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FOR ALL THE GOOD SISTERS


IN THE WORLD, BUT ESPECIALLY


FOR MY OWN, AMANDA





Chapter 1


Charlotte Mercer, please report to Principal Blackburn’s office. Charlotte Mercer to Principal Blackburn’s office.”


Static crackled, then the PA system cut out. I could feel all twenty-two heads turn, but I kept my eyes on my paper and gripped my pencil just a little tighter. Even Mr. Mason stopped taking the derivative on the board and glanced over his shoulder at me.


I forced myself to keep writing. Move along, nothing to see here. As it was, the minute class was over I’d be fielding questions about what she’d done. Like I knew.


Mr. Mason went back to the problem on the board, and one by one, the weight of the stares lifted.


Please don’t be another frog.


Last week she’d taken a huge bite out of one of the formaldehyde-soaked frogs in the biology lab. She couldn’t have just nibbled off a tiny piece and spit it out. No, of course not. Apparently the dare stipulated chewing and swallowing, and Charly took her dares seriously. With half the class watching, she’d sunk her teeth into its torso, ripped off the entire left leg, then chewed and swallowed.


When Ms. Dansk realized what’d happened, she freaked out and sent Charly to the nurse, who determined Charly was physically fine (psychology report pending) and sent her along to Principal Blackburn. The whole thing resulted in a two-day in-school suspension for Charly and an hour-long assembly about lab safety for the entire school. Oddly enough, people were so impressed by the whole repulsive stunt, they weren’t even mad about having to sit through the assembly.


Charly missed it. Dentist appointment.


I wasn’t ready for another incident. I’d just decided I was going to hit the next person to ask me what frog tasted like.


The bell rang and Savannah met me at the doorway with an arched eyebrow. She knew better than to ask, but I answered anyway. “I have no idea. Let’s go eat.”


“Hey, Amelia,” someone yelled from behind as we pushed through bodies packing the hall. “Why’s Charly in the office?”


“Don’t know,” I called without turning around.


Dean met us at the top of the stairwell, looking like someone stole his puppy. “Is she getting busted for the toaster oven thing?”


“What toaster oven thing?”


He glanced around for teachers. “You know . . . the toaster oven in the staff room . . . ” He fiddled with the button on his shirt pocket and frowned, clearly trying to decide whether telling me was ratting her out or not.


Dean is one of a hundred guys at Primrose High who would follow Charly to the ends of the earth if he thought there was a chance she might accidentally touch his arm or something. The only difference between Dean and the others is that Charly actually likes him. It’s the platonic sort of like she reserves for the cute, clean-cut boys, but it’s enough for me to make a point of putting up with him.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about and I don’t care. Are you coming to lunch?”


He hesitated.


“Come on, baby face. She’ll probably show up,” I said.


That did it.


The three of us sat at our usual table by the window with the scenic view of PHS’s asphalt parking lot. Charly didn’t show, but a handful of her minions did: Harrison, Dean’s slightly less intelligent wingman, Asha and Liam from drama club, and some tall guy with a dimpled chin whose name I can never remember.


“So what’s the plan for homecoming?” Savannah asked between carrot sticks. For reasons unknown she’d bought a homecoming dress one size too small and stopped eating normal food. I’d already warned her the beta-carotene overload was going to turn her skin orange, but she didn’t seem to care. Apparently super-skinny and orange was preferable to regular-skinny and human-colored.


“No plan for homecoming. I’m going to Atlanta with my dad,” I said, eyeing the door. No Will yet, but it was Wednesday. He had debate team meetings on Wednesdays. Or he used to. Now Wednesdays were probably reserved for making out with Luciana in his car.


“We talking about homecoming?” Sebastian asked, putting his tray down next to Savannah. “Hey, sugar.” He put his chin on top of her head and gave her a quick squeeze that looked disturbingly like a headlock.


“Hey, baby.”


Sugar, baby, honey, cookie, sweetie pie. Good thing I was friends with them before they started going out. Otherwise I’d have to hate them for being so annoying.


“No, Savannah was talking about homecoming. I was talking about going to Atlanta.”


“Enough of the too-cool-for-homecoming act,” Savannah said. “You’re not. And it’s our senior year, so you have to come.”


“Wrong. I don’t. I’ve been the last three years. I already know exactly what happens. You have to go to collect your little princess tiara, but I am free to do whatever I want.”


“So, why is your dad going to Atlanta?” Dean asked.


“He’s giving some presentation at a conference.”


Dean nodded and chewed slowly. “So, uh, your whole family’s going?”


Poor Dean. It would be better if Charly was going to Atlanta so she wouldn’t have to reject him outright again.


“No. Just me and my dad.”


He took another bite of his sandwich and chewed with renewed enthusiasm. I was about to tell him to be careful not to bite his cheek or choke, when Savannah leaned over her tray and whispered, “You know that if you don’t go to homecoming, he wins.”


