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Beautiful how it all pours out, after dark, after light.
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Parris, the island where it seems girls go to die.

And like always, Luca is the only one to remember Polly on her birthday.

Luca drives with the windows down, air twisting her curls around her face. Maybe that isn’t true. Maybe people do go to Polly’s grave, put down flowers that will sit and rot among the headstones. Perhaps they stop to clean off the photograph Polly’s mom chose, the one with her hair slicked back in a ballet bun and red-painted lips hiding her braces.

Luca wouldn’t know, because she never goes there. That’s not where Polly is, to her. It’s just a box in the ground and a stone in a place far too somber for a girl like the one Polly was.

It’s still early enough that the island is quiet as she drives across it. Not that it’s ever busy, really, but the roads are almost completely empty, every light green as she heads toward the bridge.

It rises up into the blue sky, the only way out of this place. Luca doesn’t drive across, though, but pulls to the side and turns the engine off. She gets out of the car, the stems of the orange carnations she brought with her pressed between her palms. Then Luca steps down, beside the bridge, onto the uneven rocky ground where nobody’s really supposed to go.

But we did, she thinks.

Her and Polly, climbing down these rocks, so they could reach the water below. That’s why she comes here. Or that’s mostly why.

Below her the ocean swirls, a calmness to the waves that’s unusual for this spot, and Luca throws out the carnations one by one, the bright blooms drifting down and down and down until they meet the water. “There you go, P,” she says. “Happy birthday.”

Three years she’s done this. She brings the flowers, she sits for a while; she starts to tell Polly something that’s happening and then stops, because what could she ever say that would mean anything now? School is shitty. Our favorite breakfast place closed. I realized I was in love with Jada right after you died and I told her about the curse and then she stopped speaking to me. What does any of that matter to Polly now? What does any of it matter when Luca is alive and she’s dead?

She was scared, the first time, to come back. To return to this place where the curse had surfaced. But then she had realized that really, this might be the safest place for her to go. After all, the curse never strikes the same place twice.

So she came, the first year, and the next, and now. And Luca will come back in a year and do it all again, like the ritual can change anything. But it means something to her, to do it. It means something that there’s somebody to remember Polly who really knew her. After all, Polly’s parents left the island soon after she died. Jada hasn’t talked to Luca in almost three years, acts like she and Luca and Polly were never even friends. And everybody else, well, they didn’t know her, and they don’t talk about her. She’s sure they have their reasons. Thinking about her is unnerving; they don’t like to look death in the face so close. Something like that.

Luca closes her eyes and remembers that last year, that last birthday. Fourteen years old. Polly is fourteen and Luca is seventeen now, will be eighteen in two short months. There was always that distance between them, Luca being born in the long days of summer and Polly coming so much later, arriving in the world during the spring bloom.

She waits there for as long as she can bear. Maybe it’s an hour, maybe it’s a minute. But when she’s done, Luca opens her eyes and looks down at the water again. She kisses her fingers and then holds them out to the air, her only goodbye to the girl she’s let down the most.

“I love you,” she says, words she never said when Polly was alive. “I’ll see you next year.”

And she leaves. She’s always leaving Polly behind, further and further with each day.
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When Luca wakes on Friday and pushes back the covers, there is a line across her legs, turning her light brown skin golden. A beam of sun pushing through the crack in the curtains.

She closes her eyes against it. Sometimes she is so sick of the sun that she could climb up into the sky and rip it down with her bare hands.

She gets out of bed and goes to the balcony, stepping out into the early morning quiet. Down below, the backyard is a carefully controlled explosion of flowers, surrounding the wide deck and curling past the pool, edging their way along the green, green lawn. At the end of the garden is the beach, and then the ocean, glittering bright under the sun, as it always does.

Luca turns her gaze left, to the edge of the property next door. The house where Polly used to live. The house that has been sitting empty since her parents left, as if people thought it was haunted.

But then this spring it sold, sign outside, and now new people will live there, new people will sleep in Polly’s bedroom and walk her steps down to the beach and it’s really over, Luca thinks. It’s done: no more Polly. This is the last place that felt like she was still alive, the house suspended in time, a living, breathing space seeming to say, I will stay for as long as it takes. I will be here until the truth is known.

But no more.

Luca sighs and steps back into her room. She gets dressed, sort of: high-waisted vintage-style bikini (she does not subscribe to such outdated rules like “fat girls should wear one-pieces,” fuck that) and a sheer black robe, and twists her long curls into a knot on top of her head.

Sometimes she is tired of the sun, but all of the time, she needs it to live.

