actual purpose: turning out virtuous young women.


They parked in the small lot beside the mansion, and Rue’s mother climbed out, her spine stiffer than usual, as if anticipating someone reprimanding her to stand up straight. Rue climbed out, too, her shoulders slumped forward as she slammed her door shut.


“Ruth.” Her mother grabbed a tissue from her purse and held it out for the gum.


And here was the sad truth about Rue Holloway: yes, she pushed back against her mom in plenty of small ways, making snappy comments, and rolling her eyes, and, as she was doing in that very moment, trudging along while dragging her feet, but when it really came down to it, she was afraid of rejection and prone to keeping the peace, and therefore always ultimately complied.


Heaving a sigh, Rue spit out her gum.


Following her mom and stepdad toward the mansion, Rue couldn’t help but feel that they were dragging her away from her old life and locking her away in an autumnal, ivy-covered cage. Then again, maybe that was just her being too dramatic per usual.


As they rounded the path toward the front of the mansion, Rue saw a young nun awaiting them out front.


“Welcome,” the nun said brightly. “I’m Sister Agatha.”


“Lovely to meet you.” Rue’s mom stopped before her. “I’m Katherine Bishop. This is my husband, Harold. And this, of course, is Ruth.” She motioned.


“Rue,” Rue corrected flatly.


“It’s wonderful to meet you, Rue.” Sister Agatha smiled. She was beautiful, with rosy skin, a heart-shaped face and startlingly blue eyes. Rue couldn’t tell what her hair color was underneath her wimple, but she didn’t seem much older than twenty-four or twenty-five. “I’m so pleased you’ve joined our community. Why don’t you follow me inside and we’ll get started?”


“Where is everyone?” Rue asked as they followed the nun up the stairs.


“Oh, the girls are at dinner,” Sister Agatha explained, opening the heavy wooden front door. “But don’t worry, you’ll meet them soon enough.”


Inside, the mansion was all wood-paneled walls and polished marble floors and fancy brass sconces, and was unusually chilly, the scent of lemon cleanser and Ivory hand soap thick in the air. They followed Sister Agatha through the stately entryway, which was dominated by an enormous chandelier, continued past an impressive double staircase, and turned right down a long, eerily quiet hall. They stopped at a set of frosted glass-fronted doors where a brass sign affixed to the wall read HEADMISTRESS’S OFFICE. Sister Agatha knocked softly.


“Enter,” came a cool, commanding voice.


When Sister Agatha opened the door, Rue was unsurprised to find that the owner of said voice was an imposing, older nun.


“Mother Superior.” Rue’s mom bowed her head as she stayed near the door. She suddenly seemed so timid and small, like a teenager herself.


It was hard to tell Mother Superior’s age—anywhere between fifty-five and 100. She had perfect posture, a handsome, pale, unlined face, and a long scar that ran across one eyebrow. Her elegant hands were calmly folded atop her massive desk, but her intense, dark eyes were trained on Rue.


She motioned to the chairs and Rue’s mom quickly approached. Rue shuffled toward the other seat. Sister Agatha closed the door and took her leave.


“How wonderful to see you again, Katherine,” Mother Superior greeted. “I’m pleased to see that you landed on your feet.” Her gaze moved from Rue’s mom to Harold, who was still standing by the door.


Rue could see a blush creeping up her mom’s neck. Mother Superior was, no doubt, referencing Rue’s parents, who’d had her out of wedlock at a young age and then promptly broken up. “It’s lovely to see you as well, Mother Superior.” Her mom inclined her head. “And thank you again for this opportunity.”


“Of course.” Mother Superior did her best approximation of a smile. “Continuity of tradition is important.”


“Harold Bishop,” Harold suddenly greeted, lurching forward and reaching out a hand toward the nun.


She stared at it and then up at Harold, who promptly withdrew his hand.


“I’m sorry, how rude of me,” said Rue’s mom. “This is my husband, Harold. And this is my daughter, Ruth.”


Mother Superior turned her attention back toward Rue. “You’re a fortunate girl to have a mother who cares enough about your providence and well-being to send you to Sacred Heart.”


Rue smiled tightly but gave no reply.


“Now then, I’m sure your mother will have told you all about our school, but I want to lay out a few important guidelines. We have three core values at Sacred Heart: distinction, transformation, and communion.” Mother Superior pointed to the plaques on her wall bearing these very words. “We expect our girls to distinguish themselves and rise above the fray to be models of excellence in all things. We seek to transform ourselves and those around us, creating a more compassionate and moral world. And we commune with our Lord on a daily basis, via both holy communion and prayer.


