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Chapter One



In the beginning, there she was, sweet, little Lucy Wrenn, standing all alone out in front of her school on the first day of sophomore year, with a seductive little message written on her stomach in Sharpie marker.

Do you want to know what the message was? Well, just hold on there; that part is coming. First, you need to know why she was standing out there, at 7:44 in the morning, humming a very special tune very quietly, face flushed, stomach fluttering, bouncing from foot to foot: she was waiting for someone.

Alex. Her boyfriend. The first and only one.

He’d been away all summer and now, with him set to arrive any second she was so excited she truly thought she might puke.

But Lucy had no idea what was coming, that something monumental was about to happen, something that would change her heart, her life, her entire world forever. Something so huge that when she looked back at this moment she would only remember it as the end. Or the beginning. Or maybe a little of both.

But for now, back to Alex.

Oh, Alex, Alex. His image, his sound, his touch, his scent, his everything had been cycling through her head on a constant loop all summer long while he’d been at a ranch in Colorado. Everywhere she went he was as much in her mind as if he’d been standing there in front of her face shouting, “Me me me me me!” It was excruciating, really, thinking about someone that much, but it’s not like the poor dear had a choice.

From the very first moment Lucy saw Alex—when he walked into her American History class in the middle of her freshman year, him a new sophomore who’d just moved to town—she loved him. Really and truly, wholly and completely. And it wasn’t just because he had a million tiny freckles on his face as though someone had thrown a handful of sand at him, or because he had that adorable little gap between his two front teeth, or because his hands were so beautiful they made her consider the fact that hands could be beautiful even though she’d never really thought about that before. And it wasn’t just because he stood there, up in front of the class that day, smiling slightly, with a big-lensed, old-school film camera strapped to his shoulder, his hands in the pockets of his olive-green cargo pants, looking like he was on vacation or something. Or because standing there in front of a brand-new class, he looked so entirely comfortable in his own skin she could practically see the calm radiating off of him.

It was because when their eyes met as he scanned the room, she felt a flash light up her insides, like her heart was recognizing something she’d waited for her entire life.

From that day forward, every class period was fully devoted to studying Alex.

When he got bored he would tap his right foot and drum on his desk to a syncopated rhythm. His bashed-up cell phone was covered in a thick strip of green duct tape onto which he’d rewritten all the numbers in marker. Sometimes he would take out and eat a small bag of mixed nuts. He always ate the cashews first.

Each additional detail she discovered about him confirmed her suspicion that even the most mundane thing about Alex was more interesting than the most interesting thing about anyone else.

Looking at him filled her with a fizzling, frantic kind of joy and an almost sickening longing, like she was very hungry or very thirsty, only not either of those things.

But then, one day, something happened. She walked into class and the only empty seat was the one directly behind him. So she sat there, disappointed, because it meant she wouldn’t get to watch his face. Only right as class began, Alex turned around and wrote something on her notebook. Just like that, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

It was, Lucy was sure, a mistake. He must have assumed he was sitting in front of one of his many new friends. But still, just the fact that she now had marks from his pen on her notebook was very exciting.

When she finally looked down she saw what he’d written: a bunch of dashes with a big upside-down L next to them, the setup for a hangman game. She looked up at him and he nodded at her, a very small smile on his face. This was no mistake.

Lucy’s heart exploded. She wrote an A at the top of the paper, which was, at that moment, the only letter she could remember. A minute later he turned around again; he didn’t even glance at her, just wrote the four As where they belonged in the game. Then he grinned at them and turned back toward the board. Lucy picked O next and there were two, and then she picked C, but there weren’t any of those so he drew a head on the hangman’s pole. It looked like an egg. They went back and forth like that for the entire rest of class. She figured out the message just before the bell rang. It was MR. BROOME ALWAYS HAS A SPIT STRING, which was not only funny, but felt meaningful since she’d always noticed that too.

The next day, she sat behind him again, breathless, waiting, and the same thing happened, only this time he glanced at her and half smiled before he started writing. They played, and the message was: I DIDN’T DO THE HOMEWORK. When she’d solved the puzzle Lucy leaned over and whispered, conspiratorially, “Neither did I.”

Even though she actually had.

