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This goes out to all my girls.






IF YOU LOVE ENOUGH YOU’LL LIE A LOT / GUESS THEY DID IN CAMELOT

—TORI AMOS

AND IT’S HARD TO DANCE WITH A DEVIL ON YOUR BACK / SO SHAKE HIM OFF

—FLORENCE AND THE MACHINE
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AMANDA

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 31

Three hours into the party, I’m tipsy on more than champagne. My mother would say that’s the feeling of power, but I think it’s the feeling of being adored. Maybe they’re one in the same. I’m standing at the top of the Shaws’ balcony staircase with Carter, allowing a roomful of eyes to wash over us from below. They’re looking because we light up the room. They’re looking because someday, we’ll run this town.

“Don’t you want to go downstairs?” Carter asks. “Graham and Adele are all alone.”

I follow my boyfriend’s eyes to our friends in the great hall below us. The Shaws live in the most venerable of Logansville’s many Victorian estates. From our vantage point on the balcony, we have an eagle-eye view of the entire party. As always, the great hall is host to Mr. Shaw’s world-class antique art collection, and tonight, it’s teeming with Logansville’s oldest money and most auspicious up-and-comers. Graham and Adele are decked out in their New Year’s Eve finest in the baroque-era corner. He looks suave in a crisp suit and forest green tie, his tight brown curls cropped close to his head. His hand rests lightly on Adele’s back, and her bright gold tube dress really pops against the dark brown of Graham’s skin. As usual, she’s mid-brushing him off.

“Soon,” I promise Carter. “Let’s just take one more minute up here together.” I give his hand a tight squeeze. One more minute with my boyfriend. One more minute before I have to share Logansville’s golden boy with the rest of the madding crowd.

He extracts his hand from mine and trails it slowly across my back before letting it fall to the balcony rail. He’s right next to me, but his mind is somewhere distant. Somewhere I can’t go. The moment of tipsiness is gone, and suddenly I feel more exposed up here than adored. I let my eyes dance across my boyfriend’s broad shoulders, his shock of blond hair, the faraway look in his eyes that makes my skin go cold.

Carter knocks back the last of his champagne, and a college girl in a cater-waiter tux appears to replace his empty flute with a full one. He downs half the glass in one gulp. She offers me a flute as well, but I decline. I need to stay sharp. I glance around the hall, searching for our parents, not that they’d care about Carter drinking. Ever since we became a couple freshman year, they’ve basically treated us like adults. After all, we’re Amanda Kelly and Carter Shaw. We’re their legacy. The thought makes my heart skip a beat, excitement or fear rattling inside my chest.

At seventeen, Carter’s already a rising star in the community. Varsity athlete, senior class president, sharp mind for business like his father. His future is a dazzling display of success and certainty and respect. With him, so is mine.

I keep my eyes trained on the crowd until they land on Krystal, Carter’s mother, who’s talking to my mother beneath the Shaws’ masterfully restored seventeenth-century Flemish tapestry. Linda is gesturing rapidly, a stack of platinum bangles sliding up and down her too-thin arms. She pauses to take a sip of something clear from an almost-empty rocks glass. She’s probably working Krystal to secure the Shaws’ large annual contribution for the upcoming benefit. The Logansville Museum of Fine Arts is one of the organizations for which my mother sits on the board. A bangle catches on the tip of one long powder-pink nail, and it takes her way too long to unsnare it. She’s getting sloppy. Someone should probably cut her off.

I glance around, but I can’t find my father in the crowd. If he were paying attention, he’d know the exact words to say to make her reel it in. But he’s not looking. If it was me guzzling too much champagne and embarrassing myself in front of Logansville’s elite, I’d be grounded until graduation. In moments like this, I can feel the scales tip another notch, the imbalance settling like so many lead bricks across my back. Watching her like this, it feels like my mother has removed herself from the equation entirely when it comes to our family’s future. It’s like she gets a free pass because I’m going to take care of everything.

I draw in a long breath and toss back my hair. My mother should be hosting, not boozing, but I can’t tell her how to act. She leans forward and grips Krystal’s shoulder, too hard. I can feel her grimace reflected on my own face. With my mother rapidly heading out of commission, I’ll have to do double the hosting for us.

I turn to Carter. “Okay, let’s go.” His champagne glass is almost empty again, and he’s running a finger absently along the edge of my dress, right where the delicate red satin meets the outline of my shoulder blades. His touch makes my skin tingle. From the great hall below us, we must look picture perfect. I glance over the rail, down to where one of my mother’s museum friends is waving up at us, the gesture full of fondness for the town darlings. I wave back, then raise my eyes to meet Carter’s. He’s looking right at me now, but the distance is still there, thrumming right beneath the surface. I try to blink it away.

It’s amazing how a change in perspective can transform the whole view.

Downstairs, I stop to exchange pleasantries with the Beaufords and the Steinways while Carter is absorbed into the crowd. Every so often, I catch a note of his rich, rough laugh or see a flash of those deep dimples, white teeth. Everyone wants a minute of his time—it’ll take him all night to reach Graham and Adele. I tell myself it’s fine. I have my own mingling to do. I’m in the middle of laughing at one of Mr. Steinway’s terrible jokes when the cater-waiter from the balcony touches my arm.

“Sorry to interrupt, Miss Kelly, but I couldn’t find your mother.”

I glance around. She’s right. The space below the Flemish tapestry is empty, and Linda Kelly is nowhere to be found.

“We’re running low on the Kobe and Stilton toasts and crab rémoulade, and Carla wants to know if we should run across the street to restock now or after the ball drops.”

I’ve lived directly across the street from Carter since we moved here in second grade. The move had something to do with the fallout from the financial crisis; Dad changed jobs and my mother thought a small town would be a nice change of pace for our family. Carter and I were in school together, and our parents became fast friends. They’ve been cohosting the annual New Year’s Eve party for as long as I can remember.

The cater-waiter clears her throat, waiting for my response. It’s tradition for the Kellys to arrange the catering and host the staging area in our highly functional kitchen across the street; I don’t think anyone has actually prepared a meal at the Shaws’ since the Victorian era. Her question is minor, a detail. But I can’t screw this up. I squint up at the giant grandfather clock at the base of the stairs. The face is so intricately designed, it’s almost impossible to read.

