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  “Something of vengeance I had tasted for the first time;


  as aromatic wine it seemed, on swallowing, warm and racy:


  its after-flavor, metallic and corroding, gave me a


  sensation as if I had been poisoned.”


  —CHARLOTTE BRONTË
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  I COULDN’T DECIDE WHAT TO WEAR. AT FIRST I THOUGHT casual, like jeans and a button-down; then I

  thought no, in case his parents are there, I should wear a dress, something somber like my gray scoop neck with the skinny belt. Then that looked too much like a funeral outft, so I tried a

  marigold silk shirtdress, but that looked too spring, too cheerful.




  The elevator doors ding open and I step out into the hall-way. It’s early Monday morning, an hour before school starts. I’m carrying a wicker basket of freshly baked chocolate chunk

  cookies and a get-well card covered in pink- and red-lipsticked lips. I’m wearing a navy turtleneck sweater and a camel-colored miniskirt, cream tights, brown suede ankle booties with a high

  heel. I curled my hair and did it halfway up, halfway down.




  Fingers crossed I don’t look as guilty as I feel.




  At least it wasn’t as bad as it could have been—that’s what I keep telling myself. It certainly looked bad that night. It looked horrible. Watching Reeve fall off the stage and

  onto the gym floor in a twisted heap . . . it’s something I’ll never forget. But there was no spinal damage, just some bruising and soreness. His only injury was a broken fibula. Which,

  I know, isn’t great.




  He would have been released sooner if not for the hospital running a bunch of tests to make sure Reeve hadn’t suffered a seizure. As far as I know, they didn’t test him for drugs. I

  was sure they would, but Kat was pretty confident they wouldn’t bother with someone like Reeve, an athlete. So no one knows about the ecstasy that I slipped in his drink. Reeve won’t be

  suspended and I won’t be going to jail. He’s supposed to be discharged today.




  I guess we both got off easy.




  Now we go back to our normal lives. Whatever that means. After everything that’s happened this year, I don’t know if I’ll ever feel “normal” again, or if I even

  want to. It’s like there was the Before Lillia and now there’s the After Lillia. The Before Lillia didn’t have a care in the world; she didn’t have a clue. Before Lillia

  couldn’t have handled any of this—she wouldn’t have known what to do with herself. I’m a lot tougher now, not so soft and lily-white. I’ve been through things;

  I’ve seen things. I’m not the girl on the beach anymore. That all changed the moment we met those guys.




  I used to be scared of leaving Jar Island, of being so far away from my family and my friends. But now I think about how when I go to college next year, no one there will know Before Lillia or

  After Lillia. I’ll just be Lillia.




  The woman at the reception desk smiles at me and asks, “Are you here to see our celebrity football player?”




  I smile back and nod.




  “He’s at the end of the hall.”




  “Thank you,” I say. Then I ask, “Is anybody here with him?”




  “That cute little brunette,” the woman says with a wink.




  Rennie. I don’t think she’s left his side since Saturday night. I’ve called her twice, but she hasn’t called me back. She’s probably still annoyed with me for

  getting homecoming queen over her.




  I make my way down the hall, clutching my basket and the card. I hate hospitals; I always have. The fluorescent lights, the smells . . . When I was little, I would try and hold my breath for as

  long as I possibly could. I’m good at holding my breath now, but I don’t play the game anymore.




  The closer I get to his room, the faster my heart beats. All I can hear is the sound of it beating and the clacking of my heels on the linoleum.




  I’m standing outside his hospital room now. His name is written on the door. It’s closed all but a crack. I set my basket down so I can knock, and then I hear Reeve’s voice,

  defiant and husky. “I don’t care what the doctors say. There’s no way my recovery time is gonna be that long. I’m in peak physical condition. I’ll be back on the field

  in no time.”




  She sniffles. “We’ll show them, Reevie.”




  Someone brushes past me. A nurse. “Excuse me, hon,” she chirps, and opens the door wide. The nurse pushes through the curtain that divides the room in half and disappears into the

  other side.




  And then there’s Reeve, in a faded hospital gown. He hasn’t shaved, there’s a bit of scruff on his chin, and there are black circles underneath both of his eyes. He’s got

  an IV drip in one of his arms, and his leg is in a huge cast, from his foot up to his thigh. His toes, what I can see of them poking out of the cast, are purple and swollen. His arms, too, are all

  cut up and scabby, probably from the broken glass that fell down on top of everyone that night. A few of the bigger wounds are sewn closed with thin black suture strings. He seems strangely small

  in the hospital bed. Not like himself.




  Rennie’s eyes are red-rimmed, and they narrow when she sees me. “Hey.”




  I swallow and hold up my card. “It’s from the girls on the squad. They—they all send their best.” Then I remember the cookies. I move to bring the basket to Reeve, but I

  change my mind and set it on a chair by the door. “I brought you cookies. They’re chocolate chunk, I think I remember you liking them when I baked them for Key Club bake sale last year.

  . . .” Why am I still talking?




  Reeve quickly wipes his eyes with the bedsheet. Gruffly he says, “Thanks, but I don’t eat junk during football season.”




  I can’t help it. I stare at his cast. “Right. Sorry.”




  “The doctor’s coming back any minute to discharge him,” Rennie says. “You should probably go.”




  I can feel my face reddening. “Oh. Sure. Feel better, Reeve.”




  I don’t know if I’m imagining it, but when he looks at me over Rennie’s shoulder, I think I see hate in his eyes. Then he closes them. “Bye,” he says.




  I’m halfway down the hallway when I stop and finally let out a breath. My knees are shaking. I still have the card clutched in my hands.
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  “IT’S DEAD,” I SAY, AND LET MY HEAD FALL ONTO THE steering wheel. “Dead as a doornail.”




  My older brother, Pat, wipes his hands on a dirty rag. “Kat, quit being such a drama queen and turn the freaking key again.”




  I do as I’m told. I turn the key in the ignition of our convertible. Nothing happens. No sound, no rumble. Nothing. “This is stupid.” I say it, because even though Pat knows

  what he’s doing when it comes to any kind of engine, there’s no saving this jalopy. Our family needs a new car, or at least one built in this freaking decade. I climb out and slam the

  door so hard the entire convertible shakes. I don’t need to be walking to school, freezing my ass off this winter. Or worse, taking the bus. Hello! I’m a senior.




