




[image: image]






[image: Image]




[image: Image]




A Rock the Boat Book


First published in the United Kingdom and Australia by Rock the Boat, an imprint of Oneworld Publications, 2015


This ebook edition published by Rock the Boat, an imprint of Oneworld Publications, 2015


Copyright © Katherine Howe 2014


The moral right of Katherine Howe to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved


Copyright under Berne Convention


A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-78074-772-9


ISBN 978-1-78074-773-6 (ebook)


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Oneworld Publications


10 Bloomsbury Street


London WC1B 3SR


England


 




Stay up to date with the latest books,
special offers, and exclusive content from
Oneworld with our monthly newsletter


Sign up on our website
www.oneworld-publications.com







For my friends





PRELUDE


SALEM VILLAGE, MASSACHUSETTS
MAY 30, 1706


How long must I wait?


His tongue creeps out the corner of his mouth while he writes, the tip of it black with ink, the blacking in his gums staining his teeth. He looks like he’s got a mouthful of tar. I’ve been waiting for some time, but Reverend Green’s still writing. His quill runs across the paper, scratching like mouse paws. Scratch scratch, dip, scratch, lick, scratch.


My feet ache, and shifting my weight just makes the one hurt worse than the other. I’m leaning in the door frame, and in my mind my mother prods me in my back to make me straight. It’s so sharp, the prodding, I could almost swear she was really there.


“Ann?” he says.


I’d gotten so used to the waiting that I don’t hear him at first.


“Ann!” He’s tossed his quill down.


“Yes,” I whisper.


He turns a chill eye on me, an arm over the back of his chair. His elbow’s worn the turkey-work well away, ’til it’s so threadbare, it shines. Reverend Green’s the kind of man who’s always being interrupted. A harassed look about him, as if he can never get time to concentrate on one thing altogether. Spends his whole life turning around in his chair.


I take a step back, thinking better of my errand. He gives me a long look. He’s none too eager to hear what I’ve got to say either.


“Well, you’d best come in,” he says at length, returning to his paper.


He hunches over his desk, free hand clutching bunches of his hair like he’s anxious to finish whatever he’s writing. Scratch scratch scratch.


I should’ve gone when I had the chance; he’d never’ve known I was here. I glance over my shoulder, through the parsonage hall. Goody Green, his wife, has got the fire going all right, but the door’s open to the yard, as it’s a warm day. The patch of sunlight on the floor is so bright, I have to squint. A long stretch of shadow, and a cat wraps around the doorjamb and flattens himself out in the sunshine with a yawn. He rolls on his back, batting at ghosts.


Goody Green’s at the table wringing out cheesecloth. She looks harried, and no wonder, with the baby hiccoughing so. She was bouncing him up and down the hall when I arrived, beating him over her shoulder. I said she should hold him upside down and give him a little shake, but she glared and said, “If you’ll just wait for Reverend Green over there.”


I not being a mother, I suppose she’d ignore my advice, though it’s common knowledge how many Putnams I raised myself. Now I see she’s given up. The baby’s stashed in a long wooden cradle near enough that she can rock it with a foot, but she’s just letting him cough, all red in the face like a baked apple. And to be sure she can’t call on anyone for so much as a poultice.


No one can, in the village, anymore.


“Go on, then,” she says to me, giving the cloth a final twist. She’s got some arms, has Goody Reverend Green. “Don’t you keep him waiting.”


If she weren’t there, I could sneak away. I feel my heart pressing against my ribs, and the top of my head opening, as if my soul were being ripped from my body by the hair.


A girl in a dirty coif wanders in from the yard, finger in her mouth, her apron splotched with mud. She looks over at me all shy, because she doesn’t know me, or perhaps because she’s been warned to keep away. She’s like a sweet piglet walking on two legs, with those pink cheeks all in mud like that, and I smile at her. She squeaks in terror and runs to hide behind her mother.


“Come now, Ann,” the Reverend coaxes me from within his study.


It’s cooler in there. It’s away from the kitchen fire, with its window over the side yard, facing away from the sun. I’d like to sit. My feet are so tired.


“There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


But there is.


There is everything to be afraid of.


I swallow the lead ball in my throat that no amount of swallowing can be rid of, and move into the shadows of the Reverend’s study. There’s a bench between his desk and the fireplace. It’s as hard as a church pew. I could swear the back isn’t so much straight as curved, to force my head to bow. But it’s not the bench that’s making me hang my head.


The Reverend gingerly sands his paper, blows it clean, and blots, holding the paper to the light to approve of his work. Satisfied, he turns at last to me.


But when his eyes fall on my face, he recoils, as if I’d moved to strike him.


I’ve come to Reverend Green to make my confession.





Part 1



JANUARY


YULETIDE
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And it was at Jerusalem
the feast of the dedication,
and it was winter.


JOHN 10:22





CHAPTER 1


DANVERS, MASSACHUSETTS
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 11, 2012


The truth is, I’m not sure when it started. I don’t actually think anybody really knows.


For a while figuring out the very first instance of it seemed really important. They were interviewing all of us because they wanted to find the locus of it, or whatever, I don’t really know. They marched us into the office one at a time, and there was this big map of the school up on a wall. It was covered in pins with little flags, each one with a date. It was super complicated. I think they thought that with enough pins and flags and yarn and everything, they’d figure it out, or at least it would look really impressive for the news cameras. And don’t get me wrong, it was impressive. All those arrows and everything looked wicked complicated. It didn’t help them figure anything out, though. I think it just made them feel better.


But I’m getting ahead of myself.


If I was really forced to pick a date, like at gunpoint, I’d have to go with January 11. I’m saying that only because it was just a completely basic Wednesday with nothing much to recommend it.


Exactly the kind of day I shouldn’t remember.


We’d been back from winter break only a couple of days, but we’d already gotten into the routine. Senior year. Last semester. We were pretty keyed up. I mean, everybody’s always on edge when the semester starts, kind of, except spring semester senior year is like that normal nervousness times a million. Senior year is when it all comes together, all the years of studying and work and projects and sports and campaigns and whatever we’re into that we’ve been working really hard for—it’s either about to pay off or everything is about to completely fall apart. And don’t even get me started about waiting for college acceptance letters. But even though senior year is massive, is basically the moment that sets up the rest of our entire lives and whether we’re going to be successful and get everything we want or whether we’re going to die alone in a ditch in the snow, we still have to get up and make it through every day. I still get up and brush my teeth, right?


This Wednesday should have been the most generic Wednesday imaginable, even if it was a Wednesday of the spring semester of our last year at St. Joan’s.


“Sit,” my mother said.


I was standing by the kitchen sink shoving a cranberry muffin into my mouth.


“What?” I said, plucking at my shirt to shake the crumbs out the bottom.


“Colleen, for God’s sake. You won’t be able to digest anything. Would you sit down for five minutes?” Mom used the toe of her slipper to brush the crumbs under the edge of the dishwasher.


“Can’t. I’ve got to go,” I insisted as Dad came up behind us, rattling the car keys.


“Did you get the problem set done?” Mom asked. She licked her thumb to rub crumbs from the corner of my mouth, and I squirmed away from her.