“It’s eleven twenty,” she says, waiting patiently for my verdict. Her bow tie is slightly askew. It’s all I can do to resist straightening it out, keep my hands busy.

I take a deep breath. My mother should really be handling this. If I get it right, she’ll never notice. But if I get it wrong, I’ll never hear the end of it. “Send two staff over to the kitchen and make sure they’re back with the Kobe and crab by a quarter of. Tell Carla to keep the rest here circulating, okay?” I force my voice to stay steady. If she notices my nerves, she doesn’t let on.

She leaves to find her boss, and I excuse myself from the Steinways to look for Carter. I just need a second of his time, a quick kiss, a reminder that he cares. That he’s in this with me. Because in a few years, Carter and I will be throwing parties like this one. In a few years, no more training wheels. The torch will be passed, and it will be our arms thrusting the bright, hot flame into the Logansville night. Together.

I’m slipping through the crowd, making eye contact and smiling, when my phone chimes. Instead of the usual message preview, the words Private Number light up the screen. I glance around, then step out of the hall and into the entryway. Perched on the lip of the Shaws’ stone fountain, my red Louboutins flashing against the blue marble floor that looks like the ocean, I open the text.


New Year, New You. Wouldn’t you look better without a cheater on your arm?



I look around, fast, but aside from the coat check girl in the corner, I’m alone out here with the fountain and marble floors. The very small circle of people who know the truth about Carter’s one bad habit are twenty steps away, right inside the party. And none of them would send a message like this. My fingers hover over the reply box, but there’s nothing to say. Someone who thinks they know something is trying to ruin my night. And I’m not about to give in to a coward hiding behind a blocked caller ID. I toss my phone back into my bag and run my fingers through my hair, smoothing the glossy strands that frame my face. When I breathe in, I’m the only one who can hear the air catch against the back of my throat. Then I walk back into the party.

“Mandy, Mandy!” Adele is grinning and waving wildly at me from the great hall’s baroque corner. Only Adele is allowed to call me Mandy. Our mothers were Kappas together, and we’ve known each other practically since the womb. Adele’s mom was a major reason my parents chose Logansville when we relocated from Pittsburgh ten years back. So Adele gets a pass. To everyone else, it’s Amanda Kelly.

I make my way through the sea of satin, lace, and Jo Malone to my friends. Adele wraps her arms around me in a sloppy hug, practically lifting me off my feet with the force. The gold sequins on her tube dress bite into my skin, but she’s too drunk and amped up on the gleaming, beguiling promise of New Year’s Eve to notice me squirm.

“Sorry we were late getting here,” she says, releasing me from the hug and locking me into some intense, boozy eye contact. Her lashes are thick with mascara, and the long, blond streaks in her hair have been freshly touched up at the roots. Adele is always immaculately put together, and people who don’t really know her would never believe that just beneath her feminine exterior is a total firecracker with a passion for improv and a silly, brash sense of humor. “Ben’s shitty car got a flat on the way over, and we had to wait for Triple A.”

I groan and roll my eyes at Ben, who’s engaged in some full-on geekery with Graham. The words Gotham, DC, and Bronze Age rise above the peels of laughter and clink of glasses that fill the hall in surround-sound. Ben’s mouth is stretched wide into his usual dweeby grin, and he’s definitely recycling the same too-short pants and too-big jacket he wore to last month’s winter formal. It’s something I can’t quite put to words, an itch beneath my skin, but Ben brings out the worst in me. We all tolerate him because he’s on varsity lacrosse with the rest of the guys, and he’s actually a really good midfielder, but Ben still conducts himself like we’re in middle school, like he’s not part of Logansville South’s most enviable group of seniors. If you hang with us, you represent us. And all Ben represents is a complete lack of savior faire. I suppose I should feel bad because his mom left them when we were in fourth grade and maybe he’s been lacking in fashion and life advice, but seriously.

“Why did you let yourself be shuttled here in Ben’s rattle-trap?” I hiss at Adele beneath my breath. “What’s wrong with Graham’s Escalade?”

I sound like my mother, but I can’t help it. Just watching him hook his arm around Graham’s shoulder makes the back of my neck turn hot.

Adele glances at Graham, then leans in too close to my face. “I didn’t want to give Graham the wrong impression about tonight, okay? Like he’s my date or something? So I said Ben could drive us, like a group thing.”

“Why couldn’t Graham have driven you, like a group thing?”

Adele stares at me blankly for a second. I draw in a deep breath and try to push the nastiness out. I hate when I get like this. But before I can apologize for snapping at her, Adele breaks into a slightly wobbly tap routine in her pointy heels, immediately capturing the attention of everyone around us. It’s totally inappropriate, yet absolutely charming. The guys pump fists in the air and cheer her on. This is classic Adele. Diffusing the moment, choosing comedy over confrontation. Redirecting the course of the night.

I love Adele because she’s been there for me forever. Because she’s funny as hell. Because when my mother turns the screws too tight, Adele can just sense it, and she’s at my door with mocha caramels and the latest Vanity Fair and Vogue. I should cut her more slack when it comes to Graham, and guy stuff in general.

When she’s accepting a round of applause and tugging her dress back in place, I flash her a warm smile. “Sorry. I’m glad you’re here.”

“I love your dress,” she says, tacitly accepting my apology. “Where did you find it?”

“I picked it out on a trip to the city. There are actually a few cute boutiques on Wood Street now.”

The city is Pittsburgh, the closest place to West Virginia’s Northern Panhandle to resemble an actual metropolis. We lived there for the first seven years of my life, but I don’t really remember much before Logansville. The panhandle—that skinny strip of land nestled between Pennsylvania and Ohio—is part southern charm, part Hicksville. Logansville, naturally, brings the charm. Pittsburgh is about a forty-five-minute drive from here; my dad makes the commute every day to the investment firm where he’s newly a partner. He was already a partner at his old firm, but his job kind of fell apart along with the economy. It’s been a long climb back to where he is now, and we’re far from the top of the mountain.

I’m totally lost in thought when Trina arrives with a heaping plate of hors d’oeuvres. I raise my eyebrows.

