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1: Those Involved
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ON THE DAY that started the whole thing, Vice Principal Gordon Alcott of Ambrose Finch Academy recalled that he’d had enough of teenagers and their problems. Maybe, (as Gordon admitted in the teacher’s lounge the day after the accident) maybe it was his fault for not pushing harder for answers, but the other girls involved all had the same story, a story they relayed calmly and he believed truthfully. 

Whereas Rory Pearson hardly spoke at all, never mind look him in the eye. In the half hour he had her in his office, she didn’t raise a single objection to their version of events. Shyness was one thing, but that kid was practically mute. What else could he do? He wasn’t a mind reader, was he?

His solution was wisdom itself or so it seemed at the time. No punishment, no blame—just put these girls together to work it out. Gordon had the right idea but he must’ve missed something in the interview. He didn’t have all the facts. Obviously three of them left out significant details as to the scope of the conflict. Hindsight was twenty-twenty but how could he be expected to do his job if the students weren’t straight with him? And the Pearson girl said nothing to help him out. 

The teaching staff sympathized, especially now that Vice Principal Alcott’s job was on the line. Rory Pearson was in the hospital on life support and the boy, the one who was driving, Mark Salinger, was in a coma. The investigation was ongoing and the school was actively protecting itself against legal action.

“How did a kid like that even get into AFA?” he complained. “Her grades aren’t spectacular. She doesn’t speak up in class, doesn’t contribute to the life of the school—no clubs, no organizations, sports—nothing. What did Rory Pearson have that other more deserving kids out there didn’t have?”

It was a rhetorical question. Rory Pearson didn’t need to have anything—she was a Pearson. Ambrose Finch III, scion of the blue blood founder of the school, had served in Vietnam with Rory Pearson’s grandfather. He returned and Rory’s grandfather, PFC Dwayne Pearson, didn’t. For reasons known only to Ambrose the third, he established a foundation for the education of Pearson’s descendents. Rory’s father was the first beneficiary in 1980. Tuition, materials, room and board, school trips, uniform—all of it was covered by old Finch money. 

With inflation built in, that represented a substantial pile of cash and there was no way out of it for the school’s trustees. Ambrose made sure of that. AFA would lose the founding family’s endowment if it failed to offer a Pearson child a place. The school was over two hundred years old but just like that it would be cut off and left to die—and all because Ambrose Finch III went to Vietnam. 

Miss Pearson didn’t seem to be cognizant of the great good fortune that had fallen into her lap simply by being born a Pearson. She certainly demonstrated no appreciation for it. 

No wonder bad things kept happening to her, Gordon thought. He was all out of sympathy for the Rory Pearsons of the world, kids who hadn’t actually earned their place in society but got it through the charity of others who had. He wasn’t being unreasonable. She could make more of an effort to fit in with the other girls—show some degree of gratitude for being included where she clearly did not belong. 

“Bear with me,” he had said to her. “I just don’t understand why this keeps happening to you in particular. We don’t have this sort of trouble with the other students. I’m not blaming you—blaming the victim isn’t something we do here at AFA—but I am trying to understand.” He asked after a pause: “How did the door on the bathroom stall come to be jammed?”

Her face blazed red and the girl stared at her hands. Her nails were bitten, Gordon noted with a shudder. Fifteen years old and still biting her nails. He was a man who prided himself on conquering defeatist attitudes and bad habits. Rory Pearson was a walking example of a defeatist attitude. Tiny white pustules dotted the pores around her nose and chin. 

“I don’t know. I had permission from Mrs. Saltwater to go to the washroom. It was fine when I got there. Mr. Darby was upset. I wasn’t.”

Darby, the school’s janitor, was almost as sick of dealing with adolescent pranks as Gordon was policing them. “Mr. Darby had a reason to be upset. He had to take the door off the stall in order to get you out. You must have jammed something in the lock and essentially broke it.”

“I didn’t.” Her head snapped up. Rory Pearson fixed him with an unexpectedly hard stare. “That wasn’t me,” she said quietly.

“Then who was it?”

“I don’t know.” She dropped her gaze again.

Gordon consulted the paper on his desk. “I understand there were three other girls in the bathroom at the time and that’s where the confusion comes in. Who was responsible for vandalizing school property?”