“We are a closed campus,” she went on, barely taking a breath. “There is no leaving the grounds unless for a chaperoned volunteer opportunity or school event. The forest is also off-limits unless you are taking part in a class activity or have received explicit permission for a school project. We have a strict dress code, and our girls are expected to wear their uniforms at all times. Skirts must remain one inch below the knee, blouses buttoned to the top, and all clothing must be ironed and wrinkle free. No jewelry, makeup, unnatural hair colors, or secular clothing of any sort. Sacred Heart girls are always presentable. Lastly, we believe that idle hands truly are the devil’s workshop. As such, our girls have robust and tightly controlled schedules. Sister Agatha will find you later and help you select your extracurriculars. Our rules and stipulations are outlined within the school handbook, which she will provide as well. Now then, do you have any questions, Ruth?”


Mother Superior had already confirmed Rue’s worst suspicions: this school was going to blow. “No.” Rue shook her head.


“From now on,” Mother Superior warned, “you will reply in full when addressing our staff. No, Mother Superior. Why don’t we try that again? Do you have any questions, Ruth?”


On second thought, this school was going to majorly blow.
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While Harold went to the car to grab Rue’s things, Rue’s mom dragged her toward (okay led her toward) the dormitories. Apparently, Rue’s belongings had to go through inspections first, which brought to mind Mother Superior standing there in white gloves, a sin-sniffing dog at her side.


“I was in Saint Perpetua,” Rue’s mom breezily informed her as she strode toward one of the five buildings. “The patron saint of mothers, actually. But you’ve been placed in Saint Agnes.”


Rue spotted a painting of a long-haired young woman holding a lamb on the building’s front door. She had a reverent expression, and a—okay, a bloody gash across her neck? That wasn’t at all disturbing.


“What’s Saint Agnes the patron saint of?” Rue asked her mom. “Wistful expressions and bloodshed?”


Inside, the residential building was eerily quiet as well—and incredibly bland: forest green Berber carpet, white painted walls, no decorations to speak of, just a large marble holy water font attached to the wall. As they passed, Rue gazed into the small pool of water and snarled at her reflection.


“Here we are,” said her mom as they reached room 203. She moved to unlock the door, but it flew open.


“Hi!” A cheerful girl with curly red hair and pale freckled skin beamed back at them. She was wearing her school uniform: a white blouse tucked into a green-and-blue plaid pleated skirt, knee-high socks, black Mary Janes.


“Oh,” Rue’s mom said in surprise. “We hadn’t realized anyone was here.”


“Yes, everyone’s at dinner but I told Mother Superior I’d be happy to stay behind to greet you. I’m Helen.” She smiled at Rue. “Your new roomie! Come on in!” She opened the door wider.


Rue decided on the spot, based solely on Helen’s enthusiasm and sunny persona, that she hated her new roommate. Was that fair of her? No. But did she care? Also no.


Her mom swapped pleasantries with Helen, and then looked around the small space. “Oh! This is just as I remember. And you’ve done such a nice job decorating, Helen.”


Rue’s roommate had already set up her side of the room, which was closest to the closets: her twin bed covered with a peach floral comforter and matching pillows, photos and tasteful art prints taped to the wall, white twinkle lights strung around the ceiling. A large crucifix hung on the wall between the two beds. Rue stared at it, wondering if it was glued on or if she could pull it down.


“So where are you from?” Helen asked, leaning up against her desk.


Rue slumped onto her bare mattress. “New York.”


“New York City?” Helen asked in enthusiasm.


“Upstate.” Rue flopped backward onto her bed, staring up at the water-stained ceiling.


“Where are you from, Helen?” Rue’s mom asked, pointedly ignoring what she undoubtedly felt was her daughter’s dramatic behavior.


“I’m from Keene, New Hampshire. There’s nothing all that cool about Keene, but”—she shrugged—“we like it.”


Rue half listened as her mom and Helen discussed the litany of extracurriculars that Helen was taking. They all sounded like something from a 1950s handbook about feminine conformity: ballet, ceramics, flute, needlepoint.


“Gosh, Mom.” Rue propped herself up on her elbows once Helen had gone down to dinner and Harold had dropped off her belongings and then escaped to the commons room to read the paper. “You think I’ll get the chance to do needlepoint?”


“Ruth,” her mother said calmly as she unpacked Rue’s trunk. “Why don’t you get up and actually make yourself useful?”


Rue grudgingly stood and helped her mom set up her side of the room, making the bed, putting away her clothes, stacking her collection of books on the desk—well, at least those that had made it through inspections. She noted that her Christopher Pikes were gone.


“Ruthie, listen,” her mom said as she hung clothes up inside Rue’s closet. “I know you’re upset about this decision, and I understand. Believe me, I do. I felt the exact same way when Gran sent me away. But I really am doing what I think is best for you. Harold, and Gran, and I, we know you’re such a good girl inside, we just want what’s best for you.”