“What, they’re for sharing.” She holds the plate out to me.

Trina is tall and model-thin, and she can eat like a horse. It’s going to catch up to her someday, but at the moment she looks amazing in a sapphire mermaid dress that only she could pull off and a new cascade of ombré hair. She had the wave put in so her bone-straight Japanese locks would “flow like the ocean.” Her words. Trina’s beloved Canon EOS 5D is slung around her neck. The clunky camera kind of ruins her elegant silhouette, but Trina would never attend a society function without it. She would also be the first to take down any joker who makes a crack about camera-obsessed Japanese tourists. Trina may love her selfies, but she’s no hobby photographer. Or tourist. Trina’s going to be a professional.

I pluck a Kobe and Stilton toast off her plate and pop it in my mouth. The staff must have returned with the fresh round, which means it’s getting close to midnight. It also means everything’s running smoothly, not that I’ll get an ounce of credit. I close my eyes for a second, and the anonymous text message flashes across the back of my lids. Wouldn’t you look better without a cheater on your arm? I shiver. Someone is trying to shake me up, and it’s not going to work.

“Where’s Carter?” Trina asks. My thoughts exactly. I haven’t heard his laugh rising above the din since before I stepped out of the hall. I glance around at our friends. Bronson has joined Graham and Ben in the corner, although his eyes are fixed on his phone. Any money says he’s texting Alexander, his boyfriend, who goes to school across town at Logansville North. Alexander was invited tonight, of course, but he’s still in Tulum with his family. Graham makes a show of trying to read Bronson’s texts over his shoulder, and Bronson shoves his phone in his pocket and joins the conversation, which has turned from comics to skydiving, their new obsession. Only Bronson has actually jumped before; his dad’s in the military and Bronson is kind of an adrenaline junkie. The guys all want to immortalize their friendship by jumping out of a plane together before we graduate in five months. It’s ridiculous, but not as ridiculous as Batman versus Wolverine. Anyway, Carter’s not with them.

Adele and Trina are standing on either side of me, scarfing canapés. Except for Carter, that’s all of us. I scan the rest of the room. Winston and Krystal Shaw are strategically positioned with my dad, Jack, near the entryway, should they need to greet any extra-fashionably-late guests. They’re glowing, the royalty of Logansville. My mother should be with them, but it’s probably best if I don’t spend too much time thinking about where she’s gone off to. Two years ago, I found her passed out in the gun room, her face pressed against a glass case housing one of Mr. Shaw’s many antique revolvers. Since then, the Shaws have kept their little vintage armory locked up tight during parties. I’m sure she’s found a regular bed to pass out on this time. At least she had the good sense to make an exit before she went from sloppy to fully lit.

My eyes rove through the rest of the crowd, searching for Carter. The great hall is filled with my dad’s investment colleagues and their families, many of whom drove from Pittsburgh to be here tonight; the board members from my mother’s organizations, the Museum of Fine Arts and the Northern Panhandle Land Trust; and the bigwigs from Shaw Realty, the largest, most successful corporate firm in the area. Carter’s already slated to head up sales in one of their regional markets as soon as he graduates from college.

My eyes dart back to my friends and then around the hall one more time. I squint again at the grandfather clock. It’s 11:55. I can feel my pulse spike.

“There he is.” Adele’s pointing up to the balcony. Carter’s leaning into the wall, back pressed against the ornate cream and gold wallpaper, texting furiously. His fingers pause, and he stares at the screen for a beat. Then, his face transforms into a wide grin.

My heart sinks, blood rushing to my face. I know I don’t look pretty wearing this mix of hurt and fury, but I can’t help it. It’s five minutes until midnight, and Carter’s texting with her. Again. Adele takes one look at my face and turns to Graham.

“Get Carter down here. Now.”

Graham glances at me, then follows Adele’s gaze up to the balcony. A shadow passes over his face when his eyes find Carter. He squeezes my shoulder and presses past me. “On it.”

Trina flags down more glasses of champagne, and soon everyone’s crowded around me in a tight circle, guzzling bubbly and laughing hard at something Ben says that’s not even funny, but it keeps me almost entertained until Graham reappears with Carter. I take a deep breath to clear my head. Whoever sent that anonymous text struck a nerve. But they’re wrong: Carter belongs on my arm. I belong with him.

She is just a temporary distraction. I’m forever, and deep down, Carter knows it. He squeezes through to the center of the circle and takes his place next to me at exactly thirty seconds to go until midnight, just as the whole room starts counting down.

“Sorry, babe,” he whispers in my ear. “Family stuff with my cousin. Lost track of time.”

Carter thinks I don’t know about her. I smile thinly and let the lie fade into the chant: eighteen, seventeen, sixteen… My fingertips glide across the gold chain around my neck until they find the small onyx heart at the end. Carter gave it to me because black is eternally classy, and it goes with everything. Because Carter knows what I care about, knows me inside and out, knows we belong together. I repeat it over and over inside my head until I believe it. Then I draw his eyes to the heart with my fingertips, remind him that he’s here with me. He smiles, his eyes locked into mine.

Twelve, eleven, ten… All around us, our friends lift their champagne flutes toward the ceiling. Bronson scoops Adele up in both his arms, and she tilts back her head, letting her hair plunge down toward the floor in a sea of gold. Trina raises first her Canon, then her phone, and snaps a series of pictures. I smile wide. Six, five, four… Carter touches my chin and draws my face toward his. Three, two, one… His lips find my lips, and this is how tonight is meant to end. Carter and me, together, surrounded by cheering and glasses clinking, surrounded by our friends who are toasting the new year and toasting the two of us, together. We’re at the center of everything. All eyes on us.
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ROSALIE

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 31

Three hours into the party, I could claw out my own eyes. Literally. Figuratively. Allegorically. Inside the neon cage of this church basement, the night is frozen in time, and I’m frozen along with it. Unable to move forward. Trapped in the sticky web of lies that both fill me with doubt and keep me alive. I burrow deeper behind the overstuffed coat rack as if the wall of polyester and wool might protect me. It’s only ten thirty. There’s still an eternity between this moment and the countdown to the ball drop, that saving grace that means we’ll all get to go home. Praise Jesus.

