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For Joe





Chapter One


I’m the lucky one; or at least that’s what they say. I’m here to squint up at Independence Day fireworks under an orange-hued moon; to fidget in the violet organza of my junior prom dress; to toast under the midwestern sun while sipping peach fizzies lakeside. But sometimes the luck is harder to see.


I was relieved when Jeanie’s parents moved to the opposite side of town; when they stopped going out in public. Finally, their sideways glances, forever sizing me up, would stop. Naturally, they wondered why I’d been spared and Jeanie hadn’t. Was I growing up to be something special? Was I worth it? By the way their faces always pinched together—mouths pursed, brows touching, eyes narrowed into slits—it was obvious they found me lacking. But who wouldn’t be?


Remember that when you judge me too quickly. Remember that I’m a product of something scary and mysterious. People who didn’t even know Jeanie won’t stop talking about it. I lived it. How else could I have turned out? There’s a burden to being the one left behind, even though I don’t remember a pinch of it. A weight always pressing down on me, like Jeanie’s lifeless body is forever hitching a piggyback, steering me with her sticky hands coiled in my hair. I can’t escape her, and I resent it.


Because if I’m being honest, Jeanie probably would have grown up to be nothing more than average. She was chunky at six, her fleshy cheeks nearly swallowing up her pinprick eyes. While all the other kindergarteners were learning to read, she couldn’t write her own name. She was the alto with a lisp in a pack of singsongy chirping little girls. I know you shouldn’t say nasty things about the dead, but since she never had the chance to become something, it’s unfair that everyone assumes that if she had, it would have been bright and shiny. At six Jeanie was one of those dull pennies forgotten on the sidewalk that everyone steps over but no one stoops to pick up; she wouldn’t have been a diamond at seventeen.


Even still, if I could remember her at all, I’m sure I would miss her. I’m told I loved her.


But since I don’t remember her, and everything I know about her is because of what others say, the best I can do is gratitude. Jeanie’s a ghost I owe my life to. After all, if I’d been alone that day, it could have been me who was taken. Jeanie is why I’m here, resting on the banks of Prior Lake, watching my three best friends propel their bikini-clad bodies from a rope swing, practically buzzing with giddiness over the promise of a whole two months with no school.


“So let me get this straight,” Cole squeals with delight over the scent of gossip. “You don’t remember one single freaking thing about that day? Zip. Zero. Nada. Nothing?” She tilts her head and gawks at me incredulously from where she stands toeing the water. Michaela and Zoey continue hiking up the rocky bank. They’ve spent the afternoon scrambling to the top of a large boulder to swing through the air shrieking as they drop into the crystalline lake from a fraying rope. Besides, they’ve heard this story a million times. Every parent in Savage has whispered it as a warning to their kids, voices hushed and foreboding. Every kid rolls their eyes like it could never happen to them.


“Seriously. I don’t remember a thing,” I repeat for the third time, forcing a smile. Cole’s only been in Savage for four weeks, and she’s a breath of fresh air with her diamond nose stud, ex-hippie parents who smoke pot on the weekends, and the breathy enthusiasm she says everything with—like the world’s a dazzling present laid at her feet. I’ve been chipping my coral-colored nail polish off during Cole’s third degree, and I brush the shards from my lap. I look dejectedly at the frumpy lavender swimsuit I’m wearing. I couldn’t find my new white halter, and I hope Taylor and his boys don’t pick today to surprise us.


Taylor Martinson and I have been flirting for months, and I’ve been playing it distant and disinterested. Zoey says playing hard to get is the only way to sink your talons in a boy. And she would know. Zoey’s gone out with as many guys as me, Cole, and Michaela combined. But I am interested. Interested in his lazily crooked smile; his stormy blue eyes; his velvety laugh that leaves my stomach flip-flopping; the way he pours himself into chairs, reclining, stretching long, tan limbs out to take up every inch of space, head cocked back, half laughing like nothing is ever for real.


The only iffy thing about him is the couple of lacrosse boys—the “scum brigade”—he hangs out with. They’re basically like dogs: Any girl’s leg will do. And while that alone wouldn’t eek me out, how dishonest they are about it does. They prey on underclass girls with promises of prom and happily ever after. Once the girls give it up, the boys give them the ax. I don’t hold that against Taylor, though. He probably bonded with those boys over tetherball and roly-polies on the playground in kindergarten. If you consider that, he’s loyal to stay friends with them.


It’s doubtful that Taylor and his “bros” could find us here. This is Zoey’s and my special hideaway. We’re at least a mile away from the nearest cabin, way off the beaten path, and across town from the beaches of Blackdog Lake, where our classmates go for bonfires and swimming. We spend every summer in this spot, dallying away the afternoons, sunbathing topless to get rid of tan lines, and sneaking hard lemonades.


When we were younger, Zoey’s brother Caleb used to bait fishing lines for us in this exact spot. It’s where I had my first kiss in the summer after the fourth grade with Sam Worth. His palms were sweating so profusely he kept wiping them on his jeans. His eyes were scrunched closed, and his lips hovered an inch from mine until I grabbed his shirt collar and pulled until our mouths met. It’s where I had my second kiss, which I lied and said was my first, with Scott Townsend three years later. It’s where Zoey went to third base for the first time and was covered in poison oak blisters for two weeks. It’s a special spot, sheltered from prying eyes and anyone’s expectations but our own.


Cole plops down on her beach towel next to mine and dips her head back, basking in the sun. Thousands of miles from the ocean and she manages to have beach-wavy hair, as if her enthusiasm is generating static electricity. “I mean, oh my gosh. How do you not remember anything?” The cadence of her voice makes her California accent exaggerated. I think she does it on purpose, but it’s cute rather than annoying.


“No idea. For the first few years they sent me to shrinks, therapists, psychotherapists. Eventually, the cops talked my mom into bringing me to a hypnotist who was a total wacko and made me lie on a purple velvet couch as she burned incense and pretended to delve into my mind.” For some reason I lower my voice as I continue. “But no dice. I never remembered a thing. Just like it happened to someone else.” And in some ways it did. I was six years old then, and now I’m just past my seventeenth birthday. I don’t remember anything from that entire day or anything specific from any day before. It’s like someone reached inside my head and scrambled my memory from that afternoon, leaving me with only my name and my parents’ faces.


My earliest memory is of Zoey, stealing a chocolate marshmallow egg out of my Easter basket, the year after it happened. That’s more fitting than you know, since Zoey is a total savage. But she’s my savage, and I love her more than I love anyone and anything.


