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			Advance Praise for

			Black Iris

			“Leah Raeder crafted a darkly delicate yet twistedly honest exploration of self-truth when she penned Black Iris. Each page had me racing toward the end.”

			—Gail McHugh, New York Times bestselling author of the Collide series

			“Fearless, inspiring, and a story that does more than just keep you enthralled. It holds you by the damn throat.”

			—Penelope Douglas, New York Times bestselling author of Bully

			“Erotic, poetic, heartbreaking, captivating, and full of mind-­blowing twists and turns; Black Iris is the best book I’ve read this year. Hands down.”

			—Mia Asher, author of Easy Virtue

			“Raeder masterfully weaves a dark, twisted, dangerously sexy quest for revenge with a raw, honest search for kinship and self-acceptance. Black Iris demands your attention, your heart, and an immediate reread.”

			—Dahlia Adler, author of Last Will and Testament

			“Reading Black Iris was like being caught up in a fever dream. The lyrical prose and heavy-hitting imagery stole my breath away. The moment I set it down, I wanted to pick it up and start all over again.”

			—Navessa Allen, author of Scandal

			“A suspense novel that looks at the dark depths of the human mind. . . . Nothing short of intoxicating.”

			—The Book Geek

		

	
		
			Praise for

			UNTEACHABLE

			“With an electrifying fusion of forbidden love and vivid writing, the characters glow in Technicolor. Brace yourselves to be catapulted to dizzying levels with evocative language, panty-blazing sex scenes, and emotions so intense they will linger long after the last page steals your heart.”

			—Pam Godwin, New York Times bestselling author of Beneath the Burn

			“Unteachable is a lyrical masterpiece with a vivid story line that grabbed me from the very first page. The flawless writing and raw characters are pure perfection, putting it in a class all by itself.”

			—Brooke Cumberland, USA Today bestselling author of Spark

			“Leah Raeder’s writing is skillful and stunning. Unteachable is one of the most beautifully powerful stories of forbidden love that I have ever read.”

			—Mia Sheridan, New York Times bestselling author of Archer’s Voice

			“Edgy and passionate, Unteachable shimmers with raw desire. Raeder is a captivating new voice.”

			—Melody Grace, New York Times bestselling author of the Beachwood Bay series

			“A simply stunning portrayal of lies, courage, and unrequited love. Raeder has a gift for taking taboo subjects and seducing us with them in the rawest, most beautiful way.”

			—S.L. Jennings, New York Times bestselling author of Taint

			“Unique and poetic. You can feel every forbidden touch and taste every delicious kiss between these characters, and like them, you hunger for more. Read it and become immersed in Raeder’s brilliant writing. You won’t regret it.”

			—Mia Asher, author of Easy Virtue

			“Lyrical, poetic, and vivid. This story grabbed my attention from the very first line and, by midway through the first chapter, I had goose bumps.”

			—Aestas Book Blog

			“Unteachable set a new benchmark in my eyes. I was blown away by its spectacularly unique writing style, its evocative prose, the immaculate character development, its skillful tackling of a taboo romance that very few authors manage to pull off without alienating the reader, and a story that I still can’t get out of my head.”

			—Natasha is a Book Junkie

			“A gripping, passionate, and raw story that I absolutely recommend.”

			—Totally Booked Blog

			“Raeder’s writing is smart, refreshing, and gritty—she is fearless and this is a story that will push your boundaries. The forbidden passion and chemistry between Evan and Maise is intense and heart wrenching.”

			—The Rock Stars of Romance
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			For all the girls I’ve loved

		

	
		
			APRIL, LAST YEAR

			April is the cruelest month, T. S. Eliot said, and that’s because it kills. It’s the month with the highest suicide rate. You’d think December, or even January—the holidays and all that forced cheer and agonized smiling pushing fragile people to the edge—but actually it’s spring, when the world wakes from frost-bound sleep and something cruel and final stirs inside those of us who are broken. Like Eliot said: mixing memory and desire, stirring dull roots with spring rain. In the deepest throes of depression, when sunlight is anguish and the sky throbs like one big raw migraine and you just want to sleep until you or everything else dies, you’re less likely to commit suicide than someone coming out of a depressive episode. Drug companies know this. That’s why antidepressants have to be marked with the warning MAY CAUSE SUICIDAL THOUGHTS.

			Because what brings you back to life also gives you the means to destroy yourself.

			———

			Flick, flick, flick. The lighter in my hand, the sound of my life grinding into sparks that would never catch, under a salmon-pink dawn in Nowhereville, Illinois. Gravel crunched beneath my shoes, polished like oyster shell from the rain. I stopped at the puddle outside our garage and peered into the oily mirrored water, watching the slow swirl of a gasoline rainbow, the tiny orange tongue of fire licking shadows from my face until they washed back over and over. An unlit cigarette hung from my lip and my mouth had a weird bleach taste I tried not to think about. I tried not to think about anything that had happened last night. I was eighteen and, according to Mom, “completely out of control,” which to anyone else would have meant “a normal teenager.” Mom’s favorite hobby: projecting her own psych issues onto me.

			Very soon I’d be free of her.

			From the alley I could see the backyard, the grass jeweled with dew. Mom’s garden lined the walk to the porch, hyacinths with their cones of curled blue stars, rosebuds crumpled like flakes of dried blood, everything glazed in clear lacquer and the air musky with the cologne of rain. At six fifteen she’d wake and find my bed empty. But that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was that in about three minutes, something terrible was going to happen. The thing you’ll hate me for. The thing that will make me an Unsympathetic Protagonist.

			Since the fourth wall is down, let’s get one thing straight:

			I am not the heroine of this story.

			And I’m not trying to be cute. It’s the truth. I’m diagnosed borderline and seriously fucked-up. I hold grudges. I bottle my hate until it ferments into poison, and then I get high off the fumes. I’m completely dysfunctional and that’s the way I like it, so don’t expect a character arc where I finally find Redemption, Growth, and Change, or learn How to Forgive Myself and Others.

			Fuck forgiveness.

			Oh, and I’m a writer. Which is worse than all the rest put together.

			Open sesame, I texted my brother.

			I don’t know how I didn’t hear it. It was quiet, the crickets creaking like a rusty seesaw, but that other sound must have been there, scratching softly at my brain. I crept into the backyard through the maze of Mom’s thorns.

			The house was dark, Donnie’s curtains closed. Wake up fuckface, I texted, punctuating with a smiley. Six twelve a.m. Three minutes until Medusa’s alarm went off. Donnie always slept with his phone under his pillow, which was probably slowly giving him cancer. He should’ve been up by now. Mom’s gonna kill me, I wrote. Do you want to be an only child?

			Six thirteen.

			Dammit. I had to beat that alarm.

			I bolted across the lawn, kicking pearls of dew loose from the grass. A thorn snagged my ankle but I wouldn’t notice the blood till much later, in the hospital. My socks instantly went damp. It wasn’t until I’d reached the porch that I saw the other tracks, paralleling mine.

			A chill swept up my back. I touched the kitchen doorknob.

			Unlocked.

			I didn’t open it. That coldness wove around my spine, thickening, binding. Someone was awake. Someone had come downstairs, crossed the yard before me.

			I turned.

			She was in the garage, at the window. I knew my mother’s silhouette from long years of it slipping into doorways, catching us horsing around when we should’ve been asleep, catching me when I snuck in alone after midnight, my body weary and ancient with all that had been done to it. I knew the high set of those shoulders, that neck rigid with contempt. The closed mouth carved tight into her elegant Gorgon skull. She’d stand there without saying a word. Her silence was the kind that compelled you to fill it with all your wrongs. I could never see her eyes but I knew they burned ice-wraith blue, and now I felt them through the dusty window pane, felt the stare that could turn me to stone.

