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To my mom,

who taught me to love words,

to use them well,

and to always believe in the power of my own





I find my sister’s hand beneath the waves.

“I’m scared.” My voice is small, carried away by the water—and so am I.

The ocean tugs me farther. We’re too far.

But Alice reaches out to me.

“Take my hand,” she says. “We’re on an adventure.”

And because I’m six and she’s my much wiser and braver eight-year-old sister, I believe her. I let her convince me we’re deep-sea explorers, returning from an expedition. I let her lead me, even though salt water fills my mouth, my ears, my everything.

We fight against the waves, hand in hand.

And then I’m on the sand. Dad’s swearing. He’s pounding on my back. He’s yelling my name so loudly, it hurts my head.

Lily. Lily. Lily.

I’m choking, spitting out the ocean.

Dad falls to his knees, and he’s hugging us, so tight I almost pop, and we’re huddled on the beach, and he’s crying, and I think they’re happy tears, but it’s hard to tell.

“It’s okay, Dad,” I say, my voice stronger on land. “We were on an adventure! We were so brave!”

This only makes him cry harder, and Alice is crying, too, which makes no sense because she’s the bravest one of all.



Ten years later, I’m by the shore again. Alone this time.

No deep-sea expedition. No adventure.

Just the crash of the waves and a stopwatch and the thud-thud-thud of my feet on the pavement. A text from Alice lights up my phone: Lily. Where are you?

I don’t answer. I’m in the zone, pushing a little faster.

A little farther.

A little better.

Until my muscles are spent, and I turn toward home.

I find her on the bathroom floor. She reaches out to me, razor loosely in hand, words repeating on her lips:

I’m sorry

I’m sorry

I’m sorry

I stand, frozen, paralyzed by the sight of blood draining from her wrist, pooling on the tile.

Help me, she says.

In slow motion, I wipe her with a towel. Try to stop the blood. Find the source. But my shaking hands make it worse. Bright red on my skin. Smeared on the floor.

Help me.

But I don’t know how. I barely know her, this lesser version of my brave big sister.

“Dad!” My voice echoes in the room, shrill and panicked and unfamiliar.

He finds us there, her head in my lap, her blood on my hands, waiting for someone who can fix this.

Dad scoops her up. Carries her, legs limp, blood dripping like a fairy-tale crumb trail down the stairs. He puts her in the car. Drives her away.

I clean my sister’s blood off the tile. Off the carpet. Off me.

In the sink, the red spirals away, but not the echo of her whispered help me. It fills my head, and I want to drown it out with screams. But I can’t. I need to be strong. For Alice. For Dad.

So because I can do nothing else, I make her bed

over

and over

and over.

Sixteen times.

Until it’s perfect.

And when the sheets are straight, corners military tight and pillows fluffed, I rip it apart.

Just so I can put it back together.






chapter 1


Two months after the Night of the Bathroom Floor, it comes to my attention that I’m losing my shit at an alarming rate.

I use the term losing metaphorically, of course, because I’ve decided going insane is a process, and not a singular event, despite our eloquent idioms.

Snapped.

Meltdown.

Off the deep end.

But there is no lightning bolt of insanity. It’s more like a drizzling leak you don’t even notice until you’re gasping for air, suddenly and irrevocably aware that you’ve drowned in your own thoughts.

I wonder sometimes if that’s how it felt for Alice. I haven’t had the chance to ask since Dad drove her away in the middle of the night and shipped her off to Fairview Treatment Center. Sure, I could send one of the ten billion emails I’ve started and deleted, or I could go with Dad and my little sister, Margot, to the weekly family visitation days, but that’s a big fat no.

It’s not like I don’t want to see her, but I definitely don’t want to see her like that, with all the other “troubled teens” at a place, according to the website, that promises to fix my big sister with horseback riding and trust exercises on the main lawn.

So until next month when Alice comes home from psych-ward sleepaway camp, I won’t know if we’re on the same slow train to locoville. All I know is that I, Lily Larkin, at the ripe old age of sixteen, am losing my freaking mind.



“Just relax.” Sam slings her violin case onto the desk next to mine, doling out the same advice she’s given me since we were freshmen. “That little vein on your forehead is getting angry.”

“Relaxation will not help me ace this,” I reply without looking up from my notecards, where I’ve written each line of my poem for today’s presentation.

Sam plucks the cards from my hand. “As your best friend, it is my sworn duty to save you from yourself.”

I swipe at them, but she karate chops my arm and sticks the cards into the back pocket of her jeans.

“It’s just one grade. So chill, Lil.”

“It’s never just one grade,” I say, rubbing my temple to momentarily release the tension wrapping my head. Note to self: I have got to get more sleep. “Not all of us can have your raw musical talent.”

Sam’s mouth falls open as she holds up her fingers, three of them wrapped in Band-Aids.

“Hello? First-chair bragging rights come with a price, too, you know.”

“So don’t tell me it’s just one grade or one solo or one anything. It’s a never-ending domino effect to success, and if one piece is off, only the slightest bit not perfect, the whole thing goes to hell.”

Sam frowns. “Depressing.”

“But true.”