“But doesn’t it frighten you to be out here?” Cole gestures encompassingly at the wilderness around us.


I want to answer: not usually. “Not at all,” I say instead. “The trees didn’t spring to life and eat Jeanie. Whoever took her didn’t have anything to do with the woods. If I wanted to avoid the forest in Savage, I’d have to be a hermit.”


Zoey swings on the rope and screams, “Boring conversation!” as she plunges into the water.


Fat droplets of lake rain down on us, and Cole sniffs indignantly. “Well, excuse me if this is the most fascinating thing I’ve ever heard. I mean, two little girls are playing in the front yard, they vanish, and then only one comes back. Creepy.” A chill runs from the nape of my neck down my spine. I glance over my shoulder and squint into the woods. I’m usually an unshakable pro at recounting this story—even as a precocious third grader narrating the tale for show-and-tell—but there’s something about today that makes me want to whisper its details, hushed and mumbled so the trees can’t hear.


“Don’t forget the bit about Stella’s hair being braided. Her mom swore it was in piggies when she dropped her off, but she came back with a French braid.” Zoey smacks her lips salaciously as she wades through the shallows and out of the lake. Her blond pixie-length hair hangs in her eyes, and she adjusts her too-tiny bikini top. Zoey has huge boobs; her favorite hobby is making them look even bigger by wearing the scantest triangles to cover up little more than nipple. Zoey is my oldest friend. She was supposed to be there that day, picking juicy red strawberries from the tangle of vines that lined the dirt lane in front of Jeanie’s house, the day Jeanie disappeared. Caleb came down with chicken pox the night before, and their mom put Zoey on lockdown. Funny that an infectious virus likely saved Zoey’s life. I can’t help but wonder what saved mine. The vines of berries were all hacked down soon after Jeanie went missing, like their fruit was poisonous or somehow to blame.


These are the things I focus on: Zoey home that day; Jeanie being taken; rotten strawberries smashed into the ground. I don’t like to focus on my part in the story. Not because I’m traumatized; I’m not. It gives me the creeps, though, that ultimately, somewhere in the never-never land of my brain is what happened to Jeanie. No matter how much I want to, I can’t help her.


There are already too many things in the world that are out of the control of a seventeen-year-old girl. I don’t need another.


Zoey winces, tiptoeing over the pebbled shore. “You know, now that I think about it, you look a lot like Jeanie did.” She props her hands on her hips, examining Cole. “Maybe whatever skeeze grabbed her will come out of hiding and try to snatch your slutty ass. Maybe you’d like it.” Zoey runs her tongue over her lips suggestively before combusting into giggles. Cole manages a laugh, but her eyes cut to the tree line.


I nail Zoey on the forehead with a green gummy bear. “You look nothing like her,” I tell Cole. “Jeanie had bright-red hair and freckles. And anyway, the police think it was a crime of opportunity or something. Nothing like that has happened since, and they couldn’t find any suspects, so they don’t think whoever did it was local. They’re long gone, and Savage is safe and boring again.”


“You’ve got the boring right.” Zoey rolls her eyes and bites the head off the recovered gummy. “And the cops are total jerk-offs, since I can think of at least two handfuls of creepies in this town that I’d consider suspects solely based on how pervy they look.” Michaela cannonballs into the lake and Zoey screams, “You slutarella!” I shield my soda from the splash.


“Change of subject now, please, because this scary drivel is all anyone is going to talk about tonight,” Michaela groans as she wades to shore. She’s wearing a conservative black one-piece; her long, dark-brown hair is plastered to her head, making her large, cat-shaped eyes look like giant mutant almonds. Michaela’s gone to school with Zoey and me since her family moved from Michigan in the eighth grade. She’s on the honor roll, is an insanely talented web designer, and is the founding member of the Female Leaders of Tomorrow club at school.


Michaela is the polar opposite of Zoey in just about every way. She’s reserved and chaste and believes in getting ahead by following the rules better than everybody else. She’s also ridiculously pretty in that blazer-and-jeans-wearing sort of way. Zoey either goes braless or wears a push-up; she thinks all first dates should end with making out and doesn’t think a skirt can ever be too short. Zoey doesn’t follow the rules; she breaks them right in authority’s face, with so much gut that teachers end up stifling smiles. Zoey lives for now, now, now; Michaela lives for tomorrow. I ping-pong between these two poles.


“It’ll be all séance BS and horndog jocks telling scary stories so they can get close and dry-hump you,” Michaela adds, wringing the water from her hair. It sounds morally bankrupt, and maybe it is, but every year for as long as I can remember, the upperclassmen at Wildwood High have called today the Day of Bones. At about this time eleven years ago, I was wandering back into Jeanie’s front yard, where her hysterical mother was screaming our names. At least our predecessors didn’t immediately deem the anniversary of this tragedy the highlight of their social calendars. Day of Bones started out with a bunch of drunk seniors searching for Jeanie’s bones in a demented scavenger hunt—they actually thought they were helping the investigation. I suppose they would have if they’d ever found anything. But I guess it was too much work and not enough drinking. Next it morphed into a memorial and now it’s just a twisted excuse for a keg and ghost stories. A very different kind of “boning” on everyone’s mind. Every year Wildwood students go to Blackdog Lake for a bonfire. Whatever the debauchery, I am basically the guest of honor.


“One more question, please, S,” Cole begs. She didn’t ask if the nickname was okay the first time Zoey brought her to lunch with us. But there was a hopeful quality to the breathy way she said it, and I kind of like it. It’s new, like her. I smile and nod. “So um . . . I don’t know how to say this, but nothing weird happened to you? Like . . .” The apples of her cheeks burn crimson. I know exactly what she’s getting at.


“No, I wasn’t molested or anything. The doctors and shrinks said I was totally fine in that department.” And it’s the truth. There wasn’t one caramel-colored hair hurt on my head, although Zoey is right about it being braided. As far as anyone could tell, that’s all that happened to me.


Michaela kneels at the foot of my towel and digs through her tote. “I’m staaaarving. Are we doing dinner? My mom is sooo not going to let me take her car after last time.”


Her gaze cuts pointedly to Zoey, who rolls her eyes. “Last time” was last weekend, when Zoey thought it was hysterical to tie her push-up bra to the antenna of Michaela’s mom’s sedan before we drove around downtown. It was pretty epic—C cups like a banner in the wind announcing our arrival—right up until we passed the fire chief, who lives next door to Michaela and recognized her mother’s car. Michaela’s parents aren’t as hands-off as the rest of ours. They’re ancient and already have grandkids from Michaela’s older sisters. They’re retired and constantly breathing down her neck.