Rory Pearson was wearing a pilled yellow sweater and a black skirt that came down to her ankles. It had to be a costume Gordon remembered thinking. Halloween was coming up.

“I think the lock just broke ... just normal wear and tear.”

“Why didn’t you crawl under the door to get out and save Mr. Darby from having to drop what he was doing to rush over and rescue you?”

Rory’s face glowed pink. “I was going to but I guess one of the toilets backed up. There was, um, water and urine on the floor around the stall. I ... I couldn’t ... I called for help.”

Gordon shuffled his papers, feeling slightly ashamed and then annoyed for being made to feel ashamed. “Yes, of course. I have Mr. Darby’s report here. Under the circumstances you did the best you could, given your predicament.” Clearing his throat, he sat back and eyed her sternly. “The whole incident is completely unacceptable and far below the standards we have set for AFA students.”

“Okay.” She gave him a level stare. “Sorry for the inconvenience.”

“Well.” There was nothing left to say. He was beginning to feel he owed her an apology as well and that was unacceptable. She could patch it up with these girls if she wanted to, and if she didn’t, Gordon would do it for her. 

He punched a button on the intercom and asked the school secretary to send in Sasha Montgomery, Barbara Spelay and Jasmine Hatfield. They had been waiting in the outer office after giving their side of the story. Gordon had thought it better to keep the two camps separated—a courtesy that was wasted on Rory Pearson who made no attempt to clear her name.

The teenagers entered and stood at a respectful distance from Rory. Gordon prided himself on being able to read body language and in his opinion they were scared. As they should be, he thought, but their fear softened him up and made him second guess his interpretation of what had happened. Maybe Rory wasn’t the innocent victim she appeared to be. 

“Every week it’s something new between you four,” he began, trying to strike a tone of peacemaker. “Miss Pearson says the lock broke and that’s how she came to be trapped in the stall. I am inclined to believe her version of events if it will end this feud between you.”

Rory lifted her gaze to the window and stared out, her eyes absolutely devoid of expression. 

“There is no feud, sir. Did she say there was a feud?” Barbara demanded. “We were in the washroom waiting for Jas when Rory came in. We said hello or something like that and she went into the stall. Jas flushed the toilet, washed her hands at the sink and then we left. That’s it. I don’t know where she’s getting this feud thing from. We barely know her.”

Gordon pounced. Maybe he’d got the wrong end of the stick classifying their conflict as a feud, but he was right about Rory making no effort to fit in. If they got to know each other, this nonsense would stop. 

“Miss Pearson has not contradicted your story, so you can stop trying to sell me on it. I’m telling you this has gone on long enough. A decree is coming down.” He linked his hands on the desk and leaned forward, meeting the eye of each of the girls except Rory, who refused to look away from the window. 

“Miss Montgomery, you are on the Halloween committee this year, I believe. You will take Miss Pearson under your wing, teach her the ropes—include her in the planning for the dance.” He anticipated their objection and was ready. “This is not up for debate. You will work together as a team. You will get to know each other. For the duration you will be inseparable. This you will do or face suspension. There will be no second chances.” 

“The Halloween dance is only a week away, sir,” Jasmine Hatfield protested. “We’d be happy to include Rory but there’s not a whole lot left to be done.”

“I don’t care.” Gordon glared at them. “I don’t care if Miss Pearson opens a box of crackers and shakes them out on a plate. If I receive another report of trouble between you, it won’t be a suspension—you will be expelled—all four of you. That is not an idle threat. I have a file folder of evidence to take to the trustees and your parents. You have been warned.”
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IN THE DAYS AFTER THE accident, this is how the girls would remember what actually transpired with Rory. This is not what they told their parents or the authorities but it’s what happened.

There was an agreement between them, struck almost as soon as they left the VP’s office. Rory would sit at their table at lunch and show up after school for committee meetings. She would keep quiet and stay out of their way and they’d leave her alone in future. Sasha raised the problem with this plan. 

“The dance is in town at the Majestic. Alcott will be there. He expects us to see us there together. He’ll know if we’ve ditched her.”

“I’m not going,” Rory said. 

They ignored her. 

“All we have to do is arrive together. That should be enough. I mean, my God, what more does he want,” Jas demanded. “The punishment in no way fits the crime. We made a mistake, Pearson, and we’re supremely fucking sorry. Believe me, it will never happen again. You are dead to me.”