I breathe in the mix of damp wool fibers, sparkling cider, and dust, then I dig out my phone and shoot my girlfriend Paulina one last text.


Have fun tonight!

See you next year!

[image: clinking glasses emoji, party hat emoji, woman dancing emoji]



I try to be happy. Pretend I’m not jealous of her night out dancing with her brother and his friends while I’m confined to the bowels of God’s Grace Fellowship of Christ to ring in the new year with the members of Jesus’ army.

It doesn’t work.

Paulina doesn’t text back. They must already be at the club, where it’s too loud to hear, and there’s probably no reception anyway. I slip my phone into the back pocket of my stiff dress slacks where I can feel it vibrate, just in case, then push myself up off the coat room floor. I’ve been hiding in here too long; people will notice. My parents will notice. I reach my arms toward the ceiling, stretch out the kinks. Then, hair check: still styled. Shirt check: slightly wrinkled, but passable. I slip off my glasses and rub the lenses against someone’s coat sleeve until they shine. Then I slip the boxy blue frames back across the bridge of my nose. Deep breath. I can do this.

Back in the event hall, I look around for my little sister, Lily. The finished basement beneath the titanic evangelical chapel isn’t fancy, but it’s proportionately big. And crowded. Pretty much every member of the Fellowship is here tonight, hundreds of believers mingling over cookies or stationed around card tables, chatting earnestly for hours on end. Which is to say, no one would have missed me tonight, but other plans were not an option. The church gathering is the only acceptable New Year’s celebration for the Bell daughters, and my parents’ word is law.

Finally, the rose-pink flash of Lily’s dress catches my eye. Two boys in miniature dress pants and miniature ties are chasing my sister and another girl. One catches the tail end of Lily’s sash in his hand, and she squeals before disappearing with her friends through the door to the kitchen.

For the second time tonight, I try not to be jealous. Of Lily’s youth. Her innocence. Her unfettered ability to just enjoy the party. Maybe she’ll be lucky. Maybe for her, the Fellowship’s path will be easy. Maybe she’ll never have to learn how rigid and airless these walls can be for anyone who doesn’t fit the scripture’s mold.

I believe in God. And I like girls. They’re not switches you can flip on or off, pieces of me you can take or leave. But the Fellowship of Christ isn’t just any Christian church. Some evangelical congregations are moderate or even progressive, but the FOC is one of the most reverent, most dogmatic. And the Fellowship teaches that love can only exist between a man and a woman, that it’s God’s plan. We believe scriptures are inspired by God, and to stray is to fall short of His glory. We. They. It’s not that simple.

With Lily out of sight, I’m forced to look around for someone else to talk to. Or somewhere else to hide. The event hall is absolutely packed with bodies, but I don’t have any friends here. Friends treat you like an equal, like a person. This congregation has only ever treated me with concern at best and fear at worst. For four years now, they’ve tried to cleanse me. To guide me on the path to eternal life. I used to believe—really believe—they had my best interests at heart. That their love was God’s love, and if I opened myself up to enough of it, it might save me.

On the worst days, I still can’t shake the voice that says, What if they’re right? What if you’re going to hell?

I walk over to the cookie and juice table to give myself something to do. All the women in the congregation baked for tonight. There must be ten different varieties of bars—lemon, pecan pie, coconut—and every possible chocolate chip option known to man: nuts, no nuts, gluten free, sugar free, vegan. I don’t have much of an appetite, so I grab a bottle of orange juice instead. The cap unscrews with a satisfying twist.

“Rosalie.” I feel my mom’s firm, steady presence even before she speaks. We look as unrelated as I feel. My petite frame, dark hair, and bad eyesight all come from my dad’s side, but then again, I don’t feel much of a hereditary bond there either. “There you are. Emily Masters is right over there. Why don’t you go say hello?”

I take a gulp of juice so I don’t have to answer.

Mom frowns, her mouth tugged down into those classic Julia Bell lines of disapproval that I know so well. “You need to make more of an effort, Rosalie.”

This is not a new conversation. Mom’s target is the daughter of one of the most esteemed ecclesiastical ministers across the entire Fellowship of Christ evangelical denomination. Brother Masters is revered nationally for his fervent and compassionate outreach to souls lost in sin. The reputation he developed through his landmark To Seek and Save program is the number one reason my family relocated to Culver Ridge almost four years ago. My mom has been dying to see Emily and me become friends since the instant the moving van pulled up.

The problem is, I have tried to be friendly, and despite what Mom thinks, Emily has zero interest in buddying up to the weird, “confused” girl whose affections might turn ungodly at the bat of an eye. I am the furthest thing from attracted to her, but I know exactly how she sees me. Ill. A pariah. Possibly contagious.

“I don’t think Emily and I have a lot in common,” I say quietly. As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. I’m causing trouble. I should just say okay and drop it.

Mom places her hands squarely on my shoulders and turns me to face her. Her touch makes me flinch. There’s a grit about her, a fierce righteousness that demands my focus. Emily is the church, and therefore Emily is good. The right kind of influence. Mom locks her eyes into mine. “I’d like to see you try to have more in common. Understood?”

I turn my gaze toward Emily. She’s sitting across the room on a plastic folding chair, talking to Beth Clark, a junior who follows her around like a puppy. I’ve always gotten the sense that Emily likes the attention more than she likes Beth, but who am I to judge. I don’t really know these girls. Emily lifts her hands to gather back her hair, then lets it fall down her shoulders. She has the kind of luscious blond tresses that I used to covet when I was too little to know anything about being my own person. Tonight her head sparkles almost unnaturally in the neon basement lights. I reach up automatically and touch my sharply frayed bangs. Now, I wouldn’t trade my short, jagged cut for anything. My parents don’t love it, but they haven’t made me grow it out yet either.

I could try my heart out, but Emily Masters and I will never be friends. I imagine looking into her pale blue eyes and perfect pink lips and telling her all my secrets. What happened in middle school. Why my parents pulled me out. How I was homeschooled for a year, why we moved across the state to Culver Ridge the summer before ninth grade.

