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Dedication

To my parents, Brenda and Jerry, and my sibling, Evan—

the most solid family anyone could ask for





Chapter One

NAVIGATING MY HIGH SCHOOL HALLWAY has gotten a lot scarier since the crutches.

I stand to the side of the classroom door, letting the flow pass by. I’m a tractor with a thirty-miles-per-hour max on a seventy-miles-per-hour highway. The three-o’clock bell stops ringing, but nothing gets quieter because everyone in the hall is shrieking to be heard over everyone else.

I could take a chance and dive in. Or I could miss the bus. But missing the bus means calling my brother, Rex, and I’d rather pull out my toenails with tweezers.

And then it’s like a cartoon, how fast it happens.

One second I’m battling for space between a chubby kid with Mentos breath and a skinny kid with Doritos breath, and the next I’m on my butt, my metal-and-plastic extra legs skittering across the dingy linoleum. Everyone nearby takes a collective breath: someone knocked over the girl on crutches.

“I’m so sorry, Sam. Are you okay?” says this poor sweating freshman. He’s a guy, so everyone is giving him the brutal-beast look, which is slightly worse than the clumsy-idiot one that the girls get.

If I was sadistic, I might pretend to cry and laugh about it later. Instead I flash him a winning smile. Or as winning as a smile can get when it comes from a girl on the floor whose left leg is an inch shorter than her right and twists instead of bends. “I’m fine.”

“Are you sure—?”

“Yep.”

“But are you really sure—”

“Like two hundred percent sure.”

“I’m so sorry,” he repeats, handing me my crutches. It should be a rule that when somebody hit-and-runs your mom’s Toyota into a ball of tinfoil with both of you inside, you get to pick a new superpower. I’d choose invisibility. Instead I got hypervisibility. Everyone stares as it takes me way longer than it should to get up.

“Don’t even worry about it,” I say to the crowd, absolving them, my face burning. None of them is friendly enough with me to stick around. I prop myself against the wall and fake play with my phone, waiting for the pain to whiplash up the six-month-old cracks in my leg.

Lots of things make people anxious. Heights, spiders. Pain is just supposed to hurt, not make my heart pound like I’m about to be in a car crash. It’s not even a sharp hurt—more of a dull ache. The problem is that pain means glass sparkling on the pavement, bright enough to sting my eyes.

Forget invisibility. Invulnerability is the best superpower.

I wrestle my pill case from my baggy jeans, untwist one side, and pop half a Vicodin. It’s a tired sort of feeling, not wanting to hurt anymore.

When I look up, the last bus is disappearing beyond the glass front doors. This is a great opportunity to find out if they’d suspend a girl for bashing in the trophy case with her crutches. But I already know the answer. Perks of surviving a firestorm of glass and steel: I could run naked across the drama stage while screaming every swear ever written down, and Principal Chase would give me a Snickers bar in her office and ask me how I’m doing.

I search my phone for people to call other than Rex. Dad’s at work. My sister, Lena, is at her internship in Northton, a two-hour drive that she always manages to stretch into four. Dr. Brown said I could call whenever, but judging by her phone consultation rates, chartering a private jet would be cheaper.

There’s Kendra, Amy, Erin—my old group. They don’t understand how friendship works outside the lacrosse team, and I haven’t figured it out yet either. The dead-mom thing got me a temporary free antisocial pass, redeemable for five (5) ignored party invites and six (6) months avoiding the lunch table; but I forgot to check the expiration date, and now I accidentally have no friends. Which is inconvenient. You need them for group projects. And rides home.

It’s three fifteen. There’s a seventy percent chance Rex is high, a ninety percent chance that if I call he’ll come get me anyway, a one hundred percent chance that if he’s high I won’t get in the car, and a one million percent chance that if I don’t get in the car we’ll fight about it.

I walk down the hall and punch the handicapped button next to the front doors, the one I still feel lazy for using even though I’m supposed to. The light blinds me for a second. The kind of light that makes broken glass glitter like diamonds.

And then I spot my ride. He’s zipping around the corner of the building—magazine-blond, Polo-wearing, baby-blue-eyed Anthony Moore, who got a full scholarship to Yale and sells prescription pills even though he’s too rich to need either. He used to be best friends with Rex and me, back in elementary school when people called him No-Moore because he wouldn’t stop crying on our fourth-grade field trip out of town.