“Mmmm-hmmm.” Rue ripped the tags off her new knee socks before stuffing them into one of the dresser drawers. Her mom had tried to make a whole thing out of ordering Rue’s stupid school uniform, attempting to sit down together one evening so they could pore over the catalog. As if Rue gave a crap about picking out a navy cardigan versus a navy V-neck pullover. Thanks, Mom, but I’d rather stab out my eyes, she’d informed her before stomping upstairs to her room.


“Hey.” Her mom came over and turned Rue to face her. “This can be a fresh start, Ruthie. A chance to put everything behind you. Not everyone gets that opportunity. I know you’re… questioning a lot of things. That’s not uncommon with girls your age. But I really do think some structure and training will help you reconnect with your true self.”


Rue stared back. What was her true self, she wanted to ask. Someone who didn’t kiss girls behind the Sunday School classrooms? Someone who didn’t laugh too loud or slurp her soup or unintentionally stomp when she walked? Someone who wasn’t too much? Did her mom even know Rue’s true self? Or was she just wishing for some future version of Rue that she’d always dreamed of but would never actually exist?


“Sure, Mom,” she sighed. Because she suddenly felt so depressed by the whole thing that she didn’t even have the energy to argue.


Her mom pulled her into a hug. “I love you, Ruthie. I really do.”


And Rue believed her. She really did. She just wished her mom also knew and liked her.


Once Rue’s mom and Harold had finally driven off—Rue’s mom waving one manicured hand out the passenger-side window—Rue stood there a long moment, alone in the falling dark. In the distance, she could hear the singsongy voices of good little girls making their way back toward their saintly dorms, and beyond that, the occasional caw of a raven in the woods. Cool breeze stirred Rue’s newly dyed hair.


She had never felt more alone in her life.
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Helen was back from dinner and reading a textbook at her desk when Rue returned. Rue had intentionally waited outside long enough that she could avoid the other girls, though she’d silently passed a few in the hall.


“Hi,” Helen greeted, turning to look at Rue.


“Hey.” Rue went to her desk and busied herself with rearranging her books, trying to organize the ache away.


“I just want you to know that I get that it can be hard to adjust to this place,” said Helen. “But I promise, you will.”


Rue was quiet, her gaze flitting to the photo of her best friends, Nicki and Lola. They’d promised to write, and she knew they would, but she also knew their lives would move on without her.


“Anyway, you should probably get changed,” Helen added, going back to her textbook. “We have mass in twenty minutes.”


“Mass in the evening?” Rue kicked off her Keds.


“We have mass every evening,” Helen informed her, turning the page of her book.


Rue stared at the row of identical outfits hanging in her closet. What was it about Catholic school uniforms, she wondered as she stepped behind her closet door to change? Why were they so fetishized when they were, in fact, so constricting and terrible? Then again, they weren’t drastically worse than the tasteful feminine outfits Rue’s mom bought her from The Limited.


At 6:50, Rue followed Helen out of their dorm, behind a trail of girls making their way across the dusky campus. The surrounding trees were silhouetted against the violet sky, which was threaded with apricot and gold. Rue tugged at her blazer sleeve as Helen introduced her to a few people, including a humorless girl who informed Rue she planned to one day join the Poor Clare’s. Rue almost laughed—the silent order of nuns? Okay—but then realized she was serious.


“Hey,” whispered a girl directly behind her. She was tall with dark brown skin and shoulder-length braids that reminded Rue of Dionne from Clueless. “You’re new, right?”


“Yeah.” Rue smiled awkwardly.


“I’m Morgan,” said the girl. “Just so you know, this place can take a little adjusting. This is my third year, but I hated it freshman year. Remember how I hated it?” she asked the girl beside her.


“Morgan was miserable,” the other girl confirmed. She was short and curvy, with light brown skin and long wavy brown hair that reminded Rue of Lola’s. “I’m Angelica, by the way. I’m also a junior.”


“Eventually I settled in, though,” Morgan assured Rue. “And this school has great academics. Their IB program is excellent—that’s the whole reason my parents sent me here. Anyway, just give it time is all I’m saying.”


“Totally,” Angelica agreed, playing with her necklace—a silver saint medallion like the one Rue’s mom wore. “It took me at least a semester to adjust, but now I’m good.”


Rue raised her eyebrows, smiling tightly, but she was certain there was no amount of time that would make this place palatable.


The chapel was already half full when they arrived, organ music drifting through the open doors of the long stone building, the scent of incense and burning candles thick in the air. Tall stained-glass windows lined the walls, and a large altar stood at the front, a crucifix of Jesus hanging on the wall behind it, his mournful expression turned heavenward.


As Rue filed into the nave behind the pack of other uniformed students, she was overcome with the same sensations she always felt when entering church: childhood awe, reverence for the Catholic vibes, and an overwhelming sense of duty. Like a shroud of obedience had descended from the heavens the moment she set foot inside the church. Though shalt be respectful. Though shalt stay in line. Though shalt do as thou are told and do so with a pleasant smile.