I shudder thinking about the secrets she already knows—or thinks she knows. Emily made it perfectly clear as soon as we arrived in Culver Ridge that, as Brother Masters’s daughter, she knew all about my history. My “struggle.” Her tone, the way she reached for my shoulder as she spoke and almost—but didn’t quite—touch it, spoke volumes. I’m almost positive she’s the reason the whole congregation seemed to think they could see down to my very soul from the moment my parents guided me through the God’s Grace doors.

Emily might know some facts about me—the stints in counseling, the summer at Camp Eternal Light—but she doesn’t know the first thing about being Rosalie Bell. Emily’s never been made to feel subhuman by people who think they speak a higher truth, who fervently believe their principles come straight from God’s mouth. She’s only been on the other end of that spite.

Some days, I feel dead inside. And others—days like today—the anger courses like a current through my veins. I used to blame my parents for everything they put me through, everything they believe. Now I take the anger, curl it up into a ball inside my stomach, save it all for the Fellowship. It keeps me focused on living one more day, and another, and another, until eventually I can leave this place behind.

I turn back to my mom. “Understood.” I’ve put this off as long as possible. That I would go talk to Emily was never really up for debate.

Mom smiles. Julia Bell’s evangelical conviction that I’ve been cured, that I’ve received Christ’s gift of salvation, keeps her hopeful that her daughter might legitimately befriend a pastor’s daughter. Part of me feels guilty for deceiving her. The other part of me knows that deception is the only thing keeping me together with my family, with Lily, keeping me with Paulina, keeping a roof over my head, keeping me alive.

Mom gives me a gentle shove on my behind like I’m a toddler, and I walk toward Emily and Beth, the orange juice bottle clutched so tight in my fists that the plastic bites my skin.

“Happy New Year,” I mumble, grateful for the stock conversation starter.

Beth keeps talking like she didn’t hear me, but Emily glances up and gives me a tight smile. She is nothing if not polite, at least on the surface.

“Have you made your resolutions, Rosalie?” Emily manages to make even the most standard question feel loaded. “I’m sure my father would be willing to meet, if you’re… struggling. His door is open to every member of God’s Grace.”

“I’m good, thanks.” It takes all my willpower not to tell her to shove her condescension where the sun doesn’t shine. But blowing up at Emily Masters would hurt me way more than it would hurt her. Within Fellowship walls, I can’t afford to make any mistakes. My everything depends on my ability to keep it together.

“How about you, Beth?” I turn to the younger girl, bringing her into the conversation as if we’re just three FOC kids having a regular chat.

“Yeah, sure.” She leans physically away from me, dismissing me with the whole of her being.

I can’t do this. I take a step back. “Well, have a nice evening,” I say. “I hope the new year brings you all of His blessings.”

As I turn, I’m pretty sure I hear them both laugh. I know Mom’s watching from across the room, silently admonishing me for not trying hard enough, for coming up short. Again. I need to get away from them, their laughter, the sear of Mom’s eyes on the back of my head. I’m letting my feet carry me fast toward the coat room, the bathroom, anywhere, when I feel my phone buzzing in my back pocket. I push through the door to the women’s room. It’s mercifully empty. I lock myself in a stall and check my texts.


Do you have any idea how much I miss you right now? [image: woozy face emoji]



Sweet. But definitely not Paulina. I hesitate before typing back.


There’s a church basement full of people out on Rural Route 12 just dying to meet you.



Which I can say only because he would never actually show up.


I wish I could whisk you away.



I laugh, picturing Carter Shaw rolling up here in his Mercedes to rescue me from the saved souls of Culver Ridge. In reality, Carter’s place is with his girlfriend, Amanda, at that superposh party their parents throw, and he knows it. Besides, Carter doesn’t actually want to be here. With me, sure. But not here. Twenty minutes outside Logansville, Culver Ridge calls itself a suburb, but it’s barely even that. More rural than suburban, the landscape is home to cows, chickens, and the mostly white, mostly working poor. There are three shops within walking distance from my house: a CVS; a liquor store that also sells ice cream out of a Plexiglas window in the summer; and Margarita’s, a take-out pizza joint home to West Virginia’s soggiest crust. O’Malley’s, the catch-all discount store, is a ten-minute drive, and there’s no grocery store, so whatever you can’t get at CVS or from a roadside stand means a trip into Logansville.

Carter does not belong here. Not in Culver Ridge, and certainly not in the basement of the most reverent fundamentalist Fellowship in northern Appalachia. What he wants is fun Rosalie. Date night Rosalie. Rock-show-going, junk-food-eating, devil-may-care Rosalie. His slice of adolescent deviance, his escape from all the responsibilities that come with being Carter Shaw: a college-to-career pipeline, money and property and prestige, Amanda Kelly.

It’s been almost exactly four months since we met, since Carter became the smoke screen keeping me out of the phony, destructive kind of “therapy” my parents think delivered me back to God’s path. In March, I’ll turn eighteen, and in May, I graduate. Staying far away from church counseling for a few more months is my number one priority. It has to be. Even though I’m deceiving Carter, who thinks we’re for real—and inclination for cheating aside, he is a pretty nice guy. Kind. Caring. Someone I might actually be friends with, if things were different. And there’s no denying how much pain I’d cause his girlfriend if she ever found out. Or how I’m putting Paulina in an impossible position, asking her to let things between Carter and me be okay for now, just for now. When I think about it too much, the guilt starts to slosh around in my gut, nestles up against the ball of anger I’m keeping there.

I draw in a deep breath that does nothing to quiet my jangling nerves. My phone is buzzing again.


I bet you smell amazing. I can’t wait to see you again.




Yup, see you Thursday



Then I wonder if my text sounded a little harsh, so I add a green heart emoji.


I’ll text you again before midnight, okay?



Before midnight. Of course. Not at midnight, because then he’ll be with Amanda. Pressing his lips against her lips and guzzling Dom Pérignon from crystal champagne flutes with Logansville’s old-money Republicans in their lavish dresses and suits. I tell myself they’re so steeped with privilege, so untouchable, I could never possibly hurt them. That whatever arrangement they have, Amanda’s okay with it. But I know a lie when I hear one. The guilt gives another slosh, just for good measure.


Don’t get in trouble.



