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AT FIRST GLANCE, the town houses in Silver Sage Acres are as white and identical as an endless row of bared teeth. Looking down the single road that winds through the community is like holding a mirror up to another mirror and watching the world curve away into infinity. 

If you search hard enough, you can find landmarks, even though the place is engineered not to have any. The ficus tree with the one branch that sticks out sideways. A thick splotch of paint (white, of course) on the asphalt from the can that rolled off the back of a contractor’s truck. Each discrepancy is a little scar on the landscape, in constant danger of being buffed away by the all- powerful homeowners’ association. 

Every few hundred feet is a turnout with a colony of mailboxes and a row of guest parking spaces, because heaven forbid your guests should park in your driveway, much less on the street. And that’s just one of the billion rules: No dogs bigger than twenty-five pounds. No decorative items in the windows. And trash cans are like Cinderella—only allowed out for a few hours at a time. After that, the citations start piling up. 

But for all its artificial cosmetic appeal, the development feels like it was built to last only until somebody came along with a better idea. When it’s rainy, the gutters get so full of water that you have to take a four-foot leap to keep from getting your shoes soaked. When it’s breezy, the street becomes one big wind tunnel, freezing you to the bone and pelting your eyes with an asteroid belt of grit and crushed leaves. 

We’ve lived in #29 for a year and only know one other family, the Munyons in #27, who pay me five dollars a day to feed their cat when they go on vacation. 

Really, though, it could be worse. 

One thing about a place this locked down—there are no surprises. 

Twenty-nine Silver Sage Acres Road is everything our old house wasn’t: 

Modern. Sterile. Generic. Efficient. Compact. Controlled. 

Most importantly, it’s completely devoid of murderous ghosts. 

And that suits my family fine. 
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GRIMY PATCHES OF MUD, drops of dried blood, a sprinkling of gravel, and a full-body sheen of sweat that plastered his long-sleeved tee to his back…and I was still tempted to fling myself into Carter Blume’s arms and declare my undying devotion. 

Not that I ever would. In my opinion, the L-word deserves better than to be tossed out on a sweaty August Saturday afternoon like some sort of emotional Frisbee. 

Furthermore, I’m not the flinging type. And even freshly laundered and not bloody, Carter wasn’t the sort of guy to invite girlfriend-flingage. 

I did fling the car door open, but that’s different. He stepped out, wincing as he put weight on his left leg. As we walked to my front door, pebbles skittered to the ground, dislodged from his knee or his thigh or wherever they’d ended up when he ate it on our hike. 

“It’s your own fault,” I teased, pulling out my key chain. “Holding back your fellow racers and then running off ahead is very bad karma.” 

“Is it?” he asked. “I almost forgot, in the thirty-five seconds since you last brought it up.” 

I opened the door, and Carter hesitated at the welcome mat like a well-trained dog. “I don’t want to get the floors dirty.” 

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I mop on Sundays anyway.” 

He cocked his head. “I thought you mopped on Wednesdays.” 

The main part of the town house was basically one big, echoing room that held the kitchen, dinner table, and family room. A hallway extended to the left, bending around a corner to conceal the bedrooms. 

“Come on,” I said, heading for the pantry, where the first-aid kit lived. 

Carter trailed behind me into the kitchen and stood still, afraid to touch anything. I wet a washrag and wiped the dirt and blood from the palms of his hands, which he’d used (semi-unsuccessfully) to keep himself from skidding down the mountain. 

“You didn’t answer me,” he said, voice low. “You mop twice a week, don’t you?” 

“This is going to sting,” I said, plying his hands with a layer of antiseptic spray. 

He flinched and then held his palms steady. “Don’t distract me when I’m making fun of your OCD.” 

“It’s not OCD,” I said. “I just like things clean.” 

“I’m not clean.” 

“No,” I said. “But for you…I’ll make an exception.” 

He leaned down, using his wrists to pull me close. I pressed up on my toes to meet him halfway, then we kissed. 

The only way to describe kissing Carter is this: it’s like being on a roller coaster in a pitch-black room, and you’re going downhill, and for a few moments you’re weightless, and you want to throw your hands in the air and scream. 

After a minute, a thought popped into my head, and I pulled away. “You’ll need to pretreat those bloodstains and wash everything in cold water.” 

Carter gazed into my eyes and brushed a strand of my pink hair away from my face. “You’re insane.” 

“You might need to use a toothbrush to get the mud out. I keep extra old ones around, if you don’t have any.” 

He gave me a crooked smile. “All I want in the world is to be close to you, and all you want is to clean my dirty clothes.” 

“It’s the twenty-first century,” I said, pulling his face down toward mine. “I want it all.” 

And we were kissing again, the edge of the tile countertop pressing a cold line into my back. Carter rested his hand against my shoulder. 

“Oh, no!” he said, jerking away. “I’m sorry.” 

“No big deal,” I said, glancing down to see two tiny spots of blood on my Surrey Eagles T-shirt. “Not like it’s an heirloom or anything.” 

He leaned down so his mouth was deliciously close to my ear. “You’re going to want to pretreat that,” he whispered. His breath sent a ripple of chills down my spine. “And wash it in warm water.” 

“Cold water! You’re not even listening!” I slipped out of his grip, as much as I would have enjoyed prolonging the moment. My parents didn’t mind him being at the house when they weren’t there, but only because they trusted us not to spend hours in the kitchen making out. 

“I can only learn so much in one day,” he said. “Such as, cheaters never win.” 

“Cheaters go flying face-first down a hill,” I said. “And end up with gravel stuck in all sorts of exotic places.” 

