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One



Call me bored.

As in—terminally.

I’m a hundred pages into the Longest Book I’ve Ever Read—Moby-Dick—Bard Academy’s summer reading requirement. If you ask my opinion, Herman Melville could’ve shortened this tome by about five hundred pages if he wasn’t so long-winded (I mean, twenty pages alone on the color white? Yeah, I got it—okay? The whale is WHITE. Sheesh. Get on with it!).

I glance out the grungy window of my Chicago Transit Authority bus seat and see jet skiers and wind-surfers dotting the horizon on Lake Michigan. I have to take the bus to work because my driving privileges are still revoked (see: Dad still holding a grudge about his totaled BMW from a year ago). Looking at the long stretch of water, I find myself wondering what it would be like if that whale came to life. I can almost imagine a wave becoming a giant whale, rising up, and swallowing three jet skiers whole.

A bike darts in front of the bus and the driver slams on the brakes, throwing me forward and nearly making me drop my book. For an instant, I feel adrenaline running through my veins and my muscles tense up, ready for a fight. I half expect Moby Dick or some other menacing fictional character to appear out of nowhere. I have to remind myself that those things don’t happen out here in the real world. My heart rate slows down and I take a few deep breaths. I’m not at Bard. Not where ghosts walk the halls and fictional characters come to life. That was just another posttraumatic Bard moment.

But some of you probably never heard of Bard.

Let me recap.

My dad sent me away to delinquent boarding school (Bard Academy) for my sophomore year after wrecking his Beemer. But what he doesn’t know is that Bard is not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill boarding school for delinquents. It’s staffed with the ghosts of famous writers, and fictional characters sometimes come to life and wander the campus. This is Bard’s big secret, but few people know it. Just me and a few of my friends. And by the way, we managed to save the school (oh yeah, and the world) twice from total annihilation. You see, not all the ghosts there are good ghosts. I found that out the hard way.

I close the book on my lap and take a deep breath. At Bard, some books hold special powers. But out here, away from school, the book is just ordinary, I remind myself. Nothing to worry about.

Still, just in case, I tuck the book snugly into my backpack. You never know.

I glance out the window and recognize the strip shopping mall where I work. I’m about to miss my stop. I grab my bag and push open the back door, then step out into a humid August day. There, glaring at me in hot pink, is the sign I’ve come to hate. It reads “In the Pink” and it hangs above the store that belongs to my Dad’s third wife, Carmen. I’ve been forced to work here all summer without pay to help “offset my Bard tuition,” which is how Dad puts it. I never thought I’d see something scarier than some of the ghosts I’d come face-to-face with at Bard Academy, but Carmen’s shop is one big horror show. There are pink plush toys, pink garters, pink toothbrushes—and (serious ew here) pink edible underwear. It’s nice to know that instead of saving for my college education, Dad has opted to fritter my tuition away on inflatable flamingos and posters of pigs in ballet tutus. Clearly, In the Pink (or, as I like to call it, In the Puke) is of so much more social significance than, say, me becoming a doctor and one day curing cancer. Not that I would, but In the Pink definitely isn’t going to.

“You’re late,” Carmen says to me the minute I walk through the door. She’s snapping pink bubble gum at me as she tosses a pink, furry boa over my head. This is what she forces employees (i.e., me) to wear. I glance up at the clock.

“Technically, I’m an hour early,” I tell her, nodding at the giant neon pink clock in the shape of lips on the wall.

“You know that clock doesn’t work,” Carmen snaps.

“Like half of the stuff in here,” I mumble, but she doesn’t hear me.

“Honestly, Miranda. If you were mine, I would seriously think about disowning you,” she says. This is Carmen’s idea of being warm. My “stepmom,” who hasn’t been able to keep a goldfish alive and has the mothering instincts of a brick, is twenty-six. That’s not even a decade older than I am. This is why I sometimes call Dad a pedophile just to see him get mad. It works every time.

I ignore her and take up my place behind the cash register. I plunk down my bag and open up Moby-Dick. There aren’t exactly dozens of people clamoring to buy broken lip clocks.

“Reading? Again?” Carmen scoffs. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you since you’ve been back from Bard Academy, but you’re reading way too much. You know reading causes you to have to wear glasses. And that would just spoil your whole face.”