It doesn’t help that we’re in the honors track, which means our dominos have to fall at a much faster rate. No breaks. No breathers. Just piece after piece, falling perfectly into place. Oh, and if you don’t “specialize” in something like violin or swim team by the end of elementary school, what are you even doing with your life?

“So maybe just take it down from hyperdrive,” Sam says. “Do you see anyone else freaking out?”

On cue, Kali plops down next to me, buried in her own notecards. Once upon a childhood, Kali was my go-to bestie, until it became clear in middle school that we were much better suited as frenemies. We’re both word nerds and we’re always pitted against each other in writing contests and class rankings, so now we’re still friends but more the keep-your-competition-close variety.

“You ready?” Kali asks without looking up.

As if I didn’t stay up until two a.m. writing these poems—and rewriting them. Every time I thought I was done, there was a smudge or weird spacing or a million other reasons to start again, over and over, until they were perfect.

“Oh, she’s ready,” Sam says. “She always brings her A-game.”

Sam gives my arm a squeeze as a group of students and a bearded teacher I don’t recognize file in, taking seats in the back row. The teacher waves them forward until they all move, groaning, to the front.

While Sam scrutinizes the intruders, I pull my cards out of her pocket. She throws her hands up in the air and gives me her most disappointed look while I scan one last time through the words I’m going to have to say in a few minutes in front of everyone. My stomach’s already tight at the thought. Although, if I’m being honest, my gut is always semi-clenched.

Mrs. Gifford claps to get our attention, her eyes and her frizzy red hair even more wild than usual. She introduces the new kids as the art class, and the bearded man as Mr. Friedman, the art teacher. No wonder I didn’t recognize him. I’ve never actually been in the art room because (1) I have approximately zero artistic ability, and (2) my honors classes and the track team keep my schedule packed, leaving no room for artsy extracurriculars.

Gifford tells us the art kids are here “for something very exciting” and gives us time to practice our poems, although I strongly suspect it’s because she’s still nursing her daily Diet Coke. She doesn’t even notice when Damon, late as always, slides into a seat behind me.

“Did you see him?” he says, leaning forward like we were midconversation.

“Who?” Kali asks, a singsongy lilt in her voice because OMG! It’s Damon! who she’s been in love with since fifth grade. She’s never forgiven me for the regrettable month freshman year when I dated him, mostly because I believed that beneath his assholery, there was a boy worth liking. Spoiler: I was wrong.

Underneath, he’s still a colossal tool.

“The psycho,” he says in a creepy, horror-movie kind of way. He takes a long sip of an energy drink (the official last-period pick-me-up of the junior class) and nods to a boy who came in with the art kids, wearing neon yellow sunglasses to hold back a shock of black hair that sways with the rhythm of his hand moving rapidly on a pad of paper.

“I’m surprised they even let him in,” Kali says.

“Let who in?” I ask.

“Micah Mendez. Got expelled from his old school. I heard someone found him perched on Deadman’s Cliff, trying to, you know…” Damon makes a throat-slitting motion with his thumb.

Kali leans forward, whispering. “I read on the Underground,” she says, referring to the tell-all cesspool of an online gossip page where people post the Ridgeline High rumor du jour, “that he had a full-on meltdown at his last school. Like, a calling-the-cops freak-out.”

“I heard,” Damon says, shout-whispering just loud enough that I’m sure the kid with the sunglasses hears, “he’s certifiable. Been locked up in a nuthouse for the last year.”

My stomach clamps so tightly, I almost lurch out of my chair.

“They’re called treatment centers, you douche,” Sam says. She shoots me a knowing look, but I quickly glance away, afraid Damon will intercept our stealth communication. Sam is the only one who knows about Alice, and that’s how it has to stay. I don’t need my family’s dirty laundry coursing through the Ridgeline Underground rumor mill.

For all anyone knows, my big sister is still off at college, living in her dorm, staying out too late on weekends. I never mention that she came home a few weeks into freshman year, got into bed, and never got up again. That is, until the Night of the Bathroom Floor.

Alice is doing great. Alice loves college. We’ll tell her you asked about her!

I’ve repeated the lie so much that sometimes I almost forget it’s not the truth.

Almost.

How many treatment centers can there be around here?

Damon scoots his chair so close to me, I can feel his breath.

“Whatever. Bottom line, kid’s a psycho. You should put that in your Word of the Day, Lil,” he says, referring to my social media handle, LogoLily, where I geek out by making up new words. “P-S-Y—”

“I know how to spell, thank you very much.” I take another look at the boy in the corner.

What are the chances it’d be the same center?

His hand stops moving and he looks up. I snap my own eyes away.

“And he doesn’t appear particularly psychotic.” I’m not exactly sure what a true psycho would, in fact, look like. But I do not think this kid is it.

Damon laughs. “That’s the thing. You never know what’s going on in someone’s head.” He points to each of us. “Any one of us could be a secret psycho.”

His finger lands on me.

“Yeah, right,” Kali says. “Lily’s perfect.”

Damon leans toward her, whispering dramatically, “Exactly. It’s the perfect ones you have to be careful about. So tightly wound. All the pent-up crazy just builds and builds until—” He slams his palm on his desk. “SNAP!”