“Great,” Rory said and moved to go.

Sasha grabbed her back again. “She could’ve dropped us in it and she didn’t. It’s only a week. I can find something for her to do on the committee that’ll satisfy Alcott, and then we’ll hang out with her at the dance.”

“I’m not going to the dance,” Rory said again. 

“God, we’re going to have to eat lunch with her,” Barb groaned mutinously. “You know what the Squad is going to think about that, right? Jasmine and Sasha, this is going to ruin your chances to get on the Student Council. You know that right? And it’s definitely going to ruin my chance to be chosen Homecoming Queen.”

The election was held in November for the two seats left on the Council. Posters were plastered all over the school but everyone knew it was the Squad who would decide who got those seats.

“I’ll talk to them. I think they’ll be amused. No, really, I think they’ll find it funny. But shit just got real and fun and games are over. You heard Alcott. He’s been keeping a file, probably from the beginning of the year. I don’t know why. We were only horsing around.”

“Zero tolerance. That’s what they’ll say. And it only goes one way. They never look at what the other person did. No one is going to ask us what Pearson did to set us off, are they?”

“I didn’t do anything,” Rory said. “You’re just evil trolls who can’t stand being ignored.”

They stared at her. The bug had spoken. 

“Pearson doesn’t have a car, do you, Pearson?”

“She’s fifteen. Of course she doesn’t have a car. She has no life skills whatsoever.”

“I don’t need a car. I live on campus.” 

“Someone is going to have to drive her to the Majestic.”

“How is any of this our problem?” Jas moaned loudly. “She can figure out how to get there herself.”

“I’m going with Brian,” Sasha said, “and we’re already taking Christine and David. One of you will have to do it.”

“It can’t be me,” said Barb. “I have a full car too. Blaine, Miriam and Alison are with me and we have to get there early to set up. We’re on the decorating committee.”

“I know, Barb,” Jas said impatiently. “I’m the head of the dance committee, remember? This isn’t just happening to you. It affects all of us. It was your idea to screw around with the stall door. You’re the one who got us into this.”

“That was a joke,” Barb shouted. “It was the toilet water all over the floor that pissed Alcott off. Stall doors get jammed all the time. None of this would’ve happened if Pearson could’ve crawled under the door. Right, Pearson?”

“I have to get to class,” Rory said. 

Sasha grabbed her back. “None of that matters now. She’s coming to the dance with us, or we’re suspended and my parents will cut up every credit card I have.”

“You’re such a materialist,” said Barb, crossing her arms.

“Salinger lives off campus. He’s going out with Pam Frost but if I ask him, he’ll do it. He’ll pick you up and take you to the dance as a favor to us. Don’t read anything into it. Don’t imagine this makes you one of us. It doesn’t. I’m not being mean. I’m just stating the facts. You are not one of us.”

Rory nodded. “I agree. I am not one of you.”

Barb laughed in disbelief. “Did you hear that? She’s doing it again. What makes you so superior, Pearson? You’re failing almost every class. You buy your clothes in thrift stores and not because you can’t afford new clothes like some kids. I mean they actually can’t, Pearson, okay? No, you do it because you’re pretentious, trying to show off what a radical you are. You won’t even try in sports. God help the poor fool who gets you on her team. Fuck—we’re all about to be expelled and trying to deal with the situation and you’re behaving like a hostile bitch. So tell me—what is your problem?”

“I’m late for class. That’s my problem.”

“Right,” Jas drawled. “Like you actually care about getting to class. Aggravating us is the only joy you have in life.”

Alcott’s secretary came out into the hall and instructed them to get to class or she’d report them to the VP.

Rory was released and returned to History just ahead of the bell. 

Her legs were shaking. Her ears were red. She drilled down into that deep, quiet part of herself to examine what she did that was so triggering. She must be doing something. What did they find so irritating about her? She’d stop doing it if she knew what it was. 

Her clothes for instance. They were from the thrift store because it was easier. Someone had already owned them, had already made the decision to buy this sweater in that color or those jeans in that style and she didn’t have to trust her taste because she wasn’t sure she had any. They connected her to other people like hand-me-downs in a family. If she had older sisters for instance. Or if she had a mom to help her choose.