  Pat shoots me a dirty look and then goes back to the engine. He’s got the hood popped open, and he’s pitched forward between the headlights. A few of Pat’s friends are gathered

  around, watching him while they pound our dad’s beers. Their favorite way to spend a Monday afternoon. Pat asks Skeeter for a wrench and then starts tapping it on something metallic.




  I come around behind my brother. “Maybe it’s the battery,” I say. “I think the radio turned off before it crapped out on me.” It happened this afternoon. I decided

  to skip eighth period and drive to Mary’s house. I wanted to check on her, because I hadn’t seen her in the hallways. I bet she was still too shaken up after what happened at the dance

  to come to school. She was scared out of her mind that Reeve might be hurt. Poor thing. But I didn’t get far. The car died, right there in the school parking lot.




  My first thought was Is this karma?




  I sure as shit hope not.




  Pat turns to reach for another tool, and he nearly knocks me on my ass. “God, would you relax? Go smoke a cigarette or something.”




  I have been a little, um, skittish the last few days. I mean, who wouldn’t be, after what went down at homecoming? Never in a million years did I expect to see Reeve wheeled out on an

  ambulance stretcher. We wanted him kicked off the football team for getting caught high on drugs. We didn’t want him put in the hospital.




  I keep reminding myself that what happened at the dance wasn’t our fault. It was an electrical fire. The newspaper even said so today. So there you have it. The explosions were what caused

  Reeve to freak out and fall off the stage. Not the drugs Lillia slipped in his drink. Facts are facts.




  And to be honest, the electrical fire was actually a blessing in disguise. Obviously, it sucks that people got hurt. A bunch of kids had to get stitches from the falling broken glass, a freshman

  boy had a burn on his arm from the sparks, and one of the older teachers got treated for smoke inhalation. But the electrical fire took the heat off us—pun intended. Reeve’s injury was

  just another casualty of the chaos. There’s no way he’d remember Lillia giving him the spiked drink, with all that was going on.




  At least that’s what I keep telling Lillia.




  Pat holds up the silver dipstick to his buddies and they shake their heads, like it’s some kind of travesty. “Geez, Kat! When’s the last time you checked the oil?”




  “I thought that was your job.”




  “It’s basic car maintenance.”




  I roll my eyes. “Did you take my cigarettes?”




  “I had one or two,” he says sheepishly. Pat points over at his workbench. I go grab them, and of course my brand-new pack is empty. I throw it at his head.




  “You want a ride to the gas station?” Ricky asks me, helmet in his hand. “I need to fill up my bike anyway.”




  “Thanks, Ricky.”




  As we walk out of the garage, Ricky puts his hand on the small of my back. Immediately I think of Alex Lind at home-coming, how he gallantly led Lillia out of the pandemonium to safety. I wish I

  didn’t have to see that go down. Not that I’m jealous or anything. More like the corniness made my stomach hurt. I wonder if he was being nice, or if he’s actually into her. Not

  that I care. As I climb on the back of Ricky’s bike, I inch up as close as I can to him, so we’re practically spooning.




  He turns his head around and says, in a low voice, “You’re killing me. You know that, right?” before flicking his helmet visor down.




  I can see my reflection in it, and I look pretty hot. I give him a wink and an innocent look. “Drive,” I order him. And he makes his engine growl for me.




  The truth is, if I want a guy, I can get him. Alex Lind included.




  The sun is setting on a gray sky, and the roads are mostly empty. This is what it’s like here on Jar Island come fall. More than half the population in summertime vanishes. There’ll

  be a few tourists that come in to geek out over foliage and stuff, but mostly it’s dead. A bunch of restaurants and shops are already closed down for the season. Depressing. I can’t

  wait until next year, when I’m living someplace else. Hopefully Ohio, hopefully in a sweet dorm at Oberlin. But I’ll live anywhere, so long as it’s not Jar Island.




  While Ricky gasses up his bike, I buy a fresh pack from the convenience store. Smokes are expensive. I should quit, save this money for college. When I turn back to the bike, I see the big hill

  that leads up to Middlebury. To Mary’s house.




  “Hey, Ricky, are you in a rush to get back?”




  He grins at me. “Where are we going?”




  I point the way to Mary’s house. No one answers the front door, not even her freaky aunt. There’s a ton of mail bursting out of the mailbox, and the lawn is mangier than Shep. I walk

  around the side and find a rock to toss up to the second floor. The lights are out in Mary’s bedroom, her curtains pulled shut. I check the other windows for signs of life. Every one is dark.

  The house looks . . . well, creepy. I let the rock fall out of my hand.




  I wish I could talk to Mary for just one second so I could ease her mind. She has nothing to feel sorry for. She shouldn’t feel bad for what happened. That a-hole got what he deserved,

  plain and simple. Hopefully now that our revenge stuff is all over and done with, Mary can move on with her life and not waste another second on Reeve Tabatsky.
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  I’VE BEEN CRYING FOR TWO STRAIGHT DAYS. I CAN’T eat; I can’t sleep. I can’t do anything.




  I hear Aunt Bette in the bathroom, washing her face and brushing her teeth. Her nightly routine. On her way to bed, she stops in my room. She has her robe cinched tight around her waist and a

  newspaper under her arm.




  I’m lying in a heap on my bed, staring at the ceiling. I can’t even bring myself to say good-night.




  Aunt Bette stands there, watching me for a second or two. Then she says, “There’s an article in the paper today.” She holds it up for me. The story above the fold is about the

  dance, the fire. There’s a picture of the gym, black smoke trickling out the windows, a stream of students pouring out the door. “They think it was electrical.”




  I roll away from her, toward the wall, because I don’t want to talk about homecoming. I don’t even want to think about it. I’ve already gone over it a million and one times in

  my head. How everything went so wrong.




  I was finally ready for him to see me that night, in my pretty dress, proud and strong and changed. I had this idea of how it would go. Reeve, completely spaced out on the drugs we’d

  slipped him, would keep noticing me in the crowd. Something about me would seem familiar. He’d be drawn to me. He’d think I was beautiful.




