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    CHAPTER ONE




    PHOEBE AND HER FRIENDS HELD THEIR breath as the dead girl in the plaid skirt walked past their table in the lunchroom. Her motion kicked up a cool trailing breeze that seemed to settle on the skin and catch in their hair. As they watched her go by, Phoebe could almost tell what everyone was thinking. Everyone, that is, except for the dead girl.




    Across from her, Margi shook her head, her silver teardrop earrings dancing among the bright pink spikes of her hair. “Even I don’t wear skirts that short,” she said before sipping her milk.




    “Thank God for that,” Adam said from two seats away.


    

    Phoebe risked a glance back at the girl and her long, bluish-white legs. Fluorescent lights were kind to the dead, making them look like they had been carved from veinless blocks of pure white marble. The girl went to the farthest table and sat down alone, and without any food, the way the dead always did during lunch.




    Sometimes Phoebe used to joke that she possessed psychic powers. Not useful ones like being able to tell when small children have fallen into wells or anything; more like being able to foresee what her mother was making for dinner or how many bangles Margi was going to wear on her arms that day. She thought her “powers,” if that’s what they were, were more telepathetic than telepathic.




    Phoebe knew as soon as she saw her that the dead girl in the short skirt would get Margi rolling on a whole host of zombie-related topics, none of which she really wanted to discuss.




    “I heard that Tommy Williams’s eye fell out in homeroom,” Margi said, on cue. “I heard that he sneezed or something, and there it went, splat, on his desk.”




    Phoebe swallowed and placed her egg salad sandwich back atop the wax paper wrapping it came in.




    “Zombies don’t sneeze,” Adam said around a mouthful of meatball sub. “Zombies don’t breathe, so they can’t sneeze.”




    The girls lowered their heads and looked around to see who was in earshot of Adam’s booming voice. Zombie was a word you just didn’t say in public anymore, even if you were the center on the football team.




    Air hissed through Margi’s teeth. “You aren’t supposed to call them zombies, Adam.”




    He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Zombies, dead heads, corpsicles. What’s the difference? They don’t care. They don’t have feelings to hurt.”




    Phoebe wondered if Tommy Williams and the girl in the plaid skirt really didn’t have any feelings. The scientists weren’t clear on that point yet.




    She tried to imagine how she would feel losing an eye, especially losing an eye in public. And in homeroom, no less.




    “You could be expelled for saying things like that, Adam,” Margi was saying. “You know you’re supposed to call them living impaired.”




    Adam snorted, his mouth full of milk. Ten years ago a milk snort would have been the height of biological grotesquerie at Oakvale High. Today it seemed kind of lame next to losing an eye in homeroom.




    “Living impaired,” Adam commented after recovering. “I think you two are living impaired. They’re just dead.”




    He stood up, his huge body casting a long shadow over their uneaten lunches, and brought his empty tray to the conveyor system that took all of the dishes and garbage away. Phoebe just looked at her beautiful egg salad sandwich and wished that she had any desire left to eat it.




    Phoebe’s locker popped open on her third try. She figured that her inability to remember the three-digit combination did not bode well for her impending algebra class, which was always right after lunch. Her stomach rumbled, and she tried to tell herself that the spikes of hunger would give her mind an alert sharpness, like a lynx in winter between successful hunts.




    Yeah right, she thought.




    Tommy Williams was in her algebra class.




    The door to her locker shook with a metallic vibrating sound. Inside were pictures of bands like the Creeps, the Killdeaths, Seraphim Shade, the Rosedales, Slipknot, and the Misfits; bands that dressed like the living dead before there were any dead actually living. There was a picture of her, Margi, and Colette in happier times, all gothed up in black fabrics, eyeliner, and boots outside the Cineplex in Winford, ready to be first in line for the premier of some vitally important horror movie she couldn’t even remember. Phoebe, the tallest, was in the middle, her long black hair hiding one side of her naturally pale face, and her visible eye closed as she laughed at whatever vulgar comment Margi had just made. Colette had done her eyes like an Egyptian princess, with a single thick line of makeup at each corner. Colette and Margi were also laughing.




    There was also a picture of her dog, Gargoyle. Gar was a Welsh terrier and not half as frightening as his name would suggest.




    A mirror was on the door opposite the shelf where Phoebe’s algebra book lay. On her mouth was a streak of smeared violet lipstick. Her long hair, normally jet-black, shiny, spiky, and tousled, now just looked dull, flat, and messy.




    She thought she looked scared.




    The lipstick smear was the only flaw that seemed fixable, so she rubbed it away before walking toward Mrs. Rodriguez’s class down at the end of the hallway. She arrived there the same time as Tommy Williams, whose eyes, she was relieved to see, were still fixed within their sockets. He gazed at her with the blank stare of the living impaired.




    Phoebe felt like cold feathers were dancing along her spine. The stare was bottomless. It made her think that she could fall forever into his eyes, or that he could see through to the very heart of her. Could he see her wondering if his eye had popped out in homeroom?




    Tommy motioned for her to precede him into the room.




    She held her breath as he lifted his arm, realizing it only because another one of her essential life functions had ceased, namely her heartbeat. She smiled at him. It was a reflex; courtesy was not very common in the halls of Oakvale High. She stepped into the room, and as she did, she was almost certain that Tommy was trying to smile back at her. Wasn’t there a faint upturn of the lips at one corner of his mouth, or the briefest flash of light in the flat undead eyes?




    She took her seat, breathing again, heart beating again. Not only beating but beating fast.




    She didn’t know much about Tommy Williams. She knew that he’d come to Oakvale High last May, just a few weeks before school had let out. Oakvale was starting to get a reputation for having a good living impaired program, good enough that families with living impaired kids were moving to Oakvale from the surrounding area. Phoebe’s father had pointed out an article in the Winford Bulletin that said Oakvale High’s living impaired population had doubled in a year. There were at least seven in her class of about a hundred and twenty.




