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PROLOGUE



Henry Landon blew on his fingers to warm them. It was getting late, and he had to teach an early class tomorrow. As he stood to pack up his ice-fishing gear—a bucket, an ice saw, his bait, hook, and line—he thought he heard a rustle behind him. He spun around on the thick ice but saw nothing other than the muddy bank, the bare sweep of the hill, and the stripped trees beyond. The ice saw glinted in the moonlight.


“Hello?” he called. His voice echoed across the frozen pond. He shrugged, leaning over for the bucket, thinking about his empty house, how quiet it would be when he got home.


That’s when he saw it—a face in the ice. There, just beneath his boots.


His heart thudded underneath his thick vest. It couldn’t be. He shook his head, blinked his eyes. He couldn’t swallow.


As though encased in museum glass, a beautiful girl’s face stared at him, her full lips the color of blood. Her blond hair was fanned beneath the surface like a mermaid’s; it looked almost as though it was undulating in a current. She seemed to be clutching at the ice from below. In her palm was a scarlet flower.


He knew her face.


Landon gagged and coughed, struggling to catch his breath. When he closed his eyes, a memory surged: Several years ago, in California. At the beach. A blond girl in a white bikini had gone for a swim. The waves had been too much. She’d thrashed and called for help; then her body had gone under. He’d watched the whole thing happen—had let it happen. Not because he couldn’t swim. Not because someone else was swimming out to save her. But because she was his student. An intelligent, Harvard-bound, sixteen-year-old student. Kaylie. And they were at the beach. Together.


She had been the one to start it, not him. Telling him he looked like George Clooney. Waiting after class. Flicking his silk tie with her slender fingers as she walked by. She’d worshipped him. And he couldn’t help himself.


If the police had shown up that day, it would have been the end of his life as he knew it. He couldn’t let her ruin everything. In that moment he chose to save his own life, not hers. He chose, and he ran.


He let her die.


And now she was here.


He opened his eyes. The girl below the ice came eerily into focus, as though she was glowing.


Suddenly her eyes snapped open, watery and white. Her mouth spread into a grin.


He couldn’t move.


The crack was small at first. Sounded almost like a soft rip in fabric. But then it got louder, like a series of explosions, and before Henry Landon could step off the ice, it opened beneath his feet and he was falling. The icy water surrounded him, shot through his clothes, swallowed his legs and his torso while he flailed for something to hold on to. There was nothing. His bucket, with his pathetic catch of three fish, fell on its side; the fish flopped onto the ice, glassy-eyed.


He went under. The cold numbed him.


That day on the beach came back to him again. The sun. The waves. Kaylie’s milky skin and trusting smile. Kaylie’s body, disappearing beneath the waves.


His hands hit solid ice above his head. He gasped, choking on the freezing water, his lungs on fire. With the cold clarity of a razor’s edge, Landon realized he would never take another breath. His body cramped and convulsed as it was overtaken by the first throes of a painful death. He heard the distant sound of girls’ laughter.


Then: only whiteness.





ACT ONE



INNOCENCE, OR VANILLA ICE CREAM





CHAPTER ONE



“You say you wanna play around with other boys. You tell me that it’s over, but all I hear is WHITE NOISE!” Crow grabbed the microphone and leaned forward, and for a second Em was sure he was looking right at her.


She leaned back into the beat-up armchair and wrapped her puffy down coat more tightly around her as she watched Crow practice his latest song, “White Noise.” The sound of crappy, hand-me-down instruments and boys who love to play them reverberated through the garage. For the past several weeks Em had been spending more time with Drea Feiffer and her friends; as a result she was getting used to the buzzing electrical feed from the amps, the heart-pounding drum rhythms, and the screaming guitar solos. In addition to loving coffee and obscure movies, Drea’s alternative crowd loved music, especially the kind they created themselves.


Tonight they were at Colin Robertson’s rehearsal space in Portland—if you could call a rug on a concrete floor, some ratty old couches, and a secondhand drum set a “rehearsal space.” Colin’s name had long ago been shortened to C-Ro, and that nickname had soon morphed into Crow. Em had never heard him called anything else. Well, except for when she and Gabby and some of their friends had referred to him as the Grim Creeper, back before he left Ascension. Not graduated, just . . . stopped coming. He was the only high school dropout Em had ever known.


Now Em knew he’d left to play music.


Crow strummed his guitar, licking his lips in concentration before opening his mouth to sing a verse. His longish black hair (it used to be bleached blond; this was better) often fell into his gold-green eyes, which always seemed just the slightest bit squinted—like he was still waking up, or like he had just gotten high.


Technically there were four guys in Crow’s band, the Slump: Crow, who sang lead vocals and played rhythm guitar; Jake, the drummer; Patrick, the bassist; and Mike, who played lead guitar. They couldn’t afford new instruments, but there was no question about their abilities. Other local musicians hung around the roomy old warehouse in South Portland, which Crow and the band rented for a cheap monthly rate. There was one guy who played the xylophone and another famous for his “found instruments”—a paintbrush on a metal tray, a wrench scraping against a birdcage.


Em couldn’t believe this whole other world existed. And she really couldn’t believe how cool it all was.


“Yo, Em, you want any of this?” From her perch on a ratty couch, Drea held up a Styrofoam cup of microwaved ramen noodles. Little-known fact that Em had learned recently: In Ascension, Maine, where Em and Drea lived, alternative types apparently subsisted on papery noodles in way-salty broth.