I glared into her big, concerned eyes. Could she not see the entire table full of people listening? “No. I really want to go to Atlanta. At the Coke museum they let you sample different Coke formulas from all over the world. Think of the buzz. A whole world of sugar and caffeine.”


She sat up straight again. Then, rather than going along with my lame change-of-subject like any decent best friend would, she elbowed her puppet.


“Oh, yeah,” Sebastian said, “I’ve got this friend I’m going to set you up with.”


As if his brain produced its own thoughts in Savannah’s presence. “I don’t want to be set up with anyone.”


“But you don’t even know this guy,” he argued. “He’s cool.”


I knew every man, woman, child, and dog in Tremonton. Very few of them could be classified as cool. “Where’s he from?”


“Tallahassee. I roomed with him at soccer camp. And he’d just come from Bible camp too, so he probably wouldn’t be too freaked out about your dad being a pastor.”


I cringed. “If I was going to homecoming, a Tallahassee import would definitely have potential. But I’m not. Really. I’m going to Atlanta.”


I hope. Dad had been noncommittal last time I brought it up, but he was more distracted than against it. He definitely didn’t say “no.”


So I’d started working on Grandma instead. I told her I wanted to research the Campus Missionary program for next year when I was at college, and what better place to start than the Southern Methodist Pastor’s Conference? Plus I’d have plenty of downtime to work on my SAT prep book and do my homework. She’d been skeptical. She was still skeptical, but I had time to win her over, and as soon as she was on board, Dad would cave.


Atlanta was the perfect excuse to get out of town. I could spend the entire time studying by the pool and watching pay-per-view movies in the hotel room, both of which would be ten times more enjoyable than going to homecoming, or sitting at home thinking about previous homecomings.


Last year I went with Will. And the year before.


A group of skinny little freshman boys in baggy jeans with tough-guy chains shuffled up to the table.


“Hey, has your sister ever eaten roadkill?” the closest one asked.


I stared into the kid’s eyes, trying not to be distracted by the whole face full of zits needing to be squeezed. Did he not realize I was a senior?


“Do you, um, think she’d eat roadkill if I dared her?” he continued. His friends had started to inch backward.


“Please go away.” I turned back to my turkey sandwich.


“Denied,” one of the friends muttered as they wandered off.


Savannah pushed her plate of carrots aside and put a sympathetic hand on my arm. “Are you sure about homecoming?”


I closed my eyes, and willed myself to not flinch. She meant well. And she was right, if he showed up at homecoming with Luciana and I stayed away, I’d lose. People would assume I was sitting in front of a TV with a bag of powdered-sugar mini-donuts.


But did it matter? They all assumed that he dumped me last April anyway.


“I’m sure,” I said, and took a bite out of my apple.


Savannah didn’t know why we’d broken up, and I couldn’t explain it to her. I couldn’t even explain it to Charly. And I was guessing the gorgeous Brazilian rebound didn’t know either.


Will knew. And I knew.


“SHAZAM!” Charly’s tray clattered as it hit the table across from me, fruit punch sloshing over the lip of her cup. She didn’t notice. “I just survived a trip to Blackburn’s cave.”


I dropped a napkin on the juice spill. “Dare I ask why?”


“I put my bra on over top of my shirt after PE, and Señora Lopez freaked when she saw me in the hall.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. Probably because she’s mean and uptight.”


“No. Why would you wear your bra over your shirt?”


She frowned. Clearly why had not come up yet. “Because I thought it would be funny. And it was, by the way.”


“I’m sure Blackburn thought it was hilarious.”


She put a fry in her mouth and grinned. “I told him I was protesting sweatshop labor in India and wherever else they make bras, and it was like he’d been hit by a tranquilizer dart. He started talking about protesting the Vietnam War when he was young and some other crap I wasn’t really listening to.”


Dean and Harrison laughed. The thespians and the kid with no name followed, while Sebastian applauded. At least Savannah rolled her eyes.


“That’s great,” I said. “I’m sure all the little children hunched over sewing machines would be thrilled to know they’ve helped you out.”


“And I will be forever grateful to them for saving me from an in-school suspension. He didn’t even threaten to call home.” She pulled the pieces of her grilled cheese apart and held one in front of my face. The mass of congealed orange cheese product was sweating. “Think this is organic?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“Seriously? You think?” She wrinkled her nose.


“Of course not. Unless space-age polymers are now falling under the organic label.”


She closed the bread around the greasy cheese and took a bite.


“Since when do you care about eating organic?” Savannah asked suspiciously. She thinks she has dibs on living green since her stepdad bought her a hybrid. She’s gone as far as to lecture strangers at the mall for tossing empty soda cans in the garbage.


“Since today,” Charly answered. “Now that I’m a protestor of sweatshop labor in . . . Amelia, where are the sweatshops?”


“China, Malaysia, Guatemala, the Philippines, Thailand . . . should I keep going?”


“No, that’s good.”


“Wait a second,” Savannah jumped in, jabbing a finger dangerously close to my face. “You can’t go to Atlanta. You guys have a big game! Ha!”


