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For Jess





prologue


“COME OUT, COME OUT, LITTLE FROG. WE’VE MADE YOU a nest. It’s under a log.” Zoe’s clear voice piped through the shaggy thicket of honeysuckle. Nine-year-old Cara stuck a leaf in the little heap of grass and paused to gaze at her best friend.

Zoe sat cross-legged in a little patch of sunlight that filtered through the arching branches overhead. The sun gleamed off her long, blue-black hair, as if reflecting off a pool of water. She must have sensed Cara’s eyes because she turned and fixed Cara with her intense violet stare. She smiled. “Maybe tonight a frog will come and sleep in our nest,” she said.

Cara nodded and patted the nest she and Zoe had arranged in the woods behind Zoe’s house. “Then in the morning, we can creep down here, really quietly, and peek in—”

“And he’ll be all curled up, snoring!” Zoe finished, dissolving into laughter. The two girls grinned at each other. Then Zoe’s face lit up. “Hey—” She scooted over until her blue-jeaned knee pressed against Cara’s. “Do you want to see a secret my mom has in her room?” she whispered. Her breath was hot on Cara’s cheek.

Cara’s heart beat a little faster. It always did when Zoe got that intense look in her eyes. That look meant something exciting was going to happen. “Won’t we get in trouble?” she whispered back.

Zoe’s hot, sweaty hand closed around Cara’s. “It’s okay. No one’s home.” She pulled Cara to her feet.

The two girls crept out of the honeysuckle. A dog, hearing their movement, barked fiercely on the other side of the high wooden fence. Cara jumped and tripped over a rusty tricycle lying on its side. Broken plastic toys lay strewn everywhere in the small backyard. Tipsy pine trees dripped their branches over the long grass.

Zoe pushed open the rusty screen door and led the way into a little dark hallway. The house smelled of old eggs. Boxes were piled up everywhere. Cara followed her friend up a narrow flight of stairs and into a small front bedroom with windows overlooking the sidewalk.

Zoe tiptoed over to a small, old-fashioned wooden table on one side of the bed. Cara felt nervous excitement bubble in her stomach. She couldn’t help giggling. “Won’t your mom get mad that we’re in her room?” she half-whispered to Zoe as she looked around. The bed was a sea of rumpled sheets and blankets. Clothes were draped over the back of an easy chair and strewn on the carpet, as if someone had left in a hurry. Through the smeary glass, Cara could just make out the neat white shutters of her own house across the street.

Zoe didn’t answer. Cara heard the scrape of wood and turned around to see her wrestling with a little drawer in the table. “Wait, I’ll help you,” Cara said, putting her hand over Zoe’s on the wooden knob. Together they pulled one more time. The drawer screeched open.

“Got it!” Zoe stuck her hand in the drawer and pulled out a small orange bottle of pills. She held it up triumphantly. Cara’s eyes widened. “They’re like zombie pills,” Zoe said. “They make you reeaallly spaaccey.” She held her arms out in front of her, the bottle still clutched in one hand, and staggered around the room with her eyes closed, bumping into the dresser. “Ow.” She giggled, opening her eyes. “Want to see?” Zoe extended the bottle toward Cara.

Gingerly, Cara accepted the small orange bottle. Just holding it felt deliciously scary. She rotated the bottle around until she could see the label, but it was full of long medicine words ending in “-zol” and “-zone.” The only part she could understand read Take one (1) per day with food. Do not miss a dose. Doing so could cause recurrence of symptoms.

Zoe grabbed the pills out of Cara’s hand and started dancing around the room. “Zommmbie pills!” she shouted, jumping on the unmade bed. She shook the bottle over her head.

“Zommbies!” Cara shouted too, and jumped on the bed alongside her friend. The two of them collapsed on the sheets in hysterical laughter. Cara rolled onto her back and looked over. Zoe’s eyes were fixed on her.

“What is it?” Cara asked.

