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Chapter One


Can u pick up milk on ur way home?


It’s not the kind of text that would make most people climb out of a bathroom window. It comes across as pretty harmless, right? But it’s not, trust me. And I’m not most people.


I’m Kari Andrews, and I’m a junior here at the ivy-covered, lushly landscaped, Kennedy Preparatory School in Washington, DC. Yeah, I’ve definitely looked more dignified than I do right now as I dangle half out of the ladies’ room window. I’m scrambling for a handhold between the climbing ivy and the old red brick and mortar that surrounds the window so I can pull myself up and out, then drop the four and a half feet to the grass below.


I hit the ground running.


I’m not playing hooky—this is a Code Black emergency.



Twenty minutes ago



I’m sitting in art class, spinning the sterling silver charm that I got in the mail yesterday from my parents. They travel a lot, so they send little gifts to my brother Charlie and me, just to let us know that they’re thinking about us.


I’m trying to get excited about painting a still life in the style of an old Dutch master. Van Eyck or Holbein or Rembrandt—one of those sixteenth-century men in tights with a long droopy nose and a silly hat sporting a peacock feather.


The still life involves a green velvet drape under a porcelain bowl of fruit. Next to the bowl sits a creepy antique doll with blond corkscrew curls. I block out some shapes on my paper with pencil and then mix the green paint for the drape, but I am unsure exactly where to start with the composition. Drapery’s tough, and I’m not much of an artist.


I’m spinning my charm, which is Romania’s Bran Castle, on the long paint-and-clay-spattered table. Dracula’s legendary home hits an old blob of dried paste, then jumps and skitters right into my little lake of green. Go figure—I should have taken the time to attach it to my bracelet with the others.


My best friend Larita, who has the same art period, sees, snorts, and tries not to laugh. I just fish the charm out of the puddle of green and clean it off with a paper towel, then I stick it in my pocket and go back to staring at the still life. The doll has big brown eyes and wears a disdainful expression on her sculpted plastic lips that reminds me exactly of the way Lacey Carson looks when she bothers to notice me.


I pull out my cell phone to text Rita about the resemblance of the doll to Lacey, but I never get the chance. The “get milk” message from my dad pops up, and I know I have to clear out fast. In our family that milk message doesn’t mean what you think it means. It’s code for a true emergency.


I get up from my stool and head for the door. Mr. Aldrich barely glances at me, he’s so laid-back. Good thing this text came right now and not during algebra, because it would’ve been a lot harder to get away from Colonel Davenport. (We call him Colon D because he’s so anal—but that’s another topic.)


I slide out the door and into Kennedy Prep’s blue-tiled hallway. Because Kale, my other best friend, is due to pick me up for a martial arts class after school, I quickly text him not to come and not to worry if I’m out of contact for a while.


Then I run to Rita’s locker. The first rule in case of an emergency like this one is to ditch my phone, with its handy GPS chip. Rita will know how to get in touch with me when she finds it.


I’m happy that my hands don’t shake at all as I turn the dial left to 17, right to 43, and then left again to 26. I slide the phone under Rita’s left gym shoe, at the bottom of the locker, and swipe a handful of her Peanut M&M’s. After all, a girl needs protein when she’s on the run.


I pop a few into my mouth, then crunch down. So my teeth are nice and brown and gooey when two pairs of feet appear on the other side of the locker door, one in highly polished Italian loafers and the other in scuffed boat shoes. I know those feet.


I look up and meet the amused gazes of Evan Kincaid, International Jerk of Mystery, and Luke Carson, American Hottie—and twin brother of Doll-Face Lacey.


Luke, who’s Abercrombie and Fitch all the way, is the best-looking guy in all of Kennedy Prep, and he’s got an easygoing personality that made him a shoo-in for junior class president.


Luke’s got muscular runner’s legs to die for—not that I can see them right now under his khakis. His broad chest and buff arms hold my attention just fine, thanks. He’s blond like Lacey and tan from all the time he spends outdoors on the track team. He has the same big brown eyes as his sister, but his are warm and intelligent as opposed to vacuous and ringed by mascara.


But it’s Luke’s smile that makes him irresistible. He gets these dimples at the corners of his mouth that should be illegal, and he has a way of making a girl feel that she’s the only person in the world who matters to him. I’m not sure how he does it—or if he’s even aware of it—but I am a slave to those dimples.


“And what have we here? An assassin or a thief?” The question distracts me. It’s delivered in a lazy, British public school drawl, the voice deeper than it has a right to be—and at the same time silky.