    Algebra was not a subject that Phoebe struggled with; she usually completed the next day’s assignment while Mrs. Rodriguez started to probe for answers among her slower, struggling classmates. Algebra was a class that she could drift in and out of in the way music from a car passing will drift into an open bedroom window.




    She wondered how Tommy Williams had died.




    She looked at the back of his head, at his gray-blond hair, and her thoughts drifted, again, to the topic of death. They started with the mundane—Do living impaired people need to get haircuts? (The answer: Yes. Both hair and fingernails can grow after true death as well as in living impairment.) And proceeded to the philosophically complex—What is it like to be dead? What is it like to be living impaired?




    These questions had preoccupied Phoebe when she was a young girl, long before the world had heard of the living impaired. She looked out the window and tried to think of the time before dead teens began to pick themselves off of mortuary slabs and sick beds. It hadn’t been all that long ago; she was fourteen when she saw the first footage of a zombie—of a living impaired person—sitting stiffly between his parents on some CNN talk show. Her parents always made her leave the room when the Dallas Jones video came on. That video was the Zapruder film of their generation, as it showed Dallas, the original zombie, die and come back to “life.”




    A dog trailing a broken leash ran across the field opposite the classroom window, and Phoebe wondered why living impairment seemed to be a phenomenon exclusive to teenagers. American teenagers, specifically. Dogs didn’t come back. Neither did monkeys or goldfish, or old people, or small children. Apparently, neither did teenagers in Uzbekistan, Burkina Faso, Sweden, or Papua New Guinea, for some reason. But kids from Oklahoma, Rockaway Beach, The Big Apple, Arkansas, or The Big Easy all bore at least a chance of winding up living impaired, as long as they croaked during the delicate teen years. The newest Frankenstein Formula theory was that a certain mixture of teenage hormones and fast food preservatives set up the proper conditions for living impairment. The medical community was still testing the theory, having begrudgingly let go of fluorocarbons and brain patterns rewired by a lifetime of first-person shooter games.




    Outside, the dog lifted a matted hind leg on a bike rack where a number of bicycles were chained. Do the dead go to the bathroom? They didn’t eat or drink, so the answer would seem to be no.




    Mrs. Rodriguez then did a strange thing, strange enough to interrupt Phoebe’s train of thought. She called on Tommy for the answer to a problem even though his pale hand wasn’t raised.




    Tommy looked up from his papers. There was a pause that sucked the air out of the classroom; there was always a pause like that when the dead were called on.




    The dead could think, and they could communicate. They could reason, and once in a blue moon, one might even initiate a conversation. But they did so very, very slowly . . . a question, even one as simple as the one from Mrs. Rodriguez, could take a living impaired person ten minutes to process, and another five to respond.




    Phoebe covertly tried to gauge the reaction of her classmates. Some were suddenly absorbed in their textbooks, doing anything to avoid the reality—or unreality—that the dead kid represented. Others, like Pete Martinsburg, who was taking Algebra One for the second time and who was normally only interested in football and girls, were rapt with attention. Pete was looking at Tommy with the same expression of manic glee that he wore when he’d tripped Norm Lathrop and sent him sprawling into a bank of big rubber garbage cans in the lunchroom last week.




    “One hundred and seventy-four,” Tommy said, his voice halting and without inflection. No one hearing his voice could tell if Tommy thought his answer was wrong or right, so most of the class looked at Mrs. Rodriguez for her reaction.




    She looked pleased. “That is correct, Thomas.”




    Phoebe noted that she always called the living impaired kids by their formal first names. It wasn’t something she did with the “normal” kids. Pete Martinsburg was just “Pete” when she called his name, which was often, and usually to reprimand him. Phoebe was secretly thrilled to see the leer smacked off of Pete’s face.




    Mrs. Rodriguez went on with the class like it was no big deal to call on a dead kid. For the most part, the rest of the class reacted the same way.




    But Phoebe noticed that Tommy did not go back to looking at his papers. His head remained high for the remainder of the class.




    * * *




    Margi was waiting for her at the door after algebra.




    “How did you get here so quickly?” Phoebe asked. Margi took her arm and pulled her aside.




    “Sshh. I’ve mastered the art of bilocation; I’m really heading off to our English class right now.”




    Phoebe laughed. “Me too. Let’s go.”




    “Hold on,” Margi said. “I want to see that living impaired kid for a minute.”




    “Whoever told you about the eye thing was yanking your chain. He still has both,” Phoebe whispered, and then Tommy walked out of the classroom, the last one to leave.




    “I’ve got something even bigger. I heard he signed up for football tryouts. He’s supposed to start practice tomorrow.”




    Phoebe looked at her friend, wondering just how it was that Margi always knew what was going on with the dead kids.




    “Don’t look at me like that, Pheebes. I overheard Coach Konrathy arguing with Principal Kim. He wasn’t going to let the dead kid try out, but Kim is making him.”




    “Really?”




    “Really. Can you imagine that? Playing with a living-dead kid? Having to shower with one of them? Brrrr.”




    Did the dead have to shower? They weren’t rotting corpses like in all the movies, and they didn’t sweat, either. Phoebe didn’t think they smelled like anything; at least they didn’t smell like anything dead.




    “He looks like he could play,” Phoebe said, watching him make his patient way down the hall.




    “What do you mean?”




    “Well, he’s built for it.”




    “Phoebe,” Margi said, making a face. “Ick.”




    “He is. He’s really, you know, sort of handsome.”




    “Yeah, if he wasn’t, like, dead,” Margi said. “Double ick. Come on, we have to get to class.”




    “What about bilocation?”




