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  Dedicated to Kendra Levin,


  for everything we share




  [image: Leila S. Sales has middle initial that is the same as first letter of last name Kendra L. Levin]




  





  [image: epigraph]




  ‘Sometimes one can realize that a person is unworthy of love and love them anyway; one can form an unexplainable attachment that cannot be broken even when the object of

  one’s affection breaks the confidences with which you entrusted them. Sometimes the one you love is blind to your feelings and for all your conversation you cannot find the words to explain

  it.’




   




  – from The Thief of Time, by John Boyne




  ‘Yes, there’s love if you want it, don’t sound like no sonnet, my lord.’




   




  – from ‘Sonnet,’ by the Verve
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  Welcome




  Like all stories, the one you are about to read is a love story.




  If it wasn’t, what would be the point?




  





  Everything falls apart




  You can find your own way home,’ Arden says to Lindsey, her voice shaking with rage.




  ‘Home . . . to Maryland?’ Lindsey asks.




  The three strangers sitting on mildewy couches beside Lindsey look on impassively. The mannequin’s head, which hangs from a noose in the centre of the room, sways gently back and forth,

  like it’s making eye contact with Arden, then Lindsey, then back again.




  Arden hesitates. ‘I mean, if you need my help . . .’ she begins, but it’s too late. Lindsey shakes her head. No. ‘OK, then,’ Arden says. ‘You’re

  on your own. Just how you wanted it.’




  ‘What’s her problem?'’ the girl with a ring pierced through the centre of her nose asks Lindsey, sneering at Arden.




  Arden has almost never heard anybody speak about her in that tone of voice. Her stomach twists, and she swallows hard, looking to the boy by her side for support. He nods, and that gives her the

  courage she needs.




  ‘I’m over this,’ Arden says to Lindsey. ‘Good luck finding your way out of here.’




  She turns and walks away, her legs trembling with every step. She focuses directly in front of her, navigating through the press of bodies and random sculptures of fairies and trees.




  ‘Arden, wait!’ she hears Lindsey call behind her, and she turns. But that must have just been her imagination crying out, because Lindsey is still sitting on the couch, talking to

  the pierced-nose girl, as if everything is normal. As if she doesn’t even care that Arden is leaving her.




  So Arden squares her shoulders. And she keeps walking away.




  





  Let’s go back in time




  Two months before that night, back when Arden and Lindsey were still inseparable, when the only septum piercing Arden had ever seen was on punk

  rockers on TV and the only mannequins she’d encountered had been modelling clothes in store windows, shortly before the end of the school day on a Friday in February, Arden was summoned to

  the principal’s office.




  A runner showed up at her Spanish class and briefly consulted with Señor Stephanolpoulos, and Arden paid no attention because when the principal needed someone, it never had anything to

  do with her. Instead she took this break in the class to try to make sense of her notes, which were supposed to illuminate the future tense, but which in practice just said things like Irregular

  verbs. . . something and Add ‘i’ or ‘e’ to end of words FIRST PERSON ONLY (??).




  Spanish was not Arden’s strong suit.




  ‘Arden.’ Señor Stephanolpoulos beckoned her. ‘You’re needed in Principal Vanderpool’s office.’




  There were a few ‘Ooohs’ from her classmates, but half-hearted ones; none of them actually believed that Arden Huntley, of all people, would be in trouble serious enough that it

  would warrant a visit to the principal.




  ‘I’ll take notes for you,’ whispered Arden’s friend Naomi. Arden smiled her thanks. Naomi’s notes tended to be word-for-word transcripts of teachers’ lectures

  in stunningly legible purple-penned handwriting.




  Arden lifted her bag and followed the runner out of the classroom, through a series of halls and downstairs. Cumberland was one of those towns where land was at the opposite of a premium. It was

  in northwestern Maryland, so far west it was almost West Virginia, so far north it was almost Pennsylvania, a solid two-hour drive from the nearest big city (which was Pittsburgh), in a corner of

  the world that should have been called something like MaryVirgiPenn, but wasn’t. All Cumberland had was land. As a result, the high school was sprawling, mega-mall-size – and the

  principal’s office was at the other end of it.




  Maybe Arden should have been nervous on that long walk to the principal, but she wasn’t. She suspected this had something to do with her mother, and as such, she flat-out refused to

  care.




  Eventually they reached Vanderpool’s office, and the runner left her under the watchful eye of Mr Winchell, the principal’s geriatric secretary. Arden waited on a too-small plastic

  chair that seemed better suited to an elementary school than to Allegany High.




  When she thought Mr Winchell wasn’t watching, Arden slid her cellphone out of her bag and texted Lindsey. GOT CALLED INTO VAN’S OFFICE. WTF.




  A minute later, Lindsey texted back. Arden knew that Lindsey should be in Earth Studies right now, so either she was cutting or she was texting in the middle of class, both of which seemed like

  plausible Lindsey behaviours.




  OH SHIT was Lindsey’s reply, and that gave Arden her first inkling that perhaps her best friend knew more than she herself did about why the principal wanted her.

  But before Arden could ask what, exactly, ‘oh shit’ meant, Mr Winchell snapped, ‘No telephones!’ in the triumphant fashion of a man who has missed his true calling as a

  prison warden.




