
    
    [image: [Image]]
    
Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

through the looking glass

songs to learn and sing

night time

some girls wander by mistake

strangeways, here we come

midnight to midnight

scary monsters

unknown pleasures

the downward spiral

it’ll end in tears

dark adapted eye

the art of falling apart

power, corruption & lies

shimmering, warm and bright

strange times

twist of shadows

within the realm of a dying sun

the dreaming

should the world fail to fall apart

with sympathy

god’s own medicine

kiss me, kiss me, kiss me

big night music

the sky’s gone out

black celebration

the moon and the melodies

author’s note

acknowledgments

credits

recommended playlist with annotations

Sample Chapter from PULL DOWN THE NIGHT

buy the book

about the author


Copyright © 2012 by An Open Car, Inc.

 

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Houghton Mifflin Books for Children, an imprint of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 2012. 

 

 For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.

 


  www.hmhco.com


 

Cover design © 2012 by Murilo Maciel

Music credits appear in the credits section.

 

LCCN 2011048209

 

ISBN 978-0-547-72996-1 hardcover

ISBN 978-0-544-10479-2 paperback

 

eISBN 978-0-547-73111-7

v3.0416



For Amanda

(If you have a sister who you suspect has secret

supernatural powers, you understand.)





One night I shall be awakened

by the horn from the driver

and know before my eyes are fully opened

that the signal is for me.



 


Then I shall descend those stairs,

going out onto the avenue

to ride away in the passenger’s seat

without so much as a glance at the driver.




 

 


  1


through the looking glass

AT THE QUIET BEGINNING of a clear day, a black sedan rolled slowly down the empty street and came to a stop in front of Celia’s house. She had known it would be coming, but it was a tiny shock to see it there, even so. She opened the front door and took long, slow strides down the walk to meet it.

The car’s metal and glass glinted in the morning sun. In the passenger seat window Celia’s reflection looked back at her: a tall, thin girl wearing a little black cardigan over a gray dress. Her skin was pale and her long, straight brown hair disappeared behind her shoulders. She looked past the glare on the glass and found a second girl sitting behind the steering wheel, who was not much older than she. The driver’s razor-sharp black bob shifted and then fell back into place as her gloved hand lowered her sunglasses and she looked out at Celia. Around them the houses seemed to slumber on their lawns. The morning smelled of dew and grass. Soon it would be fall.

Celia opened the door and took her place in the passenger seat. The air in the car held traces of a perfume that reminded her of forests and spice cabinets and Christmas. “Are you ready?” the driver asked when Celia had closed the door.

“I think so.”

The driver put the car in gear and eased away from the curb. They glided out of Celia’s neighborhood at a stately pace, and in the amber light she felt as if they were driving through honey. A gloomy song played on the stereo, with ringing guitars and crashing drums, and a man singing:

 


One cold damp evening the world stood still

I watched as I held my breath

A silhouette I thought I knew came through

And someone spoke to me

Whispered in my ear

This fantasy’s for you

Fantasies are in this year . . .


 

“Who is this?”

“The Chameleons,” the driver said. “You like it?”

“Yes.”

The warm light flickered through the trees as they rode. Celia tried to imagine what she might have been doing, where she might have been instead, if she hadn’t . . . She wondered which thing she might have done differently, which decision would have sent her in a different direction. It was hard to guess. At this moment she felt as though she had never had a choice, really. There were so many questions she couldn’t answer, but it all seemed so inevitable, regardless. She turned around and looked at the back seat. A gray cashmere blanket lay there on the tan leather, neatly folded, waiting for the first cold snap of the fall.

They drove into a neighborhood Celia didn’t know, where the houses looked expensive and the lawns were wide. The car stopped in front of one of them, and soon the front door of the house released a handsome boy wearing a dark shirt and trousers and a brocade vest. His blond hair was short on the sides and swept into a fifties-inspired peak on top. “That’s Brenden,” the driver said. Brenden waved in their direction before he got into another expensive-looking black car parked in the driveway.

“He isn’t riding with us?” Celia asked.

“That’s not how it works. You’ll see.”

Brenden’s car pulled out in front of them at the same slow pace, and they followed him into another neighborhood.

 

My whole life passed before my eyes

I thought what they say is true

I shed my skin and my disguise

And cold, numb, and naked

I emerged from my cocoon

And a half-remembered tune played softly in my
head. . .


 

They arrived at the curb in front of another house. Once again a boy emerged: olive-skinned with loose dark curls, he wore a slim gray suit jacket over a matching pair of knee-length shorts, and black loafers without socks. “That’s Marco.” The boy waved to them; then he climbed into the other car. Through its rear window Celia could see the two boys greet each other with a kiss.

“You’re not dating anyone, are you?” the driver asked Celia.

“Me? No! I’ve never dated anyone.”

“Why is that?” The driver sounded surprised, and Celia wished she had managed to sound nonchalant instead of alarmed.

She shrugged, trying to play it down. “I’m taller than everyone.” She looked down at her long legs shrouded in dark tights, and her feet in buckled shoes with higher heels than she’d ever worn before, and she thought that now even fewer boys would be able to look her in the eye.

“You just need to date someone older,” the driver answered simply as they followed the other black car down the street, sounding complimentary and slightly bitter at the same time. It was such an obvious solution, now Celia thought about it, but she never had tried to solve the problem. Telling herself she was too tall was one of the ways she made sense of not getting more attention from boys, but that couldn’t obscure the deeper truth: Celia wouldn’t have known what to do with a boy even if he had been delivered to her in a shipping crate with breathing holes cut into the top.

 

I realize a miracle is due

I dedicate this melody to you

But is this the stuff dreams are made of?

No wonder I feel like I’m floating on air

It feels like I’m everywhere . . .


 

“Last stop. We’re late. I hope they’re ready.” The two black cars pulled up in front of an imposing modern house with a huge bed of ivy in place of a lawn. This time two people emerged through the front door. “That’s Liz,” the driver said of a shorter girl with a wavy bob, black with deep blue highlights, wearing skinny black pants and a button-down shirt with long tails. A rosary hung from her neck. “And that’s Ivo.” Celia’s guide’s voice grew warmer as Ivo walked with Liz to yet another black car. He was tall and thin with his black hair severely parted and combed, wearing a black shirt and suit. “They’re fraternal twins. They’re the whole reason the Rosary exists.”