Michaela stops rifling through her bag. She braces her hands on her knees and waits for an apology overdue by six days. Zoey makes a point to color code the gummies at the heart of her palm just so it’s obvious how much she isn’t sorry. “I’ll drive,” I offer. I don’t want the standoff to continue. Most of why Zoey and Michaela work is that they’re polar opposites, but occasionally opposites combust. More accurately: Zoey combusts. “I have to eat dinner with the parent, so be at my house by eight,” I add.


“But you’re never gonna make it with Taylor if you’re all stiff and sober,” Zoey whines. Cole devolves into giggles as Zoey emphasizes “stiff.”


“Maybe we should have him pick us up from Stella’s and we can watch him ogle her snowballs?” Zoey says, pressing her boobs—or snowballs as she calls them—together. She peeks up at me through thick lashes and bats them flirtatiously. Cole makes kissing noises.


“Not gonna happen,” I shout above their sound effects. Turning tonight into a flirt fest seems disrespectful. And I can’t blow my whole disinterested thing now by calling and bumming a ride.


Even Michaela, who I can usually count on as an antidote for Zoey’s antics, has this giddy grin on her face. Michaela’s sworn off boys until she finishes her early admission apps for college. In the meantime, she’s taking living vicariously through us to heart. “I’ll be DD with Stella’s car,” she says slyly.


Cole cheers and Zoey flashes a conspirator’s grin at Michaela before turning a pout on me. I take aim and lob a gummy bear at Zoey’s cleavage. I lean back on my towel. I can feel Zoey staring, but I ignore her. I’ve been off all day. Ever since she arrived at my house this morning and I answered the door with dark bulges under my aching eyes. Thinking of today made it hard to sleep last night. I’d hash it out with Zoey—the only one I ever talk to about it, since she’s the only one who lived all the aftermath with me—but lately she has zero tolerance for anything that isn’t hooking up or going out.


My eyes close, and I let the warmth of the sun wash over me. The breeze rattles the oak leaves, making them chime like thousands of miniature bells. I inhale the air, fragrant with damp soil and pine needles. Everything is still wet and gleaming from springtime showers. Soon the trees will be brittle and dry, nothing more than kindling for campfires.


The others talk about Zoey’s end-of-the-summer rager, the Fourth of July, and Michaela’s trip back east for college visits. Zoey makes a bad joke about Michaela sizing up the student body at Brown. Cole jabbers on about hosting her first house party next week. I can almost see their vivid expectations for break, brightly colored and shimmering like the fireworks they’re looking forward to, against the backdrop of my eyelids. I let their voices melt away and concentrate on the beat of wings. Overhead a large bird, maybe a hawk or raven, circles. I feel its shadow slide over my torso as it flies above us. The faint babble of a stream slices through the rustle of the woods a few hundred feet from where we sit. It’s full of skinny silver-scaled fish darting around, sparkling in the sun.


“. . . I said I’d totally go, but only if it was a group thing . . . .” I listen in to Zoey. Michaela responds with something agreeable, Cole giggles, and I tune out again.


The bird circles for another loop. The momentary lapse of the sun’s warmth on my skin as the bird eclipses it sends shivers through me. I peek through my lashes and try to decipher the featureless silhouette in the sky. Long, straggly black feathers that twitch in the wind and a white hooked beak protruding from a head covered in what looks like orange melted wax.


“Ewww,” Michaela says. “A vulture means there’s something rotting nearby.”


Zoey glares at the trespasser. “Nothing dead better stink up our cove.”


“Sooo gross,” Cole whines.


Michaela lets her sunglasses dip down the bridge of her nose and studies the feathered creature. “It’s circling over us, though,” she says matter-of-factly. I shiver again. The bird hovers twenty or thirty feet above. There’s a rustling in the brush behind us and the resounding snap of a branch. I whip around and stare into the gloom.


“Jumpy much?” Zoey teases, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. She’d never admit it, but today always spooks her, too. I sense the bird continuing to loop overhead. The shadows are thick in the woods, and it’s impossible to see more than a few feet deep. I keep my eyes trained on the spot where I heard the stick snap. It wasn’t the light crackle of chipmunks scurrying over decaying leaves and acorns, but the heavy footstep of a person.


“Who is that?” Michaela whispers. I reluctantly turn from guarding against the woods. On the opposite shore, a hundred yards away, a figure stands between two tree trunks along the edge of the forest. His face is masked in shadows, but by his jeans and short-cropped hair, he’s obviously a guy. “Is he spying on us?”


Zoey jumps to her feet and yells, “Hey, jerkwad. Stare much? Eff off or we’ll call the cops.” Cole grabs for her hoodie and pulls it over her head. I wiggle on my jean shorts and stand with Zoey. Teeny-tiny Zoey, weighing in at not a feather over a hundred pounds, fists balled, ready to keep us all safe in her string bikini. Dread coils in my stomach. It’s like I swallowed a viper. The stranger takes a step forward.


“What the . . . ?” Michaela mutters. He’s maybe a couple of years older than us and he’s vaguely familiar. The kind of familiar that suffocates you with déjà vu, like recalling a nightmare in gruesome flashes. He isn’t looking at us. Instead his eyes are glued to the vulture circling above our heads. His lips move furiously, repeating something over and over, but the words are only mouthed, not meant to reach us.





Chapter Two


I force myself to unclench my fists. Michaela and Cole frantically pack their things at my feet. Someone shoves me a step forward, and my towel is snatched from the ground. The stranger stands frozen as a statue, a foot from the trees, eyes trained on the sky. Zoey’s shouting. I’m not sure what. She’s livid. This is our secret place. This is her safe place, where she thinks nothing bad could ever happen. I know better. I know bad things happen everywhere. The slope of his cheekbones, the squared jaw, the hooded eyes—they all add to the tension thrashing my stomach.


Zoey claws at my elbow. I tear myself away from staring at him to see that the girls have packed up our cove day, the provisions loaded in their arms. Cole and Michaela stand at the mouth of the woods, eager to escape. I snap out of my stupor and let Zoey drag me from the shore. I slip over the moss-covered rocks. Just as we’re engulfed by trees, I turn to steal one last look over my shoulder. The stranger stares directly at me, angles his head as if he’s studying me, and winks before turning away to be swallowed by a copse of trees. A sly wink that makes me feel like an accomplice. Like we’re sharing a joke.


“Who the hell was that?” Michaela shouts. She never swears, so I know she’s shaken up.