I knew it was only a matter of time until that hit her. “I’ll have to miss it.” The words felt wrong even as I said them. I’d never missed a field hockey game. Not even when I’d had mono.


“What? The team captain can’t just skip out on the biggest game of the season.”


“We’ll beat Baldwin whether I’m here or not.”


That wasn’t true. I took another bite of my apple and stared at the core to avoid eye contact. Baldwin beat us last year, and was rumored to be even stronger this year. Something about a new German coach and brutal three-hour practices.


“What did Coach Hershey say?” Charly asked.


I glared at her. Whose side was she on? “I haven’t told her yet. Today. At practice.”


Coach Hershey is like a stick of dynamite: small, tightly packed, and deadly. I was still trying to come up with the right way of phrasing it so she wouldn’t explode in my face.


“Homecoming is about football,” I said. “Nobody cares about girls’ field hockey.”


“Apparently not,” Savannah muttered, and folded her arms.


“Hey, speaking of Baldwin,” Charly said, “can you give me a lift out there tomorrow night?”


“Why, so you can spend the evening stealing stop signs?”


Charly had come away from her summer job mowing greens at Baldwin Country Club with a paycheck, a tan, and a pack of total morons she now hung out with. Most of them were dropouts or just going nowhere. Unless there was a possibility of keg stands—then they were definitely going there.


“We didn’t steal them. We borrowed them and then we put them back. Mostly.”


“I won’t even be home from practice until after five and then I’ve got homework. Plus, I need to practice for my choir audition.”


She closed her eyes and shuddered. “You should not be auditioning for choir.”


“I’m doing choir.”


“But you have a terrible voice. No offense.”


Sebastian and No-Name stifled laughs. Savannah coughed.


“Thanks a lot, guys,” I muttered, then turned back to Charly. “Offense taken, and I know I don’t have the best voice, but choir will make me look well rounded.”


“But you’re not.”


“Conversation over.”


“Does that mean you’re not driving me to Baldwin?”


“You need to get your driver’s license.”


That shut her up. She’d already failed the road test twice.


“You don’t want to go out to Baldwin tonight,” Dean jumped in. “They’re the enemy. Come with us to DQ after football.”


If Charly answered, I didn’t catch it. I was too busy watching Will.


He was coming through the doorway to the cafeteria, Luciana in tow, her pearly pink nails and brown skinny fingers curled around his bicep. He was talking, and she was laughing. No, her whole body was laughing—her head thrown back and her other hand touching her throat.


Please. Will is a lot of things, but he’s not that funny.


Adrenaline screamed through my veins, but I didn’t move. I gave myself three seconds. Three seconds to see how happy he looked, still tall and skinny, those same brown eyes and curly brown hair. Three miserable seconds, then I looked down.


Thankfully, Savannah was too busy canoodling with Sebastian to notice. Her sympathy is my kryptonite.


Charly pushed her pudding cup toward me. “Butterscotch. You can have it.”


She gave me a crooked half smile, crooked because when we were ten she’d been standing on the wrong side of my swing during a softball game.


Butterscotch is her favorite.


“Thanks.”





Chapter 2


Come out to the tree with me,” Charly whispered, pushing just her head through my open door.


I didn’t look up from my calculus. “I’ve got to finish this. Why are you whispering?”


“I don’t want Grandma to hear me. She’s still pissed about those jelly jars I borrowed.”


Borrowed. Charly had taken ten of Grandma’s canning jars and used them as pins for watermelon bowling at the drama club’s back-to-school party. None survived.


“I’ve really got to work on this,” I said. I did. In the last hour I’d accomplished nothing—just stared at numbers, and copied out problems, my brain abandoning every effort before I could find the derivative of anything.


I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that next year at this time I’d be in New York, in a dorm room at Columbia, listening to indie music with roommates who wore funky scarves and glasses and got straight As and had Ivy League boyfriends who played lacrosse. Maybe I’d have an Ivy League boyfriend who played lacrosse. Somebody I’d met in one of my political science classes. Then we could go to Yale Law School together and—


“What are you thinking about?” Charly interrupted.


World domination. “Calculus.”


“Tragic.” She shook her head. “You looked so happy.”


Charly pushed the door open all the way. She was already wearing pajamas, a pink tank top and shorts with white eyelet trim, and she’d knotted her hair into messy pigtails.


“You look like you’re five years old,” I said.


“I’ve got snacks.” She lifted a bowl of strawberries in one hand, then two Cokes in the other.


I closed my textbook.


“Are you going to finish my math for me?” I asked as we tiptoed downstairs.


“The answer is c.”


“It’s not multiple choice, idiot.”


I elbowed past her at the landing, kept my lead through the kitchen, and slipped out first, the moist night air swallowing me whole. That air. Warm and wet and suffocating.


It can’t be like this up north. I’ve seen pictures of New York in the fall. People wear sweaters. I could wear a sweater.


The screen door banged shut behind Charly. “Shhhhh!” I said, and turned to see her sprinting down the steps, giggling as she passed me.