I swing after him, but he disappears past the art department Dumpsters. His home office. He should hire a hot secretary to pop out like a stripper from a cake: Would you like some Adderall with your Xanax? He’d love to offer Vicodin for dessert, but I’m strict about the As Needed part of my prescription. Pills are more common than Altoids in Anthony’s crowd, and the staff is in denial because this is a nice upper-middle-class town in the whitest state in the country, and there’s a J.Crew half a mile from the school, and no one in salmon-colored shorts could ever do drugs.

By the time I reach Anthony, panting because my lacrosse muscles disappeared after the hospital stay, he’s stopped in front of someone. A tall, thin someone with messy dark hair. Eliot Rowe.

It’s like seeing the sun next to the moon. The new Anthony is all glow-tanned perfection and a Mad Men aesthetic. Eliot is pale mystery, sharp-cheekboned stares, and supercilious slouching. Alone in the cafeteria, alone always. He moved here just after Alani Herring (mother of Lena; Reginald, i.e., Rex; and me, Samantha, i.e., Sam) died in a car crash.

Eliot and Death showed up together. Two stamps on the memories of everyone who attended Forest Hills High in the worst year of my life. For a while he was the most interesting phenomenon in the world to everyone except me, because of the funeral or whatever. I owe him for splitting the spotlight between us the second he walked through the doors.

I creep close enough to hear Anthony say, “I don’t appreciate being spoken to like that,” in his coffee-soft polite threat voice. It sounds fake to me, especially when I remember No-Moore sniffling on the playground, but it tends to convince everybody else.

Eliot smirks, mutters something—and then Anthony’s fist smashes into the side of his face. Jesus. I jump and almost fall for the second time today. “Anthony,” I say loudly.

He ignores me and picks up Eliot by his shirt. I’ve seen what happens next, and maybe later Eliot will be together enough to stagger home alone, if he’s lucky. “Anthony, I need a ride home.”

He groans. “Five minutes.”

Blood paints a broad streak down Eliot’s shirt collar. His silk shirt collar. Who wears silk shirts? Slutty vampires is the first and only thing that pops into my head. “Leave him alone,” I say in my best Rex-and-Lena-are-fighting-again-but-if-I-say-it-like-it’s-not-a-big-deal-it-won’t-be voice.

“The hero act’s cute, Samantha Herring.” Anthony uses everybody’s full name, probably because Rex and I don’t like ours. “Call Reginald.”

“Rex is busy.” We’re having this conversation like blood isn’t dripping down Eliot’s neck. Except Eliot’s not making any “Ow fuck” facial contortions. Instead, he’s watching me with amusement. It’s actual amusement. “I mean it. Leave him alone.”

“You’ve aroused my curiosity as to how this is your business,” Anthony says. “I mean I’m intrigued, like fascinated, as to how this is your fucking business.”

That’s the new Anthony.

He cocks his fist again, and I take a breath. I may have to walk on sticks now, but I’ve trained with the lacrosse team long enough that I also know how to swing one. Anthony yelps a very un-Anthony yelp at the crack my crutch makes across his shoulders. He drops Eliot and makes a lunging move at me. I can’t believe it. I hold out the crutch, the world’s least-effective sword.

He’s breathing hard. “If this is your new boyfriend, Reginald is going to hit him way harder than I ever would.”

“If you hit me, Rex will hit you way harder than he would ever hit my nonexistent boyfriend.”

“I would never touch you,” he says, hand-over-heart offended, like he didn’t just dive at me with a vertebrae-separating expression. “Jesus, Sam. We grew up together. You’re my friend.”

I’m electric everywhere, shot with adrenaline, like when I used to catapult the lacrosse ball into the net (GO SAM GO). But the switches haven’t flipped in a long time. I thought even the backup generator was dead. You don’t realize that you haven’t been feeling anything until you feel something again. “Go home, Anthony.”

Anthony pauses, then turns and scuffs up dust with his shoe into Eliot’s face. “Don’t start daydreaming about how this is the end of it.”

Eliot goes on smirking from his sideways position in the dirt. Finally someone else appreciates how stupid Anthony sounds when he plays mafia.

He jabs a thumb at me. “You’ve officially pissed me off.”