I want to tell her that never having read a book in her life has probably spoiled her whole brain, but I managed to bite my tongue. Comments like that just make their way straight back to Dad, and then he threatens to send me off to juvenile detention. As it is, I’m just three days away from heading back to Bard Academy for my junior year. Normally, I’d be dreading it. But, recently, I’ve found myself actually wanting to get back to Bard.

In some ways, the real world just seems so, well, boring. Besides, at Bard, I’m someone special. Turns out I’m part fiction, distantly related to Catherine of Wuthering Heights fame. At Bard, I’m more than just my dad’s child support payment or Carmen’s surly employee. I really am someone. Someone who saved the school. Twice. Here, I’m just one more underappreciated adolescent taking the bus and working a grunt job.

“Anyway, I’ve told you a million times that you can’t read while we have customers,” Carmen scolds as she wraps a long piece of her newly highlighted hair around one finger.

I glance up and around the store. There are no customers. Not unless you count the eighty-year-old woman who’s been nosing around the fifty-percent-off bin. As I look up, she picks up a pack of edible underwear, sniffs it, and then drops it back in the bin.

Gross.

“No reading while we have customers,” Carmen says. “We have an image to uphold.”

I can think of a million smart things to say here. Like the fact that I’m sorry to be reading when we’ve got such a stampede of customers lining around the block to buy pink Post-it notes that say “Queen of Pink” on them. Or the fact that I can’t see how Moby-Dick would do anything but improve the image of a store in a strip shopping mall stuffed between a dry cleaner’s and a Dunkin Donuts.

Instead, I settle for, “Oh yes, we’re the model of sophistication,” while I hold up a pink roll of condoms in a package shaped like a lollypop.

“Shut up,” she snaps, because Carmen never can think of anything smart to say back to me. Dad certainly didn’t marry her for her sparkling personality, that’s for sure. She grabs the neon condoms out of my hand and puts them on a nearby shelf.

Three more days. Only three more days. And then I am out of here and back to Bard, and to…my complicated love life. In one corner, there’s my ex, Ryan Kent, state championship basketball player. Gorgeous. Smart. Sweet. And totally uninterested in dating me anymore. In the other corner, there’s Heathcliff. Brooding. Mysterious. Serious bad-boy mojo. And completely off-limits because he’s a) a fictional character, and b) did I mention he’s fiction? He is the original bad boy from Wuthering Heights and the Bard faculty told me explicitly that I couldn’t date him because he doesn’t belong in this world.

Most girls my age have to worry about whether or not the boy of their dreams knows they exist. I have to worry whether or not my boy actually does exist. It’s a strange, strange world.

I put my hand to the locket I wear around my neck, the one that contains a bit of a page from Wuthering Heights. It’s the one thing that’s keeping Heathcliff in this world. If it were destroyed, he’d be sent straight back to his fictional universe. That he gave it to me speaks volumes about how much he trusts me—especially since Heathcliff normally doesn’t trust anyone.

The shop bell dings and my dad walks through. Reflexively, I frown. Dad and I do not get along. That’s because Dad has the emotional maturity of a fourth-grader. And I like to point this out. Often.

“There’s my baby!” he says in his exaggerated enthusiasm reserved only for Carmen. He gives her a leer, which makes him look like a lecherous old man. His bald head gleams in the pink fluorescent lights of the store.

“Honey bear!” she cries, and she runs over to give him a sloppy kiss. Tongue is involved, and I feel like I’m going to vomit. I long for the days when Dad and Carmen fought. That was before Dad dropped a hundred Gs on In the Puke. That’s paid for probably a lot more than French kisses. The thought makes me want to wretch. There’s only one thing worse than imagining your own parents having sex, and that’s imagining them having sex with someone else.

He doesn’t acknowledge my presence at all for a full five minutes while he and Carmen exchange sickeningly sweet baby talk. Just when I feel like I’m very close to putting my own eye out with one of Carmen’s pink fuzzy disco ball pens, Dad looks up and sees me.

“How’s my little worker today?” Even Dad can’t manage to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “She hasn’t caused you any trouble today, has she, Carmen?”

I haven’t caused trouble the whole freakin’ summer. Not that Dad would notice. Even now, he’s already distracted by the edible underwear display. He doesn’t even have the attention span to listen to Carmen’s answer. Not that I want his attention. If he’s not ignoring me, that means he’s threatening to send me off to juvie.