  Each time our eyes met, I’d touch the daisy pendant necklace he’d given me for my birthday, smile, and wait for him to figure out who I was. Meanwhile, the teachers would be watching

  Reeve act more and more crazy. They’d sense that something was off. And as he realized who I was, they’d haul his butt off to the principal’s office and he’d get the

  punishment he deserved.




  Only that wasn’t what happened. Not even close.




  Reeve knew who I was as soon as he laid eyes on me. Despite all the ways I’ve changed since seventh grade, he saw the fat girl who’d been dumb enough to believe he was her friend.

  Reeve saw Big Easy. Hearing him say it knocked the wind out of me, the same way it had when he’d pushed me into the dark, cold water. I’d only ever be one thing to him. Nothing but

  that. I was so angry. And I snapped.




  “One of the students who got hurt, it sounded like he was a big football player at the high school.”




  “His name is Reeve,” I say quietly. “Reeve Tabatsky.”




  “I know.” I hear Aunt Bette take a step closer. “He was the boy who used to tease you, Mary.”




  Instead of answering her, I press my lips together tight.




  “We had that long talk about him over hot chocolates when I came for Christmas. Remember?”




  I do remember. I’d hoped that Aunt Bette would have some good advice for me—a way I could get Reeve to act like he did on our ferry rides when other people were around. I thought

  she’d understand. But Aunt Bette told me to just grab a teacher and tattle the next time Reeve teased me in front of other kids. “That’ll teach him to leave you alone,”

  she’d said.




  Leave me alone? It was the last thing I wanted.




  That’s when I knew that no adults could understand. Nobody would get the kind of relationship that Reeve and I had.




  I can hear Aunt Bette breathing shallow breaths a few steps away from my bed. “Did you . . .”




  I roll back toward her. “Did I what?” It comes out so mean, but I can’t help it. Can’t she tell I’m not in the mood to talk?




  Aunt Bette’s eyes are wide. “Nothing,” she says, and backs out of the room.




  I can’t deal. So I get up, wrap a sweater around my night-gown, slip on my sneakers, and creep out the back door.




  I walk down to Main Street and head toward the cliffs. There’s a big one I used to love to look out from, because you could see for miles.




  But tonight there’s nothing but blackness beyond the cliff. Blackness and quiet, like the edge of the world. I shuffle my feet until the tips of my shoes hang over the rock. Some gravel

  tumbles over the edge, but I never hear it hit the water. The fall goes on forever.




  Instead I hear Reeve whisper to me at the homecoming dance. Big Easy. Like an echo, over and over and over.




  I ball my fists, fighting to push the memory of what happened next out of my head. But it doesn’t work. It never works.




  There were those other times too. Like when Rennie fell off the cheering pyramid.




  And the time all the locker doors slammed closed at once. Something is wrong with me. Something’s . . . Off.




  A cloud pulls away from the moon, like a curtain in a play. Light reflects off the wet rock and makes everything glisten.




  There’s a path where the rocks stagger down the side of the cliff in crooked stairs. I make my way down them until I can’t go any farther. I peer over the edge. Waves crash down far

  below me. They beat against the rocks and fill the air with mist.




  One more step . . . One more step and it all goes away. Everything I’ve done, everything that’s been done to me, it just washes away.




  Suddenly there’s a gust of wind and a splash of water. It nearly knocks me over the edge. I fall to my knees and crawl backward to the path.




  There’s one thing I can’t let go of.




  Reeve.




  I love him in spite of everything he did to me. I love him even while I hate him. I don’t know how to stop.




  And the worst part is that I don’t even know if I want to.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  [image: MARY]




  WHEN THE MONDAY MORNING SUN STREAMS THROUGH my window, something tells me to get out of bed instead of rolling over toward the

  wall like I’ve been doing for the past week. I’ve known I should go back to school for a while, but I couldn’t quite muster up the energy to make it happen. So I stayed in

  bed.




  But today feels different. I’m not sure why. It’s just a feeling I have. Like I need to be there.




  I braid my hair and put on my corduroy jumper, a button-up shirt, and a cardigan sweater. I’m nervous about seeing Reeve; I’m nervous about . . . something bad happening again. And

  then there’s all the schoolwork I’ve missed. I haven’t even tried to keep up with my assignments. My books, all my notebooks, have stayed zipped away in my backpack, untouched, in

  the corner of my room. I pick it up by one strap and hoist it over my shoulder. I can’t worry about how I’ll catch up right now. I’ll figure something out.




  But when I put my hand on my doorknob and try to turn it, it won’t budge.




  This happens in our house. Especially in the summer, when the wood swells up with the humidity. The doors are original and the hardware is too. It’s a big glass doorknob with a brass metal

  plate and room for a skeleton key. You can’t even buy that kind of thing anymore.




  It usually takes a little jiggling to get it to work, but I try that and it still won’t move.




  “Aunt Bette?” I call out. “Aunt Bette?”




  I give the door another try. This time a much harder shake. And then I start to panic. “Aunt Bette! Help!”




  Finally I hear her coming up the stairs.




  “Something’s wrong with the door!” I shout. “It won’t open.” I give it another shake, to show her. And then, when I don’t hear anything happen on the

  other side, I sink down to my knees and look through the keyhole, to make sure she’s still standing out there. She is. I can see her long, crinkly maroon skirt. “Aunt Bette!

  Please!”




  Finally Aunt Bette springs into action. I hear her struggle with my door on her side for a second, and then it swings open.




  “Thank goodness,” I say, relieved. I’m about to step into the hallway when I spot some stuff on the floor. It looks like white sand, or a chalk of some kind. To the left I can

  see it was laid in a thin, perfect line, but directly in front of my door it’s been totally messed up by Aunt Bette’s footprints.




  What in the world?




  I think about stooping over and touching it, but I’m a little spooked.




  Aunt Bette has always been into weird things, like smudgings and crystals and channeling different energies. She used to always bring back trinkets and lucky charms whenever she went overseas. I

  know that stuff is all harmless, but I point down at the chalk and say, “What is that stuff?”




  Aunt Bette looks up guiltily. “It’s nothing. I—I’ll clean it up.”




  I nod, like Okay, sure, while stepping past her. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”




  “Wait,” she says urgently. “Where are you going?”




  I sigh. “To school.”




  With a thin, frayed voice she says, “It’s better if you stay home.”