I took in the whole picture of him, new tennis shoes scratched, knees mottled, shorts muddy, shirt stained and stretched. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “How can a man with pebbles embedded in his butt be so irresistible?” 

Sun shone through the kitchen window, casting a glow on his summer-tanned skin and making the curls in his blond hair look like strands of gold. 

I smiled at him, not wanting to interrupt this perfect moment. 

“It’s going to be a good year,” he said. 

“The best year,” I said. And I believed it. I had a boyfriend who was going to be Student Council president, the perfect best friend, and I even got along with my parents. In that moment, it seemed like nothing could possibly go wrong. 

He reached a hand out to me, and I took it. As we melted closer, something caught my eye, a change in the light somewhere in the room. 

I glanced up and then slammed back against the refrigerator, like I’d seen a ghost. 

It wasn’t a ghost—but it was close enough. 

My little sister, Kasey, stood at the end of the hall in a baggy black T-shirt and sweatpants, her hair in a long braid. Her once-round baby face was thin, and sharp shadows underlined her cheekbones. Her eyes were rimmed by faint gray half-moons. 

In half a heartbeat, I was across the room, crashing into her. We tumbled to the floor, our limbs tangled underneath us. 

“Lexi!” she sputtered. “Wait!” 

“Don’t move,” I said, grabbing both of her wrists in my hands. 

“Be careful!” Carter said, rushing over to us. “I’ll call the police!” 

“LEXI, STOP!” Kasey’s screech cut a hole in the chaos. In the sudden silence, I realized she wasn’t struggling. 

“What are you doing here?” I demanded. “Did you run away?” 

“Run away? No, Lexi,” she said. “I’m home. I’m just home.” 
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NINE MISSED CALLS. 

I lobbed my useless cell phone at the couch. “It was on vibrate.” 

Mom’s hands were pressed against her forehead like she was fending off a headache. “Your father and I were gone for twenty minutes, max. We had to sign some papers at the school.” 

About thirty seconds after I self-defensed my sister into submission, my parents came tra-la-laing through the front door to find me still sitting on her. High jinks ensued. 

I tried to apologize to Kasey, but she slunk off into her room. 

“But honestly,” I said. “She’s at Harmony Valley for ten months and you had no clue she’d be coming home three weeks early?” 

Mom did a palms-up shrug. “Honey, we didn’t know for sure. I didn’t want to get your hopes up.” 

“Hopes,” I repeated. 

The flatness of my voice made my mother cringe. “Alexis…you’re happy about this, right? Not the—the tackling part, but—Kasey coming home?” 

We both caught the pause before my answer. “Of course,” I said. “Mom, I was surprised. I get back from hiking with Carter, thinking the house is empty, and Kasey comes trotting out, all, ‘Oh, hey, remember me, your sister from the mental hospital?’ I thought she escaped.” 

Mom shuffled through the stack of papers in her hand, her faux-casual attitude giving away how upset she really was. “I just really want this to work for her. I want her to make friends, and find her way around school, and—what if she doesn’t?” 

“Don’t worry,” I said. “She will.” 

Kasey being home meant she was going to Surrey High, where I’d spent two years building up and then dissolving a variety of enemies and alliances. 

She wasn’t just a freshman; she was Alexis Warren’s little sister. 

And that meant it was my job to make sure she didn’t crash and burn. 

Even though Mom didn’t mean to make me feel responsible for Kasey, we all knew that my reputation preceded her. I’d mellowed way out, but there were still a lot of people who would never see me as more than the rebellious punk I’d once been. 

Cyrus Davenport was one of them. 

“Oh”—he sneered at me over the cheese tray on the snack table—“Alexis. I didn’t know Cecilia invited you.” 

“Hey, Cyrus,” I said. “How’s UCLA?” 

“I assumed you’d be in juvie by now,” he said, pursing his lips and turning away. 

“Okay…good to see you, too,” I said to the air where he’d been standing. The low buzz of the Davenports’ first-week-of-school party closed in around me. 

“So Cyrus is still a drama queen,” Megan said, appearing at my side. “Nice to see college doesn’t always change people.” 

Kasey stood a few feet away, clutching a bottle of water in her hands like a security blanket. She was wearing stiff, brand-new jeans and a shirt she’d borrowed from our mother, this gold silky blouse that made her look about forty. “Why does that boy hate you?” 

Carter slipped his arm around my waist. “I’m a little curious, myself.” 

“It’s one of Alexis’s bad girl moments,” Megan said. “I’m sure you guys wouldn’t be interested.” 

Carter lowered his chin. A smile played on his lips. “What did you do, you monster?” 

I glanced at my sister, whose eyes were as round as quarters, not sure if I wanted her to hear this story. “Well…two years ago—you were still at All Saints, Carter—I was going through one of my…phases. I hacked into the drama club website and switched some casting decisions for The Sound of Music. I mean, their password was password. They were asking for it.” 

“And Cyrus got the part of…” 

“Fräulein Maria,” Megan said. 

“Turns out it was the one role he always wanted,” I said. “He’s hated me ever since.” 

Carter pulled me closer. “Know what I always wanted? A girlfriend who was a junior.” 

“Aww,” I said. “I always wanted a seventy- to three-hundred-millimeter zoom lens. With macro.” 

He gazed into my eyes. 

Even though we’d been a couple for almost five months—since the April prom night when we officially admitted our feelings for each other—a battalion of happy butterflies still launched in my stomach when he looked at me like that. He wrapped his hands around mine, and it was like we were in our own little world, not a single angry thespian in sight. 

“You two are gross. I’m going to mingle.” Megan gave her dark shoulder-length hair a shake and scanned the crowd. “Want to come with me, Kasey?” 