“She’s been fine, although you know she’s reading too much,” Carmen says. “It’s a distraction for the customers.”

“Oh yeah, and that isn’t?” I mumble, glancing over at the bachelorette section with the giant blow-up pink penis. You know, because little old ladies who are shopping for pink stationery and pink ballpoint pens are also in the market for a giant pink pecker. Only Carmen would think those two go together. And maybe for her they do. She was the one, after all, who would have sex with my dad on the office copier back when he was married to his second wife. Maybe she just associates sex with office products.

“Um-hmmmm,” Dad says, clearly not listening, as he picks up a packet of edible strawberry thongs. Serious ew factor. “By the way, where’s my other daughter?”

“You mean Lindsay?” I say. I wonder if he’s temporarily forgotten my sister’s name. I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s always forgetting our birthdays. Our names wouldn’t be much of a stretch.

“I thought she was with you,” Carmen says.

Dad shrugs. “She’s not with me….”

I sigh. “I don’t suppose either of you remembered to pick her up from tennis camp? It ended this morning.”

Lindsay had insisted on going to some tennis camp this summer. Lindsay had never hit a tennis ball in her life, but that didn’t stop her from signing up. Apparently, all the cool kids from her school went, because the most popular girl in her class also happened to be on the varsity team. Lindsay was always chasing after the popular kids. It was so sad and pathetic, really. She never really fit in, but that didn’t stop her from sucking up to them all the same. And that’s why they kept her around, as far as I could see. She was their personal slave—doing their homework, running their errands, at their beck and call night or day.

“Camp?” Dad echoes, memory starting to dawn. “Was I supposed to pick her up? Or was your mother?”

“Mom said it was your turn,” I say. I glance at my watch. If nobody remembered to pick her up, she’d been staring at empty tennis courts at Northwestern for close to five hours. Poor Lindsay. “Didn’t she call you?” I ask Dad.

“I haven’t had my phone on,” he says, shrugging.

Great. Am I the only adult here? If Dad hadn’t confiscated my phone as punishment for talking back to Carmen in June, Lindsay could’ve called me.

“I told you you were supposed to go,” Carmen tells Dad, who frowns.

“Why couldn’t you pick her up, then, if you remembered?” he snaps at her, his good mood suddenly gone. “How am I supposed to remember everything?”

“I’ve got a business to run, in case you haven’t noticed,” Carmen spits.

And then, while Dad and Carmen are arguing about who’s responsible for this latest child-rearing debacle (I swear, neither one of them is responsible enough to raise gerbils), I hear a tap on the glass at the front window.

I look up to see Lindsay standing there, looking peeved, her hands on her hips and her hair a bit of a mess. I don’t know how she got here, but chances are none of those popular kids gave her a ride. They usually just ask for favors, they don’t grant them. Maybe she took the el? In any case, I guess she got tired of waiting.

She sticks her tongue out at me, like she’s always done since she was five. Lindsay doesn’t like the fact that I don’t approve of her desperate attempts to be popular. That is so not my scene. I’m the artsy, thrift-store girl, not the buy-anything-with-a-designer-label kind of girl. Still, I keep trying to tell Lindsay she’s better off not being a popular drone, but she won’t listen to me. Even now she looks like she’s trying too hard in her head-to-toe Lacoste tennis ensemble. I don’t know how she ever convinced Mom to buy it. But Lindsay always gets whatever she wants, including a one-hundred-and-twenty-five-dollar tennis skirt that she’ll only wear once. Lindsay typically always tries to play the “good kid” card by pointing out how bad I am, and she usually gets the parentals to buy her whatever she wants.

She jangles keys in the window. They’re Dad’s spare car keys that he keeps in a magnetized tin box underneath his bumper. I’d recognize the key chain anywhere. It’s one of Carmen’s. It’s a pink furry slipper.

“Um, guys…?” I say, trying to interrupt Carmen and Dad, who are still going at it. Those two argue as crassly as they make out. It’s really kind of gross.

As I watch, Lindsay flips Dad off (although Dad can’t see) and then climbs into the driver’s seat of his brand-new shiny Land Rover. I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing. She’s fourteen. The most driving experience she’s ever had is playing Mario Kart.