Evan Kincaid appeared out of nowhere this fall. Supposedly he’s from London, and there’s a rumor that his parents work for the British Embassy, but Rita says that’s not true. He’s taller than Luke, about six feet, and a little broader.


Too broad, if you ask me. He probably oils up and pumps iron in a gym full of mirrors. He’s got smoky-gray eyes that sometimes go blue, like right now. His light brown hair always looks windswept but perfect, and even though we have to wear uniforms at Kennedy Prep, his shirts are tailored, not store-bought like everyone else’s. He gets a ten out of ten for style from Fashionista Rita.


Evan may look as if he stepped out of GQ, but it’s Luke who does funny things to me. I get discombobulated around him and my knees turn to rubber. I also do dumb things—like forget I have M&M’s in my mouth as I greet him with a big smile.


“Hi, Luke.” I clap my hand over my mouth, mortified.


Evan guffaws. “Seen a dentist lately, love?”


Even Luke, who’s a really nice guy, struggles to keep a straight face.


I can’t speak for the horror of the situation. So naturally, Evan does for me.


“She’s definitely an assassin,” he says to Luke. “Because if looks could kill, I’d be in rigor mortis by now.”


“Nope.” Luke allows himself a smile. His eyes run slowly down my body as if by instinct, but then he averts them, instead of ogling. Not that I have much to ogle. “She’s a thief. Because this isn’t her locker—it’s Rita’s. And those are probably Rita’s M&M’s. Am I right?”


My face has already flash fried. Now my neck does too—and the rest of me—under Luke’s gaze. I want to tell Evan that I want to kill him, all right. But slowly. Taking hours to do it. So rigor mortis? It’s a long way off.


But I can’t say that in front of Luke. I swallow the M&M’s. Struggle for some dignity. And find my voice. “I was starving, and Rita said I could have some. What are you guys doing out of class?”


“Doc’s appointment,” Luke says easily.


I flick a disinterested glance toward Evan, along with a raised eyebrow.


“Just bored.” He yawned. “Colon D’s class. No need to solve for X. It’s on the stick that’s up his—”


“How did you get past him?” Against my will, I’m impressed.


“Got my ways and means, love.”


“I’m not your love.” No mystery why I feel the need to assert this in front of Luke.


Evan flashes too-white teeth at me. “Pity, that.”


I roll my eyes. Mature, no—but it relieves my feelings somewhat.


“So,” Evan inquires, “ditching school yourself, are you?”


I shoot a glance at Luke, who’s kind of a Boy Scout. “No, of course not.” I really need to get out of Dodge, but I can’t risk Evan trying to accompany me. How to handle this?


How would my mom handle it? Chic, petite, elegant  . . . never a dark hair out of place, she can make any man squirm at a glance—and this includes my dad. I hear her voice in my head, dishing out one of her many pieces of invaluable advice. Men will rarely follow a woman into the bathroom, darling.


“I’m not playing hooky . . . just going to the ladies’ room.”


Luke looks at his watch, then shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “Well. I’ve got to run—don’t want to be late. See you.”


“ ’Kay,” I squeak, still doing my best to scrape chocolate and nut particles off my teeth with my tongue.


Evan seems to know exactly what I’m doing. And because he’s watching, I can’t even check out Luke’s truly fine rear end as he walks away. I slam Rita’s locker door and scuttle like a cockroach, not a lady, in the other direction.


“Always delightful to see you,” Evan calls after me.


I ignore him and refuse to let him bother me.


Adrenaline beats in a tiny, staccato pulse under my jaw. Are my parents okay?


Of course they’re fine. They’ve been in and out of tough situations in the past. This alarm won’t be any different—it probably just means that we’ll have to go through the hassle of revamping all our security.


I push open the door of the girls’ bathroom and wrinkle my nose at the weird, fake cherry smell of the disinfectant in there. A quick glance in the mirror reveals that my hair is still long, dark, and kind of messy; my face is your average face with two brown eyes, a nose, and a mouth. Aunt Sophie is always hassling me to wear some makeup—but the stuff mystifies me. On the few occasions that I’ve experimented with it, I have ended up making myself look like either a clown or a hooker.


Too bad there’s not a whole lot to do in a girls’ bathroom if you’re not big on primping. I don’t even need to pee. A speck of green paint under my thumbnail gives me an excuse to wash my hands, but that doesn’t take up much time.


I check my watch: Two minutes have gone by. I decide to open the door a crack and see if Evan is still loitering in the hallway.