It slips out: “Sure, No-Moore.”

For a second I feel like a dick, even though he deserves it. But he surprisingly doesn’t murder me on the spot. He just turns and saunters away toward the parking lot.

So much for my ride.

Eliot hops up, straightens his torn shirt, and looks at me. I hate his eyes immediately. They’re hard and crystally, like they light up in the dark.

Some people are socially incapacitated. You feel bad for them, you’re glad it’s them and not you, but nothing’s going to change them. Sometimes you wonder—not in a mean way, just curiously—whether or not they’ll be alone forever. And if they ever wonder, too.

I’ve never talked to Eliot, so the specifics of his social incapacitation are a mystery. But since he moved here, we’ve had that silent awkward connection that exists between the two people at school with no friends. It’s not so bad being a loner if there’s another one who’s weirder. I get the urge to nod at him in the hall, or shake his hand like we both know the steps to a secret handshake.

The first thing I ever say to him is “Nice slutty-vampire shirt.”

“Thanks,” he says.

I suffer from a coughing fit and stare at my crutches in lieu of eye contact. “So what’d you do to piss off Anthony?”

“I piss off everyone. The details don’t matter.”

“I’m curious.”

“Have I aroused your curiosity?” he asks, his voice startlingly deep and deeply amused. “I warned him not to sell his pills here at school anymore. Someone’s going to narc on him.”

“No one narcs on Anthony.”

“He broke up with Trez Monroe a few months ago. She’s an ESFJ—you know.”

“What?”

“An ESFJ—the Myers-Briggs personality type—so she’s obsessive when it comes to other people. She’s been shooting him death looks every time his back is turned.” He rattles it off like an equation.

Trez was a loner during the No-Moore days, too, until she got hot and they started dating. She’s been a social butterfly ever since, but she’s also one of those people who won’t meet my eyes since the crutches. “You’re not friends with Trez. How do you know what Myers-Briggs personality type she is?”

“I know the Myers-Briggs type of every person in this school.”

Ookay. “Kendra Baker?”

“ENFP.”

“Jasper Barnett?”

“INFJ.”

The Myers-Briggs types are like Hogwarts houses. Fun for Tumblr, but not really science. Yet Eliot’s talking like a professional researcher. I resist the impulse to ask which type I am. “Guessing Trez’s Myers-Briggs type doesn’t mean she’s going to narc on Anthony.”

“It’s not a guess. People are predictable.”

“You didn’t predict Anthony punching you in the face.”

“Yes I did.” He’s smiling faintly. Is he joking?

“Why’d he hit you, if you were just trying to warn him?”

“Possibly it was my phrasing.”

“Which was?”

“‘It takes a special kind of idiot to do something illegal in the same place at the same time every day.’”

I choke laugh. “I’m gonna say it was your phrasing.”

His smile gets less faint, stretching the cut on his lip.

“Does that hurt?” I ask.

“No.”

“Looks like it hurts.”

“It doesn’t.”

Is he high? But his eyes are clear. His face is angular, full of shadows and smirks and secrets, but no pain, and I know what pain looks like.

“It’s amazing that you noticed all that about Trez. I figured—” —you didn’t know anything about anyone here since you’re alone, but I slice it off.

“Is that what you think?” he asks suddenly. “That it’s amazing?”

I nod, surprised by his new tone.

“That’s not usually how people feel.”

“You haven’t called me a special breed of idiot yet.”

“Fair enough. Though you are one, for getting involved.”

“You’re welcome.” I frown. “Is that why I always see you in the detention room? For insulting people?”

“One of the reasons.” He pushes his thick hair away from his forehead, exposing a widow’s peak. It’s weird how natural this conversation is. Even with Kendra and my old group, I was forcing it. “I guess I’m supposed to thank you.”

If anyone sees me here, I’ll be deported from the realm of no-friends-but-friendly-enough-with-everyone to the land of nobody-speaks-to-me, but his smile makes me wonder if that’s a stupid thing to care about.

“No one’s ever done that before,” he says, almost to himself. Not in a sad way, more like Ah, the lab mouse is displaying unusual growths. Still, I feel sorry for him.