Rue followed Helen into one of the rows and took a seat on the hard wooden bench. She glanced around at the other girls filling the many pews of the nave, their hands folded in their laps, their gazes fixed on the front of the church. Glancing over her shoulder she saw that the final rows were filled with nuns, Mother Superior among them, sitting tall and straight.


Everyone abruptly stood as a middle-aged dark-haired priest entered the nave and strode down the center aisle in his regal gown.


Mass was your typical Catholic affair of standing and singing and sitting and kneeling and sitting and kneeling and on and on—a routine Rue knew so well from years of attending church with her mom that she could participate on autopilot while her mind drifted off.


She stared up at the stained-glass windows, realizing they all depicted female saints. Martyrs who’d rather be burned alive or beheaded than rescind their beliefs. What was the difference between burning a saint because you didn’t like the way she lived, and burning a “witch” because you didn’t like the way she lived? Seemed like people were pretty quick to burn any woman who was bold enough to lead her own life. Also, sainthood seemed a pretty shitty consolation prize; girls symbolically taking your name at Confirmation and then basically never thinking about you again? No thanks.


“Let us pray,” the priest said for the millionth time, and everyone knelt on their individual velvet-covered kneelers.


Rue was just folding her hands when she felt the distinct sensation of being watched. And not just by the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; no, by an actual person. She turned her head and saw that five people down, at the very end of the pew, a steely-eyed blonde was staring at her.


The blonde had high cheekbones, a sharp chin, and dark brown eyes that stood out in comparison to her pale skin and long, white-blond hair. She was beautiful, but in an intense Fiona Apple kind of way, which, in Rue’s opinion, only added to her beauty. All the other Sacred Heart girls were prim and proper in their uniforms—shirts tucked into pleated skirts, blazers buttoned, black crisscross neckties perfectly in place—but the blonde had a weather-worn vibe, the sleeves of her rumpled shirt rolled up, her blazer tied around her waist, no necktie to be found.


Rue stared back.


The blonde did not break eye contact.


The priest was droning on, likely praying for their souls. Everyone else had their heads bowed, but Rue and the blonde kept staring at one another, barely blinking, neither backing down.


In the next moment everyone stood, and Rue lost her view of the blonde.


When she spotted her again, she was still seated and no longer staring at Rue; her attention was fixed on something balanced upon her knees. Rue tilted her head to get a better look, but she couldn’t make out what she was doing. Reading? Writing?


But through the remainder of mass—as Rue took communion and did the sign of the cross and bowed her head in prayer—the blonde was all she thought of.


Something about her was deeply intriguing. Maybe her penchant for staring. Or maybe the fact that the bottom half of her head was shaved. Maybe it was her nails, which were pointy and almost sharp looking and painted dark green (wasn’t makeup off-limits?). Or maybe it was that the total combination hinted at something more: that this girl was different. And she knew it. And she did. Not. Care.


It was at the end of mass, as Rue stood and waited for the other girls to file out of their pew that she finally saw what the blonde was up to. She was still seated, a sketchbook in her lap, and she was drawing a dark-haired saint. No, Rue realized with a flash of recognition as she filtered past and got a better view: the saint was Rue. Her hands were folded in prayer as she cradled a small feral animal, her nails long and almost clawlike, but her gaze was on the viewer, angry and defiant, her face twisted into a snarl that revealed sharp teeth.


Rue’s heart thudded as she exited the chapel. The blonde was drawing her? Why the hell was she drawing her? And was Rue flattered or offended? She couldn’t decide. But that image of herself as the dark-haired saint stayed with her for the remainder of the night, as did the prickle that had risen on the back of her neck.















CHAPTER 2


The following morning, Rue awoke far too early to the annoyingly cheerful sounds of Amy Grant’s “Good for Me” playing from Helen’s pink boom box. Helen was already showered and dressed, like some kind of Girl Scout from hell, singing along as she brushed her curly red hair.


“Oh good, you’re awake.” She smiled as Rue sat up and squinted against the overhead fluorescent lights. “Come on, sleepyhead. Get ready. We don’t want to get to the dining hall too late—we’ll miss out on all the good food.”


Rue squinted at her alarm clock. “Helen. It’s six thirty. You said the dining hall doesn’t even open until seven.”


“Exactly! And you still need to shower and dress. So up and at ’em, chop chop!”


Rue highly doubted the “good food” was worth the cost of missing extra sleep, and she had half a mind to clobber Helen with a pillow and then smash that pink boom box, but she wasn’t ready to get on her roommate’s bad side quite yet, so she begrudgingly hauled herself out of bed.