The next class they played. And the next class. And the next. After three straight weeks of it, she finally let herself entertain the tiniest creeping tendril of a hope: what if maybe, just maybe, he liked her too? And at that point the game became less about figuring out the message and impressing him with her hangman skills, and more about figuring out approximations of date-invitations that would fit into the spaces he’d provided. SPIT STRING AGAIN could have been DEAR MYLUCY, ADATE? And IT SMELLS LIKE PEE IN HERE could have been OH LOVELY WILL YOU ME DATE. She bought adorable pens and tried to make her handwriting as sexy as possible. She waited and she waited. Now that she’d let herself consider him a real possibility, it was absolutely excruciating.

Finally, one day after class he turned around and said, “Hey, Laurie, are you busy after school? Think you’d mind if I took a few pictures of you?” He patted that camera, which was always dangling off his shoulder. And despite the fact that she had no idea if what he’d just asked her to do was in fact a date, she was so excited she thought her chest might explode. She didn’t even mind the fact that he didn’t know her name.

That day after school he’d driven them to the park and taken roll after roll of film of her crouching under a gnarled old tree picking dandelions, and feeding the ducks, and swinging on the swing set. He was almost completely silent while he took the pictures. The only time he spoke at all was when he was reminding her not to look at the camera, which she kept doing because he was behind it. When he was done, when he’d gone through three entire rolls of film, he had come over to the swing on which she sat.

“You’re fun to photograph,” he’d said.

Her heart squeezed in her chest. “Why?” she whispered.

He reached out then, and moved a lock of hair away from her face. “Because you’re beautiful.”

The thing was, she’d never felt beautiful before. Cute, maybe, or even pretty sometimes. Beautiful? Never.

But in that moment, she did.

Jump ahead five months and one week and there was Lucy standing out in front of the school, with something written on her stomach. Seven dashes and an upside-down L. A hangman game spelling out a mystery message just for him. And she had a fresh green Sharpie marker in her back pocket for him to play with.

Precious, no?

She’d spent the entire summer coming up with it.

So she put on her lip balm and popped a ginger candy into her mouth to settle her stomach. Then spit that candy out so that her mouth would be free for kissing.

And just when she thought she was going to throw up or die from sheer excitement, Alex’s scratched-up navy-blue Volvo with the ski rack on the top came creeping into the parking lot and pulled into one of the spots.

Alex got out. Lucy gasped. Even from fifty feet away he was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

He started walking toward school. Her mouth grinned as big as it could grin. She felt her arm lift up and her hand waving on the end of it.

But he did not wave back. He wasn’t looking at her so much as right above her, as though he’d remembered her taller and that’s where he was expecting her head to be. Well, she would remind him. She would remind him right where her head was!

Lucy’s legs began trotting toward him. They broke into a run. Finally she was right in front of him, panting a little, her heart squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing. Lucy flung herself into his arms and pressed her body against his. Firecrackers of pleasure exploded up and down her spine.

“Lucy,” he said.

“Follow me,” she said, and she took his hand.

Lucy led him down the hill and around the side of the auditorium building, which she figured was a good place to go on the first day of school because no one would be there yet. His camera bounced against his hip as they walked.

“What are we doing?” Alex sounded confused, and not necessarily in a good way.

She turned toward him. “We’re going to play hangman!” She’d meant to sound sexy and mysterious but it came out sounding weird and maybe a little insane.

Alex looked at her like, “Huh?” and raised his eyebrows in a way that gave Lucy a queasy feeling in her stomach. She pushed through the auditorium basement door, then through another door and up to the wings of the stage. It was chilly and damp back there, like it was a whole other time of day, a whole other season. She flipped on the switch and a lightbulb glowed yellow over their heads. She reached into her back pocket for the brand-new Sharpie she’d tucked in there and then put the Sharpie in Alex’s palm and closed his fist around it. She lifted up the bottom of her T-shirt just enough.

She sucked in her stomach. “Okay,” said Lucy. “Pick a letter!”

Alex stared at her. For the longest time he just stared. She looked down to make sure he could see the dashes.

“Aren’t you going to pick?” She smiled. But he was not moving.

Lucy took the Sharpie back from him. “I’ll help,” she said.She drew an I on her stomach in the first blank. She tried to hand him back the marker, but he made no motion to take it. So she wrote the M too. It was hard since she was doing it upside down. The letter came out lumpy.

She looked at him and nodded. His face was frozen. She wrote the R. She hoped it looked okay. Her hand was shaking a little.

“You can guess at any time!”