She didn’t really care about their opinion, Rory decided. School was a means to an end and what that ‘end’ was, she didn’t know, except it’s what people did. They went to school and then more school and then they got a job. It was a process. Parties, clubs, prom queens and being popular weren’t necessary to the process. It happened with or without social validation. 

That sort of thing was out of her reach anyway and Rory had survived her life by not caring about the things that were out of her reach. She didn’t even care about being kicked out of one of the most prestigious private schools in the New England states. She shouldn’t be there in the first place. She didn’t earn it and she didn’t care about it. 

There was only one thing she cared about. A thing she had kept secret for a year and barely had the courage to admit it now, even to herself. She cared about Mark Salinger. 

She cared about him a lot. 
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2: The Victims
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VIRGIL WAS A three-hundred-year-old colonial town composed of Main Street and narrow side streets of historical interest. There was a major park stretched along the banks of Lake Champlain. Residents and tourist traffic supported a movie theatre, now converted to a banquet hall, five or six shops and restaurants, three churches, a hotel and two taverns. Black iron hitching posts were still in place outside the older buildings from the days when horses were the only mode of transportation. 

In this town of just under nine thousand people, lived Rory Pearson and Mark Salinger. They knew each other, probably from infancy, their mothers were in the same baby group, but every time he saw her it was a shock to the system.

He heard her thumping around upstairs in her room. Their house was an historic colonial. No sound-proofing to speak of. His father worked a few hours a week for Rory’s father doing general maintenance and yard work. He was a handyman, self-employed. Rory’s dad had joked once that he ought to put Mark’s dad on a retainer and Mark’s dad had laughed. Mark was embarrassed but he didn’t mean anything by it. He was an investment banker. That was probably the kind of language he used in his business. Mr. Pearson had leveraged the connections he’d made at Ambrose Finch Academy to gain entrance into Harvard. Now he was one of the quietly rich who lived in Virgil. You’d never know it to look at him. He travelled a lot for work and kept a low profile. Rory’s mother wasn’t around anymore. She left when her daughter was ten. 

Rory came downstairs, lugging a duffle bag and a stack of books. Mark took the bag from her. “What are you doing with all this stuff?”

She’d come home for the weekend and Mark’s dad volunteered him to drive Rory back to campus. Her father had to go out of town on a business trip and since Mark and his dad were at the house cleaning out the gutters and raking leaves, it was an easy ask.

“Things I need,” she said, slightly out of breath. “Is it okay?”

“Sure. But—” He shrugged the bag higher on his shoulder as they walked to the car. “What’s going on? You’ve got enough stuff in here to last a month.” 

She avoided his eyes. Her neck was red. “That’s the general idea. I’ll be staying at the school through November. My dad is coming back for a day or two and then he flies out again.”

“Oh.” He set the bag on the back seat. “Going away where?”

“Don’t know. I think he told your dad. He’s the emergency contact for the insurance company ... that kind of thing. Sorry.”

He shrugged. “It’s nothing to do with me.”

Mark had three younger siblings. He lived in a cramped house that was always noisy and smelled of frying. As the oldest, there were always demands on his time—always, always. Rory had the freedom to do exactly as she pleased. What he wouldn’t give for a whole month to himself, he thought.

She got into the car, juggling the stack of books on her lap. They were silent on the drive to Ambrose Finch. 

Mark heard all about the prank on Wednesday that ended with an edict from Alcott and the threat of suspension. Rory was at all the committee meetings after school and sat with the girls at lunch. It was uncomfortable. No one was happy about it. Not the guys on the team, not the girls, no one. He agreed to chauffeur Rory to the dance mostly out of wanting to break the tension. A smothering anxiety was rising inside him watching Rory eat her lunch at their table with everyone pretending she didn’t exist.

“I’m not going to the dance by the way,” she said stiffly.

“You’re not.” He said it flat, like a statement. Neutral.

“No. So you don’t need to come out to the school on Friday.”

“You’ll be suspended.”

“I don’t care.”

“I don’t mind picking you up.”

“I said I’m not going. I did what Alcott asked and it hasn’t changed a thing. As long as they stop their shitty treatment of me, I don’t care about the rest of it. I don’t need their approval.”

“So go to the dance if it doesn’t make a difference. It’ll be fun.”

“Will it?” She met his eyes fully, seeing into the back of his skull.