He leans back, laughing when I jump, my nerves congregated in my gut, twisting together into a bigger-than-usual knot.

“You are such a dumbass,” I say, acting like I don’t care about Damon’s teasing or that this kid in the corner may know my family’s secret. Except now he’s staring at me. Like right at me. I meet the new kid’s eyes, and he smiles like he freaking knows me. He half waves with a small piece of black charcoal chalk between his fingers. I turn away abruptly, forcing my eyes to focus on my poems.

“Uh-oh.” Damon’s eyes flash back and forth between me and the new kid like he smells fresh meat. “The psycho’s digging our Lily.”

“I’m not your Lily.”

Even though we broke up years ago, Damon’s never fully gotten the memo that I’m not his to torment. The knot in my stomach expands, undulating out in all directions. When I look again, the boy with the sunglasses is still laser-beam focused on me.

“Oh, this is too perfect,” Damon continues. “You know what they say about freaks of a feather flocking to—”

“Seriously, Damon,” Sam interrupts. “Must you incessantly compensate for your micro-penis by being the biggest dick on the planet?”

Damon leers at her. “Yeah, I bet you’d like to see what I’m working with.”

“Keep it in your pants, Damon,” I say, trying my level best to act like I’m not bothered by the boy in the corner. But the knot has completely taken over my abdomen now and is radiating waves of panic toward my chest. Even if it was the same center, he wouldn’t say anything.

Would he?

“Do you know him?” Sam whispers to me.

I shake my head.

“Are you sure?” Sam straightens up, talking to me out of the corner of her mouth now. “Because he’s coming over here. Right. Now.”






chapter 2


Go away. Just go. Away.

I stare holes into my notecards. I pretend not to see him coming. Pretend I don’t notice when he’s standing right next to me.

“Lily, right?”

He puts out his hand for me to shake, his fingertips coated in black charcoal. I shake his hand, trying to ignore everyone staring, including Damon, mouth agape, obviously loving every second of this awkward encounter. I grip my pencil hard, trying to stall the dread that has moved from my abdomen to my throat.

Don’t mention Alice.

Please don’t—

“I’m Micah. Your sister and I—”

“Worked together,” I say, making something up quickly. My words come out tight. “At the dog groomer last summer, right?”

He narrows his eyes at me, clearly confused about why I’m lying. His brown eyes hold mine for a second, questioning me, and I try to send the best please just play along look I can muster. He looks at Sam and Kali and then back to me.

“Sure. Sure. The dog groomer,” he says slowly, unconvincingly. “Can’t get enough of those little mutts.”

He stands there for an interminable few seconds, rocking back on his heels, drawing attention to the fact that he’s wearing neon green socks with monkeys on them, pulled almost all the way up to his shorts. Whoever this kid is, he’s definitely not concerned about standing out.

“Psycho!” Damon coughs into his hand.

The boy with the sunglasses stares at him. “What’d you say?”

“Hey, dude. Just calm down. I don’t want any trouble.” Damon puts his hands up as if he’s been challenged to a duel. “I was just saying those are some supercool socks.”

The boy in the socks mutters a word in Spanish that I know is one of the bad ones, and as he turns to leave, his fingertips brush against the energy drink on Damon’s desk, just hard enough to knock it over. The yellow liquid flows out across the desk onto Damon.

“What the hell, dude?” he yells, jumping up as a wet circle forms on his crotch. But the new kid is already walking away, hands raised like it’s out of his control.

“Sorry, dude,” he says with so much disdain, I can taste it. Damon rants about how the school shouldn’t let in “people like that,” while dabbing at the wet spot with the paper towel Kali hands him.

“What was that about?” she asks, looking at my white knuckles death-gripping my pencil like it could save my life.

I shrug, biting back the panic. “No idea,” I lie. “You heard Damon. The kid’s crazy.”

I’m pretty sure I know exactly what that was about, but I’m not about to spill my guts right here, with Damon just waiting for some juicy morsel of gossip. He’d just love to know where my sister’s been these last few months. The Germans have a word for it—schadenfreude—finding joy in the misery of others. And I’m not going to give all my über-competitive classmates the satisfaction.

I try to return to my poetry, but my mind is gone.

What if he knows about the Night of the Bathroom Floor?

What if he tells everyone about Alice?

The more I fight the what-ifs, the more they push back, edging me out until I feel the familiar sensation that I’m floating up and out of myself, watching my life through a spotless pane of glass.

I watch the scene like a movie reel: Gifford calling up the first row of students to read their poems. Sam gets up and reads hers, a rhyming, iambic-pentameter metaphor about violin strings stretched too thin.

By the time Gifford calls me up, I’ve left my body completely. I watch me stick my notecards and a pen into my 365-day planner, clutching everything to my chest like a security blanket as I walk zombie-like to the front of the room. I see everyone’s eyes on me, who is not really me because I am floating high and free above this Lily-not-Lily, who stands there, silently.

I’m frozen, like that deer Dad hit on the highway last year. Like I’m about to get smashed to bits by a fifty-ton moving vehicle.

Could you look any stupider?

