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      “Where were you on the bus this morning?” Rachel asked when I walked into homeroom. I was still tying my hair up in a bun.

      “My mom was on about something this morning, made me late for the bus. And then she said she would drop me.” I sank into my seat. “God, I hate it when she gets going.”

      “What was she on about?”

      I pulled up my shoulders nonchalantly. “Who cares? I can’t even remember.”

      Rachel smirked. “Well, I have something to tell you,” she said, eyes glittering. “Since your seat next to me was open, Josh…”

      “Quiet!” Mrs. Stein said, stepping into the room.

      “Write it to me!” I whispered. Rachel nodded, and we both turned to the front of the class.

      I was curious about what had happened when I wasn’t on the bus this morning. I was irritated that I had missed the bus in the first place.

      But I hadn’t forgotten what my mom had been talking about, like I told Rachel. I remembered perfectly. It was about my own behavior, the way I had been acting out lately.

      But I was a teenager. Acting out was practically what I was born to do. Wasn’t this what happened to everyone before they had to shoulder the responsibility of being a grown-up?

      Besides, my mom was just difficult. We usually had a pretty good relationship. It’s just that lately, everything was upside down. I didn’t recognize the girl that looked back at me in the mirror every day anymore.

      Melodramatic? Maybe.

      But something inside me was changing. And it wasn’t in the your-body-is-changing kind of way, either.

      It was just… weird. My palms started getting hot and sweaty, and I felt angry. Like, a lot. And yeah, they always said that was called a mood-swing, and it was normal because it was hormonal.

      As if I wasn’t old enough to know what all that was about.

      But this was different.

      After Mrs. Stein handled attendance, we had Science.

      “He came to sit next to me,” Rachel said the moment we hit the hallway. “In your seat.”

      “Why would he do that?” I asked.

      Rachel looked offended. “Why wouldn’t he?” she asked.

      “No, I mean, you haven’t exactly had much of a conversation with him before. I’m just asking.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes and shook her head as we walked into Science.

      “I’m going to write you that note,” she said, and we sat down. Mr. Drew was already in the front of the room, watching us with his little black pig eyes.

      Rachel had had a crush on Josh since, like, forever. And it was a big deal that he came to sit next to her in the seat I would have occupied if I’d been there. Rachel scribbled a note and passed it to me.

      “He asked me to go to a movie with him!”

      I smiled and looked up at her. She pulled a face at me, and I giggled.

      “When?” I passed it back.

      “On Friday, probably. When else? Oh, my God. What am I going to wear? What if he tries to KISS ME???”

      I shook my head and glanced at Rachel.

      “KISS HIM BACK.”

      Rachel shook her head at me.

      “How?” she asked in a whisper. “Don’t know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “It’s like licking out a peanut butter jar without using your hands,” I said.

      Rachel giggled, tried to stop it, and snorted instead.

      “Would you like to add to the lesson, Miss Frank?” Mr. Drew asked.

      I looked up at him. “No, sir. Sorry.”

      He stared at me long enough to make me uncomfortable before he turned his attention back to the board, where he was writing down an equation or something.

      “Sorry,” Rachel mouthed. I pulled up my shoulders and picked up my pencil to write something on the note. But my hands warmed up.

      Shit. Not now.

      My palms became sweaty. I pressed my hands against each other, hoping it would go away. But when they were in contact with each other, it became exponentially hotter. I shook my hands and pressed them against my jeans instead.

      “Are you okay?” Rachel asked.

      “Fine,” I said

      “Ladies!” Mr. Drew snapped.

      “Can I go to the restroom?” I asked.

      “No,” he said flatly. “You can hold it.”

      I wasn’t sure he could tell me to hold out, but my hands were starting to feel like I had them pressed against a hot plate, and I couldn’t think of an argument. I knew I had to get out of here before something went wrong.

      I stood, ready to leave the classroom, no matter what he said.

      But it was already too late. My hand was suddenly on fire. I lifted my hand to see if the flesh was searing like it felt, and flames danced on my palm.

      I was literally on fire.

      “Shit!” I yelped and pressed my hand against my thigh, against the desk, shook it, and against the desk again. The flames licked around my palm for a moment, and then it jumped to the note Rachel and I had been passing.

      “What the hell is going on?” Mr. Drew shouted.

      When he saw the fire, he ran to the desk, whipped the paper off and stomped on it until it was out. And when I lifted my hand, somehow the flame on my palm had gone out, too.

      “What were you doing?” he demanded.

      I glanced at Rachel, who was white as a sheet, her eyes large.

      “Bunsen burner,” I said in a small voice. I looked around to see one and thank God, there was one on the counter behind me. “I thought it would be a funny prank.”

      “Fire isn’t funny,” Mr. Drew snapped. “And neither is detention.” He walked to his desk to write the detention slip. I sat down in my seat, slumping a little. It was a close call. Too close.

      “ Miss Frank!” Mr. Drew called. I looked up and sighed. He held the pink slip out toward me. “You can take this to Mr. Hewitt. I’m sure he’d love to find out exactly what happened.”

      Great. Principal’s office. I glanced at the students around me. They were all looking at me in awe. I was a badass. I had done something defiant. I jutted my chin up a little. This wasn’t so bad.