“No.” He grinned. “The music will be too loud. Everyone will drink too much booze. Same old faces, same old games, same forced laughs. Best years of our lives.”

There was a brief silence.

“What about Pam Frost?”

“What about her?”

“Sasha said you’re going out with her.”

He had to laugh. Getting him with Pamela had been on Sasha’s agenda since the beginning of the year. “Sash got it wrong. Pam is going solo.” 

Another silence.

“Fine.” Rory’s voice sounded defeated. “I’ll go.”

He couldn’t look at her because his heart had started hammering. “Good. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

––––––––
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THE SEAT BELT CUTS into his collar bone, cutting off his air supply. His fingers scrabble across his waist, seeking the buckle. It is dark and silent. Damp earth, wind and something wet sliding down his face. The buckle releases and his body slips free. The car is crushed around him. Mark pushes on his door. It doesn’t budge. 

“Rory, are you all right?”

Her voice comes from a great distance away. “I’m fine, Mark. I’m here. Come this way.”

He turns and sees her standing outside of the car. She looks fine. Not a scratch on her. Relief bursts through his chest.

“The door is jammed and I can’t get out. How did you do it?”

“The window is down on the passenger side.”

He twists and turns and wriggles over the crumpled roof to the passenger side. There’s a gap where the window used to be, too narrow for Mark to squeeze through. 

“I can’t, I can’t.”

“You have to. The car is going to catch fire.”

He compresses his body, willing himself paper thin, thinking himself slippery, inching his length through the constricted opening until at last he is loose, sprawling on frozen leaves that crackle under him. 

Rory is standing a short distance away, in the shadows. The forest behind her is black, fathomless. There is no wind.

“Come here. Come this way, Mark. You must come this way.”

“The main highway is that way.” He points up the side of the ravine. 

“No, not that way. Listen to me. If we go that way we’ll never get out of here.”

Her voice sounds tinny and faint. He turns to look at her and she seems to be fading into the dark behind her, becoming part of it.

“Rory, what’s going on?”

“Please Mark. You must come with me. If you don’t, we’ll never see each other again.”

He isn’t in pain, which is strange. He feels no injury and when he wipes his face expecting to find blood, he comes away with sweat. His head is clear. 

Rory’s face gleams against the dark. He walks toward her slowly at first, then the further away he gets from the crash, the faster his legs move. 

He takes her hand. Her eyes are wide and grateful. And then it is easy. It is all so easy to slip off with Rory into the dark. 

––––––––
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THE TEAM OF EMTS REACHED the bottom of the ravine just as the car burst into flame. A woman on the highway above screamed. They lifted their hands against the heat and swung fire extinguishers that were ineffectual against the inferno. A shout by another who was searching the underbrush attracted their attention. Two EMTs were left to fight the fire while the others moved efficiently to the bodies of a girl and boy. 

The girl had been thrown free of the car during its violent plunge down the ravine. The boy had crawled free of the wreck and made it to safety before the car exploded.

The victims were unresponsive and they couldn’t find a pulse. Compressions were initiated.

“I’ve got something. She’s still with us. Okay, this one is ready for transport.” 

Paramedics slid the girl onto the stretcher, hooked her up to oxygen and strapped her down before winching her up the side of the ravine. 

“Come on, buddy,” breathed the paramedic who was working on the boy. “Your girlfriend is going to leave without you. There we are—that’s it. You’ve got this. Atta boy, welcome back.”

They waited until the male victim’s pulse stabilized and then attached oxygen and strapped him to a stretcher. The girl coded at one point en route to the hospital and it took some work to bring her back but they were successful in the end.

Accidents like that one rarely ended so well and even now the team had no idea if the kids would ultimately survive it. Their job was done when they transferred them to the ER and signed off. That was a near one they said when their shift had ended. How close those kids were to death when they found them. A wrong turn, a slow-moving vehicle that refused to pull over in time to let the ambulance pass and those kids would be dead. 

Thoughts like that were frightening, the randomness of it all. When it worked out, it was magic. When it failed, it was mere biology. They suspected an uncomfortable amount of luck was involved and learned long ago not to dwell on it too much.