The clock on my phone reads 11:29. I should probably actually pee and then get back out to the party. One more half hour, and then we can finally go home.

But when I open the door, I know I can’t face the event hall again. I can see my dad across the room, twirling Lily in circles. She spins around, and around, and around, her giggles pitched high with delight. I want to run over to them. I want to laugh like that, dizzy and delirious. But I can’t fake happy anymore tonight. I can feel my mask slipping and my resolve slipping with it. If I were a better person, maybe I could figure out how to just be content and grateful to be here tonight with my family.

The thought stops me in my tracks. Those aren’t my words. A cold chill runs down my spine, the familiar premonition of an old memory that wants to be shaken loose. A memory belonging to a cold church office or sweltering camp rec room, both options equally petrifying. Both threatening to drag my mind somewhere I can’t let it take me. Not now. Not with all these people around. I jam my fingertips into my temples, will the memories to stay lodged deep in the recesses of my mind where they belong.

Before I can lose this fight, I turn around and take the hall all the way to the end. I don’t even stop to grab my coat before running up the stairs. At the top, I turn away from the mega-chapel and head instead for the doors at the back. Outside, the cold air is a shock to my bare arms. It’s always too hot in the basement, but out here it’s appropriately freezing for the last day of December. I don’t mind. I lean back against the concrete wall of the church and watch my breath stream out in front of me in white wisps, then disappear. My glasses fill with fog, and I take them off, close my eyes. I draw the air in, then out, try to get my breathing under control. My mind back in the present. In, then out. The cold air makes me feel clean. Like I’m freshly scrubbed, and each breath is polishing my insides until they shine. I picture my body stretching out across the blue glass surface of a winter lake. It’s just me, and no one’s poking or prodding or judging. It’s all going to be okay. It’s silent. It’s perfect.

The door bangs behind me, snapping me back to reality. I nod to Mr. Hagan, stepping outside for a smoke.

“Rosalie,” he says.

“Happy New Year, Mr. Hagan. Did you and Mrs. Hagan have a good trip to Baltimore?”

“We did.” He keeps a good five feet between us. “She’s still there with the kids. Marcy and Brian gave us a new grandbaby for the holidays. Born right on Jesus’ birthday. A real miracle.”

“You must feel very blessed.”

“We are,” he replies, staring straight at me. “Family is a blessing. New life is a blessing.” He stops there, but his unspoken words hang in the air between us: A union between a man and a woman is a blessing.

“Well, happy New Year,” I say again. Mercifully, he nods and continues on away from the church, into the parking lot, to light up his cigarette.

Alone again, I lean my head back against the wall and close my eyes until my phone buzzes, a text from Carter, as promised, wishing me a happy New Year. I tap out a quick reply. Maybe someday, when all of this is behind us and I’m living in Pittsburgh with Paulina, maybe Carter and I could really be friends. But probably not.

It’s 11:55. All up and down the East Coast, people are cozying up to their loved ones at house parties or bars, fingers laced with fingers, bare skin brushing against bare skin, setting off sparks. Champagne breath mingling with champagne breath.

Carter doesn’t write back, but it doesn’t matter. It’s not Carter I want here with me tonight. Downstairs, the giant flat screen is switched on. Cheers and the bright chime of bells filter out into the night air. My family is gathering together to watch the ball descend on Times Square. I should go in. I should join them. But it’s easier out here, alone. It’s midnight, and for a moment, I don’t have to pretend. Out here, the world is perfectly still.
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AMANDA

TUESDAY, JANUARY 2

At seven fifteen on the first morning back after break, Dad is shut in his office with a thermos of coffee, doing prework before driving to the firm. And my mother is still in bed. Family meals are a rarity in the Kelly household, breakfast in particular. I have a vague recollection of bright, early-morning chatter over juice and toast in our old house, but like most things that used to make my parents happy, that habit died in Pittsburgh.

I open the fridge, already knowing I’ll find an assortment of boxed hors d’oeuvres from Sunday night and not much else. My mother was too hung over yesterday to do much beyond watch an endless stream of House of Cards reruns in her bathrobe, and I can’t remember the last time Dad did the shopping. I pour some cereal into a bowl and drain the last of the almond milk.

At seven thirty, when there’s still no sound of my mother stirring, I pluck the list from the wicker basket on the counter and head upstairs.

“Mom?” I stand outside my parents’ bedroom door and hold my breath. A minute later, I knock again. “Can I come in?”

A muffled groan that might be yes or go away filters through the door. I grasp the handle and push it open partway. Inside, I’m greeted by pitch dark. The heavy drapes are drawn all the way across the windows, and it may as well be midnight in here.

“What is it, Amanda?” My mother’s voice is sharp and edged with last night’s drinks. My eyes adjust to find her propped up on one elbow in bed. Her sleeping mask is shoved halfway up her forehead, her hair bunched in the elastic. She looks less than happy to see me.

“I saw the list on the counter.” I choose my words carefully. “Should I go to the store after school?” A younger version of me would have whined about there being nothing to eat. Now I know to skip straight to the part where I offer to go shopping myself.

She collapses back on her pillow. “I think you should. I have the Land Trust luncheon at one, and I don’t know when I’ll find the time.”

Because she won’t be out of bed until noon. Because she’ll tell Mrs. Steinway that the car’s not running right, so she can get a ride, so she can make it a three-martini lunch.

I’ve pulled the door almost closed when she adds, “Amanda? Don’t use the family card. There was a fraud alert last week, and they said something about deactivating. Take the Amex from my purse.”

I pause, fingers on the door handle, mouth half open. There are so many things I want to say right now, but all of them would make this worse. Did she forget I used the family Visa at the florist on Sunday, and it was fine? My mother lies like she knocks back top-shelf vodka—liberally. She must think I’m entirely oblivious. There’s nothing wrong with the card except the balance, which is probably near the limit again.

The Amex is my mother’s private card; I don’t think Dad knows she has it. She uses it to pay for spa days and liquor store runs and pays it off from her personal savings, which have been floating all the things we can’t really afford anymore but apparently can’t live without. Based on my mother’s recent spike in stress and alcohol consumption, I’d wager her savings are nearly tapped. My parents have never talked to me about it, not directly. But I’ve seen the statements. I know we’ve been making the minimum monthly payments since middle school and racking up debt of the many-zeros variety. Now that Dad’s a partner again, things will get easier. But getting out of debt this deep won’t happen overnight, especially at the rate my mother keeps spending.