“Dad,” I say, starting to worry now. She looks like she’s turning over the engine. I hear his Land Rover rev. “Lindsay’s over there. She’s in your car.”

“She’s what!” Dad shouts, just as Lindsay sticks out her tongue at the three of us, and then turns around as if she has the car in reverse. But she doesn’t. She’s got the car in drive, and faster than you can say “The Fast and the Furious,” she’s run straight into the window of In the Puke, shattering glass everywhere and nearly running over the little old lady by the sales bin. The front bumper of the Land Rover comes to a screeching halt about a foot from the counter where we’re standing. Lindsay has a look of surprise on her face, too. I’m guessing she didn’t quite mean to actually run through the store. She meant to steal Dad’s car, only she didn’t know which gear was which.

I’m the first to recover from my shock, and I glance over at Carmen, who looks like Macaulay Culkin from the original Home Alone movies. She’s got both her hands on her face and her mouth in a big, round O. Dad is turning various shades of red and purple. He can’t even form words he’s so mad.

This can’t be good.

“Uh, Dad, this is like totally Miranda’s fault,” Lindsay sputters, pointing to me. “She’s a bad influence!”







Two



“So what is Bard like?” Lindsay asks me for the hundredth time since we started the trip to Bard Academy.

This was Dad’s idea of punishing her—sending her along with me to Bard Academy. Only it’s far more a punishment for me, because Lindsay simply will not be quiet. She’s literally not shut up since we got to the airport, and since then we’ve been on a bus and we’re now on a boat taking us to Shipwreck Island, home to Bard Academy. Of course, Dad knew it would suck for me. That’s why he did it. Lindsay did blame me for her little car stunt, and Dad, as usual, believed her. This is because Lindsay is the “nice” daughter and I’m the one with the “bad attitude.”

“I asthed you a quethyon,” Lindsay lisps. The lisp is from her retainer, which she wears twenty-four/seven. She’s the only person I know who actually follows her orthodontist’s instructions. She’s convinced that having perfect teeth is the ticket to being popular. She didn’t even really need the retainer, but insisted on one because one of the popular kids once hinted she had a bit of an overbite. Naturally, trying to explain that this kid was probably just trying to get under Lindsay’s skin didn’t fly.

“Hello—earff to Miranda!” she trills.

A bit of her spittle falls on my arm.

“You’re spitting on me!” I cry, wiping it away.

“Thorry,” she says. “Tho? What’th the deal?”

“It’s a delinquent boarding school, so it’s got a lot of delinquents,” I say for the hundredth time. How else do you explain Bard? First off, I can’t exactly tell her what the school is really like. I can’t spill the big secret, which is that it’s actually a kind of literary purgatory.

“But what kind of delinquents?”

Lindsay is taking far too great an interest in the wayward brethren of the school. I’m going to have to tell Mom about this. Of course, I can’t believe Mom let her favorite child go in the first place, but she put up a minimal fuss. She’s been too distracted lately by her blazing love affair with Mr. Perkins, Lindsay’s math teacher.

“You’ll see when we get there. It’s Gothic and boring and strict, okay?”

“Like Gothic how? Like Picture of Dorian Gray Gothic?”

I glance at her. “You read Picture of Dorian Gray?”

“Duh—last year. I got MacKenzie an A on her paper.” MacKenzie is the queen bee at Lindsay’s school and Lindsay literally worships her.

“You shouldn’t write papers for her,” I scold. “You ought to let her do that herself.”

“She’s my friend,” Lindsay says, crossing her arms and jutting out her chin.

“She’s not your friend,” I snap. “She’s just using you.”

“Whatever,” Lindsay says, sticking her lower lip out in a pout. She’s mad at me, but on the bright side, maybe she’ll be quiet.

“Do you think we’ll be roommates?” she asks after a second. There goes quiet.

“No,” I say. “You’re a freshman. I’m a junior.”

“So are there gangs at the school? And drugs? And fights?” Lindsay seems to really dig the idea of going to school with a thug element. I’m not sure where this is coming from. For most of her life she’s been safely tucked into her honors classes.

“Why are you so obsessed with delinquents?”

“Well, I don’t know any, except for you. I just think it would be cool to know some.”

I think about Parker Rodham, one of the richest girls at the school, who is also accused of poisoning her mother. There is nothing cool about her, unless you think ruthless evil is cool.

“Are you serious?” I ask her.