			I removed the lighter slowly from my pocket. Flicked it once with exaggerated languor. Lit up. Took a long, luxuriously filthy drag, meeting her stare. The inside of my body felt carbon-coated, black and grimy. Not the soft pink vulnerable thing I really was.

			Okay, bitch. Your move.

			She just stood there.

			Those moments counted. Those moments when I faced her, eating fire and breathing smoke, telling myself I was hard, that I could crush her and this whole world in my hands. Telling myself she couldn’t hurt me. No one could hurt me anymore.

			Those moments could have saved us.

			By the time I reached the end of the cigarette the sun had torn a red gash at the horizon, and I saw that Mom was unsteady on her feet, swaying. And finally I realized what that rhythmic sound was beneath the crickets. I knew it from climbing up into the garage rafters with my brother to smoke a J, the beams creaking with our weight. Wood, under strain.

			I dropped my cigarette in the grass.

			In some deep part of me, I already knew. I crossed the lawn, noticing the white square taped to the side door only when I touched the knob. A name scrawled across the paper in her bold, slashing handwriting.

			Delaney.

			How had she known it would be me?

			I ignored the note. I was trying to turn the doorknob and failing. Locked.

			“Mom,” I said, and rattled the door, then again, louder, “Mom.”

			She swayed dreamily.

			A light flipped on inside the house, a yellow frame falling over me. I braced both hands on the knob and kicked. Everything stretched away like the reflection in a car mirror. My mind floated above my head, looking down at my body: Laney Keating, her hair matted, a black wash of mascara running down her cheeks, her mouth still bitter from the blowjob, throttling the garage door and screaming her mother’s name. I watched her from a faraway place. She gave up kicking and punched straight through the window in a brilliant starburst of glass. I felt the heat shoot up my arm like a drug, saw the redness streaking over my skin, but didn’t quite connect it to me, to the girl crawling in over those jagged glass teeth, tumbling to the floor, scrambling up and screaming as she grabbed her mother’s legs and uselessly lifted the limp, hanging body. My mind was still outside, staring at my name on the suicide note. All I could think was, How did she know I’d find her? How did she know it would be me?

			———

			I don’t remember much else because I blacked out thirty seconds later. Dad had seen me from the house and dragged me onto the lawn, then Mom, laying us side by side. I was unconscious but somehow I can picture it. Grass curling over bone-white skin, tracing horsetails of dew, tiny clear beads that reflect an entire world full of stars and flowers and our pale bodies, everything she’d left behind. My blood mixed with the dew and turned pink. The glass would leave scars on my right hand like the ghost of a cobweb, which is what scars are: a haunting of the skin.

			At the funeral Dad said he thought she’d killed us both. He’d been a heartbeat from getting his semiautomatic and joining us when he realized I had a pulse.

			This might sound fucked-up, but the part that really upset me wasn’t the suicide. That had been a long time coming. What disturbed me was that she knew I’d find her first.

			I am my mother’s daughter.

			I know what it feels like to plan something that will destroy you, to be so fucking sure you want it that you arrange everything perfectly, prune the roses while you debate the merits of hanging yourself with nylon rope versus an appliance cord, serve your children baked ziti while your suicide note lies in a desk drawer like a cruel bird of prey waiting to unfold its wings until, one morning when the world is diamond-strung with rain and your daughter is coming home from another night of ruining herself (because you were never there for her, you were never there), you get up before everyone else and calmly step into the garage, and that noose, and eternity.

			She’d planned it for years. Knew it was coming and kept tending that garden. Those roses she would never see bloom, the irises and peonies, the daughter and son, all of us left behind to flower, somehow, without her.

			Well, I did. I bloomed into the dark thing she made me.

			I am a creature with a vast capacity for patience, and for violence. For watching. For waiting. For taking the moment only when it is perfect and sure. I’m a hunter like my mother, patient and watchful and still, my fangs full of black venom. There is a terrible thing tucked inside me raring to lunge forth into the light. And I’m just waiting for that perfect moment. Just waiting. Just waiting.

		

	
		
			JULY, LAST YEAR

			I went to parties that summer. Every party within twenty miles. I was supposed to be prepping for college, getting a head start on my reading. Instead I got a head start on getting wasted.

			Donnie came with me sometimes, sitting in the car while I went into the bedrooms of boys I barely knew. I took my clothes off and let the low lamplight paint me honey gold, my slender dragonfly limbs and iridescent skin like the body of a stranger, impossibly light, and I let them touch me while I swallowed pills and snorted powders, clogged my veins with chemicals. I don’t know if I was trying to numb myself or to feel something through the numbness. Maybe both. Sometimes you feel things so much, so intensely, it becomes a new kind of numbness, the oblivion of overstimulation. I don’t remember their names. It was easier to remember which ones I hadn’t fucked. They were a blur of lean abs, sweat-rimed skin, the satin smoothness of hard dicks. My mouth was always slick with peppermint gloss. It made them tingle, they said. Funny that a girl like me would be so good at oral. But we are, you know. Good with our mouths. Janelle—my best and last friend senior year—stopped hanging out with me, claiming she wanted to spend time with her boyfriend before college. Really she just didn’t want to be branded a whore by proxy.

			Nothing like being slut-shamed by your so-called best friend.

			I developed other skills in addition to giving legendary head: shoplifting, arson, vandalism. I got arrested with $437 worth of makeup and perfume stuffed into my underwear and bra. I pushed an old washing machine off an overpass and couldn’t get the sound of that spectacular smash out of my head. My body felt like a heap of cheap plastic and glass, and I wanted to drop it off the highest point I could get to on oxy and X. Split every bad atom inside me. Get this wrongness out. One night I totaled Mom’s car on a median and woke up in the ER with a concussion and my very first DUI. My BAC was under 0.08 percent and my lawyer said the magic words “mother’s death” so I got off easy. Before he took me home, Dad sat at the wheel of the truck, motionless. In the hazy white light he looked as used and spent as me, his skin draping over his bones like a worn-out suit of himself. I thought he was going to cry and my throat thickened, the hot stitch behind my eyes loosening, but then he said, “You’re a walking time bomb.”

			He was right. Mom was wrong. I was a precision-­engineered explosive, in perfect control of my own self-destruction.

			Later that week Dad said he wanted me out when college started. I was a bad influence on Donnie.

			Just like my dead bitch of a mother.

			———

			Donnie slumped on the futon in my room, watching me try on dresses and discard them. There’s nothing between my brother and me, no secrets, no suppressed incestuous subtext. He’s two years younger and we know everything about each other. I’ve seen his dick, and it was like looking at an anatomical drawing. No Lannister shit.

			“The black one,” he said.

			“I wore that at the funeral.”

			Donnie sighed. His eyes had that faraway fog that came with being really sad, or really high. I flopped onto the futon beside him. He’d been playing “The Mother We Share” on repeat for an hour, so I knew he was obsessing again, about her, and about me leaving. Donovan Keating looks like me: rangy and raven-haired, his nose dusted with sandy freckles, his eyes a mercurial mix of aqua and teal like that sea shade that eats away at old pennies. We both have the same coolness, the same ocean calm, but he’s the sweet boy with a chick-magnet Tumblr and I’m the bad girl with a handgun for a heart. He smiles and panties melt. I don’t smile. When I show teeth, it’s to bite.