“Mom! Get over it! Yes, I got the problem set done.”


“You want me to look it over real quick?”


“Linda,” my dad warned from the front door. He jingled the keys again, and I slung up my backpack and kissed Mom on the cheek.


“It’s fine,” I said. “I promise.”


Could there be a more normal Wednesday morning? It’s so normal, I almost want to embellish it, and add something kind of exciting or dramatic or interesting. But I just can’t, because nothing like that happened. Dad dropped me off at school, and the upper school hallway was awash like it always was in an ocean of girls in plaid skirts and cardigans and wool tights and Coach handbags from the outlet store. I knew most of them, at least well enough to say hello, though every class adds a lot of new girls freshman year and so the older we got, the more strangers started peppering the hallways.


“Hey, Colleen,” said someone in passing, I didn’t see who, but I said “Hey” back and nodded to be nice. I stopped by my locker to swap out some books and scroll through a few texts that didn’t seem very important. I was just replying to something, I don’t remember what, when I heard it.


“Colleeeen, I saw you standing alooooooone, without a dream in my heart . . . without a love of your own. Colleeeeeeeeeeen,” a voice hummed from inside my advisory classroom.


I looked up and grinned at the spines of my textbooks. Deena was stuck on “Blue Moon.” Again.


Deena’s the first one who’s important to know about. She came to St. Joan’s in sixth grade, and when she got here, she was the tallest one in the class, even taller than me, this string bean girl from Charleston with a shock of baby dreadlocks falling in layers to her shoulders. She had such a thick Southern accent that at first I kind of couldn’t tell what she was saying. But she lost the y’alls after only a couple of weeks, and then she started dropping her R’s That girl is a total language sponge. The craziest is when she speaks Japanese. I think she gets a special kick out of shocking people with it, especially when she was on her exchange program in Tokyo last summer—a six-foot-tall African American girl speaking near-fluent Japanese after just three months.


“Hey,” I said, sliding into my seat.


Deena grinned at me, spread her arms wide, and went for the big finish.


“Collleeeeeeeen! You knew just what I was there for, you heard me saying a prayer for, someone I really could care for!”


“She’s already been at this for, like, ten minutes,” Emma whispered to me, loudly enough that Deena could hear her.


Emma. Nominally, Emma is my best friend. I don’t even remember when I first met her, but we were tiny. Before preschool. She’s from Danvers, her parents are from Danvers, her grandparents were all from Danvers, her whole family lives in Danvers. Her brother, Mark, went to Endicott in Beverly because he didn’t want to be too far from Danvers. They all look alike, too, all the Blackburns. And they’re really clannish. Emma’s mom is one of those delicate blondes who is usually shuttered away with a headache, and when that happens, we can’t go over to the Blackburns’ house. They’re all very protective of each other. If somebody mentions, as I made the mistake of doing once, that maybe Emma’s mom would feel better if she just went outside once in a while, Emma will cut them dead with a look and say, “She can’t.”


Emma has always had a quietness to her, which is one of the reasons I like her so much. But it can also make her hard to read. Her reserve is a complete inversion of the chaos of my house. Emma was the last one of us to play with dolls—she was thirteen, which is kind of crazy, and we’d all already gotten our periods and were starting to text boys, but she’d still ask shyly if I wanted to bring my American Girl doll when I came over. They’re still out in her room, and I sometimes imagine her whispering to them when the lights go out. She has buttery-blond hair, which in the summers turns almost white in the sun. Her eyebrows are so light and pale, they almost don’t exist, and she refuses to wear makeup at all, which gives Emma a naked, otherworldly look.


Once it was clear that I liked Deena, Emma decided she was okay, too. It was Emma who taught Deena to stop saying “milk shake” when she meant “frappe.”


Deena’s elbow was taking up so much room that Fabiana had to squeeze herself around the desk to sit down next to her. Fabiana, I don’t know as well. She came to St. Joan’s as a freshman, part of that influx of new people when we got to upper school. She’s okay. Kind of annoying. I didn’t like to give much of myself away to Fabiana. It’s not that I didn’t like her, it’s just that we were applying a lot of the same places, and we were sort of in competition for grades, even though it was spring semester.


I don’t know why I just said “sort of” when I don’t mean that at all. Fabiana and I were competing for valedictorian. I know it’s not cool to seem like I care that much, and I wasn’t really supposed to make it look like I was trying hard to get the grades I was getting, but the truth is, I was having a hard time with it. For all of high school I’d been able to hold everyone else off without any trouble, and keep up the fiction that I didn’t have to work hard at it, and I didn’t really care. But the truth is, I cared. I cared a lot. And so did Fabiana. She watched me as coolly as I watched her.


Fabiana sat near us, but she wasn’t part of our group. We’re not supposed to have cliques at St. Joan’s, but honestly, good luck with keeping teenage girls from forming cliques. It’s not like we all had matching satin bomber jackets with our cutesy nicknames on the back. But Deena, Emma, and I were a clique, and the fourth member was Anjali. So Anjali was there already, too, and she’d been talking the whole time, pausing just long enough to give me a wave hello. I could tell we were all alive and breathing because Anjali was talking about Yale. It was the surest way to start a morning off right.


“Like in that movie, where he’s, like, a crew guy?”


“The Skulls?” someone asked.


“They are totally not like that at all, though I’ve heard that the inside is actually really that nice. It’s all crazy old, with portraits and everything. I heard that George Bush’s family gave them like a million dollars to redo the parlor after he trashed it at some party back in the sixties.”


I wasn’t sure whom Anjali was talking to. Emma? I glanced at her.


Maybe, on a technicality, but Emma was only half listening. Deena was too involved to care, and anyway this was all old territory.


“Secret societies, you know,” Emma explained in a whisper.


So she had been listening. Emma misses nothing.


“I mean, they don’t, like, give everybody cars like that. That’s totally not true,” Anjali continued, not seeming to care if anyone was listening or not.


Sometimes I felt a little sorry for Anjali. She had come to St. Joan’s the previous year because her mom got a job at Mass General. They lived a bunch of places before that—Houston, Chicago, I forget where else. Her mom is a big deal medical researcher, and her dad’s a lawyer, the kind who wears a gigantic watch and leaves papers all over the dining table so no one can ever eat there. They are really, really intense. Anjali fell in with us right away, because she’s completely fun and hilarious and smart, but I’ve seen her in tears over an A-minus—on a physics problem set, thanks very much, not even a final.


“They give you cars?” Fabiana butted in.


“God,” Anjali said, rolling her eyes. “No. I just said they didn’t.”


I shared a look with Emma, and Emma smiled out of the side of her mouth.


“It’s just for networking, you know? That’s basically the whole point. Did you know that if you get into Skull and Bones, you’re basically automatically in the CIA?”


“Since when do you want to be in the CIA?” I asked her. “I thought you were going pre-med.”


“I am,” Anjali said. “I’m just saying.”


“She could be a doctor for the CIA,” Emma reasoned, and Deena laughed.


“She could reprogram enemy agents,” Deena said, grinning. “Then send them back behind the lines where they’ll be like a sleeper cell ready to activate when they hear the secret password.”