“Don’t shake the Cokes!” I called, breaking into a run. Frogs screeched in the dark and I tried not to think about stepping on one. The crabgrass felt like a carpet of dry sticks beneath my bare feet, but I ran anyway, passing her easily. First one to the tree gets the best seat.


The black walnut is ours, mine and Charly’s. Grandpa carved our names into it after we—the three survivors—came here to live. I was a toddler, so I don’t remember anything, not the name carving, not the crash, not the funeral, not my mother. I think us living here was supposed to be temporary, but then Grandpa got sick so Dad had another reason to stay. And after Grandpa died, we just never moved out.


The tree is the perfect distance from the old plantation-style house for us to sit in its branches and chuck the green walnut hulls at the windows. Five points for a wooden shutter, ten points for an actual windowpane, and fifteen points for the French doors or any piece of the veranda furniture. Then there’s the impossible: the rooster-topped weather vane on the roof. Fifty points for the vane, but neither of us has hit it yet. Not for lack of trying.


We’re taking a break from it though, since last week Grandma promised if she saw one more walnut hull on the porch we’d be polishing silver till Christmas.


I swung myself up onto the lowest branch, then reached down to take my Coke from Charly.


Can in hand, I made my way down the branch to the first fork. It was too dark to see, but I know every knot and branch and mossy patch on that tree by touch. I didn’t say anything, just settled with my back against the trunk. Charly found the second-best spot farther down the bough, where it forks again and flattens almost enough to resemble a seat.


Charly opened her Coke. I opened mine too. All around us fireflies glowed and sank into the darkness.


She broke the silence first. “Do you think I should dye my hair red?”


“What?” I stared at her pigtails. Charly has the kind of buttery-blond hair people spend fortunes trying to imitate. “That would look so bad.”


“You think? Ty and Mitch said I’d look sexy with red hair.”


“Ty and Mitch are idiots. I’m telling you, those Baldwin guys have the collective IQ of a chimp. And why do you even care what they think? Dad would kill you.”


“No, Grandma would kill me,” she said. “Dad would cry.”


She was right. According to photographs, Charly looks just like Mom—the blond curly hair, the blue eyes, the freckles. Dad really might cry.


My hair is nut brown and I have all of Grandma’s angles, from chin to hips to knees. If I dyed my hair red Dad would be disappointed in me. Grandma would probably ground me, but only because seventeen is too old for the paddle.


When we were younger, sixteen was the legal age for everything fun: boys, pierced ears (one per ear), cell phones, etc. But now that we’ve both passed that mark, the list of forbidden activities has only shifted: drugs, skipping church, sex, etc. We can’t do any of those until Dad dies. To my knowledge, hair dying hasn’t been discussed, but Charly is a believer in do first, ask later.


She’d earned two weeks of grounding for piercing her ears when she was fifteen. It was dumb of her. I don’t know why she hadn’t just waited three months and saved herself getting in trouble.


“So you’re not over Will,” Charly said.


I took a sip of my soda and held it in my mouth until the bubbles stung my tongue and cheeks. When the fizz finally died, I swallowed. “Luciana can have him.”


“But you’re not over him.”


She said it so matter-of-factly I almost couldn’t deny it. “Am too.”


“I still don’t get why you guys broke up. A year and a half, and it’s just over for no reason?” Charly flicked a strawberry top off her thumb. “I mean, something must have happened.”


Of course something happened. You happened.


“Nothing happened.”


“You didn’t even have a fight?”


I accused him of being in love with you and he admitted it.


“No. We’ve been over this a million times.”


“Yeah, and it still makes no sense—him just breaking up with you out of the blue.”


I chucked a strawberry top at her, but it fell short. “He didn’t break up with me. It was mutual. Why doesn’t anyone believe that?”


“Okay, okay, I believe.”


Charly had been oblivious. As usual. She hadn’t noticed the way Will started looking at her last spring, the same way she doesn’t see how Dean and entire legions of other guys look at her now. I couldn’t even hate her for it. She was too clueless.


But hating Will didn’t seem quite right either. It’s not like he’d actually done anything wrong. I could just feel it, the way his body turned to her when she was around, the way he watched the words come out of her lips when she spoke. He smiled for her like she was sunshine and oxygen rolled into one, like he just couldn’t help it.


If I was mad at anyone, it was myself for not being more . . . something.


“What did Hershey say when you told her you’re missing the game?” Charly asked.


“I chickened out. I’ll tell her tomorrow.”


She snorted.


“What? She worked us hard today. I’d like to see you kick that wasps’ nest.”


“I don’t see why you don’t stay here, and just go to homecoming.”


“Why would I do that?”


“To have fun. Go with whoever Sebastian was talking about, and stop obsessing over Will and his trampy girlfriend.”


“I’m not obsessing. I really do want to go to Atlanta.”


“To quote Grandma, ‘And all liars shall burneth with fire and brimstone in hell,’” she recited, then held out the bowl of strawberries.


I took one. “You’re paraphrasing, but I’m pretty sure Grandma was quoting God anyway. And I’m not lying. I’m finished with high school boys. This year is about getting into Columbia.”