Cole gushes, “I mean, it was sooo weird that he was there staring up at the sky like a zombie.” She’s too excited to be frightened.


“And he didn’t even respond to us,” Michaela adds.


Zoey and I keep close behind them. It’s only a few degrees cooler under the shade of the canopy, but I’m freezing. Zoey is wearing her own backpack with my tote’s leather strap slung across her chest, our beach towels bundled in one of her arms as she reaches her free hand out for mine. I seize it like I’d grab a life raft.


“Probably just some jerk-off tourist camping at one of the sites,” Zoey says. “He was just trying to freak us out. I should have gone after him with my Mace.” Picturing Zoey taking off after the stranger with her key-chain spray can of Mace loosens the knots in my stomach.


I open my mouth to say that he looked familiar, then shut it. Better not to eek Cole and Michaela out. I’ll tell Zoey when we’re alone. I’m sure it’s nothing. If it had been any other day, I wouldn’t have thought a thing about it. We would have laughed and flipped him off; maybe if we’d been buzzed on pink wine or beer, Zoey would have flashed him; Michaela would have called him “crack-atoa,” her signature insult. It’s only that today is . . . well, today. Superstitious, I know. I’m not usually such a mental patient. It’s like the more time that passes, the less of a grip I have.


It’s totally my fault. I should have left well enough alone, but I got curious last year. The same detectives who were assigned my case eleven years ago come by every September. Detectives Shane and Berry go through the same routine with me. First we exchange hi-how-are-yous, because at this point they’ve watched me grow up. Then the same old questions: Have you remembered anything new? Seen any faces that look familiar? Dreamed about that day? Recovered any memories from the years before? The answer is always no. It doesn’t even faze them anymore.


Sure they were hopeful the first few years, eagerly leaning forward, notepads at the ready; now they’re resigned. Haunted, even—if I’m being all touchy-feely about it—with their dead stares. They don’t bat an eyelash when I have nothing new for them. It’s almost a relief that the whole thing can just be left so far behind us it’s ancient history.


But last September I screwed up. I let curiosity get the better of me. I wanted to read the case file from that day. Burly and gray-haired Detective Berry had launched into a rant about moving on and talking candidly with my parents, but Shane, who was only a twenty-something newbie when Jeanie was taken, gave me an infinitesimal nod when Berry bent to stow his notepad in his briefcase.


Two days later, when I reached my car in the school parking lot, Detective Tim Shane was there waiting for me. His dress shirt was rumpled and hastily tucked into his jeans, mustard stains dappled his collar, and a badge hung loosely from his belt. In the sunlight the creases carving up his forehead and eyes had the look of thin and crinkled pastry, like his skin was the buttery top layer of a croissant.


“Don’t make me regret this, okay?” he said, slipping me a manila envelope. “And don’t let your folks know I gave it to you.” I tried to squeeze out a thank-you, but my hand shook so badly taking the envelope that we both fell silent. “You have a right to know,” he muttered. I held on to that envelope, unopened, for five days. I don’t know why it took me so long to muster the guts. I knew the cops didn’t have a lot of evidence. There were only statements taken from me and Mrs. Talcott. No neighbors who shared the private drive were home that day, and no one reported seeing anything suspicious for days before or after. It was as though Jeanie had disintegrated. Or like she’d never existed in the first place.


I finally gathered the nerve on a Friday night when Dad was working late in Minneapolis. Mom left us when I was twelve, so I didn’t have to worry about her. I told Zoey I was sick so I wouldn’t be expected to make the rounds to weekend parties, and barricaded myself in my room.


At first I was crushed that there wasn’t anything I didn’t know about in the file. Every detail had been plastered on local and national newspaper front pages. I crumpled up the twenty pages, pissed that I’d been so stupid, until a yellow carbon copy slipped from the envelope. It was the transcript of my interview the day of Jeanie’s disappearance. There in my cramped bedroom, wedged between my antique dresser and the wall, I read with mounting terror what I repeated 255 times during the course of my hour-long interview with Berry and Shane. It was Shane who kept count.


It’s the only thing I told the cops until I lapsed into a silence that lasted a week. After that week was over, I emerged from my quiet as though nothing had ever been wrong. I started first grade with all the other normal kids that fall, showed no signs of post-traumatic stress, and by all grown-up accounts, developed like a healthy and happy kid. Translation: I’m not nuts.


Maybe it didn’t keep me up at night then, but it does now. Now I lie awake beating back the sharp-toothed dread and horror of six-year-old me whispering furiously, “If you hunt for monsters, you’ll find them.”


I shake my head to clear the thought. Zoey sneaks glances behind us as we trudge through the woods. We’ve worn a trail over the years that makes it easy to reach the clearing off the road where we park. Once inside Zoey’s SUV, Michaela’s nervous laugh is like a dam bursting, and we all join in. Snuggling up against the soft leather interior, scrolling through Zoey’s iPod, and breathing in the familiar smells of coffee sludge at the bottom of paper cups and cake-scented lip gloss make the freaky stranger in the woods seem far away. I’d expect this from the others; they live for drama-induced adrenaline. But I know better. At least I used to.


“Tonight should be interesting, since we’re all total crackheads already,” Zoey says with a laugh, steering the car on to the highway and accelerating quickly. The conversation turns to senior trip ideas and boys; within five minutes it’s as though our lake day ended just as unexceptionally as it always does.


Six hours later I stand bent at the waist, blow-drying my hair. It’s longer than it’s been since I was a kid, and I grimace when I think about how easy Zoey’s pixie cut is to style. My hair has a natural wave to it that takes hours of styling to coax it into anything not resembling a rat’s nest. I flip my head over and am still working on it when the doorbell rings. Dad is home, but he’ll figure that it’s for me. I hurry through the hallway and catch a glimpse of him hunched over his desk in the office. Only his small stained-glass lamp is switched on.


“Dad, you’re going to go blind if you don’t use the overhead,” I say, popping into the room and flipping the switch. He looks up from the document he’s skimming. His wire-rimmed spectacles rest low on his nose, and he looks surprised to see me home.


“You look nice. You and Zoey going somewhere?” he mumbles. This is my absentminded father for you. We had his famous pasta primavera with shrimp for dinner just two hours ago, and he’s already forgotten I’m home. A lawyer first and everything else second. I understand that this, plus a bunch of other crap I don’t know about, is why Mom left us five years ago. Don’t get me wrong, she’s still a wicked witch for the way she did it. Having an affair with Dad’s partner at his firm and then copping to the affair on their anniversary in front of all our friends and family was deranged. Not to mention—surprise—humiliating for me. But that is my whack-job mom for you. A woman who I only see at Christmastime now that she’s busy starting her new family in Chicago. She and my stepdad, who I despise as much as I do lice or any other grubby parasite, are trying to get knocked up. Can you imagine?