“And the secret word would be?” Emma asked.


“Jason,” I said, sending Emma and Deena into fits of giggles.


“You guys, shut up!” Anjali said, turning around and hitting my arm. “You are so gross.”


She was pretending to be upset, but she was smiling. Being the only one of us with a boyfriend came with the assumption that it was her privilege to let us tease her.


“Jason is so gross,” I clarified as Deena said, “Mmm-hmm,” and shot Anjali her We keep telling you look. That look is deadly.


The bell rang just as Father Molloy strode in, clapping his hands and saying, “All right, girls, let’s take it down a notch.”


Father Molloy is the kind of priest that my mother likes to call “Father Oh Well.” That’s such a Rowley family Irish name joke. Pathetic. Anyway, she says that because she thinks he’s cute, and I guess he sort of is except for he’s really old, like, forty. He perched with one knee up on the edge of the desk and frowned at the roll sheet. I don’t even know why he was bothering, since I don’t think we had any new girls this late in the year. We’d already had him for eighth-grade catechism anyway, most of us.


While he was distracted, Anjali pulled her phone out of her sweater pocket and slid it under the lid of her desk. There’s a pretty intense “no cell phones in class” policy at St. Joan’s, and Anjali is a prime offender. She can text without looking, which she swears is easy, though I’ve never been able to do it. They had taken at least two phones away from her in the previous semester that I know of, and when they take your phone away, they actually keep it. What I couldn’t believe was that Anjali’s parents kept buying her new ones. My mother told me that if they ever took my phone away, I’d be buying the next one myself. Which is fine, except I don’t have three hundred dollars just kicking around. I now texted during class only in the event of a dire emergency. Anjali, though, she’s ridiculous. I peered over her shoulder to see what she was writing.


“You shouldn’t text him back right away like that,” I whispered.


“What?” Anjali whispered back.


Father Molloy had started down the roll sheet for attendance, and girls were responding when he called their names.


“Emma Blackburn?”


“Here,” Emma said.


“Jennifer Crawford?”


“Here,” said the girl with pink-streaked hair and heavy eyeliner sitting in the back of the room.


I leaned in closer so Anjali could hear me. “You should at least wait five minutes. Or, heck, wait ’til fifth period. Then he’ll appreciate it.”


Deena had her eyes fixed straight ahead, but I could tell she was listening.


“What for? I like him. If I text back quickly, I hear from him sooner,” Anjali said out of the side of her mouth.


“But, Anj,” I said, leaning forward on my elbows hard enough to tip the desk. “You’ve got to—”


“Critical commentary, Miss Rowley?”


Crap.


“No, Father Molloy.”


He dropped the roll sheet on the desk and folded his arms. I’d seen him give other girls that look before, but I didn’t think he’d ever given it to me.


“I’m sorry, but I think only half the room caught what you were saying,” he said. “Would you mind repeating it?”


“I’m sorry? I wasn’t saying anything.”


“Fair enough. Perhaps Miss Seaver in speech and debate didn’t cover projection. Stand up, if you will.”


Double crap.


“Chop chop,” said Father Molloy.


I stood up, a whole roomful of girls whispering a decibel above silence, rows of wide-blinking eyes staring at me with pity and, in a few faces, delight. So far this year I was perfect: attendance, lateness, everything going seamlessly. I had two early decision deferrals to think about, and another dozen applications had gone out last week. Plus the thing with Fabiana. I needed to get out of this without it going down in writing. I tried to smile around the room, but the effort made my cheeks hurt.


The priest cast an appraising eye up and down me, with a flicker of mirth in his eyes that let me know we were both in on the joke.


“Perv,” I thought I heard Deena mutter.


“Miss Rowley. As this is your senior year, and you’ve been a student at St. Joan’s since the Bush administration, I feel certain you are aware of the dress code?”


I cleared my throat. “The dress code?” I echoed.


“Next year you’ll be at whatever university will be fortunate enough to have you, and you will be free to wear as few scraps of handkerchief as you see fit. But at St. Joan’s, we still stubbornly insist that our students wear actual clothing. That skirt is—six inches, I believe? Seven?—above the knee. Roll it down, please.”


Eight, actually. Okay, maybe more like nine. I reached to my waistband and tugged to bring it back down to regulation length. All around me, girls with rolled waistbands shifted in their seats, some pulling down the ends of their cardigans to cover the evidence. I didn’t see why he’d want to call me out on some BS skirt-rolling. Everybody does it. They start doing it in middle school.


“Thank you. Now then,” he said. “Would you mind repeating your comment to Miss Gupta just now? The suspense is killing us.”


Anjali squeaked and pressed her lips together, since I’m sure she was afraid I’d rat her out about the phone. I opened my mouth to speak, not really clear about what was going to come out, when the door to advisory clicked open and I was momentarily spared while we all dropped everything to watch Clara Rutherford come into class.


The first thing to know about Clara is that I like her. I really do. And she likes me too. We’re not not friends or anything like that. That was the crazy thing about Clara—pretty much everybody liked her. She was so nice that I kind of wished I could hate her, if for no other reason than that she was definitely nicer than me. But as much as I may have wanted to, I couldn’t quite hate her. I don’t think I’d ever seen her get mad or lose her temper at anyone. She wasn’t friendly, exactly. There were plenty of girls at St. Joan’s who thought that being friendly to everyone, even people they hated, would make them popular. Instead they just came off as insincere, and fewer people wound up liking them than if they’d just acted normal.


That wasn’t Clara’s style. Instead she had this air about her, as though there was always a red velvet carpet rolling out under her feet. She did okay in classes, but not so well that anyone would resent her, or feel like she was so much smarter than them that it was annoying. She played field hockey well enough that everyone wanted to have her on their team, but not so well that anyone would find a reason to high-stick her in the face. She even managed to look cute in the field hockey skirts, which really killed me, because I had a serious complex about my knees. Her hair was just the right length, with just the right amount of wave, and with a reddish-nut hue that glowed. Clara didn’t even have to straighten her hair, which I could admit envying about her. Mine springs straight out in dark corkscrews all over my head, so that half my childhood was spent with my mother ripping a hairbrush through thick snarls, saying I looked like the teenage bride of Frankenstein. It wasn’t until last year that I finally figured out the stuff to use to get them to fall in spirals.


It was like Clara Rutherford belonged to some other species, one that didn’t sweat or smell or have anything go seriously wrong in its life. Her family, as far as I knew, was wealthy, and happy, and healthy, with a chocolate-haired mother who manned booths at school fund-raisers and a squash-playing father who actually came to some of her field hockey games. She had a brother who was in Emma’s brother’s class, as unblemished and likeable as she was, who played lacrosse and did student council and threw one memorable party after graduation where there may have been some drinking, but no one got in any serious trouble, and everyone just had a good time. Clara had it all figured out.


Of course, not everybody liked Clara. When a girl’s on a pedestal, there’s nothing some people would like better than to shove her off it, just to know what kind of noise she’d make when she shattered.


Emma’s face didn’t change when Clara came in. Instead her gray eyes seemed to glimmer, like light on the inside of an oyster shell.