I can’t remember a single word, so I open my planner to the notecards. But my mind is stuck on the boy with the sunglasses.

What if he tells?

My skin itches—little buglike crawlies on every inch. I see my fingers scratch their way up my arm to my neck.

Kali leans forward in her chair, her face twisted in disgust.

“Ewww, stop. You’re bleeding.”

I see me wipe a smear of blood from my skin onto my pants.

“Lily?” Gifford’s voice pulls me back into my body. A shot of adrenaline floods through me.

What if he tells?

The thought vibrates me from the inside, like I’m going to jump out of my own skin.

When did it get so hot in here?

Damon twirls his finger beside his ear and points to me. A boy next to him hides a laugh under his hand.

“Are you okay?” Sam mouths from her desk.

I nod and give Sam a thumbs-up.

Another lie.

WHAT IF HE TELLS?

The words on my notecard jumble together.

Get a grip, Lily.

A tingling starts at the tips of my fingers.

A block of concrete slams into my lungs.

Just calm down.

But I can’t.

It’s too late.

I’m not getting enough air.

I want to scream.

But I’m paralyzed.

Everyone is staring at you.

Can. Not. Breathe.

My head’s not connected to my body anymore.

Am I even in my body?

I feel like I’m dying.

Am I dying?

You’re definitely dying.

My heartbeat thuds in my head, whooshes in my ears.

A new, racing rhythm thumps through my body like a second heartbeat.

Pulsing.

Pounding.

Deafening.

Little pricks of light shoot in from the corners of my eyes.

Darkness kaleidoscopes in. I have to get out of here.

I force my legs to move, and before anyone can stop me, I run.






chapter 3


I dash to the bathroom across the hall and barf.

Twice.

Leaning against the stall wall, I flush away my vomit and slump to the cold floor. I hug my knees to my chest, making myself as small and tight as possible.

I’m okay

I’m okay

I’m okay.

Against my fingertips, my pulse races in my neck. One hundred forty.

I breathe in deeply, then release the air slowly, slowly.

Until slowly, slowly, my heartbeat fades from the back of my head.

The rhythmic pulsing gathers itself again in my chest.

Little by little, I reclaim my body.

But not my mind.

It’s still spinning, churning out unwanted thoughts.

It’s getting worse.

You’re getting worse.

And then, the biggest thought, the one that screams the loudest each time my mind and body betray me:

What if you’re going crazy?

Just like her.

What if… you’re already gone?






chapter 4


The Evidence


	My body has a mind of its own.

	My mind has a mind of its own.

	My big sister already snapped.

	I have a constant sitting-at-the-top-of-a-roller-coaster feeling. Except I never drop.

	Can. Not. Shut. Off. Brain.

	Almost hyperventilated during a run.

	Freaked out at school because a boy possibly (okay, almost definitely) knows Alice from rehab. Currently sitting on the bathroom floor like a weirdo.



I stare at the strikes against my mental health.

Writing the words in the back of my planner, seeing it in ink, makes it feel real. I’ve known something was wrong—something was off—since my first heart-pounding, mind-racing, breath-stealing freak-out a few weeks after Alice went to Fairview. I was alone on a late-night practice run through the neighborhood, running the same path I’d taken on the Night of the Bathroom Floor. While I ran, the memories flashed, fast and fresh: Alice’s blood. Help me, she says. I don’t know how.

My heart ended up in my throat, beating a million miles a minute, and my lungs pinched off my air until I couldn’t run anymore. I’ve lost control a few times since, but I’ve managed not to have a repeat during school, in front of everyone—until now. (Thank you, Mr. Monkey Socks.)

I’d give anything to just stay on this floor all day. But someone’s gotta keep those dominos falling in line. I hoist myself up, dipping my head down slightly to stop the ground from spinning. At the sink, I splash water onto my face and slap my cheeks a little in the mirror so I don’t look quite so Queen of the Undead. This latest and greatest episode has left my body drained, like it’s run a marathon. The kind I can never win.

With a coarse paper towel, I wipe the trickle of blood from where I scratched my neck in front of the class.

They all think you’re nuts.

I pop in a piece of gum to hide the sour bile taste in my mouth and tug my ponytail tight, ignoring the pulsing in my skull, the weary in my bones.

They’re right.

When I emerge, the boy in the monkey socks is leaning against the bank of lockers in an otherwise empty hallway. Fan-freaking-tastic.

“You okay?”

“Fine.”

He jogs a few steps to catch up to me, and his eyes lock on mine from behind thick black half curls of hair that fall in front of his face.

“It’s just, you looked like you were about to have a panic attack in there.”

“I don’t have panic attacks.”

I have brain attacks. Body attacks.

I keep those words to myself. No need to go blabbing about my questionable sanity so my classmates can call me a psycho, too. And whatever is happening to me is not just a panic attack, because that would mean it’s all in my head, and how can that be when my heart’s racing and my skin’s buzzing and my lungs are gasping for air?

“Well, whatever it was, I’m sorry if I said something wrong. You know, about dog grooming with your sister?” He puts air quotes around the words dog grooming like we’re in cahoots. “It’s just, Alice talked about you all the time at Fairview. You look just like her.”