“The Rosary?”

“I didn’t tell you? That’s the name of our group.” The driver turned to look at Celia.

“Are you . . . religious?” Celia asked.

“No. We’re a set of small black shiny beads who string around together, finding beauty the rest of the world has overlooked.” Celia thought this was a description she should remember, but she couldn’t make sense of it. The driver continued, “The Rosary is just the name we’ve given ourselves. But to describe us, I’d say we are the cognoscenti.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Celia said.

“The cognoscenti are ‘the ones who know.’” The girl behind the wheel gave her an appropriately knowing look, but Celia still had no idea how to respond.

Ivo and Liz were pulling out of their driveway in a third black car, and suddenly the image of shiny black things strung together wasn’t just a metaphor. Celia felt as if she were riding in a funeral procession, and a familiar pain flared up in her. Only recently had her heart grown closed around what felt like the shards of a bullet that had lodged there when her father died. The pain wasn’t sharp every day now, but the shards were always there. They would always be there.

 


Like when you fail to make the connection you

know how vital it is

When something slips through your fingers you

know how precious it is

And you reach the point where you know it’s only

your second skin

Someone’s banging on my door . . .



 

“What are you thinking?” the driver asked.

“I . . . well, it feels like we’re going to a funeral.”

“Good,” her guide said. “I suppose we’re a little melodramatic. You know, In the midst of life we are in death, and all that. But that’s what makes it interesting—most people only think about dark things when they’re forced to, even though dark things can be very beautiful. You understand?”

“I think so.” It all sounded rather deep to Celia. For the moment she was relieved that the pain that had flickered in her seemed to be passing. This ride and the memories it evoked weren’t cutting into her the way she had feared. Today there would be no casket awaiting her when they reached their destination. Still, she hoped the time would come when she understood it all.

The procession crept along and turned onto a road that approached a sprawling building arching into the sky like the armor of a stegosaurus, halls and wings poking out in all directions. It stood by itself, with open fields on either side and across the street. But at its feet, cars of other colors and people in conventional clothes moved quickly in every direction, and the stark serenity of the drive began to evaporate. The Rosary’s three black cars filed smoothly into the midst of it all and finally stopped side by side in the parking lot. Celia opened her door and the dreamlike feeling of the journey was gone instantly, like a hubcap clattering to the pavement. She put her feet back down on the ground and stood up, looking around, nervously waiting to be introduced to the others.

“Hello, Regine,” Marco said to Celia’s driver. “And finally we get to meet Celia.” He looked at her with curious, kind eyes.

“Here she is.” Regine presented Celia by touching her elbow, and Celia wondered if she should step forward. “Marco, Brenden, Liz, Ivo, this is Celia.” They all nodded at her. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do. But in the next moment they began to speak to each other, and she felt as if she had faded away like a ghost.

“You saw the new wing?” Ivo pointed along one side of the huge building. “As if this place weren’t large enough already.”

“You won’t be swimming in the new pool, then?” Brenden said to him, and Ivo feigned horror.

Their conversation was dotted with names and topics that were foreign to Celia. She forced herself not to fidget.

“Do you have a mix for us?” Liz asked Brenden.

“Of course I do.” Brenden opened his bag and pulled out a slim stack of jewel cases. “Everything is better with the right soundtrack.”

“Even something as depressing as the first day of school?”

“Especially something as depressing as the first day of school.” Brenden passed the CDs around.

“We have to make the most of it—it’s our last year together,” Ivo said, studying his copy. “You put ‘The Headmaster Ritual’ on here! That’s perfect!”

Brenden turned to Celia, one CD left in his hand. “I thought you might like one, too,” he said, smiling.

“Thank you!” Celia accepted it and studied the track list along with the others. Few of the artists were familiar to her, and those only because Regine had begun her initiation into the group’s musical tastes a few months earlier.

“I have a good feeling about this year,” Marco said. “It’s going to be great.”

Celia looked around. Other kids who had parked nearby were staring curiously at her group. It was obvious, though, these five dark friends didn’t care. When the Rosary started toward the building, they walked purposefully and slowly, just as they had driven, carrying themselves with a careful indifference. They didn’t look at the other kids, and they spoke quietly so no one else could hear. Celia did her best to mimic them. She was surprised to note the intrigued, even mystified respect from the others for the Rosary. Before she had met Regine, whenever she was in public, Celia had wished to be invisible, but there was no point in holding on to that desire now. If this morning was any indication—the procession of cars, the austere clothes, the deliberate manner—the Rosary cultivated mystique deliberately. And if it weren’t for a chain of unlikely events, Celia would have been on the other side, the outside, staring at this group, unsure and alone. By some strange chance, here she was in their midst, and she hoped she looked at least a little as if she belonged, even though she felt like an imposter. It was completely new, and a little thrilling, but she was scared she would drop something, or fall down and be exposed as a fake. Then they would just walk smoothly away from her . . .

Suddenly, ahead of them a girl broke away from her two friends, zigzagging across the pavement with her head ducked and her arms flailing around her face. “No, no, no!” she shrieked. Collectively the Rosary stopped walking, and Celia stopped with them.

“What are you doing?” the frantic girl’s friends called, laughing and confused.

“Ai!” The tormented girl jumped, her whole frame tensing. Then she came down, knees bent, and turned around slowly to look at her friends with wide eyes. She had left them behind, and they stayed put, unsure whether they wanted to be associated with such spastic behavior on the first day of school.

The girl had stopped near a jock in an orange T-shirt. “Hey, Elsie, what’s wrong?”

“A bee stung me!” Elsie held one hand to the side of her neck. “I’m allergic!”

“Whoa—we have to get you to the nurse!” The boy took her arm, but she sank to the asphalt. Her hand waved around her face again as she gasped for air.