But I saw Deena’s smile slip. I thought she was a little jealous of Clara, which I didn’t understand, because Deena was so funny and talented and it’s not like she wasn’t popular too. But she had heard that Clara was also applying to Tufts, and now Deena was paranoid that Clara would take her spot. Most of the colleges we were all looking at had quotas for the kids they’d take from the top private schools. It was going to be a tense three months in advisory if both of them were waiting to hear from Tufts.


And then there was Jennifer Crawford, with the pink hair. When Clara walked in, Jennifer’s lip curled like she was looking at a roadkill fox. Disgust and loathing.


Jennifer had issues.


So Clara walked in, and it was like we all paused for a moment of silence to appreciate that she’d decided to join us.


Our eyes tracked Clara as she moved to her seat, followed closely by her two Clara-clones. All three of them were wearing low ponytails tied with thin black ribbon. I could feel us all register this information, could almost hear the click of the data being recorded in every girl’s head, and wondered how many low-ribboned ponytails we’d see at assembly after lunch. A lot, I was guessing.


“Miss Rowley?”


I jumped, shaken out of staring at Clara Rutherford, who had settled in the seat at the front of the room nearest the window.


“Your comments to Miss Gupta. We’re on the edge of our seats.”


I glanced down at Anjali, who was sliding her phone up the inside sleeve of her sweater where it would be safe.


“I’m sorry, Father Molloy,” I said, looking straight ahead. “But I wasn’t saying anything. I just dropped my pen, and leaned over to pick it up. It probably looked like I was talking.”


The priest rolled his eyes heavenward and sighed. We both knew I was full of it. I almost respected him more for knowing how full of it I was.


“Have it your way,” he said, waving a dismissive hand.


I dropped into my seat, hunching my shoulders to make myself smaller behind Anjali. I just needed a break from being looked at for one second.


“Okay. I’m afraid we’ve got some stuff to discuss today, so listen up,” Father Molloy said.


Groans of annoyance rumbled through the classroom, and Deena and I shared an irritated look. Her hand twitched on her physics textbook, and my own hands were itching to double-check my calc problem set. Usually advisory was the prime time for cramming for tests or finishing up work from the previous night. I was pretty sure of my work, but I couldn’t recheck it too many times. Anyway, there was never any actual advising that took place in advisory.


“I’m sure a lot of you have questions and concerns,” he began. “And we’re going to do everything that we can to address them. But the important thing at this juncture is for me to emphasize that the school cares about you all. At this time there is no reason for any of you to be worried. No reason whatsoever.”


“What is he talking about?” Deena whispered in my ear.


“Hell if I know,” I said.


I brought a pencil up and held it between my upper lip and my nose, and spaced out a little. Deena inspected her fingernails. Anjali had edged her phone into her palm and was texting again while pretending to absorb every word Father Molloy was saying.


“St. Joan’s prides itself on being a place where the students come first,” he droned on. “We know it’s unnerving, and so I want to encourage anyone who wants to speak to a teacher in private not to hesitate. You can come talk to me, or if you’d feel more comfortable, maybe with a woman, for instance, we can connect you with someone.”


The class was starting to get fidgety, but he wasn’t ready to let us off the hook yet. “Are there any questions?” Father Molloy said, folding his arms over his chest and looking at us.


I inclined my head over to Emma, about to ask if she had any idea what he meant, but she didn’t seem to be listening. She was staring at the front corner of the room, her cheeks flushed a splotchy pink, and gripping her pen so hard, her knuckles were turning white.


My gaze swiveled, following Emma’s stare over the heads of my classmates to the hallowed corner where Clara Rutherford sat, her desk practically bearing a little reserved card written in calligraphy.


And that was the first time that I saw Clara Rutherford twitch.





CHAPTER 2


DANVERS, MASSACHUSETTS
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 11, 2012


Twitch is not the right word. It’s the word the media would start to use when things really got going, when they needed a word that wasn’t too sensational, because everyone was afraid that sensationalizing what was happening would just make it worse. But twitch does not even begin to describe what happened to Clara Rutherford that morning.


Her face seized up, as though an invisible person standing next to her had hooked his fingers in her mouth, trying to peel the skin from her skull. Her hands clenched closed, flew up to her chest, and vibrated under her chin. By the time Father Molloy got to her, her legs had started shaking so violently that she rattled off her chair and fell to the floor, flopping and gasping like a fish.


“Colleen, get the nurse,” Father Molloy commanded, sounding surprisingly calm.


Half the classroom was standing up, staring down at Clara. We couldn’t believe it was happening. We wouldn’t have been able to believe it anyway, but it was somehow even more wrong that it was happening to Clara. Her feet kicked like someone getting electroshock. Seeing her perfection split apart like that made us panicky.


“Now, Colleen!” the priest said, raising his voice.


He knelt beside her, cradling her head, with his thumb in her mouth to keep her tongue depressed. The last thing I saw before I fled for the door was Clara’s front teeth biting down on Father Molloy’s thumb. She was making horrible gagging, gurgling sounds, as though she were drowning.


I sprinted down the upper school hallway, my footfalls echoing on the flagstones, running past the vacant student center, skidding on the rug outside the upper school dean’s office, ignoring the administrative assistant who stood up and hollered, “Walk, Colleen!”


I rounded the corner from the upper school hallway to the old wing, my shadow stretching long down the hall, so distorted I felt like I was falling into it. I could feel my heartbeat in my throat as I ran down the corridor that used to house the convent bedrooms, all of them so long locked that the doors were rusted shut. At the very end of the hallway one door stood open, with warm light spilling out. I landed at the nurse’s office, panting for breath on the doorjamb. Inside, half behind a white partition, the nurse was pulling a thermometer out of the mouth of a green-faced eighth grader.


The school nurse would be famous within the week, but on this Wednesday I have to confess that I didn’t remember her name. She was new, and young—so young, I found it weird to address her with a title. She looked like she could be in my class.


When she saw me, she stood up immediately and said, “What’s the matter?”


“You’ve got to come! Room 709. Hurry!”


By the time we burst back into the classroom, Clara was sitting up, her hair disheveled, breathing heavily and looking around with wide, baffled eyes. Father Molloy stood up when he saw us and pulled the nurse aside. They conferred for an urgent minute by the door while I crouched next to Clara. She looked up at me, her eyes shining with confusion. She moved her mouth, but nothing came out.


“Don’t worry,” I said, touching her arm. “I brought the nurse. You’re going to be okay.”


She nodded, wrapping her arms around herself.


“Colleen,” the nurse said, placing her hand on my back. “Will you return to your desk, please?”


I hesitated.


“Girls, I know you’re all worried, but we need to give her some air. Back to your desks, please,” the nurse insisted.


I felt someone helping me to my feet and back to my desk. Slowly I lowered into my seat, still watching Clara. She was looking around on the floor, as if she were afraid she’d dropped something but didn’t know what.


“That was crazy!” Anjali whispered.


“Oh my God, do you think she’s going to be okay?” Deena said.