			“I wish we were somewhere else,” I said, laying my skull on his shoulder.

			“Where?”

			“Somewhere happy.”

			His arm curled around me. “I’m happy anywhere you are, Rainbow Brite.”

			Yes, I have an ironic eighties nickname. No, I was not even alive in the eighties.

			“It’ll be different when college starts,” I said. “I’ll miss you. You’ll miss me. We’ll do drugs to compensate.”

			“We already do.”

			“I’ll miss you,” I said more seriously. “So much. You’re all I have.”

			We were quiet awhile. We were both thinking about her.

			I stood, dragging a dress with my toe.

			“I wish I was like you,” Donnie said.

			“Like what?”

			“Free. You can just let it all go.”

			He may know me better than anyone, but he doesn’t know everything. I never let go.

			Dad was asleep in front of the TV, so we took his truck. Out in the July night I threw my head back and drank a lungful of oxygen so rich with chlorophyll it was like wine. Every lawn was uniform green, layered with sod. This is the suburbs: they tear down nature, then you have to go to Home Depot to buy it back.

			Interstate 88 ran through a prairie sea beneath an ocean of stars. The faint white shadow of the Milky Way lay like a ghostly finger across the night, holding in a secret. I leaned back while Donnie drove, my arm hooked out the window, the wind in my hair, my heart dilating as widely as the sky. Melancholy does that—opens you up to make space for more of itself.

			City lights rose on the horizon, a twinkling zodiac, lifting higher and higher and sprawling to either side until we were in Chicago proper. We sat at red lights with no other cars in sight, just a homeless man curled up beside a shopping cart, two girls smoking below a bar sign that lit them like aquarium fish. They were ghosts, gone when you looked back. Then we were downtown, skyscrapers vaulting around us, and if I let my eyes unfocus it became a forest of chrome and glass, the trunks of massive trees quilted with fireflies. That big-city scent of gasoline and warm asphalt smelled like home.

			The party was in Lincoln Park, on a leaf-canopied street lined with greystones and slick cars. It was one of our favorite haunts—Donnie, budding architect, would photograph houses while I made up stories about the people inside. I’m morbid, so they were bad people. Sex traffickers. Animal pornographers. MFA grads. Now I was going into one of those houses, alone. Donnie fidgeted as I unbuckled my seatbelt.

			“You don’t have to do this, Lane.”

			“It’s my last chance before classes start.”

			He pushed a lock of hair across his forehead one way, then the other.

			“It’ll be fine,” I said. “He’ll never see me.”

			“I could go with—”

			“You’re underage.”

			“Then why don’t we go back home?”

			“Because I can’t live like this.” The words shot out like shrapnel. “I have to get back to normal. Okay?”

			“You are. You’re the most normal person I know.”

			My heart swelled. Donnie doesn’t know everything, but he knows who I want to be. He believes I can still be that person. Even if I don’t.

			We hugged. I slid out of the car.

			“Be careful,” he said.

			“Always.”

			I punched in the code at the gate.

			The house was massive and bearded with ivy, squares of buttery light falling onto the garden below. Smoke rose in lazy spirals from silhouettes on balconies. I walked through the front door into a dull roar that washed over me without sinking in. I’d taken a couple oxycodone on the drive and my skin was pleasantly woolly, every sensation softened.

			A girl wearing a tight smile and an even tighter Phi Upsilon Alpha tee waved me over. “Welcome to the Summer Mixer. I don’t think we’ve met.”

			“I’m rushing this year. Just wanted to check stuff out.”

			“Invitation?”

			“My mom’s an alumna. Caitlin Keating.”

			But now she’s dead.

			“Oh, so you’re family. Fabulous. Drop your keys in the bowl if you drove. It’s mostly sophs on the first floor, upperclassmen upstairs. I’m Mal.”

			“Laney.”

			“Great to meet you, Laney. Stay law-abiding, and have fun.”

			Those are mutually exclusive, I thought.

			I began to move past her and she touched my elbow.

			“You here alone?”

			“Yeah.”

			She scanned me again, sharper. I’m a whopping five-foot-one, ninety pounds soaking wet, wide-eyed as those dolls that blink creepily on their own. Classic Dickensian waif.

			“You look like the girl next door,” she said with a note of pity. “Don’t go upstairs.”

			As soon as her attention shifted, I headed for the staircase.

			The second floor was pure raunch: strip poker, Jell-O wrestling, two girls Frenching messily while the crowd (male) whooped. Flyers littered the halls, advertising a local club. 80S NIGHT WITH DJ APOLLO. I wandered around, listening, watching, absorbing, until a beefy guy cornered me and offered a red cup. I refused. Never take drinks from strangers.

			I could sense him.

			At every blond head my spine went straight and tight as a cracked whip. His presence was in the air, gamy, meaty, an electrochemical clue that made my skin prickle. I eavesdropped on conversations, hearing his name in slurred syllables. I felt the oily slide of his cologne over my skin. I felt his pheromones seeping into me, making every sensitive part of me harden and buzz.

			I was hunting.

			Gold flashed in the corner of my eye and flickered out of sight. I’d seen it before. I tracked it through sweaty skin and clouds of perfume to a closing bathroom door. There was an empty room opposite and I leaned in the dark doorway. My heart pumped liquid nitrogen, chilling me to the core.

			I held my phone at eye level.

			Breathe. Wait.

			The bathroom door opened.

			Now.

			I tapped CAPTURE when a girl stepped out and her head snapped straight to me.

			Our eyes locked. Blue, but not like mine. Bleached-out blue. Strapless black dress, bare skin and tattoos. Totally unlike the sorority sisters. She wore an oddly chagrined expression, as if I’d caught her doing something wrong. Neither of us moved. One beat, two, three.

			She turned and left.

			I sank to the floor, cradling my phone. My limbs were watery and weak. Not him. Not him.

			“You look lost.”

			It was the beefy guy who’d tried to give me beer. He stood a few feet away, sipping.

			“ ‘Not all those who wander are lost,’ ” I muttered.

			“Tolkien.”

			I’d already dismissed him, seeing only a fleshy traffic cone to veer around, but now I looked again. Husky guy in a polo. Light beard, bland bologna-pink face. Standard-issue bro.

			“Have you read the books?” he said.

			“No, I just memorize quotes to impress neckbeards.”

			He blinked.

			“Bye,” I said, standing.

			“Who’s your favorite author?”

			Nope.

			“I’m Josh.”

			Almost to the stairs.

			“Josh Winters. I’m a junior.”

			First step.

			“Comp sci major. I read epic fantasy and I play MMOs and I don’t know why I’m telling you this. But I’ve never met a girl who quotes Tolkien and I just want to know your name.”

			“Laney,” I blurted in exasperation.

			“Can I get you a drink?”

			“No.”

			“I’m sorry if I offended you. You’re just—you’re beautiful,” he said, and it became excruciatingly obvious how desperate he was. I don’t have illusions about my looks. I’m only slightly pretty in a decaying, feral way, my hair a little ragged, my makeup a little sloppy, my gaze a little too piercing and direct. What guys are attracted to is the sluttiness—the give-no-fuck way I carry myself, the mouth that knows how to suck a dick.

			“Want to go outside?” he said. “It’s quieter.”

			“No.”

			“Okay. We can talk here. Or wherever you want.”

			I stared at him silently.

			“What are you into?” he said.

			“Revenge.”

			“Is that a TV show?”

			I said nothing.

			“How about books? Music? What do you do for fun?”

			“I don’t have fun.”

			“Then what do you do at parties?”