I nod, but Dad isn’t even looking at me anymore. “Day of Bones, you know. I’ll be late, and the girls might sleep here. Is that okay?”


“Hmmm? Whatever you think, Pumpkin. Love you.”


“Love you, too, Dad.”


I take the stairs two at a time and run through the foyer. I fling the door open and yell, “I’ll grab my bag!” before leaving Zoey alone on the porch.


“You said you’d be ready for us at eight. Michaela and Cole just drove up too,” she whines. Zoey doesn’t like to be kept waiting, even for a moment.


“I know, I know,” I call. The shrill sound of Zoey wailing my name dogs me as I search wildly for my navy Converse tennis shoes. I make it back to the front door, where Zoey is kneeling on the carpet, scratching our cat’s tummy. Moscow is a Russian Blue that we’ve had since I was a baby. Dad jokes that he must have a robotic ticker for a heart.


“Good-bye my chunky prince,” I coo, stooping to pet his chubby belly. I snatch my keys off the table in the entryway and lock the door behind us.


Zoey gives me a sideways glance as we walk to the driveway. “You are aware that tennis shoes are only for PE and peasants, right?” I roll my eyes at her, but my cheeks burn a few degrees warmer when I sneak a peek at her red platform pumps. It’s like no matter how hard I try, I always come out dressed like a big kid, while Zoey’s clothes scream hotness.


In the driveway Michaela’s leaning against my car door, and Cole’s sitting cross-legged on the hood. Cole tips a pink flask to her lips, and Michaela says, “Did you drink driving over? James Hammer got a DUI last summer and his college found out and they didn’t let him come back for sophomore year. Now he lives in a studio with two roommates and buses tables at a Denny’s.” Cole winks at her and tips the flask to her lips again. I think (not for the first time) that Cole is a lot more like Zoey than Michaela.


Once in the car, Cole’s excitement for the bonfire is infectious. She practically vibrates. Zoey sits shotgun and turns the music up full blast; the thumping bass makes my old Volvo’s speakers rattle. Despite the bizarre afternoon, this is normal. This is my comfortable. I smile at Michaela’s reflection in the rearview mirror as she studiously applies her lip gloss. Her parents get weirded out by their “baby girl” wearing makeup, so she usually forgoes the argument and does it once she’s left the house. She could probably apply flawless eyeliner during a rocket launch after doing it in the car enough times.


We follow Savage’s main street through downtown and keep going when it narrows into a snaking two-lane highway, running toward Blackdog Lake.


“So why this one place? Is Day of Bones always at Blackdog?” Cole hollers above the music. Zoey swats my hand when I reach to turn the volume down. She cranes her neck and twists to face the backseat.


“Yes, it’s always at Blackdog!” she shouts. She’d rather holler than stop swaying in her seat. “Most Wildwood High bonfires are, even though there are a shit-ton of lakes around Savage. But there’s only one spooky cemetery, and it’s right along the shore.” A chill runs up my arms, and I alternate holding the steering wheel with each hand to rub the eerie sensation away. I hope no one notices me spazzing out before I can get a grip.


“Omigosh, a cemetery? That is so spectacularly morbid,” Cole says, straining against the seat belt and pumping her hands in the air.


Michaela pipes up, “You don’t know the half of it. It’s our equivalent of a lookout point. Everyone drives there to make out, and the place is packed with cars on the weekend. Windows all steamy. Everyone hooking up among the dead.”


“Have you ever?” Cole asks Michaela. Michaela gives a fluted laugh and falls into being engrossed in the contents of her clutch. She’s the least experienced of us—by choice, obviously—but she’s still spent a handful of nights getting groped at Old Savage Cemetery. Who hasn’t? She’s just not the type to kiss and tell.


“We all have,” I say. Most girls are shy talking about hooking up. I refuse to be. Guys shouldn’t be the only ones talking about that stuff.


Zoey shrugs and winks at Cole. “Sure, it’s actually kind of romantic when there’s a big bonfire. Some of the tombs are absolutely to-die-for gorgeous. It’s not like we’re making it lying on top of a mausoleum, although I’m sure that’s happened. We at least do it in our cars.”


We wind deeper into the woods, following the serpentine highway to the lake’s secluded eastern shore. The pine trees grow denser and taller, their boughs weaving a tight canopy, until they shut out even the pale light of the moon. For miles there are no houses, no signs of life, no buildings, no other cars. After a while I turn off the highway to take a dirt access road. A gleaming white skeleton is fastened to a wooden post marking the drive. It’s secured with a thick rope, limbs dangling limply in the breeze. I’d know the turnoff even if not for Scott Townsend’s dad’s skeleton. Dr. Townsend is a pediatrician, and every Day of Bones, Scott kidnaps the skeleton from his study. It’s even kid-size, for God’s sake.


“Gross, is that real?” Cole asks.


“That’s Scott Townsend’s. Our girl Stella here went out with that loser for a whole year,” Zoey shares gleefully. “Alas, though, in eighth grade she broke his heart.” I roll my eyes at Zoey’s melodramatic tone. It was way more sitting at the same lunch table and exchanging locker combos than it was dating.


“Zoey thinks every guy who isn’t varsity in at least two sports is totally worthless,” I explain.


“Um, and they are,” Zoey replies, scandalized. “Why would any of us waste a single minute on someone who isn’t killing it in high school? It only gets harder from here on, folks, and if you can’t cut it in high school, the world is going to chew you up and spit you out.”


I look at Zoey out of the corner of my eye. “You do realize that I could rattle off a list of, like, a hundred names that proves your theory is crap, right? Like, aren’t most bajillionaires losers in high school?” But Zoey has turned her attention to reapplying her mascara and stares mesmerized by her own reflection in the rearview mirror. This is my Zoey: absolutely obsessed with bagging the most popular guys and always pursuing her idea of high school glory. And she does a bloody good job of it. Three-time homecoming queen, lead in five Wildwood drama department productions, and most Internet-stalked girl in Savage. Zoey is in it to win it, even if it’s not a competition. And she’s my life raft, my comfort blanket, the sister I never had. She’s kept me sane through my parents’ divorce, through years of Jeanie aftermath, through high school, which everyone knows is a living hell without a popular girl as your spirit guide.