Then his eyes narrow. “So why? You don’t like to draw attention to yourself. You’re aggressively boring. Normal. And you’ve been on the waiting list for a new set of friends ever since you had to quit lacrosse, so I have no idea why you’d jeopardize your application by standing up for me.”

Now I know the specifics of his social incapacitation. “Fuck you,” I splutter because I feel like I should.

“Maybe you just don’t like to watch people get hurt because your mother died in that accident.”

He says it so casually that it takes me a moment to feel it.

“You were in the car with her, weren’t you?” he continues. “You couldn’t prevent her death, so you get involved when other people are in danger. Like I said, people are predictable.”

I pull my crutches up from where they’ve sunk into the dirt. There’s a dull ringing in my ears. “I have to go.”

For a millisecond, his expression is bewildered. “I didn’t mean—”

“Right,” I mumble randomly, and swing away from the Dumpsters with my ears sandwiched between my shoulders.

I could phone Rex. Maybe he’s sober. Or maybe I’ll walk. I’ll walk, and screw any doctor who tells me I can’t.

When I get home, Rex is halfway to oblivion on the Vicodin train, a ticket he won on the last guilt trip he took me on. Rex is well traveled. Without ever leaving the house, he’s become an expert in being anywhere else.

I maneuver through the front door to find him spaced out in front of a football game, on the hideous striped living-room couch (original owner: deaf eighty-year-old on craigslist). Tito, our equally hideous tiny mutt, is nestled under his chin. Rex used to look like a handsome version of me, if I was the guy that strangers always think I am. But sadness ruined his face.

“Kendra gave me a ride,” I say before he can ask. My leg throbs, and glass splinters in the back of my head. The anxiety is remote and immediate at the same time.

Rex ignores the fact that I’m sweating and limping and sees what he wants to see. “Kendra? The hot one?”

“She’s my age, you pedophile.”

“Oh, gross,” he moans.

Tito topples off Rex’s chest, wobbles to me, and bashes his head ecstatically into my leg, his eyes puddles of doggy joy. Since Mom died and Lena moved out, he no longer believes that humans walking out the door will come back. Whenever we return, he acts like we were presumed dead in battle.

“Stupid dog,” says Rex with tremendous love.

Rex got kicked out of Forest Hills in his senior year for hiding Oxycontin in the charger compartment of his laptop case. He’s spent ninety-nine percent of the subsequent seven hundred and thirty days zoned out on the couch with Tito. Since Mom died, it’s become incredibly depressing.

Since Mom Died. I think it so often that it deserves an acronym. SMD.

Too bad it doesn’t spell out anything.

Smid.

I remember that Rex and I are having a conversation and quip, “You just said a girl the same age as me, your sister, was hot. That’s basically incest.”

“Girls your age shouldn’t have giant tits. That’s her fault.”

“I’m sure she grew her tits out specifically to annoy you.”

“Hhhh,” breathes Tito, hearing something close to his name. Lena named him after a Hawaiian character in a cartoon she liked when she was little, since Mom was half Hawaiian. I don’t think Tito is a real Hawaiian name.

“Seventeen is fetal. They should all be titless like you.”

I wait until Rex faces the TV to flip him off. Then I raid the kitchen. Now that Dad has sole reign of the groceries, the cupboards are stuffed with Cheetos, SpongeBob mac ’n’ cheese, and those gummy bear dinosaurs made for five-year-olds. Dad prescribes junk food for himself like antidepressants, devouring endless bags of chips after we go to bed and stashing the evidence in the garage so we don’t notice.

In the days after Mom died, we lived on pity casseroles. It’s not that Mom did the cooking—Dad did. Before. We do always have lasagna, though. Somebody still leaves a warm lasagna on our porch once a week, wrapped in tinfoil. Dad thinks the neighbors take turns.

Suddenly Tito falls on my foot. This is normal. He has epilepsy, and the pills we feed him, wrapped in slices of Kraft cheese, produce a constant state of mild sedation—hence the drooling, Darth Vader breathing, and falling down. I kiss him and set him on his paws. The fact that Tito is the best dog ever is the only thing Rex and I agree on.

“Anthony punched some kid today,” I yell into the living room. If I was more aggressive and less on crutches, I might’ve punched Eliot, too. He’s punchable.

“Who?”