  All right. I haven’t had the easiest week. I know that. I’ve done a lot of moping around the house, a lot of crying. But it’s not like Aunt Bette’s been doing so hot

  either. She hasn’t been sleeping much. I hear her in her room at night, puttering around, sighing to herself. She hardly ever goes outside. And she’s not painting much anymore, which

  might be the most worrisome thing of all. When Aunt Bette paints, she’s happy, simple as that. It’ll be good if I get out of her hair for the day. Give us both some space.




  “I can’t stay in the house forever.” I have to follow my gut. Something inside me is telling me to go. “I’m going to school today,” I say again. This time

  without smiling. And I walk straight down the stairs, without waiting for her permission.




  By the time I reach the bike rack at Jar Island High, the sun has disappeared, leaving the sky cold and wispy. The parking lot is empty, except for a few teachers and the

  electrician vans. Our school is being completely rewired after the homecoming incident. It looks like they’ve hired every electrician on the island, men working around the clock to get it

  done.




  I’m glad to be here early, before most of the other students. I need to ease myself back into this carefully.




  To my surprise, Lillia runs up beside me. She has her jacket zipped up tight and the hood over her head. Every day it’s getting colder.




  “Hey,” I say shyly, and lock up my bike. It’s the first time we’ve seen each other since homecoming. “You’re here early.”




  “Oh my gosh, I’m so glad to see you, Mary.” When I don’t answer right away, she frowns and says, “Are you mad at me or something? You haven’t called; you

  haven’t reached out. I looked up your aunt’s number in the phone book and tried calling, but nobody picked up. And Kat’s stopped by your house a few times, but no one’s

  answered the door.”




  I guess it was stupid to think Lillia and Kat wouldn’t notice that I’ve been avoiding them. But I haven’t wanted to see anyone from school. It’s nothing personal.

  “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just been . . . a lot.”




  “It’s okay. I get it. And things have been so crazy; it’s probably good that the three of us are lying low.” She says it, but she still sounds sad. “Hey, I

  don’t know if you’ve heard, but Reeve’s coming back to school today.”




  I have a hard time swallowing. Is this why I had the feeling that I needed to be here? Because Reeve was coming back too?




  “How is he? I read in the paper his leg is broken.”




  Lilia presses her lips together and then says, “He’s okay. But I think he’s out for the rest of the season.” I guess she sees something in my face, because she quickly

  shakes her head. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine.” She walks backward, away from me. “Let’s talk later, okay? I miss you.”




  Reeve’s broken. I broke him.




  I got what I wanted.




  Didn’t I?




  He’ll be arriving soon. I speed walk into school. Almost every classroom has big, gaping holes sawed into the walls, for the electrical work. I need to be careful where I walk or else

  I’ll trip on bundles of new wires running along the hallway floors.




  I go into homeroom and take a seat on the radiator by the window, with the skirt of my corduroy jumper tucked underneath me. I leave a textbook open in my lap. I’m not studying. I

  don’t look down at the pages once. I peer through my hair and watch the parking lot as it fills up with students.




  The temperature dipped down past the freezing mark for the first time this weekend, and I guess the janitors didn’t waste any time shutting the courtyard fountain off. It’s only the

  smokers and the cross-country runners who can handle the cold. Everyone else is hustling inside.




  I pick up the sound of bass thumping through the window. Alex’s SUV pulls into the school driveway. He parks in the handicapped spot, close to the walkway. Alex gets out, walks around the

  front of the car, and opens the passenger door.




  Everyone in the courtyard turns to look. They must know he’s coming back today too.




  Reeve plants his good leg on the ground. He’s wearing mesh basketball shorts and a JAR ISLAND FOOTBALL hoodie. Alex extends his hand, but Reeve ignores it, holds on to the door, and swings

  his other leg out. A white plaster cast stretches from his upper thigh all the way down to his toes.




  Reeve balances on one foot while Alex gets his crutches out from the trunk. Rennie hops out of the backseat. She grabs Reeve’s backpack from the passenger-side seat. Reeve motions like he

  wants to carry his stuff himself, but Rennie shakes her head, swishing her ponytail from side to side. He gives up and starts hobbling toward school as fast as he can with his crutches, which is

  pretty fast, actually. He leaves his friends trailing behind him.




  A couple of kids rush up to Reeve, smile, and say hello. But everyone’s staring at his leg. One guy tries to crouch down with a pen, so he can sign the cast. Reeve doesn’t stop. He

  lowers his head, pretends not to notice them, and keeps going.




  It’s just like always. Everyone wants a piece of Reeve. Most of them will never get it.




  But I had it once.




  



  




  CHAPTER TWO




  [image: LILIA]




  I’M IN THE MIDDLE OF MY CALC EQUATION WHEN there’s a knock at our classroom door. It’s the school secretary, Mrs. Gardner, wearing a

  totally unflattering navy blazer. It’s way too long, way too boxy for her, with buttons that are huge and gold. It looks like she stole it from her husband’s closet—in 1980. Short

  women should never wear blazers, in my opinion. Unless they are cropped and super fitted with, like, three-quarter sleeves.




  Anyway.




  I go back to my worksheet. We’re solving derivative problems. It’s not even hard. All everyone said last year is that calc is the hardest thing ever. Umm, seriously?




  But then Mrs. Gardner drops a yellow slip of paper on my desk. Lillia Cho is written on the first line. Then it says Report to guidance office. There’s a line for the time

  I’m supposed to be there. It says Now.




  Inside me, everything tightens up. I push my hair over my shoulder and pack up my stuff. Alex looks at me on my way out the door. I smile and shrug my shoulders, carefree, like, Weird. What

  could this be about?




  I walk quickly down the hall. If I were in trouble, if someone figured out what I did to Reeve at the dance, I’d be sent to the principal’s office. Not to guidance.




  Mr. Randolph has been my guidance counselor since freshman year. He’s not old. His college graduation diploma is dated ten years ago. I checked on that once. I bet he was cute, back then,

  but he’s started to lose his hair, which is unfortunate. His parents own the stables where we board my horse, Phantom. There are equestrian plaques and medals all over the place, from when he

  used to compete.




  I wait for a second in his doorway. He’s on the phone, but he waves me inside.