    “I can’t do it when someone is asking me a bunch of questions. Let’s go.”




    Phoebe made one stop after the final bell before she went out to the bus. Adam was methodically stacking books in his locker, lifting half the stack with one big hand.




    “Hey,” she said, “I hear that a corpsicle is going out for your precious football team.”




    “Yeah?” he said, not looking up from his task. “Whatever. As long as he can play.”




    Phoebe smiled. She thought it was cute the way Adam tried to be all gruff around her. She wondered if he even knew he was doing it.




    “Listen,” she said, “would you be able to give me a lift home tomorrow? I want to stay and get some work done in the library.”




    “Sure, as long as you can wait until practice is over,” he said, pushing his locker closed. “And as long as the STD doesn’t take away my driving privileges.”




    STD was Adam’s term of endearment for his stepdad, who he got along with about as well as he did with Winford Academy’s defensive line.




    “Great,” she said. “See you. I’ve got to catch my bus.”




    Adam nodded. If he really did have an opinion one way or another about playing football with the living impaired he didn’t show it. Adam had matured a lot over the summer. Maybe it was the karate.




    “Is Daffy coming?”




    Phoebe laughed. Adam was more mature around everyone other than Daffy, his nickname for Margi. “I don’t think so.”




    “Okay. See you.”




    “Later.” She watched him walk away. She’d known Adam since she’d moved next door to him years ago, but he was different now—in the way he walked, in the way he talked, in the way his face had slimmed down to reveal a strong, angular jawline. His upper half, always big, had broadened out into a wide V from his narrow waist. Phoebe smiled to herself. If it was the karate, it was a good thing.




    She almost missed her bus home. Colette was already sitting alone and staring ahead out the windshield. Phoebe saw her, and the familiar pang of sadness and shame flared inside her chest.




    Phoebe had grown up with Colette Beauvoir, at least until Colette stopped growing when she drowned in Oxoboxo Lake the previous summer. Colette would be fifteen forever, and yet she was not the same fifteen she used to be. Phoebe had tried to talk to her—once—but the experience had been so disturbing that she’d never tried again. That was months ago. Margi was even worse; she would get up from her seat and leave if Colette entered the room. As gabby as Margi was, she couldn’t even bear to discuss what happened to Colette.




    The dead always sat alone. The school dismissed them five minutes early so that they would have time to shuffle out to the buses. Every school day since Colette died, Phoebe would pass her sitting there all alone and wonder if she remembered the fun they used to have listening to Colette’s brother’s old Cure and Dead Kennedys records in the basement.




    “Colette.” It was the first word Phoebe had said to her since the one failed conversation. The memory of her tears still felt fresh in Phoebe’s mind.




    Colette turned, and Phoebe liked to think that it was the sound of her name and not just sound that caused her to turn. She regarded Phoebe with a fixed blank stare. Phoebe considered sliding into the seat next to the dead girl. Her mouth opened to say—what? How sorry she was? How much she missed her?




    She lost her nerve and moved toward the back of the bus, where Margi was, whatever words she’d hoped to say caught in her throat. Colette’s head turned back slowly, like a door on a rusty hinge.




    Margi was engrossed in her iPod, or at least she was pretending to be. Colette was like a dark spot on the sun to Margi; she never spoke about her or even acknowledged that she existed.




    “Did you hear that the bass player for Grave Mistake died?” she said. “Heart attack after overdosing on heroin.”




    “Oh?” Phoebe said, wiping her eye. “You think he’ll come back?”




    Margi shook her head. “I think he’s too old, like twenty-two or twenty-three.”




    “That’s unfortunate,” Phoebe said. “I guess we’ll know in a couple days.”




    Tommy Williams was the last one on the bus. There were plenty of open seats.




    Tommy stopped at Colette’s seat. He looked at her, and then he sat down beside her.




    That’s weird, Phoebe thought. She was going to say so to Margi, but Margi was intent on her iPod and trying furiously not to notice anything about their dead friend.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER TWO




    PETE MARTINSBURG ENJOYED THE SUBTLE hush that settled in the locker room when he and TC Stavis walked in. He liked the way Denny McKenzie, their pretty boy senior quarterback, stepped aside to let Pete pass when he approached. He liked the way the newer kids cut their eyes from him when he looked their way.




    As the reigning Alpha, he knew that there was no better place to reassert that position than in the locker room before football practice.




    “Lame Man,” Pete said, making a big show of clapping his hand on Adam’s back as Adam sat lacing up his cleats. Adam was the biggest kid on the team, with a few inches and a lot more muscle mass than even Stavis, so a display of force with him was a good way of showing everyone what the social hierarchy of the team was. “What’s the good word?”




    He felt the larger boy’s shoulders tense as Adam shrugged. “Same old same old, Pete. How about you?”




    “Same here, horny as hell,” Pete said. “You gonna set me up with that freaky chick you hang out with, or what? Morticia Scarypants?”




    “No.”




    Pete laughed. “One night with me and she’ll be wearing bright colors again.”




    “You wouldn’t get along.”




    “Oh, so you’re actually admitting you’re friends, now?”




    Adam didn’t reply, and Pete enjoyed the flush that came to the big guy’s ears and neck. It was all about finding the weak spots.




    “Who’s Morticia Scarypants?” Stavis asked. “Are you talking about the new art teacher?”




    “No, you moron. Phoebe something, one of those goth chicks. Our boy Lame Man likes them pale and scary.”




    Stavis frowned, which Pete knew meant he was concentrating. “Is she the skinny one with the long black hair, kind of like a Chinese girl’s, or the short one with the knockers and too much jewelry?”




    “The first one,” Pete said, enjoying that the conversation was making Adam look like he’d just bitten into a jalapeño sandwich. “Why? You interested?”