“Some kid.” Some random stupid kid who can’t hurt me with a couple random stupid words. When I think about Mom, I can fix it so it’s nothing. But when people bring her up out of nowhere . . .

But even Aggressively Boring (the truth) doesn’t bother me as much as it should. Being offended takes too much emotional energy. And it’s almost nice that someone has something to say about me other than THAT’S the girl whose MOM got KILLED.

“I told you to stay away from Anthony,” Rex yells back.

“As if I’d be scared of somebody who cried at your tenth birthday party because he lost at Mario Kart.” I sift through junk food for something that contains nutrition.

“He has issues.”

“Luckily he can afford a therapist.” Unlike us and Dr. Brown’s low-income co-pay discount. I grab a bag of chips and try to sneak through the living room past Rex, but he whips up like a manic security guard.

“How’s school?” he demands.

“Fine.”

“C’mon, Sam.”

I throw my hands up. “There’s pencils and teachers and stuff.”

“Any guys bothering you?” He cracks his knuckles.

“I thought I was titless.”

“Some guys are into that.”

All I’d have to do is breathe Eliot’s name and Rex would eat him alive. “Boys don’t bother me, Rex. It’s like in zombie movies when the people cover themselves in zombie guts to hide the fact that they’re not zombies. Boys miss the fact that I’m botherable.”

But the Vicodin train is leaving the station. His gaze drifts over my shoulder, and he sinks back into the couch. I have no idea how he tolerates that couch. The mystery stains were there when we bought it.

“I’m almost out,” he mumbles.

All aboard for the guilt trip. I count the swans in our faded wallpaper. “I’m not giving you more.”

“You don’t know what it’s like.”

Not just a guilt trip, a guilt vacation, an all-expenses-paid stay at a guilt resort. His last resort. “It’s illegal,” I say like a brat.

“They’re for pain, and I’m in pain.” He buries his face in one of the throw pillows. They don’t match. Mom got them off craigslist from a chiropractor with five ferrets. They’re scratchy and smelly, like Tito, like the rest of our furniture. But SMD, the steady flow of weird secondhand stuff has stopped. We have to preserve what we have.

“You know what’s illegal?” he adds. “Pulverizing somebody else’s car and driving off.”

My leg aches. I move toward the stairs.

“I want to talk about it,” he says to the pillow.

“I don’t,” I say to the stairs. He doesn’t usually go straight from acting-like-Mom to asking-me-about-Mom.

“You got to be there with her.”

I submit a request to my brain to please not pick up the orange lamp (origin: waitress from craigslist) and smash it on his skull. But I’m already pissed off, courtesy of Eliot, and my leg still hurts. “You’re jealous, is what you’re saying.”

My voice is flat and sharp, like pavement with glass glittering on it. He flinches. Tito whines.

“Maybe next time it’ll be Dad, and you’ll be the one in the car and then won’t you be so lucky.” And I run (hobble) upstairs and slam my bedroom door.

I’m a terrible person, I guess.

To punish myself, I stare hard at everything in my room. It’s full of lacrosse gear—sticks propped against the wall, cleats under my bed, photos from last year’s game against Brighton—because I like to be reminded that now I can’t do the only thing I was ever good at. Other than the glass, I don’t remember the accident. I had nothing for the police. And nothing is all I want. Nothing is safe.

I find my emergency bottle of Vicodin in my sock drawer, dump half the contents into a Ziploc, and return to the stairs long enough to lob the bag into the living room. “Sorry,” I bellow.

Back in my room with the other kind of guilt, I switch on my broken lava lamp (origin: craigslist hippie), hurl my crutches on my bed, and grab my notebook. Family counseling is this weekend. Dr. Brown gives us homework, which is unbelievable, but Lena—who now comes down only for the appointments—lectures me if I don’t do it. I’m supposed to write down my goals.

I make a fake list for Dr. Brown and an honest list for no reason at all.

LIST #1

Make new friends

Do good in school

Heal with my family

LIST #2

Make new friends without having to actually hang out with anyone

I’m doing fine in school, fuck you

Kill Rex, avoid Lena (not hard), avoid Dad

Kill Dr. Brown

Never talk to Eliot Rowe again

When the honest list has enough murder victims to get me interrogated if it’s found, I rip it up and poke the shreds into a Coke bottle, where they drown in the muddy liquid at the bottom.