She made a face and waved her hand. “No thanks. Not hungry.”


The room was starting to warm up—it was freezing when Em and Drea had first arrived—and Em started shedding layers. She unwound a thick burgundy pashmina from around her neck, shaking out the waves of her long, dark brown hair. As she stood up to take off her coat, she tugged at the belt loops on her jeans to hitch them up—they kept getting looser.


Her opinions of Crow and guitar solos weren’t the only things that had shifted over the past few weeks. In fact, thanks to Drea, Em was seeing a whole new side of Ascension and its surroundings—and not just the green chai tea at the Dungeon, a hippie café downtown and a much preferable alternative to the watered-down Crappuccino next to the old mall. She was getting to know Ascension’s “dyed-hair freaks.” That’s what she and Gabby used to call them, anyway. She didn’t like thinking about that side of herself. Especially not since Drea had recently dyed her hair purple.


These days she felt like she was straddling two worlds, often more comfortable amid Drea’s friends and their loud music than at the Ascension parties.


Crow’s gravelly voice hit the notes of a chorus—“And my voice,” he growled to the beat, “it’s white noise.”


Em pulled out her journal and wrote down some of Crow’s lyrics. They really were good. Em had recently started bringing her journal with her everywhere. She’d kept one sporadically in the past, but these days it was like she couldn’t keep her pen off the paper. Now that everything had changed—now that she’d changed—writing was the only way to keep her grip on reality . . . or what was left of it. It was the beginning of March; the showdown with the Furies had happened more than a month ago. She’d only recently begun to emerge from the practically comatose state she’d been in for weeks.


The royal-blue notebook was full of poems about love and regret. The snow. The cold. Her best friend, Gabby. And, of course, the Furies, who sought to punish wrongdoers for their sins. Em was a victim of their intractable wrath; the three beautiful-yet-hideous girls had exacted revenge on her because she’d spit in the face of love and trust by hooking up with Gabby’s boyfriend. Now she was swallowing the bitter consequences. The worst part was that the guy, Zach, hadn’t even been worth it. Nowhere close.


Well, no. The worst part was what had happened with JD Fount, her quirky neighbor, her childhood friend, and the boy she loved. The Furies had tried to kill him to teach her a lesson about lost love. She’d done what she had to in order to save him. But that included promising never to tell him, or anyone else, the truth about what had happened that night at the new mall, the Behemoth. And keeping those secrets put an impossible barrier between them. How could she apologize to JD without explaining what had really happened—and risk losing him all over again?


She wrote short entries in the journal every night, venting the uncontrollable feelings of sadness and hostility that seemed, sometimes, about to consume her. Writing eased her insomnia a bit, although it couldn’t cure it. She cursed her pale skin, which made the dark circles under her eyes even more prominent.


Em blinked a few times, trying to snap back to attention. She wondered if Drea would want to go home soon—it was Sunday night, after all, and Em still had a chemistry lab to finish before third period tomorrow.


“We keeping you up?” Crow sauntered over, towering above the couch and raking his hand through his hair. “I know a pretty girl like you needs your beauty sleep.”


“Sorry for blinking,” Em said, sitting up straighter. While Crow had ignored her at first, he’d recently started to notice—and tease—her.


“Ah. The princess awakens!” Crow’s eyes gleamed.


“I’m not a princess,” Em blurted out. She’d been defensive lately, wary of people assuming that she thought she was better than everyone else. Like JD had. They’d only communicated once since that night at the Behemoth, the night she’d saved his life. One email, from him to her: I’m not willing to be your Chauffeur anymore, Em. I won’t be taken for granted ever again.


Since then, nothing. No eye contact in the hallways, no waves from his driveway, where JD was apparently working on his dad’s Mustang. Most days when Em came home, she glimpsed him lying halfway underneath the car, an open toolbox next to him on the freezing pavement. He never poked his head out to shout hello. Without saying a word, he was communicating clearly: JD wanted nothing to do with her anymore.


Telling him she loved him would be meaningless without an explanation about that night. Still, she thought about him constantly. His absence only made her realize how intense their connection had been, and how right he was—she had taken him for granted. One thing was for sure: Her feelings for him weren’t like what she’d felt, or thought she’d felt, for Zach. Things with JD had never been tinged with betrayal. What they shared was warm and right. Or at least, it could be. It had been.


“Seems like you’re slumming it, to me,” Crow said stonily, raising an eyebrow. He was egging her on, and she took the bait.


“I didn’t realize I needed your permission to be here,” she said. “We can go.” She tried to keep her tone light—flirtatious, even—but she was surprised at the pricks of tears she felt at the backs of her eyes. She stood up and turned to find Drea.


“Whoa, no need to take off.” Crow threw up his hands in mock surrender. “Never mind. My bad. You’re a plebeian just like the rest of us.”


Thank god Mike chose that moment to come over and discuss chord progressions with Crow. Em hoped Crow didn’t see her face, which she could feel was burning bright red.


She leaned toward the couch where Drea sat with Cassie, an Ascension sophomore Em had never spoken to before last month. “Drea, are you ready to go soon? I’ve got chem homework.” She crossed her arms and hoped her ears weren’t turning red too.


“Sure, lemme just finish this up,” Drea said, motioning to the tattoo drawing she’d started for Cassie on the back of an envelope. Em nodded and crouched down, pretending to dig in her bag for something.