I stop short in the hall. We’re only three doors away from the English room, and the last thing I need is to walk in together.

Freaks of a feather.

“Look, Micah—it’s Micah, right?”

He nods.

“One, I am nothing like my sister. And two, you can’t just go broadcasting stuff like that.”

Micah tucks his curls behind his ear. One eyebrow curves upward when he smiles.

“Stuff like what?”

“Stuff like”—I lean in closer to him—“Fairview.”

He leans in close, too. He smells like ashy charcoal and wood shavings rather than the standard I Just Bathed in Axe Body Spray eau-de-boy.

“Why are we whispering?”

A couple of junior girls from the track team walk by, and I straighten up, pulling away from him.

“Just trust me.”

“Thanks for the tip.” He flashes an easy, genuine grin just as Principal Porter rounds the corner, his mouth puckered in its usual I-hunt-children-for-sport demeanor.

“Mr. Mendez,” Porter half shouts down the hallway. “At Ridgeline, we stay in class during class time.”

“On my way, sir,” Micah says, straightening up to give a small salute with his black-tipped fingers. Porter looks from him to me, probably trying to figure out what we’re doing together.

“May I remind you that you’re here on a probationary basis,” he says. “Don’t give me a reason to change my mind.”

He stares at both of us like Well, get going, dummies until we turn and speed walk back to the classroom. Inside, everyone is sitting in pairs, like they’re about to board an ark. Two by two, they turn to stare at us. At the front of the room, Gifford smiles.

“Wonderful!” she says. “Our final partnership has returned!”



A classroom’s worth of eyes land on us.

Did she say partnership?

As in Lily and Micah, partnership? As in this-can’t-be-happening partnership?

Gifford asks me if I’m all right. “It’s normal to get some jitters reading your work in public,” she whispers to me.

“No, it’s not that. I—” I start, the class still staring.

I’m losing it.

“I think maybe I’m coming down with something.”

Liar, liar, crazy pants on fire.

Gifford ushers us into two desks at the front of the room, assuring me I’ll have a chance to make up my poetry reading.

“You’ve missed our spiel, you two, but Mr. Friedman will give you the SparkNotes version.” She’s talking so fast, her frizzy red hair vibrates.

“We’re combining our classes to explore what happens when words and art collide,” says the art teacher with the straggly beard. He interlaces his fingers and holds his joined hands up to the class. “The power of art. As one.”

More specifically, Gifford adds, we need to come up with a project that’s both written and visual, that shows the power of art in a community. We have seven weeks, and this project will be 20 percent of our grade. Half the project is what we say, and half is finding a creative way to share it with as many people as possible. They turn us loose to create! Mine the depths of your artistic genius! Their enthusiasm makes me want to curl up and sleep for a million years.

And I’m stuck with this kid?

The other partnerships are chattering away, introducing themselves, and Micah’s just staring at me, that same I’m-getting-away-with-something grin on his face with his eyebrow cocked upward.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“You don’t like me, do you?”

“I don’t know you.”

“And yet, you hate me.” He leans toward me, whispering, “Just so you know, Alice is the one who asked me to check in on you.”

“Hold up. Alice is worried about me? First of all, that’s hilarious, and second, as you can see, I’m doing just fine without her.”

“Clearly.” Micah studies my face in a way that makes me want to run away again. “How come I never saw you on visitation days?”

“Just haven’t made it yet.” Technically, it could be true. She’s got another month at Fairview, so I could still go visit, but I highly doubt she’s eager to see me, considering our last interaction included such highlights as me standing there helpless while she nearly bled out. I push the memory of razor blades out of my mind because I’m trying to pull off an I’m-not-crazy vibe here. Damon catches my eye across the room—his pants are dry but he’s still death-staring Micah. “Look, I don’t know how else to say this. I do not want to talk about my sister.”

He holds up his hands, guilty.

“Okay, okay. Message received, Little Larkin.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“So many rules.” He smiles again. That eyebrow reaching for the sky. A scar runs through it, separating it right in the middle. “Why so many rules?”

“I don’t know. Why do you have so many questions?” I stare him down, but he doesn’t look away. “Look. I guess we’re partners.”

He leans back in his desk so that the front two legs come up. “Looks like it.”

His hands are clasped behind his head, elbows pointed outward, and from this angle I can see a tattoo on the inside of his wrist. A semicolon. I’ve seen it before online, the symbol for someone who lived after attempting suicide. Is Damon right? How many of the rumors are true? Public meltdowns? A death wish? He follows my eyes to his wrist and then stares at me, daring me to ask.

“I just need to know you’re going to take this seriously,” I say instead.

He tips his desk back down, looking me straight in the eye.

“It’s art. I never take it seriously.”

“It’s twenty percent of our grade.”

“So?”

“So, I care about my future.”

“And I don’t?”

“I’m just—”

“You’re just making some bold assumptions, is what you’re doing.”

I take a deep breath. “Let’s start again. Since we’re stuck together—”

“Oooh, bad start.”

“Since we’re partners—”

“Better.”

“We should come up with a plan.”

I take out my planner and open it to the calendar.