She makes her way through the house: past the framed photos along the upper walkway, down the soft-carpeted stairs, cutting through the open living room where her sister’s diploma hangs above the piano. Only temporarily, Whitney says every few weeks. Once this internship is over, I’m thinking about going to New York. Or Chicago, or Austin—the place changes, but the fact that Whitney is not leaving doesn’t. No one really leaves Parris. Whitney had gone to college, but she came back, just like everybody else did, like Luca is destined to do someday.

Outside she takes off her robe and slips into the pool and stays there, suspended in the water as the sun moves through the sky and time seems so still.

So she doesn’t know what time it is when a shadow falls on her as she floats on her back.

“Do you ever get out?” the shadow says.

Luca turns over and swims to the edge, holding on to the side and looking up at her sister. “You look like shit,” she says, but she doesn’t mean it. She never means it, even when Whitney looks like she does today: clearly hungover, in last night’s dress, lipstick still stained on her mouth, her long dark hair pulled up in a sloppy ponytail. Whitney is her big sister and always beautiful because of that.

“Ha.” Whitney kicks off her heels so she can sit and slide her feet into the water. “Did Mom ask where I was?”

“I haven’t seen her,” Luca says. “I can’t believe you were out all night. I thought it was a work thing. You hate them.”

“It was,” Whitney says. A small smile is on her face. “And then it wasn’t.”

“You could have called me.” Luca flicks water up at Whitney. “I would have come out.”

“You would have hated it,” Whitney says, and tips her head back, squinting at the sun. “The new people are here.”

Luca sinks a little, letting the water cover her chin. “What?”

“Saw them as I came in,” Whitney says. “So. That’s it, I guess.”

That’s it.

Although it won’t be it, Luca knows. Her mom will invite the new people over for drinks, maybe dinner, and she’ll make Luca and Whitney be there, because it’s polite and nice, and Luca will have to put on a smile and pretend that she hasn’t hated them since she first heard they existed.

“What are they like?”

Whitney shrugs. “I think it’s just two of them,” she says. “A woman and her daughter, I guess. I saw their stuff, mostly. Nice art.” Then she pulls her feet out of the pool. “I’m starving. Are you hungry? Let’s go get something to eat. And coffee. I need coffee, desperately.”

Luca tries her hardest not to look over at the wall that separates their property from the Sterns’.

Not the Sterns’ anymore. Whoever these new people are.

“Yeah,” she says, nodding at her sister. “Give me a minute to change. I’ll meet you out front.”
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A drop of water trickles down Luca’s neck as they wait in line at Darkroom, Whitney’s preferred caffeine dealer. It’s the usual afternoon crowd: moms with babies in thousand-dollar strollers, kids like her on summer break, a few basic white guys stabbing at laptop keyboards.

The line’s going slow. Whitney’s talking to her about what she’s going to wear when they go out tonight, but Luca’s looking up ahead to see who the holdup is, and she rolls her eyes when she sees Isaac Charles at the register, in that beat-up leather jacket he’s always wearing no matter the heat and the scuffed boots with undone laces. Likes to lean into the wrong-side-of-the-tracks stereotype, except in Parris, there is no wrong side. Just the wrong kind.

He’s getting his card out as slowly as he can and talking intensely at the barista—not to her, but at her. “Well, maybe you could swing by after you close up,” he’s saying, running a hand through his short but artfully messy hair. “You know Beth Palermo? Her parties always go all night. You’ll have time.”

The barista is clearly avoiding his gaze, busying herself tapping things into the register. “Oh, I don’t know,” she says. “I have to open tomorrow, too. Super early, you know?”

“So come for an hour.” Isaac leans over the counter. “Come on, Grace. Have some fun.”

“Hey.”

The sharp word comes right next to Luca’s ear, and she lets herself smile as Whitney snatches Isaac’s attention. “Super not it to hit on someone whose job depends on her being nice to you, asshole.”

Isaac flushes, narrowing angry eyes. “I wasn’t—”

“Yes, you were, Isaac,” Whitney says. “And she’s clearly not interested, so now that’s done, you can fuck off and let her do her job and the rest of us get on with our day. Yes?”

He lingers a moment, as if torn between staying and fighting for the barista’s yes, or doing what Whitney says, and then he pushes past them so fast that Luca almost doesn’t hear the “Bitch” he throws over his shoulder.

Almost.

The barista visibly relaxes and Luca watches out the door, watches him striding down the street. “He is such a dick.”

“That he is,” Whitney says, and then it’s their turn to order and the barista is saying thank you to Whitney, and Luca turns, gaze moving along the line behind them. And that’s when Luca notices her.

The new girl.

Has to be, because Luca knows everybody on this island, if not by name then at least by face, and she would remember a face like this girl’s. Would certainly remember an Asian girl, because Parris is exceedingly white and Luca is a mixed-race Black girl and those are the things you keep track of in a place like this.