  I sit down and rehearse in my head what I’ll say, in case he does confront me. I’ll scrunch up my face and go with something like, Excuse me, Mr. Randolph? Why would I ever, ever

  do something like that? Reeve is one of my closest friends. This is, like, beyond ridiculous. I don’t even know what to say. Then I’ll fold my arms and stop talking until I get a

  lawyer.




  Mr. Randolph makes an annoyed face and rubs his balding head. I wonder if that’s why he’s balding prematurely, because he’s so stressed and he rubs his head all day.

  “Yeah, okay, yeah, okay. Thank you.” He hangs up the phone and lets out a deep breath. “Why so nervous, Lillia?”




  I force myself to smile. “Hi, Mr. Randolph.”




  “I haven’t seen you at the barn much lately. You aren’t thinking of selling that horse, are you?”




  “No! I’d never sell Phantom!”




  Mr. Randolph laughs. “I know, I know. But if you ever change your mind, you know who to call first, right?”




  I nod, but there is no way. I’d never make that phone call. I’d never, ever sell Phantom. “Right.”




  “So . . . I was going over your transcripts. They look really good, Lillia. Really good. You might even have a shot at salutatorian.”




  Relief washes over me. “Wow. That’s amazing. My dad will be happy.”




  Mr. Randolph opens up a file with my name on it. I’m wondering if he’s going to tell me my class rank, but then he says, “However, I did notice that you still haven’t

  taken the swim test.”




  “Oh.” Ever since Jar Island had the indoor pool built, it’s mandatory that all students pass a swim test. It’s part of graduation requirements.




  “Unless that’s a clerical error?”




  I wriggle back in my seat. “No. I haven’t taken it.”




  He rocks his head from side to side. “Well, you do understand that passing the swim test is required for graduation.”




  “Unless I get a doctor’s note, right?”




  He looks surprised. Surprised and disappointed. “Correct. Unless you get a note.” He closes the file. “But don’t you want to learn to swim, Lillia?”




  “I know how to not drown, Mr. Randolph,” I assure him. “But actual swimming is just not my thing.”




  He gives me a look like I’m being ridiculous. “It’s a good life skill, Lillia, especially for a girl who lives on an island. It could save your life one day. Or someone

  else’s. Promise you’ll think about it.”




  I will think about it. I’ll think about how to ask my dad to write me a doctor’s note. If he won’t, I’m sure I could get Kat to do it on his stationery.




  As I walk back to class, someone’s stapling paper pumpkins on the big bulletin board, framing the October calendar. It’s only been a little more than a month since Kat, Mary, and I

  ran into each other in the girls’ bathroom. I’m not sure if it was good luck or maybe even fate that brought us together. Whatever it was, I’m so glad it did.




  We’re all at the lunch table, and people keep coming over, trying to sign Reeve’s cast. The Reeve I know would have lapped up the attention; he would have loved

  every second. But not this guy. This guy couldn’t care less. All he wants to do is talk about his physical therapy plan with Rennie. They’re huddled together on the other side of the

  table, his cast up in her lap.




  “While I have the hard cast on, I’m focusing exclusively on my upper body. Chest, biceps, triceps, back, core. Bulk up from the waist up. Then three, maybe four weeks and I’m

  in the soft cast. Boom. Hydrotherapy.”




  I’m mesmerized as I watch him tear through two steamed chicken breasts and a huge ziplock bag of cut-up carrots and spinach. He’s inhaling food like he’s a vacuum.




  “I ordered you a buoyancy belt last night,” Rennie says. “It should be here by the end of the week.”




  Alex keeps leaning over and trying to convince Reeve to come to the football game on Friday, but of course selfish Reeve isn’t having it. Alex says, “Come on, Reeve. You know it

  would be huge for morale. The guys are scared shitless about Lee Freddington quarterbacking for us again.”




  “That’s ’cause Freddington can’t throw for shit,” Derek says, his mouth full of pizza.




  It’s true. We had our first game without Reeve last Friday, and it was a complete disaster. We lost big-time to a team that’s second to last in our division.




  PJ pipes up, “We miss you, man. And, I don’t know, maybe you could give Freddington some tips or whatever.”




  “Yeah,” says Alex. “You don’t have to suit up or anything. Just be on the sidelines. I really think it’d make a big difference.”




  Reeve gulps down his Muscle Milk. Wiping his mouth, he says, “You guys are on your own now. I can’t carry you anymore. I’ve gotta worry about myself. If I don’t get my

  shit straight, I don’t play next fall.”




  “You’re still a captain of this team,” Alex reminds him.




  “I have to focus on my recovery,” Reeve says. “I’m in bed by nine and up by five thirty to work out. You think I have time to go to a football game?”




  “Just think about it,” Alex says. “You don’t have to decide today. See how you’re feeling on Friday night.” It gives me a stomachache to see Alex be so

  patient with Reeve’s temper tantrum. If I were him, I’d tell Reeve to forget it.




  Shaking his head regretfully, Derek says, “Damn, man. I can’t believe this happened to you. I was looking forward to watching you throw TDs on ESPN next fall.”




  Reeve jams a forkful of salad into his mouth. Chewing forcefully, he says, “You’re still gonna see me on ESPN. Don’t count me out.”




  “Yeah, Derek,” Rennie says, glaring at him. “From here on out, this is a no-negativity zone. Only positive thinking allowed.”




  Reeve heaves himself out of his seat and up onto his crutches.




  “Where are you going?” Rennie asks him.




  “Bathroom.”




  He lurches off, and Rennie watches him like a hawk, ready to spring into action if he needs her. When he’s gone, she looks around to make sure no one else is listening, and then she says

  to Ash, “He’s being so strong. He practically cried in my arms the other night when he heard Alabama was out. That was one of his safety schools! And there he was, begging the coaches

  to redshirt him for the first season.” She closes her eyes and rubs her temples. “They don’t think he’ll ever get back to where he was. I can’t wait until he proves

  those idiots wrong.” Rennie takes a sip of her soda. “Sure, he might not end up at a D-one school after this is all over, but any division two or three school would be lucky to have

  him.”




  “Did you spend the night over at his house again?” Ash whispers.




  Again? They’re doing sleepovers now? I fully believe that Paige would let Rennie sleep over at a guy’s house, but Reeve’s parents have always seemed pretty traditional

  to me. They go to church every Sunday, and Reeve calls his dad “sir.”