			“Get high enough to fuck.”

			He started to smile, hesitantly. “Is that a joke?”

			Back to the stairs.

			“You’re better than me,” he called, and dammit, I paused. “You don’t care about climbing the social ladder. About playing the game. That takes guts. I wish I could be that way. I wish I didn’t care so much what people think of me.”

			Great. One of those guys who spill all their insecurities to any girl who doesn’t reject them firmly enough.

			“Sometimes I think I’m just not cut out for this,” he went on. “I don’t memorize pickup lines. I don’t know how to talk about anything except books and games, and then I don’t know how to stop talking.”

			“Maybe that’s your pickup line.”

			“It’s a pretty bad one.”

			“It got me to stop.”

			He smiled, a tremulous, sincere smile. He was really trying.

			“Look, you seem nice, Josh, but you don’t want to know me.”

			“Give yourself some credit. You’re smart, and you read, and you don’t care what anyone thinks. I would love to know you.”

			It was his voice that did it, I think. Patient, kind. One of the good-natured sheep.

			“Okay,” I said. “So, do you want to fuck?”

			His face was priceless.

			Josh didn’t move until I went up and took his big sweaty hand. Then he looked at mine with incredulity and enfolded it gently, as if afraid he might crush me, or that I’d disappear.

			Next floor up. His room. Bookshelves filled end-to-end, titles I’d have loved to browse. Rumpled bed. A kite of violet moonlight slanting across the floor. My heart skittered.

			You’re in control, I told myself.

			He led me in shyly, pawing at my dress and hair for a while until I took his face in my hands and kissed him. I willed myself to get aroused but couldn’t focus. My gaze drifted to the window, to the city lights scattered like stardust across the sky, and I imagined myself as a constellation of cells, each light-years apart. What happened to my flesh took eons to reach my brain. However solid I seemed, inside I was vast spaces of dark energy and vacuum. Josh pressed me to the wall and thrust his beery tongue into my mouth and I thought, Just get to the point. I guided him to the hem of my dress, feeling nothing. Raised my arms and let it fall like a chrysalis, and my arms kept wanting to rise, like wings.

			“You are so beautiful, Laney.”

			I kissed him to shut him up.

			God, I was high. So close to that numb semiconsciousness I craved. The place I imagined Mom had been when she was tying the noose. If she hadn’t been such a prude, she could’ve dosed herself with little pieces of oblivion, like me.

			If she’d been more like me, she’d still be alive.

			Josh stripped down to his boxers, his erection poking out. I ran my fingertips lightly over the head and he shuddered.

			“Get a condom,” I said.

			He lowered me to a bed that smelled of sun and grass and lost summers. My head was a million miles away from this. I was thinking about the old wood chipper rusting in our garage, wondering how it’d feel if I stuck an arm inside. If the bones would snap like dry wood, skin tearing, muscle fraying, a rag doll ripping apart. Mom chose the coward’s way out. I’d have done it as messily as I could, made myself really feel something, because why not? If you know you’re going to die, what’s left to fear?

			That’s the thing. Maybe we’re not really afraid of pain. Maybe we’re afraid of how much we might like it.

			Josh kissed the inside of my thigh and I stopped him. “Put a condom on.”

			“I want to make you come first.”

			“I can’t even feel my legs.”

			His hand slid into my panties, his fingers doing something I couldn’t figure out. “This doesn’t feel good?”

			“It doesn’t feel like anything.”

			He sagged against me, cratering the bed.

			“You can fuck me,” I said matter-of-factly. “It’s okay.”

			“This feels wrong. You’re not into it.”

			“Like it matters.”

			“It does to me.” He took a deep breath. “Can I just hold you for a while?”

			Wow.

			His arms circled me and I pressed my palms to the moon-painted sheet. My chest moved with each breath but I had no sensation of actually breathing, as if it were someone else’s body. Half my life seems to have happened to someone else’s body. This phenomenon has a name. I told Mom about it once, and before I even finished describing it she said depersonalization.

			Sometimes I feel like a deperson.

			“You seem so sad,” Josh said.

			Funny, how they mistake emptiness for sadness.

			I lay quietly. After a few minutes we sat up and he put the dress back on me. I let him do it, and when he was done I kissed his cheek, picked up my bag, and left.

			———

			My mother used to say there are two kinds of people in this world:

			Those who want, and those who take.

			Most of us are sheep who spend our lives in want. We follow the path worn smooth and velvety from the hooves before us. There’s no need for leashes or fences—we call those things law and morality. Man is the only animal that can reason and all he does with reason is shackle himself. We eat what we’re fed and we fuck what we can’t outrun and it’s never what we dream about but it dulls the screaming edge of desire just enough. Enough so we keep our heads down, our eyes on the ground. Our fetters are fashioned from conformity and fear.

			But sometimes an animal can’t be contained. Sometimes a head lifts from the herd and a wolfish intelligence kindles, the nostrils flaring, the eyes catching sickles of moonlight and a hot, earthy breath clotting the cold air, and someone realizes there’s really nothing stopping us from taking whatever we want.

			And everything is prey.

			———

			On the street I lit a cigarette and leaned against the iron fence, watching my smoke fly away. The wind shook the trees softly, the leaves shivering, a sound like dry rain. The heart of the city felt like the middle of a wilderness. No one but Donnie knew I was here. I could disappear into the night, dragging a carcass behind me.

			I could disappear forever.

			Something pale shifted in the shadows below a tree, and I tensed.

			“I’m not sure why I still go to these things,” a male voice said. He stepped into a ring of warm streetlight. The paleness was his shirt; his skin was dusky bronze. “It’s a meat market in there.”

			“Pretty sure meat has a higher IQ,” I said.

			He propped himself against the fence a few feet away, smiling. I couldn’t make out much save a shock of white teeth, his face all hard planes of shadow fitting together in sharp chiaroscuro. Music swelled from the house and cut off abruptly at a door slam.

			“Waiting for someone?” he said.

			“About to leave.”

			“Not into Greek life?”

			“Not into human connections.”

			His head tilted curiously. “So why come?”

			“To skulk around in the shadows outside. Like you.”

			Soft laugh. “Touché. But it’s more hiding than skulking.”

			I almost asked, What could a frat boy be hiding from?, but that would go against my human connection rule.

			“Did you find him?” the guy said.

			I froze with the cigarette halfway to my mouth, a corkscrew of smoke twisting slowly above my hand. “Who?”

			“The person you were looking for.”

			Before I could respond, the gate banged open and a golden whirlwind swept between us, spinning around in the light.

			“I swear to fucking God,” the girl said in a low, accented voice, “you are a total shit for leaving me with those—” She noticed me then and laughed, so suddenly I jumped. It was the girl from the bathroom. The one I’d photographed. Of course. “She’s here. Good. Did you find out why she’s stalking me?”

			“We were just getting to that,” the guy said.

			“I wasn’t stalking you,” I muttered, trying not to sound sheepish. “I thought you were someone else.”

			“How insulting. I’m incredibly stalkable.” She snapped her purse open and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Got a light?”

			It was an Australian accent, a mischievous twang in the vowels. That same mischief was in her face, in the curve at one corner of her mouth, the slyness in her heavy-lidded eyes. I handed her my lighter and she studied me, the flame splashing her face with amber, giving her a diabolical look.

			“So.” She exhaled. “Invite her yet?”

			“I don’t even know her name,” the guy said.

			“You’re crap at picking up girls, Armin.”

			“That’s why I leave it to you.”