Sacred Heart dining hall—a large brick-and-limestone building with heavy wooden doors and arched leaded windows—was nestled in the very center of the dorms. Rue was surprised at how many girls were already there—apparently the school was filled with Girl Scouts from hell. She followed Helen in through the double doors and grabbed a tray, scanning the food line for white-blond hair.


Rue had assumed boarding school dining halls would be like those at college, in that you had free rein over your meals. After a lifetime of having her food intake patrolled by her mother (Too sugary, Ruth, you’ll get acne; Ruthie, that’s far too high in saturated fat; sweetheart, if you eat that much, you’ll ruin your waistline), it was the only thing she’d looked forward to. But no, it was a lot like Rue’s high school cafeteria, except worse because the nuns staffing the food line didn’t even allow you to select your own food. They just plopped a pile of whatever onto your plate and told you to move on. And the food itself looked… questionable.


Once Rue had gathered her runny eggs, dry toast, and mushy fruit cocktail atop her heavy, gold-rimmed plate, she glanced around and spotted Helen at the condiments station chatting with a few other girls. Glad for the diversion, Rue grabbed a cup of coffee (thank God they allowed coffee) and quickly slipped away.


The dining hall’s seating area was a huge, airy space, with tall windows, wood-paneled walls, and rows of long tables—which were intermittently decorated with slender crystal vases containing a single flower—and easily sat a dozen each. Rue picked an empty table and plopped into one of the wooden chairs. Sipping her coffee, she glanced around at the other uniformed girls chatting brightly, feeling slightly awkward sitting there by herself.


“Hi.”


Rue glanced up to find a cute, chubby girl with short strawberry-blond hair and a smattering of freckles on her nose standing across from her. “Hi. Oh—hey, I’m not in your seat or anything, am I?” Rue started to get up.


“Oh no.” The girl waved. “We don’t have assigned seats. No, you’re new here so I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Shelby.” She gave a little wave. “I’m in Saint Anastasia.”


“Oh. Hey. I’m Rue. Saint Agnes, or whatever.”


“She’s my new roomie!” Helen announced, taking a seat beside Rue. “Sit with us, Shelbs. Shelby’s from North Carolina and also a junior,” Helen explained as Shelby took the seat across from Rue. “Shelby’s mom went here,” Helen informed Rue. “Shelby, Rue’s mom went to Sacred Heart, too.”


“Oh yeah?” Shelby sipped her lemon water.


“Yup.” Rue surreptitiously eyed Shelby’s breakfast.


Shelby noticed this and self-consciously glanced down at her tray. “Yeah, my mom has me on a strict regimen.”


Rue hadn’t meant to be rude—and she was all too familiar with strict regimens—but Shelby’s tray was the saddest breakfast she’d ever seen in her life: a wilted lettuce leaf, a teensy scoop of cottage cheese, a few grapefruit triangles, a cup of black coffee, and lemon water. She attempted to hide her horror. “Is that… do you always have that for breakfast?”


“Yeah,” Shelby sighed, glancing at Rue, as if debating something. She closed her eyes and dramatically folded her hands in prayer. “Dear Mother Superior, thank you for showing me the ways of restriction and self-flagellation via tasteless diet foods, and for stringently adhering to my mother’s orders. May you one day be rewarded with unending flatulence and indigestion. Amen.”


Rue barked a laugh, which made Shelby blush.


“Shelby,” Helen said with an embarrassed laugh as Shelby did the sign of the cross. “If you’re not careful you’ll wind up like her.” She nodded across the dining hall.


Rue turned and spotted the blonde taking a seat at a small individual table separated from all the others. Her white-blond hair was pulled into a loose, messy bun revealing her undercut, and her expression was as steely as the night before. She still seemed as casually disheveled; her rumpled shirt half tucked into her skirt, her undone necktie slung around her neck, her blazer nowhere to be seen. She cracked open a book with an image of Frida Kahlo on the cover and leaned back in her chair.


“Who is that?” Rue asked casually.


“That’s Charlotte,” said Shelby. “She’s in Saint Philomena.”


“Do not get involved with her,” Helen warned. “She transferred here last year. I heard she got kicked out of her old school, which is why Mother Superior made her repeat a year.”


“She’s seventeen but a junior like us,” said Shelby.


“She is not like us,” Helen corrected. “She is such a weirdo. There’s all kinds of gossip about her.”


“What kind of gossip?” Rue asked, now more intrigued than ever—and noting Helen’s assumption that there was an us.


“Well, apparently, she sneaks off into the woods. At night,” said Helen. “Which is totally off-limits.”


“No one’s actually seen her do that, though,” added Shelby. Which made Rue wonder how they suspected it if they’d never seen it happen.


“What do you think she’s up to?” Rue asked.