“Duh,” she says, rolling her eyes. “My old school was boring. I’m glad I’m going with you.”

I can’t believe this. My wannabe prom queen sister is actually stoked about being sent away to delinquent boarding school. Unbelievable. My dad thought this would be such a punishment for her, but she actually likes the idea of being a tough girl.

I look at her and I can’t believe we’re sisters. For one thing, we only share a passing resemblance. We have the same pale complexion, and nearly the same height, but beyond that, I’m skinnier and Lindsay has all the curves. The girl developed at thirteen, whereas I’m basically still waiting. And while I’m wearing clothes of the punk chick-meets-Sienna Miller variety, she looks like a car wreck between two warring prep gangs. Basically, Martha’s Vineyard meets Orange County, which is trademark MacKenzie style.

“Lindsay, there’s a seriously bad element at the school, you know,” I warn her. “You have to be careful.”

“I will,” Lindsay promises. “But you’re there to protect me, so I’m not too scared. Besides, don’t you have that boyfriend of yours? What’s his name? Heathcliff?”

“How do you know about Heathcliff?” I ask her sharply.

She shrugs. “I’ve only been reading your mail. And your password-protected blog.”

“Why, you little…” I can’t believe she hacked into my computer! I’d been keeping an offline blog of sorts, just to try to sort out my feelings. Besides, Ms. W said I should keep a diary or journal, to help me deal with life in general.

“But what happened to that Ryan guy? I thought you were gaga over him.”

“None of your business.”

Even I don’t know quite how I feel about my ex these days. Or about Heathcliff, for that matter.

“I thought you weren’t even allowed to date,” Lindsay says, referring to the fact that my parents forbade me to date at the end of freshman year when I snuck out of the house to meet a boy who tried to get me drunk.

The ferry horn blows, signaling the fact that we’re closing in on Shipwreck Island and Bard Academy. Lindsay grabs her massive backpack and pulls out a folder with printouts she’s made of her research of Shipwreck Island. She’s always well organized. It’s how she keeps all the papers she’s doing for other people straight.

“You know it was supposed to be a place where pirates hung out,” Lindsay says, showing me the fruits of her Google search. “It’s rumored there’s even an old pirate ship there. In a place called Whale Cove.”

“Is not,” I say, whipping the printout from her hand.

Lindsay shrugs. “Tho don’t believe me. What do I care? Anyway, how deep do you think that water ith?” she asks, looking over the side of the boat where the dark, cold water sloshes against the side of the hull. For some reason, it’s always foggy and overcast every time I make this trip, so the water between Maine and Shipwreck Island always looks inky black.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I think it’s creepy, though.”

“I think it’s cool,” Lindsay says, leaning nearly as far over the railing as she can so she can get a look down below. I grab her by the belt loops and pull her back down.

“Close your mouth or your retainer is going to fall out,” I warn. “And you’ll fall in after it.”

“Whatever,” Lindsay lisps, spitting a little as she talks. She glances up and points to a single figure standing on the shore. “Who’th that?”

I know even before I get close enough to see his face that those big, broad shoulders belong to Heathcliff. He’s not allowed to leave the island, so he’s been stuck there all summer. My heart speeds up a little bit. I wonder how long he’s been waiting there for me. He runs a hand through his thick, jet-black hair and then holds his hand there as if to shade it from the overcast sky. He’s as dark and magnetic as ever. I throw up my arm to wave at him and he does the same. I didn’t realize until this moment just how much I missed him.

“Is that him? Is that Heathcliff?” Lindsay chirps beside me, jumping up and down and making a spectacle of herself. “You didn’t tell me he was so hot!”

Other people are starting to stare at Lindsay’s theatrics, probably because they’ve never seen anyone as hyper as my sister before. As we move in closer, Heathcliff gives my sister a quizzical glance, but nothing more than a glance. His eyes are fixed directly on me. I don’t think they leave me at all. I can feel them on me as I grab my bags and head down the gangplank to shore.

A slow smile spreads across my face as I get nearer to Heathcliff, who is standing very still on the beach, his hands stuffed in his pockets. I can’t read his expression exactly, but I think he’s glad to see me. When I’m face-to-face with him, though, I feel a sudden awkwardness.