––––––––
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TWO THINGS HAPPENED at the dance that tipped the scales against Rory Pearson in the opinion of Pamela Frost, the girlfriend of the boy who was in a coma. One was that she showed up with Mark Salinger dressed as a witch and not even ironically. For some reason, that set people against her. Mark didn’t wear a costume at all. Most of them didn’t. Only the geeks and cosplay kids went all out. The head of the dance committee, Jasmine Hatfield, was wearing a killer Batgirl costume. Sexy and very chill, whereas Rory’s costume was strictly PG13. 

“It looked like she bought it at the drugstore, you know? It was like she tried but didn’t try. She was on the committee and she couldn’t even get that right. She just didn’t care. Fine, okay—I have no problem with her not caring—but don’t show up in some half-assed costume, forcing us to pretend to like it because Alcott is watching our every move. So right away, the general consensus was against her. And it didn’t get better at the party.”

The officer wrote this down in his book. Pamela’s parents stood against the wall wearing identical opaque expressions. 

“What happened there?”

“Some drama between her and Mark. Barb Spelay kept pointing it out to me, like I cared what Salinger got up to in his spare time.”

“What do you mean exactly?”

“Well, it was a pity date, right? But he was giving Rory the wrong idea. He only took her to the dance because Sash asked him to give her a lift and instead of cutting her loose once he got there, he hung around. Which—okay—was weird, but not to me. I didn’t care what he did. I mean, I’m not desperate, okay? But it was weird to the others—the Squad and Barb and that group. They kept talking about it. No one was happy with the way Pearson had pushed her way in, taking advantage of the fact that they were basically given no choice but to include her.”

“Why did Mark and Rory leave the dance early?”

“I wasn’t there, I didn’t witness it, but I heard from some of the others that they’d had a fight. I don’t know how it started but Mark was pretty upset. That’s what I heard. I thought he was going to drive her back to the dorm and I’d see him later at the party. I was totally shocked by what happened. Mark is a really good driver. I think you should know that.”

––––––––
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HE PUT HIS HAND ON the back of her neck and steered her toward the dance floor. Rory was stiff at first but then compliant. She didn’t look up until Mark put his hands on her waist.

“Just do it,” he said tiredly. “One dance. It won’t kill you.”

A slow dance which was going to cause problems for him with the others and he’d have to find a way to explain it. Rory didn’t have a clue what was going on behind her back. Her witch’s hat was lopsided. She put her hands on his shoulders and stared off into space, obviously trying not to see him.

“Why do you aggravate them?”

She blinked a couple of times. “Why do they harass me, you mean? I don’t know. I don’t care. I didn’t know a costume was optional. They told me committee members had to wear one. So I did.”

“You could laugh it off, you know. They’re just messing with you.”

“No, they’re not.”

Rory’s eyes caught the light. She was staring steadily at him now. He remembered before with her, when she was twelve, seeing her standing at a window while his father talked to her father about the work that needed doing on the old house. She had watched him with the same unflinching intensity. 

“No, they’re not,” he agreed. “Okay, so we’re not going to lie to each other about the denizens of Ambrose Finch Academy. They are absolute assholes.”

“I wish they’d be assholes from a distance. I don’t care if they don’t like me, but can they leave me alone when I’m in the bathroom?” She attempted a smile and then abandoned it. “I want to belong, fit in, toe the line—all that jazz—I just don’t know how. I feel like we’ve been lied to for the past fifty years, encouraged to rebel against the status quo when they should’ve been teaching us how to conform. I would totally sign up for that class.”

“You know it’s just group think, right? If you got one of the Squad alone or Jas, or Barb, or Sasha—they wouldn’t have a problem with you. Privately, they’re decent people.”

“They dislike me in public so it doesn’t matter to me what they’re like in private. It’s the public acceptance that counts.”

“They don’t know what they’re doing.” He exhaled. “I mean they don’t know any reality other than their own. They have no clue about most of the world. They’re on one side of the mirror and we’re on the other.”

They moved slowly to the music. Her hands were light and warm on his shoulders. He was wearing a dark purple shirt, the only thing he owned that was gothic-looking for a Halloween party. Rory looked ridiculous. Mark had to agree with the Squad on that. 

“They could get a clue about us if they wanted. They don’t even try.”