“I’ve heard all kinds of rumors,” said Helen. “Witchcraft, moon goddess worship, a secret older boyfriend from town. Personally, I think she might have a death wish. Who knows what’s in those woods.”


“Why is she sitting over at that separate table?” asked Rue.


“That’s the time-out table.” Helen took a careful bite of her toast. “She’s perpetually banished.”


“A Mother Superior special,” Shelby added. “Though I think Charlotte might actually prefer it that way. She has her own dorm room, too. She doesn’t really talk to anyone.”


“What’d she do to get exiled?” Rue picked up her coffee.


“What didn’t she do?” Helen rolled her eyes. “Last year she interrupted Father Downey’s homily to ask if he was at all concerned about the hypocrisy of the Bible and the way in which symbols of the feminine divine, such as the serpent and the tree in the story of Adam and Eve, had been repurposed to shame women. And when he suggested that she was being sacrilegious to the word of God—which she was—she staged a protest by coming to mass the next day with a live snake wrapped around her neck.”


Rue nearly choked on her drink. “Seriously?”


“That snake wasn’t real,” said Shelby. “At least I’m pretty sure it wasn’t.”


“But she hasn’t been kicked out?” asked Rue.


“Um, I think they’d love to kick her out,” Helen replied. “But they can’t. Charlotte is Charlotte Savage. As in Senator Maxwell Savage.”


“Oh wow.” Rue’s eyes widened. Even she knew that name from Harold’s incessant news watching. Music executive turned conservative politician, Senator Savage was one of New York’s more vocal and ambitious legislators and spent half his time in DC.


“Also, Savage, as in Sacred Heart’s new Savage Athletic Center,” Shelby added.


“Charlotte’s dad is loaded,” Helen sighed, running a hand through her curls. “He’s got houses on both coasts and abroad. She’s barely been here a year and he’s already the school’s single biggest benefactor. I’m sure Mother Superior is just counting down the days until Charlotte graduates and the school can be free of her. But until then… exile.”


Rue considered this. “She was drawing me last night.”


“Yeah, she does that,” said Helen. “But she’s pretty much a loner, so, you know.” She shrugged. “Just ignore her and I’m sure she won’t bother you.”


Rue looked back over at Charlotte, who was making a note in her book’s margins. At that moment Charlotte glanced up and made eye contact with Rue. Rue stared back. Charlotte arched an eyebrow—which Rue couldn’t help but feel was a commentary on Rue’s company—and then went right back to reading.


Rue felt something stir within her, wanting Charlotte to look again.


But, of course, she didn’t.


Just ignore her. Sure, maybe she would. In fact, Rue knew she probably should. Her mom had implored her to be nice and make friends, and Charlotte was definitely not what her mom had in mind. Her mother would not want Rue mingling with someone like that.


But here was the other truth about Rue Holloway: she was afraid of rejection, and she did always ultimately comply, but in the meantime? She had a bad habit of doing things she knew she shouldn’t.















CHAPTER 3


Rue’s first day turned out to be as big of a drag as she’d expected.


Morning inspections were directly after breakfast, which meant they had to make their beds and tidy their rooms before Sister Agatha came by with a clipboard. According to Helen, the dorm with the highest inspection scores at the end of each semester got a movie night, which Rue was betting was some corny 1950s Disney film.


Then it was off to classes. No one spoke on the way to and from class, which Rue found incredibly eerie, a school of little robots marching along the hedge-lined flagstone paths. But, as Helen had informed her, students were supposed to remain silent unless spoken to.


First period was Latin with Sister Theresa, a travesty given the hour and how boring the class was. Plus, Sister Theresa had the personality of a Nilla wafer, in that she was sweet, bland, and incredibly dry. Home Economics with Sister Maria was second, and it honestly felt like stepping back into the 1950s. Sister Maria was hunched and ancient and presided over a large classroom filled with sewing machines and cooking equipment. And she shared the thrilling prospect that over the course of the year they’d learn to sew laundry bags, cook twice-baked potatoes, and—gasp—create a domestic budget. As if Sister Maria herself had any experience creating a domestic budget. As if it was every girl’s dream to create a domestic budget.


Sister Clara taught Rue’s third-period English class, which didn’t seem awful, never mind the fact that the syllabus was incredibly old-school, nothing written earlier than the late 1800s. Maybe nuns didn’t even know that contemporary literature existed.


And then it was back to the dining hall for lunch.


But it was fourth-period Catholic Studies that finally roused Rue’s interest.


The class was taught by Mother Superior, which was a rather unwelcome discovery, but it also happened to be the only class Rue shared with Charlotte. She spotted her the second she walked into the wainscoted room and felt a tiny thrill. Charlotte was seated at one of the individual wooden desks in the front row—surprising given that she didn’t exactly give off front-row vibes—her head tilted back as she stared transfixed at something on the ceiling. When Rue looked, all she saw was a daddy longlegs spinning a web in the ceiling’s corner.