A little smile flickered across Zoe’s face. She sat up and with one swift movement, twisted off the white bottle cap and dumped the pills out in front of her.

Cara sat up, too. They both stared at the heap of shiny blue capsules as if waiting for them to come to life. Zoe reached out and stirred them around. “Try one,” she said suddenly.

“What?”

Zoe pinched one of the capsules between her thumb and forefinger. “Try one. Just to see what it’s like.” She was smiling, but her voice was low and intense. She held out the little blue pill.

Cara shook her head. “No, thanks. I don’t really feel like turning into a zommbie right now.” She rolled her eyes around, hoping her friend would laugh.

But Zoe continued holding out the pill. “Come on. Don’t be a baby.” She edged closer to Cara. Their faces were almost touching.

“I’m not,” Cara said weakly.

“Then take it.”

Zoe’s violet eyes seemed to be pinning Cara against the headboard of the bed. The air in the room was thick and unmoving. Cara could feel a trickle of sweat running down the side of her face.

Then suddenly Zoe sat back. She tossed her long hair over her shoulder. “It’s okay, Car.” She smiled gently. “I’m not scared. I’ll just take one first. Then you’ll see it’s not a big deal.” She slowly brought her fingers toward her mouth.

“Cara!” The voice came faintly from the outside.

Both girls jumped. Zoe dropped the pill she was holding. It tumbled off the bed and rolled into a dusty corner. Cara scrambled off the bed and rushed to the window. Her mother was standing on the sidewalk below, a trench coat thrown over her T-shirt, looking around anxiously. “Cara!” she called again.

Cara spun around. Zoe was perched at the edge of the bed, her hands in her lap. She had returned the pills to the bottle. It now sat innocently on the bedside table.

“I guess I have to go,” Cara said.

“Guess so.” Zoe got up and walked with her out of the room and down the narrow stairs.

In the hall, Cara pushed the screen door open. “See you tomorrow?”

Zoe shrugged. “I don’t know. I might have stuff to do.” Her face was bland.

“But what about the frog nest?” Cara stammered.

Zoe studied her for a second. Then she smiled. “Oh, yeah. I forgot. Want to come over in the morning?”

Cara nodded. Zoe reached out and hugged her tightly.

“See you tomorrow,” Cara called as she clattered down the porch stairs.

“Tomorrow,” she heard Zoe echo faintly.





Chapter 1


CARA LANGE STOOD IN THE DOORWAY OF THE CAFE- teria, her nylon lunch bag in one hand. The din of chattering students floated above the sea of white Formica-topped tables, and a steamy potato-and-onion aroma emanated from the kitchen. Cara paused. She wasn’t sure she could stand another lunch tacked onto the other track girls like a vestigial organ—completely useless and unnecessary. She considered fleeing to the parking lot and eating lunch in her yellow ’99 Volvo. But no. She wasn’t that lame.

Not yet.

Cara forced her legs across the brown-tiled room. Sherman High hadn’t done a lot of updating since its construction in 1975, architecture’s notorious Brutalism phase. People driving by often mistook the sprawling building on the outskirts of Des Moines for a prison. Cara could have told them that assumption wasn’t far from the truth.

She passed the emo kids in the corner, and the hipsters with their retro T-shirts, and the hippies eating organic yogurt. Some of the art students were stacking a bunch of chairs into a tower—some kind of new art installation? The track girls were clustered at their usual table, packed in tightly. Sarit Kohli, her dark braid reaching almost to her waist, inhaled a stack of turkey slices as she told Rachael Meade about yesterday’s practice. Julie Cohen chomped loudly on an apple while laughing at something Madeline Brazelton was texting. Cara stood over them for a minute, smiling vaguely, but no one looked up or even stopped talking. Finally, she dragged a chair over from the next table and squeezed in between Sarit and Madeline.

“Oh, hey, Cara,” Sarit said, looking up. She inched her chair over.

“Thanks.” Cara sat down.

“Sure.” Sarit shrugged, already turning back to Rachael.