			Aussie girl smirked. She wore that strapless black dress like a weapon, lithe and sleek, femme fatale–ish. The tats sleeving her slender arms soaked up the light. I still couldn’t get a good look at the guy.

			“The bloke with no discernible social skills is Armin,” she said. “I’m Blythe. We’re getting the fuck out of here. Want to come?”

			“Where are you going?”

			“Umbra.”

			The club from the flyer. “I’m not twenty-one.”

			“Maybe this isn’t a great idea, Blythe,” Armin said.

			“Oh, piss off.” She flicked her cigarette away in a pinwheel of sparks. “I was clubbing at fourteen, and look how I turned out.”

			“That’s exactly my point.”

			Blythe laughed, so infectiously I did, too. She turned that incandescent smile on me. “Get a good photo?”

			Blush. “I didn’t look.”

			“Give me your mobile.”

			I gave it to her. She seemed like the kind of girl it was pointless to say no to.

			She laughed again when she saw her pic. When she showed Armin I caught a better glimpse of him: the lean lines of his face, the smokiness around his eyes, as if smudged with coal dust. His hair was a rich brown streaked with rust. Latino, maybe, or Middle Eastern. As Janelle would have said: fuckhot. The two of them bent their heads together, and I realized they must be a couple.

			“I look wretched,” Blythe said. “You got me without my mask on.”

			“ ‘I like a look of agony, because I know it’s true.’ ”

			Yes, Laney. Totally fucking nerd out on them.

			But she surprised me. “Emily Dickinson. The woman in white.”

			“English majors,” Armin groaned.

			“The plot thickens.” Blythe returned my phone. She was looking at me differently now. “You know poetry.”

			“A little.”

			“A little is dangerous enough.” She shot Armin an arch glance. “He only reads textbooks and image memes.”

			“Not true. I read your stuff.”

			“It’s crap anyway.”

			“Oh, the false modesty. Blythe’s good, and she knows it. Don’t compliment her, though. Goes straight to her head.”

			“He thinks I’m egotistical.”

			“It’s called pathological narcissism.”

			“They don’t even have a clinical term yet for what’s wrong with him. What about you, English major? You write?”

			I was trying to follow their rapid-fire banter. “Sort of.”

			“Sort of how?”

			“I’m working on a novel, but it’s terrible.”

			Blythe laughed. “A girl after my own heart. What’s your name?”

			“Laney.”

			“Well, Laney, terrible novelist,” she said, hooking one arm through mine and the other through Armin’s, “you are cordially invited to join a bloody know-it-all and a pathological narcissist at Umbra tonight.”

			“I’ll keep you away from bad influences,” Armin said.

			“He means me.”

			“She knows, Blythe.” He eyed me over her head. “Coming?”

			As if that was even a question. These were the smart, charmingly weird people I’d dreamed of meeting my whole life. Dad said college would be different, but adults just tell you that so you don’t kill yourself. It gets better is the biggest lie they’ve sold to our generation, unless it means the meds. But here were a girl and boy too brainy and bizarre to fit in with the red-cup-and-condom crowd, and already I was half in love with them both.

			These were the people I’d been waiting for.

			How could I say anything but “Yes”?

			———

			I sat between them in the cab, though Blythe was the natural center of everything. Listening to her banter with Armin was like standing between two ballet dancers in a gunfight. They circled each other elegantly, feinting, pirouetting, setting up the fatal shot, and Blythe was usually the one to fire it point-blank to Armin’s chest. He accepted his wounds with a gentleman’s grace, and the dance resumed. I sank into the seat and let their voices hum on my skin. Ribbons of light threaded through the streets, cars flowing like pulses of illuminated blood into the city’s steel heart. When we crossed the river Blythe grabbed my elbow and made me look: the water was a thick black stroke of ink speckled with gold flakes and silver chips, the shattered reflections of a thousand bright windows, shimmering. Her eyes sparkled the same way, filled with a thousand tiny lights.

			“You’re not looking,” she said.

			But I was.

			Armin nudged my knee. “So who were you hunting, detective?”

			If I wasn’t still so high, I might’ve reacted more viscerally. Instead I felt it in a scientific way, his touch like an electromagnetic pulse, disturbing something in me at a particle level.

			“Nobody.”

			“You took my picture,” Blythe said.

			“Wrong person.”

			“Who’s the right person?” Armin said.

			“Nobody.”

			They both laughed.

			“How fun,” Blythe said. “I love a game.”

			“It’s not a game,” I said.

			“Oh, but you’re wrong.” Armin spoke to me, but he was looking at Blythe. “Everything is a game to her.”

			For the first time she didn’t have a witty comeback. She just stared at him, eyes glittering, and somehow I knew he’d fired the lethal shot that round.

			We cruised through dead streets where neon perfused the air like colored smoke. Traffic lights blinked on and off, emerald and citrine and ruby splitting in dazzling shards across our faces.

			“So you guys are Greek?” I said to break the silence.

			“I’m a Pi Tau alumnus,” Armin said. “But those days are behind me.”

			“I’m Australian,” Blythe said. “We don’t pay for friends.”

			Armin leaned into me and stage-whispered, “Her culture is far more advanced. They wrestle crocodiles.”

			“Please. You Yanks are the worst. My first week here, I was propositioned by a porn director.”

			“It was not porn,” Armin said, laughing.

			“It totally was.”

			“This guy was casting students for an ‘erotic art film,’ ” he explained. “It was tasteful.”

			“Art film, my arse. Like, literally.”

			“Blythe has little appreciation for cinema nouveau. I had to bail her out of jail. She was almost deported.”

			“What happened?” I said.

			“Caught this perv filming my bum and smashed his camera. Should’ve been his face.”

			“She’s a hands-on problem-solver,” Armin said.

			“Pervo kept talking about my ‘star quality.’ FYI, Laney, that is a euphemism for fanny.”

			“What she’s failing to mention,” Armin said, “is she tried to negotiate a higher rate. He didn’t have the budget. Only then did she break his camera.”

			Blythe eyed him coolly. “But enough of my misadventures. Let’s regale her with the enchanting tale of Armin buying Australian porn.”

			“It was ironic,” he protested. “I didn’t think you were actually in it.”

			I started giggling. Legit giggling.

			“Holy shit.” Blythe touched my chin, turning my face. “Look at her eyes. She’s high as a fucking kite.”

			“No drugs,” the cabbie barked. “You leave.”

			“Relax, mate. We don’t have any drugs.” She leaned closer. “They’re all in your bloodstream, aren’t they?” Her breath was warm on the side of my neck. “I’d have to be a vampire to get them out.”

			“Blythe,” Armin said, suddenly stern.

			“Christ. Everyone’s a judge.” She pulled away.

			Another charged, tense silence. There was something I wasn’t getting about the two of them. Some subtext. I moved my bag to my thigh, brushing Blythe’s leg. She glanced at me, at my curled hand, and her eyes lit up. No one saw her take the pills, not even Armin. Good girl, she mouthed.

			If you’re keeping score, that’s the first time I sided with her against him.

			Then the driver turned and there, tucked between high-rises, was an enormous mansion like something out of Poe. All black granite and gables, brimming with ominousness. The marquee read UMBRA. Behind it the logo glowed, a circle of shadow slipping over a white sun.

			Armin paid the driver and popped his door. So did Blythe, and I froze when they both offered hands. Choose a side. Make a statement. High school all over again. I took Armin’s and got out quickly. Blythe’s gaze followed us, and something snagged behind my ribs, a fine, sharp wire catching hold. Of what, I didn’t yet know. I just felt the catch.