Five minutes into class, as Mother Superior stood at her wooden podium explaining how this year they’d be participating in Promise to Keep, a program to stress the importance of “saving” themselves until marriage, Charlotte raised her hand and kept it high in the air until Mother Superior called on her.


“Yes, Charlotte,” Mother Superior asked with the patience of someone well versed in dealing with teenage girls.


“Mother Superior, I’ve heard about this so-called program and have some concerns. Do you honestly think that lecturing us about chastity is the best use of our time? Furthermore, would you be conducting this same program if we were an all-boys school?”


The other girls shifted in their seats, clearly accustomed to and yet still uncomfortable with Charlotte’s interruptions.


“Miss Savage.” Mother Superior smiled. “Allow me to remind you that I am more than happy to have lengthy discussions with you after class, but I ask that you refrain from interrupting the other girls’ education during class. Do you understand?”


“I understand, Mother Superior.” Charlotte tapped her pencil on her desk.


Mother Superior resumed the lesson, and yet less than five minutes later Charlotte’s hand was once again in the air. Rue couldn’t help but smile; she could tell that Catholic Studies was going to be her most interesting class.


The rest of the day was downhill from there. Science with Sister Marta was a joke—their textbooks didn’t even address evolution—World History with Sister Alberta was as boring as history at Rue’s old school, and math with Sister Mary Bernadette—a kind middle-aged woman who made math puns—would have been fine if it was earlier in the day, but by that point Rue had zero remaining brain cells. And she wasn’t even done. She still had extracurriculars.


Just the night before, Sister Agatha had stopped by Rue’s dorm to help her sign up, and to see how she was getting settled. To Rue’s surprise, she’d seemed genuinely interested in the poster Rue had taped over her bed, which featured PJ Harvey, Tori Amos, and Björk.


“Oh, I just loved Under the Pink,” Sister Agatha said, her gaze on Tori.


Rue had nodded nonchalantly, but she couldn’t fathom how in the world someone just a handful of years older than herself, with the same musical taste, had chosen to live like this.


Sister Agatha had presented a clipboard with the extracurricular options, which were broken into three categories: athletics, music, and the arts. Rue was to select at least one from each category.


“What about the drums?” she’d asked, scanning the music column. “I’ve really always wanted to learn the drums.”


“I’m afraid we don’t offer percussion,” Sister Agatha had said. “But you could join the choir?” Which sounded awful to Rue.


“Oh, you should,” Helen had said. “I voluntarily applied for us to compete in the Girls Who Sing program and so this spring we’re going to perform at Carnegie Hall and have an entire weekend in New York City.”


“We’d love to have you.” Sister Agatha had smiled encouragingly.


On the other hand… the prospect of escaping this place at least gave Rue something to look forward to.


In the end, she’d circled archery, jewelry making, and choir.


As Rue walked from seventh-period math to her archery extracurricular down at the athletic center, she watched a trio of uniformed girls walking arm in arm along the curving flagstone path, each with a pair of ballet slippers dangling from their wrists.


“You need to make a real effort, Ruthie,” her mother had advised before getting in the car to leave. “This is your community now. And it’s not like your old school where you can simply retreat at the end of the day.”


“Yeah. I’m super well aware there’s no escape,” Rue had muttered.


“You need to make a true effort,” her mom had insisted. “The young women here are going to have a huge impact on the rest of your life whether you realize it or not. So put in a little effort. And please, do me this one favor and be appropriate.”


Really? Rue questioned now as she watched the ballerinas giggling to one another. This was the community that would have a lasting impact on her life? Besides, she knew exactly what be appropriate was code for: don’t go kissing any girls at your new school, which was enraging. Of course, her mom would never come out and say something that direct. She always had to be sideways and thinly veiled so she could later claim deniability—which only further enraged Rue.


It was in that moment that she spotted Charlotte siting alone under a giant sprawling elm tree. Her shoes and socks were off, tossed onto the grass beside her, and she was drawing in her sketchpad. Rue hesitated a moment, checking the time on her clear Swatch watch, and then gathered her nerves and left the path to stroll across the grass toward Charlotte.


“Hey,” she greeted, her stomach a ball of anxiety as she drew close.


Charlotte glanced up, all even expression and penetrating gaze. This close, Rue could see that her dark blond eyebrows were wildly untouched, like they’d never seen a pair of tweezers. Quite the contrast from the fashionably skinny eyebrows in every fashion magazine.


“So,” Rue said casually. “Do you get to be out here as, like, part of an extracurricular or something?”


“No.” Charlotte went back to her drawing.


“Oh.” Rue shifted her weight. “I just thought Mother Superior had a whole thing against free time, you know? The devil’s playground or whatever.” She snorted.