“Hey, Em,” Crow said, turning away from Mike.


She refused to look up at him, and instead kept her eyes on the toes of his ratty Converse sneakers. “Yeah?”


“Listen, I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I was just thinking, you know, Sleeping Beauty and all.” He tapped her knee with the tip of his Converse, and she finally looked up. “Are you one of those hot girls who can’t take a compliment or something?”


“Oh, please.” Now Em was really blushing.


“I’m serious. Look, I didn’t mean to call you out for being here. I really hate that kind of shit—groups and types and all of that.” He said it vaguely, but Em couldn’t help but think of how many times she’d called him the Grim Creeper or stared at him and whispered as he walked down the hall.


“It’s totally fine,” Em said, embarrassed. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Drea picking up her bag. She searched for something else to say to Crow, to convince him that things between them were cool.


“Awesome. So does your chem homework involve spewing blood?” He smiled at her.


Em stiffened. “What are you talking about?”


“Remember that badass volcano you made in sixth grade? I thought of it the other day. The lava just came pouring out, and you said it looked like spurting blood? That ruled.” He laughed. “Emily Winters, mistress of gore. Put that on your prom queen résumé.” He made a fake-scared face. “Just kidding. No princesses. No queens.”


Em rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’m thinking of submitting one volcano with each of my college applications,” she said.


He snorted and shook his head. “Good stuff.” And then Jake called out to him; break was over. “See you around.” He touched her shoulder lightly with two fingers and she smiled shyly. Maybe she fit in with Drea’s friends better than she thought.


Or maybe not. As she and Drea walked toward the door, she heard Crow call out her name. She turned.


“Hope you grace us with your presence again soon,” Crow said over his shoulder, giving a slight bow. She glared at his back.


•  •  •


“We need to stop at the Dungeon when we get back to Ascension,” Drea said as she merged onto the highway. “I am in des-per-ate need of some caffeine.”


Em used to think she and Gabby were caffeine fiends, but Drea’s coffee addiction knew no limits. It was like she needed a Red Bull just to have a conversation. “I thought you were trying to cut down,” Em said lightly.


“I’ll cut down tomorrow. Looks like you could use some too,” Drea wryly pointed out.


Damn those dark circles. Em shook her head. “I’m having trouble enough sleeping. I definitely don’t need a pick-me-up.”


“That’s not getting any better, huh?” Drea looked over at her. Their faces were illuminated every time an oncoming car drove by; it gave their conversation an erratic rhythm.


“Not really,” Em said glumly. No need to tell Drea the lack of sleeping had actually gotten worse. She stared out the window. The winter had been a brutal one so far, but Gabby’s mom, local weatherwoman Marty Dove, was predicting a milder end of winter. Em would be grateful for a break from the frigid temperatures, the hard creaking of icy branches outside her bedroom window.


“Well, think about it this way,” Drea said, picking at her fingernails like she did whenever she was thinking hard. “All the creative geniuses in the world were haunted by something. I bet Hemingway, like, never experienced REM sleep.”


Em looked down at the journal in her bag. Its contents were definitely not genius caliber. Nor were her grades, not since the Furies had come into her life. “I might be an insomniac, but I’m no genius,” she said.


They were pulling into the Dungeon parking lot when Em spotted JD’s car. Her stomach flipped. And there he was. She watched him push through the café’s doors and stride toward his car. He had such a specific gait—like his feet had tiny springs in them.


She’d been silent for weeks, but tonight she was feeling feisty—which she could probably attribute to her exchange with Crow. Drea hadn’t even pulled the car completely into the parking spot before Em hopped out.


“Where are you . . . ?” she heard Drea cry out as she hurried to intercept JD before he reached his driver’s-side door.


“JD,” she called, her voice ringing in the night air. He looked up and flinched. “Hold on for a second, okay?” It was better to corner him here, she figured, where there were few distractions.


For the first time in what felt like ages, she found herself face-to-face with him. She was standing between him and the Volvo; he’d have to move her if he wanted to leave. In regular jeans and a black jacket, he looked kind of subdued—only his tousled hair and a pair of thick-framed glasses betrayed his typically eccentric style.


As they looked at each other, trying to figure out who would speak first, Drea walked by, head down.


“Hey, Fount,” she said to JD. “Em, I’ll meet you inside.”


“Hi, Drea,” JD said, not taking his eyes off of Em.


Then, breaking the silence, JD asked coldly, “What do you want, Em?”


“Nice glasses,” she said. Nothing. Stony silence. She sighed and continued. “Please,” she said, pulling the ends of her scarf to make it tighter, “I need to know why you’ve been avoiding me. It’s been weeks.” She thought she was in fair territory—when they’d made their pact with her, the Furies hadn’t forbidden asking questions, right?


“Clearly my strategy hasn’t worked too well,” JD said evenly. “I started coming here because I thought you preferred the Crappuccino.”


“It’s Drea . . .” Em said weakly. “She likes it here.” She swallowed back the tightness in her throat. “JD, please. Please talk to me.”


JD looked at her coldly. “I can’t,” he said. “Could you forgive me if I’d done what you did?”


Em stared back. What did he mean?


“And you want to know the worst part?” He barreled on. “The worst is that you obviously don’t even think it was a big deal. What happened that night . . . I thought things between us were going somewhere. The only place they were going, apparently, was the hospital.”