  After another ten minutes of waiting, Arden was brought in to see the principal. Mr Vanderpool was a preposterously tall human – so tall that it was easy not to notice how bald he was

  unless he was seated – who seemed awkward whenever confronted with actual teenagers rather than school-board members or faculty. He rarely wandered the hallways and never showed his face in

  the cafeteria; his one interaction with the student body as a whole was during assembly, when he would stand on the stage and address them en masse from afar. He had a seemingly endless collection

  of novelty neckties, which was either the one area of his life where he gave himself permission to entertain whimsy or was his sad attempt at appearing kid-friendly. Arden wasn’t totally sure

  that Mr Vanderpool knew who she was, as this was their first proper conversation in her nearly three years at his school.




  ‘Arden Huntley,’ he said once she was seated in his office, on the other side of his desk. ‘Do you want to tell me why you’re here?’




  Arden blinked at him. ‘You called me here, Principal Vanderpool.’




  He looked pained. ‘I am aware of that. Do you want to tell me why I called you here?’




  Arden really wished that Lindsey had said something a little more useful than ‘oh shit’.




  ‘Um, I don’t know,’ Arden told the principal.




  He cleared his throat and reached into a drawer in his desk. What he pulled out was a small plastic bag filled with some brownish flakes. ‘Does this look familiar?’ he asked

  Arden.




  ‘No . . . ?’




  He sighed. ‘Arden, we found this bag of drugs in your locker today.’




  ‘What were you doing in my locker?’ Arden blurted out, even though that was, perhaps, not her most pressing question.




  ‘Routine random locker checks,’ Mr Vanderpool replied. ‘But what I’d like to know is, what was this -’ here he shook the baggie – ‘doing in your

  locker?’




  Now Arden knew exactly what Lindsey’s text message had meant, and she knew the answer to the principal’s question as well.




  She and Lindsey shared lockers, as they shared pretty much everything. Thanks to stupid school bureaucracy and geography, they had been assigned lockers on opposite ends of the building from

  each other, and from where most of their classes and activities were. So Lindsey usually used the one that was officially Arden’s, because it was closer to the gym, while Arden usually stored

  her stuff in Lindsey’s, which was right by the theatre and library. They had always known each other’s combinations, to school lockers and to everything else, and Arden had seen nothing

  but benefits to this sort of sharing.




  But that was before Lindsey, apparently, stashed a bag of pot in her locker.




  Arden knew that Lindsey got high sometimes: weekends, parties, whatever. People did that – not Arden, but people, fine. But how could Lindsey have been so dumb, so thoughtless and

  foolhardy, as to bring it into school? Their school had a zero-tolerance policy, a minimum three-day suspension for any student found in possession of any sort of drugs, no matter what kind, no

  matter what the quantity – though if they were worse drugs, in higher quantities, you risked a longer suspension or even expulsion. Everybody knew this.




  But the worst part, for Lindsey, was that getting caught with drugs meant you were immediately kicked off all sports teams for the rest of the year. No way around it. And Lindsey lived

  for the school track team. She loved running roughly as much as Arden hated it. Not only that, but being recruited for track was basically Lindsey’s only hope of getting accepted into a good

  college. She didn’t have a whole lot else going for her. This was not, by the way, Arden’s opinion. This was the opinion of countless guidance counsellors, teachers and Lindsey’s

  own parents.




  Arden knew what would happen if she explained how that bag of marijuana wound up in her locker. Lindsey would lose it all. Over one casual, stupid decision, and one massive helping of bad luck.

  That sounded about par for the course for Lindsey.




  But fortunately Arden didn’t play any sports.




  





  Let’s go even further.


  Let’s go way, way back




  When she was nine years old, Arden Huntley was turned into a doll.




  It’s a very competitive process, to be a doll.




  Only one girl gets this honour each year, and there are a lot of rules. She must be between the ages of eight and twelve. She must be a United States citizen. She must write an essay explaining

  why she thinks she has what it takes to be the Doll of the Year, and she must submit this essay to the Just Like Me Dolls Company by July 1, and if her application is chosen above all the other

  thousands and thousands of girls who are vying for this honour, then she and only she will have a Just Like Me Doll modelled after her that goes on sale six months later.




  When she turned eight, Arden’s grandparents gave her the Just Like Me Doll of that year, whose name was Tabitha. Tabitha had brown skin, brown eyes and brown hair. Tabitha was a ballerina.

  That was her ‘thing.’ They could have given Arden Tabitha’s barre and Tabitha’s performance tutu and Tabitha’s pointe shoes as well. Instead they just gave her Tabitha

  herself, in her normal, everyday leotard, and the four illustrated books that told the story of Tabitha’s life. Arden would have preferred the pointe shoes to the books, but she dutifully

  wrote a thankyou note anyway.




  Tabitha’s first story was called Tabitha on Stage, and it was about Tabitha’s performing in The Nutcracker and how she took a leadership role to get all the mouse

  dancers to work together. The next one was called Break a Leg, Tabitha! and was about how Tabitha helped teach ballet at an underprivileged elementary school. Maybe you are starting to get a

  sense of what the Just Like Me Dolls books are like.




  Arden didn’t know anything about the real-life Tabitha, not even where in the country she lived, but she was fascinated by her. Whenever Arden saw a black girl around her own age (which

  didn’t happen all that often, since Cumberland was overwhelmingly white), she would stare at her, trying to figure out if maybe this was the real Tabitha. Then her mother told her this

  behaviour was rude and borderline racist and asked her to please stop.




  Arden dreamed of becoming a Just Like Me Doll, but she didn’t see how to make that happen, since she, unlike Tabitha, did not have a ‘thing’. She didn’t do ballet, or

  gymnastics, or figure skating (all of which would lead to excellent doll accoutrements). She played soccer but badly, she took swimming lessons but only so she wouldn’t drown, she

  hadn’t quite yet gotten the hang of riding a bike without training wheels. She drew pictures that her mother called ‘abstract’ and wrote stories that never got gold stars and got

  cast as fish number two in her class’s production of The Little Mermaid. One time she tried to cook something, and she exploded a glass mixing bowl on the stove. After that, her mother

  banned her from the kitchen.