“What?” Kasey asked, choking on a mouthful of water. “No, thank you.” 

“Yes you do,” Megan said, herding her away. “Because the alternative is staying here with Edward and Bella.” 

When we were alone, Carter’s expression darkened with concern. “Everything okay with her?” 

I nodded. “She still flinches whenever I walk into a room, but she accepted my apology.” 

His hand rested lightly against my lower back, almost like he was trying to prop me up. “I’m surprised she came.” 

“Me too.” In fact, I’d only asked her because I was sure she’d say no. 

But then she said yes, and the night became less about having a good time and more about making sure nothing disastrous happened to her. 

I began to get the feeling that having a good time in general was about to get a lot more complicated. 

As things began to wind down, Carter got stuck in a conversation about Student Council elections and I got up to find Megan. I found her in the kitchen—alone. 

I tapped her on the shoulder. “Where’s my sister?” 

“Oh, I’m not sure,” Megan said, like it was no big deal. 

I looked around, panic rising inside me. 

“Lex,” Megan said, putting a hand on my arm, “she’s not a two-year-old lost at Disneyland.” 

“But she’s never been to a party like this before.” I knew most of the kids there, but not all of them. A couple were even in college. What if somebody spiked my sister’s drink? Lured her away from the crowd? 

Seeing my face, Megan relented. “All right,” she said. “Commence Operation Find Kasey.” 

We wove through the house, finally ending up in the hallway in front of a closed bedroom door. Sloppily taped on it was a handwritten sign that said, BAGS IN HERE. 

“You check that room,” Megan said. “I think there are some people in the garage. I’ll go look out there.” 

I opened the door. 

“Kasey?” 

No answer. 

The room was dark, but it wasn’t empty. Three kids—none of them my sister with her golden ponytail—sat on the floor, with flickering candles scattered around. My pulse perked up at the sight—we Warrens weren’t big decorative flame (or any kind of flame) folks anymore. Watching your house burn to ashes sort of reduces the appeal. 

On the floor between them was a Ouija board. 

“You know, those aren’t toys,” I said, trying to keep my voice as light as possible. 

“Oh, really?” replied a voice I knew. “Because I bought it at a toy store.” 

As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw Lydia Small in the central position. Her long dyed-black hair was in a deliberately messy updo, and her brand-new eyebrow ring glinted in the candlelight. Her fingertips rested lightly on the planchette, a little wooden piece that moved around the board, and the other two girls had their fingers on either side of hers. 

Lydia and I were friends for freshman and part of sophomore years. But lately things were pretty strained. She couldn’t get over the fact that I could possibly prefer to hang with anyone besides her and the rest of the pretentious, black-clad Doom Squad. And I couldn’t get over the fact that she was insufferably annoying. 

“Hurry, ghost of the Ouija board,” she said in an oogie-boogie voice, “tell us something interesting before scaredy-cat Alexis runs away.” 

The other two giggled. I stood with my back to the wall. 

“What was that?” Lydia said, lowering her ear to the board. “What did you say?” Then she looked up. “The ghost wants to know if you’ve always been boring, or if it’s something that happened when you started hanging out with clones—hold on, I’ll answer.” 

I sighed. “Grow up, Lydia.” 

She leaned down to talk to the board. “The answer is B,” she said. “Clones.” 

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “I should try harder to be unique…like you and the other fifty people at school exactly like you.” 

The door opened, letting a slope of light fall across the room. 

“Lexi?” my sister’s voice asked. Her hand groped the wall and flipped the light switch, blinding us all and bringing forth groans of protest from the girls on the floor. 

The light popped off again. Kasey stepped in, with Megan behind her. 

“What is this, a Losers Anonymous meeting? You guys are totally killing the mood,” Lydia said, getting to her feet. “I’m going to get something to eat.” Her minions followed her out. 

Kasey stood motionless, staring down at the Ouija board. After a second, her body gave a little jolt and she looked up. “Megan said you were looking for me?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 

“I am,” she said. “Just tired.” 

I knelt, grabbed a candle, and blew it out, then reached for another. “I can’t believe they would leave these burning.” 

“Um…Lexi? You should maybe…see this.…” 

While I’d been focused on the candles, Kasey’s eyes were locked on the board itself. 

I looked down and froze. 

The planchette was moving. 

It glided from letter to letter, making a light scratching sound against the board. 

Megan breathlessly rested her hands on my shoulders, bending down to watch. 

“It already said B-E,” Kasey whispered. 

The movements seemed feeble, but it was perfectly confident about where it was headed. 

C-A-R-E-F-U-L 

“Will do,” I said, trying to figure out how to get the three of us as far from this situation as possible in the smallest amount of time. “Let’s go, you guys.” 

“No, Lex, wait,” Megan said, grabbing on to the leg of my jeans. She knelt on the floor. 

Kasey was standing with her palms flat against the floral wallpaper. “It’s not my fault,” she whispered. “I didn’t do it.” 

“I know, Kase. It’s all right—we’re leaving. Megan,” I said, looking pointedly at my sister. “Come on.” 

“Shh,” Megan said, not moving her eyes from the board. “Be careful? Why? Who are you?” 

The pointer wobbled and began to move again. Megan grabbed the pad of paper and little wooden pencil from the open box and wrote down each letter. 

In spite of my eagerness to go, I found myself watching its progress. 

E-L-S-P-E-T-H 

Enough. I tried to tug Megan toward the door, but she leaned forward, her eyes blazing. The bow from the front of her shirt dangled almost to the board. I had a horrible vision of something reaching up and grabbing on to it. 

“Elspeth,” she asked, “why do we need to be careful?” 