She’s tall, dark hair cut blunt at her shoulders. Wide eyes and a mouth to match, and as Luca watches, the girl sinks her teeth into her lower lip, staring up at the board.

Some small part of Luca that has lain dormant for years sets alight.

Look away, she thinks. Look away look away look away—

“Luca.” Whitney’s looking at her, eyebrows raised. “What do you want?”

“Oh. Sorry,” Luca says, and then she gives the barista her order and Whitney pays and then says, “I have to pee,” and disappears.

Luca moves down to wait at the end of the counter and pulls out her phone so that she has something to look at other than this girl.

She’s staring at it when someone says, “I love your nails.”

“What?” Luca looks up and the girl is next to her now. Up close Luca can see the deep brown of her eyes and a tiny scar below that bottom lip.

Do not look at that scar. Do not look at this girl like that. She took Polly’s house and you are supposed to hate her, right, that’s what you decided, isn’t it?

“Your nails,” the girl says. “I always rip mine off. But yours are perfect.”

“Oh,” Luca says, and she looks at her fingers, tipped with almond-shaped acrylics, bright red for now. “Thanks.”

“I’m Naomi,” the girl says. “Fontaine.”

Do not play nice with her. What would Polly say?

Luca pushes her hair over her shoulder and gives the girl—Naomi—a tight smile. “Luca Laine Thomas,” she says, the way she always does when she says her name, partly because it is her name and partly because she’s always loved the way it sounds out loud. And then, because it feels like Naomi has the upper hand and she does not like it, Luca says, “You moved into the Stern house. Right? On the north shore.”

Naomi looks surprised. “Yes,” she says. “How did you know that?”

“Not many secrets in Parris,” Luca says, and then Whitney is back.

“Hey,” she says, and notices Naomi. “Hi. Oh! New girl. Right?”

Luca gestures between the two of them. “Whit, this is Naomi. Naomi, my sister, Whitney.”

“Naomi,” Whitney says, drawing it out in that way she likes to do. “I wondered when we’d meet you. We’re neighbors, you know.”

“Oh,” Naomi says, glancing at Luca. “No. I didn’t know.”

A different barista sets their drinks down in front of them, and Whitney looks at Luca with a shine in her eyes that Luca knows all too well.

Naomi’s phone chimes, and Whitney takes full advantage of the second Naomi takes to look at it, away from them.

She’s cute, Whitney mouths.

Don’t, Luca mouths back.

But of course she does. “You should come out with us tonight,” Whitney says. “Meet everyone. I mean, you’re gonna meet them all eventually, but it’s better if you’re with us.”

“Tonight?” Naomi looks up and bites her lip again.

Luca looks away.

“Sure,” Naomi says after a moment. “It’s not like I’m doing anything else, so—”

“Perfect.” Whitney grabs their drinks and heads to a table. “Luca, give her your number, okay?”

She’s subtle as a brick through a window, but Naomi is looking at Luca and does not seem horrified. “You sure you want to come?” Luca says, a weak attempt at loyalty, still. “These things can be kind of… intense.”

Naomi does not back down. “I like intense,” she says.

Luca sighs. “Okay,” she says. “Give me your phone.”

After she’s tapped her number in, she hands the phone back. “Thanks,” Naomi says.

And Luca gives her another smile, sharper this time. “Don’t thank me yet.”
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They eat dinner with their parents, a once-a-week event put in place shortly after Polly’s death. A coincidence, Luca knows she’s supposed to believe, as if her parents haven’t always been completely transparent, as if she didn’t see it for the how to deal with your mentally unstable child in the wake of a tragedy suggestion it really was. But it’s okay, doesn’t bother her. She knows—has known since she went to her first therapist at eleven—that her parents don’t really know how to treat her, because neither of them knows what it’s like to have a brain like Luca’s. But they try, and isn’t that what counts? They pay for good therapy and her medication; they do things like the family dinner and vacations when they would rather be working, because it’s the best they can manage. And if her other options are the kind of parents who don’t believe in mental illness, or the kind who would cling and monitor her every move, then Luca is glad she has the clueless-but-well-intentioned kind. It gives her a freedom, a space, where she doesn’t have to pretend to be the good, sweet girl who just gets a little sad every once in a while.

Luca spins her fork through her pasta as her mother grills Whitney about her internship at the law firm. Besides, these dinners may have started as a response to what happened to Polly, but now they are more just regular dinners, the specter of Polly fading away, like she has from most people’s minds.

The thing about Polly’s death, her disappearance and reappearance in the shallows, is that it was not unusual. Maybe for another idyllic place it would be, but Parris is not like that. And the strange thing about growing up on this island, having it be part of you and you part of it, is that you forget these events don’t happen everywhere, not in the way they happen here. You forget that not everywhere has the stories Parris does—Polly, lungs filled with salt water.