  Running her hands through her hair, Rennie says, “I’m basically the only thing keeping him going right now.”




  “Did you guys finally DTR?” Ash asks her.




  “What does DTR mean?” I wonder aloud.




  “Defne the relationship,” Rennie says, rolling her eyes like I am a moron for not knowing. But she doesn’t look at me. “And no, we didn’t. Not yet. He has too much

  on his mind right now. I just want to be there for him. That’s all he needs.” Rennie stands up and gathers her things. “I’m going to go look for him.” She leans down

  and gives Ashlin a peck on the cheek. “Bye, Ash. Bye, Peej, bye, Derek.”




  Without even a glance in my direction, she takes off. No one seems to notice that Rennie said good-bye to everyone but me.




  It’s been like this since homecoming, and every day it gets a little worse. I’m pretty sure Rennie’s mad at me. Like, really mad.




  As soon as she’s out the door, I say to Ash, “Has Rennie said anything to you? About me?”




  Ashlin shifts in her seat, avoiding my eyes. “What do you mean?”




  “She’s been acting like a total bitch to me ever since homecoming. Is it because I got queen and she didn’t?” I bite my bottom lip. “I’ll give her my tiara if

  she wants it that badly.”




  Ash finally looks up at me. “Lil, it’s not because of that. It’s because you kissed Reeve onstage at the dance.”




  My mouth drops. “I didn’t kiss him! He kissed me!”




  “But you let him. In front of everybody.”




  I feel like I’m going to cry. “Ash, I didn’t want him to! He basically forced me. You know I don’t even like him. And . . . why is she mad at me and not Reeve?”




  Ash gives me a sympathetic shrug. “He’s her first love. He’s her Reevie. She’d forgive him for anything.”




  “But it’s not fair,” I whisper.




  “Tell her you’re sorry,” Ashlin suggests. “Tell her you’d never think of Reeve like that.”




  I frown and rock back in my seat. Maybe that would make it better, but I kind of don’t think so. “That’s the thing,” I say. “I shouldn’t have to.”




  



  




  CHAPTER THREE




  [image: MARY]




  IT’S THE END OF THE WEEK, AND I’M ON MY WAY OUT of school when I hear Kat scream from the parking lot. It’s a

  playful scream, not a scared one or anything. I glance around and spot her a few feet away, cigarette clenched between her teeth, trying to pull a flannel shirt off some guy.




  I recognize the guy, sort of. I don’t know his name, but I always see him wandering aimlessly around the school grounds. I don’t think he has any classes. Or if he does, his teachers

  must be pretty liberal with their attendance sheets.




  Kat could be on the Jar Island wrestling team, she’s so light on her feet. She keeps moving, bouncing on her toes, twisting left and right as she works the back of the flannel up over the

  boy’s head. I bet her brother, Pat, taught her how to do that.




  The guy is unsteady, and also it seems like he doesn’t exactly know how to fight back against a girl. Kat definitely takes advantage of it. She stays aggressive, tugging and pulling until

  she has most of the flannel free, distracting him by poking him in the ribs or pulling out the rubber band that’s holding back his shoulder-length hair. It doesn’t take long before all

  he’s left clinging to is one tiny bit of sleeve.




  Kat plants her feet like she’s preparing for a serious game of tug-of-war. She warns him, “It’s gonna rip if you don’t let go, Dan.”




  “All right, all right,” the guy—Dan, I guess—finally concedes.




  Kat lets out a howl of victory and does a spin, whipping the flannel around over her head like a lasso. “This is a teachable moment, Dan. When I want something, I take it. End of

  story.” Dan’s face turns bright pink. I bust up laughing because she’s so crazy.




  Kat must hear me, because immediately she looks over to where I’m standing. She nudges her chin my way the slightest bit. I smile back, and am about to climb on my bike and ride away, when

  Kat does something surprising.




  She holds up a finger, like I should wait for her.




  It happens so fast I wonder if maybe I imagined it. We haven’t really ever done this before. Acknowledge each other in public, out in the open. I guess we can now, since our whole revenge

  plan is over. But I take out the book I need to read for English class and flip through it, so I don’t look obvious. I watch as she grinds out her cigarette.




  “Come on, Kat. Give it back.”




  Kat puts it on over her sweatshirt. “But I want to wear it. I promise to bring it back on Monday. And then it will smell like me.”




  He pretends to be annoyed, but I can tell he likes her by the way he gives in so quick. “You want a ride home?”




  “Nah. I’m gonna walk. But can I bum one more smoke?” She doesn’t wait for him to give her a cigarette. She takes it and tucks it behind her ear.




  Then she heads over toward the bike path.




  I put my book away and start walking slow, pushing my bike along, waiting for her to catch up. We probably should still be careful.




  “You hanging in there, Mary?” she asks when she gets close.




  “Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “Pretty much.”




  “Did you see Reeve much this week?”




  “Not really.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and keep my eyes on the ground. “Hey. Um, I heard some people talking, and they said Reeve might lose all his football scholarships

  because of his injury.” I feel my lip quiver as soon as the words are out. “Is it true?”




  Kat shrugs. “Maybe. But maybe not, you know? It’s not like he lost a leg. It’s a break. And not even a bad one at that. My brother broke his femur once during a

  dirt-bike race. Now his left leg is half an inch shorter than his right.” Her voice is strangely sober. I feel her eyes linger on me; it’s like she’s waiting to see if I’m

  going to break down. I lift my chin and manage a weak smile, even though I know I’ve got tears in my eyes.




  Then it’s Kat who looks away. She steps off the bike path and rips a handful of browning leaves off a low-hanging tree branch. “It’ll all be okay. Trust me. Reeve will figure

  something out. The kid always does.”




  I nod, yes, sure, because what else can I say? I’ll figure things out too. I managed to survive the week. That’s something.




  I decide it’s best if I change the subject. “Who’s that guy you were talking to?” I ask her. “Do you like him?”




  “Please. Dan?” Kat rolls her eyes. “Mary, I don’t need any boy drama, not when I’ve only got, like, seven months left on this island. He’s a temporary cure

  for my boredom.”