Charly shrugged. “Fine, but Luciana really is a tramp. She sits right in front of me in art, and her jeans were so low today she was showing about three inches of thong.”


“Lovely.” My last swig tasted more like metal than Coke. I propped the empty can beside me.


“Wanna hear my song?” Charly asked, and handed me the bowl.


“Do I ever.”


I’d heard her sing it a thousand times, but Wicked tryouts were only a week away. So Charly poured her heart into “Defying Gravity,” and I ate the rest of the strawberries.


In my opinion, Wicked is a little ambitious for a high school in the rural South whose talent pool consists of overly confident pageant girls. But Charly is better than all of them, so maybe she can carry the show. She has the kind of voice my choir director loves—clear and sweet and perfectly in tune.


Grandma objects to Charly’s Wicked ambitions, but not enough to forbid it. It’s a combination of the play’s name and the fact that Charly’s GPA is bouncing between embarrassing and fatal. I tried explaining that the play is a Wizard of Oz spin-off, but that didn’t seem to make a difference to Grandma. And of course, grades are grades. No sugarcoating a 2.5.


“So how was it?” Charly asked, a little out of breath from the soaring finish.


“Great. You’ll get the part.” If I could just remember what part that was.


“I hope so. I feel like I was born to play Galinda.”


Right, Galinda. The good witch?


I rubbed the branch beneath my fingers, feeling the spongy bark crumble. Dad said Mom had loved the trees in Florida. She grew up in the Canadian Rockies with giant fir trees and other evergreen trees too prickly to climb. I wanted to ask Dad if she ever climbed the trees around the house we used to live in, over on the other side of Tremonton, but I could never quite find the right moment to ask. Besides, grown women, mothers, don’t climb trees, do they?


“I’m starting to feel kind of sick,” I said. “Maybe strawberries and Coke isn’t the best combination.”


“I’ll remember that next time I want to stay home from school.”


A halo of fireflies lit above Charly’s head. I reached out to catch one, but she was too far away. They scattered.


“You know what we discovered out at the golf course?” she asked.


“What?”


“When you light a golf ball on fire you’d think you could hit it and it’d look like a meteor, but it doesn’t. The flame goes out right away.”


“Scratch what I said about the collective IQ of a chimp. There are smarter chimps.” I rubbed my temples, picturing the scene. “I can’t believe you actually did that. I’m surprised the golf balls caught fire.”


“Oh, we had to soak them in gas first.”


“What?”


“It’s not like it was my idea.”


“Yeah, ’cause the cops really care whose idea it was when they’re arresting everyone. You could have killed someone!”


“It was the middle of the night. It’s not like some innocent golfer was going to get a flaming golf ball to the head.”


Unbelievable.


“Oh, come on, Amelia,” she said. “It was fun. Even you would have had fun.”


“If this is the stuff you’re telling me about, I can’t imagine what you aren’t telling me.”


“I don’t keep secrets from you.”


I hesitated, but not because I didn’t believe her. “I know.”


“So will you drive me out to that party tomorrow?”


“No. Again. I’m not taking you out to Baldwin to get into more trouble. The summer is over, the job is over. You have no reason to hang out with those guys.”


The mugginess and the croaking frogs were suddenly too much. I was being smothered.


“I’m tired,” I said. The thought of tomorrow, of field hockey, and calculus, and seeing Will, and pretending to be above it all made me want to fall asleep and wake up next year.


I glanced over at Charly. She’d pulled her knees up under her chin and wrapped both arms around her legs, nothing anchoring her to the branch. Her pigtails shone yellow in the moonlight, falling on her shoulders. A gust of wind, or a sneeze from me, anything to shake the bough, and she’d fall.


She picked up the empty bowl from the branch where I’d propped it, and held it out to me. “You take it in.”


I took it.


•   •   •


Charly went up to bed while I rinsed out the strawberry bowl.


The house was quiet except for the hum of the AC and Dad’s voice floating down the hall. I put the bowl away, then followed his voice to the closed door of his den. The words were muffled, but I could tell he wasn’t on the phone. It was his pulpit voice, or a quieter version of it, but with that same powerful mix of casual and caring he reserved for the Sunday sermon. People heard it and forgot they were sitting in church, not at Starbucks chatting with a friend. A voice like that could call people sinners and they’d still come back next week.


I knocked.


“Come in.”


“Can I talk to you for a minute?”


“Of course.” He stood in front of his desk, dog-eared papers in hand. “I’m just running through the conference presentation again.”


“Do you need an audience?”


He took off his glasses and laid them on his desk. His face looked empty without them. “It’s pretty late, isn’t it?”


I crossed the room and climbed into the leather desk chair. “I guess.”


“Is your sister in bed already?” He rubbed the angry red marks on the bridge of his nose.


“I think so.”


“So, what was it you wanted to talk about?”


“Atlanta.”


He looked confused, but said nothing.


“I just wanted to ask if you’d decided about me coming with you. You know, since we talked about it last week.”