The daughter burned to ash.

The pageant queen left for dead in an alley and the girl on the yacht—all of them, these violent bursts that rip through Parris, leaving razor-edged holes behind.

You forget that not everywhere is cursed.

“We met the new people,” Whitney is saying now, bringing Luca back to the moment. “Well. We met the daughter.”

“Oh, you did? We should have them over,” her mom says, and the lights of the dining room chandelier catch the gold in her blond hair as she turns to Luca’s dad. “What do you think, Nick? Drinks? Next week, maybe?”

“Tuesday could be good.” Her dad takes out his phone, even though the rule is no phones at the dinner table. “I have a dinner on Monday and the investors’ meeting will run late on Wednesday, so yeah, Tuesday or Thursday should work.”

“I heard the daughter is about your age, Luca.” Her mom takes a piece of bread and rips it in two. “Is she nice?”

God, I hope not, Luca thinks. But she smiles at her mom and says, “I guess.”

“We’re taking her out tonight.” Whitney reaches for the bottle of wine and tops up her glass, the liquid spilling out sunset pink. “Being good neighbors, you know.”

Luca raises an eyebrow. “You just want to make sure she knows who’s in charge around here,” she says, and laughs when Whitney gives her the finger.

“Be civil,” her dad says with an exasperated laugh. “Can we not just have one nice dinner?”

“Nicholas,” Whitney says, even though she and Luca both know how much it irritates their father when they call him by his first name, like it annoys their mother when they call her Emilia, too. “All we do is have nice dinners. There were three different charity auctions last week alone. If I have another server shove another truffled Camembert tartlet in my face, I’m absolutely going to lose it.”

Their mom stands, reaching for the bottle. “Just, please,” she says, “behave yourself tonight. Okay?”

Under the table Whitney kicks Luca, and Luca puts on a pretty smile for their parents, the reassurance that their girls are the good ones, of course they are. “Don’t we always?”



When dinner is done, her parents leave for whatever they’re doing tonight, and Luca and Whitney go get ready.

Luca can hear Whitney singing in her shower even from down the hall, and she loves her sister but she is a truly terrible singer, so she closes the door and turns up her music to drown Whitney out.

She changes her clothes—a black top that slips off each shoulder, a pair of tight black jeans, a gold chain at her throat—and then sits at her dressing table to begin the slow process of painting on a face. Not slow because she wears so much makeup, or is a perfectionist, but because she likes to take her time. It’s calming, the routine of it. Filling in her brows, a high arch like Hedy Lamarr, slicking on shiny lacquer for a Josephine Baker mouth.

It’s the routine and the memory of being five years old, playing with her mom’s powder brush, Emilia applying her own lipstick to Luca’s lips so they could match, for the five minutes before she wipes it off again.

The eyeliner takes the longest, the nerve necessary to carve out the clean-cut flick on her eyelids, but Luca is practiced in this and sits back, satisfied, to admire her work when she is done.

When her phone buzzes, she checks it: one new message from Naomi. is it okay if i get a ride with you? i don’t drive and also i don’t know where the fuck i’m going

Luca laughs and types fast. duh, of course, did u think we were gonna let u go by yourself anyway?

Naomi’s response is almost instant. idk maybe ur into new girl hazing. should i come over when i’m ready?

sure. ring the bell, i’ll listen for you

Luca sets her phone down, and there is something in the top corner of her phone that she has looked at a hundred times today but has not registered before now, right now, this very moment.

Today is the nineteenth.

Today is the nineteenth and somehow Luca missed it, even though Polly’s birthday falls four days before, even though she always remembers.

Except for this year, when she has forgotten that today marks the day that Polly disappeared.

“Shit,” she says, her panic making the word an even uglier sound. “Shit, shit.”

She has always thought it cruel, this chain of days. First Polly’s birthday, then her vanishing, then her death. A neat row beginning with the best and ending with the worst.

But even so, she has not forgotten before, and this is how it starts, isn’t it?

This is how I begin to forget her.

Luca sits forward, her chest tight and her breath coming shallow. Not now, not now, she thinks, because this feeling she is all too familiar with. The anxiety that plucks at her nerves and twists deep into her brain and makes her think things she would rather not, the obsession that makes her focus in on those thoughts, again and again and again and again and—

Her eyes fix on the tweezers lying on the dressing table, their sharp little ends, and here it goes, here it starts, pick them up push them into your palm drive them hard until they pierce the skin until there’s blood, and think about it, picture it, keep picturing it, keep picturing it—

Her bedroom door opens. “You ready?” Whitney says. “Madison called and said—Luca. What’s wrong?”