    “Sure I’m interested. I got a thing for boots, and she wears those heeled ones all the time. And dresses. Hell, throw in the short one, too. A twofer.”




    The look Adam gave Stavis would have silenced anyone else in the room, but Stavis was too dumb and too big to notice or care.




    Pete socked Adam in the shoulder. “Easy, big man,” he said.




    “You guys are pretty funny,” Adam said. “A riot.”




    Pete smiled. “Don’t you think that the whole gothic thing doesn’t really make a lot of sense today? I mean, why would you walk around pretending you’re dead when you could actually be dead and walk around?”




    “It’s more than that,” Adam said.




    “Yeah? Like what?”




    “I don’t know. Music. The look, whatever.”




    “The look, huh?” Pete said. “The look sucks. She ought to get some color in her cheeks and start wearing normal chick clothes. She looks like a freakin’ worm burger, you know? One of those zombies.”




    “Then I guess you shouldn’t waste your time on her,” Adam said.




    “Just the opposite, man. I want to convert her before it’s too late. Besides,” he said, smiling down at Adam, “you know and I know she’s a virgin.”




    Pete laughed and sat down beside him, and from the corner of his vision saw that runt Thornton Harrowwood looking over at them. The kid hadn’t played freshman or sophomore year.




    “Can I help you?” Pete said to him, sounding anything but helpful. The kid gave a frightened shake of his shaggy head and looked away. Pete chuckled to himself and turned back to Adam.




    “You work out this summer, Lame Man?” Pete knew that something had changed over the summer with him and Lame Man, but he had no idea what it was. He, Lame Man, and TC had been the three amigos, the Pain Crew, all through high school, and now they’d barely had a whole conversation since they’d started football practice again.




    “Little bit. I took a karate class.”




    “It shows, it shows. Looks like you dropped a few pounds and got a little more cut.”




    Adam nodded. “Thanks. You want to sleep with me?”




    Pete laughed and peeled off his own tight shirt. He’d worked on his body over the summer as well, and the results showed in the definition across his chest and abdomen, and the lines were deepened by the rich tan he’d cultivated. He made the tight muscles along his arms ripple in case any of the wannabees were looking.




    “I would, but I’m still sore from the summer.”




    He folded his shirt and then folded it a second time when the first fold didn’t look right.




    “Don’t you want to hear what I did?”




    “Sure,” Adam said, sighing. “What did you do this summer? Go visit your dad again?”




    “Yeah. I was in Cali all summer, nailing college girls at the beach.”




    “Sounds great,” Adam said, yawning.




    “Yeah, it was,” Pete said, trying to ignore his disinterest. “It was like an endless supply, man. Drinking, partying, and sex, sex, sex. Talk about an endless summer.”




    “Wow.”




    Adam didn’t see his frown, because apparently his sneakers were more interesting than Pete’s stories. That hacked Pete off, because this time the stories were true. Partially true, at least. College girls had been populous and friendly to him this summer. But Pete left one key detail out of his oft-told tales; most of the college-age girls he’d hung around were friends of his Dad’s newest girlfriend, Cammy—herself a college-age girl. Whatever. Adam’s silence was beginning to frustrate him. It took him three tries to fold his T-shirt the way he wanted it.




    “Is it just me,” Pete said to the room, “or is this stinking hellhole overrun with dead kids this year?”




    “Not just you,” Stavis said. “There’s like fifteen of them this year. I counted.”




    “Good for you,” Pete said, punching Stavis in the meaty part of his shoulder. “Keep up the good work and maybe you’ll pass math this year.”




    TC’s grin was a lopsided slash on his round, doughy face.




    “There are more dead kids this year,” Adam said, without looking up from his laces. “There was an article in the newspaper that said this was a good school for the living impaired. Some of them are bussed over from Winford.”




    “Just what we need,” Pete said, “a bunch of corpsicles shuffling around. Maybe this place really is hell.”




    “Hell on earth,” TC said, shoving his sneakers and pants into his locker. The kid was hopeless, Pete thought. An overweight slob whose flesh hung from his barrel-shaped frame.




    “Dead kids are getting up all over the country,” a sophomore running back named Harris Morgan added.




    Not all of them, Pete thought, giving him a sidelong look. Julie never came back.




    Harris caught his look and panicked. Harris had been sniffing around Pete and TC since they’d started practicing in late August, and Pete figured he was looking to join the Pain Crew. He decided to favor the kid with a snicker and a quick nod of the head. With Lame Man acting like a wuss, it wouldn’t hurt to round out the ranks.




    “Did you see that one dead chick?” TC said, his wide belly hanging over the front and sides of his briefs. “The one in the skirt?”




    “Yeah, I saw her,” Pete replied. “And I think I could bring her back to life, if you catch my meaning.” TC and Harris barked out forced laughter. “If the dead didn’t disgust me so much.”




    His audience, on cue, fell silent.




    “Hey, Adam,” Pete said, leaning in close so that only Adam could hear, “did you hear who’s trying to join the team this year?”




    “Thorny? The kid you just terrified?”




    “Naw,” Pete said. He saw that he was going to have to work on Adam a bit this year. Adam just wasn’t picking up on the backfield signals like he used to. “Somebody else.”




    Adam looked at him, waiting. That was something, too. Adam used to be a nervous sort of kid, awkward and gawky, uncomfortable in his own skin, and now he had a self confidence and poise uncommon in most guys his age. Pete thought that Adam was becoming more like him. He gave Adam his best conspiratorial smile, hoping to rekindle the early days, back when Adam gave him unwavering loyalty instead of grief.




    “Somebody dead.”




    “Oh,” Adam said. He flexed his ankle and decided he didn’t like how the lace on his left cleat was tied.