E-X-A-N-I-M-U 

I yanked my arm free and slapped my hand on the planchette, holding it still. Under my palm, it pulled insistently, trying to get away. I turned to look into Megan’s indignant eyes. 

“We talked about stuff like this,” I said. “About not doing it, remember?” 

“This could be important, Lex,” Megan said. “She’s trying to tell us something.” 

“We don’t even know who she is!” I protested. But before we could get into a debate, the door opened with a crash. 

Lydia and her followers came back in, smelling vaguely of cigarettes. “Oh, whoa,” one of them said. “It’s dark.” 

But my darkness-adjusted eyes could see fine. 

And what I saw was: the pointer turning around and around, faster and faster, until it spun in place like a top. 

Just as Lydia turned on the light, I backhanded the spinning planchette across the room. It hit the wall with a clatter. 

“What are you doing?” Lydia demanded. “That’s not yours!” 

“Relax,” I said, relieved that no one else had noticed the spinning. 

“They blew out all the candles!” one of the girls whined. “That sucks.” 

“Alexis sucks in general,” Lydia said. She looked at Megan, who was still clutching the paper and pencil. “And that’s mine too!” 

“Let’s go,” I said, my hand on Kasey’s arm. 

We were on our way out when Lydia called to me. 

“Hey!” She stared at the pad of paper, which Megan had handed back to her. She looked at us, half-questioning and half-accusatory. “Elspeth? Why did you write that down?” 

“Nothing,” I said. “It’s nothing.” 

“What’s the matter, Lydia, are you scaaaaared?” one of the girls asked. 

Lydia scowled. “Shut up! I’m returning this stupid game. I’m going to get my money back.” 

“No you’re not,” the second girl said, laughing. “Look, this piece fell in a candle and melted.” 

“Sorry, Elspeth!” the first girl cackled, and they dissolved into a fit of giggling. 

I could feel the heat of Lydia’s glare on my back as we closed the door behind us. 

Megan checked her phone. “My curfew’s ten thirty. Are you guys staying, or do you want a ride?” 

Staying was the last thing I felt like doing. I found Carter at the end of the hall, still surrounded by preps. I heard the words “outreach” and “social consciousness,” but he abandoned the conversation to draw me close to him. 

“What’s going on?” he asked. 

“Megan’s taking us home,” I said. “Kasey’s worn out.” 

His brow furrowed. “I can leave now if you need me to.” 

“No, don’t worry,” I said. “You stay. Schmooze up some votes.” 

Megan stared at the road and tilted her head thoughtfully. “Do you think Elspeth—” 

“Megan, no,” I said, trying to use the tightness of my voice to remind her that Kasey was in the backseat. “Seriously.” 

“What?” she said, pausing at a stop sign. “There are ghosts everywhere. You know it as well as I do. And so does Kasey.” 

“But we don’t have to be their friends!” I said. “Rule one: Don’t be friends with ghosts.” 

“She was nice, though.” 

“That’s what I thought.” Kasey’s weary voice came from the backseat. “About Sarah.” 

Megan was stunned into silence, and I was, too. I’d never heard Kasey mention Sarah—the evil ghost who’d possessed her the previous October, thirteen years after murdering Megan’s mother. 

“Thank you, Kasey. See?” I said. “Kasey thought Sarah was nice. And look where it landed her. You want to spend a year in a mental institution?” 
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I TURNED AWAY FROM the brightness of the muted television and rested my eyes on the ceiling. The glow from the screen made the whole room flicker like a rainbow campfire. 

And then I heard it—

A footstep in the hall. 

I froze. All my concentration shifted to listening for another sound. The flashing TV hovered on the outer fringes of my awareness. I felt like I was seeing, hearing, breathing out of my ears. 

Another step. 

I was on my feet and standing at the entrance to the hallway so quickly I felt a little light-headed. I balled my empty hand into a fist. 

Kasey stood perfectly still in the middle of the hall, her body angled toward our parents’ bedroom door. Her long, old-fashioned Christmas nightgown hung to her ankles, still creased from being folded in its gift box for eight months. 

I’d seen her like this once before—silent. Waiting. Plotting. 

Against our parents, against me. 

Slowly, hesitantly, she raised her hand. 

“Kasey!” I said. 

She jumped about a foot in the air and landed hunched over, clutching her chest. 

“God, Alexis!” she hissed. “You scared the crap out of me!” 

I didn’t move any closer. “What are you doing out of bed?” 

“Going to the bathroom,” she said. “What are you doing out of bed? It’s one o’clock.” 

I shrugged. “Couldn’t sleep.” 

“So you’re playing security guard? You think I’m going to try to kill everyone?” 

“No, of course not.” Although…hmm. Maybe that was what I was doing. 

Kasey reached for our parents’ doorknob. 

“Wait,” I said. 

“I need to pee, Lexi,” she said. “Do you have to analyze every detail of everything I do?” 

“I’m not trying to analyze you,” I said. “I’m trying to keep you from peeing on Mom and Dad’s carpet.” I pointed to the door on my right. “Bathroom.” 

Her shoulders slumped. “Everything looks the same in this place.” 

“You’ll get used to it.” 

I went back to the couch, feeling virtuous for not pointing out that it was, after all, her fault that we’d had to move to Silver Sage Acres. 

A minute later, Kasey drifted into the room and sat on the loveseat, her arms crossed in front of her. “Why’s the sound off?” 

I shrugged. We stared at the silent infomercial. 

As I started to nod off, Kasey spoke. “How about we skip school tomorrow?” 

“I don’t really do that anymore,” I said. “Besides, everybody knows you never skip your first day.” 