She watched as his hand rose to touch his head where the pipe had hit him, the one that had landed him at the bottom of the mall’s foundation and in danger of being buried by concrete. He would have been if she hadn’t pulled him out. A reddish scar extended from his hairline diagonally across his forehead. She was desperate to know what he thought had happened that night at the Behemoth—the night she’d realized that she was in love with him.


The Furies had tried to kill JD in order to punish her, to teach her a lesson about lost love and betrayal, and she’d done whatever she could to stop them. And that included swallowing five glowing red seeds and promising to keep her mouth shut. Not to talk about it with anyone, in fact.


“JD—”


He cut her off. “Don’t you mean Chauffeur?” She flinched. “Yeah, Gabby told me about your little nickname for me—she slipped up at the pep rally. I know that’s all I am to you, Emily.”


“JD, that was just a silly nickname. I don’t feel like that. Things have changed. You have to believe me. You mean so much more to me than that.” She put her hand on his arm. He shook her off.


“Things haven’t changed one bit. You ditched me at the pep rally because something better came up.” The disdain dripped from his voice. “You made up that story about Gabby being in trouble, and then you ditched me to go make out with some other guy at a construction site. That is low, Em. Especially for you.”


Em was practically shaking. “I—I don’t understand.”


“No, you sure don’t,” JD spat out, grinding his boot into the slushy pavement. “I was worried about you, Em. Don’t you get that? That’s why I followed you. And when I saw that you’d just gone on some romantic rendezvous—” He broke off. “And, Christ, you laughed at me.”


She’d laughed at him? No, she hadn’t. But as he said it, the silver sound of the Furies’ laughter, like a wind chime that wouldn’t stop tinkling, resounded in the back of her mind.


“No—no. Gabby wasn’t there. It was a trick. They tried to hurt you. I saved you,” she said without thinking. JD’s memories of that night . . . they were all wrong. And now she didn’t know what was going on. She was letting things slip.


JD rolled his eyes. “You saved me? Oh, thank you, fearless warrior,” he said with an exaggerated clasping of his hands. “Thank you so much for saving me by bringing me to the hospital after your new loser boyfriend—or whoever the hell that was—clobbered me with an industrial pipe. You really pick the good ones, don’t you, Em?”


She took a step back, knowing that the insult was meant to remind her of Zach. How badly she’d misjudged. She wanted to defend herself, but she knew that she had to stay silent. She was on the verge of breaking her pact with the Furies.


“So no,” JD continued, “I will not believe you, or trust you ever again.”


“JD, please, you’ve got to listen to me. . . .” But then she trailed off, reminding herself that it was JD who would suffer if she screwed up. The Furies didn’t play fair. And she refused to take that risk. She knew she’d already said too much.


“Nothing to say, huh?” JD took a quick step forward. “Then please get out of the way.”


She moved away from his car mutely. There was nothing she could do. Her throat was so tight, it felt like it was clenching her windpipe.


JD paused, and then turned and looked over his shoulder. “You laughed at me,” he repeated. “Why did you have to laugh?”


Then he threw open the car door, ducked inside, and was gone.


Watching him peel out of the parking lot, she choked back a sob as she wrapped her arms around her body. The cold seemed to reach inside her now. She wanted to go home.


Em managed to get Drea’s attention through the window. Urgent, she motioned with her hands. And then they were driving home, Drea knowing better than to pry.


Drea didn’t speak until they were nearing Em’s house. “You want to get lunch tomorrow?” she asked. “Deli? I have this weird craving for a Reuben.”


“Ummm, I don’t know.” Right now it was impossible to think about having to face school tomorrow. Her stomach hurt, and her heart hurt, thinking about how angry JD was. How she couldn’t do anything to fix it. “I mean, maybe later in the week or—” Em cut herself off as she spotted a glint of white in the moon-silvered trees at the end of her street. She peered out the passenger-side window, trying to get a closer look. “Slow down,” she said.


Sure enough, there was something white hanging from the oak tree by the small park at the end of her block. It was a sheet of sailcloth, just like what Em and JD had used as a signal flag when they were younger—he used to put it in his tree house as a sign that she should meet him there. She hadn’t thought about that flag in years, but seeing it now made her heart speed up.


“Can you drop me here?” Em knew it was an odd request on this dark, cold night, but she was equally certain that Drea wouldn’t care.


“A bit brisk for an evening stroll, isn’t it?” But Drea stopped the car and didn’t ask any other questions as Em gathered her things and said good-bye.


“See you tomorrow, D,” Em said. Her words came slow, like she was in a trance—she couldn’t take her eyes off the makeshift flag. It couldn’t be a message from JD, she knew that. But the coincidence was too much. She had to investigate.


As Drea drove off, Em crunched across the frozen grass and made her way over to the sailcloth. Stretching onto tiptoes, she worked to untangle the flag, which the wind had wrapped several times around the oak branch. As she struggled with the canvas and her freezing fingers she thought of days spent chasing JD around the park’s small circumference. The afternoon they decided to “trick” their parents by putting plastic ants on their cheese plate. The night they co-babysat JD’s little sister, Melissa, and brought her here to play flashlight tag. Maybe Melissa had been playing with the flag and that’s how it had ended up here? But no, even Melissa was too old for the flag now.


A gust of wind finally shook the flag loose. It flapped open, its edges whipping her face.