    “Oh?” Pete said. “Oh?” He looked over at Stavis and made the universal “I’m dealing with a moron” face. Stavis grinned and shook his head. “That all you’ve got to say?”




    “What am I supposed to say, Pete?”




    Pete frowned, because there it was again, that attitude.




    “You don’t care that a dead kid is joining the team?”




    “I don’t have feelings about it either way.”




    Pete had a temper, but he was good at riding it, turning it into something useful. He wanted to smack the kid, giant or no. Time was, Pete could have slapped him around and Adam would have taken it. But back then Adam didn’t have that muscle tone, and Pete wasn’t sure this was the right time to test how solid Adam had become.




    “Well, Coach has feelings about it. Big time. I heard him arguing with the Kimchi over it.” Kimchi was his name for Ms. Kim, the much beloved principal of Oakvale High.




    “Really?”




    “Yeah. He tried just about everything. Not fair to the other kids, practice season already started, blah blah blah. She wasn’t having it.”




    “Well then,” Adam said, getting up, “I guess he plays.”




    Pete rose with him. “Well, I guess we get some say in that.”




    Adam waited him out again.




    Pete flexed his hand. “Coach wants us to take this dead kid off the board.”




    “He say that?”




    “Not in so many words,” Pete said, “but his meaning was pretty clear.”




    Adam nodded. “I’m going to play,” he said. “I’m not going in for any assassinations.”




    “Oh?” Pete said, a wide smile on his face. “Not like last year?”




    Adam stared back at him, a look of fury burning through his passive mask.




    Pete showed his teeth. “Not like with Gino Manetti?”




    Adam didn’t reply. He gave each lace a final tug and seemed satisfied with the results.




    “I don’t think we can hang out this year, Pete,” he said.




    “Just like that, huh?”




    “Just like that.”




    “Did I say something? Are you pissed because I was talking about Scarypants?”




    “It isn’t so much the things you say, Pete,” Adam told him, “it has more to do with what you are.”




    Pete looked at him and felt the rage constrict his hands into fists.




    “What I am,” he repeated. “You want to explain that?”




    Adam picked his helmet off the bench and shouldered past Pete.




    Pete called Adam an asshole under his breath, but he said it loud enough for just about everyone to hear.




    Gino Manetti had been an all-star running back for the Winford Academy Warriors. In a game in which Manetti had already scored three touchdowns on the Badgers, Adam put an end to his season—and his career—with a late and illegal hit to the knee.




    Coach Konrathy had ordered the hit.




    Not in so many words, Pete thought, shucking his jeans off. But the meaning was clear. He and Stavis had put the hurt on kids before at Konrathy’s request; they didn’t call themselves the Pain Crew for nothing. But neither had taken somebody out in such a permanent way before.




    Pete thought about that kid from Tech he’d knocked unconscious late last season. He’d laughed out loud when he read about the game in the paper the next day and found out the kid had a broken clavicle. The news had him pumped up for days.




    Not Adam, though. Adam was never the same person again after hitting that Manetti kid.




    “Get back in there, Layman,” Coach said, pushing Adam back into the locker room. Pete noticed that if Adam hadn’t allowed himself to be moved, Konrathy wouldn’t have been able to budge him. Adam had changed.




    “I’ve got an announcement I have to make, and I want the whole team to hear it,” Coach said.




    “This about the dead kid, Coach?” Stavis said.




    “Yes, it’s about the dead kid,” Coach said, his tone laden with a level of sarcasm he reserved for only the most boneheaded of players. “But you are never, ever to call him a dead kid if he’s within earshot, understand? We are required to refer to them as the living impaired, okay? Not dead kid. Not zombie, or worm buffet, or accursed hellspawn, either. Living impaired. Repeat after me. Living impaired.”




    Pete watched the other boys in the locker room repeat the term.




    “I want you to know that the decision to include this kid—” He took off his Badgers ball cap and ran his hand through his thick, close-cropped hair. “—this living impaired kid—has nothing to do with me. I have been ordered to let him on the team. So there it is. He’ll be at practice tomorrow. Now hurry up and get your asses on the field.”




    Pete watched him turn on heel and start back up the stairs.




    He didn’t want any dirty dead kid in the locker room with him. He didn’t want dead kids around him anywhere—not in school, not in his classes, and not on his football field. He wanted all the dead kids in their graves, where they belonged.




    Like Julie.




    Maybe if Julie had come back, he thought. Maybe if she’d come back he’d feel differently, and he’d learn to stand them despite their blank staring eyes and their slow, croaking voices. But she didn’t come back anywhere except in his dreams. And now, ever since the dead began to rise, when she returned even to that secret place, she came back changed. She wasn’t the girl he’d held hands with at the lake, she wasn’t the first girl he’d kissed on the edge of the pine woods. She wasn’t his first and only love.




    She was a monster. She was a monster much like the one that was about to put on pads and a helmet and take the field with him.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER THREE




    THE STD PUSHED THE PHONE INTO ADAM’S chest with the hand that wasn’t holding the beer.




    “It’s some girl,” he said.




    Adam breathed through his nose, catching the phone before it fell to the floor. There were oil stains on his new T-shirt from where the STD’s knuckles pressed against him. Adam watched him walk back into the living room, where Adam’s mom sat with one of his stepbrothers, watching sitcoms on Fox. The breathing helped.




    “Hello.”




    “Hi, Adam,” Phoebe said, “how was practice?”




    Adam kept focusing on his breathing when he heard the STD tell his mom to get him some chips. The chips in the kitchen he’d just left with his second beer. God bless America.




    “Adam?”




    “Hey, Pheeble,” he said, “sorry. I was just having a domestic moment with the STD.”




    “Oh, I’m sorry.”