But he didn’t guess, so she just kept going.

She wrote the E and the A and the D. She finished off the final letter—the Y with a curlicue flourish. She’d filled in the whole puzzle. “I guess I won,” she said. She grinned.

He was still just blinking at her, this confused look on his face. “I don’t get it,” he said finally. He squinted at her stomach, at the I-M R-E-A-D-Y. “What’s your stomach ready for... you’re hungry?”

Lucy started to laugh. “No,” she said. “I mean, it’s not my stomach that’s ready. I’m ready.”

He blinked.

“For...” She nodded and opened her eyes wide. “You know...” He must know. “... for us to...” She leaned over—did she really have to say it? “Lose our virginities together.” She lowered her voice for “virginities” even though there wasn’t even anyone else around to hear. As soon as the word was out of her mouth, she wished she’d chosen a cooler word for it, although she did not know what that would be.

She leaned back and looked at him then, his beautiful face dimly lit by the weak yellow light, the smooth slant of his cheekbone, the curve of his lip.

This was the part where he was supposed to be overcome with love, where he was supposed to take Lucy in his arms and tell her how wonderful she was and how much he’d missed her. How happy he was to be back with her. How he never wanted to be apart from her again.

But he didn't. So they stood there, just stood there, breathing together. Lucy imagined the air moving between them, filling his lungs, then hers, then his, then hers.

“Lucy... ,” he said slowly, finally. And he started shaking his head. “I can’t.”

“I know I had sort of not been ready before.” It was, she thought, so sweet of him to be concerned. “But I waited for you the whole summer and that was enough....”

“Hold on....”

“My parents are going away this weekend. It’s their anniversary so they’re going to some special place with a lot of fancy cheese to, y’know, rekindle things. I guess seventeen is the cheese anniversary or something, ha-ha. I spent most of the summer convincing them to go and to let me stay by myself....”

“Wait... ,” he said.

“... just for this! So it would be the perfect time really.... You could come over and...”

“Stop... ,” he said. “Lucinda. Stop.”

And then finally she did stop, because he never called her Lucinda. No one did. Lucinda was a woman’s name and she wasn’t a woman. Not yet anyway.

“Listen,” he said. He took a breath. He actually looked nervous, which she’d never seen him look before. “We have to break up.”

She stared at him, waiting. She thought maybe he was setting up for a joke. “Why would we have to break up?” Lucy started to smile as she waited for the punch line.

“I wasn’t gonna do this until after school so I wouldn’t make the first day all weird for you or whatever.... But you’re standing here now and you just did all that stuff to your stomach, so I guess I should just...” He sighed and looked down and shook his head and reached up and started fiddling with this blue glass bead that was on a leather string around his neck, which Lucy had never seen him wear before. And suddenly something occurred to her—the necklace she’d sent him. The one she spent two hours picking out the beads and tiny pieces of carved shell for? The one she had strung on her porch by candlelight and moonlight because it seemed more romantic to do it that way, even though it made her eyes hurt, and she had whispered I love you to each bead and shell so that maybe when he wore it he’d know what she had always been too shy to say? How come he wasn’t wearing that?

“I’m really sorry,” he said. He took his hand away from his neck and tipped his head to the side.

He looked so beautiful like that with his head tipped to the side.

“Why?” Lucy’s voice went up an octave, like she was imitating a cartoon character.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” he said finally. “I just don’t feel like we should still be doing this.” He motioned back and forth in the space between them. The this that they should not be doing was them.

“But you were gone,” Lucy said.

His face softened. He took a breath and she felt a flash of hope because, wait! What if he was just getting ready to shout GOTCHA! or SUPER EARLY APRIL FOOLS! or to indicate in some way that they were on a game show where boyfriends and girlfriends get big prizes for fake-dumping each other?

He breathed out; the pause ended. He just shook his head and went back to fiddling with that damn leather necklace. They stood there until Lucy became vaguely aware of a bell ringing in the distance. It was the first-period bell signaling the fact that the first day of her sophomore year had officially begun.

“So this is just it... then?” she asked.

Alex put his hands in his pockets and raised his shoulders up to his ears, a slow shrug. “I guess so.”

“Oh. Well.” Her voice was still too high, not really her voice at all. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“We’ll be friends, okay?” he said. And it was that phrase, that sad and most pathetic of overused letdowns delivered in a voice still so sweet, that finally did it.