Celia glanced at her group. Each of them stood calmly, unaffected by the girl’s plight. Where she was sprawled, the stung girl blocked their path to the school, and the Rosary only seemed to be waiting for the way to be cleared before they continued. Even from twenty feet away, Celia could see that Elsie’s face was swelling noticeably. The girl’s two friends had rushed over, and the jock had dropped to his knees next to her, his hands hovering uselessly around her as he scanned the parking lot. He called out, “Help! Somebody get the nurse!” Several kids took off running into the school.

Still the Rosary didn’t move. Celia couldn’t fault them for not getting involved. There wasn’t anything to do that wasn’t already being done, and there was no point in crowding the poor girl. But Celia was bothered by her feeling of helplessness and her friends’ seeming indifference to Elsie’s plight. Everyone else in the parking lot had stopped in their tracks, too, but they screamed and pointed, telling each other what was in front of them.

“What’s going on?” A young teacher came running toward the heaving girl.

“She’s allergic to bee stings!” the boy in the orange shirt told him as the teacher crouched next to him. But the teacher didn’t seem to know what to do, either. He stared at Elsie, and after another moment the jock urged him, “We have to get her that shot, what’s it called?” He looked around again and shouted, “Does anyone have that shot for allergic reactions?”

“I have an EpiPen!” Another boy came running out from a row of cars, digging in his satchel. He pulled out a small plastic case and handed it to the teacher on the ground by Elsie.

But the teacher stared at him, saying, “I’ve never . . .” The boy took the case back, popped the cap and pushed Elsie’s skirt up her leg, then jabbed the syringe into her thigh and held it there. He spoke in a low voice to the girl, who nodded and gasped. The boy tried to keep her hair out of her eyes.

The tension began to drain from the air. The spectators began to move again, and Elsie’s body started to relax. The nurse lumbered into the parking lot and looked relieved to find that the critical help already had been administered. In another minute the nurse and the teacher helped Elsie to her feet, one on each side, and escorted her into the building. Her friends collected her things and trailed behind her.

The jock stood up, his bright orange T-shirt the last bit of crisis left in the parking lot. He said something to the boy who had provided the EpiPen, and they nodded seriously at each other. The boy went off toward school, but the jock looked over in the direction of the Rosary. “Hey, Liz,” he said. “That was kind of intense.”

Liz opened her mouth and spoke a few syllables that didn’t add up to words. As if on cue, the Rosary began to walk again. Liz struggled to maintain their sedate pace as they stalked past the jock, who looked disappointed, but not surprised. Celia couldn’t decide what was strangest: that such an alarming thing had happened right in front of her on the first day of school, that this gloomy clique had been so aloof throughout it, or that a jock would feel as though he could engage Liz in a conversation.

They reached the school lobby without further incident, and Celia listened for them to comment about what had happened outside. “What did you say about it being a good year?” Ivo said to Marco. “If that was any indication, this year is cursed already.” They traded wry smiles, but in the next moment this group to which Celia was both a stranger and a ward had moved on to more unfamiliar names and things she didn’t understand. She gave up trying to follow the conversation and looked around.

Suburban High School wasn’t nearly as dark and glamorous as she suspected the Rosary would have preferred. The tile walls and textured plaster ceiling looked antiquated, and their colors were too drab to have names. When the group parted ways and Regine walked her upstairs, Celia found that the sophomore hall had all the sophistication of a strip mall or a jail. Against this backdrop Regine looked even more exotic than she had in the black sedan—even more exotic than she had in the summer drawing class where the two of them had met two short months ago. Celia glanced down and reminded herself she looked exotic now, too.

“So you see how we are, right?” Regine said to Celia. “Some kids might give you a hard time, and some kids are going to want to be friends with you just because you’re friends with us, and all I’ll say is you should use your best judgment. You decide if they’re smart enough, and if they look good enough. You decide who is worth your time.” Celia had never thought about it that way. She always had been on the receiving end of those evaluations. She had a hunch that if anyone else at Suburban met the standards Regine had laid out, the Rosary would have befriended them already.

“Do you know that girl?” she asked Regine, who looked at her uncomprehendingly. “The one who got stung?”

“Not really,” Regine said.

Celia’s concerns shifted away from sympathy and back toward herself. In a moment Regine was going to leave her, and the prospect of continuing alone floated up the same fears Celia had forced down several times already that morning.

She said goodbye to Regine and turned to her homeroom door. The room was full of kids in jeans and sneakers and brightly colored shirts who all fell silent when she walked in, looking her over. The air seemed to change, becoming drier and hotter. No longer could Celia pretend to be exotic—she was simply out of place. She considered running back out the door, but she was sure Regine would disapprove of such a display of weakness. This new moment had all the substance of a nightmare, and the next moment would be even worse. What are they going to say? she thought, realizing she had stopped cold a few feet into the room.

Celia knew her outfit was a little morose, and her dark eye shadow didn’t help. She knew she wasn’t making herself any more approachable than her sloppy jeans, faded T-shirts, and hunched shoulders had made her at her old school last year. She had spent all of ninth grade—all of middle school, even—trying to disappear but never quite succeeding, and that impulse still lurked just under the surface. During the summer, with no other kids around, Celia had been able to ignore the risk she was taking by making these bold changes to her appearance. Now she felt the risk like a blast from a hair dryer down her back. It was the same hot gust she had felt whenever more than one of her old classmates had looked at her at the same time. It was the precursor to something bad. If they were merciful, it was only ridicule: She was too tall. She wasn’t savvy enough to conform. She wasn’t strong-willed enough to defend herself. Her best friend was a sketchbook.

Celia had hoped a new high school would somehow be different, but now she thought of course it wasn’t—at least, not in the ways she needed it to be. Had she made a fatal miscalculation with the new strategy she had chosen? These dark clothes? Her dark straight hair, carefully blown even straighter, which now reached midway down her back? The hours spent in front of the mirror learning to make her eyes look smoky instead of blackened? She might match the blackboard now, but she couldn’t expect to fade into it.