  What Arden did superlatively was this:




  She was nice.




  She absolutely killed at reading buddies – all the kindergartners fought to be paired up with her. She was the first to volunteer to collaborate on group projects with the kids who

  got bad grades. She was never without a hair elastic or tissues, just in case somebody needed to use them. One time she paid the library twenty dollars because her friend Maya had borrowed a book

  and lost it somewhere in the park, and that was enough to make Arden feel responsible.




  Arden came by her niceness honestly. Her grandmother was nice. Her mother was nice. Her house was filled with wall art and embroidered pillows with quotations like If you don’t have

  anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all and Practise random kindness and senseless acts of beauty and You become responsible forever for what you’ve tamed.

  You’re responsible for your rose – this last one being a quote that her mother loved from Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince.




  The height of Arden’s kindness career came near the end of third grade, though she didn’t know it at the time. Her dad had been representing someone who worked for the Disney

  corporation, and when the case was over, this client had, in gratitude, given Arden’s dad family tickets for an all-expenses-paid trip to Disney World. This was easily the best thing ever to

  happen to Arden, or possibly to anyone.




  And then she met Lindsey.




  It was a Sunday in May. Arden’s brother, Roman, who was three at the time, was throwing a temper tantrum, as he did every single day, sometimes more than once. This particular tantrum was

  about how their cat, Mouser, was maliciously hiding under the couch instead of playing with him.




  Arden escaped to the woods just behind her house so she wouldn’t have to listen to the screaming. She brought her Just Like Me Doll with her, even though her parents repeatedly asked her

  not to do this, since Tabitha had cost more than a hundred dollars and was already, after about five months, looking decidedly worse for the wear.




  And it was there, in the woods, that Arden first encountered Lindsey.




  She saw a tall, skinny, dark-haired girl in between the trees, focusing on a long metal device in her hands.




  ‘Hi,’ Arden said to the girl she did not recognize.




  The girl looked up from the metal thing.




  ‘I’m Arden,’ said Arden. ‘You’re in my woods.’ As soon as she heard the words come out, Arden realized they sounded selfish, and she hastened to add,

  ‘It’s OK that you’re in my woods. There’s enough woods to go around. I just thought you should know.’




  The girl gave Arden a weird look, and Arden wondered about the sentence There’s enough woods to go around. That was what her mother always said, like when she and Roman got grabby

  over a pint of ice cream. There’s enough ice cream to go around. Maybe it didn’t make as much sense when it came to woods.




  ‘These are my woods too,’ the girl said in a low, uncertain voice.




  ‘I don’t think so. But like I said, it’s OK. You can play in my woods.’




  ‘We just moved in there.’ The girl pointed to the house behind Arden’s. Its backyard abutted the small section of woods, like a mirror image of the Huntleys’ own home.

  ‘So I think these are both of our woods.’




  ‘You’re right,’ Arden said. ‘We’re neighbours!’




  Arden learned that the girl’s name was Lindsey Matson, and that she was finishing up third grade too, and that she and her parents had just moved to town from a farm.




  ‘You had your own farm?’ Arden demanded. ‘Did you have sheep?’




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘Did you have horses?’




  ‘Two of them!’




  ‘Did you have zebras?’ Arden had a particular yen for zebras.




  ‘Um, no.’




  ‘That’s OK.’ Arden hadn’t really expected Lindsey’s personal farm to house zebras. She just thought it couldn’t hurt to ask.




  Lindsey told Arden that her dad had gotten very sick. He couldn’t work on the farm any more, and they couldn’t afford to pay anyone else to do it. So the Matsons sold the farm, they

  sold the sheep and the horses and everything else, and they moved here.




  ‘It’s very expensive to treat cancer. Especially the kind my dad has,’ Lindsey told Arden, sounding sombre but also a tiny bit proud, like her dad was special for having a

  special kind of cancer. ‘That’s what this is for.’ She gestured at the long metal object in her hands.




  ‘What does it do?’ Arden asked, wondering if the answer was somehow ‘cure cancer’.




  ‘It’s a metal detector,’ Lindsey explained. ‘I’m looking for coins. Preferably gold. That would help pay for my dad’s hospital bills.’




  ‘How much have you found so far?’ Arden asked.




  ‘Nothing. But I just started looking.’




  Arden thought if there was gold buried in her backyard, she would probably know about it. She changed the subject. ‘Are you going to start at Northeast tomorrow?’ Northeast

  Elementary was where she went to school.




  ‘I guess.’ Lindsey scuffed at the dirt. ‘I don’t really want to make new friends.’




  Arden didn’t quite know what to think of this. She’d never considered whether she wanted or didn’t want to make new friends. It was just something that happened. In fact, she

  was pretty sure it was happening right at this moment. ‘Everyone at Northeast is really nice,’ Arden reassured Lindsey. ‘I’ll introduce you to them all tomorrow.’




  Lindsey looked cheered by this. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘it’s just for another few weeks, and then it’s summer break.’




  ‘Yeah!’ Arden enthused. ‘Are you going to camp this summer? I’m going to Disney World for the first time, and then day camp at the Y, and then we’re visiting my

  grandparents in Atlantic Beach in August. They live right on the ocean.’ Arden was excited for all of this, even visiting her mother’s parents, which usually was boring, but now she had

  hope that they might give her Tabitha’s barre and pointe shoes.