    “Me too. What’s up? Practice was grueling. Just got home. I was getting sweaty and sore on a muddy field playing for a man who might have been separated at birth from the STD himself. What are you up to?” His mother walked past him, smiled and patted his shoulder.




    “Just listening to music, doing some homework. You know.”




    “Let me guess: the song playing right now has one of the three following words in its title: sorrowful, rain, or death.”




    Phoebe laughed, and the sound of her laughter relaxed him enough to stop using Master Griffin’s breathing technique. Pete, Gino Manetti, the STD’s constant harassment. Her laugh blew it all out the door.




    “‘The Empty Chambers of My Heart,’ by Endless Sorrow, actually.”




    “I was close,” he said.




    “Death is always one of your three words, I’ve noticed.”




    “I’ve been right most often with it.” Adam liked a lot of the music that Pheeble and Daffy listened to, the faster, more guitar-driven stuff, anyhow. The really heavy goth stuff didn’t do much for him other than get him thinking about things he didn’t want to think about.




    “That’s probably true,” she said. “Hey, did Tommy Williams practice today?”




    “Williams? That’s the dead kid, right?”




    “Yes, Adam. That’s the dead kid.”




    “Oh. No. Coach says he’s starting tomorrow. He isn’t too pleased with the idea.”




    “Margi said she heard him arguing with Principal Kim about it.”




    “I’ve heard that too,” Adam said. His stepbrother John’s car roared into the driveway. “From Pete.”




    “Ah, yes. Pete. He’s a big fan of the idea, I’m sure?”




    “Why do you say that?”




    “Maybe because I’ve watched your buddy Pete bully and mock just about everyone outside of you and his little band of cronies ever since he moved here.”




    “Pete has issues,” Adam said. “I don’t think we’ll be hanging out much this year.”




    He heard her sigh through the phone, or at least he thought he did. Phoebe seemed awfully interested in this dead kid all of a sudden. Johnny walked in and punched him on the shoulder his mother had just patted. Adam caught him with a slap to the back of the head as he went to join the rest of the not-Laymans watching television.




    “Really? Why not?”




    “Pete and I are on divergent paths.”




    “I’m so glad you took karate, Adam.” He could hear the smile in her voice.




    “Really? Why is that?”




    “You’re different. Not different, really. But more of who you’ve always been. I can’t explain it.”




    He thought she’d explained it just right, but didn’t say so. “That’s good, right?”




    “I think it’s great. Maybe now you’ll actually be able to acknowledge me in the hallways if you’re with one of your little cheerleader snips.”




    “Don’t count on it,” he said. “My cheerleader snips have got pretty high standards.”




    “Except in men,” she said, and they laughed. “So, can you drive me tomorrow?”




    “Yeah,” he said, dropping the volume of his voice. “The STD is letting me use the truck.”




    “The beat-up brown thing? That’s pretty big of him. What happened?”




    “Mom’s been working on him. I think she pointed out that it was a little unfair for us to have six vehicles and I was the only one who didn’t get to drive one.”




    “Yeah, your yard looks like a used car lot. Or a ‘well-used’ car lot, as my dad says.”




    He heard the amused lilt in her voice and he closed his eyes so he could imagine her expression, one green eye peeking out at him beneath a swath of jet-black hair.




    “He must be pretty ticked. We’re like a bad cliché.” He could picture Mr. Kendall arriving home from work and frowning as he looked over from his front steps at this weeks’ crop of rehab vehicles littering the driveway and yard.




    “He’s okay, really. If we ever get ready to move, he’ll probably ask the STD to clean things up until the house is sold.”




    “Don’t ever move, Phoebe,” he said. “You might be the only sane person I know.”




    She laughed. “Then you’re in more trouble than I thought. Seven fifteen?”




    “It’s a date,” he said, and hung up. A date. The idea of Phoebe moving left him with a weird feeling, a feeling that had nothing to do with Phoebe being the only sane person in his personal cosmos.




    “Layman!” his older and frailer stepbrother, Jimmy, called from the other room. “Get off the flippin’ phone! I’m waiting for a call.”




    “Okay,” Adam said, and started his breathing again before heading down the hall to his room.




    “About time,” Jimmy said, shoulder checking him on his way to the phone. It was pathetic, Adam thought. Jimmy was half his size, but Adam had to pretend that he was intimidated by him to keep the peace in Casa de STD.




    Adam lay on his bed and opened Wuthering Heights, the first major punishment of the school year, one that he was supposed to have endured over the summer. He closed it again after two paragraphs. There were a lot of things bugging him about his home life and the first week of school, and it took a few moments to identify which one was bothering him at the moment, but then he had it.




    Phoebe cared as much about football as he did about the Brontë sisters. What was it about that dead kid?




    “Is that a new dress?” Adam asked, observing Phoebe with a scrutiny only a childhood friend could get away with. He forced himself to say something, because if he didn’t, he knew he’d be sitting there slack-jawed, his eyes goggling at her. The dress went down to her ankles, but somehow accented her gentle curves despite all the fabric. She had on her calf-high boots and a light gray vest, and her jewelry was all silver or silver-colored. He thought she looked like a gothic cowgirl.




    Phoebe might dress a little weird, and sometimes she went overboard on the makeup, but there was no disguising how beautiful she was. She had wide hazel-green eyes that were mirthful no matter how funerary her clothing appeared, and her long dark hair softened her somewhat angular features and framed them in a way that made her face look heart-shaped from a distance.




    He realized he might be blushing.




    Her glance was quizzical, and he hoped she hadn’t sensed the growing shift in how he felt about her. There was a hollow feeling in his stomach even though he’d filled it with eggs and sausage not a half hour earlier. The hollow feeling grew when he realized that the new dress probably had more to do with Tommy Williams than it did with him.




    “It most certainly is,” she said, brushing strands of her long black hair away from her eyes. It was one of his favorite mannerisms. “Thanks for noticing.”