“Hi,” I manage shyly. Heathcliff has that effect on me. I lose my ability to speak clearly. Behind me, I hear Lindsay struggling with one of her four bags. I’m determined to let her struggle. I told her not to bring too much luggage, but the girl insisted on bringing half the Nordstrom juniors’ department.

“Hey,” he says back, and then grabs my bag.

“So how long have you been waiting for me?” I ask, teasing.

“All summer,” he says, completely serious. He reaches up and gently tucks a stray piece of hair behind my ear. His touch makes me shiver. And there’s something about him that makes all the words in my head simply dry up and disappear. But Heathcliff doesn’t seem to mind the lack of conversation. He is, after all, the strong and silent type.

Lindsay interrupts the Hallmark moment, though, as she finally catches up to me, huffing and puffing with her bags, and being her usual annoying self.

“Thankth for the help,” she says sarcastically, dropping her bags around her and accidentally landing one on Heathcliff’s foot. Heathcliff doesn’t even flinch, he just glances at the bag and then at Lindsay, a curious look on his face.

“I’m sorry about that,” I say, quickly tugging Lindsay’s heavy bag off his foot. “This is my—”

Before I can finish, Lindsay has prattled on, spitting as she talks. “Tho, you’re Heathcliff? I’ve heard all about you,” she says. “You’re like totally a tough guy, right? I mean, what did you do to get thent here? Did you kill thomeone? You can tell me if you did, because I will totally not tell anyone. I mean, Miranda thays I can’t keep a thecret, that’s thuch a lie. I totally can. I mean, you had to do thomething really bad, right? Miranda said you can fight and stuff, and she is like, totally, into you, which ith crazy because it’th not like Dad would let her ever date a delinquent. I mean, no offense or anything, but you do look at least twenty-four, and how old did you thay you were again?”

I worry how Heathcliff might react. He’s not known for his patience. But he doesn’t look angry, just puzzled. My sister has that effect on a lot of people.

“And I’ve read all about you because Miranda won’t thop…” She’s literally spraying Heathcliff with spit.

I step on Lindsay’s foot, hard. “OW!” she cries. “What’d you do that for?”

“You’re spitting,” I say.

“What! It’s not my fault,” she says. And then she does the unthinkable. She takes out her retainer and actually holds it up for Heathcliff to see. He looks at it like she just threw up an alien. She wipes it on her jeans and then she actually puts it back in her mouth.

“This,” I say and sigh, “is my little sister, Lindsay.”

Heathcliff nods slowly.

“I don’t know why you did that,” Lindsay is saying, rubbing her foot. “I mean, it’th not like violence ever tholves anything. Of courth, Heathcliff might disagree, and, I mean, like no offenth or anything, but brute force ith just not where it’th at. Besides, it’th not even like I told him anything really embarrathing, like how you scribbled hith name a million times in your journal and you—”

“Lindsay!” I shout, exasperated.

“What? I’m just thaying you thouldn’t keep your feelingth in all the time. Maybe if you let them out once in a while you wouldn’t be thuch a basket case. Ooh! Ith that the buth? Are we going on that buth to the thcool? It’th kind of thmall for all of us. I wonder if they have room for my bagth.”

Lindsay runs up ahead to the bus that’s parked near the dock, leaving us alone with her four giant bags.

“Does she always talk this much?” Heathcliff asks me, looking a little bewildered.

“I’m afraid so,” I say, and sigh.







Three



In the campus chapel during orientation, Lindsay is the only one actually taking notes as Headmaster B runs through the usual list of Bard no-no’s (no cell phones, computers, games, or anything else that runs on batteries and/or would possibly distract or entertain you). Heathcliff keeps sneaking glances at my sister, as if he can’t believe the two of us are related. I can’t either, actually. For her part, she shows absolutely no fear when it comes to Heathcliff (actually telling him to sit up straight, asking him why he never speaks more than one-word answers to questions, and the endless pestering about what he did to be sent to Bard in the first place). Honestly, I don’t think Heathcliff has ever run into somebody who feared him less. Most people in the school give Heathcliff a wide berth. He is the one, after all, who took out three school Guardians by himself, not to mention the things I’ve seen him do (wrestle with Dracula, for starters). But Lindsay shows no fear. At this rate, she’s going to last two days at Bard.