Luca holds out her hand but she cannot speak yet, and Whitney, because she knows Luca and she knows this, comes into the room and closes the door and kneels on the floor as she takes Luca’s hand.

“Okay,” Whitney says, half a whisper. “Okay, we’re just going to sit here. And it’ll be okay in a minute.”

Luca breathes in cycles: in two three four, hold two three four, out two three four five six seven eight.

She breathes, and counts, and holds her sister’s hand until her heart rate slows and the thought about the tweezers does not scare her. “All right,” she says eventually, finally. “I’m all right.”

When Whitney sees she is really okay, she stands and takes Luca’s chin in her hand. “What happened?”

“It’s May nineteenth,” Luca says. “And I forgot. We all forgot.”

She watches Whitney’s expression shift a hundred times in a split second and then Whitney leans down, puts her forehead against Luca’s. “Shit,” she says.

“Yeah,” Luca says. “Same.”

“This doesn’t mean anything.” Whitney pulls back and looks at her. She has their mother’s eyes, soft hazel, where Luca has the same almost-black ones as their father. “You know it doesn’t mean that you don’t love her, or miss her. It’s only this one day. You remember her all year round. This doesn’t mean anything.”

Luca rubs her thumb over her bottom lip. “I’m going out tonight,” she says, “with the girl who lives in Polly’s house now. A girl I promised myself I would hate.”

“Why? Because her mom bought their house?” Whitney shakes her head. “You think Polly would care about any of that?”

Luca stays quiet.

Whitney tugs on one of Luca’s curls. “She grew up here,” she says. “Polly was one of us. She knew us, she knew you, and she knew exactly how much you loved her. If you think she would be pissed because you didn’t remember that today was the day, you’re wrong. Okay? So we’re gonna go out now, we’re gonna take that new girl out and show her who we are and know that she is not some kind of replacement, okay? No one could ever replace Polly.”

“I know,” Luca says quietly.

“I know you do.” Whitney pulls Luca to her feet. “So come on. We have places to be.”

And Luca lets Whitney lead, and she thinks, I am sorry, Polly, I’m sorry, and then she shuts the door on the moment.
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It’s a party like any other, because this is how it always is, and Luca lets Whitney lead the way, like she always does. She is always following in the wake of her sister.

Tonight there is this new person between them, Naomi following Whitney into Beth’s, and Luca thinks that if things were reversed, if she were the new girl walking into the party, then she’d be majorly anxious, but Naomi doesn’t seem nervous at all.

She’d been walking up to the house when Luca and Whitney opened the door to leave, and Luca had still been a little shaky, but Naomi had flashed this bright gleaming smile and maybe Luca is easy but she felt better after that.

“Come on,” Whitney says over the music as they walk through the open-plan house, a constant flow of people around them. Beth’s parties are always packed, the place everyone wants to be, when she lets them. “I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

“Everyone?” Naomi looks over her shoulder at Luca.

Luca shrugs. “You’ll see.”

Outside is where the crowd is, and over by the pool there’s a fire pit currently surrounded by Everyone: Madison Rivers and Carter Muszynski and Beth Palermo, the kind of names other kids on the island just know, the same way they know Whitney and Luca Laine Thomas. They’re Whitney’s friends, really, but Luca has known them all her life too, from junior sailing to ballroom classes to getting quietly drunk at fundraisers, and Madison has been best friends with Whit for so long that Luca almost thinks of her as another sister. As the three of them approach Everyone, Luca gets this feeling like she doesn’t want to do this, doesn’t want to introduce Naomi to them, because they’ll love Naomi and then they’ll take her in, subsume her, and Luca wants this girl all to herself.

She doesn’t stop, though, only keeps following her sister over there. Watches as a pair of skinny white boys in too- carefully shredded jeans approach the fire pit, lean in toward Carter, and say something that makes Beth, sitting in Carter’s lap, wrinkle her nose. Carter waves them off, and the boys hang there for a moment, as Beth turns and stares them down. It’s not until she bares her teeth that they scatter, slinking off like wounded puppies.

Every party, same thing. People who still think of Carter as the island’s best and brightest dealer, a reputation he’s never going to shake.

But then they are there at the fire themselves, and Everyone looks up and lights up when they see the sisters there. “Finally!” Beth says. “What took you so long?”

“What up, losers.” Whitney falls into her natural place next to Madison. “This is Naomi. She just moved in next door to us. Naomi, this is”—she points—“Madison, Beth, and Carter.”

Luca sits on the only empty couch and gives Naomi a nod, so she sits next to Luca. “Be nice to her,” Luca says. “By which I mean absolutely do not be yourselves.”