Chapter Two

THE ONLY INTERESTING THING THAT HAPPENS the next day is that Anthony gets arrested.

I leave English to pee and stick my head into the hall just in time to witness him being marched down the hall by a cop and Principal Chase. The news rockets around school, pinging off lockers, breaking windows. Anthony’s gang sulks in a mob. Trez darts between classes with her books clutched to her chest, feverish satisfaction in her expression. Eliot was right.

Every year, at least one student is caught with pills, enough of an epidemic for an auto-expulsion policy, but it’s supposed to be the ones with bad posture and no extracurriculars. Rexes, not Anthonys. This event is right up there with my accident and Eliot moving in.

I try really hard to care. I’m not jaded. I want just a zap of the electricity from yesterday, a plug-in to the energy. But as my next lectures are drowned out by everyone buzzing, as my teachers flop at their desks, I keep dissociating, the whiteboard blurring and smearing across the room in a stretch of nothing.

The truth is, I’m blank most of the time. Static.

Sometimes I think I’ve used up all my emotions.

On Friday, the first words anyone addresses directly to me are these:

“Punch me.”

I’m loading books from my locker into my bag, and the suddenness makes me jump. Books topple. Before I can tackle bending over, Eliot Rowe stoops.

“What?” I ask.

“I said punch me. Or hit me with your crutches. Judging by Monday, you might prefer the latter.” He tips the books back into my locker. Up close, he’s startling: his high cheekbones, hair so dark it’s almost blue, the smirk that makes it impossible to tell if he’s being serious. He seems even less human with the mottled bruise on his vampire-pale cheek. Next to me, he’s probably even more exotic. I look like a twelve-year-old boy with baby cheeks, and my short hair is the kind of brown that you can’t compare to chocolate or coffee because it’s not the shade of something delicious.

“Mind if I ask why?” Four days have passed since Monday, I realize—time passes without me noticing nowadays—and he hasn’t spoken to me at all.

“You’re a lacrosse player—”

My leg throbs. “Was.”

“The point is, you’re physical. I was going to apologize for what I said on Monday, but it’d be easier if you got rid of your anger the quick way. Then we can move on.”

I gape at him. “Move on where?”

He pauses, then shakes his head. “Nowhere. Never mind.”

Something about that saddens me. “I’m not going to punch you.”

“Sure, men are more socialized to deal with anger by hitting things, but I think you’ll find it surprisingly liberating.”

“Are you joking? Or is this like some kind of fetish thing?”

He snorts. “I just hate apologizing.”

“Nobody hates apologizing that much.”

“I hate lying,” he corrects himself. “And I don’t really feel that apologetic. It’s not a secret, about your mom.”

“And what about calling me boring?”

“Point taken. You’re not boring. You do interesting things like stand up for me.”

The halls are mostly deserted, like they usually are by the time I get to my locker. Nobody to overhear. “You were right about Trez,” I say, changing the subject.

He rolls his eyes. “Of course I was right about Trez.” Then a momentary silence in which he seems to remember something. “I’m sorry for your loss, by the way.”

He doesn’t give me warning signs. No forehead wrinkling, no hand on my shoulder. He just adds it bluntly.

“Are you?” The platitude always annoys me, but I’ve never been rude enough to be a jerk about it. Now he’ll either call me out or grant me concessions. People let you be mean when you’re grieving. Funerals turn a lot of us into assholes.

“Not particularly,” he says instead. “I’m sorry in theory, but I didn’t know your mom and I barely know you.”

Which is why it annoys me. “I thought you hated lying.”

“I meant I usually don’t bother.”

I sag against my crutches. Talking to Eliot uses up a week’s worth of emotions. I can’t decide if I’m annoyed or amused, but the last one is the least amount of work. “Does that mean I’m special?”

“We’ll see.” He leans into my locker, his sharp shoulder pressing into the orange metal in a way that looks painful. It’s definitely possible that he’s been messing with me since he opened his mouth. “Mainly it means I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me.”

“A ride home, at least.”

“I don’t—” I start, but through the glass doors at the end of the hall, I see that the last bus is disappearing. “Oh.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

The only thing left to do is follow him.