“To Atlanta?” He squinted, as if trying to remember a conversation from last year. “I don’t remember discussing that.”


“We did.”


“Well, I’m sorry. I guess I forgot.” He ran a hand through his silver-streaked hair. “Honey, I don’t think coming to Atlanta with me is going to work. Presenting at this conference is a big deal—I’m not going to have time for sightseeing.”


“It’s not like I’m five. I don’t need babysitting.”


“I know you’re not five, but you’re not an adult,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


He sounded sorry. But he’s good at sounding sorry, or inspired, or pensive, or joyful, or whatever. I stared at the grain in the hardwood floor. “You won’t even notice I’m there. I promise.”


“That’s not the point. Besides, I’ve decided to go up on Monday, and you can’t miss a full week of school.”


“But . . . ” He was right. He knew it. “Can I just fly up and meet you on Friday, then?”


He came over and hugged me, signaling the begging was officially over. “I really am sorry.” He put his glasses back on, and looked instantly wiser.


As I stood up I felt the fight drain from my body. I should have known. Tremonton is a black hole of suckiness and it wasn’t going to let me escape.


“Good night, sweetie,” he said as I left the den.


“Good night.”


•   •   •


I texted Savannah from bed:


change of heart. can u still hook me up


It took all of five seconds for her response:


done





Chapter 3


Against all odds, the state of Florida gave Charly a driver’s license.


“Lord, protect us” was Grandma’s response when Charly came running into the kitchen, waving the temporary license like a winning lottery ticket. Grandma went back to arranging her roses in a glass vase.


“Third time’s a charm!” Charly sang, and turned to me at the sink. She held out her arms for a hug.


“I’m holding scissors.” I snipped the stem of the last pink blossom and handed it to Grandma. Charly settled for holding the little piece of paper up close to my face, too close to even see the writing, like she thought I would want to verify it wasn’t fake.


“Why didn’t you tell me you were taking the test again?” I asked. “Who drove you?”


“Dean. I wanted it to be a surprise!”


She grabbed the Jeep keys—our Jeep keys now—from the hook, and swung them around her index finger. “How do I look?”


“Dangerous,” I said. “Have you called Dad yet?”


“Nope. I’ll call him tonight when he’s back at the hotel.”


His response would be like Grandma’s, but with a smile. Charly amuses him.


“Let’s go somewhere,” she said, twirling around the kitchen, still swinging the keys. “Come on, Grandma, let’s go get ice cream.”


Grandma placed the vase of top-heavy blossoms on the table runner. “Are those centered?”


“A little to the left,” I said.


She pushed the vase an inch.


“Perfect.”


Charly grabbed my arm. “I’m serious! We’re all going to Dairy Queen and I’m driving. You too, Grandma.”


“I’m too young to die,” I whispered to Grandma as we followed Charly out the front door.


“Pray, child. Pray.”


•   •   •


Charly cut off two people on the way to DQ, an impressive feat in a town as small as Tremonton. “Holy crap,” she shouted after the second time. The other driver honked and sped off, flipping us the bird. “He came out of nowhere.”


“Feces are hardly holy,” Grandma muttered. “You’ve got to be cautious, Charlotte.”


“Sorry.”


Grandma rubbed her temples for the rest of the ride, muttering, “Thank you, Jesus, for letting me live another day,” as Charly swerved into the DQ parking lot.


“Or maybe she’s already killed us, and this is actually heaven,” I said from the backseat.


Charly pulled into a parking spot—two parking spots, actually—then we went in and ordered.


“Now that I have my license, I won’t have to bug you for rides all the time,” Charly said between bites of her banana split.


“Good. Here, eat this,” I said, dropping my cherry into her ice cream.


“This is heaven.”


“You’ve cheated on way too many math tests to end up in heaven.”


Grandma raised an eyebrow at Charly.


“She was kidding,” Charly said, sinking her red plastic spoon into whipped cream and fudge sauce.


Grandma turned her steely gaze to me. “Were you kidding, or does your sister cheat?”


I shrugged. Of course she cheated. I’d seen her spend more time copying answers onto the inside of Coke bottle labels than I’d seen her actually studying. “If she cheats, she does a terrible job. What’s your GPA again, Charly?”


Another lie averted.


Charly smiled sweetly and narrowed her eyes at me.


I grinned back.


•   •   •


Savannah loaned me a dress for homecoming. We would’ve planned a shopping trip to Tallahassee, but we ran out of time—I had my last crack at the SATs to study for, and she had extra cheerleading practices. The entire cheerleading squad (Savannah included) actually believed the outcome of the football game had something to do with whether they shook their pom-poms in perfect unison. I’d learned not to mock her aloud.


I didn’t really need a new dress, anyway. Savannah had a closet full of once-worn formals that nobody at school had even seen. Her dad was a judge and worked at the capitol building, which meant she got to dress up and eat lobster and crème brûlée at political functions in Tallahassee a few times a year.