    “And black, a completely different look for you,” he said, taking refuge in the light banter that was as natural as sleep to them.




    “Har-har. See, karate has made you more observant, too.”




    “All part of my never-ending quest to be more of the person I always was.”




    “Excellent. I applaud your dedication,” she said, and he felt her light touch on his arm. “And how was your date with Emily last night?”




    “Emily?”




    “Brontë. Wuthering Heights?”




    “Oh yeah, her. We’ve kind of hit a rough patch, me and Em.”




    “Too bad. I always thought that she could help you . . . you know . . . become the person you always were.”




    “That’s just it,” he said, mock-punching the dashboard. “She keeps trying to change me!”




    They had a good laugh over that, and Phoebe, catching her breath, leaned her head against his shoulder. A clean hint of scent, some island flower that Adam could not identify, wafted from her jet-black hair, and the laughter died in Adam’s throat.




    “So,” he said, “you’re hanging out after school today?”




    “Yeah. I thought I’d get some stuff done in the library.”




    “Library closes at four. Practice can go pretty late some days, especially when Coach is hacked off. And I think he’ll be hacked off today.”




    “Why do you think he’ll be hacked off?”




    “Dead kid walking.”




    “About that,” she said. “How does the rest of the team feel?”




    “Oh, they’re thrilled. Who doesn’t want to hit the showers with a corpse?”




    “Adam,” she said, and there might have been a warning in her voice.




    “I think Williams will have a difficult time,” he said, being careful. “Many people are still terrified of the living impaired.”




    Phoebe nodded, hugging herself even though he had the heater on in the truck.




    He stepped out on the ice; why not? “You seem interested in Williams,” he said, pretending to glance in the rearview mirror. “In his situation, I mean.”




    She nodded. “I am. Some of the living impaired kids that moved into town this year are pretty interesting, you know? Like that girl we saw yesterday in the cafeteria.”




    “Yeah, she sure is.”




    “Pervert,” she replied. “But really, dressing like she does, him trying to play football—I think it must take a certain bravery on their part, you know?”




    “That’s what interests you? Their bravery?”




    “Well,” she said, “the whole idea of the living impaired interests me. There’s so many questions, so much mystery about the whole thing.”




    “Like with Colette,” he said, and as soon as he said it he wished he’d stuck with the Williams angle.




    “Like with Colette,” Phoebe whispered, putting her head back on his shoulder. He hoped that she didn’t notice how slow he was driving.




    

       

    




    CHAPTER FOUR




    PHOEBE WAITED IN THE FOYER FOR MARGI after arriving with Adam at school. At least that’s what she told herself she was doing, even as she peered over the top of her history textbook, watching Colette and then Tommy get off the bus. Colette moved with a dragging, side to side motion, her eyes fixed on a single point on some unseen horizon. She had trouble with the steps of the bus and then the steps leading up to the door, and Phoebe knew from previous observations that the motion required to open doors was very complex for her.




    Tommy exited after her but reached the school first. He moved more like a student who had stayed up too late the night before, drinking soda and eating pizza, than he did a “typical” living impaired person. There was a pause between the motion of gripping the door handle and the motion of opening it, but the motions themselves weren’t all that awkward. He held the door open for Colette and a pair of living girls, who sidestepped him in favor of another entrance rather than allow themselves to be victimized by Tommy’s courtesy.




    She watched Tommy enter the building. He was wearing a slate-blue polo shirt and jeans and white high-top sneakers. He seemed to stand straighter than the other boys she saw milling around, but that might just have been a side effect of the odd way he walked.




    His shirt matched the color of his eyes, she thought.




    Margi was the second to last person off the bus, having wedged herself in the backseat with her iPod and a dark, cloudy look on her face beneath her pink bangs. Phoebe waved, hoping to cheer her. No such luck.




    “Hi, Margi,” she said. Maybe excessive perkiness could win the day.




    “Don’t you ‘hi’ me,” she said. “You, the traitor who abandons me to ride the doomsday bus. I wish that Lame Man had failed his driver’s test. I’m going to fail my spelling quiz today.”




    “Oh my. You need to relax, girl.”




    “Relax, nothing.”




    “Doomsday bus? Come on.”




    Margi held up one bangle-covered arm. “Colette is really freaking me out.”




    “I know. Did they sit together again today?”




    “I didn’t notice.”




    “Yeah, you did.”




    Margi pinched her eyes and stuck out her tongue at her. “They sat together. He stepped back so she could get off the bus before him.”




    “Quite the gentleman, I’ve noticed.”




    “You would.”




    “Of course I would. We have the poet’s eye, you and me.”




    “Please. I don’t want to see any of it.”




    “Margi,” Phoebe said, catching Margi’s wrists as they waved around in front of her, “we’ll need to talk to her sometime. It will be good. For all of us.”




    She thought that some of the color left Margi’s already pallid cheeks. “Not yet,” she said. Phoebe barely heard her over the boisterous entrance of another busload of students.




    “We’re going to be late,” Margi said, and shook free of Phoebe’s grip before giving her a weak smile. “Come on.”




    Phoebe got her bag from off the floor and followed her to their lockers, and then to homeroom.




    Just eye contact, Pete thought as he leaned back in his chair, stretching and flexing his arms. That’s all I need.




    “Am I boring you, Mr. Martinsburg?” Ms. Rodriguez asked. No one other than Stavis and that blond bimbette Holly, who had dated Lame Man for a while, dared laugh.




    “I’m not bored, Ms. Rodriguez,” he said. “I’m just a little sore from yesterday’s practice. I’m sorry I distracted you.”




    Ms. Rodriguez shook her head and went back to the board to discuss some thrilling quadratic equation or whatever.