“Ow,” Em said to no one, putting her hand to her cheek. But she dropped it and gasped as the flag came into full view. Through the center of it, there was an ugly gash, as though it had been knifed by an animal’s claw. Years of play had never even frayed the material, but here it was, practically shredded.


And then, out of nowhere, the soft chimes of female laughter. Em whipped around, wriggling free as the flag wrapped around her wrist.


“Melissa?” she called out into the dark playground. “JD?”


No answer.


Em swallowed hard. Only a short while ago, in December, she’d been sitting on the swings when she’d found a note in her pocket. Sometimes sorry isn’t enough. A note from the Furies. The thought made her palms tighten in fear.


There it was again. That eerie, beautiful laughter.


She knew that sound. She would know it anywhere.


The Furies. They were here.


Why were they back? She’d already been punished. Why show up here, why now? Would they reappear in her life whenever they felt like it? She thought of the fragments of the story she’d shared with JD in the parking lot. Did the Furies know? Had she brought them back?


She swung her head in all directions, but the laughter seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at the same time. She started to retreat, moving backward slowly at first and then faster, faster. She turned, leaving the flag. Breathing hard in the night air. She moved toward the park gate, not daring to look behind her.


Suddenly, just before she reached the chain-link fence that bordered the park, a sharp icicle fell from above, soundlessly. Em yelped as it scratched her arm like the tip of a knife. And then icicles were raining down on her, piercing and deadly. Making no sound save the smallest whoosh.


She sprinted down the street but then tripped on a branch, landed on all fours, and skidded on the ice. She heard her jeans rip and felt tiny bits of dirt and salt cut into her knee. Her bag fell from her shoulder. And all the while there was that laughter, shimmering and bouncing like light on a lake. She couldn’t see them, but they were here. She could feel them.


“Don’t you dare come back here!” she shouted as she shakily got to her feet. “I stopped myself! I kept my promise!” She grabbed her bag from where it had fallen and frantically retrieved the stuff that had tumbled out of it. She could feel how panicked she looked, scrambling around on the dark street for her phone, her powder compact, her keys. It made her angrier. She yelled into the night air, “I’ve paid enough!”


She stumbled the last few yards to her driveway, then in through her front door, slamming it behind her, breathing hard. Only inside, away from the moon and the snow and the tree branches that seemed to grab for her, did the echoing laughter diminish.


Em pulled herself upstairs. I didn’t do anything wrong this time. I didn’t say too much, she told herself. I’m safe. But somehow she didn’t feel reassured. This was a warning. She put her cold hands to her face in an effort to ease her burning cheeks. Either the flag or the wind had lashed her skin raw.





CHAPTER TWO



In the dusky tower of her aunt Nora’s old Victorian on the corner of South Main and Maple streets, Skylar McVoy was unpacking the last of her things from a purple duffel bag. She plugged her iPod charger into the wall, arranged a small collection of nail polishes on the rickety dresser in the corner, then draped a few scarves over the edge of the mirror. She surveyed the room—its hardwood floorboards, the bay window that looked out onto the street below, the full-sized bed with its curved metal frame. Her new home. It would take a while to get used to. The whole place was so . . . New England—wooden, salty, and cold. Nothing like her old home in Alabama, where the wall-to-wall carpeting and cheap plastic furniture seemed to radiate with heat. She shivered, tucking her shoulder-length, dirty-blond hair behind her ears before pulling the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head. Maybe she’d ask Nora for a space heater.


As if on cue, there was a knock on the bedroom door.


“Come in,” she said, surprised at her aunt’s respect for her privacy. With her mom and Lucy, there had been no knocking, no boundaries.


“How are you settling in?” Nora cast an eye at the scarves, the lineup of Skylar’s shoes at the foot of the bed, the empty suitcases waiting to be shoved into the closet. Skylar was struck, as she always was, by how little Nora looked like her mom. Where her mom was skinny and hard and fake blond, Nora was soft and rounded, with wavy hair that showed just a few streaks of gray. And she smelled of plants. Dirt. In a good way. “Is there enough room in the dresser for your clothes? I put the flannel sheets on the bed—it can get pretty chilly up here.”


“It’s fine, Aunt Nora,” Skylar said, smiling. “Thank you.”


Nora had bought Skylar’s plane ticket the very night her mom had landed in jail for driving drunk—for the third time. “You’ll spend the rest of the school year here,” Nora had said on the phone that evening, “and we’ll see what happens after that.”


But Skylar and Nora had both known the truth: Skylar was moving to Ascension for good. Life in Alabama was bad enough before Lucy’s accident, but over the past year it had gotten unbearable. Her mom had been drinking more than ever, raging around the house when she wasn’t smoking cigarettes listlessly in front of the television. She’d been bringing home random guys who didn’t even pretend to want to learn Skylar’s name. The emotional distance Skylar had felt for years became physical distance too. She would go days without even seeing her mother; sometimes she didn’t even miss her. Her life had become a nightmare.


In effect, Nora had rescued Skylar. And so Skylar was determined to overlook and grow accustomed to all of her aunt’s oddities, like her eerily encyclopedic knowledge of Ascension’s history and her funny nervous giggle. Not to mention the fact that unlike Skylar’s mom, Nora had a steady job—she was a dental hygienist at a local clinic—and therefore a steady income and a stable routine. Skylar was not used to any of these things.


Before she turned to go, Nora asked, “Would you like some tea? I’m just brewing some downstairs.”


“No thank you,” Skylar said. “I’m not really a tea person. But thank you for offering.”