  Lindsey shook her head. ‘I wish I could do something like that,’ she said, ‘but we can’t any more. We have to save all our money for Dad. That’s what my parents

  say.’ She shrugged, like What can you do?




  Arden nodded. She felt bad about her expensive Just Like Me Doll still in her arms, and bad about her secret wish for Tabitha’s performance tutu. Probably Lindsey didn’t have any

  Just Like Me Dolls. ‘I hope you find some gold,’ Arden said.




  Arden thought about Lindsey all the rest of that afternoon, all through dinner and her TV time and her nightly bath. She liked her new neighbour. But she sensed Lindsey’s powerlessness,

  the odds stacked against her like a pile of bricks, and it made Arden sad. If there was one thing Arden never felt, it was powerless. Her mother had always drilled into her, from the time she was a

  baby, that her power was something that came from inside of her. Her strength was her kindness, her generosity, her positive spirit. ‘And no matter how bad circumstances get,’ her

  mother would sometimes say, ‘no matter how bleak things might seem, never lose that part of you. If you only have ten cents to your name, give it away to charity. Being a charitable person

  will do more for you than ten cents ever could.’




  Her mother had this idea that some people were like flowers and some people were like gardeners: each needed the other. She prided herself on being a gardener, and though she hadn’t much

  considered it before meeting Lindsey, Arden supposed that she was the same.




  By the time her parents came to tuck her into bed that night, Arden knew what she wanted to do. ‘Can we give the Disney trip to Lindsey?’ she asked.




  Her parents, sitting on the edge of her bed, exchanged a look. ‘Who’s Lindsey?’ her mother asked.




  ‘Her family just moved into the house behind ours, on the other side of the woods,’ Arden explained. ‘Her dad is sick, so they can’t afford to go on vacation. She

  can’t even go to camp. And she told me she doesn’t have any brothers or sisters to play with at home. And she’s new to town so she doesn’t have any friends. And . . .’

  Arden shook her head and sat up. She didn’t need to explain this to her parents. She knew what she wanted. ‘I want to give the Disney trip to Lindsey.’




  She worried that maybe her parents would say no because maybe they had really wanted to go to Disney World. It was her dad’s trip after all. He’d said that Space Mountain seemed like

  a blast. But when she looked at them now, they were both smiling at her, and her mother’s eyes were moist with happiness.




  ‘OK,’ said Arden’s mom, and, ‘OK,’ said Arden’s dad.




  That was only the first day of a million days of Arden and Lindsey’s friendship, but it established how it would be: Lindsey would need, and Arden would deliver.




  After Arden gave away the Disney trip, she wrote an essay about it, and she sent the essay in to the Just Like Me Dolls Company. She didn’t really think they would choose her to be the

  Doll of the Year when they had so many gymnasts and figure skaters and ceramicists and budding chefs to choose from. But she wanted somebody to know what she had done. Plus, she really wanted to be

  a doll.




  A couple of months later, her mom got the call. Out of all the thousands of girls between the ages of eight and twelve who had sent in their essays, Just Like Me Dolls had chosen Arden as their

  winner.




  Because Arden was Girl of the Year, she got free copies of her books, with titles like Arden in Charge and Arden’s New Friend. She got a free doll, designed with

  peach-coloured skin and light brown hair and hazel eyes, just like her. She got every single one of the Arden Doll’s accessories for free, too: a doll-size tyre swing and doll-size metal

  detector, a doll-size cat and doll-size dog to mimic her own pets.




  They made it out to seem like Arden spent a lot more time in the woods than she actually did, like she was some kind of budding naturalist when actually she just went out there occasionally, and

  less so now that Roman’s tantrums were less frequent. But the slight inaccuracies didn’t bother Arden whatsoever.




  She also got a free trip to New York City with her mother to visit the Just Like Me Dolls flagship store once the Arden Doll had gone on sale. It was the first – and wound up being the

  only – trip that was ‘just us girls,’ as Arden’s mom put it. Going on this trip without her father or Roman made Arden feel delightfully grown-up.




  She had never been to New York before, and she didn’t like it at all. The neon lights outside her twenty-first-floor hotel-room windows kept her awake at night, and it seemed like every

  taxi driver was hell-bent on running over not just anybody, but her specifically.




  But she loved the Just Like Me Dolls Store.




  It was right on Fifth Avenue, nestled among the fancy department stores and jewellers, like Tiffany, which Arden recognized from her mother’s favourite movie. Much like the streets

  outside, it was a madhouse inside Just Like Me Dolls. The difference was that this madhouse was caused by hundreds of girls striding purposefully through the store, each trailed by at least one

  adult, sometimes by a full family, toting coats and bags and matching doll-and-girl clothing and tea-party sets. Arden’s mother described it as the stock exchange floor of elementary-school

  girls, since they were all marching around shouting, ‘Buy! Buy!’ at their minions.




  The Arden Doll was in a Plexiglas display, lined up with the dolls based on real girls of past years. Arden pressed her nose to the glass, as if trying to get closer to her doll. But even there

  in person, at the Just Like Me Dolls Store itself, nobody looked at the doll and the girl and put two and two together. Not one of the other children or their parents said, ‘Hey, you both

  have peach-coloured skin and light brown hair and hazel eyes! You must be the real Arden!’




  But that was OK too. Arden didn’t need any of these strangers to know that doll was her. She knew.