			We entered through a side door and followed concrete hallways until we emerged into a haze of noise and sweat, cool and murky, subterranean. The foyer was a massive marble-floored space carved up by stone arches. The air thrummed with voices, cologne and liquor and dry ice mingling in a heady scent. An electric chandelier hung overhead; the wrought-iron torch sconces were stuffed with glow sticks. Music came in tidal waves, swelling and ebbing.

			“What do you think?” Armin said.

			“Pretty sweet.”

			“And the best thing,” Blythe said, turning and spreading her arms, “is that we’re fucking gods here.” Her eyes flashed at me. “Welcome to the underworld, Persephone.”

			I shivered.

			Armin cupped my elbow and guided me toward a spiral staircase. This time the oxy didn’t stop the burst of static at his touch. We lost Blythe on the stairs, and when I looked back for her he said, “She does her own thing.”

			We stepped onto a catwalk above the dance floor. Crimson lasers swept over the crowd, oscillating, hypnotic, bass pumping so thickly from every direction it felt as if we were inside a heart, the dense sea of bodies rolling like one muscle, beating with one pulse. Lasers caught split-second cameos: a head thrown back, a hand reaching for someone. Abandon and desire.

			We stood at the railing, our shoulders pressed together.

			“Are you guys still in college?” I had to half yell to be heard.

			“She’s an undergrad. I’m working on my master’s.”

			“In what?”

			“Clinical psych.”

			I imitated his groan from earlier. “Psych major.”

			Armin smiled, a perfect crescent of porcelain. The man had fucking dimples. Ridiculous. “Not a fan?”

			“Doctors fuck your head up more than it already was.”

			“That’s a somewhat biased view.”

			“I’m somewhat biased.”

			“Why is that?”

			Nice try, doc. You’re not getting into the Chamber of Secrets that easily.

			We gazed down at the dance floor. “Cold Dust Girl” by Hey Champ came on and I spotted Blythe right away, dancing alone. It was as if a spotlight shone on her, face upturned, eyes closed, swaying in slow motion while the world around her was choppy and frantic. Her hair lifted and caught the light, floating in frozen veils of gold.

			“How long have you been with her?” I said.

			“We’re just friends.”

			“She’s not your girlfriend?”

			“No.”

			I waited a beat. “Do you like girls?”

			Armin winced, his eyes crinkling.

			“It’s just, you’re ridiculously hot, and you have a ridiculously hot girlfriend who’s not your girlfriend, so—”

			“I like girls. But I’m not with anyone right now.” He seemed amused. “What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“Do you like girls?”

			I raised my eyebrows. “Does it look like I do?”

			“You can’t tell by looking.”

			“Then how can you tell?”

			“Girls who like each other have a different energy. More intense. Furtive. They’re part of a secret world. They speak in code, like spies. Everything has a hidden meaning.”

			“You sound like an expert,” I said, laughing.

			“You sound evasive.”

			“Like a spy?”

			“You tell me.”

			That wire inside me gave a little twang, as if he’d plucked it. I turned away. Wrapped my palms around the railing, soaking up the coolness of the steel. But my mind hung on the warmth of his arm and the smell of pine needles, clean and spicy and green, reminding me of Christmas.

			“Why aren’t you two together?” I said.

			“Stick around and you’ll see.”

			“Does she turn into a pumpkin at midnight?”

			“Something like that.”

			“So this is what you do,” I said in a too-casual voice. “You bring an underage girl to a club. Your wingman—wing-girl, whatever—conveniently wanders off. Next you’ll buy me a drink, help me into a cab—”

			“I don’t take advantage of girls, Laney.”

			“You wouldn’t be taking advantage.”

			I’d said it in my devil-may-care way, but the words shaved sparks from the friction between us. Our eyes met. Red light traced the bold line of his brow, the striking angularity of his face. The stubble shading his jaw glimmered like iron filings. He looked at me in a way that felt like being touched, like a blind man seeing with his fingers, mapping my bones and skin in his mind. I felt weirdly exposed. Seen.

			“It’s not what you think,” he said.

			“What do I think?”

			“I’m not that good. I can’t read minds.”

			Then read my body, I thought, but he only smiled.

			“Tell me something.” He leaned closer, his voice raspy at the edges, charred. “If you hate human connection so much, why come with us?”

			Because I don’t hate it. I hate how much I need it.

			Because you’re the ones I was waiting for.

			Because you smell like prey.

			“Read any Kafka?” I said.

			“Guy turns into a giant bug?”

			“Right. The Metamorphosis. He wrote a bunch of other stuff. Vignettes, really. Just descriptions of feelings.” I sketched the golden arcs of Blythe’s hair with my finger. “There’s a story where this man calls for his horse to be saddled one night. He hears a trumpet blowing in the distance, but nobody else can hear it. The servants don’t understand his urgency. They ask, ‘Where are you going?’ And the man just says, ‘Away from here.’ ” I looked up at Armin. We were closer than I thought. “He has no supplies, no map. The servants warn him but it doesn’t matter. Every time they ask where he’s headed, he says, ‘Always away from here. It’s the only way can I reach my destination.’ ”

			“Sounds like suicide.”

			“That’s one way to see it. Suicide isn’t really about death, though. It’s about change. Release.”

			“Release from life is a permanent change.”

			“Sometimes all you know about where you’re going is that it’s away from where you are.”

			Armin leaned on an elbow. “It’s you. You’re the rider, flirting with annihilation. Venturing into the night with strangers. Trying to find yourself by losing yourself completely.”

			I liked that. But I didn’t tell him.

			“You’re one of those scorched-earth types,” he said. “Burn it all to the ground and start over.”

			“You’ve got to die to be reborn.”

			“Like the phoenix.” He tapped his fingers on the railing. “Seems a bit masochistic.”

			“I’m a bit masochistic.”

			“Why?”

			“If I’m going to feel bad all the time, I might as well enjoy it.”

			“You don’t have to feel bad, Laney.”

			“Let me guess. Your solution is to throw pills at people and call them cured.”

			He lifted an eyebrow. “I can’t even prescribe.”

			“Doesn’t matter. You’re a doctor. Or will be. Someday you’ll realize you can’t fix anyone, only dull the pain.”

			He didn’t respond for a minute. Then he said, “Is someone in your family mentally ill?”

			I looked away.

			“I won’t pry. You don’t have to answer. It runs in my fam­ily, too.”

			“I don’t care what runs in your family.”

			Armin fell silent and I stood there with an anger churning in me, like the bass grinding deep in my bones, rising, bubbling up into a fever in my blood.

			“You think you know me after an hour,” I said. “You think a few psych classes means you know shit about real life.”

			“I don’t—”

			“That’s right. You don’t.” I flicked him a cold glance. “Look at you. You’re a walking Abercrombie ad. We are not even on the same planet.”

			“You’re angry.”

			“Wow. You really are good.”

			“And guarded. You’ve been hurt, but you still crave connection. Understanding. So you throw yourself into risk in a calculated way. You’re a paradox: a careful daredevil.”

			The devil made me shiver. I hated that he had my number so fast.

			“Spare me the Psych 101,” I said. “You know who else is good at reading obvious clues? Con men.”

			“It’s intuition. I didn’t learn it in school. I learned it from watching people. From listening.”

			“Yeah, well, listen to this. Whatever you think you know about me, you don’t. You don’t really care, and you can’t fix me.”

			“What makes you think I want to?”

			My mouth dropped.