There she was again, eternally grateful. For so much. Because Nora hadn’t just gotten her out of Alabama. She was giving Skylar a fresh start, a chance to be someone new.


“I’ll drive you to the high school in the morning,” Nora was saying, “in case there’s any additional transfer paperwork we need to fill out. We should leave the house by seven o’clock, okay? Get some sleep, and let me know if you need anything else.” She wrapped her burnt-orange shawl around her shoulders as she left the room. “Brrrr,” Skylar heard her say as she padded back down the stairs. “What a brutal winter.”


Skylar turned her attention back to her duffel bag, which was almost empty. There at the bottom was a large hardcover edition of Aesop’s Fables, one she’d had since she was a kid. She’d always loved these stories, and had once suggested to her mother that she recite one for the talent portion of a beauty pageant. Her mom had scoffed. “You think anyone wants to hear you run your mouth?” Skylar had tap-danced instead.


She opened the book and flipped through, looking at the familiar pictures inside. “The Fox and the Grapes.” “The Ant and the Grasshopper.” She smiled and leafed through more pages. She’d always found comfort in stories.


And then, horrified, she dropped the book to the floor with a loud thud. A photograph that had been wedged between its pages skittered out onto the floor. It was a picture of her and Lucy before last year’s statewide pageant, the terrible night when everything went wrong. Her: short and a little chubby, flat-chested, and looking off to the side. Lucy: tall, shapely, and gorgeous, beaming a smile at the camera with her painted red lips, her arm slung around Skylar’s neck.


As always, Skylar marveled at Lucy’s effortless beauty. “It’s too bad Lucy got most of my features,” her mom had slurred, more than once. Her mother had been a pageant queen too, before the smoking dulled her skin and the booze deadened her eyes. She’d pushed both her daughters to fulfill the dreams she’d killed for herself, entering them into beauty contests and talent competitions as soon as they could walk. For Skylar, they’d been repeated exercises in humiliation and rejection. But Lucy had excelled, wowing the judges with her easy grace, assertive strut, and killer dance moves. Lucy had everyone convinced she was perfect.


Almost everyone.


Skylar shuddered. How had this photo ended up with her things? She looked up and saw herself in the mirror. Nothing about her glowed. Her forehead was crinkled in concentration, her shoulders tight, hair limp. She could find none of Lucy’s confidence in her own reflection.


No. The memory of that life was not going to follow her to Maine. Lucy couldn’t cast a shadow on her now—not this far away.


Things would be different here.


Skylar walked to the trash can in the corner of her new room. Calmly and deliberately, she began to tear the photo apart. She ripped it into tiny pieces, and then she shredded even those, until there was nothing but a pile of glossy confetti in her hands.


It felt shockingly good to destroy the photo, in the same way that losing fifteen pounds, painstakingly, over the past year, had felt good; in the same way that the flight from Alabama to Maine had given her a guilty sense of relief. While she’d been flying through the air, her mother had sat behind bars.


Skylar gulped back a lump in her throat as she started laying out her outfit for the morning: a pretty white peasant blouse from Free People, a pink cardigan, her favorite dark-wash jeans, and gray ankle boots.


She had a chance to rebuild her life—no, to build a life, period. To be accepted. To be loved. Her eyes fell on a long silver necklace, and she smiled as she placed it next to the white blouse. Yes. At Ascension High, she would sparkle.


•  •  •


It wasn’t like she’d never walked up stairs before. But the next morning Skylar’s coordination was off, and at 9:18, between first and second periods, Skylar made her first big mistake: She tripped up a flight of stairs. Boom.


She launched forward, catching herself on her palms but practically face-planting. She looked behind her—nothing but a sea of nameless faces, moving together toward their next class. Somebody’s boot struck her bag, and she scrambled to retrieve it before it tumbled down the steps. She got up and brushed herself off, trying not to make eye contact with anyone, her face burning with embarrassment.


Not that things had been going great before that. Her short meeting with Aunt Nora and the Ascension High principal had been less than reassuring. Principal Noyes had seemed doubtful that Skylar would be able to catch up in some of her classes; she’d suggested Skylar might have to take summer school. Then Skylar had gotten lost trying to find math, first period. And now stairwell humiliation. She could have been wearing an invisible cloak and she still would have felt like she was being trailed by a spotlight.


After second period—French—Skylar found herself speed-walking through an otherwise empty hallway in what she thought must be the science wing, based on the fact that she’d just seen a portable skeleton dangling in one of the classrooms. The bell had sounded more than ten minutes ago, but she’d gotten lost making her way through the hallways. She was late for Honors Biology, if she could ever find it. She pulled out her crumpled class schedule, comparing the information there with the numbers on the doors. Finally she made her way to room 209. She opened the heavy wooden door with an apologetic expression, only to be greeted by twenty quizzical faces—and no indication that this was a biology classroom.


“Can I help you?” The teacher, a distracted-looking man with glasses and chalk on his wrist, turned away from the equation on the board to face her.


“Um, yeah, I’m looking for . . . is this . . . I think I’m in the wrong place,” she stuttered. The symbols scrawled on the board made it clear that this was a math class. She’d already had geometry first period.


The teacher didn’t say anything—he seemed to be waiting for her to leave. The other kids—who, Skylar noticed to her embarrassment, looked older than her—kept staring at her blankly. Well, not just blankly. The girls looked her up and down. She was frozen with humiliation, and her cheeks were burning. She was sure they matched her pink sweater.