She curled her knees under herself. “Maybe I can catch chicken pox between now and eight o’clock.” 

“It’ll be fine,” I said, trying not to think of the bazillion things that could make it not fine. “I’ll help you.” 

“I wish I hadn’t missed the first week. Everybody else knows each other, and I don’t even have my schedule yet.” She went pale—or maybe it was the blue light from the TV. “I don’t know where anything is.” 

“Mom can take you a little early,” I said. “They’ll have somebody show you around, point out where all your classes are.” 

Kasey clamped her mouth shut and gazed at me through her wide blue eyes. She seemed to be a tiny ball of a person—even her toes curled inward. “Lexi? Is there any way I could ride with…you?” 

All weekend I’d been waiting for some bit of my little sister’s personality to work its way out from under her odd, fragile shell. And now, with that one question, she was being herself for the first time—her old, wheedling self. Mom and Dad used to call her “Slick,” and Dad always said Kasey could sell a broom to a vacuum salesman. 

Even if it was her needy side that came back first, it was a glimpse of Kasey. 

The real Kasey. 

The first glimpse I’d seen in a really, really long time. 

Megan didn’t even blink when she saw my sister standing beside me in the foyer the next morning. “Hi, guys. Ready to go?” 

By the time we were all buckled up, Kasey looked liked a prisoner about to walk the green mile. 

“There’s nothing wrong with being nervous,” Megan said, looking at her in the rearview. “You’ll be all right.” 

“I’m not nervous,” Kasey said, but her voice wobbled, betraying her. 

We had to maneuver a little to get her out of the backseat with her shortish, tightish denim skirt on. When she was safely on solid ground, no risk of flashing her underwear to the entire parking lot, I started walking toward the double doors with Megan. 

After going about thirty feet, I got the distinct feeling that we weren’t being followed. Sure enough, Kasey was rooted in place by the car, gazing back out at the road like she might make a break for it. 

“Um,” I said to Megan, “I think I’d better go with my sister.” 

She shaded her eyes to look back. “Seems like it,” she said. “See you in Chem.” 

I walked over to Kasey, who held her backpack in front of herself like a shield. 

“Kasey,” I said, “you have to go inside. Otherwise it doesn’t count as going to school.” 

“I changed my mind,” she said, her voice an octave higher than normal. “I don’t want to be here.” 

“The good news is, nobody asked.” I gave her a gentle push. 

As we walked toward the front office, I saw a bunch of people I knew. But Kasey didn’t seem to recognize any-one—not even the kids she’d gone to school with for years. Nobody acted like they knew her, either. Maybe her generation had shorter memories than mine. I blamed texting. 

Kasey couldn’t stop gaping at the kids in their happy, animated groups. She gradually slowed to a stop in the middle of the corridor. 

I raised my eyebrows and waited. 

She took a breath and held it, her chest rising without a fall. “I don’t have a locker.” 

“They’ll assign you one,” I said. “They’ll even give you a lock.” 

“Near yours?” 

“No. Near your classes.” 

Kasey started gnawing on her fingernails. Why did she look so childish? She was fourteen—only two years younger than me. 

“Listen.” I pulled her fingers out of her mouth. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll help you. I can show you where—” 

“Stop acting like I’m a baby!” she said, yanking away from me. 

People peered at us curiously. Kasey was pretty, maybe even beautiful, even with her hair in a hurried ponytail, and her denim skirt, Minnie Mouse T-shirt, and Converse tennis shoes. 

I lowered my voice. “Kasey, it’s only high school. If I did it, you can do it.” 

As if her shoes were made of lead, she pushed one forward, then the other, and we were walking again. When we got to the front office, I pointed at the registrar and leaned in to hug her. 

She jerked back. 

“Okay,” I said, stepping away. “Have a good day, then.” 

“No, wait, I didn’t mean…” She flapped her arms helplessly. “At Harmony Valley, we weren’t allowed to touch each other.” 

“Well, news flash, Toto,” I said, stinging from her rejection. “You’re not in Kansas anymore.” 

“Nice camera,” the girl said. “How many megapixels? 

Mine’s twelve-point-one.” 

“Oh, it’s not digital,” I said. “I shoot film.” 

She blinked. “But how many megapixels?” She pressed a button and the flash shot open, startling her. The dozen-megapixel beast took a hard landing in the grass. 

I watched her wipe blades of damp grass from every part of the camera except the lens. When she was finished, she looked up, still waiting for an answer. 

“Um…nine-point-seven?” I said. 

“Cool.” She smiled. “Let’s go to the library. I really like the bricks there.” 

I followed without protest. 

During one of their many Kasey-themed phone calls with the Surrey High guidance counselor over the summer, my parents had slipped up and mentioned my photography hobby. This prompted said guidance counselor to mention the school’s photography class, which prompted said parents to bug me endlessly about enrolling in it. 

I’d given in partly to make them happy and partly out of curiosity. 

But it was a massive mistake. 

That day, I’d been paired with a senior named Daffodil or Delilah or something, and sent out to take some exploratory photos. Never mind that there was nothing worth exploring at Surrey High, but Daffodil/ Delilah insisted we hike all over the campus, examining tree bark, sidewalk cracks, and now the bricks in the library wall. 

I’d taken four photos. Film is expensive. 

But digital is free, and Daffodil couldn’t get enough. She had me scroll through eighteen identical images of a pinecone so I could tell her which one was the best. I chose one at random. 

“That’s my favorite, too!” she said. 

I wished I could be charmed by her enthusiasm, but the words that kept creeping to the edge of my tongue were dangerously noncharming. So I opted for silence, under cover of which I plotted out the main points of the argument I’d use to get unenrolled from the class. 