“The green one with the pleats,” she said, after I’d tried on a whole pile of them. “It brings out your eyes and makes you look like you have hips.”


“You don’t think it’s too low cut?” I eyed myself in her full-length mirror. I’d have to wear a shrug or something over it if I wanted Grandma to let me out of the house.


“Course not.”


I took it home and hung it in my closet next to the pink dress I wore last year, forcing myself not to think about how Will had bought me a rose wrist corsage and told me I looked beautiful. But I failed. I couldn’t not remember every second of that night. It was before things got complicated.


I was also actively forcing myself not to worry about my date. I’d talked to Nick twice on the phone, and he didn’t seem too annoying, just typically self-centered. All guys are. He’d mostly talked about his chances of getting a football scholarship, but according to Savannah, I didn’t have to actually like Nick or enjoy myself. The important thing was that people see me looking good, and looking happy.


Charly found Savannah’s dress on Wednesday after school while rifling through my closet.


“Yowza, is this what you’re wearing on Friday?” She wedged her head through the hanger so the dress hung over her T-shirt and jeans.


“No,” I grunted between crunches. “I’m wearing it to the field hockey game tomorrow.”


“Spaghetti straps, huh? Good luck leaving the house in this.”


“I’ve got that angora shrug to put over it.”


She twirled around, watching the finger pleats flare in the mirror. “Do you mind if I take the car tonight?”


My abs were on fire. Coach Hershey’s conditioning program was a relentless progression of push-ups, sit-ups, and planks. She made it clear that if we didn’t feel like puking at the end, we hadn’t done it properly.


“The car?” Charly repeated.


I did my last crunch and collapsed on the carpet. “Take it. I’m going to bed early anyway. Where are you going?”


“That party at Mitch’s I was telling you about.”


“You’re going all the way to Baldwin on a school night?”


“Yeah. Cover for me, will ya?” She pulled my new Abercrombie sweater over her head.


I rolled onto my side and started doing leg lifts. “What?”


“I said cover for me. Sisters cover for each other.”


“I’m not lying to Grandma. She can totally tell.”


“That’s because you’re a terrible liar.”


“So don’t make me. And I don’t remember hearing you ask to borrow that.”


“Can I borrow this?” she called on her way out the door.


I didn’t answer.


•   •   •


After dinner I tried reading the short story assigned for English, but when I pictured the main character, it was Will’s face I saw. I couldn’t help it. And not just his face, but the way he looked at Charly the night I first knew.


I’d been late leaving my study group, and hurrying because Will was supposed to pick me up for a movie. He was always so anal about getting the best seats. But when I got home, he was already there, in the kitchen with Charly. She was wrapped up in telling a story, moving her hands and doing voices and laughing all at the same time. And he was just staring. Staring so hard he didn’t even see me watching from the doorway. Neither of them saw me.


Why do I always end up there? My brain can hijack any line of thinking and force it to Will’s face at that moment, all serious and fascinated and needing.


I hate that face.


I ran my fingers along the edge of my desk. It’s Dad’s old desk, an oak, antique-fashioned thing with lots of drawers and cubbyholes and the name of his high school girlfriend etched into the wood on the far left side—Caroline. Weird thinking of him as a teenager, hunched over his own homework. Even weirder to think of him carving some girl’s name into the wood.


It’d never occurred to me to carve Will’s name into anything, though at the beginning of last school year I’d written Amelia Harmon on the inside of my notebook in ink. Just to see what it looked like. Then I’d taken a Sharpie to it before anyone could see.


I glanced out the window to where driveway melted into darkness. Charly wasn’t back yet, but she had thirteen minutes to make her ten o’clock curfew. Come on, Charly. I didn’t want to see whether or not Grandma would actually ground her for homecoming. As expected, Charly had turned down Dean, but a big group of her drama friends were planning to go together. She’d be pissed if Grandma kept her home.


I tossed my English textbook on my bed and wandered downstairs to where Grandma was pinning pattern pieces to fabric, humming while she worked.


“Another apron?”


She took a pin out of her mouth and slid it through the tissue paper into the fabric. “For Myrna’s daughter.”


“Pretty,” I said, running my finger along the floral print. Shalya would hate it. She’s a hairstylist at Tremonton’s one and only salon, and wears animal print and feather boas daily—not as a costume or a joke. But Grandma has always been better at buying fabric she thinks people should like than buying fabric that they actually like.


Grandma smoothed the wrinkles out of the last pattern piece, her face unusually soft under the yellow kitchen light. Her chin-length silver hair was tucked neatly behind each ear, and her lips were pursed in concentration.


She motioned for the pincushion just out of her reach, so I picked it up and held it out.


“When did your sister say she’d be back? She isn’t answering her phone.”


Cover for me. Like it was that easy to fend off one of Grandma’s interrogations.


“Eleven. She said she was going to ask you if she could stay out late to rehearse for play tryouts. Did she forget?”


Grandma frowned and took a pin from the cushion. “Yes. Eleven is way too late for a school night. She knows that. She’s at one of those drama kids’ houses?”