None of us could even pretend we weren’t staring. The nurse leaned over Clara, shining a penlight into each of her eyes, taking her pulse, listening to her heart.


“Oh, she’ll be fine,” Emma said with a wave of her hand.


“Does she have epilepsy or something?” I asked. “Does this, like, happen all the time, do you think?”


I couldn’t imagine Clara having something seriously wrong with her. We’d all have known about it if she did. St. Joan’s was a small school. Everyone knew everyone else’s business. We knew who was diabetic, and whose mom drank too much. We knew who had a gluten allergy, and who just said she did to hide her eating disorder. We knew who cut. We knew about everyone’s tattoos, and we thought they should probably have gone into Boston to get them instead, ’cause the lines were already blurry. We knew within the week when one of us lost her virginity. Sometimes we knew within the hour.


“I don’t think so,” Anjali said.


“Maybe epilepsy doesn’t come on until you’re finished growing,” Deena theorized. “What if it’s like schizophrenia or something, like one of those things that happen for the first time when you’re an adult?”


“You think she has schizophrenia?” I asked. I tried not to sound horrified, but I failed.


“No,” Anjali said slowly. “That’s not what schizophrenia looks like.”


“Whatever,” Emma said.


Her nails drummed once, twice, three times on the top of her desk.


Father Molloy hovered at the front of the classroom, with an expression on his face that I couldn’t read. When the nurse beckoned to him, he seemed to be shaking a thought off before he could concentrate on what she was saying.


Laurel Hocking, that was the nurse’s name. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten, especially considering what happened later.


Clara’s two minions, Elizabeth and the Other Jennifer, which is what everyone called her to distinguish her from Jennifer Crawford, were huddled together at their desks behind Clara. They obviously had no idea what was going on. If Clara had seizures, they’d have known about it. Then again, maybe Clara was kind of aloof from her best friends, too. Elizabeth was pretty cool, she did field hockey and debate, but the Other Jennifer didn’t have much going on. She was not especially bright, and most people assumed she had gotten into St. Joan’s only because both her mother and her grandmother went there. I mean, she was nice and everything, and she was pretty, but she was just kind of blah. Maybe Clara just hung out with them because she could dictate the terms.


Nurse Hocking was stroking Clara’s hair, and I heard her say, “We’ll just make you an appointment, to be sure.”


“It’s definitely not schizophrenia,” Anjali said, looking at her phone, which was still expertly concealed between her hand and the end of her sweater sleeve. “That’s a mental disorder, and has to do with how she perceives reality. It doesn’t cause seizures, just weird behavior.”


“Huh,” Deena said. “I hope she’s going to be okay.”


The bell rang, drowning out what Emma said, which I think was something like “Faker.”


“What?” I said, looking at Emma.


“Huh?” Emma answered.


“What did you say just now?”


“I didn’t say anything,” Emma said, gathering her books.


She wasn’t looking at me.


“Okay, girls,” Father Molloy interrupted, addressing the whole room of migrating students. “I want you all to remember what we talked about. And if any of you need to speak with me privately, I’ll be in office hours after lunch. You’re always welcome to drop by. Mary, Queen of Knowledge, be with you all.”


“But we didn’t talk about anything,” Deena muttered.


I hesitated when we reached the door, looking over my shoulder. Clara was still sitting on the floor, her legs splayed out like a kid. The nurse bent over her, offering a sip of water. Elizabeth and the Other Jennifer huddled nearby, as if they hadn’t even heard the bell. Father Molloy stood with his arms folded over his chest, frowning.


“Come on,” Emma said, plucking at my sleeve. “Or we’ll be late.”


“Yeah,” I said, allowing Emma to pull me away.


As the door to advisory closed, I caught Clara’s eye.


I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone look so afraid.





CHAPTER 3


DANVERS, MASSACHUSETTS
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 11, 2012


At that point everything still could have gone back to normal. I mean, we’d have gossiped about Clara for a while, and the senior girls who weren’t in our advisory would have wanted to know all the gory details, and it’s possible that someone (cough cough Jennifer Crawford, hello) would have posted a picture of Clara convulsing on the floor on Instagram and then everyone would have freaked out about her privacy being violated, but then it would have finally blown over. A month, tops, we’d have talked about it, and probably not even that long, before we all sank into our own end-of-high-school worlds, with college acceptances and parties and the spring formal and GPAs and AP exams and guys and other things to gossip about and distract us. I’d have remembered that Wednesday as Clara Rutherford’s first fall from the pedestal, which was without question a remarkable thing, but that’s all.


There was only a hall’s length between advisory and first period, but a hall’s length can be a long time at St. Joan’s. Any number of things could happen in the time it took to go from one end of the hall to the other.


We four broke apart within the crush of girls. Anjali was off to physics lab, Deena to Calculus BC. Emma and I usually sat together in AP US History. Our class was a pretty tight-knit group of history kids, as we’d been together in the advanced humanities classes all four years: history, English, French, Latin. Most of us had even taken AP Art History, which was an elective, but we’d be crazy not to take it, ’cause all we did was hang out at the Museum of Fine Arts and stare at pretty paintings. If I played my cards right, I’d leave St. Joan’s with nine AP exams, and if I scored well enough, that was almost two semesters of college credit. Plus, AP classes weighted your GPA, which was key for valedictorian. Jennifer Crawford was in AP US, too, and for some reason she was less annoying in history class. She would actually talk to us, for one thing. She could be so standoffish the rest of the time.


Most schools do AP US in junior year, but at St. Joan’s they save it for senior year. Getting into AP was a pretty big deal—they limit it to twelve slots, and we took an exam the summer before to place in. Every year a couple of girls flamed out, unable to take the pressure. Some of them even left the school. As if we didn’t have enough to worry about.


AP US was a choice class, though, mainly because of Mr. Mitchell. He was much cooler than the other teachers, maybe because he was so young. He ran our class like a college seminar, with our desks in a circle, and he emphasized getting us to be able to argue our positions about what we read. We could tell he really listened to us when we were talking. He looked us in the eye.


Some people thought he was kind of cute, and I guess he was, in a hipster-nerd sort of way. Floppy James Franco hair and skinny 1950s ties. Glasses. He went to Harvard, so sometimes we’d even run into him in the Square on the weekend, and it was like spotting a celebrity. We’d laugh and wave and then run away giggling, wondering who he was with and what he was doing and if he had a girlfriend. Before the AP exam every year he had the whole class over to his apartment to cram, and he’d make weird early American food, like Indian pudding and corn pone and dandelion salad, and then after the exam he’d have everyone over again to show The Last of the Mohicans with sarcastic commentary about all the historical inaccuracies. I heard a rumor that he bought beer for last year’s post-exam party, but I don’t think it’s true.


Emma and I were dissecting what had just happened to Clara when Jennifer Crawford leaned over. Up close her pink hair looked dry and fried, sticky, like cotton candy. I didn’t know why she’d want to do that to herself. She could’ve been almost pretty if she’d just tried to look halfway normal.


“That was intense,” she said.


“Yeah,” I replied. “We were just saying.”


“It’s all over Facebook already,” Jennifer said, flashing us her phone.