Madison laughs, and in the firelight she glows: her perfectly white teeth, her golden hair, the diamond on her left ring finger. “Aren’t we always nice?” she says, an amused lilt to her words that says she knows exactly how not-nice they can be, when they choose to. “Anyway—hi, Naomi! Please ignore these two wicked witches!”

Naomi pushes her dark hair behind one ear, a small smile on her face. “I’ll try,” she says.

Luca notices the semi-lost look on Naomi’s face and leans over to speak into her ear. “Okay,” she says, “so, we’ve known Madison forever, and she’s engaged to a guy she met in college, but he’s not here, he’s never here. I mean, she says he likes us but I don’t buy it. And then we have Carter, kind of an asshole but mostly not, and mostly not to us. Likes to think he’s a reformed asshole anyway, especially now he’s not dealing anymore. Beth’s the best, an angel—except for when she and Carter are in an off phase, which is almost every other week. I think they might be on right now, but who can even keep up?” She pulls back and arches one eyebrow. “Does that help? Or did I make it worse?”

Naomi lets out a small laugh. “I got it,” she says. “I think, at least.”

“Speaking of witches,” Carter’s saying loudly, drawing Luca’s attention back to him, “better be careful tonight. It’s a full moon.”

“Oh, please,” Beth says. “Can you not?”

“Not what?” Carter says. “I’m just saying we all need to watch out. The curse hasn’t struck in a while, and we all know what the full moon means.”

Luca feels her cheeks warming, and the way Whitney glances over at her. The curse, right. Always a funny topic to bring up on nights like this, around the fire, sloppy-drunk storytelling, like it’s nothing more than that.

They all believe it’s nothing more than that, Luca thinks.

“Come on,” Whitney says loudly. “We’re not telling stupid stories tonight.”

“I’m just saying,” Carter repeats. “Witches burn, right? Just like that girl Isla Hollinghurst burned up in that house fire.”

“Stop,” Whitney snaps. “We are not talking about the curse.”

Carter’s eyes narrow. “Fine. Fuck a curse,” he says. “Why don’t we talk about the real reason she didn’t make it out?” He grins, and there’s a cruelty to it. “Why don’t we talk about how it was her brother who set the fire and left her in there to die?”

There’s a second of silence, like they all can’t believe Carter actually said it—Luca can’t believe Carter said it, that quiet, ugly rumor about Justin Hollinghurst, how he’d hated his younger half sister and her claim to his inheritance enough that he locked her bedroom door from the outside before setting the house on fire

But that was all it was, an ugly rumor. An explanation the people of Parris whispered to each other, Luca knew, because the very idea of the curse made them so uncomfortable.

Still, Beth makes a noise of disgust at her boyfriend’s words. “Let go,” she says, jerking out of Carter’s grasp, and he does, so quickly that Beth slips all the way from his lap to the ground, slamming into the tile.

“Jesus!” Madison says at the same time Beth says, “Fuck, that hurt!”

Carter puts his hand out to help Beth up, but he’s laughing at the same time and Beth ignores him, stands up all by herself. “You are such an asshole,” she says, shoving him. “You know what? Find somewhere else to sleep tonight.”

Beth stalks away and Madison sighs. “Do you have to be this way, Carter? Do you try, or does being a dick come naturally?”

Now Carter makes a face. “It was a joke! Come on, no one really believes—”

“Oh, it comes naturally,” Whitney says without looking in Carter’s direction, and she gets to her feet. “I guess I’ll go after her then, shall I?”

She doesn’t wait for an answer, just walks off after Beth.

Luca looks at Naomi. “And that’s our cue.”

Luca gets up and grabs Naomi’s arm, pulling her away from the fire pit and through the expansive yard toward the bar area. When they’re halfway there, she realizes what she’s done and burns a little, self-conscious, and drops Naomi’s arm. “You want a drink?” she says over her shoulder, hoping Naomi can’t see the flush in her cheeks.

“Jack and Coke,” Naomi says. “So. That’s everyone, then.”

Luca winces as they join the line. “Sorry,” she says.

“It’s fine, they’re your friends. No judgment.”

Luca considers this. Are they her friends? Madison is the one she’s closest to, by virtue of her being Whitney’s forever best friend, Luca always trailing them around the Riverses’ estate when they were kids. Beth is cool, but the kind of cool that means she lets Luca borrow her shoes more than that they keep each other’s secrets. And Carter? He’s always been there, the one who rolled them their first joints, the one they taught the reality of periods and bras and feminism to. She does love them, but truly, they are Whitney’s friends first. Luca had always had Polly, and Jada.

Then Polly died, taking all her understanding of Luca with her, and Jada turned her back when Luca became too much for her. So now her sister is the only one she really has left, the one person who knows the unvarnished, unsweetened version of her.