Cara let the noise of the room swirl around her like smoke as she pulled a bag of baby carrots from her nylon sack and nibbled idly. Her eyes drifted across the room to the cafeteria door. Prom-princess Alexis Henning was just swaying through the doors, her butter-blond hair spilling in perfect waves over her shoulders. By her side was Ethan Gray, her on-again, off-again boyfriend and the captain of the boys’ track team. Alexis’s beefy-faced best friend—and Cara’s next-door neighbor—Sydney Powers scurried by her side. Cara’s shoulders tightened involuntarily.

The group slouched into chairs at their usual table nearby. For the gazillionth time, Cara studied Ethan’s profile, taking in the icy-blue eyes, gorgeous nose, and perfectly scruffy beard stubble. His thick dark hair just brushed the collar of his navy polo. Cara sat back in her chair and mentally ran her fingers over his chiseled cheeks.

“You forgot to shave,” she pictured herself teasing. “I don’t want to get all scratched up when you kiss me.”

“Too bad,” she heard him say. He leaned over her and pulled her up against him. She could feel the hard muscles of his chest. He bent his head toward hers. She closed her eyes. . . .

Alexis’s screechy voice crowded her ear. “You can’t come to Sydney’s tomorrow, Ethan. It’s girls only, you dork.”

Cara opened her eyes. Three tables over, Alexis was pulling the foil top off a Dannon lemon yogurt using only the tips of her fingers. Ethan leaned over and whispered something in her ear. “Eww, you’re disgusting!” She slapped him on the shoulder, and he grinned.

Cara took a deep breath. Her fingers were squeezing a baby carrot, and she forced them to relax. Sydney’s surprisingly deep voice chimed in. “My next party is going to be all boys, Ethan—and us, of course.”

Cara resisted the urge to bury her face in her hands. Sydney’s house was practically on top of her own. Which meant that every Friday and Saturday night, Cara sat at home, alone, pretending to watch Real Housewives on TiVo while trying to ignore the squeals and laughter from Sydney’s deck.

God, if only Zoe were here. A familiar twist of pain tightened Cara’s abdomen at the thought of her old best friend. She hadn’t seen Zoe since her family moved away in fifth grade. It was like her other half was missing.

Cara pushed her lunch aside and pulled a notebook from her bag. She doodled idly in the margins. She hadn’t thought about Zoe in a while, but recently, for some reason, her mind was filled with memories of her. The two of them climbing the wild grapevines in the woods behind Zoe’s house, pretending to be forest princesses. Trying to tame the neighbor’s crazy German shepherd with pieces of cupcake, then screaming when he barked. All the times Zoe had snuck into her bedroom at night through the window, crying because of her horrible stepdad. She’d climb under the comforter and Cara would stroke her silky dark hair until Zoe fell asleep.

They’d written to each other some after the move, but pretty soon the letters just stopped. Cara had a feeling her parents were relieved to have Zoe gone. They used to act so weird whenever Cara brought up her friend; it was like they thought Zoe and her family weren’t good enough. Not that they were really in a position to decide what was good for Cara. She’d been stuck with one babysitter after another until she was old enough to stay alone, all so Mom and Dad wouldn’t miss a single moment in the courtroom.

Cara looked down at her notebook. Without even realizing it, she’d drawn little pictures of her and Zoe all up and down the margins. She glanced around hurriedly, but no one had noticed. Sarit was staring fixedly at her phone, while Julie leaned over her shoulder, pointing out something on the screen. The others were cramming the rest of their lunches into their mouths. It was only a few minutes until the next bell. Quickly, Cara ripped out the page and stuffed it in the back pocket of her frayed navy chinos.

Just then, a girl’s shrill laugh rose above the rest of the noise in the cafeteria. Cara looked up. Across the room, Jack Penn slung Alexis up over his meaty shoulder, fireman-style.