Michaela and Zoey don’t agree on a lot, but they do see eye to eye about killing it in high school. Michaela just doesn’t value prom crowns and social chairs. While Zoey has a monopoly on pursuing social glory, Michaela’s pursuing tomorrow’s glory. She believes her ticket to college, a career as the founder of a monolithic social media site, and marrying some czar’s son or a progolfer is to take every honors class in math and science, every year. Michaela is likely the only person on the planet who could have made our twosome a threesome in the eighth grade and not gotten herself kneecapped by Zoey over the last four years. They have nothing in common except me and wanting to be the best at what they do. And thankfully, they want different things.


What I want is a little harder to define, blurrier. I’m not possessed to be the best like Zoey and Michaela. I’ve tried a bunch of activities—from my childhood stint playing the violin, to freshman year as the world’s least peppy cheerleader, to sophomore year in yearbook. Dad says I’m well rounded; Zoey says I have commitment issues.


The only thing that’s stuck is writing for the Wildwood Herald. Originally, I joined the paper to fluff out the activities portion of my college apps, but when my first article about sex trafficking was printed—very edgy stuff in comparison to the puff pieces on sports teams and marching band trips my colleagues produce—I was hooked. Just staring at my name in bold black font next to the word “by” gave me a sugar rush. Here was an article that was by me instead of about me and Jeanie. Sure our school newspaper is only a four-page newsletter that masquerades as a news-bearing paper, but it’s better than no experience if I want to write in college.


Cole—and I’d never say this to her face—is kind of an experiment. Girls have been vying to get in with the three of us for all of high school. It wasn’t until Cole strolled through the quad on a Monday morning in white jean short-shorts, strappy sandals, and a DEATH TO HIPSTERS T-shirt that Zoey took notice of a newbie. Every guy in a hundred-yard radius froze as her wavy blond hair caught the wind. I think it’s the first time Zoey ever felt fear. Don’t get me wrong, Zoey’s way hotter than Cole, and that’s not just my bestie-love talking. But exotic things have a unique appeal to guys, and a girl from a SoCal beach town is as exotic as it gets. Zoey knew she had a choice to make. When we met up in the parking lot to go off campus for lunch, Zoey had Cole in tow.


I’ve always thought Zoey could be one of those grand-master—although she’d insist on calling herself a grand-mistress—chess players. She understood that it was better to make a friend than to see the new girl become her rival. Don’t wage a war you can’t win.


My car groans and shudders as I accelerate over the dirt road riddled with potholes. After a sharp right turn, we emerge onto a gravel lot. There must be sixty or seventy cars already. I park alongside a burnt-orange Mustang that I recognize as Taylor’s. Cole jumps out of the car before we even stop. Zoey winks devilishly, leans over the emergency brake, and practically purrs, “You know we won’t be mad if you ditch us and end up making it with Taylor.”


“Doubtful. I’m still freaked over earlier.” She flicks her wrist like it was nothing. “Plus, I don’t really relish my first time being in a cramped backseat on the anniversary of . . . you know.”


Zoey juts out her pink-gloss-coated bottom lip in a pretend pout and then grins. “I understand. Let’s just have the best night ever then, ’kay?”


She tucks a rogue wisp of hair behind my ear as Michaela reaches for my keys and adds, “I’ll drive you home the nanosecond you want to go.” I smile gratefully at them both.


“Hurry up, lesbos!” Cole yells from outside the car, dancing on her tiptoes.


Out of the car, the pulsating music makes the ground quake; the bass works its way into my bones, and I can’t help but look forward to dancing under the stars. A few hundred yards from the shore, we walk through a labyrinth of parked cars. With every step, the details of the bonfire zoom into sharper focus.


The campfire is as tall as several stacked cars and as wide as the length of one. “Crazeballs,” Cole whispers in awe. Its heat warms my face from a hundred feet away. All around it stand girls and boys in little more than their underwear.


“Ha,” Zoey scoffs. “Amateurs. That’s exactly why I wore my swimsuit under my dress.” She pulls her sundress up and over her head.


The fire rages on the rocky shore; the sky is open and empty above the massive tower of flames. The surrounding trees are frosted with white lanterns, hooked along their boughs, glowing like mammoth fireflies. The iron fence of the cemetery runs the length of the gravel lot to the left of us, and candles speckle the gravestones and tombs. Cole’s mouth flops open as she absorbs the spectacle. I can just make out some kids wearing Halloween masks. Monster-type stuff with messily stitched scars, ghoulish grins, and oozing blisters. Maybe I feel it all more—the heat of the fire on my cheeks, the snap of the cold where it doesn’t touch, and the masquerade—because Cole is experiencing it for the first time.


A drunken sophomore staggers past us with fangs in his mouth and fake blood painted down the corners of his lips. Zoey tosses her hair from her eyes and glowers. “Vampire loser. What do these freaks think this is? Effing Halloween?” There are a few plastic corpses hung from the trees, nooses knotted around their necks. Leave it to my twisted classmates at Weirdowood to go above and beyond the disturbing. We’re only a couple of yards away when Janey Bear, who is the biggest loose-lipped gossip at school, spots me.


“She’s here!” Her shrill cry slices through the thudding music. I freeze as face after face turns expectantly toward me. Their mouths are agape, grinning, muffling giddy laughter, practically salivating like hungry beasts who crave drama. A pack of sadists, really. All high on the mystery of what happened to someone else; of what twisted our little town into knots; of what they get to retell to kids who aren’t from here, claiming a little corner of the horror for themselves.


You’d think I’d be used to it by now. The last three years of high school have played out identically. Since my freshman year, my infamy as “the one who got away” has earned me an epic amount of popularity. I guess it could have turned out differently. If I’d been all morbid and gone goth in steel-toed boots and a safety pin through my eyebrow, then it would have turned me into a social pariah. Given that I’m more skinny jeans and ballet flats, am pretty with bright-green eyes, and have a monopoly on the whole survivor thing, my past has only added legend to my social status. It’s like those castles and forts you learn about in history that are glimmering museums full of tourists now but used to be leper colonies. That’s me, former leper colony.


But this time when the crowd turns, lifting their red plastic cups full of beer and toasting me, actually cheering me for being the one to survive, I see six-year-old Jeanie directly in front of the fire. Her cheeks are filthy and striped with tears; her dress is torn at the collar. It’s a blue gingham jumper that I recognize immediately as what she was wearing the day she was taken. This isn’t earth-shattering, since that detail was splashed all over the news.