The misgivings she had entertained at home less than an hour ago were nothing compared to the panic and despair she felt now. This was not at all like walking into the studio at the art institute. She was alone in a crowd of kids who looked exactly like the ones she had fled at the end of last year. Stork, she thought; pencil-girl. Ghoul—there would be new names for them to call her now: goth freak, vampire. The epithets careened around inside her head, and she waited to hear them.

No one said anything to her. She saw a seat off to the side and willed herself to walk as deliberately as possible over to it. Her ankle wobbled a little, but she pretended everything was fine. She sat down and heard the conversations around her start back up. Then she pulled her sketchbook out of her bag, opened it to the first blank page, and wrote, What is going to happen? She looked at the question for a moment, then crossed it out and wrote another.


  What is happening to me?


Celia summoned back the confidence she was trying to learn from Regine, and memories of the recent times she’d succeeded in feeling mysterious and exotic, qualities she never had possessed before. She pushed her shoulders back a little farther, hearing Regine’s voice in her head admonish her for slouching. She thought back to the summer drawing class where she had met Regine.

 

THE ART INSTITUTE HAD BEEN the first and was still the only foreign place Celia ever had walked into without desiring to disappear. She was one of the youngest students in the class, and while she wasn’t about to go up to strangers and start talking, this was a place where a battered sketchbook was a badge of honor and her felicity with a pencil would work in her favor. The drawing class had been her mother’s suggestion. Celia had understood it immediately as a transparent attempt to find something she would do that included other people in the room. She had agreed, in the way someone who is fluent in French condescends to take a conversation class. For once she believed she was on solid ground, and she entered that studio full of strangers knowing that some of them might draw as well as she did but that it was unlikely any of them drew better. On the first day of class Celia enjoyed a rare taste of confidence, like the spatter of carbonation on her tongue that went to her head and made her a little giddy, though no one would have been able to tell from looking at her.

The instructor had built a towering still life on a round table in the middle of the room, and after a cursory introduction he told the class to choose anything to sketch so he could assess their individual skill levels. Celia considered the depressing pile of props, but nothing inspired her. She always drew things that were alive, and the table had the look of a wake, somehow. Less than five minutes in and she panicked—was she going to fall flat in this place where she had dared to imagine she would fly? The others were starting to draw. She stared at them, and then at the still life, and then at her empty pad. She looked around again, and her attention was drawn to a striking girl on the far side of the circle who had pulled off a pair of dove gray driving gloves and was digging in her case for a pencil. Before Celia made a conscious decision, her hand captured on her pad the girl’s shiny black hair, which hung in a severe bob, framing her Latin eyes and heart-shaped face. Celia used a few crisp lines to describe the girl’s white collar, which lay atop her black cardigan, and a few more for the short-sleeved cuffs that peeked out from rolled sweater sleeves. She roughed in the plywood box on which the girl sat, and her black jeans, which tapered to oxblood penny loafers. Celia softened the girl’s pose, removing the tension in her frame as she labored over her own drawing. And there she was, alive on the paper: the intriguing girl at work on a drawing, her face serious and somehow meditative, the studio light slanting across her body.

Celia was pleased with her work, but upon reflection she feared she had disobeyed the teacher’s instructions, and her blood raced when it was time for the class to pin their drawings up on the wall for the critique. Would he reject her, no matter how good her drawing was, because she hadn’t drawn the plastic fruit or the plaster column? Celia was tempted not to care, because she had found the joy drawing gave her—the joy of capturing a person on paper. But she couldn’t be sure. What if the teacher had wanted something else? She tried to think of something she might stammer in her defense.

They spent a few minutes looking at each other’s work before the teacher began the critique. Everyone else had drawn something from the still life. Most of the sketches were amateurish, including the one Celia’s subject had pinned up, a timid cartoon of the vase draped with fabric. The girl with the black bob had noticed herself on the wall and was studying Celia’s portrait. Then the teacher took over and worked his way down the wall. His notes were brief, but Celia could tell he was good at his job. He talked about using one line instead of many, and about when it was right to show something with space instead of lines. When he reached Celia’s drawing, he said, “This is lovely. Someone is not going to learn very much from me. Whose is this?”

Celia felt the hair-dryer blast of panic when she half raised her hand and everyone focused on her. But the instructor gave her a kindly look. To Celia it was the same as if he had dumped ten pounds of confetti on her. Then he moved on. Her pulse slowly returned to normal. She had survived.

The subject of her drawing made a beeline for her after the class. “I’m Regine,” she said. “You are really talented.”

“Thank you! I’m Celia.” Usually Celia did anything to avoid speaking with strangers, but this was the best possible scenario in which to attempt it. She felt herself in a position of strength, and she wanted to reassure this girl, Regine, the way Celia would have wanted to be reassured if the conversation had been about anything else. “You picked the hardest things to draw.”

“You’re just trying to make me feel better.” Regine smiled. “I do not have the natural gift for this that you obviously do.”

“I’ve been drawing for a long time,” Celia offered.

“How old are you, sixteen?”

“Fifteen.” Celia knew Regine was implying she was too young to have been doing anything for a long time, but in this case that was like doubting the sea legs of a child who had grown up on a boat. Every day of every summer Celia could remember, her mother had begged her to leave her sketchbook behind on the dining room table and go outside for just a little while, please. Once, years ago, Celia’s father had cajoled her into a girls’ camping group, but after a few drenched weekends he had admitted he was as miserable as she was, and her days at the dining room table were restored. She spent them copying the faces of models out of advertisements in her mother’s magazines. For Celia drawing wasn’t an escape. She didn’t populate alternate universes with fanciful characters. Drawing was her way of knowing the world. She studied the people around her, imagined how they felt, what they thought, what they dreamt, and then she tried to capture these ephemeral things in a portrait. In a way, people weren’t real for her until she had drawn them a few times, from different angles. They were safer on paper, too—no sudden movements, no betrayals. Regine couldn’t know it, but by rendering her on paper, Celia had welcomed Regine into her life in her own timid way that first day of drawing class.

“Where do you go to school?” Regine was composed and not intimidated even after she had conceded her lack of talent. Celia admired her for it.

“Suburban. I’ll be a sophomore.”

“I go to Suburban! Wait, were you there last year?”

“No, we moved across town a month ago.”