“Okay, thanks, sorry to interrupt.” She knew that she should ask for directions. If this wasn’t the science wing, then where was she? But she couldn’t stand the idea of being on display even a second longer. She felt as exposed as the skeleton she’d seen just a minute ago, as though she’d been cut open straight through the gut. She turned to go.


And then a perky voice rang out across the classroom. “Where are you supposed to be, anyway? Maybe I can help. Right, Mr. Marshall? May I be excused for a few minutes? I really get this section anyway.”


The voice came from a girl with a head of tousled blond curls. She looked just like an angel, Skylar thought, with a perfect, round face and sparkling blue eyes. The girl gave her a little wink, and Skylar breathed for the first time in what felt like minutes.


The teacher rolled his eyes. “I suppose so, Gabby. Just don’t use this as an excuse to meet Ms. Winters for a hallway powwow. I expect you back here in five minutes.”


“Obviously,” Gabby said with a grin and a roll of her eyes. “Em’s in English right now, anyway. She’d never bail.” There were some appreciative snickers as Gabby sailed over to Skylar. “Let’s go,” she said, grabbing Skylar’s arm and tugging her out the door like they were on some kind of bonding mission, not complete strangers.


Out in the hallway Skylar fumbled for something to say. She was angry with herself for being nervous. Fortunately, the pretty blond girl saved her the effort of speaking first.


“Hi! I’m Gabby Dove.” The name fit her perfectly.


“I’m Skylar. Skylar McVoy. I’m new,” she answered, and then mentally kicked herself. Obviously she was new. She might as well have it tattooed on her forehead.


“Thanks for getting me out of there,” Gabby said, as though Skylar had done her a favor on purpose. “I cannot stand math. Which is so stupid because I’m, like, actually okay at it. Not great, but I get it. I just wish it wasn’t so painfully boring. Anyway, can I see your schedule?”


Skylar handed it to her mutely.


“Ah, you have bio now. Bummer. I do not get science. So, we’re going to want to head back toward the cafeteria—you know where that is, right?—and then turn toward the back of the building.” Gabby was walking now, tossing words over her shoulder, and Skylar scurried along to keep up. She checked out what Gabby was wearing—a deep-red tunic, black jeans, and black wedge boots that gave her at least three inches. Skylar could see that without them, Gabby would be short, like her. She tugged on her cardigan, which suddenly felt too small.


“So, how long have you been in town?” Gabby slowed down to let Skylar catch up.


“Just since Saturday,” Skylar said.


“Where are you from?”


“I came from Alabama.” She was about to offer a bit more information, but they passed a group of students standing by a row of lockers, and she clamped her mouth shut, suddenly shy.


“Hey, Gabs,” several of them called out.


“Hi, guys,” Gabby said, waving over her shoulder as she kept walking. Then she stopped, turned around, and kept talking to them as she walked backward down the hallway. “Can’t wait to hear about the hot tub incident.” They all cracked up as Gabby turned a corner. “It’s right down here,” she said to Skylar.


Skylar smiled too, as though she had any idea what the hot tub incident was and why it was funny. Maybe someday she’d make people laugh like that. Maybe someday she’d be in on the joke.


“Okay, here we go. Room 209. That was room 209 too,” Gabby said, moving her head in the direction they’d just come from. “But it’s 209A. Totally dumb system. Don’t worry about it.”


“Thank you so much,” Skylar said, trying not to sound gushy. She’d already come off as enough of an idiot. It was important to try, but not seem like you were trying. That was the rule of the pageant circuit too. Make it look easy.


“No problem, happy to help. See you around, Skylar,” Gabby said as she turned back toward her math class. Skylar watched her go, then looked down to smooth her shirt before heading into bio. Ugh. All of a sudden she couldn’t help but see herself as Gabby must have seen her—plain, lost, pathetic. With a knot in her throat, she opened the door to face the next humiliation.


•  •  •


Flat. Flat and stringy. Skylar hated hair spray, mousse, any type of hair product at all. The sticky-sweet smell made her think of being backstage at the pageants. But her hair, which she was currently fluffing in the bathroom mirror between third and fourth periods, fell limp against her head—nothing like Gabby’s bouncy curls.


As she stared at herself she felt the slightest shimmer of a presence behind her. She whirled around, even though she knew that she was alone in the bathroom. She turned back to the mirror. And then, as though steam was clearing after a shower, the space behind her opened up and she could practically see Lucy smiling at her pityingly.


Oh, it looks fine, Dumpling.


Dumpling. The “affectionate” nickname Lucy and their mom had bestowed upon her in third grade. Skylar leaned against the sink and turned on the water, cupping some in her hand and gulping it down thirstily. She willed herself not to cry, ordering the Lucy in her mind to go away. This is your chance to start over, she told herself. She straightened up, rooted in her purse for a tube of lip gloss, and slammed out the bathroom door. She wouldn’t be late for her last class before lunch.


•  •  •


When she finally made it to the cafeteria later, it was clear where she should try to sit—at the tables below the skylights, each bathed in white winter light, where students were gossiping, sharing plates of fries, and finishing last-minute homework. Everyone sitting at those sun-bathed seats seemed touched by a confident glow.


This was the popular crowd.