“We have seven weeks.” I draw a red star on the project’s May due date. “So let’s break that down by week, and then give ourselves a week to finalize, and—”

“Are you for real?” He pulls my planner away. I try to snatch it back, but he’s already thumbing through it. My heart starts beating toward panic again. My list of crazy is in there.

It takes all of two seconds for my heart rate to skyrocket.

Do not freak out again.

Do not freak out again.

“Please give it back,” I say.

He puts his hand over his mouth and shakes his head.

“This is the most anal-retentive thing I’ve ever seen. And yet, I can’t look away.”

I grab the book, shove it into my backpack, and zip the pack tight.

“Look, you don’t have to get me. I don’t have to get why you’re wearing monkey socks and sunglasses indoors. We don’t even have to actually work together. Why don’t you just worry about the art and I’ll worry about the writing. We’ll get together in a few weeks and find some way to put them together. Deal?”

He smiles again, his eyebrow shooting up. “Is that another rule?”

“Is that another question?”

He leans back again, arms folded, like he’s trying to figure something out. Thankfully, mercifully, the bell rings and he tips his charcoal piece to his forehead. “See ya around, partner. Let me know if you need help.”

“I don’t need help.”

And you’d be the last person I’d ask, anyway.

Damon and a group of guys flank both sides of the doorway so that Micah has to pass right through them. They make monkey noises as he does and knock his backpack off.

“Watch your back, Manic Micah,” Damon says.

In one day, he’s already got a reputation, a nickname, and an enemy in the biggest douche-nozzle at Ridgeline High.

If anyone needs help, it’s that kid.

This place is going to eat him alive.





Ridgeline Underground

354 likes

Heads up: Micah Mendez is dangerous. He basically attacked Damon today and I heard he went full psycho on a kid at his last school. Like stomped him into the ground. Anyway, don’t let his dumbass socks fool you.

45 comments

I believe it. Kid’s weird and trying WAY too hard.

I like his socks!

Bets on how long until he offs himself?

20 bucks says he can’t even do that right






chapter 5


After class, my head’s still woozy from my freak-out.

But duty calls.

I chug an energy drink until my heart’s doing the cha-cha. Sam and the rest of the track team are already four minutes into our twenty-minute warm-up run by the time I drag my butt out to the field.

“Tardy. Twenty push-ups after warmup,” Coach Johnson bellows as I run to catch up with Sam.

“Soooo,” she says. “Are we going to talk about it or just blow past it?”

“Blow past what?”

“You. Sprinting out of class.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yeah, that.”

“It’s nothing.”

Sam stops dead on the track, hand on her hip.

“No. You do not get to act like that. Not with me, basically the be-all and end-all of best-friend-dom, just like all the Sams before me.”

“All the Sams before you?”

She shushes me with her hand in the air.

“Please save all your mockery until the end of my soliloquy.” I gesture for her to continue. “As I was saying, take a look at the finest heroes of all time. Frodo. Captain America. Jon Snow. What do they have in common?”

“Capes? An unhealthy affinity for hair gel?”

“Incorrect,” she says. We start running after Coach threatens more push-ups. “A Sam. Jon Snow has Sam Tarly, lovable nerd. Frodo has Sam, loyal hobbit of the Shire. Even Captain America had a trusted Sam sidekick. But every time you shut me out, you are robbing me of my birthright. My heritage by name.”

“Must you always be so… extra?”

“Must you always be so secretive?”

Sam waits for an explanation, but I don’t have one. The heat from the rubber track radiates onto my legs. My body drags, but I push through.

Breathe in, breathe out.

Just move forward—one foot in front of the other.

“Is it about Alice?” she whispers as a trio of girls runs alongside us.

I wait for them to pass before I whisper back, “That boy from the art class. The one with the socks? He was at Fairview with her. He almost said it in class, in front of everyone.”

“So you ran?”

“Yeah.”

And also there was the whole heart racing, lungs collapsing, head spinning thing.

“Even if he told, Lil, it’s not like you went to Fairview.”

Not yet.

We round the corner where Coach is writing each of our names on a whiteboard with a number. Lily Larkin: 1.7 seconds. That’s how much I need to cut off my 400 meter if I want to have a shot at state in two months.

“What’s the big deal if he’s your partner for one project?”

The big deal? The big deal is that I exist in two very different worlds. The one where I win races and get straight As, and the one where my brain is breaking and my sister is in a rehab center because hers already broke. Two Lilys, and never the twain shall meet, at least not if I want to keep at least one Lily sane. And getting all chummy with Micah definitely qualifies as worlds colliding.

For a second, I almost tell Sam everything. Tell her how I’ve been losing control since Alice left. How I stay up until the sun comes up most nights, locked in an ever-tightening spiral of what-ifs. About the list in the back of my planner and how I slip out of myself sometimes, become a spectator in my own life.

Across the parking lot, Micah’s pedaling away on a bright orange bike, ignoring Damon and the posse of jerks taunting him.

Certifiable.

That’s what Damon called him.

That’s what people think about kids who go to treatment centers or make lists about why they’re going insane.

And that’s exactly why I can’t tell—anyone. Not even my best friend.

“I think I’m just stressed,” I say.