As we changed course to head for the bricks, something across the courtyard caught my eye—a late- arriving student and her mother. The mother was young and pretty, sitting in a wheelchair. The daughter was a study in awkwardness. She wore denim overalls over a shiny, cheap-looking pink shirt, like a dance recital leftover. Her stringy hair hung loose around her face, with an enormous fake sunflower pinned above one ear. 

I thought there was something odd and stilted about the way she moved until I noticed that she walked with a cane—like, an actual old-people cane. 

I snapped a couple pictures of them and then noticed that the girl was looking right at me. I blushed and turned away, the camera still hiding my face. 
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LUCKILY, THIRD PERIOD WAS English with Mr. O’Brien, who knew me from sophomore year. He saw my pink hair and occasionally prickly attitude as evidence that I was one of those temperamental creative types. In other words, I got away with a lot in his class. 

I asked if I could go to the office about a personal issue. He said he hoped everything was okay and wrote me a hall pass. 

When I told the office secretary I needed to talk to Mrs. Ames about my schedule, she sat back in her chair and gazed at me through her reading glasses, which magnified her no-nonsense glare. 

“It’s the sixth day of school,” she said. “You think the principal has nothing better to do than listen to you complain?” 

“That’s all right, Ivy.” There was no mistaking Mrs. Ames’s voice, deep and resonant in the way only school principals’ voices are. She appeared at her doorway. “I can spare five minutes. Come in, Alexis.” 

During my more, shall we say, “impetuous” period, I’d sat on her scratchy old couch about once a week. Now I got upgraded to the guest chair. Looking around, I saw an unfamiliar, possibly fake, plant in the corner, and a new diploma on the wall—a master’s degree. 

“When did you get that?” I asked. 

“Just this past June,” she said, putting her reading glasses on. “Thanks for noticing.” 

“You’re welcome,” I said, and we sat and stared at each other. Apparently, apart from my misbehavior and its consequences, we didn’t actually have much to talk about. 

Then we both spoke at once. 

“You’ve been on my mind this morning,” she said, just as I said, “I have to get out of Photography.” 

She sat back. “And why is that?” 

As calmly as I could, I gave her a rundown of how thoroughly I detested the class. I led with the fact that we never actually spent any time in the darkroom because everyone else shot digital, and ended with an impassioned visual critique of the brick wall. Mrs. Ames nodded from time to time, seemingly content to listen to as many complaints as I could dredge up. 

“If there was moss growing on it or something, that would be one thing,” I said. “But seriously. They’re bricks.” 

Finally, out of ammunition, I gripped the armrests of my chair and waited. 

She folded her hands and sighed. Then she tilted her head to the left and the right, stealing glances of something on her desk. “School district policy,” she said, “does not allow transfer out of an enrolled class without pressing circumstances. Which don’t traditionally include students’ opinions on the aesthetic merits of building materials.” 

I started talking as soon as I could get another lungful of air. “But Mrs. Ames—this class is incompatible with my skill level. I truly believe that I will become a worse photographer every day I’m forced to participate.” 

She held up a hand. “All right, Alexis. Calm down.” 

“Please,” I said. “I didn’t even want it on my schedule. My father found out about it and wouldn’t leave me alone until—” 

“Stop.” She gave me a sharp look. “While you’re ahead. I liked your arguments better when you weren’t blaming other people.” 

I shut my mouth. But not for long. “There’s no chance, then?” 

She was still studying whatever was on her desk. “It’s so serendipitous that you came in here this morning,” she said, as if we’d finished the discussion and were moving on. 

“Why?” I asked, suddenly suspicious. 

She handed me a sheet of paper. 

LOOKING FOR THE NEXT GERNERATION OF SUPERSTAR PHTOTGRAPHERS, read the heading at the top. ANNOUNCING THE FIRST ANNUAL “YOUNG VISIONARIES” CONTEST. 

“It’s a photography competition,” she said. “The grand prize is a scholarship and a paid summer internship.” 

“Ah.” I tried to hand the flyer back. “Thanks for thinking of me.” 

She wouldn’t take it. “You’re not even going to consider it?” 

I shrugged. “Not like I could possibly win.” 

“Why not?” 

Because I’m not going to enter. Because I have better things to do with my time than compete in some cheesy contest, surrounded by overachieving college-application padders. 

Mrs. Ames turned her attention to rearranging the pens in a mug by her phone. “You don’t just send your work in and either win or lose. It’s more of a process than that. There are interviews, social functions…but the deadline for applications is tomorrow.” 

“Contests aren’t really my thing,” I said, reaching for my bag. 

“That sounds like a groundless line of reasoning to me.” Her chair let out a loud creak as she swiveled toward her computer. “But I know you, Alexis. And I imagine no amount of money could entice you to do something you don’t want to do.” 

“Wait,” I said. “How much money?” 

She smirked but tried to wipe it off her face before she turned around. “I believe the scholarship is five thousand dollars, and the internship is paid—probably minimum wage.” 

“Oh,” I said, and then, “Oh.” 

So, okay, before you call me a sellout, here’s the thing: 

My parents have decent jobs, but even with our health insurance, I suspected they’d had to lay out a bundle of money to keep Kasey at Harmony Valley instead of the county facility. College didn’t worry me—I figured I’d get a summer job and save up enough money to go to a state university, hopefully with some kind of “Hey, at least you tried” academic scholarship. 

But there was just one little variable: 

I wanted a car. 

I mean, I really, really wanted a car. Bad. 

And if I got a scholarship, maybe Mom and Dad would shave a few dollars out of my college fund and apply it to something pretty with four wheels and a gas tank. 