    I bet you were distracted too, you old bag, he thought. It isn’t every day you get to check out guns like mine.




    He turned quickly toward the windows, where Lame Man’s freaky chick sat, and there he had it: contact. He gave her the look that always worked with Cammy’s empty-headed friends, and if Morticia Scarypants didn’t just melt away, he knew at least that her heart would trip a couple beats faster.




    She looked away, just as quickly.




    Got you, he thought, making a mental note to follow up on her later. He took a full inventory of her, half hoping that she would glance back and see the look of open appreciation on his face. She was one of the only girls in the class wearing a dress, and her sleek black hair really was striking. It fell past her shoulders, and she was pretty good at using it to keep her pale face in shadow most of the time. Pretty green eyes, but not fake contact-lens green. Her hair reflected the light falling through the windows.




    Ms. Rodriguez called on the dead kid a few minutes later—the dead kid who would soon be putting on a nice new practice uniform and some spanking-new pads and helmet. New gear, old dead kid. Pete wanted to puke. He tapped his desk with his pencil and didn’t stop until the dead kid answered—correctly, as luck would have it. That would make two questions more than Pete had been able to answer, and the school year wasn’t even a month old yet.




    He thought that Scarypants was looking over at him again, which was great, just great. It would really frost Lame Man if he were to tag her, even if the big dummy was too emotionally stunted to realize his true feelings for her. Pete thought maybe he’d tell Adam he’d quit with her if Adam would wise up and get his head back in the game. Maybe.




    Pete lingered when the bell rang, figuring that if Scarypants engaged in a little more eye contact he’d go ahead and make his play right there between classes. He saw her stand up, and he liked the way her skirt cut in at her waist—she had a nice little figure under all of those layers.




    She was taking her time as well, but it wasn’t Pete Martinsburg, slayer of college girls, that she was waiting around for. It was the dead kid.




    Huh, Pete thought.




    She just won’t shut up, Adam thought as he nodded his head to every third or fourth point that Holly Pelletier was making, and yet she wasn’t really saying anything.




    Holly must have noticed the insincerity of attention, because she moved close enough for him to smell the strawberry scent of her gum. Or maybe it was her lip gloss that he was smelling, or her hair spray. Adam realized that there was a time when the smell, and Holly’s proximity to him, would have activated certain chemicals and drives in his body, but now all he could think was how artificial the scent was. He knew that if he were to bend down and kiss Holly, as he’d done many times before, it wouldn’t be strawberry he would taste but some chemical version of strawberry. And for the first time, the idea of kissing Holly was not exciting; it was faintly nauseating.




    What the hell is happening to me? he thought.




    Holly never made full eye contact with him during her hallway monologues; she was too interested in who was walking by. Adam was having trouble maintaining focus as well because he’d seen Phoebe lingering by the bulletin board in front of the office down the hall, waiting to talk to him before he headed into practice. He almost missed the sudden wave of disgust that clouded Holly’s traditionally pretty face. Adam turned and saw what she was sneering at: the pretty dead girl, she of the risqué hemlines.




    “Ugh,” Holly said. “I feel so bad for you, having to practice with that dead kid. Imagine if that went out for our squad?” She pointed at “that,” not caring who heard her.




    “Imagine,” Adam said, watching the girl pass. She didn’t move like a dead girl, that was for sure. Adam realized that her clothes had distracted him from another difference—she had a slight, barely perceptible smile on her lips. A bemused smile, one not so different from the one he often caught on Phoebe’s face. Most of the other zombies he’d seen wore blank expressions, as if their facial muscles had hardened into place like old caulk.




    Holly watched the girl pass, her fake strawberry lips curling. “It’s so gross. Imagine having to touch her? I feel so bad for you. I hope the zombie gets cut from the team. There shouldn’t be a dead Badger on the field. That would be so wrong. Can you imagine?”




    I can so imagine, Adam thought. He watched Phoebe turn from the bulletin board when the dead girl approached, and he saw Phoebe smile at her before turning back and pretending to read whatever was posted there for the eleventh time.




    Phoebe was holding some books against a cocked hip, her opposite shoulder dragged down by a black canvas bag stuffed with still more books. “Get it? A dead Badger?” Holly was saying.




    “Hey, Holly. You’ll have to excuse me. I need to go talk to Phoebe.”




    Holly’s sapphire-blue eyes narrowed with such speed that Adam thought she would pop out a contact. “Phoebe? Who’s Phoebe?”




    “She is,” Adam said, nodding over to where Phoebe stood, leaning precariously against the weight of her enormous satchel, while at the same time rubbing at the back of her calf with the toe of her black boot. “She’s my best friend.”




    “Her?” Holly said. “That goth over there?”




    “Yep,” Adam replied. “I’ll see you later.”




    People moved out of his way when he cut across the hall to join Phoebe. He wasn’t into pushing kids around like Pete and Stavis were, but he’d spent the past two years hanging around them, and he’d never lifted a finger to curtail their actions, either. That was something else that needed to change, he thought.




    “Hey, Pheeble,” he called, a weird lightness spreading through his chest.




    “Hello, Adam,” Phoebe said, looking startled. Adam lifted the heavy bag of books off her shoulder.




    Phoebe peeked out around him. “Uh, I think you might have ticked off Whatsername. She looks ready to rip the letter off your jacket.”




    “Yeah, I just dropped a bomb on her.”




    “Really?” Phoebe said as they started to walk toward the library. “Did you propose marriage?” She giggled, and Adam felt the lightness move out to his extremities. “Or was it something more earthy?”




    “Ha-ha. And what makes you think it would be me doing the proposing?”




    “Good point.”




    He heard his own voice slip out of banter mode, and for once he didn’t care if Phoebe picked up on it. “I told Holly that we were friends. You and me.”
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