What is strange is that she has a trickle of blood oozing down from her scalp, slithering over the skin between her eyes. And all at once I know that this is not my imagination. I’ve pulled this from the depths of my charred memory. She’s upright in front of me, but by the way her hair is pooled around her head, defying gravity, I get the impression that I’m looking down at her, lying on her back. For the first time, I can remember smelling Jeanie’s fear as she wet her pants, while I reached to hold her bloodstained hand.





Chapter Three


A hundred pairs of eyes crawl over me. After the image disappears I’m swallowed by the memory, capable only of staring at the empty patch of dirt where Jeanie was. Zoey shouts something bitchy and sarcastic at the crowd. They laugh like she’s kidding. She jabs her elbow into my forearm. Her skin on my skin jolts me aware, and I try to recover with a toothy smile and a wink. Everyone is either as observant as a wall or too drunk to notice my nutso behavior, because they cheer in response. Zoey turns to me, concerned, but before she can say anything, Taylor separates from the crowd, his duo of jock scum as one seething mass of testosterone and cinnamon-flavored whiskey in his shadow.


“Hey, Stella, Zoey,” he says. He carries an extra red cup and offers me the beer. I try to get ahold of myself, but it feels like gluing one of Mom’s cobalt-blue vases back together after smashing it into a million pieces on the floor. I remembered something. Should I be jumping for joy or sobbing in fear? I don’t do either. Instead I take the plastic cup from Taylor, and without saying a word, I pound its contents. Definitely not beer. Liquid heat sears my throat.


“What’s up?” Zoey takes control. “Hey, guys,” she adds, nodding to Taylor’s two buddies. Zoey has hooked up in various degrees with both of them. Drew and Dean play lacrosse with Taylor, and for some reason I always have trouble telling them apart. Maybe Zoey does too, which could explain why she’s made out with both at random. I’d feel bad for them if it wasn’t for how infamous lacrosse players are at Wildwood for being players on and off the field. I suspect that this is why Michaela steered Cole toward less chartered male territory in the direction of the kegs, once the boys sauntered over to us. Taylor is more decent than most: He dates in our grade, his exes never say anything bad about him, and he always opens doors for girls—even the unpopular ones. There’s also the issue of that irresistible smile.


“You know, just knocking back some beers and shots,” Taylor states the obvious. Okay, so he’s not exactly Ivy material, but even through my conflicted haze, he’s hot. Over Taylor’s chiseled shoulder, Michaela and Cole melt into the crowd. Cole is a social butterfly, and since she spent only two weeks of our junior year with us at Wildwood, she’s eager to mingle. Flickering light from the fire dances on the tree trunks. It makes it look like the whole world is moving, swaying and spinning to the music’s rhythm. The liquid I chugged spreads fire up my spine from my stomach, and I swear I can feel it seizing my brain, screwing with my equilibrium.


Taylor leans forward, looking at me expectantly. Zoey’s blue eyes widen as she realizes I haven’t been listening. “Sorry, what?” I ask, shaking my head. Taylor’s cocky grin fades. I try to steady myself with a deep breath, but smoke fills my lungs. I sputter as my throat thickens. I’m standing too close to the fire, and Jeanie’s face and its curling trickle of blood keep flashing before me.


“I’ll—I’ll be right back, sorry,” I stammer, turning before Zoey can grab hold of me. With the blaze at my back, its dancing flames behind me, I’m better, more solid. I move away from the crowd and let the yips and shouts fade behind me. I veer straight for the wrought-iron gate of the cemetery. If I can just catch my breath, sit down on a bench, I’ll be alone with my thoughts. All of this is doable. It’s only that I haven’t had a moment to process that I’m losing it.


Zoey calls my name once but doesn’t follow. I reach the cemetery gate and duck under the scalloped archway. Out of habit I reach above my head and tap the iron heart that marks its apex. Zoey told me once that it would keep unsettled spirits away. Otherwise those that aren’t in heaven or hell haunt anyone who enters the cemetery. I know, I know. I’m positive Zoey made it up. But whatever . . . better safe than sorry. Stuff like that really makes my skin crawl.


Anyway, the cemetery is spooky enough without tempting ghosts. It’s one of the oldest in the country, with gravestones hundreds of years old. No one’s been buried here for over sixty. Zoey said she heard it was originally a Native American burial ground that was dug up by settlers. She could have been full of nonsense, but I don’t feel bad repeating it. Weren’t settlers always digging up sacred stuff? Distant giggling and a moaned, “Oh nooo,” make me focus. I swerve in the opposite direction.


I swat boughs from the low-hanging willows brushing my face. The candles are everywhere to guide me. I pass my favorite marble statue of a weeping angel and caress its broken wing. There’s a smooth granite bench rooted to the ground across from the statue and a small, enclosed family plot. I lie down on it. The cold seeps from the stone into my back. I shiver. Blackdog State Park is far enough from the city that the stars blaze like tiny lightbulbs illuminating the sky’s blackness. The candles speckling the cemetery have the look of fallen stars nestled in nooks and crannies.


I close my eyes for a moment, but Jeanie’s bloodied face is there, like an indelible memory I’ve always had and not one that just reared its warty face. I open them and stifle a scream. Two brown eyes hover above me.


I bolt upright. “Sam!” I shout. “Jeez, you scared the crap out of me.”


He takes a backward step, flicks his hair off his forehead, and shoves his hands deep into his pockets. “Hey, sorry. I saw you take off and wanted to make sure you were okay,” he says, ending with an uncertain smile.


I take a deep breath and shrug. “You know . . . it always feels weird to be here . . . on this day.” What’s weird is that Sam—not Zoey, not Taylor, not Michaela, not Cole—cared enough to follow me. “What’s with the vest?” I point to the bright-red atrocity he’s wearing over his T-shirt. If Zoey were here to see this, she’d roll her eyes and say I told you so. Sam Worth used to be one of our best friends. We were inseparable as kids, right up until Zoey decided we wanted to be popular and that Sam was destined to be the King of Loserdom. Although Sam isn’t a Cyclops, he isn’t the kind of guy that most girls date. At least not girls I know.


Sam looks down and practically turns green. “Oh crap, it’s my uniform,” he says, ripping the vest off his shoulders so quickly I think it might tear. “I’m always forgetting I have it on.” He wads the polyester nightmare up in a ball and tries stuffing it in his jeans pocket. Half of it sticks out.


The Star Wars T-shirt he’s rocking underneath isn’t much better. I try not to laugh. “Uniform for what?” I ask, scooting over so there’s room for Sam on the bench. Zoey would flip if she saw this, but I’m just off balance enough to flirt with disaster.