“I’ll be a junior. We are going to have to be friends in this class. I’ll tell you all about Suburban, and you try to show me how to draw something—anything.”

Celia had agreed, a little surprised by how easily it was happening. From the next class on she had sat with Regine. Regine’s drawing skills would not improve much over the summer, but she didn’t hold it against Celia.

“My first love is making collages,” Regine explained as they settled in next to one another the following week. She reached for her bag and pulled out a little album designed to hold a single photograph in each of its page sleeves, with an oval window on the front to let the first image show through. Instead of photographs, Regine had filled the book with a series of twenty-four tiny collages that told a dark story of unrequited love, assembled from fragments of text and images clipped out of magazines. A beautiful woman sat next to a beautiful man with smooth white hands as he drove a luxurious car. She stood in the background, watching him drink from a fluted glass. She peered out from under a curved staircase while he looked up at a stained-glass skylight, a tear on his cheek. A cluster of mismatched words cut from different advertisements read, He caught me staring but soon his eyes moved on.

“It’s beautiful,” Celia said, turning back to study each page again.

“Thank you. But I couldn’t have drawn any of it to save my soul. It’s all other people’s things that I’ve stolen.”

“Still, it’s so creative, so delicate. And collage—” Celia was going to say collage was difficult. She had tried it on a few occasions and always made a mess with the glue. But Regine cut her off.

“I know—Schwitters, Cornell, Picasso—everybody does it,” Regine said dismissively. “I still wish I could draw.”

Celia didn’t recognize the first two names, and she had thought Picasso was a painter. She heard both pride and insecurity in Regine’s voice, and she didn’t know what to make of it. She let it go and admired Regine’s latest outfit. This week it was a sleeveless black sweater and a pleated gray skirt. Regine had knotted a gray and cream silk scarf at her throat, tucking the ends into the neckline of the sweater, and Celia thought this girl had such a flair for wearing black and gray, she must have been dressing that way since she’d begun to walk. To Celia, Regine was a cross between a silent-movie star and a creature from a foreign fashion magazine. Regine brought a fan to class with her on hotter days, waving it in a short arc below her face during critiques, and Celia wondered how someone could do something like that and not be ridiculed. But Regine made it look so natural, so glamorous; no one possibly could mock her for it.

Celia felt like a different kind of foreigner in her own barely considered clothes—compared with Regine, she might as well have arrived on a boxcar of a freight train, using a flannel shirt interchangeably as a hobo’s bindle. Celia glanced down at her loose T-shirt and cutoff jeans and hoped Regine was looking only at her drawings. In that moment Celia discovered a new desire to dress like Regine, but she had no idea how to go about it. Celia’s frizzy hair escaped from behind her shoulder and she pushed it back, wondering if it could be as smooth as this cool girl’s.

“Are you excited about a new school?” Regine asked her.

“Curious, I guess. I hope it’s better than my last one,” Celia said.

“It’s all right. Some parts are better than others, but that’s true of any place, isn’t it? Having good friends can make any place bearable. What kinds of things do you like?”

“I don’t know,” Celia said, wondering how one was supposed to answer such a question.

“Well, what kind of music do you like?”

Celia never had considered her musical tastes. “I don’t know . . . I just listen to whatever’s on the radio.”

Regine scoffed, “That’s not good music. There is so much amazing music that isn’t on the radio. None of my favorite bands get played on the radio.”

“Then how do you know about them?”

“My friends told me about them, and gave me things to listen to,” Regine said, and then she smiled conspiratorially. “Like I’m going to do for you.”

It was a thrilling thing for Celia to hear, not so much because something hidden would be revealed to her, but because Regine had just implied she wanted to be Celia’s friend.

That day after class Regine had retrieved a compact disc from the glove compartment of her sleek black car to lend to Celia. Celia’s mother pulled up as the transaction was taking place, and when Celia got into the car she asked her who the girl was. “Regine. She’s in my class,” Celia said, unsure what more she could explain to her mother, since Regine still was a mystery to her, too. Celia turned her attention back to the CD and studied the old black-and-white photo of a tornado on the cover. She had no idea what to make of the title—Tinderbox—or the name of the band—Siouxsie and the Banshees. The tornado in the photo was not the theatrical type that carried Dorothy away and only killed witches. It writhed against the sky like a poisonous snake, and the weather-beaten barn in its path would not be going anywhere in pieces larger than splinters. In Celia’s hands the CD seemed like an artifact from a country worlds away from Oz—ominous, yet oddly beautiful. It felt like a piece of Regine, which she had sent home with Celia.

Celia could remember as if it were yesterday the miraculous afternoon when she had lain on her bed and listened to Tinderbox for the first time. She wished to never forget that feeling. Hearing that music had been like seeing a color she never had seen before, or finding a new room in the house where she had lived for years. Celia hadn’t realized pop music could sound like that: prickly and ominous but passionate and smart at the same time. She pored over the photograph of the band and wound up reproducing the image in her sketchbook while she pondered these severely beautiful people, who wrote songs about the temperature when the most murders are committed and the destruction of Pompeii by volcanic explosion. She listened to Siouxsie’s throaty voice singing about fearing someone but calling his name, and she wondered what that felt like and how someone could find herself in that situation. These songs weren’t something to distract her for three minutes, like the songs on the radio. This album challenged her. It made her think about things she hadn’t considered before. And it was beautiful in ways Celia hadn’t known things could be beautiful.

It upended her week. Time she would have spent laboring over a page in her sketchbook was spent sprawled across her bed, her ear close to the speakers of her CD player. By the time she returned Tinderbox to Regine the next week, Celia had made a copy for herself and nearly memorized all the songs. Regine was exuberant when she heard Celia’s reaction.

“I knew you’d like it!” Regine clapped her gloved hands. “There are so many things I want to show you!”

Regine meant what she said. Each week she lent Celia a new CD and eagerly heard her reaction to the previous one. “You don’t have to like it all. I’m just trying to figure out what your tastes are,” she explained. Celia didn’t understand quite what Regine meant by that, because every new song was a revelation to her. As her collection of dark musical treasures grew, so did her appetite for them. She played some of her new favorite songs for her mother and enjoyed her mystified response.