Eliot drives like he’s taking his license test as he pulls out of the lot. His Porsche (!!) is practically new, loaded with that new-car smell they aerosol on the upholstery. I stroke the white leather, the enameled wooden dashboard. Before Mom died—BMD—I liked cars. Now driving feels like a dentist appointment: scary but too necessary to avoid.

“My brother’s,” he says before I can ask.

“He lets you borrow this?”

“Using the term lets broadly.” He rolls down the window and takes out a cigarette.

“Smoking’s bad for you.”

“When has that ever stopped anyone?” Smoke swirls above his head. “Driving is worse for you, in terms of how likely you are to die from it. Yet here we are.”

I don’t say anything. A pulse of pain courses through my leg, and my chest aches with something similar.

Eliot grimaces. “I can’t avoid every mention of car accidents forever.”

“Most people can.” Usually I hate it when someone blunders into topics like accidents or crutches and acts like they’ve set off a trip wire, but what if it’s my expression that makes them think they have? Maybe my face isn’t as blank as the rest of me.

His grimace deepens. “I reiterate my offer to punch me.”

“What is it with this weird joke?”

“Not joking.”

“Yes you are,” I say, scowling.

Silence forms. I wait to slide back into blankness like always when I’m not being forced to pay attention, but instead I’m practically caffeinated, microfocusing on Eliot’s elbow propped against the window. It’s cold for March, but he has no jacket.

“How’s your face?” I find myself asking.

“Expected worse. Anthony’s an ENTJ—the Maverick. Charismatic, elaborate, perfectionist. He knows how to get people to do what he wants, and he’s violent with whoever threatens him because it’s the fastest way to send a message.”

I picture No-Moore in third grade with peanut butter–smudged cheeks. “Then why did you warn him?”

“I like him.” He grins. “We have a lot in common.”

One cares more than anything that everyone thinks he’s cool, and one makes sure everyone thinks he’s weird. “So you knew he was going to punch you and you let him because . . . ?”

“I’m the type to say things. If others don’t like it, they can handle it however they want.”

I can’t politely phrase the question on my tongue: What’s wrong with you? There has to be a name for it, some diagnosis with a Wikipedia page. But apparently I’m not the type who says things. Instead I ask, “Which Myers-Briggs thing are you?”

He looks at me sideways. “Guess.”

“Um—”

“Not now. You barely remember what they are. Do your research first.”

“Okay?”

“This is the longest conversation I’ve had with anyone from school,” he notes suddenly. “Thanks again for Monday. You’re good with those crutches.”

“You’re good at making people want to punch you.”

His smile’s surprisingly genuine. It’s crooked, breaking the symmetry of his face. I can’t figure out if I like him or not. If I do, that’s concerning.

And then I’m saying, “I had self-defense lessons two years ago. My sister made me take them with her. I can teach you how to block.”

“That would involve spending time with me.”

“Well . . . yeah.”

“Interesting,” he says. Then he sort of laughs.

“What?”

“Interesting isn’t usually a word I use to describe people.”

It’d be so easy to dislike him. Liking him has to be against the rules.

“Are you going to ask what type you are?” he says.

He was obviously waiting. “Fine. What type am I?”

He stops at a light, tips his head languidly against his seat, and gazes at me. His eyes are neon. I shift away.

“ISFJ. The Defender,” he says finally.

“I haven’t taken the quiz.”

“It’s not a quiz,” he snaps. “And self-administered personality tests are nonsense. An assessment needs to be objective, and you can’t be objective about yourself.”

“You’re guessing my personality type after five minutes with me,” I point out. “It’s not like you know me better than I do.”

“It is like that.”

He’s not a loner because he doesn’t talk—it’s because of what happens when he does talk. “What’s my favorite color?”

“Trivia,” he snorts. “Look, you’re exposed to all kinds of information that warps your perspective. Old versions of yourself that haven’t been you in years, private thoughts you judge yourself for. You’re in the worst position to give yourself a fair assessment.”

“Nice theory,” I sniff, mimicing my sister. “Why does my personality type even matter? It doesn’t tell you anything about my life.”

“Of course it does. You don’t visit your mom’s grave with your family, do you? ISFJs don’t like people to see them upset.”

I work around the thickness in my throat. “That’s creepy.”

His hand tightens on the wheel.

“And also kind of brilliant. Are you, like, a genius?”