  She looked at all the past years’ dolls. Each one had a little placard that summed up her identity in a short phrase. There was Tabitha, of course, though without the dirt stains of

  Arden’s version. Tabitha’s placard said she was ‘graceful and inspiring’. The Jenny Doll was ‘brave and committed’. Katelyn was ‘quick-witted and

  fun-loving.’ But the Arden Doll’s placard described her in this way:




  ‘Arden is recklessly loyal.’




  Arden looked into her doll’s eyes and knew without a doubt that her identity was the best one of all.




  For a while there was talk of making a Lindsey friend doll, too, since Lindsey’s character was such a big hit in the Arden stories. But within a few months, the idea was dropped, and the

  Just Like Me Dolls Company moved on to picking the girl of the next year. Lindsey didn’t seem to mind. Arden had given her a free vacation to Disney World. And Lindsey had given Arden the

  opportunity to be a doll.




  To both girls, this trade-off seemed more than fair.




  





  Arden gets more than she bargained for




  Four hours had passed since Arden had been called into Principal Vanderpool’s office. Four hours since the principal asked her to explain the

  baggie of marijuana in her locker. Four hours since she looked him square in the eyes and admitted it: yes, those drugs were hers. Yes, she was guilty.




  Now they were both waiting for Arden’s father to show up and escort her home. A principal can’t just release a known drug user into the world of course. It can’t be done. There

  are protocols.




  When the school day ended, Lindsey came flying into the reception area outside Vanderpool’s office, where Arden was sitting, reading a book under Mr Winchell’s watchful eye.




  ‘Oh my God,’ Lindsey said, flinging herself on to a plastic chair beside Arden’s. ‘I am so, so, so—’




  ‘I’ll be OK,’ Arden cut in, casting an eye towards the eavesdropping secretary. ‘It’s my fault. I’m the total idiot who decided to bring drugs into

  school. I’ll bear the consequences.’




  Lindsey paused. ‘Are you kidding?’ she asked.




  Arden shook her head. That was what she had told their principal. Whether he believed her, given her squeaky-clean record, was beside the point. All the evidence pointed towards her. He had a

  crime, he had a confession, justice would be done.




  Besides, why wouldn’t he believe her? Who would lie about such a thing?




  ‘Wow,’ Lindsey said, and suddenly she laughed, the carefree laugh of someone who has just been caught by an unanticipated parachute when she thought she was plummeting out of the sky

  to her death.




  But it was Arden’s parachute Lindsey was using, so Arden didn’t laugh. ‘Why the hell did you bring pot to school?’ Arden whispered, so quietly that Mr

  Winchell’s hearing aid would never make out her words.




  ‘To smoke it?’ Lindsey replied in a small voice.




  Arden rolled her eyes. ‘Linds,’ she said, ‘go home. Honestly, I’ve got this.’




  So Lindsey hugged her and went home.




  But the longer Arden sat waiting for her father, the school emptying out around her, the less confident she became. The thing was, she didn’t want to miss three days or more of

  school; she’d fall behind in everything (especially Spanish). She didn’t play any sports, that was true, but she did stage crew – would she be forced to quit that? And what would

  her classmates think of her after this? Naomi, Kirsten, all of her other friends – not to mention Chris.




  But this was selfish thinking. Arden knew she could live without the spring musical. She could live if she never figured out how to conjugate a single verb in a foreign language. The one thing

  she couldn’t live with was Lindsey’s misery.




  What had become abundantly clear to Arden over the past month was this: there were people in this world who didn’t know how to take care of others. There were people who walked away even

  when they’d made a promise to stand by you. There were people who threw around the word love but only acted on it when it was convenient for them.




  And Arden was not one of those people.




  It was nearly 6 p.m. by the time her father finally showed up to collect her. The custodian had already come through the office to take out the recycling and trash, and Mr Winchell kept shooting

  Arden death glares, as if it was all her fault that he was still at work at a time when he would have otherwise been already chowing down on the early bird special at Mamma Luciana’s Pasta

  Shack.




  When her father arrived, he was wearing his business suit and carrying his briefcase and he looked annoyed. ‘What’s going on here? Arden, I got two messages at work saying

  you’re in trouble and they’re going to be taking “disciplinary action”. I had to call Roman’s after-school teacher and beg her to let him stay late. What on

  God’s green earth is this about?’




  He probably got those messages four hours ago, but whatever; Arden was actually impressed he’d made it there before midnight. This may have been the earliest he’d left the office in

  a month. She felt simultaneously accomplished and ashamed to be the cause of her father’s abbreviated workday.




  Arden’s father was a lawyer. Not a TV-style lawyer, with custom-made suits and luxury cars and multimillion-dollar cases argued in front of the Supreme Court. Arden’s dad was the

  other kind of lawyer, the kind with a small office downtown and his name on a plaque on the door, the kind who sometimes argued in front of the judge at the district courthouse, but who mostly

  settled out of court. Being that kind of a lawyer wasn’t fancy Still, it was a good job in a town without many good jobs on offer, and it was important. He didn’t like for it to be

  interrupted. So it almost never was.




  Mr Vanderpool ushered them into his office and closed the door. Arden could see Mr Winchell craning his neck from his desk in reception, trying to keep his eye on the drama.




  ‘Mr Huntley,’ the principal began, ‘I appreciate your taking time to address this situation. As I indicated in my message to you earlier, your daughter has admitted to bringing

  contraband substances to school and storing them in her locker.’




  ‘Can you define contraband substances?’ Arden’s father asked.




  ‘Drugs.’