“Stop it, Jack!” she screeched delightedly, pounding on his back with her manicured hands. He twirled her faster, and everyone at Cara’s table snickered. Finally Jack set Alexis on her feet. Then he leaned over and whispered something in her ear. She laughed like a donkey, showing all her teeth.

Cara kept her eyes fixed on Ethan as he sat across the table, his brow darkening. She couldn’t believe Alexis would flirt with Jack so obviously right in front of him. Ethan rose to his feet and leaned over, his palms on the table, as he said something to Alexis. Cara watched intently as they argued back and forth, Alexis’s arms crossed over her chest, Ethan scowling. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it didn’t take a neuroscientist to figure it out. He turned away as if to leave. Cara gripped the edge of the table so hard her fingertips turned white. But Alexis caught Ethan’s hand and pulled him toward her.

Cara closed her eyes for a long moment. When she opened them, Alexis and Ethan were locked in a passionate kiss, his arms around her waist, hers clutching his neck.

Cara slumped back in her chair. Of course. Same old story.

Ethan and Alexis got up and wove their way through the packed lunchroom toward the door. Ethan stopped every few feet to talk to people. Cara watched him high-five Ms. Sitwell, the school secretary, then sighed and stood up. She might as well get a head start on her calc homework. She folded her foil into a square and stuffed it back in her nylon sack, then nodded good-bye to the rest of the table. Sarit gave her a little wave, but the others didn’t even look up.

Stuffing the last bite of baby carrot into her mouth, Cara pushed in her chair. But one of the legs stuck, and Cara lurched a little against the table edge. She felt a chunk of unchewed carrot slide down the back of her tongue and lodge in her windpipe.

Automatically, Cara opened her mouth to cough. But no air came through. She leaned over and tried to cough again. Still nothing. Panic rising through her chest, she grabbed at her throat, clawing helplessly at her skin. She looked around wildly. No one had even noticed. They were all clustered around Julie, who was showing them some homework in a binder.

Her lungs were sending distress signals through her body. She could feel her chest tightening. Her eyes bulging, she waved her hands. Choking, I’m choking, she tried to telegraph. She tried to retch, but she felt the carrot lodge even more firmly in her throat. The noise around her swirled in a colorful chaos.

I’m dying, and no one’s going to notice.

She heard Sarit’s voice as if from a great distance. “Cara? Are you okay?”

She shook her head blindly, her hands at her throat. Julie’s voice rose. “Oh my God, Cara, what’s the matter?”

“She’s, like, turning blue!”

“Where? What’s the matter?”

A sea of faces danced in front of her. Then Cara felt a pair of arms like steel rods grab her around the middle. Two clasped fists slammed into her diaphragm, once and then twice. The carrot shot up over the back of her tongue and out of her open mouth. Cara watched it roll under the rack of dirty trays like a little orange pinball.

She coughed, a big, gaping open-mouthed hack. A string of drool hung down from her lip. She swiped at it and wheeled around, her face bright red and her eyes watering.

Ethan stood just behind her, his face creased with concern. “Are you okay?” he asked.

She nodded, staggering a little, and almost lost her balance. He caught at her arm, and a shock ran through her body at his touch. She coughed again. Her throat felt like it had been doused in battery acid. “Yeah,” she gasped. She swiped at her mouth, which was embarrassingly wet. “I’m okay.” Her voice came out gravelly. She caught sight of Alexis and Sydney staring at her behind Ethan’s shoulder. Alexis’s eyes were narrowed.

“Wow, good. That was scary.” Ethan released her arm. Cara nodded dumbly and looked around. After sending her a few big-eyed stares, the rest of the girls started drifting away. Her nose was running. She looked around for a tissue. She couldn’t stand here in front of Ethan Gray, after he had just saved her life, with a runny nose like a five-year-old. Cara spotted a napkin on the table and snatched it up. She pressed it to her nose as Ethan patted her shoulder. “Cool, glad you’re okay.” He brushed past her.