“This isn’t free time,” Charlotte corrected as she made quick lines with her pencil.


Rue nodded, trying to play it cool, but she had so many questions. Was this some sort of punishment or something? Or was the nun who taught figure drawing so fed up with Charlotte that she made her do class outdoors? Though she wasn’t about to ask. “I’m Rue, by the way.”


“Okay.” Charlotte used one finger to smudge part of her sketch.


Rue waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. She tried to think of something else, absently noticing the many earrings running up Charlotte’s ears, and the soft blond hairs of her unshaved legs. Not like she’d forgotten to shave; no, like she didn’t give a crap in the first place. “You were drawing me the other day.”


“I was,” Charlotte agreed, not looking up.


“How come?”


“You looked lost,” Charlotte stated matter-of-factly. “I wondered what it would look like if you got found.”


The comment took Rue by surprise. Was she lost? Well, she was cast out of her own home—Harold’s home—and stuck at boarding school with a bunch of chaste nuns. So, yes, she supposed she was. But found. That language always made her think of flocks of sheep and Jesus the good shepherd hauling them home. She was fairly certain that’s not what Charlotte meant. But what kind of found did she have in mind? What would it look like to really get found?


“Well.” Rue shifted her weight. “I don’t want you drawing me.”


Which wasn’t even true. Rue had decided she found it kind of flattering. But she also felt the need to show this strange girl some backbone.


“Fine.” Charlotte flipped through the sketchpad, tore out a few pages, and handed them to Rue.


“Thanks.” Rue folded the pages without looking, noting that Charlotte had done multiple drawings.


As Charlotte flipped back to her current sketch, Rue could see it was of an old woman, her hair wild and full of twigs and leaves, her blazing eyes staring at the viewer. She was naked, her flesh sagging in some places, bulging in others, but she looked utterly comfortable in her own skin, like some kind of radiant goddess.


Charlotte was so calm and unaffected. Rue had kind of expected her to be… well, she wasn’t sure. Angrier? More combative? More something based on how the other girls gossiped about her.


She realized she was still standing there. “You’re really good, by the way,” she added to soften the moment. “At drawing.”


“I know,” Charlotte replied.


Rue adjusted the strap of her book bag, absently noticing the grass and dirt clinging to Charlotte’s bare feet. “Do you ever—”


“We don’t have to do this.” Charlotte’s gaze flicked back up.


Rue frowned. “Do what?”


“Pretend to be nice. You and I, we’re not going to be friends.”


Rue could feel her face warm in awkward embarrassment. “Well, okay. I was just trying to be polite.”


“Yeah,” Charlotte informed her as she gathered her belongings and rose to her feet. “Exactly.”






[image: ]








As Rue lay in bed late that night, listening to Helen lightly snore, she kept thinking about her conversation with Charlotte.


She was weird. There was no denying that. And gorgeous, that had to be said. But what made her so deeply intriguing was her genuine ambivalence toward the rest of the world. She was just so… centered. Like she wasn’t trying to be anything other than entirely herself. People were always saying stuff like that—just be yourself!—but who even did that?


Charlotte Savage, apparently. That’s who.


We don’t have to pretend to be nice.


God, how good would that feel? To just stop pretending. To never have to act nice, at least not if she didn’t want to. The concept felt like filling her lungs with cool air after swimming underwater for miles.


You and I, we’re not going to be friends.


Like everything else, Charlotte had seemed so utterly confident of this fact. Like there was no possible way they’d have anything in common. But how did she know? It made Rue want to prove Charlotte wrong.


She slipped the sketchpad pages out from under her pillow and sat up in bed, pulling back the window curtain so she could view them in the moonlight.


In addition to the first drawing of Rue as an angry saint, there was a second one of her as a Russian doll. The exterior doll had a cool, unaffected expression and Rue’s current Lydia Deetz–inspired hair. But it was cracked open to reveal a smaller interior doll, and this one looked much younger, her hair long and straight, her eyes wide and haunted. She looked unsure of herself, Rue thought. And scared. But most of all, she looked lonely.


Rue quickly refolded the pages and tucked them away.


If she was honest with herself, that second drawing was hard to look at; it captured something uncomfortably true. Charlotte had looked past Rue’s exterior to her very core. Which made Rue feel exposed and vulnerable, and yet also somehow oddly seen.


It was long after Rue had tucked the drawings back under her pillow and rolled over in bed that she finally drifted off. When she did, her sleep was restless, her body never quite settling in. She kept picturing herself as that angry saint, and then it was Charlotte as the angry saint, clawlike nails, sharp teeth bared, a radiant halo shining behind her, as if she was there to show Rue the way. And while Rue would later dismiss the sensation as merely part of the dreamscape, she could feel some primal urge rising within, a mysterious summoning she was not yet sure how to fulfill.
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