But that feels like a lot to say to Naomi, something she doesn’t need to hear, so instead Luca nods. “This is Parris,” she says, like that’s an explanation. “You get twisted up with people before you can even talk and then it’s sixteen years later and you realize you can’t imagine a world without their annoying asses in it.”

Naomi looks somewhere past Luca. “I had a friend like that,” she says, and then her mouth drops open, like she’s surprised she said it.

“You’re not friends anymore?” Luca grabs two cups: one for Naomi’s Jack and Coke, and one for her own vodka and lime—she doesn’t drink much usually. Too much booze is not a good mix with her antidepressants, but one or two is enough to get her nicely tipsy.

“What?”

“You said you had a friend like that,” Luca says. “Had.”

Naomi is silent for a minute, and Luca can feel the space between them filling and then cracking. “Anya,” Naomi says finally. “She died.”

Luca’s hand jerks and the whiskey she’s pouring spills over her hand. “Shit,” she says, shaking it off and then wiping her hands on her jeans.

Did she hear that, or is she fantasizing these things now? Because she remembers, a second ago, Naomi saying her friend died. And perhaps it’s some broken wishful thinking on her part, that this new girl, this beautiful girl, this girl who lives next door, is also in the Dead Best Friend club, but maybe—

“Sorry,” Luca says, shaking her head like it’ll make things clearer. “Did you say she died?”

And Naomi nods, once. “It was a long time ago,” she says.

And Luca wants to say, No, I get it, I understand because that happened to me too, and I don’t know anyone else who knows what this feels like—except for the other girl who was our best friend too, and she won’t look at me anymore.

Luca wants to drop the drinks and pull Naomi into whatever quiet space she can find and talk only about their girls, Polly and Anya.

But then a hand is snatching the cup of whiskey out of Luca’s grasp and it’s her sister, and she’s downing it and throwing her arm around Naomi’s neck. “Are you having a good time?” she says, not waiting for Naomi to answer. “Come, dance with me and Beth. Luca’s a good dancer. Show her what a good dancer you are, baby sister.”

Naomi is dragged away and Luca watches them go and the moment fractures and dissipates. No, stop, go back, she wants to say now. Tell me everything.

But she can’t make time spin backward, and now Naomi is dancing with Whitney, an unselfconscious winding of her hips to the dancehall playlist.

Luca knows what Whitney’s doing, but what she said is true—Luca is a good dancer. And she’s always wanted to dance with a girl like Naomi.

So she goes.



They dance and drink and play quarters on Beth’s parents’ antique coffee table, and Luca loses track of Whitney somewhere around eleven, but she finds Madison instead, almost as good, and they smoke French cigarettes watching some girl show-off diving into the pool, and then she loses track of Madison, too, and Luca’s only had a couple drinks—okay, maybe three—okay, maybe four—but Naomi is keeping up with her and for once Luca is not left on her own the way she usually is once Whitney disappears.

When they both have to pee, they go upstairs, because Luca knows every bathroom in Beth’s house and Beth doesn’t mind if she creeps around where no one is supposed to go, except when they are up there it seems like no one is following the rules tonight, because there are people making out up against the wall and one girl sitting on the floor smoking a joint.

But Luca tries the bathroom door and it’s open, and she points at Naomi. “You first.”

She leans by the door, waiting, and she’s about to pull out her phone to text Whitney, tell her to meet by the pool in five minutes, when the girl with the joint speaks.

“Hey,” she says. “Luca?”

Luca focuses on her and it’s Tiff Lancaster, who drives a ’66 Mustang that Luca covets, and Luca likes her fine, so she says, “Yeah, Tiff?”

Tiff climbs to her feet—Luca always forgets how tall she is, staring down at Luca from a great height—and leans opposite Luca. “May nineteenth,” she says.

Luca shifts. “What?”

“It’s May nineteenth,” Tiff says, and offers Luca the joint. “The anniversary, right? Polly Stern. That girl who drowned. She was your friend, right?”

Luca blinks and she’s in the police station three years ago, sitting on a cold metal chair and staring at the picture of a smiling Polly on the table and trying not to flinch at every word Detective Charles says. She blinks again and she’s down in the depths of the station, a place where she is not supposed to be, but the officer who she convinced to lead her down there doesn’t seem to know that. She’s looking through the glass at Polly’s body, Polly’s dead body on a slab, the skin on her face gray and bloated, her eyes milky and ripe to burst, and she can only imagine what the part of her covered by a sheet looks like, can only imagine the rotting smell of her.

Then she’s back in this moment, the one where it’s as if Tiff knew she forgot, because in all the banal conversations she and this girl have had at parties and benefits and school events, Tiff has never uttered Polly’s name. Not once.

But tonight.