“Hey, um, thank—,” Cara started to say. But he was already heading back toward the door. Someone smelling of watermelon body spray brushed past her, uncomfortably close. “It’s amazing what some people will do for attention, isn’t it?” Alexis said loudly to Sydney.

“I know!” Sydney shot a meaningful glance at Cara, then paused, a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Nice one, Choker.”

And then they glided away, leaving Cara alone, clutching her damp napkin, her chair overturned at her feet.





Chapter 2


CARA SAW THE FLASH OF MOVEMENT AGAIN DURING MR. Crawford’s English class. All day, she’d been seeing it—a faint impression of something just inside her peripheral vision. This time it had been by the maple trees. Cara squinted out the half-opened window, brushing back a strand of lank brown hair.

Nothing. Just battered lawn and crystal-blue autumn sky. Flagpole clanking. Fall breeze smelling of leaves wafting past her face. Cedric the janitor wheeling out some trash cans, his blue uniform shirt fluttering on his thin frame. Maybe she should have her eyes checked.

Cara resisted the temptation to lay her head on the scarred wood-veneer desk. Even after tea with honey last night and a Halls drop, her throat still felt shredded. As she entered the lobby this morning, some jerk had called out, “Good morning, Choker!” and a little giggle had rippled through the groups standing around. She heard it again on her way to homeroom—someone murmured “It’s Choker” as she brushed through the crowded hallways. Cara fixed her eyes straight ahead and concentrated on maintaining her neutral look. Nonchalance was exhausting.

She let her gaze travel around the sunny room. The discussion of Catcher in the Rye buzzed around her like static. Ten people were texting with their phones under their desks, four were reading for other classes, and two were sleeping. Dale Simmons was actually drooling a little. Up at the front of the room, Mr. Crawford tapped his marker on the whiteboard. “Think, folks. Who does Holden Caulfield truly admire? Dale, wake up.” Dale’s head jerked up. Mr. Crawford scanned the room. “Anybody? Alexis?”

One aisle over, Alexis slid her phone into her bag with a smooth flick of her wrist and offered Mr. Crawford a brilliant smile. A little silver butterfly clip gleamed in her blond hair. “Well, his little sister, right?”

“Right, very good.” Mr. Crawford wrote “Phoebe” on the board. Alexis sat back in her chair in a self-satisfied manner and crossed her tanned legs. She reached into her gigantic bag and took out a tube of lip gloss, running it over her mouth until her lips had achieved a sticky purple gleam. Cara could smell the sugary fake grape scent all the way across the aisle. Alexis glanced coolly around the room. Cara looked away, but not fast enough. Alexis leaned over. “What are you looking at?” she hissed, her voice piercing like a shard of ice. “Don’t you know it’s rude to stare?”

Cara’s toes curled inside her battered running shoes. She felt the little muscle at the corner of her eye begin to twitch. Alexis saw it too. She opened her mouth to say something else, but just then, Mr. Crawford turned around. Alexis faced forward fast. Cara exhaled quietly and put her finger over the twitching muscle. She forced herself to take a deep breath and relax until the twitching stopped.

One row over and four up, Ethan stretched his muscular arms behind his head. Just yesterday, those arms were wrapped around her midsection. Cara let her fingers skate along the sore place over her ribs. What if the choking hadn’t happened in front of a million people? What if they’d been alone? Maybe he would have helped her to a chair and sat down with her, clasping one of her hands—

“—breakdown, Cara?”

“Huh?” She jumped, banging her knees on the underside of the desk. Her binder clattered to the floor, scattering a handful of papers across the aisles.

The class tittered, and a few people twisted around in their seats to look. Mr. Crawford stroked his scraggly beard patiently. “In your opinion, did Holden’s ‘phony’ parents contribute in some way to his breakdown?” His twinkly little eyes bore down on her from behind his glasses.

Cara could feel her face grow hot. She could sense the class listening. “Um, uh, well, yes?” she mumbled.