After a month, her mother said, “I’ve never heard you talk about anyone as much as you talk about Regine. Why don’t you invite her over?” It took two more weeks for Celia to work up the nerve, and then she was mortified when Regine readily accepted. Celia felt as though she was going to receive a distinguished ambassador, and she judged her own house wanting. She had plenty of conflicted feelings about the house. Her family had started building it shortly before her father had died two springs ago, leaving Celia and her mother to move into it alone. If they had stayed in the old house, memories of her father would have crowded every room, but in the new house it felt sometimes as though she had left him behind. Either way, the white siding and green shutters and evergreen trees didn’t feel impressive enough for Regine. Worse, she thought Regine might actually get a rash if she entered Celia’s pink bedroom, which was dominated by a ruffled pink queen-sized bed. But Regine had come, and if she passed judgment she was too gracious to let it show.

Perched on the edge of Celia’s bed, seeming every bit the foreign dignitary in a vintage-looking dark plaid jumper, Regine said coyly, “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” She handed Celia the sketchbook she had brought. Celia reached for her own and turned it over to her. Before she even opened Regine’s volume Celia could tell it was of a different species than hers. The outside was covered completely with all manner of stickers, most with names of bands or graphic designs. One sticker advertised a Hong Kong company that specialized in obscure rock T-shirts. Celia believed without a doubt Regine ordered T-shirts from Hong Kong, and she was sure T-shirts looked very different on Regine than they did on her.

On the inside of Regine’s volume, page after page was covered with hundreds of things she had collaged intricately together, no space left blank. The battered binding had stretched almost double to accommodate all the paper. In one picture a rustic woman sat at a farmhouse table piled high with hundreds of crisply folded men’s white dress shirts. There was a black-and-white image that looked like a film still of a wide-eyed Scandinavian woman in a drab room. Another picture showed a woman in profile, her blond hair cut in a severe bob halfway down the back of her head and shaved to the skin underneath. There were portraits of men named Olivier Theyskens and Hussein Chalayan, and photographs of dramatically lit rooms and foggy tree-lined courtyards. She saw a copy of a poem by Emily Dickinson alongside a picture of a dancing woman with her wrist pressed to her forehead as she bent over, kicking her long white skirt up behind her. There was a page on which all the images contained spirals: conches and staircases and raked stone gardens. On another page everything was a shade of blue. Celia thought Regine must have spent years compiling this book. She wished she could look out her window and see the world Regine had pressed into these pages. “This is amazing.”

“Peter Beard is my idol,” Regine said proudly. “If you’ve seen his books, you’ll know I’m an amateur compared with him.” Meanwhile, she was paging through Celia’s sketchbook as though it were an illuminated manuscript. Celia knew what Regine was seeing: portraits of Celia’s mother and father, sketches of people she’d copied from photographs, a few attempts at landscapes and still lifes, and some self-portraits from the mirror. There were studies of hands, torsos, dancers in motion, but Celia spent most of her time drawing faces. Her greatest talent was in capturing the life in someone’s eyes, the subtleties of a facial expression.

“These are brilliant.” Regine looked up at her. She spoke carefully, as though she had rehearsed what she said next. “You know, when I look at these and then I look at you, it’s hard to imagine them coming from you. You take such care with them, and your attention to detail is so perfect. Do you ever think of doing the same thing for yourself?”

That had been Regine’s coded invitation to make Celia her project, and Celia had deciphered it easily and accepted it gratefully. She was completely enthralled with Regine, who offered answers to questions Celia hadn’t been quite able to articulate. Regine made it clear she wasn’t out to clone herself. She gave Celia all sorts of options and let Celia choose. Had Celia ever thought about bangs, or wearing a ribbon as a headband? Had she ever considered wearing deep colors against her fair skin? Had she ever worn jewelry? In the weeks before school started Celia found a new sense of herself by investing more in her appearance. She thought she was developing a new style, then admitted that perhaps she was developing a style for the first time. It was a dark style, probably inevitable with Regine as her mentor. It felt sophisticated. And, Celia realized with pleasant surprise, it was somewhat bold. Clothes stopped being something in which to hide. Now they were something in which to be seen.

“I told my friends about you,” Regine said as she worked systematically through Celia’s closet and drawers, rejecting almost all of Celia’s clothes as too big, too worn, too bright, or too boring. “I think they’ll like you, too, and maybe you can be a part of our group.”

“What kind of group?” Celia watched her vagabond wardrobe pile up on the bed. She was not sorry to see any of it go and only wondered what she was going to wear once it was all gone. Already she was living almost exclusively in a black T-shirt and the one pair of jeans Regine had deemed acceptable. Celia felt practically naked in the little cap-sleeved tee she had worn only as an undershirt before then. But one of the first things Regine made clear was that no matter what Celia wore, it had to fit her properly, not envelop her like a cocoon. Slowly Celia was becoming more comfortable revealing the shape of her long, slender body.

“There are five of us who like a lot of the same music and the same style. During school we do almost everything together. This is nice.” Regine examined a black pencil skirt she pulled from the closet. Celia didn’t recognize it. She guessed it was her mother’s, put there by accident. The moment Regine left, she would try it on. “And this”—Regine set aside an orange floral dress Celia had worn to a party under duress from her mother—“this we’ll keep for a special occasion.” Celia couldn’t guess why such a garish dress had made it through Regine’s harsh triage. “We are definitely going to have to go shopping, and I’ll lend you some things until we get your wardrobe in order.” Regine smiled at her. “We’re all juniors or seniors, but I think we’ll enjoy having a protégé.”

Celia hadn’t needed to hear any more. She just hoped Regine’s friends would be as nice to her. It was a risk she was willing to take, regardless. No one ever had made such an offer to Celia, and for all she knew, such an offer might never come again. The summer class had ended, and Celia’s steadfast drawing habit relaxed its grip on her life just a little as the school year approached. Her initiation into Regine’s music and dark sense of style was the new focus of her days and her new dream at night.