  If only it were that easy. Finding a boy to like, one who’d like me back. Kat’s had all this experience with boys, and I’ve never even had a first kiss. Probably because deep

  down I’ve been pining over Reeve this whole time, hoping he might finally think I was worthy of him.




  There I go again. Thinking about Reeve, even when I’m trying not to. It’s like a sickness.




  “What are you doing tonight, Mary?” Before I can answer her, Kat says, “I’m heading to the mainland to see a show at my friend’s music shop. They’re a

  deathcore band, called Day of the Dogs, and they do this whole call-and-response thing with the audience where you have to scream at the top of your lungs. I know you’ve got a crazy set of

  pipes.” She says this as a joke, referring back to the way I screamed on homecoming night, but neither of us laughs. “You should come. It could be good for you. Release some of whatever

  shit you’ve been bottling up inside.”




  I don’t know what deathcore is, and though I appreciate her inviting me along, I think I should take things easy for now. “I’ve got so much homework to catch up on. I probably

  won’t be able to go out for a long time.”




  Kat stares at me for a second, and I feel her putting two and two together. She turns her back to the breeze and tries to light her cigarette. “Okay, Mary. Look. I know you’ve been

  in a funk ever since homecoming. Things didn’t work out exactly how we wanted them to, and I get it, it sucks. After my mom died, I, like, refused to speak for six months.” She sucks in

  a few drags and then checks the end of her cigarette, to make sure it’s lit. “You know about my mom, right?”




  I nod. I think maybe Lillia mentioned it once, in passing. Cancer. But Kat’s never brought her up before. And a little part of me feels happy that now she has, that she feels okay sharing

  something so personal with me.




  “Yeah, I thought probably, but I wanted to make sure.” She takes a long, deep drag and sprays out smoke. “So, anyway, that wasn’t a healthy way for me to deal. Shutting

  down like that. It wasn’t good for me. You can’t be sad forever, you know? It wasn’t going to bring my mom back, that’s for damn sure. At some point you have to move

  on.”




  I stop walking. “How do I move on?”




  She pinches the cigarette between her lips and shoves her hands in her pockets. “You should, like, I don’t know. Join some clubs or something. Try to be more involved in school

  stuff. Bide your time until graduation.”




  “Like what kinds of clubs?”




  Her face scrunches up. “I don’t know, Mary! Clubs aren’t my thing. It’s whatever you’re interested in. You got to put yourself out there. Make some new friends.

  Focus on the things that make you happy. I don’t mean to sound like a bitch, but you need to get a life, because you’ve got another full year here before you graduate.”




  She makes it sound so simple. Maybe it is. “I know you’re right,” I say. “It’s . . . it’s hard.”




  “It doesn’t have to be, though.” Kat leans up against a tree. “You just do it, and you don’t let your feelings get in the way.” She pats her chest. “I

  hardly ever think about my feelings. You know why? Because if I sat there and cried over every single bad thing that’s happened to me, I’d never get out of bed.” Her eyes find

  mine, and she looks at me deeply. “I swear to you, it’ll get better. You’ve just got to make it through this part.”




  I pull my coat around myself. Kat’s right, I know it. I know better than to wallow like this. I lost a whole year of my life after I tried to kill myself over what Reeve did. I can’t

  let that happen again.




  “Thank you.” I say it and I truly mean it, from the bottom of my heart. Because there is one big difference between then and now. Now I have friends looking out for me.




  I do homework until I can’t stand the sight of my textbooks, and then I go for a walk down to Main Street. A ferry pulls into the dock, and the first vehicle to drive off

  is a school bus packed full of football players. The windows are painted with different numbers and trash talk like drown those gulls!




  Sheesh.




  I guess we’ve got a football game tonight.




  I make my way over to the field. I don’t plan to stay for long, but it’s easy to find a seat in the bleachers. There’s about half the crowd, maybe even less, that showed up to

  cheer on the team at homecoming. I guess that’s what losing your star player will do. The first game after homecoming weekend, after Reeve got hurt, we lost. Badly. Our backup quarterback,

  Lee Freddington, didn’t complete a single pass.




  A group of cheerleaders is huddled together, practicing their “De-fense! De-fense! De-fense!” clap. I figure we’ll be hearing that cheer a lot more now that our team no longer

  has an offense. The rest of them mill about casually on the sidelines, like this is a practice and not a game night. Rennie’s sitting cross-legged on the grass, looking at her phone. Lillia

  and Ashlin are near the players’ bench, talking to each other. Lillia sees me and beams me a smile. I smile back.




  The announcer welcomes the opponents, and then our cheer-leaders line up and make their way toward the field-house gate, to greet our team as they take the field. I watch Teresa Cruz navigate

  her way to the front of the pack. I guess since she cheers for Lee Freddington, she’s more important now.




  Rennie sees this, and she positions herself right in front of Teresa.




  Reeve is the first one out of the field house. He has his jersey on and a pair of warm-up pants, the same thing he wore to school today. As soon as he appears, everyone in the bleachers stands

  up and cheers for him. It’s not the level of enthusiasm that Reeve got at the start of the season. This is more muted applause. Respectful. A courtesy.




  Reeve tries to go as fast as he can on his crutches, but the ground is soft from the rain we got this week, and his crutches sink into the turf. The faster Reeve tries to go, the deeper he

  sinks, and it slows him down.




  The other players burst out of the locker room. They try to stay behind Reeve, letting him still be their leader, but Reeve is going so slow they bottleneck behind him.




  Then along the side of the pack comes Lee Freddington. He passes right by Reeve, as if he isn’t even there, and takes the lead. It’s like Lee Freddington grants them all permission,

  because then the rest of the players pass Reeve too. Reeve ends up being one of the last in the pack, with Alex, PJ, the team trainer, and the water boys who have to lug the coolers. I can see

  Reeve getting more and more frustrated. At one point the toe of his cast drags against the field, filling the space between it and his toes with clumps of grass and dirt. His face turns bright red,

  like he’s about to boil over.




  I stop clapping and sit on my hands. It’s stupid. I know it probably makes me weak. It’s just that Reeve is so completely unprepared for this. He doesn’t know how to handle

  being on the outside. He’s so used to being the center of it all. It’s almost painful to watch; it’s as if the moon and the stars have been banished from the heavens and forced to

  be mortal like the rest of us.