Lucy’s heart began ripping apart inside her chest. She could actually feel it, the heavy red meat of it stretching and stretching until one by one those tendons popped. Lucy looked Alex in the eye one last time; then she did the only thing she could think to do in this totally-not-sense-making world. She said, “Well! See you later, then! I guess it’s time for class!” And then she turned and started walking as fast as she could even though the thing was, actually, their first-period class was one they’d signed up for together. Lucy didn’t want to cry in front of him.

“Wait!” he said. “I just...”

She stopped. She didn’t turn but she held her breath, filled suddenly with the sick and terrible hope that he’d made a mistake maybe or changed his mind. It wasn’t too late!

“I just don’t want you to hate me,” he finished.

Lucy shook her head. Because what she was feeling was so, so far from that. Because of course she didn’t, because of course she never could.

So she just kept walking, and as she went something occurred to her, something so terrible and so perfect she actually laughed: Lucy had solved the puzzle wrong, her very own game on her very own stomach. The answer wasn’t I’M READY.

It was I = IDIOT.






Chapter Two



Lucy managed to hold it together until she reached the bathroom. She stood in front of those cracked enamel sinks and an anguished cry escaped her lips. Within seconds, she was sobbing so hard she could barely breathe.

As she was crying, what she was thinking was: this just doesn’t make any sense.

She’d thought about him every second all summer long. During the day she’d seen his face everywhere, on the faces of strangers, in the corner of her vision. Once a hint of him in a particularly human-looking potato. At night she tried to remember the placement of every freckle on his skin, and one night, one night she’d missed him so much, Lucy lay in her bed and held her own hand, and tried to pretend she was holding his.

She’d sent him emails every day, and letters in the mail every few days, and a bunch of presents too—pop-up cards she’d learned to make by watching a video on the internet, a T-shirt she’d had printed for him with a picture of an old-school camera on the front, a semi-failed attempt at banana bread, and once when she was feeling particularly saucy her very cutest, newest bra, which she’d only worn once.

One night when she couldn’t sleep for missing him so much, she’d written a song for him on her guitar. The chorus went:



I feel you here when you’re not

I see your face in the sky when you’re not here

I hear your voice in my head when you’re not here

You’re always here, you’re always here.

You are you are you are



It was the only song she’d ever written. It was silly maybe, but it was from the heart and it was all true. Lucy loved to sing but she’d always been scared to sing in front of anyone other than her best friend, Tristan. But over the summer while she was missing Alex so much, she’d decided that maybe after they’d lost their virginities together, she’d finally be able to share the singing part of herself too. And this was the song she was thinking she could sing for him first.

She’d been practicing it all summer, had found herself humming it nearly constantly. It became a part of her as much as he was a part of her.

And he was as much a part of her as her very own damn heart.

Okay, so she hadn’t heard from him much over the summer, but she hadn’t really worried about that because he was not a very stay-in-touch type of person. And besides, he was on a ranch in Colorado and it was probably hard to get cell service and internet access there, what with all the horses and everything. Besides, all the while that Lucy was imagining him, she knew he was imagining her too. She felt it in her heart.

So then what had happened?

Lucy turned on the faucet, put a scratchy brown paper towel under the water, then lifted up her T-shirt and started scrubbing at the dark green letters.

Lucy was standing there like that, scrubbing and crying, when the door swung open behind her.

Her heart stopped. She froze.

“It doesn’t have to be like this,” a voice said calmly, simply.

Lucy looked up. There stood a girl in a gray silk minidress, a pile of long chains around her neck with different things dangling off of them: an orange crystal, a green feather, a gold vial, a small black key. Her hair was bleached almost white and hung around her face in long layers. She had dark, arched eyebrows, light gray eyes, a pointy chin, sharp cheekbones, and a space between her two front teeth. She was striking and a little bit scary, like a wolf that had decided to take the shape of a person. Lucy had seen her around. Olivia something; she was a senior.

She was staring at Lucy.

“What doesn’t have to be like what?” Lucy said.

The girl then shook her head as though Lucy was a slightly slow child to whom one must explain things gently. “Whoever he is, however you feel now, it could all be different than it is.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Well, you don’t yet.” The girl smiled. “But you will.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a square of burnt orange silk, delicate like the wing of some exotic bird.

She held it out to Lucy. “Dry your tears with this,” she said.