Sam rolls her eyes and mock waves to me.

“Hello? It’s junior year. It’s supposed to be stressful. I’ve been up till one every night this month practicing for my solo.” She holds up her bandaged fingers while we run.

“Right? It’s just a lot, sometimes.” An unexpected lump lodges in my throat. “Take the right classes. Get the right grades so you can take better classes. Cram your schedule full so by the time you actually get to college, you’re ahead of your classmates, already winning a competition you didn’t even know you entered.”

Sam stops running and grabs me by the shoulders.

“Listen to me. It sucks a fat one. We know this. But we’re going to get through it, get into college, party like hell senior year, and then bust out of this joint.”

“If we’re lucky,” I say. “Did you know the acceptance rate at UC Berkeley was only seventeen percent last year?”

She throws her head back in exasperation.

“Lily Larkin. Do not make me take away your Google.”

“No, seriously. What if I don’t get in? Dad wants me to follow in his Golden Bear footsteps so badly, and everybody will think I’m a total failure and—”

“You’ll end up living under the overpass and eating soggy Cheetos from the trash can to survive?” Sam bumps my shoulder with her fist. “You’re going to be fine. We’re all going to be fine. We’re almost there. Just hold on a little longer.”

We run the rest of the path out to the end of the school property, where the track intersects the Pacific Coast Highway sidewalk. The ocean stretches out in front of us. We’re just about to turn right, follow the regular loop back up to the school, when Sam grabs my arm.

“I know what you need.” She looks down at the beach and then back at me, eyebrows lifted in invitation.

“Uh-uh. Coach already thinks I’m slacking.” He’s not wrong. I’ve stopped doing my practice runs. I’ve tried taking a different path, but the memories of Alice always find me, and my body and brain go berserk and I turn back before I even break a sweat.

If I didn’t need a win at state to polish off my college apps in the fall, I’d probably stop running altogether. But I’ve worked too hard to quit now, and the team’s counting on me, and Dad’s counting on me to get into Berkeley, and I’m not about to let everyone down.

“Coach will live,” Sam says, smiling as she runs down the steep stairs scaling the cliff. She yells back at me, “What you need is a detour.”

I glance at the school behind us, where Coach is berating some terrified freshman, and I follow her down the stairs, taking them two at a time until I land on the soft beach. And then we’re off, sprinting toward the water’s edge. We run along the space where sea meets shore, dodging the waves as they surge toward us. Our footsteps fall like secrets in the sand.

My lungs fill with salty air as I breathe deeply. My mind feels clearer out here, running free. No finish line.

The beach is ours except for the shape of a person way out on Deadman’s Cliff, a glowing silhouette in the slanted sun. Sam’s black hair shines, too. With the sun streaming across her face, the uneven sand beneath our feet, I let myself believe her.

You’re going to be okay.

Wet sand clings to our shoes as we run back up the steps, leaving the freedom of the wide-open beach.

“Totally what I needed.”

“Exactly. Because I’m Sam. Best friend extraordinaire.” She puffs out her chest and puts her fists against her hips like a superhero. “And you can be my sidekick—Anxiety Girl!”

I laugh and point my fist toward the sky, acting stronger than I feel. “Jumping to the worst possible conclusion in a single bound!”

“Should we get matching capes?”

“Definitely.”

Back at the track, Sam takes off with the long-distance runners while I pay my push-up penance. After, I take my spot on the starting blocks with the sprinters. 1.7 seconds. That’s all I need.

“Pick up the pace, Larkin,” Coach yells when I’m halfway around the 400-meter track. “Second place is first loser.”

I dig my heels into the spongy rubber blacktop, my quads propelling my body forward. Sam’s right. We’re almost there. Hang on a little longer.

I train my eyes on the finish line.

Just keep running.





LogoLily’s Word of the Day

curternus (n) The act of running toward a goal that keeps moving, ever so slightly, out of your grasp, as if you’re a hamster on a wheel to nowhere, believing that if you can just go a little more, a little farther, you’ll win.

From Latin cursus (running) + aeternus (eternal)






chapter 6


Pack the lunches.

Write a poem.

Extra credit for bio.

Laundry.

My mind ticks through my to-do list as I spread mayo on bread for tomorrow’s lunches for Dad, Margot, and me.

Staci (yes, that’s right, with an i and only an i; don’t get me started) loiters around the kitchen nervously while I work.

“I can help, you know,” she says.

If I didn’t have a down-to-the-second system already in place, I’d probably let her pitch in. Alice and I had a fine-tuned method for running this place before Staci and Dad got married last year, and I’m still doing just fine as a one-man band. Nothing screws up the rhythm more than someone else getting in on the act, especially Dad’s brand-spanking-new wife.

“Thanks. I got it.”

“I’m just standing here.”

She reaches out to put the apple slices into the baggies. I slide them over to me.

“Seriously, Staci, I don’t need help.” I slap the top of each sandwich into place. We’ve managed just fine without a mom for ten years, and we’re not in the market for a replacement. She leans against the countertop with a heavy sigh.

“Everyone needs help sometimes, Lily.”