  Arden’s father showed no obvious reaction. He didn’t sigh, or put his head in his hands, or yell at her. Only a daughter would notice the slight droop in his shoulders, the minor

  widening of his eyes.




  ‘What classification and quantity of drugs are we talking about here?’ he asked in a measured tone, a lawyerly tone.




  ‘An eighth of an ounce of marijuana,’ Mr Vanderpool replied.




  Arden’s father sighed impatiently. It was an on-purpose impatient; Arden recognized that. ‘That’s hardly a criminal quantity Clearly it’s not enough for you to peg my

  daughter with intent to deal.’




  Mr Vanderpool fussed with his flamingo-print tie and rearranged the impressive metal pens on his impressive oak desk. Arden could not understand why he had so many pens. Surely he, like everyone

  else in modern-day America, did most of his work on the computer.




  ‘I never accused your daughter of planning to sell drugs, Mr Huntley. But as I’m sure you’re aware, we have a zero-tolerance policy here at Allegany High. That means no type of

  controlled substances, of any sort, in any quantity, on school property.’ Arden doubted that her father was aware of this particular detail about the rules of her school – he

  wasn’t the sort of parent who sat around at night and read through the school handbook – but he nodded like he was. ‘Arden -’ he turned to her – ‘is this true?

  Did you actually bring drugs to school?’ Lying to her father was harder than lying to the principal, but both were important. Arden would need to lie to everyone about this, she

  realized in that moment, and she would do it without breaking. This would be a secret between her and Lindsey and no one else.




  ‘I wasn’t thinking,’ she admitted to her father, lowering her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘This isn’t like you,’ her father said. But his confidence in that statement served only to annoy her, because for all he knew, maybe this was like her. Maybe

  she’d been doing this for years and had just never been caught before today. Arden imagined that was probably what Marie Baker’s parents said when she told them she was pregnant two

  months into junior year, or what Dean Goddard’s parents said when he broke a teammate’s nose in the locker room after football practice. This isn’t like you. As if parents

  know what their kids are like day in and day out.




  Arden’s father turned back to the principal and said, ‘Look, I agree with you that Arden should be disciplined. And she will be. But I can take that over from here. This is an issue

  for her parents, not for the school. As I’m sure you’re aware, Arden is a responsible student, with a 3.4 GPA, and she is an asset to the Allegany school community with her

  contributions to the theatre programme.’




  Arden twisted in her seat to look at her father. Her GPA was actually 3.5, but he got close, and that alone was surprising. She didn’t know he ever looked at her report cards, and he

  hadn’t attended a play she’d worked on in years.




  ‘Furthermore,’ her father continued, ‘Arden has difficult extenuating circumstances, which I’m sure are causing her to act out right now.’




  Principal Vanderpool looked blank and fiddled with his pens. Arden immediately felt bad for him, this man with his sad, trying-too-hard necktie. Somehow he had not been briefed on her

  extenuating circumstances. Somehow this news had not made it into her file, or whatever Vanderpool had referenced before calling her in here, and now he was going to look like he didn’t know

  what was going on with his own students.




  Arden spoke up just to spare him the embarrassment. ‘My mother left,’ she explained. ‘Four weeks ago.’




  The principal’s eyes widened. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’




  Arden could tell he was dying to ask where she went, and why she left, and whether she was ever coming back. The same sort of questions that Arden herself was wondering about really. He

  didn’t ask though, maybe because he didn’t want to be rude, or maybe because he didn’t actually care about the answers as much as he cared about leaving his office and diving

  headfirst into his weekend. She wondered if he had a special place in his closet for weekend neckties, and, if so, she wondered just how wild they got.




  ‘As you can see,’ Arden’s father said, ‘this is not Arden’s typical behaviour. But it hasn’t been a typical month for our family.’




  That was an understatement.




  ‘I hear what you’re saying completely, and you’re right that this is Arden’s first offence,’ Mr Vanderpool agreed, going on as though Arden herself wasn’t

  actually present in the room with him. ‘Nonetheless,’ Vanderpool continued, ‘a zero-tolerance policy means that the school is obligated to respond to her actions with disciplinary

  action, no matter what her background and circumstances. I’ve already decided against expulsion—’




  ‘Expulsion!’ Arden cried.




  Both men looked at her.




  ‘You would actually expel somebody just for having a teeny tiny bit of marijuana in her locker?’ Arden demanded. She was starting to get the very bad feeling that when she stepped in

  to save Lindsey, she had gotten way more than she’d bargained for.




  ‘You would really consider such a severe retribution against a little girl who made a small mistake?’ her dad added.




  Arden was hardly little, but she shrank down in the big winged wood chair to try to appear like she was.




  ‘As I said, we decided against expulsion. But of course, we must take some action.’




  And here’s what the action was:




  Arden would be suspended for three days.




  She would no longer be allowed to tutor the underclassmen, lest she expose them to her drug-addled ways.




  She would be allowed to keep doing theatre, provided that she stuck to stage crew and other backstage responsibilities – nothing where she showed her marijuana-owning face

  onstage.




  All of this would go on her permanent record, and when she applied to colleges next year, Allegany High would inform every school that she had a history of drug possession.




  ‘Mr Vanderpool,’ Arden appealed to him, feeling her breathing grow shallow, ‘please don’t. I could actually not get into college because of this.’




  ‘You know how competitive the college-admission game is these days,’ her father agreed. ‘Those admissions officers are looking for any reason not to accept a

  student.’




  Mr Vanderpool spread his hands helplessly, as if to indicate It’s out of my control, which was stupid – of course it was in his control, it was his decision

  – and he said, ‘Arden has always been aware of the school rules. She should have considered the consequences before she decided to break them.’