The bathroom door opens and Naomi comes out and her face seems brighter than before. Luca can’t figure it out, but then she understands it’s just Naomi’s lipstick, the fresh slick of red she must have applied while she was in there. “Hey,” she says, looking between Luca and Tiff and then at the joint in Tiff’s hand, still hovering there. “Okay?”

Luca pushes off the wall. “Wait for me,” she says, her words too fast so they become almost nothing, wayferme, and she turns her back on Tiff-fucking-Lancaster and locks herself in the bathroom.

She snaps the light off, darkness covering all.

The buzz from the vodka is gone, and now that she feels entirely sober again she cannot stop thinking about Polly, Polly, Polly and she is taken over, consumed suddenly by the notion that something terrible is about to happen to her.

The curse, the curse. A thing that nobody else believes in, at least not past sixth grade, when the stories stop being scary and start being the shit that Carter pulled tonight. Stupid games, a way to give your girlfriend a good scare while you sit safe in the confines of your happy world.

But Luca believes it. She believes it, she can feel it, so much that it almost shocks her that she is the only one. That no one else feels the creeping grasp of something bigger than them, hears the hum running deep beneath the island. What else could explain everything that has happened here, that will continue to happen? It is just like every horror movie she has seen, every fairy tale told to her before bed as a small girl: there’s a balance, an equilibrium that must be maintained. You can’t outrun it, can’t outsmart it. It takes what it requires, desires.

In the moonlight coming through the two tall windows, Luca moves close to the countertop. Without thinking too much about it, she presses her wrists against the sharp edge, watching herself in the mirror as she leans her weight forward and feels the pressure building against the skin and ligaments and veins there. She releases a long, slow breath between barely parted lips and then lifts her hands away, eyeing the indentations in her skin.

No permanent damage.

She raises her eyes and looks back at her mirror self. “Nothing bad is going to happen tonight,” she says, her breath clouding the glass. “Stop it.”

When she comes out of the bathroom, Tiff is gone but Naomi’s there, waiting, like Luca asked her to.

“Okay?” Naomi says again, and she’s looking at Luca like she knows the answer is no, and it’s unnerving.

All Luca wants to do is slip into one of the several bedrooms farther down the hall and sleep.

But Naomi.

“Come on,” she says. “We should get out of here before it becomes a total mess.”

She leads, and Naomi follows.






6

They walk home slow, mostly because Naomi can’t seem to manage a straight line, and Luca tries to keep thoughts of Polly out of her head by maintaining a nonstop stream of words in Naomi’s direction, Madison’s wedding is soon and I don’t know why she has to get married right now but I guess they’re in love or whatever, and her boyfriend, wait sorry her fiancé, Peter, he’s kind of boring but whatever, I still think she should get a prenup even though he’s a Van Wyle and she says they don’t need one, they don’t care about each other’s money, but better she’s marrying him than someone from Parris, like remember that guy at the coffee shop today who was being an ass, Isaac Charles, yeah she dated him in high school, well she says a few hookups does not count as a relationship but he was totally obsessed with her, and if she was marrying him she’d need a prenup for sure, but enough about them, I guess Carter and Beth just broke up again tonight, for the billionth time, I mean Carter can be such an ass sometimes I don’t know why he can’t just be normal—

When she finally takes a breath they’re home, and Luca feels her headache beginning. This is why she doesn’t drink too much, she reminds herself. Stupid.

“Is this what it’s always like?”

Luca looks at Naomi as they stop, standing in the middle of the wide street somewhere between each of their homes. “Yes,” she says. This is Parris: late nights and the ocean during the sunlit days and walking home, two girls on their own, as if nothing bad could ever happen to them, even though at any second the curse could find and take them.


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/ZillaSlab-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/PlayfairDisplay-Black.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/DancingScript-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/JosefinSans-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Chapter 39


		Chapter 40


		Chapter 41


		Chapter 42


		Chapter 43


		Chapter 44


		Chapter 45


		Chapter 46


		Chapter 47


		Chapter 48


		Chapter 49


		Chapter 50


		Chapter 51


		Chapter 52


		Chapter 53


		Chapter 54


		Chapter 55


		Chapter 56


		Chapter 57


		Chapter 58


		Chapter 59


		Chapter 60


		Chapter 61


		Chapter 62


		Chapter 63


		Chapter 64


		Chapter 65


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


    		IV


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344








OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/ZillaSlab-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/ZillaSlab-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/images/9781534497450.jpg
“An atmospheric and multilayered mystery.”
—KARA THOMAS, author of The Cheerleaders and That Weekend






OEBPS/e9781534497450/images/title.jpg
Margaret K. McElderry Books

New York

+ New Delhi

Toronto = Sydney

+ London -





OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/ZillaSlab-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497450/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