He wasn’t so different from Rory in that he wanted to belong. Mark just knew he couldn’t have it both ways. He knew he couldn’t be himself and be accepted. He never told his friends what he liked or disliked. He offered no opinion at all on anything. The truth was he felt too unimportant to go up against their opinions. They would erase him from their circle if he did—quietly, stealthily cause him to cease to exist. The mysterious thing about Mark Salinger that they found attractive would vanish if they knew what he thought about, what he felt. He would no longer be this fascinating enigma. The crux of his popularity hinged on being unknown.

Rory’s hands grew lighter on his shoulders, almost like they were levitating. Her body shifted away from his. “Song’s not over yet,” he said and drew her back.

Orange and yellow light whirled over them, splashes of color thrown by the mirror ball. He loved the Majestic. When he was a little kid, his mother brought him here to see a movie before it closed for good. She was probably pregnant with his brother at the time but Mark couldn’t remember. He couldn’t remember the movie either but he remembered the squeaking red velvet seats, the gilded cherubs around the proscenium arch and the painted ceiling.

His passion was old buildings. His friends didn’t know. They wouldn’t object to his fascination with old architecture, they just wouldn’t be interested, and he worried their disinterest would persuade him to lose interest too. There were things about himself he wasn’t ready to give up yet.

“Did you mean what you said in my room before?” Her eyes were dark and sunken. Her skin was mottled as though her witch’s make-up had mingled with sweat and clumped together. 

“Yes.” He swallowed and flicked his gaze to the group standing at the refreshment table. He and Rory were being watched. “Did you mean what you said?”

She nodded after a brief pause. 

He felt a gasp of relief rising to his throat and quashed it. He lowered his mouth to her ear, pulling her in closer, conscious of what he was doing and the trouble it would cause. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. It’s not the same for you. I don’t expect it to be.”

“It’s the same.” His head throbbed. Like all the blood in his body was pounding between his ears.

“You don’t show it.” Her voice was low and husky.

“No—well. No.” His skin crawled with heat. “It’s the same.”

“What excuse will you give for slow-dancing with me?”

“What makes you think I need to give anyone an excuse?”

Her silence irritated him, like she’d sifted through his private thoughts and couldn’t be bothered to answer him. Of course he needed an excuse for dancing with her. He depended on his popularity and wanted to hold onto it. Rory knowing this about him made him angry.

“I’ll tell them you were upset,” he said offhandedly. “I’ll tell them my dad works for your dad and you were upset because this is the anniversary of your mom leaving.”

She put her hands flat on his chest and shoved him hard. Mark staggered back before he recovered his balance. The first shock came from being separated from her. The second, deeper shock came from realizing what he had said.

“I’m sorry, Rory, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

But she was already moving across the floor to the exit.

Mark Salinger had kept himself to himself for so long ... secrets locked down deep inside that he only let out when he was alone. No one knew about the charge he got when Rory Pearson was in the room. His face didn’t change when she passed him in the hall but every nerve in his body hummed with an emotion that left him baffled and exhausted every damn day. 

He hid the fact that he liked her. He’d been hiding it for a long time, even from himself. The hiding was over now. He had entered dangerous territory. 
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3: Cosmic Drift
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THE FOREST FOLDS around him like a chilled blanket. His face is cool and so is Rory’s hand. He feels light, it’s effortless to walk. The ravine is a tangle of leafless branches and he can’t see very far ahead. There is a mist, a white mist laying flat against the satin dark. 

“I hope you know where you’re going,” Mark says. Something moves in the undergrowth to his left. 

Rory looks at him over her shoulder but doesn’t release his hand. “I haven’t got the vaguest idea. I think I know the way to the edge of the wood. From there, we should be able to find our way up to my father’s house.”

“You’re injured. Look.”

She follows his eyes to her arm that’s hanging, mangled, from the elbow. There is blood.

“We should’ve climbed to the highway.” Mark is trying not to panic. “You’re going to bleed to death. Why are we going this way?”

“It’s really steep on that side.” Her face is in shadow. “I didn’t think I could make it.”

“I only agreed because you said we wouldn’t see each other again if we went that way. What did you mean by that?”

“I’m not sure. I’m sorry. Do you want to go back? I’ll go back with you if you want, but I can’t climb that embankment. I could wait for you while you went for help.”

A feeling comes over him like he’s falling. “No, if you can’t make the climb, we shouldn’t split up.”