Mrs. Ames was watching me. 

I examined my fingernails. “The only thing is…I’m not sure I would have time for all that,” I said, “what with all the extra time I’m spending on photography class.” 

I folded the paper in half and set it on her desk, trying to look both angelic and apologetic. 

“That’s a shame,” she said softly. 

I raised my eyes to meet hers. 

“I would just hate for an elective class to get in the way of your ambitions.” 

“I totally agree,” I said, my voice almost disappearing. 

“Do we understand each other?” she asked. 

Afraid to drop my gaze, I nodded. 

She smiled but tried to hide it. “Better head back to class.” 

I stood up, reaching hesitantly for the flyer and tucking it into the pocket of my bag. 

Before third period ended, an office runner came into the classroom with a slip of paper. He handed it to Mr. O’Brien, who said, “Warren,” flapping it at me. I yanked it from his hand and read it right there, at his desk. It was a memo from the guidance office: Class substitution: Alexis Warren, Period 2, report to Library Study Hall, Miss Nagesh. 

Mr. O’Brien looked up. “Good news?” 

I pressed the slip to my chest like it was a telegram bearing news of a soldier’s homecoming. “You have no idea.” 


* * *


Surrey High has two separate lunch hours, with all four grades mixed together. Megan, Carter, and I had second lunch. I wasn’t sure which one Kasey ended up with. 

Megan plunked her stack of books down on our table and headed for the lunch line. 

Dad always packed my lunches—and now Kasey’s, I guess—so I never had to brave cafeteria food. I saw a flash of blond, and Carter came in, carrying a dark green metal lunch box that matched my purple one. His mother got them for us as back-to-school presents. They were made by some Danish designer who was known for his “artisanal metalwork.” I was tempted to look them up online, but I had a feeling they cost about a hundred dollars each, and I wouldn’t be able to look Mrs. Blume in the eye if that were true. 

“Hey,” Carter said, pressing his lips to my forehead. “How’s your sister?” 

“Don’t know. Haven’t seen her.” 

“Hi, guys!” Emily Rosen set her tray down across from us, a smile on her heart-shaped face. “Happy Monday!” 

“Hi, Em.” I turned back to Carter. “I’m sort of hoping she miraculously made some friends or something.” 

“She didn’t,” Carter said, smoothing his cuffs over his wrists and pulling a sandwich from his lunch box. 

I blinked. “Why do you say that?” 

“She just walked in,” he said. “Alone.” 

“I can move over,” Emily said, gathering her stuff. If they gave out prizes for niceness, she would be the model for the figurine on top of the trophy. We’d gone to school together since first grade, and Emily had swept the citizenship awards every year. I’m relieved to be able to say I’d always liked her, even during the brief two-year period when I made it a point not to like anybody. 

After Megan and I started sitting together at lunch last year, Emily ended up drifting to our table. We have kids from almost every clique. Kind of like high school stew. 

“Thanks, but no,” I said. “I might give her a minute. I’m sure there are plenty of freshmen who still have room at their tables.” 

But I was wrong. Every table seemed occupied by a fully formed group, and there was clearly an unspoken rule that forbade sitting down with strangers. Kasey was like a rat in a maze, thwarted at every turn, and we were the scientists watching from above. 

To make matters worse, it seemed like stories about my sister’s year in a mental institution were making their way around. Crowds parted wordlessly for her; kids fell silent as she passed, then put their heads together, whispering and casting sly looks at her back. 

“There’s lots of room,” Emily said. 

“She has to learn to make her own way, right?” I asked. “Survival of the fittest? Sink or swim?” 

Carter, who hadn’t taken his eyes off of her, said, “Sink.” 

Kasey had found an empty table. It was the worst spot in the whole cafeteria. It was next to the trash cans and smelled like garbage (especially by second lunch), not to mention the constant danger of someone’s poorly aimed trash landing in your food. 

Kasey glanced around nervously, then opened her lunch bag and pulled out her sandwich. I winced as an older boy walking by slapped the tabletop. 

“All hail Queen of the Janitor’s Table!” he crowed, walking past. 

My sister ducked her head, and my resolve weakened. I focused all of my attention on getting my wonky apple to balance. Carter’s breath warmed my ear. 

“Are you sure?” he asked. 

No, I wasn’t. How could I be? None of my life experiences had prepared me for this situation. 

But then the decision was made for me. 

“Lex—” Carter’s voice held a warning note, strong enough for me to instinctively look over at Kasey, who was shrinking in her seat like a hand puppet without a hand. 

Mimi Laird stood over my sister, hands on her hips. I was too far away to hear what she was saying, but it carried outwardly to the tables around them, drawing tons of attention. 

I bolted to my feet. “I’ll be right back.” 

Mimi Laird had been Kasey’s best—and last—friend. She was loyal up until the moment that my sister, in the beginning stages of her possession, broke Mimi’s arm in a confrontation over one of Kasey’s precious dolls. 

Kasey spent eighth grade at Harmony Valley; Mimi spent it clawing to the top of the social ladder. Now she was top-tier, even as a freshman—her expensive clothes, well-maintained appearance, and haughty attitude made it clear that she was not to be messed with. 

As I came closer, I could hear random words: possessed, psycho, stalker—and see my sister cowering under Mimi’s ranting. People at nearby tables were watching and listening; any drama is good drama. 

This would have to be handled delicately. Mimi’s big sister, Pepper, was a prominent fixture in my social circle. I couldn’t blast Mimi the way I once would have, but I planned to make her stop—in no uncertain terms. 

I didn’t get a chance, though. As I opened my mouth to call her name, I was interrupted. 