“What are people saying about it?” Emma asked, eyeing Jennifer’s phone.


Jennifer slipped it into her purse with a quick glance at the classroom door.


“Just that it was totally crazy, and nobody’s seen anything like that before.”


“Do people know what’s happening?” I asked. “Is she going to the hospital or something?”


“Oh, she doesn’t need a hospital. She was fine when we left advisory.” That was Emma.


“A couple people were saying she’s going to the hospital, but the Other Jennifer said her dad’s coming to pick her up.”


“Dang,” I said. “Poor Clara.”


“It’s Elizabeth and the Other Jennifer you should feel sorry for,” Jennifer Crawford said with a curl of her lip. She leaned back, coiling a hank of pink hair around one finger. “What are they going to do with no one telling them where to sit at lunch?”


“Come on, Jennifer,” I said. “Can you try to not be a total bitch for, like, five minutes?”


But Emma was silently laughing behind the sleeve of her sweater.


I was eyeing Emma when the door opened to reveal not Mr. Mitchell, but some random woman with huge eyeglasses and an armful of papers that slipped loose while all twelve of us watched. I could feel us all deflate when it wasn’t him.


“Oh, dammit,” the woman said, pushing the door closed with a hip before bending to pick up each leaf one at a time. “Is this,” she spoke to the floor, waddling from paper to paper, “Room 811? AP US History?”


Curious glances crackled around the perimeter of the room, followed by shrugs and more than one surreptitious peek at a cell phone. It took us a minute to realize no one had answered the random woman.


“Well?” she said, standing, the last reclaimed page jutting out from under one arm. She planted her free hand on her hip and looked annoyed. “Is it or isn’t it?”


“Ah,” someone stammered. “Yeah, this is 811.”


The woman gave us the once-over and—upon seeing the North Shore shipwreck map that Mr. Mitchell had hung behind his desk and the poster of the Gilbert Stuart George Washington portrait that they issue to every high school American history teacher at the same time they hand out the Tasers and Valium—decided she must be in the right place.


A hand tugged at my sleeve. Emma.


Where is he? she mouthed.


I shrugged. Dunno, I mouthed back. Maybe he’s sick?


Lame, she said, a line forming between her pale eyebrows.


The random woman stumped up to the front of the room, slapped her papers onto Mr. Mitchell’s desk, and hunted around on the desktop, as if she hoped she might discover an instruction manual there. Mr. Mitchell kept his desk as I imagined an intellectual does—chaotic, some of the papers stuck together with rings of coffee. There was even a magnifying glass on it, mounted on a brass stand.


“Okay,” she said, more to herself than to us. “Right. Let’s get started.”


She turned to the board and wrote Ms. Slater in cursive handwriting that drooped and melted at such a sharp angle that she had to bend over to finish the R.


“I’m Ms. Slater,” she said, resettling her glasses on her nose.


We all peered at her, squinting for clues. Our squinting didn’t accomplish much—she was still just some random woman in a ponytail and a gray dress. Some non-age, like maybe thirty-five.


“If you’ll all just pull out whatever you were supposed to have read for today, we’ll see where we are.”


“Excuse me, Miss Slater?” a girl in the back said as she raised her hand. Leigh Carruthers. The inevitable Leigh Carruthers.


“Ms.,” the random woman corrected her without looking up from the disorderly heap of papers where she was, I guessed, hunting for the roll sheet.


“Miss Slater,” Leigh said again. “Um, I have to leave early today? For an appointment? So I’m going to have to be going in, like, five minutes?”


The random woman looked up slowly, a wicked smile spreading across her face. When she smiled, she looked younger, and I felt myself smile, too. She had a tiny gap between her front teeth that made her look mischievous.


“Don’t like the ‘Ms.,’ eh, Miss Carruthers?” Ms. Slater said. “We can go with Doctor Slater, if you’d rather. That works for me, too.”


Leigh sat back.


“And I’m sure you’re aware that student appointments during school hours have to be cleared with the office first. Then they do this thing where they give all the teachers a list of who’s going where when, with stuff like your cell phone numbers and e-mail addresses so we know what you guys are up to. Including substitutes like me. You know that, right?”


Leigh. So busted.


“Yes,” Leigh said.


“Great,” said Ms. Slater. “Now, books out.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Emma tapping on her phone. She caught me looking, and slid it away quickly.


What are you doing? I mouthed.


Unlike Anjali, Emma wasn’t much of a texter. Emma was too laconic for that. She usually waited for the world to come to her.


Nothing, she mouthed back.


I frowned at her, but by then we were all rummaging in our shoulder bags and pulling out the play that we were supposed to be discussing that day. I’d read it. Most of us had, I think. It wasn’t bad. There was a pretty sordid love triangle right in the middle, which always helps.


“So, anyone want to fill me in on how this usually goes?” Ms. Slater asked.


While she spoke, she hoisted up the lectern that Mr. Mitchell had banished to the corner at the beginning of the semester, and heaved it to the table at the front of the room. The spectacle of a woman in a fitted dress and kitten heels carrying a huge wooden lectern in her arms should have been hilarious, but it was actually kind of badass.


“Um,” Emma hesitated. “Mr. Mitchell was going to hand back our quizzes today, I think.”


She looked around at us for confirmation, and we all nodded.


“And then we were going to start talking about the play. That’s our whole next unit.”


“The play?” Ms. Slater said.


She strode over to my desk and flipped the book faceup.


“The Crucible, huh?”


“Yeah,” I said. “We’re doing the Salem witch trials this month. Quiz next week, then short response paper due sometime after the quiz. That was what Mr. Mitchell said Monday.”


“If you’re doing the Salem witch trials, what the hell are you doing reading a play about the 1950s?”


We looked around, baffled. Ms. Slater didn’t wait for an answer.


“Yeah,” she said. “We’re not doing that. Put them away and get out your notebooks.”


A dull silence hung between us as we gaped at this random woman.


“Notebooks?” she prodded. “You use them to take notes in?”


Mr. Mitchell ran AP US like a seminar. Mostly we just sat around talking in a big group. Sometimes we’d argue for as long as twenty minutes before Mr. Mitchell cut in. Nobody took notes.


“No notebooks?” Ms. Slater said in response to our nonresponse, her other eyebrow creeping up her forehead to join the first one, twin crescent moons floating under her hairline.


“Laptops?”


I cleared my throat.


“St. Joan’s doesn’t permit laptop use during class time,” I said. “We can bring them, but they’re for writing papers and stuff in study hall and the library. Otherwise they think we’ll just mess around on the Web.”


“Well,” Ms. Slater said, leaning her elbows on the lectern. “They’re probably right. So. Here’s what we’re going to do. You”—she pointed at Leigh, paused, and then pointed at Jennifer Crawford—“and you will take the paper out of that printer”—more pointing—“and make sure everyone has three sheets. The rest of you, bust out your pens.”


Leigh and Jennifer stood, exchanging uncomfortable smiles.


“The Crucible,” Ms. Slater said with her back to us, writing a list of names on the blackboard while she spoke, “is a play from 1953 that is about anti-Communist anxiety in postwar American culture, and about the inscrutable Other lurking behind a seemingly unthreatening facade. And, because it’s Arthur Miller, it’s also about sex.”