Unfortunately, he is, for some unknown and completely annoying reason. Go away! I mouth.


Oblivious, he continues to text something on his phone.


I check my watch again. How to get out of here? I need to go meet my little brother Charlie, stat.


Charlie, who is only seven, is already a fifth grader at James Madison Academy, because he’s basically a genius and has skipped three grades. I worry sometimes that he’s too smart. It would do him good to get out and play with other kids more—but he’s shy, and they tend to think that he’s a little odd. How many seven-year-olds are fluent in four languages? Can quote Nietzsche and Schopenhauer? And write computer code in Java, C++ and PHP?


Yeah, he’s a walking brain.


Evan shows no sign of moving anytime soon, so I start looking for a way around him—and hone in on the small, frosted-glass windows over the two sinks in the girls’ bathroom.


One of them is sealed shut, but I manage to get the other one open. I vault up onto the sink and wriggle my head and shoulders through the tight rectangle. Sometimes being small for my age is a curse, but right now it’s a beautiful thing. And unlike Lacey, I have no long pink nails to break as I scrabble for gaps in the mortar. I get my right arm all the way out and cling to the window frame like a monkey with my left one. I find a good handhold among the bricks and shimmy out to my knees, my butt in the air and my plaid uniform skirt flapping. Anyone standing around outside would get a great visual of my blue polka-dotted panties, but no one’s there, thank God.


The cold metal of the window casing presses against my bare thighs and makes me shiver. Immodestly I work one leg free of the window until I’m straddling it. The chilly, early October air wafts over my skin as I dangle by one leg from that freakin’ window, using my other foot to brace against the bricks outside. I stick my arm back through and grab my backpack off the sink, then drop it into a pile of leaves below me. I scrape my second knee through the frame, hang from the pediment like an orangutan for a moment, and then drop to the grass. I run from the grounds toward the road that will take me southeast to Wisconsin Avenue and the Metro stop there.


Hang on, Charlie. I’m coming for you.





Chapter Two


My little brother sits by himself on a bench in Georgetown Playground, located between Thirty-third and Thirty-fourth Streets just a bit west of Wisconsin. He’s wearing the James Madison uniform of khakis, white button-down, and blue blazer. Wisps of his blond hair are askew, and his tortoise-shell glasses have slipped half an inch down his nose. He looks like a miniature banker on casual Friday. I hide a smile when I see that he is actually scanning an old copy of Roget’s International Thesaurus.


“Hey, kiddo. Doing a little light reading?”


“Misrepresent,” says Charlie, nodding. “Belie, give a wrong idea, put in a false light, pervert, distort, garble, twist, warp, wrench, slant”—he takes a breath—“twist the meaning of, color, miscolor . . . falsify, misteach, disguise, camouflage”—he takes another breath—“misstate, misreport, misquote, overstate, exaggerate, overdraw, understate, travesty, parody, caricature, burlesque.”


I have to laugh. “And hello to you, too.”


He grins, and I ruffle his hair.


Then Charlie’s grin fades. “Dad sent me a text. ‘Don’t forget your inhaler.’ Code Black.”


I nod. “Yup. So we wait here for an hour until Mom and Dad show up.”


Charlie nods, shoves his glasses back up his nose, then chews on his lip. “What do you think happened?”


“I don’t know, Charlie Brown.” I use my most unconcerned voice, because I don’t want my brother to stress out. He worries a lot. But he doesn’t worry about the things that normal seven-year-olds do: a broken iPod, or missing an episode of SpongeBob SquarePants, or how he did on a spelling test.


No, Charlie is concerned about the Texas-size mass of floating garbage in the ocean and how it’s getting bigger, probably leaking toxins into the water and poisoning the fish. He wants to know why nothing is being done about it. He wants to know where the US will put its garbage after the ocean is full—will rockets take it to outer space and toss it on Mars?


And don’t get him started on global warming.


“I’m not Charlie Brown,” he says now. “I’m Charlie Andrews.”


I stick out my hand, the charms on my bracelet tinkling. “Nice to meet you.”


He peers at me through his glasses, giving me his owl look. “And stop trying to distract me from the problem at hand. That is a very transparent tactic.”


I have to laugh again. He sounds exactly like Mom. How many times has she said that over the years, as we’ve tried to manipulate her into buying something we want, or wheedle our way out of a jam?


That is a very transparent tactic, Karina.


“Busted,” I admit.


He waggles his index finger at me.