“I work at BigBox,” he says, plopping down next to me, springy and eager like a puppy.


BigBox is one of those giant you-can-buy-everything-under-the-sun stores. “Since when?”


“Every summer for the last four years,” he says, a hint of a laugh in his voice. “It’s okay, though, there’s no reason you’d know.”


I blink at him through the darkness. Is he being sarcastic or is he really that nice? I mean, I do the best I can. Zoey erased Sam from her social radar, but when I see him in the halls, I always say hey. No, I’m not twelve years old, sporting a feathered headdress and playing cowboys and Indians in the woods with him anymore. And I probably wouldn’t ever in a million years follow him into a spooky cemetery to make sure he was okay. But I keep Zoey off his back.


It’s not like I can invite him to eat lunch with us. That’s not how high school works. Even my popularity couldn’t take the hit of me being seen hanging out with science-fiction-loving, secondhand-clothing-wearing, BigBox-working Sam Worth.


It’s kind of a shame, because if Sam ever tried, he could be vaguely hot. In the pale light I can just make out the cluster of tiny freckles on the bridge of his nose—they make me think of sunny days. He has muddy-brown eyes that make it hard to look away. Tousled bed-head hair. That whole I’ll-listen-to-everything-you-have-to-say-and-then-write-you-a-love-letter thing. Girls eat that stuff up. Instead he’s tragically committed to achieving new astronomical levels of bizzaro-ness. I can’t be sure, but I think I glimpse a shoelace as his belt tonight.


“Hella Stella, I said, ‘Are you okay?’ ” Sam repeats himself for what’s likely the millionth time.


I bristle at my old nickname. The word “hella” was sooo middle school and plus, I don’t need to give people any more reason to talk about me. I scan the cemetery around us nervously. I can see a small group of stoners lighting up twenty feet away. Definitely not worried about them overhearing. But Janey Bear and her bestie, Kate Lucey, are staggering down the path toward us, arms locked, red cups in their hands, jaws clacking. Fan-freaking-tastic. I bet they’re only out here prowling for sordid hookups to gossip about. Janey couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. Me sharing a romantic moment with Sam Worth in this gloomy cemetery will be the scandal that she’s dreamed of her whole life. Before the night is over, rumors will be spreading that we were hooking up between the tombs, Sam calling out my childhood nickname between thrusts, me confessing my eternal love. Gag me. And of course, if that happens, I can kiss ever kissing Taylor Martinson good-bye.


I turn back to him and mouth, “Don’t call me that.”


His eyes widen, and he reminds me of this owl stuffed toy I used to have. “Call you what? Hella Stella? Why?” he says so loudly I know Janey must hear.


I take a shaky breath and glance toward the girls. Janey’s staring back at me with narrow-set blue eyes that don’t miss a thing. “Sam, just don’t,” I murmur urgently. “Please shut up.” I try to scare him with a nasty glare, but he starts to chuckle.


“What’s up with you tonight, Hella Stella?” he asks right as Janey and Kate stop in front of us.


“Hi, Stella,” Kate says, her pitch swinging with joy over discovering us. Even she knows they’ve caught me red-handed. Janey just stares, the mole on her wormy upper lip twitching. We’re not exactly friends. Zoey calls Janey and Kate leeches behind their backs. She says they’re really nice to the actually popular people so that they can latch on and get invited to parties. I dislike them for different reasons. They’re always looking to knock you down a peg. Like they think of being popular as being on a varsity team. Someone should tell them that making other people less popular doesn’t guarantee that they’ll be called off the bench. It just makes them bitches. I’d like to tell them that this very moment. Instead I take the easy way out.


I hold my finger up to the girls for them to wait a second and then cross my arms against my chest. “I said don’t call me that. I’m not ten anymore, Sam. And apparently you need me to spell it out for you. We’re. Not. Friends. When are you going to get that through your head?” The words taste bitter in my mouth.


Sam’s eyes are glued to mine. His top lip begins to bow like he’s going to smile or laugh. I feel my bitchiest scowl falter. He stands with his hands in his pockets—the left one still bulging with his vest—and completely ignores the other two girls. For some reason a little trill of satisfaction runs through me that he acts like they don’t exist. He smiles like he knows better—better about what I can’t imagine—and says to me, “Did you know that in the Middle Ages people used to write the news on cemetery walls? Cemeteries were the first public parks.” My jaw literally drops, I’m so shocked at the random factoid. I guess we are technically in a cemetery, but I didn’t expect him to respond spouting like an encyclopedia. “Take care of yourself tonight, Hella Stella.” And with that, he walks away.


I can barely tear my eyes away from his back. What is he thinking saying something like that to me? And in front of our school’s biggest gossip hoarders. Doesn’t he understand that I already have enough people whispering about me? I get roller-coaster stomach as I turn back to the girls.


Janey’s gawking wordlessly at me. Her eyes are glazed doughnut holes imagining all the headlines she can spin out of this. “Do you have a mint?” I snap. I can practically see the cogs winding tighter in her head. She fumbles through her purse and produces a box of Altoids.


She pops open the lid and holds them out to me. “What was his problem?” she asks, her tone all sugar.


“Total freak,” Kate says, smacking her lips.


I snatch two mints and pop them into my mouth to banish the foul taste that’s still there. “Biggest freak ever,” I mutter halfheartedly. “Whatever, I have to get back to Zoey, byes.” I jump up and hurry away from them. I wrap my arms around myself as I go, trying to ease the queasiness that’s crept up on me.


“God, you’re such a fugly witch,” I scold myself. But Sam didn’t give me a choice. I practically begged him to shut up. Pleaded with him not to call me that. Maybe it’s for the best? Maybe it was the humane thing to do? Yeah, it’s better if Sam gives up trying to be my friend. It’s been too many years. I mean, he even knows I lied about Scott Townsend being my first kiss because I didn’t want to admit it was him. How could he stand me after that?


The mints mingle with the sourness in my mouth. The taste of shame or guilt or remorse. It’s rancid like the shish kebab Zoey and I got from a food truck the last time we were in Minneapolis. I spit the mints on the ground just before I exit the cemetery, tapping the heart on the iron gate to leave any clinging spirits behind me. The bonfire is almost exactly how I left it, except that there are more half-naked girls and boys dancing on the shore. Cole has stripped down to her bra and skirt and is gyrating against a senior football player who was a transfer last year too. Michaela’s still fully clothed, but she’s actually dancing with a guy, albeit two feet away from him—but dancing is dancing, right?
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