When she said that, we all snickered. Ms. Slater pretended she hadn’t heard us.


“It’s a hugely important work of American literature, and I’m delighted that you’ve read it. But this is a history class. And in history class, we aren’t concerned with what Arthur Miller thinks about sex. In history class, we talk about what really happened.”


We all laughed with surprise. Ms. Slater didn’t talk like a regular teacher. Leigh raised her hand.


“Question, Miss Carruthers,” Ms. Slater said, pointing with her chalk.


“But isn’t The Crucible, like, about the Salem witch trials?” Leigh asked.


“No,” Ms. Slater said. “Its setting is the Salem witch trials. Different thing entirely.”


“But aren’t the characters all, like, real people?” Leigh pressed, looking confused.


“Nope,” Ms. Slater said.


She moved to the board and underlined one of the names that she’d written there: Ann Putnam Jr. Nobody in the play had that name.


She was at the point of saying something else when she was cut off by a shriek of sirens approaching the quad outside. The classroom full of girls froze, and the half of us by the door stood up en masse and hurried to the window, leaning over each other’s shoulders and pressing our cheeks to the leaded glass to see what was happening.


Hot red lights flashed across the window.


“What’s going on?” I asked, not expecting anyone to know, but asking just in case the universe felt like telling me.


“It’s Clara,” Jennifer Crawford breathed.


The other girls burst into a gossipy buzz.


Outside, an ambulance squealed onto the quad and bounced over the curb, squashing a forsythia as it skidded to a stop. A couple of bulky guys in jumpsuits leapt out of the ambulance and pulled out a gurney with automatic unfolding legs. Father Molloy jogged out to meet them, followed closely by the nun who was the upper school dean. There was some hand waving, the dean and Father Molloy pointing to the eastern wing of the high school. The jumpsuit guys hustled off.


The siren stayed on, lights spinning over the trees, the grass, the walkways, the stone walls knotted with winter-dead ivy, and the faces of dozens of uniformed high school girls, all of us pressing our noses to the windows.


For a long minute nothing happened.


Father Molloy and the dean moved out of our sight line, and everyone in AP US History leaned a few inches to the right, trying to improve our angle.


“You guys, they’re taking Clara to the hospital,” Leigh read from her phone.


“How do you know?” I asked.


“Olivia’s in study hall in the classroom next to hers. She just texted me.”


“Girls, I really think we should—” Ms. Slater started to say.


“No,” Emma interrupted, her eyes staring steadily out into the quad, and all our heads turned to her.


“Excuse me?” Ms. Slater bristled.


“It’s not Clara,” Emma said, and her voice sounded quiet and flat. “Look.”


We all craned our necks to see the jumpsuit guys hustling the gurney back to the ambulance. The dean and Father Molloy scrambled alongside, whispering to whoever was riding on it. Whoever it was, she was covered in a blanket and strapped down, but even at a distance, and through the wavery fishbowl glass of the casement windows, we could all see that the person was shaking. Trembling.


Twitching.


“You’re right,” I said, pressing my palm to the windowpane. “It’s not Clara.”


It was the Other Jennifer.


 



INTERLUDE


SALEM VILLAGE, MASSACHUSETTS
MAY 30, 1706


I reach my sleeve up to wipe my nose. Reverend Green frowns at me, creasing his fine forehead. He’s pleasant to look at, leaning with his elbows on his knees like that, even with the ink staining his teeth. I think of his wife and hiccoughing baby in the hall behind me, their fat housecat gnawing on a chicken bone under the table. I gulp for breath, and start hiccoughing myself.


I am so alone. Even God has turned His face from me.


“Ann,” the Reverend says, and he slowly reaches his hand forward.


He hesitates, and then rests it gently on my knee. His touch feels warm, and under all my wool and linen a rich tingling spreads across my skin. As if he can sense the effect his touch has on me, the Reverend pulls his hand away.


No one ever touches me.


“You can tell me,” he says, his voice stiff.


The baby’s quieted down, and Goody Green is humming. The grubby little girl is babbling to herself, beating on the table with a wooden spoon.


“Whatever it is,” Reverend Green says, “all you need do is unburden yourself. Give yourself over to God.”


I take a deep breath, but something bursts in me and I groan, slumping over with my forehead on my hands, my mouth open, keening. I cringe, letting the sadness flow out of me, dimly aware of footsteps coming to the door, a low woman’s voice asking if I’m ill, should she fix me something warm to drink? And the Reverend saying yes, he thinks that would be best, and then getting up to close the door on the retreating footsteps.


“Ann,” he says, shaking my shoulder.


His grip is rougher now.


I shake my head, no, no, no, how can I tell him what a beast I am, what the Devil has got of me? He’ll send me away, they all will, and then I’ll be bewildered and alone.


“Come now, Ann.”


He takes my shoulders in his hands and forces me to sit up, my head lolling back on the bench, my hands beating at him to push him away. He keeps his grip. I feel safer with his hands holding me up.


“I . . . I . . . ,” I gasp, choking on my own horror.


My vision starts to cloud. Reverend Green’s handsome face swims before my eyes.


Then a sharp burst of white heat, and my head snaps to the side, bumping against the back of the bench. A rain of stars behind my eyes. I bring my hand to my cheek. My eyes open and travel from the floor to the Reverend’s face. He frowns when he sees that I’m coming back to myself. He sits back in his armchair, rubbing his palm on his breeches.


“Master yourself, Ann,” he says, his eyes sliding from me. “God sees all. We’re but miserable creatures in His eyes. You may judge yourself harshly, but your judgment is nothing to God. Now. Tell me what’s troubling you, or if you cannot, leave me in peace. I’ve a sermon to write.”


“I want to lie in the dust,” I blurt.


Reverend Green brings a finger alongside his temple and narrows his eyes.


“Why?” he asks.


I get to my feet and move with some unsteadiness to the window. Its panes are small, lozenge-shaped, in the old style, like the ones in my parents’ house. My house, now. Outside, the sun grows longer, painting the rye field behind the parsonage in deep veins of gold. I’ve been coming to this parsonage since I was a child. My reflection makes a ghost on the windowpane, and I can see the crimson stripes deepening on my cheek from his blow.


“Is it true, what they say happened to Judge Sewell’s house?” I ask.


In the reflected glass, I see Reverend Green shift in his chair to face me.


“What do you mean?” he says carefully.


“Is it true?” I reiterate.


“The Lord works in mysterious ways. What’s true to one man, a wonder and a marvel, might not seem so to another, as God didn’t intend it for him.”


I turn from the window, staring at Reverend Green with desperation.


“Did rocks fall from the sky and pelt Judge Sewell’s house or not?” I ask him, my voice shrill.


“I don’t live in Judge Sewell’s house,” the Reverend says. “I can’t speak to it.”


“But do you believe they did?” I demand. “Has the judge seen signs of God’s disfavor? The village is alive with it. I must know. He’s a godly man. Has he seen signs that God is turned from him?”