Clutching her brown bag—which held some carrots, a small container of hummus, and a yogurt, all packed this morning by Aunt Nora—Skylar headed in that direction. Was she being too bold, parading over to sit in the cool section? It wasn’t like she was going to plop down in the middle of the action. She’d stay on the outskirts, try to smile at people, listen to the kinds of things people talked about here. Although, it might be difficult to hear anything, with that group of whooping boys wrestling and jostling each other just next to the cash registers. . . .


Just as she spotted the perfect chair, right at the edge of the light-drenched area, it hit her. Or rather, he hit her—a guy (one of the wrestling boys) came flying out of nowhere, slamming her shoulder and knocking his tray of spaghetti and marinara sauce all over her white top and pink sweater.


“You assholes! Now I have to get a new lunch!” The guy who’d collided with Skylar was wearing an Ascension High football jacket and still hadn’t noticed that his lost lunch was now covering the front of Skylar’s shirt. She could feel its warmth on her stomach. A hundred eyes stared at her.


“Oh, jeez.” The boy had just turned to look at Skylar. He had short brown hair, a square jawline, and broad shoulders. The name Travers was printed above his right pec on his football jacket. “Look at you.”


She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out other than a squeaked “You—you ran into me.” Great. Her second obvious comment of the day.


“Sorry about these idiots,” he said just a little too loudly so his friends would hear him. “They don’t know how to behave in public.” He grinned at her. “Especially not around new girls. You are new here, right?”


Skylar actually had to concentrate to make sure her jaw didn’t drop. This guy, this cute guy, had noticed her? “You—um—I—how did you know?”


“Hard to miss a pretty girl. I think you’re in my geometry class, first period? I’m Pierce.”


“I’m, uh, Skylar,” she responded. She couldn’t believe she was having a conversation—with a boy—in the middle of the cafeteria, while covered in spaghetti sauce. “Yeah—geometry. I’m the one who asked that dumb question about the sine and cosine stuff . . . .”


“Wanna know my secret?” Pierce asked, leaning in conspiratorially. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a graphing calculator. “Dorky, I know, but I carry it around with me just in case.” He winked. “I also carry this around, for marinara emergencies.” He took off his jacket and then pulled his sweatshirt over his head. It, too, was emblazoned with Ascension’s football logo.


He put his jacket back on but held out the sweatshirt to her. She looked at it, and looked at him, not understanding.


“Take it for the afternoon—no one wants to smell like oregano through their last few periods.”


“Are you sure?” Skylar took the sweatshirt tentatively.


“Yup. You can bring it to me tomorrow. See you in math, Skylar.” And with that, he turned away and headed back to his table. As he approached his friends she saw him push one of them good-naturedly, and peg another one with a french fry. The guys started laughing and high-fiving.


Skylar felt a warm glow in the pit of her stomach. Pierce Travers. It was a perfect name, and immediately she coupled it with her own. Pierce Travers and Skylar McVoy. A football player who was also nice? She almost brought the sweatshirt to her nose to smell him, but remembered at the last second that she was still in the middle of the cafeteria.


In the bathroom she gingerly removed her stained top and replaced it with the sweatshirt. It was huge and hardly matched her boots, but who cared? She was wearing a boy’s football sweatshirt. If not for her nervous expression of a newbie, she might even be taken for the girlfriend of an Ascension High player—maybe even Pierce’s girlfriend. With an unfamiliar confidence in her step, she emerged back into the hallway, ready to face the last few classes of the day.


The sweatshirt was a sign, she was sure of it—a sign that in Ascension, she would get the life she deserved.





CHAPTER THREE



“It’s bad enough that I have to wait until practically dinnertime to eat lunch this semester,” Gabby said, gesticulating with a fork held high above the Greek salad she’d brought from home. “But now I’m not even guaranteed the pleasure of my best friend’s company? What is this? Prison?”


Em sighed. It was fifth-period lunch, and she and Gabby, along with Fiona and Lauren and the rest of the girls, were sitting at their typical table in the junior section of the cafeteria. Or rather, Gabby, Fiona, and Lauren were sitting, and Em was hovering next to the table, having just told the girls that she kind of had plans to meet Drea at the deli for lunch. Big mistake.


“I didn’t know my presence provided such a ray of sunshine,” Em said dryly, trying to smile. Her skin was still crawling from last night, and she couldn’t shake the creeping feeling that the Furies were nearby. She’d agreed to lunch after all—she was going to meet Drea off campus (at the deli, so Drea could get her Reuben) in order to discuss the run-in at the park and the tattered flag; Em had been dying to share the details all day.


But just as she’d feared, and as harmless as it seemed, bailing on lunch was obviously going to hurt Gabby’s feelings. It would destroy the daily routine—lunch under the skylights of the Gazebo, rehashing the morning’s dramas—and forgoing it meant something was . . . off.


Of course, something was off. Obviously Em and Zach’s hookup had caused a major rift, but over the past month or so, she and Gabby had been working hard to rebuild their friendship. Still, it was crystal clear from Em’s distance and her new friends that things were different. Just as she couldn’t tell JD what had happened that night at the mall, she had sworn to keep the truth from her best friend as well. Gabby had no idea what had happened—she didn’t know about the Furies, and she didn’t even know that Em had feelings for JD.


“The skylights provide the sunshine, sweetie. You can provide the skincare tips. What’s up with your skin recently? It’s, like, flawless.” Gabby shook her head, wide-eyed. “I mean, I can’t even see a pore. Sit down and spill. Do I need to change up my face cream?”
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