There’s a sound behind him, a whining, wheezing grinding like a bellows. He turns and peers into the shadows at a pair of dark red eyes. Rory stumbles just then and Mark loses his grip on her hand. She falls into the moist leaf litter and seems to disappear into the white mist. 

A form emerges from the stark silhouette of the trees. The red eyes transform into the face of a person wearing red glasses and a black demon costume. It’s someone out for Halloween taking a shortcut through the ravine. They must be closer to the road than they thought. Their rescuer clears his throat and the wheeze is heard again. 

“Oh hey!” Mark cries. “Hi! We’ve been in an accident. Can you help us? My friend’s fallen down. She needs help.”

“Can you walk?”

“Yes. I’m okay but my friend is injured.”

“I can go for help,” he says. “You should come with me. We’ll come back for her.”

––––––––
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RORY WAS THE ONLY ONE in residence Halloween weekend. She’d found the witch’s costume at the drugstore earlier that afternoon. It was made of cheap plastic but she thought she’d convey the horror of a witch in face paint. The idea, she thought, behind Halloween costumes at their age was to look scary, not sexy. She really was clueless about girl stuff. 

She put on a short black chiffon skirt that she’d bought a few months ago and never had the guts to wear, and a pair of striped tights from the ladies clothing store in Virgil for witch’s legs. Her sweater was nice. Black and filmy like a spider’s web. And she wore black heels.

Not bad. Not terrible. It would help if she had a mother around to ask her opinion.

Rory paused with the grease stick still in her hand. Her eyes were rimmed with black kohl. The day her mother left their house, Rory thought she was going out on an errand. She asked her if she could come along. Her mother rarely let her go with her to the stores or to help with the groceries and she didn’t that day either. 

That was exactly five years ago. Her father leaving town this week felt like a shunning. He didn’t mean it to be (at least she didn’t think he did), but she couldn’t help dwelling on why he left on the day she could’ve used his support and the only conclusion she could come up with was that he blamed her. 

It was possible that Rose Pearson left Daniel Pearson because Rose didn’t want to be a mother or more specifically, she didn’t want to be her mother. There were only so many lies Rory could tell herself. She loved her mother but after five years of dead silence, she was pretty sure her mother didn’t love her. If her mother didn’t love her enough to stick around when she was ten, she wasn’t going to love her enough when she was fifteen. 

The school counsellor explained her father’s abandonment by saying grown-ups process loss differently. Her father probably believed he was protecting her from his unhappiness by working that weekend. Rory made decisions every day about what to believe and what to reject. Today she opted to believe the counsellor’s explanation. The trouble with her was she could never embrace a belief in its purest form and leave it alone. She had to nurse it and embroider it into an alternate reality and that’s what she’d done all day. She’d plotted a tale in which her father was in mourning and out of concern for her, took off on a business trip. 

A trip he could easily have postponed if he was really concerned about her.

Her fantasies rarely held up under too much scrutiny.

Rory lowered her head to the desk in her dorm room until her cheek was resting against the wood surface. The green greasepaint would leave a mark. She’d been trying to make herself look like the witch from Wicked and the effect wasn’t great. Why was she going through with this? She could’ve told the guidance counsellor some story about missing her mother and got some kind of reprieve. She could’ve got out of Alcott’s edict on compassionate grounds, or whatever it was they gave kids who’d lost a parent. 

She could’ve but the counsellor would’ve said her mother wasn’t dead. Rory had an actual living mother out there. Being abandoned wasn’t enough to get you off the hook at Ambrose Finch. 

She lifted her face and stared at the strange-looking girl in the mirror. Her eyes were red from crying and the greasepaint was blotchy. There was a knock on the door. She swiped her nose with the back of her arm and rose from her desk, the costume crinkling as she walked. 

Mark Salinger was standing in the hall, gazing blandly in the opposite direction as though wishing there was someone else he was picking up instead of her. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked out of nowhere and she realized he was staring at her.

Worse—he seemed to see her, which was alarming. Had Mark Salinger been able to see her all this time? He was looking at her like he had peered into her soul and knew everything about her, which seemed unfair because she knew almost nothing about him. Mark was opaque. 

“I got some of this makeup in my eye.” She turned and walked across the room to her desk. “I’m not ready to go yet. Are you in a hurry?”

“No. Take your time. I’d give
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