“I’ve heard,” the Reverend says with hesitation, “of an afternoon, that the family praying together, there was heard a great commotion upon the roof, and the judge, being much afraid, ran from the door of his house to behold stones falling from the sky and onto his house.”


I wrap my arms about my waist. “And his house only?” I choke. “None other of the houses in his neighborhood, nor his neighbors, were bedeviled with the stones?”


The Reverend clears his throat. “So I’m told. But,” he says, pressing his hand flat to the surface of his desk, fastening his gaze on it as if inspecting the movement of the blood under his own skin, “I’ve not had that from anyone in the Sewell household. It’s a story. I’m surprised to hear you repeating it.”


“But it’s true,” I breathe.


The village had been lit up with gossip of it for weeks, and my smallest sister even appeared with a fistful of unearthly pale pebbles, claiming she’d scooped them from the yard of the Sewell house. She rained them all over our hall table, and as each pebble bounced from table to floor, I felt a drop of my soul draining out the soles of my feet.


If a man such as Judge Sewell can read God’s intent to punish him so clearly, then I can hide from the truth no longer. For what is he? And what am I?


I’m no one, and I’m nothing.


To my back the Reverend says, “Were they stones sent by God bearing an awful message? Or were they the fevered musings of a man haunted by guilt? It speaks more of hailstones than brimstone to me. If Judge Sewell’s subjecting his soul to harsh examination, then I’ll wager he’d see falling stones wherever he looked. But—” He hesitates. “I can see that you believe it.”


“I do believe it,” I say. “And I want to lie in the dust. For my soul is as stained as his, if not more so.”


The Reverend frowns.


“Whatever can you mean, Ann?”


“I’m in the twenty-seventh year of my age,” I tell him. “In my twentieth year I lost my last parent, and took on the care of my brothers and sisters. I’ve no husband, nor hope of one. I work hard. I try to please God. But my soul is burdensome to me. My heart is black. I wish to humble myself before God.”


Reverend Green’s eyes brighten with curiosity, and he leans forward.


And then I begin to talk.





CHAPTER 4


DANVERS, MASSACHUSETTS
SATURDAY, JANUARY 14, 2012


Colleen, put it away.” I made a show of sliding my phone into my jeans pocket and said, “Sorry, Mom.”


“Honestly, I don’t know why you can’t just sit with us for five minutes. What’s so important? And sit up. You’ll grow a hump, slouching over like that.”


“It’s just Anjali, asking about the physics problem set.”


“I thought you said you were already finished with physics this weekend.”


“I am, Mom. It’s just Anjali had a question.”


It was Anjali, that part was true, but her text had said:


Harvard sq tonite? Plz!


And I’d texted back:


What time?


“Physics,” my father said, reaching across me and my brother, Michael, for the bowl of wild rice. “I always thought I’d do physics in college, did you know that?”


“Uh-huh,” I said. This was familiar ground, my father’s various imaginary alternative careers. Next he’d be telling me about the track scholarship he would have been offered at UMass if it hadn’t been for his knee injury. Men’s track and field, he always called it, saying the full name of the sport to make it sound more impressive, I guess. My pocket vibrated.


J says 9.


Oh, great. Jason.


Who else is coming?


I texted something like that. I can never be totally sure when I’m typing inside my pocket.


“I think you have a really good shot at breaking 750 on the SAT subject, if you can stay focused,” my mother remarked. “But you need to stay ahead of the work.”


“In fact,” my father continued, “if I’d gone to UMass on scholarship, for men’s track and field, I promised your grandfather that I’d do electrical engineering, with a minor in physics. Did you know he was something of an amateur scientist himself? Pass me the pepper, please, Louisa. Michael, you’re not getting anything else, so you’d better go ahead and eat.”


“It’s nasty,” said my brother, a shrimpy eighth grader whom I occasionally forgot to pay attention to, despite my best intentions.


My baby sister, Wheez, passed the pepper to my father and accepted his nod of thanks with a huge, silent smile.


“I’m glad you decided to go with UMass as your safety,” Mom continued. “But I’d still like you to think seriously about a couple of your other choices. Maybe the ones out of state. I really liked Stony-brook, didn’t you?”


“I like it a lot,” whispered Wheez. No one pays much attention to her as a rule, and this was no exception. She was talking about the rice.


“You’ll get no complaints from me, going to UMass,” my father said.


“Mike. She needs to be prepared in case UMass doesn’t pan out. This is a competitive year. It’s not like when we were in high school.”


One of my eyes crept down to the edge of my pocket under the dining table to read Anjali’s response.


J’s friend. Pleeeeease! U have to come.


Oh, terrific. Jason the yo-boy and one of his yo-boy friends. Jason with the magic below-ass-hovering blue jeans. I once asked Anjali how he kept them from falling down completely, and she just gave me this prissy look and didn’t say anything. Jason the yo-boy with his know-what-I’m-sayin’s and his pimp roll, which, by the way, he only just started doing this year, which I happened to know for a fact because Jason was from Pride’s Crossing and I’d known him in a roundabout way since we were kids. Whenever they were together, Jason rested his hand on the back of Anjali’s neck, with the thumb on one side and the fingers on the other, in this proprietary way that made Anjali all giggly and weird. Then he could steer her closer to him and nudge his nose behind her ear and call her “baby.” The idea of Jason putting his hands on my friend made me feel ill.


“Of course, then I’d never have met your mother,” my father continued, oblivious.


“Aw,” my mother said, plopping more rice onto her plate, and some on mine, too, without asking. “BU in the seventies. Berkeley East. Are you sure you don’t want to think about BU? I bet we could sneak an application in, still. You’re a legacy.”


“Uh-huh,” I said, tapping out:


What about Deena? I bet she’d like to come


God willing.


“Dad, may I be excused?” my brother asked, eager to get back to World of Warcraft.


“Sure, go ahead. But don’t forget you’ve got dish duty tonight. You think you might want to study physics, Colleen? It’s a great field.”


Nah . . . J just invited you


Crap.


“Honey?”


Not listening, I typed out:


9 is kind of late


“Colleen?”


PLEEEEEASE!


“Dammit!”


A fork clattered onto a plate and then my mother was standing behind my chair.


“Give it to me,” she said, her hand thrust out.


“Mom,” I started to protest, but my father spoke over me.


“Come on, Linda,” he said.


“Five minutes! It’s all I ask!” My mother’s voice rose while she waited for me to surrender my phone.


I was clenching my fingers around it inside my pocket and glaring at her. Inside my palm the phone vibrated again.


My father sighed and rubbed his fingertips over his eyebrows and under his glasses. He spoke from behind his hands.


“Colleen,” he said. “Next time, we’ll leave the phone in your room, okay?”


“I meant to this time,” I lied. “I just forgot.”


My mother stalked back into the kitchen, muttering “Forgot!” to the invisible committee to whom she liked to refer my family’s crimes. The swinging door whooshed closed, and sounds of running water and disapproving dishes let me know in no uncertain terms where I stood this particular Saturday evening.


My father’s eyes followed her out of the breakfast nook and then hung out for a while on the kitchen door before making their way back to me. He sighed with world-weary resignation. I could tell we were done talking about physics.
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