Lucy stared at it.

“Go on.”

Lucy brought it up to her face. The material felt cool and smooth against her cheek.

The girl watched her and then gave Lucy this nod, as though they had a special understanding. Then the girl put her bag on her shoulder and turned to leave.

“Don’t you want this back?” Lucy asked.

The girl turned back toward Lucy with that same mysterious smile on her face. “Keep it,” she said. “I don’t cry over boys.”

Then she winked and walked out.

Lucy stood there, holding the scarf up to her cheek—it smelled like spices from someplace far away. She didn’t feel so upset anymore. She felt... strange. Like she knew something important had just happened. Only she had no idea what it was.

She stared at herself in the mirror for one moment more. And then, for reasons even she was not quite sure of, she ran to the door, pushed it open. She wanted to talk to that girl again to ask her what she’d meant by what she said. “Hey!” Lucy called out. “Wait!” But the hallway was empty. Somehow that girl was already gone.






Chapter Three



Lucy did not like to lie, but it was awfully easy to convince the nurse she was sick and could not go to her Photo I class. A few vague hand motions and a facial expression that implied “stomach problems” and there she was left all alone in the dimly lit Band-Aid-scented sickroom. She stayed there for all of first period, through homeroom, and second period and halfway through the next class too. She lay there, just curled up on a cot, staring at all the painted-brick, graffiti-covered walls:



I JUST BARFED IN THIS BED

E4 4eva

Hope yur enjoying the bio test suckaaaas



Someone had drawn a little parade of muffins, marching up the wall. And under that, two crabs holding claws with a heart drawn around them.

Bells rang. Time passed. When the nurse came in to check on her, Lucy pretended to be asleep. Finally around noon she emerged from the cocoon of the sickroom, blinking in the bright afternoon sun.

Out on the main lawn she saw the WELCOME BACK, VAN BUREN VULTURES! sign strung up on the lunch building, saw the other students milling around in their back-to-school outfits, saw a couple of freshmen standing in front of the main office, a short curly-haired girl tipping her head to the side, beaming up at a skinny boy who was gesturing wildly with his long, gangly arms.

The air was so full of newness, of excitement, of possibilities, of beginnings.

Just not for her.

It was when Lucy saw the guy reach out and touch the girl’s hair, awkwardly put a stray tendril behind her ear, and grin, embarrassed, because he just couldn’t help himself, that Lucy’s legs decided to start walking away. They walked her down around the side of the lunchroom, out back behind the school, past the track and the football field, and they just kept going. Her flip-flops caught on branches. She didn’t slow down. She walked and walked, the tears streaming down her cheeks. She took that scarf out of her pocket and brought it up to her face, dried her tears. But when she pulled it away, she caught a glimpse of something on the fabric. A flash of black.

There were words written on that burnt orange silk. The ink looked fresh, and although she knew this wasn’t possible she could have sworn those letters weren’t there before, as though somehow her own heartbroken tears made them appear.



Midnight tonight.

Old Orchard Road

The Big House Down at the End.

Come alone.

We can help.

SSH






Chapter Four



If there’s an upside to having a broken heart it’s this: a broken heart makes you brave.

Just before midnight, with her parents lying in their bed asleep, Lucy, who’d never snuck out even once in her entire life, got up, walked right out her front door, and pulled it shut behind her. Down the driveway she went, heart aching, head swimming, the tiniest tendril of guilt curling in the bottom of her belly, but she did not look back.

When Lucy had finally gotten home from school that day, after almost two hours of walking, she’d gone up to her room, taken out her Alex Box, and looked at everything that was in there: all the hangman games, a letter he’d written her once during class and signed with what looked like a misshapen heart, a cashew, a framed photo he’d taken of a little bird sitting on a rusty nail and given her as a present, a book about a mountain-climbing expedition that he liked and thought she’d like too, a pair of socks he’d let her borrow when she’d walked on hers in damp grass.

She’d been looking for an explanation in that box, but all that she found was evidence of his having once liked her, not clues to why he no longer did.