“Um, uh, well, harr-acch.” Alexis made a disgusting retching sound, just loud enough for everyone around them to hear. Next to her, Sydney snorted, and the laughter swelled. Cara’s ears flamed. She looked up at Mr. Crawford, hoping he would move on to someone else, but he just offered a sympathetic smile.

“Would you like to refer to your book, Cara?” he asked.

No. No, I most certainly would not like to refer to my book. But thanks for asking. Cara bent her head and riffled through the crumbly yellowed pages in a white heat of embarrassment. The black letters swam together in front of her eyes. For an eternity, the room was silent save for the thud of her heart and Alexis and Sydney’s breathy snickers. Finally, she looked up at Mr. Crawford helplessly.

He nodded a little. “Anyone else?” he asked, his eyes sweeping the rest of the class. “Thoughts on Holden’s parents?”

Cara went limp. She leaned down and swept up a handful of her fallen papers, then slid down in her chair. Crossing her arms over her old green T-shirt, she stared fixedly at the maples outside. Just then, she saw it—the flash of movement in the trees. It looked like something . . . someone, darting behind one of the thick tree trunks. Cara blinked. The flash was gone.

The bell rang. Mr. Crawford raised his voice. “Chapters twelve through sixteen for Wednesday, everyone.” There was a general clattering and scraping of chairs. Cara slowly closed her binder. She wanted to make sure Alexis and Co. were out of the hallway before she left. As people filed past, she rummaged around in her messenger bag, pretending she was searching for something in the front pocket.

Someone stopped by her chair. Cara’s heart sank. If Alexis said one more thing, she might just break in two. Gingerly, she lifted her eyes an inch. She saw a large pair of boat shoes, one with a broken, knotted lace, and two masculine ankles. She looked up.

Ethan stood in front of her, holding out the rest of her escaped papers. “Hey, these were under my chair,” he said. Cara thought she was going to pass out just from the sound of his mellow baritone. His blue eyes seemed to pin her against the chair.

“Th—” Her throat closed up halfway through the word. Oh my God, Cara, can’t you even say “thanks” without looking like an idiot? She cleared her throat. “Thanks.” She stood up too fast, catching her thighs under the desk rim and almost knocking it over.

“Whoa.” Ethan reached out to steady the wobbling desk. “Hey, just wanted to see how your throat was feeling. You know, after yesterday.”

Cara flushed. “I’m okay,” she said in a low voice. She took the papers and held them awkwardly in both hands.

“Cool, that’s good. I thought I was going to break your ribs.” Ethan grinned. He paused. Cara stood frozen. Say something! This guy saved your life yesterday! But all she could produce was a stupid little smile and a shrug. Ethan waited a second longer, fiddling idly with a leather band around his wrist.

“See you at practice.” He smiled at her and proceeded up the aisle. She watched him give Alexis a squeeze, then dis-appear into the hallway.

Cara stuffed the notes into her backpack and yanked the zipper closed, ignoring the wad of paper still sticking out of the side. With her head down, she trudged up the aisle and nodded good-bye to Mr. Crawford. As she rounded the corner into the hallway, someone bumped her hard from behind, almost sending her sprawling onto the battered linoleum floor.

Alexis and Sydney stood there, toothy grins spread across their faces. “Hey, it’s Choker!” Alexis declared for the whole hallway to hear. “How’s it going today— arrgh! Haach!” She clutched her neck as horrible retching sounds issued from her mouth.

“Hooach! Rrack!” Sydney joined in, opening her thick lips so wide Cara could see the fillings in her back teeth. She bulged her eyes out and rolled them around in her head, as if she were about to expire right there in the English wing.

Cara felt her pulse pound in her temples. She whipped around and began walking away, fast. Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she zigzagged between people hurrying to class. Alexis and Sydney followed, making choking noises, every so often dissolving into giggles. “Cara! Cara! Wait!” Alexis called as she neared the lobby.

Cara stopped and turned around. “W-what?” She tried to sound bored, but it came out shaky.