  I wanted Reeve to get in big trouble, to lose what made him feel so confident, so superior to everyone else. And he did deserve what was coming to him, I know that deep down. But a part of me

  wishes it never had to get to that point. That we didn’t have to break him for him to learn his lesson.




  The first quarter of the game, we play as terribly as expected. Lee Freddington gets the ball back at the start of the second quarter. On his first chance to pass, he almost gets tackled by the

  other team. Our coach calls a time-out and starts yelling at the guys on defense.




  I watch Reeve seek out Lee Freddington on the sideline and give him some tips. He’s been doing this all game long. But Lee hardly looks at him. He barely even makes eye contact. And not

  because he’s embarrassed. Because he thinks he doesn’t need the help.




  Right before the time-out ends, Lee Freddington walks over to Alex Lind. He drapes his arm over his shoulder and seems to whisper something. Reeve is watching this, his jaw set.




  A second later, our team rushes back on the field. Lee leads the huddle, and when the ball snaps, he pulls his arm back like he’s going to really go for it. Way downfield, Alex Lind is

  out-running another player. Lee throws the ball, a tight spiral, and it lands right in Alex’s arms.




  Touchdown.




  I get up to leave while PJ kicks the extra point. As I pass by the sideline, the cheerleaders are lining up to do their individual player cheers for that play. Teresa Cruz steps to the front,

  and I see Rennie charge up and grab her by the sweater.




  “What are you doing?”




  “Lee threw a touchdown. I’m doing his player cheer.”




  Rennie gives her a look like she’s an idiot. “Alex caught a touchdown. He’s the one who scored the points.”




  Teresa huffs. “But we always do the QB cheer—”




  “Reeve’s our quarterback. Lee is second-string trash.”




  Rennie steps up and shouts Reeve’s cheer so loud I see him shrink on the bench.




  Rennie thinks she knows what Reeve needs, but she doesn’t have a clue. He doesn’t want everyone looking at him. Not anymore. Now all he wants is to be left alone.




  I get up from my seat and begin my walk home. That’s exactly what I’m going to do. Leave Reeve alone. Even more than that, I’ll rewire my brain so that I don’t think

  about him, don’t feel anything for him. It’s the only way.




  Back at the house, I find Aunt Bette in the living room. She’s in the dark, sitting on the floor with candles burning all around her. Wax is pooling in puddles on the

  hardwood. My dad would flip out if he saw that. He always says the floors are his favorite part of the house. They’re cedar, the most beautiful strawberry-blond color.




  “I’m home,” I say, stepping into the room.




  Aunt Bette startles. Now that I’m closer, I see that she has a piece of linen spread out in front of her. It’s covered with piles of dried leaves and herbs. She’s putting them

  into small bundles and binding them up with twine.




  She finishes tying a knot before she says, “I didn’t know you left,” annoyed, like I’m interrupting something important.




  “I went for a walk.” And then I add, “Sorry,” even though I don’t have anything to apologize for. I point down at the bundles and ask, “What is that

  stuff?”




  With one hand Aunt Bette grabs a sprig of something and rubs a leaf between her fingers. “Ancient herbs.” It looks like rosemary. Or maybe thyme? I can’t tell.




  “O-kay,” I say. “Well, good night.”




  At the foot of the stairs I spot a teacup on the floor. Inside is one of the bundles lit on fire. It’s burning red embers and letting off a twisty curl of smoke up to the hallway

  ceiling.




  What in the world?




  My head starts to throb.




  Coughing, I call out, “Um, Aunt Bette? Is it safe to leave this thing smoking in the hall?” I worry that I sound like a patronizing jerk, but really. It’s kind of unnerving.

  And I’m feeling sick.




  Aunt Bette doesn’t answer me. Whatever. I step around it, careful not to breathe in any of the smoke, and make my way to my room.




  



  




  CHAPTER FOUR




  [image: KAT]




  AFTER TALKING WITH MARY AFTER SCHOOL, I GO home, make Dad a microwave dinner and hammer a bowl of

  cereal, and then head to the ferry. The sun has gone down, and the wind is stinging. I zip my sweatshirt up to the neck and pull the hood tight over my head. I should have started wearing a coat

  weeks ago, but I hate the one I got last year. It was a peacoat, charcoal gray, a real navy-supply one. I found it at the thrift store, but it wasn’t lined, and the wool made my skin itch.

  Maybe, if I get to the mainland early, I can stop by the thrift store and see if they have something else.




  Down at the ferry landing it’s the opposite of what it’s like in the summertime, when the parking lot is full and there are lines of people queued up to climb aboard. It’s

  totally dead, except for a few delivery trucks and a couple of cars. Most of the workers I know have left for the season, so I’ll probably have to pay for my ticket. I go up to the window,

  but the ticket guy is friends with my dad and refuses to take my money. Which is awesome. It happens a lot for me, but I’m grateful each and every time.




  I’d freeze my ass off if I sat on the observation deck, so I find a seat inside in the café. There’s a table of four old folks drinking tea and thumbing through a book of

  birds, marking down the ones they saw today. I turn on my music and close my eyes. I swear to God, I hope I die young, because I can’t ever imagine myself doing that shit.




  And then I get this tight-stomach feeling—guilt, I guess— knowing that it’s been weeks since I’ve been to the store to see Kim. Not since our little fight, when I needed

  to use the copy machine to photocopy Alex’s gay-ass poems for our revenge scheme. I was so wrapped up in getting that done I didn’t give Kim the time of day when she obviously needed a

  friend to talk to.




  Hopefully she’ll forgive me.




  The thrift store doesn’t have winter coats, unfortunately. Only summer crap from people cleaning out their closets. I walk the mile over to Paul’s Boutique. Day of the Dogs

  won’t come on till late, but it’s better that way, because Kim and I will have a chance to catch up. I decide in advance not to talk about any of my shit. Tonight should be about her

  unloading on me. Maybe things worked out between her and Paul. Who knows, maybe his wife didn’t actually know they were doing it. I hope so.




  I walk into the store, and there’s someone I don’t recognize behind the counter, some skinny dude with a mullet. So I head straight to the back, where the shows are, and try to walk

  through the door. It’s a lot darker inside the garage space, and a few people are already pushed up to the front of the stage to make sure they have a good spot for the show. Someone grabs my

  arm.
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