“Okay,” I say softly. I close my mouth, then the door, and fly back down the sleek wooden staircase into the dark gleam of the kitchen—all marble and stainless steel—where my mother’s purse slouches on the unused breakfast table. My fingers close around her wallet, and along with it, a sheet of white printer paper, pristinely folded. Feeling only slightly guilty for snooping—she did send me into her purse, after all—I open it up, expecting a spa pass or agenda for her all-important luncheon, but it’s an email from Carter’s dad.


I can’t stop thinking about Sunday’s tête-à-tête. In truth, my skin tingles nonstop. I fear it’s become a bit of a rueful habit, and yet, I’ve no resolve to effect its end. Have you?

But to the point: You need an answer, N or V. Always V, my dear. In the end, always V.



My eyes skate to the top of the paper. It’s from last night, sent from Winston’s personal account to my mother’s. I tell myself it’s just a few short lines of obscure parental prose, but I drop it back down into the cave of her purse like it has teeth. I need to get the credit card, get to school. Inside her wallet, in slots below the American Express and family Visa, are three new cards I don’t recognize. I slip the Amex into my pocket, shove her wallet back into her purse, and head down to the garage.



Most people listen to music on the way to school, but I like the silence on the drive to Logansville South. Sometimes it’s the only quiet in my entire day. Once I hit the parking lot, Adele and Trina will be waiting to meet up with me for the walk to the main entrance, and then everyone wants my attention the second we hit the doors. That’s the price of being Amanda Kelly—and 98 percent of the time, I love it.

But the coupé is my sanctuary. For seven minutes every day, I’m not private Amanda: walking on the eggshells that line the floors at home, or proving myself to Carter, again and again. And I’m not public Amanda, either: beautiful, sharp-tongued, admired, feared. Queen of the senior class. For these seven minutes, I don’t have to be any of those girls. I can just be me.

And today, the real me is a ball of nerves. As I drive, I try to shut the anxiety-spiral down, but the thoughts keep coming: How my dad practically lives at the office and we still can’t pay the bills. How deeply my mother has sunk into her well of 80 proof and delusion. And how they’ve pinned all their hopes on my relationship with Carter. What marrying into the Shaws would mean for our family. It’s the last thought that makes my stomach churn and my knuckles whiten against the wheel.

This summer, I’ll turn eighteen. In the fall, Carter and I will join WVU’s incoming class. He’s a legacy there, and of course I’ll join him. I can only imagine what kind of strain a private university would put on our family, and following Carter to WVU is the kind of smart financial choice my mother can get behind.

But first, I have to endure a few more months of her. Hopefully, she won’t last that long. As I wait for the light on Foster to turn green I take in a long, slow breath. Carter may have one glaring flaw, but otherwise, he’s perfect for me. And even more importantly, he’s perfect for my family. A life with Carter means making my parents’ lives good again. I can make that happen.

As soon as Rosalie gets out of my way.

Whenever I want to drive out to Culver Ridge and strangle that home-wrecker-in-training, I repeat my mother’s words like a mantra: Don’t treat other girls like the competition, and they won’t be. My mother may be a lush, but she is the authority on maintaining a powerful relationship.

Once we get to college, Rosalie will be out of the picture, and maybe then, everything will go back to normal for Carter and me. Back to the way it used to be. For a quick moment, my fingers find the onyx heart around my neck. WVU’s French department may not be as highly ranked as the language programs at the other schools where my guidance counselor insisted I apply, but my eye is on the goal. I don’t need the best French degree in the country. Being Mrs. Shaw will open doors and maybe even give my parents back a bit of the happiness that seems to have drained away with their savings.

The light changes, and traffic on Foster starts to move again. I flick on my left turn signal and wait for a break in the line of cars. Recently, my seven-minute drive has been extended to nine because of the addition they’re putting on the school. We’re getting a new science wing and a second gymnasium (because Logansville taxpayers were not about to fund any large-scale expenditure not somehow tied to the varsity athletics program) and so the front entrance to the parking lot is closed off during the construction.

As I wait for the traffic in the opposite lane to clear, I scan the work boots and hard hats for David Gallagher, who’s been working here since November. Ben’s older brother is a freshman at NPCC-L, the Logansville branch of the Northern Panhandle Community College, but he was still a senior here last year. He’s trim and athletic to his little brother’s awkward lank, at once laid back and outgoing. I honestly don’t know how he and Ben are related.

I spot David hauling a wheelbarrow full of something covered in a gray tarp just as the lane finally clears and I’m able to make my left past the site and the little lot where the construction vehicles are parked, and on into the main parking lot. I can see the outlines of his arm and chest muscles through his jacket. I honk my horn as I pass by, and he looks up and waves. Early freshman year, before Carter and I got together, David took me out to the movies a couple times. We were never a couple, but we had fun. Carter doesn’t know—will never know—that David was my first kiss.

There’s some beef with his dad and Carter’s, though, so we pretty much stopped hanging out when Carter and I started dating. Never stopped Ben from hanging around, of course. I always kind of wanted David to hook up with Trina, but his family’s a mess, so it’s probably for the best that it never happened.

As I leave the construction site behind and circle around to the parking lot’s back entrance, I try to dial the anxiety down to a dull roar. It’s time to be public Amanda: game face on. I pull into the lot and whisper under my breath, “You’ve got this.”

I shift into park and close my eyes, allowing myself one more moment of silence. The air inside the car is still vibrating with the echo of my whisper. I feel centered, energized. I’m Amanda Fucking Kelly. My phone buzzes, but I ignore it. I just need one more minute.

“Bitch, it’s freezing out here.” Adele’s voice snaps me out of my daydream. Her face is pressed against the window, and she’s fogging it up on purpose. She presses her lips together and leaves a smeary kiss right in the center of the glass. “Our asses are turning into icicles.” She reaches over to smack the back of Trina’s puffy coat, somewhere in the neighborhood of where her ass would be if she actually had one. Trina lets out a yelp.