I nodded and started rearranging pins according to the color of the ball on the end. Avoiding eye contact was essential. “I think they’re rehearsing lines.”


“I’m not sure those kids are a good influence on Charlotte,” she said. “If she spent half as much time doing her real homework as she does dreaming about Hollywood and Broadway, maybe her grades wouldn’t be so terrible.”


Grandma spat out Hollywood and Broadway like they were Sodom and Gomorrah, and I kept arranging pins. It was a stupid lie. Performing arts are not Grandma’s thing. I should’ve said Charly was getting biology help—Charly should be getting biology help.


“I worry about that girl,” Grandma mumbled, more to herself than me. Then her shears began slicing through the cotton.


It was my moment to say something.


I didn’t.


I finished color-coding Grandma’s pincushion and kept my mouth shut, because sisters cover for each other. Sisters lie.





Chapter 4


It didn’t hit me till morning, till I banged on her door for the third time. Usually by the third attempt I got some sort of response, something along the lines of go away or I hate you, but not today.


I opened the door to find hurricane aftermath as usual: clothes strewn everywhere, the stench of Cooler Ranch Doritos emanating from an open bag on her dresser, and some kind of magazine collage project under way on her desk. But no Charly. The bed was unmade, but it’d been that way since the last time Grandma had forced her to wash her sheets. Her backpack sat unopened on her pillow, and my new Abercrombie sweater was nowhere to be seen.


She hadn’t come home.


Panic pulsed through me like a current of electricity. I rewound to last night. Grandma had gone to bed, then I’d come upstairs and fallen asleep reading that short story for English. I remembered waking up to pee in the middle of the night, but it hadn’t occurred to me to check on Charly. I’d just assumed she was back. Or maybe I’d forgotten she was even gone? Whichever. I was asleep. Was I supposed to be babysitting her in my sleep?


My hand trembled as I closed the door. Grandma was in Tallahassee. Dad was in Atlanta. And Charly was . . . somewhere.


I closed my eyes and there was the Jeep, crumpled and twisted and strewn across the highway, glass everywhere. And then I pictured blood. My mouth felt watery and the taste of vomit crawled its way up my throat. Why had I let her go? She was dangerous enough behind the wheel in broad daylight, driving through residential Tremonton. But freeway driving at night?


And I’d lied to Grandma.


I took a shaky breath. I had to slow down. This was Charly, which meant the list of possible explanations was long and crazy. No need to jump straight to dead in a ditch. She could easily have fallen asleep at the party, or gone home with a friend, or done any number of stupid but not life-threatening things that prevented her from coming home. She knew about Grandma’s appointment, so maybe she’d even planned on staying out all night.


But she would have called.


If she showed up at school like nothing had happened, I was going to kill her.


I marched back to my room and looked out the window. No Jeep. Had Grandma’s car been in the driveway last night? I couldn’t remember. If so, Charly would’ve parked in the garage. I called Charly’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. Not surprising. Charging her phone would have required a single functioning brain cell. I chucked my phone onto my pillow and it bounced off, clattering onto the floor. I ran downstairs to check the garage and confirm what I already knew. The Jeep wasn’t there.


I got ready for school fast, forcing myself to think about my day. This was game day, not freaking out day. I had to focus. A bagel, orange juice, a hard-boiled egg, a cheese stick, pretzels, apple, nuts—I tossed the food in a bag, thinking carb, carb, protein, fat, carb, carb, protein. Fueling is a fine art, and I wasn’t going to let Charly and her constant screwing around and inability to think about anyone else distract me.


I called Savannah.


“Can you give me a ride to school?”


“Sure,” she said. “Jeep trouble?”


“No. Charly took it. She . . . long story.” It didn’t make sense, not wanting to tell Savannah. But she’d think I was a terrible person for not calling Grandma and Dad and the cops and the entire world. She didn’t know what being Charly’s sister is like. If I ratted Charly out now, then she just showed up at school, we’d both be in trouble for no reason.


I waited outside her first period algebra class, watching everyone go in until Ms. Barrett came over to close the door. “Amelia, don’t you have a class to get to?”


“Yes, ma’am.” I turned to leave.


I was halfway into the stairwell when Ms. Barrett called, “And where is your sister?”


I pretended not to hear.


I was five minutes late for Chem, but I may as well have not gone at all. I didn’t hear a thing. The image of twisted steel and blood-soaked asphalt kept flickering in my mind, and my chest felt like someone was squeezing it. There had to be an explanation. She was somewhere, safe and oblivious in her self-absorbed little way.


She wasn’t at her second period class either. Or third.


Tell.


But how much? And who? I was frozen, coasting toward a red light, and back when it was yellow I’d been too gutless to floor it or to slam on the brakes.


Savannah found me by my locker before English, holding the lock but not turning the dial. One more class till lunch. Charly was not late. Charly was not coming.


“What’s the matter? You look terrible. Are you going to throw up?”


“No. Maybe.”


“Here, come with me.” She pulled me into the girls’ bathroom.
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