			He smiled, lessening the sting. “Nothing personal, but I have selfish motivations of my own. I’m not obligated to fix everyone.” His gaze drifted to the dance floor. “Most of us can’t even fix ourselves. We’re all saddling horses in the night, trying to outrun the darkness.”

			Armin was not what I expected.

			In a typical college romance novel, he’d be a gorgeous but troubled sex god who’d cure all my deep-seated psych issues with a good hard fuck. I’d smell his misogyny and abusive tendencies from miles off but my brain would turn to hormone soup because abs. That’s the formula. Broken girl + bad boy = sexual healing. All you need to fix that tragic past is a six-pack. More problems? Add abs.

			It’s Magic Dick Lit.

			But this was no bad boy. This was a boy who’d rather get into my head than my pants.

			Most of the time romance isn’t even about love, anyway. It’s about escape. Fantasy. Salvation from the mundane. Save me from boredom, from exhaustion, from my undersexed body, from microwave dinners and reality TV, from going to bed alone or with a vibrator or a cat. Save me from my desperately ordinary life.

			We’re all Kafka’s rider, trying to get away from ourselves.

			Maybe I’m a little bitter.

			And maybe this isn’t your typical college romance novel.

			The DJ segued into a down-tempo track. Blythe had stopped dancing and was staring into the distance, waiting. A guy snaked through the crowd toward her, a hunk of silk and gel and gym-molded muscle, more product than person. She pivoted on her heel, the guy trailing in her wake. Before they disappeared she glanced straight up at us. Her face was cool and blank. In that moment I knew we were the same, me and her. Hunters.

			“That’s why we’re just friends,” Armin said, so softly I barely heard. “She can’t fall in love, and I can’t fall out.”

			———

			We hit the dance floor after Blythe left. Armin filled in for the DJ and I joined him in the booth. “What do you want to hear?” he said, and I remembered Donnie at home and asked for “All I Need Is a Miracle.” Our song. Armin let me do the crossfade, which felt amazing, my hands gliding over the starship controls of the mixer and filling the cosmos with sound, giving life to three hundred pounding hearts. His hand floated over mine, then pulled away. He played “Don’t Lose My Number” by Phil Collins and I thought of my half-assed garage band with Donnie, crooning eighties covers on Dad’s karaoke machine, our hair teased out with mousse. Armin caught me lip-syncing and grinned. Despite my best intentions, I was enjoying this. Too loud to talk. We spoke through songs. Me: “Everything She Wants.” Him: “Invisible Touch.” Me: “What Have I Done to Deserve This.” He laughed at that, a beautiful laugh, really, his teeth gleaming opal behind those dusty-rose lips, and I wondered what it would be like to kiss him. If I would feel anything, or if it would be vacuum and void like it always was.

			The original DJ came back and we stepped down, bouncing on our toes, energized.

			“Impressive,” Armin said in my ear, and my spine lit up like a strand of Christmas lights. “You know your eighties.”

			“Me and my brother are total eighties nerds.”

			“Younger brother?”

			“Yeah.”

			We waded through the crowd to the bar, where he ordered two Sprites. “I have a younger sister.”

			“Is that why you decided to be my white knight?”

			His shoulders stiffened. He wore a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and faded, form-fitting jeans. When he frowned his eyes nearly closed, his eyelashes so long and kohl-black they seemed almost feminine.

			God. I’m describing a man’s eyelashes. Fucking shoot me.

			“How was I white-knighting?” he said.

			“Come on. Blythe stalked me. I caught her in the bathroom. You guys were watching out for the dumb pledge.”

			“She has a thing for lost girls.” He handed me a tumbler. “Were we that obvious?”

			“She looked super guilty when I caught her.”

			“Her face doesn’t hide anything.”

			I looked down into my glass, thinking, Perfect.

			“It was her idea. Like I said, I don’t harbor delusions of being anyone’s savior.”

			“Whatever. It was nice.”

			His eyes did that crinkling thing again. “You don’t like saying thank you, do you?”

			“I don’t want to get a reputation.”

			“For what?”

			“Being human.”

			He laughed and took a swallow of his drink. I set mine on the bar. When he raised an eyebrow I said, “I don’t take drinks from strangers.”

			“Are we still strangers?”

			I averted my eyes, my face inexplicably hot. “Or from doctors.”

			“Fair enough. You’ve made your hatred clear.”

			“I don’t hate you. I can’t hate a man who shamelessly loves the eighties.”

			“So what did you give her?”

			This guy was good. Lull me into camaraderie, then cobra strike. “What?”

			“Don’t play coy. What was it?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“I’m talking about the pills you gave Blythe in the cab.”

			I shrugged one shoulder. “Just some oxy.”

			Armin sighed.

			“Hey, she wanted it—”

			“You hate meds, but you’re a pillhead. I should’ve known.”

			“Dude.” I gripped the counter. “Don’t judge me. You don’t know the kind of shit I have to deal with. Look, I kept my grades up and got into CU. I’m fine.”

			“That doesn’t mean you’re fine.”

			“It means I’m a high-functioning addict.”

			Surprisingly, he shrugged, too. “Okay. Honesty. Points for that.”

			“Don’t patronize me. I don’t need your approval.”

			“I’m not giving it. I’ve just seen too many people ruin their lives with drugs.”

			“Like your sister.”

			“Like my sister.” His gaze turned shrewd. “How’d you guess?”

			“I watch and listen, too.”

			“You have a good sense of people.”

			But I didn’t. My mother had a good sense of people. We’re all bad, she’d said. The only thing we’re good at is hiding it.

			Someone bumped into me from behind, and Armin slung an arm around my shoulders protectively. Whoever it was mumbled an apology, but neither of us were paying attention. I was staring at that rose-lipped mouth, then up into his eyes, a clear reddish-brown like carnelian, speckled with tiny flaws of amber and copper where the light caught.

			Fuck. They’re brown. His eyes are fucking brown, okay? Stop being a terrible writer, Laney.

			“Want to get out of here?” he said.

			“Yes.”

			God, yes.

			———

			Downtown was eerily beautiful at night. In the hot spill of cider streetlight, the asphalt glittered as if coated with crushed diamond. We crossed wide, wind-haunted streets that were almost postapocalyptic: no cars, no people, perfect stillness, and the shop signs—TRY OUR NEW, TWO FOR ONE—somehow portentous. “Try our new Prozac milkshake,” I said. “Two lobotomies for the price of one.”

			Armin shook his head. “Ghoulish.”

			We walked for miles. It was after three but before dawn, that timeless, silky stretch of night that feels as if it’ll run on forever. My feet were numb and my fingertips buzzed with blood. I felt immortal. We found the plaza where a giant steel sculpture crouched, the Picasso, that weird chimera with its long baboon face and arching wings and stick ribs, and I climbed up for a pic. Armin gave me a hand, and when I braced myself on his shoulders I felt the heat of his body through his thin shirt. My fingers curled in the linen.

			A breeze wafted off the lake, water-cool. “Where are we?”

			“Almost to the beach.”

			I hopped down and he caught me, even though I didn’t need it. Our hands joined for a second.

			The skyscrapers fell away, stone wings unfolding and exposing the dark blue heart of the lake. There were cars on Lake Shore Drive, but when we crossed it felt like the waking world behind us winked out. The sand had a lunar glow, like moondust. I kicked off my shoes and let my feet sink in. The top layer was still warm, but when I dug deeper I hit a colder reservoir. Where the lake lapped the shore the smell of wet sand and algae was dizzying.

			“Come on, Eileen,” Armin sang out.

			“Can we even be here?”

			“Nothing’s gonna stop us now.”

			“What about the cops?”