Time to turn it on. Sharp wit. On top. In charge. I throw open the door and a second later I’m standing next to them in the parking lot, shivering and jumping up and down like it’s a lot colder than it actually is.

“If you want to survive the Logansville winter, you’ve gotta shake it, ladies.” I shimmy from my shoulders all the way down to my boots, and we all burst out laughing. Adele lets out a giant snort, and then we’re doubled over, laughing twice as hard, and Trina’s yelling, “I’m peeing! I’m peeing!” even though she’s totally not.

All around us, car doors are slamming and everyone’s staring because we’re the loudest people in the student lot. We play like we don’t give a shit what anyone thinks, and it’s not like they’re judging us, anyway. They want to know what we’re cracking up about. They want in on the joke. It’s the first day back to school after break, and it’s clear that we had the best time. We have the best stories. And this morning, we’re having the most fun.

Game on.

We start walking, arms linked together, puffy sleeve into puffy sleeve. Marshmallow arms. My phone buzzes again as we’re about halfway across the lot, a reminder of the text I ignored. “Please hold,” I say, making all three of us wait so I can dig it out of my bag.

I click on the screen and a selfie of Carter and me raising champagne flutes lights up in the background. My sleek brown hair and pearl-pale skin look stunning against the bright red of my dress. Cutting across the background photo, the new message indicator reads Private Number. I suck in my breath and click on the icon.


You’re so beautiful it hurts.



“Who is it?” Trina asks.

I stare at the five words on the screen. My heart flutters, just a little. “I don’t know. There’s no caller ID.”

“Let me see.” Adele grabs my phone, not waiting for a response. “Ooh, flirty. Did Carter get a new phone?”

“I think I would know.” I grab my phone back and start typing.


Who is this?



No answer.


Hello? Who’s phone is this?



“Can we do this inside?” Trina is hopping from one foot to the other, her white wool scarf and the pompoms on the ends of her spotless white boots bouncing up and down against her long black coat. “I promise we can still play detective where there’s actual heat on.”

“You look like a penguin,” Adele giggles. She turns out her feet and hands like flippers and proceeds to waddle in a circle around Trina. “I’m Chilly Willy the peeeeenguin!” she trills while Trina swats at her with her scarf.

“Fine.” Something about that text makes me feel jittery. I can’t tell if it’s good-jittery or bad-jittery, but suddenly my heart’s racing. I fix my gaze on the massive brick and sandstone structure that is Logansville South. Time to get my head back in the back-to-school game. I speed-walk across the rest of the parking lot, Trina matching my pace and Adele struggling to keep up in the doubtlessly too-tight dress beneath her metallic silver coat.

Inside, we push through the crush of kids loitering outside the auditorium and head straight to my locker, which sits in a quiet alcove off the main first floor artery. My boots make a steady click-click-click like a heartbeat against the white-and-gold-flecked floors. It smells like it always smells in winter: stale air mixed with melting crayons, the scent our old boilers pump out through the vents when the heat’s up full-blast. I check my phone twice on the way, but there’s still no response.

“It’s probably a wrong number,” Adele suggests. “I bet there’s a great story behind it.” She crosses two spread-open palms through the air in front of her, setting the scene. “Get this: Some girl typed a random number into some dude’s phone at a party over break, and he thinks he’s texting her, but really she’s in Morgantown somewhere….”

I try to tune her animated chatter out. She’s probably right, but I don’t want to believe her. Adele finishes her story, and I dial my combination while she squats down over her bag, rummaging around for something that must be buried deep at the bottom, and Trina leans back against the wall. I didn’t tell either of them about the text on New Year’s. They would have spent the rest of the party trying to crack the case of the mystery texter, and I was not about to give this Private Number person that kind of satisfaction.

But maybe this isn’t the same person. You’re so beautiful it hurts. What if this morning’s text really is from Carter, some mystery he’s cooked up involving burners and a scavenger hunt? It’s definitely not like him. Carter is two dozen roses on Valentine’s Day and tiny onyx hearts on gold chains and the tasting menu at Taviani’s downtown. He’s traditional. He’s not the games and intrigue type, and I’ve never wanted him to be until this moment.

I can’t explain it, but I’m suddenly hooked on the idea of this new Carter. My heart is still jumping just a little as I hang up my coat and grab my books. Adele is still buried deep in her bag, tongue sticking out through her teeth. Whatever she’s doing, she looks possessed. Finally, she gives up and turns to Trina. “Lip gloss?”

Trina hands over a tiny blue canister just as my phone finally buzzes again.


Consider me your secret admirer.

You’re way too good for that Carter guy.



My heart sinks. It was silly to think it might be Carter. I want to tell this so-called “secret admirer” to shove it because what is this, fourth grade? But a part of me, just a tiny part, is curious. Someone wants to play my White Knight.

“What’d it say?” Adele asks, standing and trying to read over my shoulder. I click off the screen and toss my phone back in my bag before she or Trina can get a look.

“You were right. Wrong number.”

“Sucks.” Adele makes an exaggerated pouty face, then unzips her coat revealing a burnt orange sweater dress. “God, it’s a million degrees in this place. Can’t it just be a normal temperature?”

“You know they always crank the heat way up after break.” Trina takes Adele by the elbow and starts guiding her toward the stairwell. Their lockers are one floor up.

“See you in Aiden’s,” Adele calls over her shoulder, making a show of fanning herself and faux-stumbling as they walk.

“Bye,” I call back, my words dissolving into a laugh.

In the fall, we discovered our studio art teacher, Mr. Parker, is Mr. Aiden Parker, so now we secretly call him Aiden because it’s the sexiest name ever. We all take art as an elective, even though Trina’s the only one of us who’s any good. Her obsession with that high-end Canon is a bit extreme, but she does have a kind of amazing talent for photography.

I wave and wait for them to disappear into the stairwell. As soon as they’re gone, I shut my locker and turn my phone back on, heart beating fast.


Who IS this?

Are you messing with me?



This time, there’s no delay. I get three texts back, one after the other.


Of course not.

I know you love a good game.

And don’t you dare tell Carter Shaw about me.
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