A couple of sophomores stapling swim meet fliers to a bulletin board turned around. Some hairy stoners hurrying out to their cars to smoke actually stopped and watched.

Alexis’s eyes gleamed. “Ooooohhhaack!” She went into another paroxysm, her biggest so far. Hands at her throat, she twirled around in the middle of the lobby like a manic ballerina.

Cara willed herself to turn around again and keep walking, but her feet wouldn’t move. Her stomach was twisted in a painful knot. A crowed gathered around them.

Alexis stopped twirling. “It was really disgusting watching you snot all over yourself,” she told Cara conversationally. Cara felt tears gather in the corners of her eyes. Alexis peered at her. “Aw, Cara’s upset.” She took a tissue from her pocket. “I’m sorry, Cara,” she purred. “Here—don’t snot on yourself again.” She waved the tissue in Cara’s face.

“Get away from me!” Cara barked, knocking Alexis’s hand away. Her voice rang out in the now-still lobby. A little ripple of laughter went through the crowd. A few kids craned their necks for a better view.

Alexis offered a pearly white smile. “You know, Choker—oops, I mean, Cara—if you’d just chew your food like a normal person, we wouldn’t have to see you hark it up. I think that carrot is still there on the floor. Why don’t you clean up after yourself, Choker?”

Cara could feel the corner of her eye start twitching again. She could hardly see Alexis’s smooth, porcelain face in front of her. All of a sudden, her eyes were swimming with hot tears. She opened her mouth to say something—anything—but no words came out.

Alexis’s green eyes narrowed. She bent toward Cara’s face. “What’s the matter with your eye, Choker?” she asked loudly. “It’s, like, jumping around like a spider.” She pointed as if noting an interesting medical phenomenon.

A murmur went through the onlookers. “Where?”

“What’s her eye doing?”

“Move, I can’t see.”

People clustered closer. Cara looked around wildly. She could feel the twitching getting faster. She clapped one hand over her eye and, spinning around, shoved her way through the crowd.

She ran down the hallway, the laughter behind her echoing in her ears. The gray bathroom door loomed ahead. Cara shoved it open without slowing down. She bolted into one of the dented metal stalls, leaned over the toilet, and puked.

Gasping, Cara straightened up and slowly wiped her mouth with some toilet paper. At the sink, she buried her hands in slimy pink soap as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. The harsh fluorescent lights cut dark circles under her eyes, which were sunken like pits in her head. The edges of her nostrils were pink-rimmed, and her brown hair hung in limp strands to her shoulders.

Cara shuddered. Slowly, she slid her back down the tiled wall until she was sitting on the floor. The bathroom was utterly silent except for an echo-y tink-tink drip of water from one of the faucets. She tilted her head back against the wall and drew her knees against her chest. She closed her eyes and went to a quiet place in her head.



Chapter 3


CARA’S HEAD WAS POUNDING BY THE TIME SHE FINALLY got home at seven o’clock. Practice had been brutal, and now all she wanted was a hot shower and a giant carton of Ben & Jerry’s. “Hi,” she called as she opened the front door. There was no answer. The spacious foyer was dim and shadowy, the house chilly from being closed up all day.

On the hall chair, her mother’s tabby cat, Samson, was curled up on her favorite fleece jacket. “Move, Samson.” Cara swatted at him. He rose slowly and gave her a bored feline stare. “Ick.” She yanked the jacket out from under him and wiped at the gray hairs stuck all over it. He ignored her and licked his belly.

 A pile of mail lay scattered across the floor near the mail slot. Cara switched on the hall lamp and dumped the mail in the already heaping basket on the foyer table. The rest of the table was cluttered with a random collection of sunglasses, bowls of change, and a pile of Christmas cards from nine months ago, coated with a thick layer of dust.

“Mom?” Cara called, wandering into the kitchen. The last of the evening light was filtering through the windows, illuminating the dirty dishes on the counter as if in a still life. Days of newspapers and law journals were heaped on the marble countertops. There was a note taped to the table.
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