“So do you want to play on the swings?”


“Not so much,” he says dryly. “I don’t like sitting on pigeon poop.”


I try to think of something to do to pass the time, besides pacing back and forth in front of him until I’ve dug a trench.


“I could read aloud some more of Roget’s,” he offers. “The next word is five hundred seventy-four: ‘art’. It’s pretty cool. Some guy named J. F. Millet says it’s ‘a treating of the commonplace with the sublime,’ but I have to look up ‘sublime’ because I’m not sure exactly what that means.”


I shake my head. My little brother is amazing. Strange, but truly impressive.


“Do you know what it means? Sublime?”


“Um . . . I think it means sort of, I don’t know—noble? Grand?”


“Oh. I guess that makes sense.”


I look at my watch. Where are Mom and Dad?


“You don’t want me to read Roget’s aloud, do you?” Charlie inquires.


I shake my head, even though I should probably encourage him to learn. But the problem is that Charlie wants to learn everything, all the time. He needs to go play ball or catch bugs or even watch cartoons, like a normal child. He needs to play with other kids, not explore the theory of relativity. Lately he’s even studying German—as if he doesn’t already speak Russian, French, and Spanish! The kid puts me to shame. I suck at languages.


Martial arts are my thing. “Want me to teach you some karate moves?”


Charlie yawns.


Guess not.


“So, tell me about your day,” I prompt him. “What did you study?”


He launches into a half-hour history lesson about the coal mining industry in West Virginia.


I ask him a few questions before I frown. “Wait—you’re learning about this in fifth grade?”


Well, no. Not exactly. But Charlie, as usual, got bored with the real lesson and snuck an encyclopedia behind his textbook.


I would laugh, but I’m used to these stories.


Then Charlie’s expression changes from professorial to puzzled. “Hey, isn’t that Mitch over there?”


I look over my shoulder. Sure enough, a friend of our parents is crossing the park, another guy in a gray suit following him.


Now I’m worried. Really worried. Where are Mom and Dad? And why is Mitch here?


“Hey, kiddo,” I say. “Do me a favor? Go over to where all those nannies are, on the playground.”


“Why?”


“It’s just a tactical move, Charlie. We’re supposed to meet Mom and Dad, not Mitch—and I just want to be careful. Mitch is nowhere in our playbook.”


“Okay.” Charlie grabs his backpack and the copy of Roget’s and heads off. I stand up and walk toward Mitch and Gray Suit Man.


Mitch is a stocky guy in dress slacks and an open-necked shirt. He’s got short brown hair that’s going gray at the temples and these sort of silvery-gray eyes. He’d look like a normal businessman, except that he’s clearly ex-military. It’s in his walk, the way he holds himself.


“Hi, Kari!” he calls in hearty tones. A little too hearty.


Here’s the thing—Mitch is one of those guys that I’ve always been indifferent to. He’s been at the house for dinner before, and maybe a couple of parties. A barbecue. He’s not exactly nice, but he’s not not-nice, either. He’s just there: a department-store dummy of a man.


Mitch gives me a professional grin. “Karina, glad you’re here. Your mom and dad asked me to swing by and pick you two up.”


“Where are they?” I ask. My nose is starting to itch. I have this really weird thing—when someone is lying to me and I know it, my nose tickles. Sounds crazy, but it’s true.


“They’re safe, don’t worry.” He nods reassuringly.


I feel like I’m going to sneeze. “Um, who’s this?” I look at Gray Suit Man.


“Oh, this is . . . Gary. Gary Simons. He works at the Agency with us.”


“Hello, Karina. Nice to meet you.” Simons has a gravelly smoker’s voice, and his hair is as gray as his suit. His skin is grayish too. And he’s got small, weasel eyes with big pouches of skin under them.


It takes me two point five seconds to decide that I do not like this guy. “Yeah,” I say, with just the hint of a polite smile. “Nice to meet you, too.” I take an involuntary step back from him and turn to Mitch. “So what’s the password?”


Mitch blinks. “Ah. To be honest, there wasn’t time for Cal and Irene to even think about that. We had to rush them to a safe house.”


I sneeze.


“Gesundheit,” Mitch says, still in that gung ho, overly familiar tone.


“Thanks.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see Gary Simons take two quick steps toward me, as if he’s going to grab me.


I pivot and launch myself at Mitch, driving my right shoulder into his stomach.


Mitch, caught off guard, doubles over. His skull collides with Simons. I have a split second to get away.


I sprint.