 

THE HOMEROOM TEACHER ARRIVED, bells rang, and the room became a focused hive of activity. There was no more time for Celia to reminisce, avoiding the reality of the strangers around her. Then they were launched out into the morning, scrambling to navigate a rushing current of teachers and books and first assignments. She hunted her way through Suburban’s tributaries to find each new destination. By lunchtime the top shelf in the locker that had been assigned to her was full of books.

Celia barely had spoken all morning. It still came naturally to her to be silent and unimposing—one of the things Regine hadn’t asked her to change. It was easy to keep to herself when everyone else already knew each other, and her classmates seemed to expect it of her based on her somber outfit. Celia found herself on the receiving end of a few raised eyebrows, but that was all. She knew she could live with that. In fact, she had to admit it was kind of gratifying.

When it was time for lunch she was swept off to the cafeteria in a river of chattering students, but she stopped short at the sight of a sea of crowded tables. She faltered while students brushed by her, wondering where she could find a place to be invisible and eat, but then she saw Marco standing and waving at her from a table in the middle of the room. Brenden sat by his side. Marco no longer wore the suit jacket she had seen him in before school, and on the front of his T-shirt large embroidered letters spelled DRINK ME in elaborate type.

“Hi,” he said when she made it to them. “You looked like a deer in headlights over there.”

“I felt like one,” Celia said. “How did you guys get a table to yourselves?”

Marco’s expression suggested he hadn’t ever considered the question. “Leave your stuff and go get lunch. We’ll be here. I don’t know if you like soup, but they make really good soup.” He sat down and Celia gratefully went to get food.

“So, Regine told us you’re a talented artist,” Brenden said when she returned.

“I don’t know . . . I like to draw.” Celia wondered why she was being modest. Out of the corners of her eyes she felt nearby students looking at the three of them curiously, but Brenden and Marco were oblivious. There at the table with them she felt insulated from the rest of the students in their athletic clothes and cargo pants, and she enjoyed the feeling of being separate from those others. “What does your T-shirt mean?” she asked Marco.

“Well, Eat me would be vulgar,” Marco said, laughing. “This is more mysterious.”

“I’d love to see your drawings,” Brenden said to Celia. “What style do you work in?”

“Realism, I guess? As realistic as I can get.” Celia turned over her sketchbook and watched the two of them handle it delicately, just as Regine had.

“What artists do you like?”

“I—I don’t really know that many,” Celia said.

“It’s good to have heroes,” Brenden said. “Admiring someone makes you want to be better in your own way. You should check out da Vinci’s drawings, or maybe Albrecht Dürer’s engravings.” Celia wished she had thought to say da Vinci. She took out her notebook and scribbled down the second name; she wasn’t sure she was spelling it correctly, but she didn’t want to ask.

“Regine’s really happy she found you,” Marco said.

“She is?”

“Sure—now she has someone to ride with her. And I know she wanted another girl in the group. She and Liz aren’t all that close.”

“That’s not true,” Brenden said to him. They exchanged a loaded glance and Marco kept silent. Celia wondered if she would come to understand the things they weren’t saying out loud.

“Thank you again for the mix,” Celia said.

“You’re welcome! I hope you like it—did you know any of the songs?”

“No,” Celia admitted. “Regine’s given me a lot of music, but I really don’t know very much. She says you write a blog.”

“I do. You should check it out.” Brenden scribbled a website address on a piece of paper and handed it to her. “Actually, before you got here Marco and I were having one of our ongoing discussions about music. You’ll get to hear quite a bit of those if you hang out with us. Today’s topic: best opening lines to songs.”

“My vote is: ‘Love is a stranger in an open car, to tempt you in and drive you far away,’” Marco said.

“And mine is: ‘Come closer and see, see into the trees; find the girl while you can,’” Brenden said. “We must have been thinking about you,” he added, smiling.

Celia blushed. “I don’t know either of those.”

“That’s okay. What’s yours?” Marco asked.

Celia thought for a moment, trying to come up with something impressive. She felt it was a test, whether they intended it as one or not. “How about: ‘Every finger in the room is pointing at me’?”

Marco nodded in admiration and Brenden said, “That is a good one. I wouldn’t have thought of that.” They ate in silence for a moment and Celia breathed an inward sigh of relief.

“So, what do you think of Suburban so far?” Marco asked.

“It’s a lot bigger than my old school. And the teachers are going really fast. But I think I like it.”

“We all take school very seriously, and we get good grades,” Brenden said. “You should get involved in a lot of things, but classes always are the most important.”

“We all do other things, too, of course,” Marco added. “Brenden’s on the student council, and I would spend all my time making clothes if I could. But school always comes first.”

“If you’re having trouble with any subject, we can help you.”

“A lot of kids come down here on their free periods and waste time. We go to the library and get our homework done,” Marco said. “Let me see your schedule.” Celia turned it over to him and Marco studied it. “We have some free periods together.” He drew a little star in some of the boxes on her schedule. “Look for us in the library.”

Celia noticed a group of black-clad students off at a corner table. Most of them had hair of multiple colors and lengths, and so many metal accessories; though the kids were sitting still, Celia thought she could hear them clanking. Even at a table in a school cafeteria they looked like they were loitering. But the darkness and the severity of their style made Celia wonder if they might share some interests with the Rosary. “Do you know them?” she asked Brenden and Marco.

“Not really,” Brenden said. “We don’t have that much in common.”

“Every day is not Halloween,” Marco said. “But they show up in their costumes nonetheless.”

“More than that, they don’t take school very seriously, and they seem a little lost,” Brenden said. “Besides, if all your strangeness is on the outside, doesn’t that make you kind of dull on the inside? What’s that quote Liz says all the time?” he asked Marco.

“The one by René Char? ‘A new mystery sings in your bones. Develop your legitimate strangeness.’”

Celia repeated it to herself, trying to tease out the meaning. She could tell Brenden and Marco subscribed to it, but she wondered how one went about doing such a thing. “I see what you mean,” she said, because she could understand at least how those other kids weren’t polished or ambitious enough to have a place in the Rosary.

“What’s your last name?” Brenden asked. “Regine told me and I thought it was beautiful, but I can’t remember.”