  ‘I can’t believe you, Arden!’ her dad yelled, slamming his palm down on the desk. ‘You really didn’t think this one through, kid.’




  He was right. She really hadn’t. It’s for Lindsey, it’s for Lindsey, she reminded herself, knotting her fingers together in her lap. Her permanent record could take it,

  probably. Lindsey was going to have a hard enough time getting into college even without this mark against her. Her father could deal with it, probably. Lindsey’s parents would have most

  likely sent her to military school. It’s for Lindsey, it’s for Lindsey.




  Arden had just never imagined that when she threw Lindsey a life jacket, she would be drowning herself.




  





  Arden and Lindsey see how the other half lives




  She called again today,’ Arden told Lindsey. She meant Arden’s mom. Lindsey, of course, knew this without it being spelled

  out.




  It was ten o’clock on a Friday night, two weeks after the baggie of pot had been found in Arden’s locker, and now she and Lindsey were sitting on a futon in Matt Washington’s

  family room, watching an assortment of boys playing Grand Theft Auto.




  Arden’s suspension had come and gone. After watching every Internet video that looked like it might be interesting, reading two books and painting her toenails in rainbow stripes, she had

  spent her remaining prison sentence cleaning the house, which seemed not to have been swept, mopped, vacuumed, dusted or treated in any other positive way since her mother left. When Roman and her

  dad came home, she expected them to laud her cleaning skills. She had literally gotten down on her knees on the floor and scrubbed a toilet. She was essentially a scullery maid. But they did

  not seem to notice, or, if they did, they kept their noticing very well concealed. And by bedtime, someone had left pee on the toilet seat again.




  She had expected her father to have a stronger reaction to her suspension. She’d thought that he might stay home from work for those three days, monitoring her in person to make sure she

  wasn’t running off with her pothead friends or whatever. She’d thought that he might try to talk to her about what issues were plaguing her that might drive her to drugs, that

  he’d force her into therapy or Narcotics Anonymous. She’d been prepared for all kinds of overreaction, but instead all her dad did was yell at her for a while, search her room for a

  hidden drug stash and then pay their neighbour to stop by the house randomly throughout the day to make sure Arden was still there.




  Now she felt ridiculous for thinking that she might get anything more out of her father, for thinking that he’d be so easily derailed. She’d even thought her mother might come home

  to deal with her. That was silly.




  Arden had returned to school, where she’d missed basically nothing in her classes – except for Spanish, which seemed to have morphed into an entirely different language in those

  three days. But her brief suspension had not gone unnoticed, and now gossip was swirling around school that Arden Huntley was actually, under her demure exterior, a badass drug dealer. That rumour

  was what had led to this unusual party invitation for her and Lindsey.




  Actually, the invitation had just been for Arden. Lindsey rarely got invited anywhere on her own. But where Arden went, Lindsey went too, an arrangement that everyone seemed to accept without

  question.




  In a different world – a world where Arden’s mother was around – there was no way Arden would have been allowed out of the house tonight. Not when she’d been suspended

  from school two weeks ago. She’d be stuck at home, playing cards or engaging in other family-friendly activities, where her mom could keep an eye on her. But left to his own devices, that was

  not her father’s style. Left to his own devices, Arden’s father may or may not have even noticed that she’d gone out tonight.




  ‘I am so wasted!’ shrieked Beth Page in delight as she crashed into an unforeseen coffee table.




  Arden and Lindsey exchanged a glance. They did not usually go to parties where people were so wasted. They did not usually go to parties with Beth Page.




  ‘So did you talk to your mom when she called this time?’ Lindsey asked.




  ‘Barely.’




  ‘What did she say?’




  ‘She said, “I’m sure you want an explanation for why I left.” ’




  ‘And what was her explanation?’




  ‘I don’t know. I just told her I wasn’t actually curious to hear it, and I gave the phone back to Roman.’




  ‘And that was it.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Arden gulped some cranberry juice from her plastic cup. ‘It’s fine. My dad and Roman talked to her. They told her I’m a drug addict. She told them

  she’s subletting an apartment in New York City. We don’t need to speak directly to cover any of that.’




  ‘New York? Whoa.’ Arden watched Lindsey process the three hundred and eleven miles between Cumberland, Maryland, and New York City. Arden knew it was three hundred eleven miles

  because when her father had given her her mother’s address – 133 Eldridge Street, New York, New York – written down on a slip of paper, as if she might want to tack it to her

  bulletin board or something – she’d looked it up.




  As far as she was concerned, when your mother walked out of your life and moved three hundred and eleven miles away, you owed her nothing. Not a phone conversation, not an email, not even a

  spare thought. For Roman to act otherwise was foolhardy It was self-destructive. It was ignoring the mom that they had for the mom that they wished she would be.




  ‘I swear,’ Arden went on, ‘my brother is like an excitable dog. His neglectful owner walks back through the door and he jumps all over her and drools.’




  The Huntley family used to have an actual dog, too, until about three weeks after their mother left, at which point Spot died. Roman didn’t seem to have figured out that their father had

  taken their needy old dalmatian to the vet and had him put down because it was too hard to take care of him without Mom there. ‘Two kids and a cat is quite enough,’ her dad calmly told

  her when she confronted him about it. Now they were left with elderly, emaciated Mouser, who quaked with fear whenever anyone went near her – particularly Mr Huntley.




  Arden wasn’t telling Roman that their father was the one who issued the death sentence for their Spot, lest he worry that he was next in line. The argument could be made that no pets

  or kids would be quite enough for someone like their father.