But ex-military Mitch recovers fast and grips my arm in a vise. I can’t plow my elbow into his gut because he’s got it immobilized. With another pivot I face him and slam my heel toward his groin. Mitch isn’t stupid—he knows better than to let that blow connect.


He twists and sidesteps, but I’ve knocked him off-balance. He’s going down.


He can either let go of me and brace for impact, or he can hang on to me and take me down with him.


Bad for me that he chooses option two.


Think, Kari. Think.


He hits the dirt, and I land on top of him. Gray Gary reaches for me again.


I head-butt Mitch right in the face and hear his nose crunch. I’m sorry to say that it’s a satisfying sound. My good buddy Mitch forgets to compliment my technique.


“Bitch!” he screams.


Simons grabs me around the middle and pulls me off his friend. He’s strong, but that midsection of his is soft as he drags me backward. I throw myself forward and then drive back with my heel, aiming for his knee. No luck.


So I smash both elbows into his squishy middle: one, two. He gasps, wheezes.


The guy has breath like a camel.


I get him in the groin with my hip bone, and, with a moan, he lets go of me.


That’s when I strike out and connect my right foot with his left knee. He goes down into the dirt and howls like a strangled coyote—I’m pretty sure I’ve shattered his kneecap.


Run, Kari! Run!


I cannot let these jerks take me. If they get me, then Charlie is an easy target.


I sprint toward the playground area.


But I don’t get too far.


Because Mitch, whose legs are longer than mine, catches up to me within four strides. This time he grabs both of my arms and twists them behind my back, which really hurts. Charlie and his thesaurus might call it excruciating.


These apes are not getting Charlie. So, since fighting like a man hasn’t worked, I scream like a girl. I scream so loud that I’m sure my throat and lungs will explode. “Kidnapper! Kidnapper! Help me!”


A couple dozen nannies turn in our direction—and a lot of them have cell phones pressed to their ears.


I have Mitch’s blood all over my uniform, since his nose gushed like a geyser when I head-butted him. The nannies can tell that I’m not crying wolf. In fact, one of them steps forward and yells, “I’m calling the cops!”


Mitch curses again—this time it’s long and colorful. But he has to let me go. He’s got no choice. He releases my arms and shoves me away from him.


I don’t wait for him to change his mind. I jerk my thumb at Charlie, and we both take off running for the west edge of the park. Trees and grass are a green blur; the wind tears at my hair; adrenaline still pounds through my veins.


When Charlie and I intersect, I reach for his hand and tow him out of the park, heading northwest. He is visibly upset. “Why did Mitch grab you? How come you’ve got blood on your shirt? Who is that other guy?”


Charlie’s not crying, but he is trembling and his lower lip quivers.


“Kiddo, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m fine. And this is not my blood—it’s Mitch’s. I think I broke his nose.”


“You did?”


“Yeah.”


Charlie thinks about that as we hustle along. “Cool.”


“Well, not so much . . . but he did try to grab me first. They both did. So what I did was self-defense.”


“When all else fails, resort to violence,” Charlie says solemnly. “Like Dad says.”


My dad is just being sarcastic, and the “violence” is usually done to an inanimate object that he’s trying to fix. “Yeah, but only when all else fails. Okay?”


He nods.


We emerge on Thirty-fourth Street and keep moving north, toward Q Street and the closest Metro station. Unfortunately, it’s over a mile away and we attract attention, because my shirt is bloody.


An old lady just stares at us. A businessman frowns but says nothing. A man in fatigues calls out, “Are you two all right? Do you need help?”


“Oh, no thanks,” I tell him. “It’s actually ketchup.” I laugh, convincingly, I hope. After all, he can’t know that my voice is an octave higher than it usually is. “My little brother was trying to open two packets at once for his French fries, and they squirted all over me.” I roll my eyes and throw up my hands. “What can you do?”


Charlie says nothing, which is probably good.


The guy in fatigues looks at me funny, and I’m pretty sure he knows it’s not ketchup that’s on my shirt. But then he just shrugs and goes on his way.


My knees are shaking and I’ve got to lose this shirt, like, yesterday. But we’re almost to our destination, which is Dupont Circle, so I mop at my face with my shirtsleeve, twist my messy hair into a knot, and take off my backpack, holding it in front of me as we walk. I look at my watch. We’re half an hour early to this checkpoint. I really hope Mom and Dad make it this time. But the Mitch-and-Gary show back there puts a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.