      I reached for the slip. The moment I did, I felt it. The power that danced on my palm was suddenly everywhere. The desk behind Mr. Drew caught fire, a stack of papers going up in flames.

      And then Mr. Drew, himself. It started with the detention slip, the closest thing to my fingers. But the fire was alive, a breathing thing that wouldn’t rest, and it ran up Mr. Drew’s arm, setting his shirt alight, too.

      He cried out and tried to slap the fire out with his bare hand. When it didn’t work, he dropped to the floor and started rolling back and forth. I watched him in horror.

      When another student screamed, I looked up to see the fire jumping from Mr. Drew’s desk to hers. It leaped as if it had somewhere to go.

      It shouldn’t have been that way. It shouldn’t have been able to jump. The fire should have stayed in one place when there was no wind to coax it on.

      But this fire was alive. And it had come from me.

      The sprinklers finally went off, and there was chaos in the room. I ducked when the water sprayed on me, soaking my hair and my clothes.

      Mr. Drew stood, the fire on his sleeve finally out, leaving behind singed material and an ugly red mark on his skin. Hell was going to come down on me now, I thought.

      But it didn’t. Mr. Drew looked toward the back of the class and swore, using language we would have gotten attention for.

      “Everybody out,” he said. “Orderly, if you can, but hurry!”

      I realized what was going on. The sprinklers weren’t helping. The fire had spread through the classroom, eating its way around from one desk to another as if there was no water raining down from above.

      There was suddenly a scramble for the door, chairs being pushed over, students trampling each other. Mr. Drew stood at the door, ushering everyone out.

      I was the only one that remained, rooted to the floor, paralyzed with the fear of who I was. What was happening to me?

      “Emily!” Mr. Drew called. “Get out!”

      Finally, I was able to move. My legs felt like lead, but I forced one foot in front of the other, and finally made it out of the class, last.

      The class huddled a short distance away, all dripping wet and shivering. I stood apart from the rest of them. Students from all over the school had poured out of their classrooms to see what was going on. A fire alarm blared somewhere in the distance.

      And then the whole school was evacuated exactly as we practiced, in rows, one class after the other, as a precaution. This wasn’t a drill.

      When we were all outside, the entire school gaping, flames licked from the windows of the science class, leaving black scars against the walls.

      The fire brigade had arrived, and men in yellow suits and hats with thick hoses poured water into every opening, trying to douse the fire.

      The students stood by and watched as black smoke billowed overhead, that it except for the few who had seen my hands burst into flames. I could feel their eyes fixed on me, right now I scared them more than the fire itself.

      Mr. Drew sat in the back of an ambulance. The paramedics were sedating him for the pain. His arms had been severely burnt, and it was my fault.

      I hadn’t noticed the Vice Principle, Mr. Halge, approaching me. It seems my fellow classmates had pointed me out as the cause.

      “Miss Frank,” Mr. Halge called.

      I swallowed hard and turned toward him.

      “Would you mind explaining to me what happened?”  he asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t have a good excuse anymore.

      “I’m sorry.” There wasn’t anything else I could say.

      “We’ll be calling your mother to come down to the school,” he said.

      I nodded. Of course. But maybe this wasn’t such a bad idea. I was far from the badass I had been just before reaching for that slip. All I was now, was a freak.

      

      I didn’t see any of my friends until a week after the incident, when I finally found Rachel in the food court at the mall. I forced a smile. I would pretend everything was fine. But the truth is it wasn’t. Rachel had been avoiding my calls for a week and, after the thirty-third text message, I gave in.

      “What have I missed?” I asked Rachel, walking to the table where she sat with Deb. She never usually hung out with Deb, but I tried to ignore that. A week at had passed; maybe it was a temporary thing. I sat down with them.

      Rachel looked at me. “What did you do, Emily?” she asked.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. It was nothing.”

      “That was not nothing,” Rachel said. “You nearly burned down the school.”

      “Yeah,” Deb said. “And it was weird. I didn’t take you for one of the weird ones, Emily.”

      I looked at Rachel again. “Why are we hanging out with her?”

      “We’re not,” Rachel said. “I am.”

      I blinked at her. We had been friends since grade school.

      “Are you being serious?” I asked. “Just like that?”

      She didn’t look up at me. Deb was the one who piped up.

      “Maybe you should leave.”
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      I used to like long drives in the car, winding through the countryside for hours with nothing but the radio in the background and my thoughts to keep me busy. But that was when I knew where we were going, when we hadn’t packed up our whole life to start over.

      This time, the long drive across country was nothing but stress.

      When we finally arrived in Safety Beach, I was tired of my mom’s off-tune singing along with the radio the whole trip, and I was stiff from sleeping with my head against the window.

      “I think you're going to love it here, sweetheart,” my mom said, getting out of the car and looking up at the house she’d rented.

      “Honestly, I always thought this place was a fairy tale,” I said.

      My mom smiled at me. She had talked about Safety Beach, Virginia, since I could remember. It had been the place of dreams, the place where romance was born, where everyone was allowed to be themselves.

      But now that we were here, the place just looked like another regular old town to me.

      “Do I have to go to school tomorrow?” I asked.

      “We’re not talking about this again,” my mom said.

      I’d been arguing with her about starting school right away since we had left California. But I wasn't just a spoilt brat. I didn’t want to go to school here. Everyone seemed to think I was a freak back
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