  ‘It’s just so weird,’ Lindsey reflected, ‘because I always really liked your mom. Remember when she used to drive us to school?’




  Arden did remember. In sixth and seventh grades, kids on their school bus – some of the same kids who were here at this party tonight, in fact – kept teasing Lindsey They made fun of

  her for unexciting, stupid middle-school reasons – because she was too tall and gangly, because she didn’t know what to wear and didn’t seem to realize she was supposed to care.

  Lindsey was upset, but Arden was miserable: the character of her best friend was under attack, and she felt powerless to protect her.




  Arden poured out her heart to her mother, who decided that from then on she would drive the girls to school. Simple. This didn’t mean that all of their classmates suddenly treated Lindsey

  with respect, but it did mean that she didn’t have to start every morning with soda cans getting accidentally-on-purpose spilled on her.




  That was just how Arden’s mother was. She came to the rescue. If Arden was having a problem with a teacher, she solved it. If Roman had a nightmare, she’d curl up in bed right

  next to him and stay there until morning. If Arden forgot her homework, she would drive it into school for her in the middle of the day. If Roman was trick-or-treating, she handmade him three

  options for Halloween costumes and let him pick. If Arden was having a birthday party, she decorated the entire house. If Roman was doing a book report, she read the book right alongside him and

  helped him collect materials so that, while his classmates were handing in one-sheet essays, he was handing in a diorama with moving parts.




  Arden understood what Lindsey was saying, because she had also liked her mother, at the time.




  She couldn’t imagine her mother now, renting an apartment in a big city, apparently taking some graduate-level class at an extension school, as her dad had reported. Even though she knew,

  rationally, that her mom would look the same today as she had six weeks ago, Arden would not have been altogether surprised to discover that her mother had gotten a face transplant. She just

  didn’t sound like the same person at all – she sounded like a stranger.




  ‘I don’t want to talk about this any more,’ Arden said to Lindsey. ‘We’re at a cool high-school party, for once. Let’s just be cool high-schoolers, you

  know?’




  Lindsey snickered and nodded. They both watched as Dillon Rammstein lit up a joint and Matt Washington shouted at him to ‘Take that shit outside, man’. Dillon shoved past the

  girls’ couch to go on to the patio. It was reassuring to know that Matt was such a conscientious host.




  ‘Arden, I love you for not ratting me out to Vanderpool,’ Lindsey said as they watched Dillon go. ‘You are the most amazing friend, you know that, right?’




  Arden had not told Lindsey how severe the punishment for that decision had actually wound up being, and she was never going to. Of course Lindsey knew that Arden had been suspended for three

  days – it seemed like every single person in Cumberland knew that. But Lindsey didn’t need to know that all of this would be reported to colleges in the fall. What’s done was

  done, and it would only make her feel guilty.




  ‘It’s fine,’ Arden told Lindsey now. ‘It was weeks ago. Just promise me you will never, ever touch any kind of drugs again. At least not until we’re in

  college. OK?’




  ‘Promise,’ Lindsey said instantly. ‘I am officially scared straight. You don’t have to worry about me any more.’




  Arden half smiled. She would always worry about Lindsey. A couple of feet away from them, Beth Page and Bo Yang fell into a slobbery kiss. Arden watched Bo dribble spit on Beth’s chin as

  she might watch a nature documentary. Arden sighed. ‘I wish I had that.’




  ‘Which part?’ Lindsey asked. ‘A second-string soccer player’s hand on your ass, a terrible dye job, or the STD they’re currently swapping?’




  Arden giggled. ‘A boyfriend who wanted to come to this party and make out with me. That part.’




  ‘At least you have a boyfriend though,’ Lindsey pointed out. ‘Yeah. And where is he?’




  ‘I’m assuming that’s a rhetorical question. Because it’s Friday night. So I’m going to put money on Chris being at Kirsten’s house, playing some elaborate

  game of charades right as we speak.’




  Lindsey was correct. That was what Chris and the rest of the theatre crowd did pretty much every Friday night after rehearsal. It was what Arden and Lindsey did most Friday nights as well,

  except for the occasions when they hung out with Lindsey’s track teammates, who went to bed around the time the sun set so they could get up and go for ten-mile jogs the next morning.




  This was a different crowd, here at Matt Washington’s house. Nobody seemed particularly interested in playing charades, or any game that didn’t involve killing computer-generated

  prostitutes. And nobody had gone to bed yet.




  At rehearsal yesterday afternoon, Arden had tried to get Chris to come with her to this party. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ he’d asked. ‘I don’t even like Matt

  Washington.’




  ‘Because you could study him in his natural habitat,’ Arden had suggested. ‘And then some day if you play a character like Matt, you’d know him inside out.’




  ‘Did you just call him Matt?’ Chris asked. ‘Are you now on a first-name basis with Matt Washington, just because he invited you to one party?’




  ‘Jealous?’ Arden asked.




  Chris hadn’t graced that with a response. Her boyfriend had his good qualities and his bad qualities, and the fact that he never got jealous of anything she did or any boy she knew fell

  somewhere in between the two.




  ‘You should go because I’m going,’ Arden said, which seemed like it should be reason enough. Wasn’t that the point of being in a relationship? Having someone to hang out

  with on Friday night? ‘I bet we could have some alone time there,’ Arden had added. She kissed him, trying to hint that ‘alone time’ could involve more things that were

  similar to kissing. Supposedly boys were very horny and were more likely to do things when those things might involve making out.
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