“There you are!” Blade cries, finding the three of us in the crowd after orientation, while the church empties out to the lines of boys and girls where our bags will be searched. Blade is my former roomie and also a self-professed Wiccan witch. On a Goth scale of one to ten, she’s an eleven. Since I’ve last seen her, she’s dyed her hair black with red streaks, and over the summer has gotten a new set of eyebrow piercings. She’s also wearing a chain that connects her left eyebrow to her nose ring. You’d think she had done something really bad to be sent here. Come to find out, it’s mainly because she likes putting up pictures of Satan on her walls to get under the skin of her father, who happens to be a pastor.

“Doesn’t that hurt when you raise your eyebrow?” I ask her, pointing to her latest face piercing.

“Nah, not anymore,” Blade says. “Hey, who’s this?”

My sister, Lindsay, for once, has shut up, and she’s just staring at Blade, her mouth open. It may be the eyebrow ring, or the black lipstick, or the fact that Blade’s sporting a red pentagram on her cheek in lipstick.

“Wow—you are tho cool” is all Lindsay can say, mouth open in awe.

“Hardly,” says Hana, who joins us. Hana was the first person I met at Bard and the closest thing to a best friend I have here. I throw my arms around her and give her a squeeze. “Whoa, let me breathe, girl,” she says, backing up a bit. She’s also the one I’ve been IMing all summer, and I feel like we’ve never been apart. Her summer was filled with family drama—as in, a lack thereof. Her parents spent the summer in Switzerland, leaving her alone in their New York penthouse suite. Hana was sent to Bard mainly because she got kicked out of other boarding schools and her parents can’t be bothered to deal. I don’t have time to ask Hana about her little brother (the one she’d been babysitting for the better part of the summer), before Samir joins us. He’s our group’s resident goofball.

“My man H!” Samir cries, putting up a fist for Heathcliff to meet. Only Heathcliff just leaves Samir hanging, giving him a dirty look. Like I said before, Heathcliff is the original brooding bad boy. “Er, right, well, maybe they didn’t have that in 1847.”

“What?” asks Lindsay, confused.

“He’s joking,” I say quickly. The last thing I want to do is get into the big secret with Lindsay.

“Guys, this is my kid sister, Lindsay. Lindsay—that’s Hana and Samir and Blade.”

“Like, ohmigod, real delinquents,” Lindsay says, rubbing her hands together in glee. “Tho, like, tell me, what did you guyth do to get thent here?”

 

“Are you sure you two are related?” Hana asks me as the two of us unpack our suitcases in the senior girls’ dorm. She’s my roommate this year, because Blade went off to room with one of her Goth friends, who’s a witch-in-training. Blade said she felt bad about abandoning me, but at the same time felt the need to stay true to her Wiccan roots. Honestly, I don’t mind. Blade’s idea of room décor is pictures of skulls and Satan. Plus, most of her “spells” smell like old gym socks.

“I think she was switched with my real sister at birth,” I say, shaking my head.

“You think she’s going to be okay?” Hana asks me.

The last time we saw her was when we dropped her off at her dorm, which is next door to ours.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I just hope she doesn’t get in trouble, which she’s prone to do, especially if she goes around asking everybody why they’re delinquents.”

“Yeah, that’s not the sort of thing to win you friends among the criminal set,” Hana says. “And there are plenty of those types at Bard.”

She’s right. The school mostly falls into six basic cliques: druggies, freaks, Goths, kleptos, jocks/date rapists, and white-collar criminals (the extremely rich kids). The lst group doesn’t need Bard Academy scholarships (offered up to thirty percent of the student body), and everybody knows they are the absolute worst offenders. Ironically, they also seem like the most clean cut.

Hana, Samir, and I stay out of the cliques for the most part. Blade has her Goth friends, but we don’t usually hang with them. I wonder how Lindsay is going to fit in.

“Miranda Tate, are you sure you’ve got the right room?” purrs the unmistakably evil voice of Parker Rodham, interrupting my thoughts. Parker is standing in our doorway looking her usual viper self, her sleek blond hair pulled up tight in a ponytail, her makeup flawless, and she’s clad from head to toe in Burberry.

Parker, a.k.a. queen of the white-collar kids, is rumored to have poisoned her mother and nearly killed her, as well as murdered two of her ex-boyfriends in convenient “accidents.” She also happens to hate my guts for dating Ryan Kent last semester, because she’s been pining over him since he transferred to Bard.
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