“Hey, Mimi, why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?” 

Lydia Small approached them, her hands on her hips. Mimi turned around, blushing furiously; for all her beauty rituals, she wasn’t what you’d call a petite girl. 

Lydia was six inches shorter than Mimi and probably forty pounds lighter, but she waltzed right up to her. 

“Could you please keep your mooing at a more appropriate volume?” she asked sweetly. “People are trying to eat.” 

Mimi let out a squeak of rage as the tables around them tittered. 

Lydia feigned alarm. “Why would you even do this now?” she asked. “Do you realize you’re missing out on valuable cud-chewing time?” 

“Go away!” Mimi countered feebly. 

Lydia put her hand on the table and tipped her head to one shoulder in an over-practiced pose. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said slowly. “You go away.” 

At this point, one of Mimi’s friends swooped in and dragged her back to their table. 

I went over to my sister. “Kasey,” I said. “Are you all right? Come sit with me.” 

Kasey looked intently at her brown lunch bag. “I’m okay, Lexi.” 

Lydia smiled brightly. “Oh, hi, Lexi! You’re so welcome for saving your sister from Moomoo. She could have been eaten, you know. High school is a very dangerous place.” 

“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

Lydia’s eyes widened. “Talking to a new student. Making friends. Welcome-wagon stuff.” 

“Well, leave my sister alone. Come on, Kase,” I said. All poor Kasey needed was to be endlessly ridiculed by a revolving door of jerks. 

“Or, Kasey,” Lydia said, “you could come hang with me and my friends.” 

Kasey’s mouth did its open-and-shut thing. She didn’t know what to say. 

Lydia changed tactics, looking at my table by the window. “Did it really take you this long to find her?” she asked me. “Or did you wait until Mimi attacked to take pity and condescend to let her sit with you?” 

Kasey’s cheeks were fiery red. After a long pause, her chin lifted in slow motion. “I might go with Lydia.” 

“You don’t have to do that,” I said. 

Lydia’s head jerked up like I’d hit her. “Oh, please. We’re not good enough for your sister? We were good enough for you once upon a time, Alexis.” 

“Thanks anyway, Lexi,” Kasey mumbled, slipping her lunch sack back into her book bag. 

I watched in silence. Lydia gave her a glittery grin, the kind the wolf wore when he opened the door for Little Red Riding Hood. 

“Excuse me.” The voice behind me was soft and hesitant. “Is this table available?” 

I looked up to see the awkward girl with the cane standing near us, holding her tray crookedly in one hand. 

“Yeah,” Kasey said. “I’m leaving.” 

Lydia put on her best poison-strawberry smile and, keeping one eye on me, said, “You know what? Don’t eat alone. Come sit with my friends. What’s your name?” 

The girl looked up disbelievingly from under a curtain of slightly greasy bangs. “Adrienne?” 

Lydia gave a brisk head-bob. “Come with us, Adrienne. Need help with your stuff?” She lifted the tray from the girl’s hands and headed for the double doors, towing Kasey and Adrienne in her wake like some emo Pied Piper. 

I stood watching them until they disappeared into the sunlight. Then I made my way back to my table, feeling stiff and self-conscious. 

I’d failed at something, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was. 

“Is Kasey all right?” Carter asked. 

“Mm-hm,” I chirped, opening my plastic pudding container. I started shoving food in my mouth so I wouldn’t have to speak. 

Inside my head, the thoughts were buzzing fast and furious. And the loudest of them was—when did I turn into that girl? The girl who’s too busy with her pack of friends and boyfriend to be nice to unpopular kids? The girl who treats Lydia and her group like they’re a bunch of freaks-by-default? 

In other words…when did I turn into the kind of person I claimed to hate? 

After the final bell, I texted Kasey: MEET @ MEGAN’S CAR. 

Megan was at her locker, next to mine. “Hey,” she said. 

Then Pepper showed up, red hair on skin so pale it was almost blue. At some point she’d been wise enough to give up the idea of ever getting a smidge of a tan. She looked at me and sighed. “So, Alexis,” she said. “I hear my sister lost it during lunch.” 

“Yeah,” I said, making a very concerted effort to keep my feelings about Mimi separate from my feelings about Pepper, which had been carefully cultivated over a year of mutually wary good behavior. 

Pepper managed to look apologetic. “The timing’s just bad. She had her first drill team practice this morning, and apparently the team’s a joke this year.” 

Megan closed her locker. “I’m surprised she even signed up.” 

Pepper shrugged. “Well, she couldn’t get a doctor’s note for cheerleading. Because of her arm.” What she didn’t say was: Because of Kasey. 

Megan nodded. She understood. She’d been cocaptain of the cheerleading squad before she’d been tossed into a wall (also Because of Kasey). Doctors had told her grandmother that so much as landing a cartwheel wrong would cause Megan’s left knee to explode like a fireworks display. Now she was called a student coach, and she helped with choreography and scheduling. But I knew she missed being part of the action. 

“Drill team, cheerleading,” I said, stacking my books. “Same difference, right?” 

Silence. 

“Um, no, Lex,” Megan said, eyebrow raised. “I mean, maybe at some schools, but here…? Not even close.” 

I shut my locker. “I get why she’s upset. Just ask her to leave Kasey alone, okay?” 

“Yeah, I’ll talk to her,” Pepper said. 

“Speaking of Kasey,” I said, “I wonder where her locker is? I’m not even sure if she can find her way out to the parking lot.” 

My phone vibrated, and a text message popped onscreen. 

WALKG HOME W ADRIEOMF 

“Oh, never mind,” I said. “She’s walking home with Adrieomf.” 
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