She watches me put apples and lemon juice into baggies. The tense silence makes my heart speed up, which is the last thing I need after my epic freak-out today. Fortunately, Dad strides into the room, armed with an over-the-top smile and Scrabble.

“Hashtag family game night?”

He jiggles the box, sending the tiles clinking against each other.

“Do we need to have the hashtag talk again?” I say.

“What?” He holds up his hands innocently. “I totally used that right.”

“If you’re older than fifty, you did not use it right.”

He chuckles and slings his arm around my shoulder, pulling me tight against him. Even though I’m gaining on his six-foot height, my head still fits perfectly in the space between his chest and shoulder. Always has. When I was little, pretending to be asleep so he’d carry me to bed, I believed this pocket of space was mine—a little piece of Dad carved out just for me.

“Well, hashtag my bad,” he says.

Groan. “Dad. Seriously. It physically pains me.”

His chest shakes as he laughs. “All right, all right, I get it. Your old man is not cool. But I might just be smart enough to kick your butt.” He shakes the box again, trying to ply me with my favorite game. Dad’s a self-proclaimed logophile (aka “lover of words”) just like me. “How about it?”

On the floor, my backpack bulges at the zipper. My stomach squeezes—it’s gonna be another late night. Geometry chapter test, Spanish oral on camping trips (because learning how to say Let’s pitch the tent in español is going to come in handy one day), and now this poetry project with a partner who doesn’t give one flip. After today’s episode, all I want to do is sleep, but if I’m going to outrun whatever is wrong with my brain, I can’t stop.

I keep my freak-out and the list in the back of my planner to myself. Dad has enough to worry about.

“C’mon. Thirty minutes? We got pizzaaaaa.” He draws out the word like he’s a used-car salesman selling me a lemon, which is actually the perfect metaphor for Larkin family time lately.

Maybe it’s because this family feels hauntingly incomplete without Alice. Or maybe it’s because Dad and I have spent most of our “together time” these last two months desperately tiptoeing around The Things We Don’t Say. We talk about school. About the weather. About oddly specific German words. But never about the night she left. Our family is already stretched thin at the edges, trying to pretend everything’s okay. If we pick at that particular thread, we might unravel.

Sometimes I think the silence is the only thing holding this family together.

But Dad’s shaking the Scrabble box so eagerly, I can’t let him down. I look at my backpack again, mentally cramming thirty minutes into tonight’s homework schedule.

“Carbs and wordplay? How could I say no?” I say, zipping up the lunch bags and ignoring the knot in my stomach.

“Pizza’s here!” Staci shouts up the stairs to Margot.

I’m more than a little shocked that she’s letting us eat what she calls “gluten-stuffed cholesterol pies.” Ever since the Night of the Bathroom Floor, Staci-with-only-an-i and Dad have been on an all-natural kick. Something about chemicals and well-being and how we could all do with a little less toxicity. All I know is, our pantry went from Lucky Charms to various iterations of granola mixed with hemp hearts and flaxseed.

Staci carries in the pizza and starts dishing it up on the island for me. “Pepperoni or Hawaiian?”

“Hawaiian.”

Dad groans from the pantry. He’s a staunch supporter of the Coalition Against Fruit on Pizza.

“I really do have a lot of homework,” I reply.

“No, no, by all means,” he says. “Have your fruit in marinara sauce. Who am I to stand in the way of bad taste?”

Staci slides a triangular piece of paper-thin dark brown crust and a drizzle of what maybe, sorta resembles cheese onto my plate.

“What is that?” I say.

“Pizza.”

“I respectfully disagree.”

She holds up the label from the box. “It’s all-natural! Non-GMO, gluten free, dairy free—”

“Joy free.”

Dad laughs, but puts his arm around Staci’s shoulders, tugging her head against him—into my spot.

I look away, trying to ignore the ache in my chest. It’s not the usual palpitation-induced tightening, more like a dull ache right behind my ribs. An ephemeral thud of sadness.

Margot trounces down the stairs in a full-on, honest-to-goodness black robe, complete with a maroon-and-gold emblem on the chest, the latest in her Harry Potter obsession. She found Mom’s old books in the basement after Alice left for Fairview, and almost immediately began sorting everyone into their Hogwarts house against their will.

“Any letters from Hogwarts today?” I say. I know I shouldn’t tease her, but come on—she’s a ten-year-old WEARING A CAPE.

She sticks her tongue out at me. “For the one-hundredth time, I do not think I am an actual wizard.”

“Your attire begs to differ.” I take a bite of undigestible pizza. “Just saying you’re really blurring the lines between reality and fantasy here.”

Dad bops Margot on the head with the Scrabble box. “Enough Potterverse. Let’s play.”

Staci arranges Dad’s tiles on the coffee table. (They’re always on the same team.) Margot and I share Dad’s über-competitive DNA, so after a few rounds, I’m lost in the game and in my family, and today’s drama fades away. My stomach feels almost normal as I sit here, focusing on seven little tiles as if they’re the most pressing thing in my life. Like Alice is actually just off at college, and I didn’t have an epic bathroom meltdown today, and that Micah kid didn’t almost out my secrets, earning me a tell-all post on the Underground with the other hot gossip.
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