“Balaustine,” Celia said. “It means ‘flower of the pomegranate.’”

“Really? That’s fantastic. It reminds me of my favorite song, ‘The Spangle Maker’ by the Cocteau Twins. Do you know them?”

“No,” Celia admitted.

“I wrote a blog post about the song. You can read it if you like.” Brenden pointed at the piece of paper he had given her with the website address. “It’s kind of impossible to understand her lyrics, and in the chorus I’m pretty sure she sings, ‘It’s pomegranate,’ but who knows what she’s really saying.”

“I’ll definitely check it out.” Celia tucked the paper inside her sketchbook. “How long have you guys been together?”

“The five of us, or the two of us?” Brenden smiled. “Ivo and Liz and Regine and I have been friends since we were sophomores and Regine was a first year. Marco transferred here last year, and we’ve been dating since last fall. It’ll be a year in October.” He grinned at Marco, who winked at him.

“Do you not say freshman?” Celia said.

“Were you a man last year?” Marco asked.

“No, of course not,” Celia said.

“There wasn’t any doubt in my mind,” Marco said. “You’re gorgeous. You have such an elegant neck.”

“Thank you,” Celia said, blushing again. She couldn’t remember a boy saying anything like that to her before. It didn’t even matter that this one was gay. She pushed her hair back on her shoulder, relieved it was smooth and shiny now that Regine had steered her to some products and a good brush.

“Regine’s going to be really protective of you. Just make sure she’s not doing it because you’re getting more attention than she is,” Marco said.

“Hey!” Brenden said. “What’s with the snide comments about Regine?” He turned back to Celia. “I don’t think she cares how much attention you get.”

“But she’s dating Ivo, right?” Celia asked. “She told me almost nothing about all of you, but she must have told me she was going to homecoming with Ivo a dozen times.”

“They are going to homecoming,” Marco said carefully, “and Brenden and I are going with them, but I think it means something very different to Regine than it does to Ivo.”

“Oh,” Celia said. She wanted to know more, but she didn’t feel comfortable asking.

 

LATER CELIA SEARCHED OUT the chemistry lab and discovered that the man who had tried to help Elsie in the parking lot that morning would be her chemistry teacher. He wasted no time distributing books and a permission slip for a field trip to the water purification plant. Then he asked them to choose lab partners. There was a flurry of movement, and as the class sorted itself from oxygen atoms into oxygen molecules Celia’s timidity reared up, and she was rooted in place. Across from her a girl was looking at her with an expression she couldn’t interpret. She didn’t think anyone ever had looked at her this way before—as though Celia might be the answer to someone else’s question. The other girl had made no attempt to find a partner, either, and by then they were the only two left. Celia crossed her fingers and went over to her.

“Hi! You’re new, right? I’m Mariette!” the girl said brightly. “Mariette Ann, but I just go by Mariette. Lots of people think my name’s Mary Ann, but it’s Mariette.”

Celia introduced herself and they looked each other over. Mariette was the kind of girl Celia would have been if Regine hadn’t intervened. She had on nondescript clothes that didn’t quite go together. Her curly strawberry blond hair made an unruly halo around her face. Celia thought with a little attention it might be very pretty; then she smiled for a moment, amused to note she barely had emerged from her own makeover and already she had ideas to make over someone else. Socially, however, Mariette was her opposite. Rather than being intimidated by Celia, who was nearly a foot taller than she, Mariette chatted easily as they went over to an open lab table, and Celia wondered if she was like that all the time or if it was just nerves.

“What school did you go to last year? Suburban’s pretty cool. I went to Mount Rose for middle school, but not a lot of kids from there come here. The teacher looks so young! He probably just got out of college. He’s supposed to be really tough, though. Is he serious with those crocodile loafers?” The teacher’s shiny, wavy hair lay close to his head, reminding Celia of tortoiseshell. He had written Mr. Sumeletso on the board, and she wondered what country the name came from. His chinos were a little too big, and his knit tie looked like he had been wearing it since his own high school days. He smiled a little timidly as he mingled with the students.

Celia tried her hand at making conversation. “Some girl got stung by a bee in the parking lot before school and had an allergic reaction. Someone had an EpiPen for her, though. Mr. Sumeletso was there, and he helped her into the building when it was over.” That sparked Mariette’s interest, and they studied the teacher for another moment.

“I guess he looks nice enough.” Then Mariette moved on. “Have you ever gone rock climbing? I want to learn. Look—there’s a hummingbird!” Celia followed Mariette’s finger and saw the blur of a bird just outside the nearest window. They watched it for a few seconds before Mariette’s attention flitted away again. “What bus do you take?”

“I get a ride with a friend,” Celia said, but she realized that much of what Mariette said didn’t require a response, largely because she didn’t pause long enough to receive one. At least there won’t be any awkward silences, Celia thought. Nor did the commentary stop when Mr. Sumeletso began talking. Mariette scribbled things in the margin of her notebook for Celia to see. He can’t be more than 24—he looks like he’s 17! Celia tried to concentrate. Toward the end of the class Mr. Sumeletso announced he would be coaching the new swim teams, now that Suburban had a swimming pool, and he hoped they would consider trying out. Mariette scribbled I can’t swim! with a scaredy face, and Celia wrote Me neither next to it. They grinned at each other. Celia wondered if Regine would have wanted her to remain aloof, but she didn’t dwell on it.

 

AT THE END OF THE day, trying to put her locker in some kind of order before she left, Celia thought she had done pretty well. The only life-threatening thing that had happened had been to someone else. She had made it through unscathed, and a few moments even had been pleasant. She wasn’t completely sure how she would fit into the Suburban cosmos, but she had an idea. It came largely under the auspices of the Rosary, who had cornered the market on mysterious and sophisticated at Suburban. Throughout the day Celia had watched the first year students, as new to Suburban as she was. They faltered and shrank back, still looking for their allies. Surely she would have resembled them if it weren’t for Regine and the Rosary.

Mariette was the only one so far who challenged Celia’s belief that everyone needed allies. This girl clearly navigated her day with a force of will that required no
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