			“I’ll run. I’ll run so far away. With or without you.”

			“Stop making bad song jokes.”

			“Stop laughing at them.”

			His voice was doing something to me. A hot coal lay low in my belly, and every time he spoke it flared. “This will never work,” I said. “You and me.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you’re an East End boy, and I’m a West End girl.”

			I could see that big damn smile in the dimness. He kicked his shoes off, moving toward me. His shirt and eyes were ghostly blurs. I smelled wintergreen on his breath.

			“But I’m the king of wishful thinking.”

			“Armin, shut up and kiss me.”

			He leaned in and I reached for his face. Stubble tickled my skin. His breath warmed my palm and lit a nerve all the way up my inner arm to my spine. It shrieked through me like a firework, ending with a bright pop in my brain. My eyelids fluttered closed, my belly tightening and mouth opening, and the kiss felt so imminent I gave a start when it didn’t happen.

			“Don’t you want to?” I whispered.

			His hands settled against my face. “That’s not why we’re here.”

			The words were a denial, but his hands wouldn’t move and we shared the same hot breath. My heart flung itself fiercely at my ribs, as if it could close the space between us.

			“I don’t believe you.”

			He brushed my bare arm, teasing out a shiver.

			“Come on,” he said.

			I followed him to the shoreline. There was a rock-walled harbor to one side, the water slapping gently against fiberglass hulls, a sound like something breaking delicately, prettily. We sat in a hollowed-out dune and leaned on our elbows, hidden from the street. My bare toes spread against the horizon. The sky switched on, heating up to a vibrant indigo.

			“This is my ‘away from here,’ ” Armin said. His voice sounded like sand flowing through glass, at once grainy and smooth.

			I was going to tell him he was wrong. Away from here isn’t a place, it’s a state, inside you. It’s escape velocity. It’s losing yourself, anywhere. But then I thought, Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe this isn’t a where at all.

			“What about the club?”

			“That’s Blythe’s. This is different. This is mine.”

			But you brought me here, I thought. “How’d you become a DJ?”

			“Questioning my skills?”

			“No, just curious.”

			“I know somebody.” His eyes danced away. “This world is run by people who know somebody. You scratch my back, I scratch yours.”

			I sketched a pattern in the sand, a dark disc eating a light one, the Umbra logo, then smeared it out. “You take my eye, I take yours.”

			“Are you always this morbid?”

			“Is it at all endearing?”

			He laughed.

			“So why’d you guys adopt me?” I said.

			“I don’t pretend to understand Blythe’s motives. I’ve known her for three years and she’s still an enigma. Either she has some brilliant master plan I haven’t figured out yet, or she’s totally irrational. But I went along because I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”

			My heart gave a small hiccup.

			“You’re not like them, Laney. I saw it the second you arrived. You didn’t belong there.”

			“Where do I belong?”

			“On a rocky cliff above a tempestuous sea. With the salt breeze whipping through your hair, and a house burning behind you.”

			I had to smile. “Maybe you’re not so bad at the whole head-shrinking thing.”

			“Maybe we’re more alike than you think.” When he spoke I was aware of the way his lips moved over his teeth, enunciating words so meticulously. Little things like that tell you everything about a person. “It’s almost time.”

			“For what?”

			“What I wanted to show you.”

			We both lay back in the sand, and the drain of the long night and the last dregs of my high hit at the same moment, making me immensely weary. My eyes drifted closed. When I jerked awake it felt like hours had passed. I’m not sure how long I flickered back and forth between states of consciousness before Armin touched my shoulder. I sat up, disoriented. The sky looked like layered sherbet, creamy peach melting into raspberry and blueberry, shading the world in soft, milky tones. The sun was an eye-smarting bead of white light trembling at the horizon. A woman jogged barefoot along the tide line, sand sticking to her shining brown shins. I felt like I’d woken up in another universe.

			“Where am I?” I said blearily.

			Armin’s voice floated to me like a breath of morning mist. “Away.”

			———

			I slept on the Metra, asking the guy across the aisle to wake me at Naperville. The town air was drowsy and sweet after the city. I walked home half-asleep on my feet, a zombie in Wonderland, taking off my shoes to tread barefoot on lush store-bought lawns. Armin and Blythe and Umbra seemed like a bizarre, fading dream. I unlocked the front door and headed for the stairs.

			Dad was in the kitchen, sitting with his coffee and tablet. Neither of us spoke. He cleared his throat, then looked down.

			When I paused at the top landing I could see the bald spot on his head. It seemed so vulnerable, so babyish. It made something sad twist inside me. His gaze remained fixed on the whorls in the wood grain.

			I locked my bedroom door. Pulled my dress over my head, tossed my shoes into a corner. Slipped the small silver key from my purse and stepped into my closet.

			Upside to having a brother obsessed with architecture: he will help you build a concealed door in the crawl space between your rooms.

			I shut the closet, sealing myself in darkness.

			I could find the lock by touch. I knew the furry splintered surfaces like my own heart, the taste of sawdust and wool and time. The smothering heat like a human hand over my mouth. I knelt gingerly and felt for the portable light.

			Flick.

			The space was about the size of a car interior, a rectangle of cinderblocks and plywood.

			And every square inch of it was covered with him.

			His face, printed from Facebook and newspaper articles. Rising star. The boy with the golden touch. [Scratched out] carries Redhawks to state championship. His transcript. Schedule from senior year. Bills and bank statements sent to his parents. His daily routines, traced on maps. A massive dossier.

			I picked up a pen and crossed PI/PHI SUMMER MIXER off the July calendar.

			He was going to Colorado for the first half of August—I had a copy of his hotel reservation and hiking itinerary—then no data until classes started in September. I wouldn’t see him till school began.

			But that was okay. Like my mother, I was nothing if not patient.

			I plugged my phone into my laptop and copied the photos I’d taken at Umbra. Strange, twisting staircases and labyrinthine hallways. Places to get lost. Places to be among hundreds of people without being seen.

			I paused at the pic of Blythe.

			She was wrong about looking wretched. She had an unreal beauty. I’d caught her with a curiously wry expression, mouth half-open, brow furrowed. Her canine teeth were longer than the others and it made her slightly impish. Vulpine jaw, the sort of absurd cheekbones only mannequins possessed. Her eyes had a look of lazy cunning and were the blue of ice on a winter creek, shot through with frost, arrestingly pale. I brushed a finger over her cheek.

			Something thumped in my bedroom.

			I shut everything down and backed out of the crawl space, locking it behind me.

			Donnie lay in fetal position on my futon. I hadn’t even noticed him when I came in. He’d kicked my desk when he tossed. I sat beside him.

			“Laney?” he murmured.

			I nudged him over and wrapped an arm around his waist. I still had only my underwear and bra on, but this is my baby brother, for fuck’s sake. He’s like my kid. The way I love him is the way you’re supposed to love your children. The way Mom never did.

			“What happened?” he said.

			“Nothing yet. Just surveillance.”

			Donnie let out a long sigh. There was no mistaking the relief in it.

			“It’s okay,” I whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

			He sighed again, shuddering, and the breaths after that were ragged and I knew he was crying and my arms tightened around him so hard it hurt us both, but I couldn’t stop.

			“I wasn’t sure you’d come back,” he said.

			“I will always come back to you.” My voice was fierce. I rocked him, waiting for his tears to end, for mine to start. “I’m not her. I won’t leave you. I promise.”

			It became a sort of lullaby, me telling him it was okay, that we were both okay and I would never leave and someday, soon, everything would be better.

			Someday I would make everything right.
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