When her mom got home from work and asked Lucy how her first day had been, Lucy just said she didn’t feel very well, had a stomach-something maybe. “But I’m sure I’ll be better by Friday,” Lucy had added. Her mother was all excited about the trip she was taking with Lucy’s father that weekend. Lucy didn’t want her misery to leak out onto their happiness, since theirs was so rare and would be, Lucy knew, so fleeting. Besides, Lucy did not want to talk about what had happened because in order to explain that Alex had broken up with her she’d have to first explain who Alex was. And she knew it would hurt her mother’s feelings to find out that Lucy had had an Alex in her life and never said a word about it. So Lucy let her mother bring her flat Coke and chicken rice soup, which Lucy would not be able to eat. Then Lucy texted Tristan, asking if he could drive her somewhere late that night. He said yes. She lay there and watched the clock.

And when it was time, she went.

Tristan was already waiting for her in the truck, leaning back, window down, two lollipop sticks sticking out of his mouth like skinny twin tongues.

“Well, hello,” he said. “Fancy meeting you here.” He grinned as though being up and out at midnight on a school night was totally normal, which for him it kind of was. Tristan had terrible insomnia. So most nights while everyone else was in bed, Tristan was driving around, trying out the pancakes at a diner in a random town, or parked somewhere playing the blues on his harmonica. Tristan had gone to first grade twice (the first time had been the year his mom died), so even though he was just starting sophomore year with Lucy, he could already drive. And he didn’t even have to sneak out because his dad had only two rules: don’t get hurt, and don’t get arrested. Beyond that, Tristan could do what he wanted.

Lucy walked around the front of his truck to the passenger side. She knew how she must have looked to him then—eyes puffy, face blotchy. But Tristan wasn’t the kind of guy who’d pry about stuff, so all he said was, “Where to, little buddy?” and moved a couple harmonica boxes from the seat to the cup holder to make room for her.

“Old Orchard Road,” she said. “Some big old house down at the end.”

He crunched through one of his lollipops and put the stick onto the dashboard, where it lay with a dozen like it.

Lucy leaned back against the seat as the trees whizzed by, her hand stuck out the window to catch the wind. She knew he wouldn’t ask her anything else. But she supposed she needed to tell him.

She took a breath. “Alex broke up with me this morning,” she said. It was strange hearing herself say those words out loud. They both did and did not sound true.

She turned toward Tristan, who was slowly shaking his head. “Oh, buddy.” This was his serious voice. He didn’t use it often. “I’m really sorry,” he said. But he left it at that, didn’t try to pretend he understood what she felt like. Of course he didn’t. Tristan had never been in love. He’d never even had a girlfriend.

Not that he hadn’t had options. Although Lucy could never see him like that, she knew that a lot of girls thought Tristan was cute, in a lanky-body, floppy-haired, twinkly-eyed, mismatched-socks sort of way. He was friendly and liked to talk to strangers so he met people wherever he went, and some of those people were girls and some of those girls got crushes on him. Occasionally he would hook up with one if she was cute enough and chased him hard enough, but it never amounted to more than that.

Sometimes a girl he hooked up with would get it in her head that he was going to be her boyfriend and then get all confused when he didn’t want to be, even though he’d warned her from the start that he wasn’t interested in anything serious. “But people hear what they want to hear,” is what he’d always said. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe in love at all, it was that he didn’t believe in love for himself. He didn’t think he was capable of falling in it, and he was fine with that.

When Lucy first started dating Alex she’d felt sorry for Tristan, sorry that he’d never gotten to know the beautifully delicious pain of loving someone so much. But, she realized now, as they drove down those dark streets, the flip side of that beautifully delicious pain was a pain that was not beautiful or delicious at all. Maybe Tristan was lucky.

“This hurts.” Lucy’s voice cracked. “I really love him.”

“I know you did,” Tristan said. He took a deep breath, like he was going to say something more. But then he just exhaled and drove.

Lucy wondered if what Tristan wasn’t saying had to do with something that Lucy knew that Tristan didn’t know she knew: he’d never really liked Alex. Not that he’d admitted that of course, but when someone’s your best friend, you can tell things like that. After the first time she’d introduced them, tried to make them friends, Tristan had said something about how it seemed that Alex bowled Lucy over a little bit. “I don't mean to judge,” he'd said. “I just hope that when the two of you are alone he lets you talk a little more is all....”

Lucy had nodded and said that yes he did. But she’d felt protective of Alex and of their new relationship and did not elaborate. Tristan never brought it up again.

Tristan pulled over. They were there. Up ahead was a big, black metal gate and beyond that were dozens of tall trees lining a dark driveway so long that Lucy couldn’t even see what was at the top. “I guess this must be the place,” he said.