What’s going on? How would they have known about our meeting points in case of a Code Black? That’s family-only knowledge. So did they get the information from Mom and Dad? And if so, then why did they try to force us to go with them? Have they done something to our parents?


“Why do you think Mom and Dad didn’t come?” Charlie asks.


“They probably just got held up somewhere,” I say breezily.


As we get on the Metro and head southeast across town, I really, really hope that’s true.





Chapter Three


Union Station is a huge, classical white building—really more than one building. It’s not only a train station, it’s also a mall with tons of shops and restaurants and access to the Metro. I’ve loved it ever since I was a kid. It’s been around forever, but in the eighties they did a massive renovation and gave the grand old lady a lot of cosmetic surgery. She really struts her stuff now.


Before we duck inside, I do a quick scan of the crowd around us. I know Mitch and Gary weren’t on our Metro train, but it bothers me that they knew where to meet us at the Georgetown Playground. Do they know that my parents have a locker here, too? Are they aware of the entire Andrews family backup plan?


The lockers at Union Station are near Gate A on the Amtrak Concourse, so we head over there. I know the combination by heart and have since before I was Charlie’s age—I just never seriously thought we’d have to do more than a drill.


I have the door open with a few twists of the lock—31-61-91—but this time my hands do shake. The encounter with Mitch and Gary has upset me more than I’d like to admit.


Inside are four backpacks for emergencies. I hand Charlie his, which contains three different sets of fake passports for him and fake student IDs for different schools. There’s also five hundred dollars cash, the equivalence of five hundred dollars in various other currencies, two prepaid phones, some tiny comm units, a secure laptop, two changes of clothes, some energy bars, and a bottle of water.


Mine holds the same basics, but no computer. I have a medical kit, too. I leave Mom’s and Dad’s where they are. Their packs have ammo and guns in them—in my mom’s case, a Sig Sauer and a Beretta, and in my dad’s case, a Ruger and a sniper rifle. While this is all standard gear for Agency employees of my parents’ classification, these are not items I want to carry around Union Station. They’re the spies. I’m just a kid.


Charlie and I zoom off to a ladies’ room, where I force him in with me despite his protests.


“I’m not going into the girls’ bathroom!” he insists.


“Yes, you are. We don’t know if Mitch followed us.”


He gets a mulish expression on his face, but I give him the stink eye. “C’mon, Charlotte. Inside.” Charlie’s disguise is not exactly to his liking.


He heaves a sigh, makes a face, and follows me in. With a silent apology, I do the politically incorrect thing, and we take over the stall reserved for handicapped visitors. I figure that if a person in a wheelchair rolls in, we can vacate it immediately—but for right now, we need the room that it offers.


The zippers of the packs sound really loud in the metal-enclosed space. I hear the door to the hallway open and two sets of female feet clip-clop inside.


“So I told him,” a woman’s voice says, “that his behavior was totally unacceptable. I mean, who does that!”


“What a loser,” the other woman says.


“No kidding . . .”


They continue to bash the unknown guy while they pee.


In the meantime, I put on a black T-shirt with holes in it, a black miniskirt, torn black tights, and combat boots. To complete the look, I slap very pale powder all over my face, ring my eyes with thick, funeral-black liner, and apply a vampy lipstick so dark that it looks black too. Because I suck at putting on makeup, I actually have to fix the smears I make with the eraser of my math pencil. I can imagine Aunt Sophie laughing her gorgeous blond butt off.


Once Soph tried to teach me how to use lip liner.


Only once. Let’s leave it at that.


Next comes the wig in—you guessed it—Goth black. It’s chin length with bangs, and I have to tuck my real hair up into a cap that feels sort of like a nylon stocking. I tug the wig into place and make sure it’s on my head evenly.


I wrap two black-leather, studded cuffs around my wrists, and loop a thick silver chain around my neck, then double it before fastening. The icing on top is the nose ring, which doesn’t go all the way through my skin but is pretty gross to insert. And does it ever feel weird.


Poor Charlie has put on a plaid miniskirt and a white top with a navy sweater over it. He sits on the floor and pulls on white knee socks and penny loafers. I add the blond, curly wig to his head, and he sticks his tongue out at me.


“You look like a vampire,” he says.


“Yeah? Well you look like Little Bo Peep.”


“Do not. Where are my sheep?”


“They’ll meet up with us later.” I wink at him.


Charlie rolls his eyes.


We stuff our old clothes into the backpacks and rezip them. Then we empty and ditch our school bags, take the escalator up to the street level, and get a taxi.
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