“I’ll just get out here,” she said.

“You don’t want me to come with you?”

Lucy shook her head, even though a part of her actually did.

“Hold on one second.” Tristan took some things out of his pocket—a harmonica, a few lollipop wrappers, a paper clip bent into a spiral, and a little cellophane-wrapped something. He placed the cellophane thing in her hand and closed her fist around it. “There,” he said. “For protection.”

She looked down. Resting on her palm was a plastic-wrapped toothpick.

“Y’know, in case there are very tiny vampires up there,” he grinned. “Or poppy seeds.”

Lucy got out of the car, shut the door behind her, walked up to the gate, and went through. Her hands were tingling. She didn’t know why.

Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. She concentrated on walking, on not feeling anything but the crunch of the gravel under her feet. She couldn’t see the house yet and when she turned back she couldn’t see the street behind her either. There was only blackness all around her, and the moon up ahead.

She kept going in the dark, humming her Alex song so quietly that even she couldn’t hear it. The driveway curved left and she followed it, and finally, finally, a house rose up in front of her, incredibly tall and very old. The front was covered in dozens of windows, beautiful, but eerie.

Alex would have loved to take pictures of this.

Lucy’s eyes adjusted. The front yard was filled with weeping willows that looked like giant beasts with their fur hanging down to the ground. She climbed up a slate walkway that led to the front door. She reached out and lifted the heavy brass knocker. She paused, frozen somewhere between knocking and not. As though somehow she knew even then that once she let go, there’d be no turning back.

And then let go she did. Metal slammed against metal. Whatever is going to happen, let it happen.

The door swung open as though someone had been waiting for her inside. Olivia, the girl from the bathroom, stood there staring at Lucy. Her face spread into a slow, brilliant smile.

Then she grabbed Lucy’s wrist and pulled her inside.






Chapter Five



Olivia dragged Lucy down a long, long hallway, around a corner, up to a set of huge double doors. There was a rush of sound as though an entire ocean lay behind that glossy old wood.

Olivia flung the doors open and pulled Lucy into an enormous room with a high domed ceiling, dimly lit by a dozen Moroccan-glass lanterns. Huge windows lined the back wall, draped on each side with yards of printed silk. There were people in the room, a few dozen maybe, lying across couches, seated on silk pillows, standing in front of the giant fireplace, drinking from silver cups.

“Ignore them.” Olivia waved her hand. “We’re trying something out here, and they were all already coming before I knew about your... situation.”

Olivia pulled Lucy through the room, and out a side door. And then they were in an enormous backyard edged in twisted, towering trees.

“We’re over there.” Olivia pointed toward a gazebo in the grass, in the center of which was a small flickering light. She started to pull Lucy forward again, but Lucy’s feet refused to go.

“Who is we?” Lucy’s voice came out quiet, more scared sounding than she’d wanted it to.

Olivia shook her head, as though this should have been obvious, but by the light that shone through the door, Lucy could see that she was smiling. “The Secret Sisterhood of Heartbreakers. We’ve been waiting a long time for you.”

“Wait,” Lucy said. “What?” She stopped, suddenly dizzy. “For me?”

But Olivia didn’t answer, just pulled Lucy out into the lush grass and toward a large gazebo. Two girls were already inside, a white candle flickering between them.

Olivia sat down on the floor and motioned for Lucy to follow.

“Well, here we are,” Olivia said. “Your heart is really, truly broken. Congratulations.”

The wind blew. Lucy could see the other two girls’ eyes shining in the dark. “Then why are you congratulating me?” she said quietly. “I feel like I’m dying.”

Olivia shrugged. “Of course you do. Most peoples’ hearts could never break as deeply as yours has, honey muffin. But you should be grateful for that. There’s... potential in that.”

Lucy raised her hand up to her chest and pressed against her ribs where that chunk of mangled meat was barely beating.

“Do you know why you’re here?” asked Olivia.

“Because I read the message on the scarf.”

“And do you know how that message got on that scarf?”

Lucy shook her head.

Olivia just smiled and held out her hand. “I’d like it back now, please.”

Lucy removed the square of crumpled silk from her pocket and handed it to Olivia, who placed it in her lap.

“We’re about to give you the greatest opportunity that you’ll ever have. We can make it so your broken heart heals back like that.” Olivia snapped her fingers. The candle flickered. “And then it will
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