“More or less,” he says happily, slowing to let a tailgater pass. “Though the teachers here would disagree. They wouldn’t notice intelligence if it told them their classes are a waste of time.”

“I’m sure it has.”

“You just have to watch people. They don’t hide as much as they think. Like your expression.”

I inspect my face in the rearview mirror. Same heavy eyebrows, stupid snub nose.

“You have an injured look.” He taps ash absently out the window. “You see it with traumatized people. Don’t worry, it’s not obvious.”

How can I be traumatized by something I can’t remember? I take the antidepressants, I go to school, I’m fine. I open my mouth, but I’m distracted by the fact that the street we’re on is unfamiliar. I realize I never gave him my address.

“We’re making a stop first,” Eliot says. “I need your help with something. Nothing much. Just drug dealers.”

“You mean Anthony and his group? Remember Monday when he punched you in the face?”

“That’s why I brought you.”

“Wait, what?” Sure, Sam, get in the car with the freaky dude who says he hates lying and owes you one. I guess “The Defender” makes him think I’m a bodyguard. “Number one, I can’t fight anyone off for you. I’m on crutches—”

“Which is convenient. Otherwise you’d be weaponless.”

“Number two. What are you meeting with them for?”

“Anthony asked me to. And I was curious.”

I’ve never been stunned into silence before. There has to be a medication he’s supposed to be on.

“If you really want me to, I’ll take you home,” he says.

“And you’ll have a nice chat with Violence-Before-Words Anthony, who probably thinks you’re the one who narced, because you’re curious.”

“Correct.”

“I’m not coming.”

He’s not my responsibility. And after what happened at school, surely Anthony is in jail, or under house arrest, or whatever happens to people who get arrested—just not around to harass Eliot.

But his friends are. And they’re worse than Anthony, some of them. They’ll do more than punch him once if they think he got Anthony arrested.

“Never mind, I’m coming,” I growl at the exact moment he says, “Yes you are.”

He smirks maddeningly and adds, “ISFJ.” I’m tempted to change my mind, but he parks before I can.

Anthony’s neighborhood is full of huge white houses spaced apart with hedges so the neighbors’ marital disputes don’t interrupt each other. His friends are rich kids who realized they could make more cash selling pills to high schoolers than going to college. One of them owns the house on the corner—his parents moved to Cancun and gave it to him. I used to pick up Rex here when he was too blitzed, when Anthony was a freshman and Rex started trailing after him instead of the other way around.

Eliot knocks. It’s fascinating, watching an insane person do insane things. Like a TV show. Except I go blank during shows, and right now my brain is 100 percent accounted for.

A guy with red-rimmed eyes and a Beer with Me T-shirt answers. “What do you want?”

“I’m Eliot,” says Eliot.

“So?”

“Anthony asked me to meet him.” He steps sideways. “This is Rex’s sister.”

I wave weakly.

Inside, it’s clear that a bunch of insane twentysomethings have unleashed their hormone-and-drug-influenced life choices on this house. An empty birdcage perches on top of a million pizza boxes, a scraggly dude puffs on a hookah and stacks beer cans, and a black cat shreds the curtains. Spray-painted on the wall are the words DON’T LET THE COPS IN OR THE CAT OUT. But I don’t see any of Anthony’s crazier friends.

Beer with Me Guy points at Eliot, the stairs, and then me. “Rex’s sister, you are welcome to refreshments.”

He indicates a spilled box of Cheez-Its and a bottle of Mountain Dew on the scarred coffee table. Eliot strides upstairs before I can remind him I’m his bodyguard. When I follow, the guy stops me. “Business only.”

I sit on the couch. A patch of unidentified wetness soaks my jeans and I jerk back up. The bearded guy on the other end, who I thought was sleeping, clears his throat with hazy recognition. “’M sorry for your loss,” he says.

I crush a Cheez-It under my toe and text Rex:

Are you upstairs in this dump?

He responds: I’m at Tito’s vet appt, what dump

Anthony’s friend’s house, I text.

wtf are you doing there

Protecting Eliot, apparently by being downstairs while he gets murdered upstairs. I guess Rex hasn’t heard about Anthony’s arrest. They’ve been phasing him out ever since he became nonfunctional. The moron’s not even a good drug dealer.

I’m counting beer cans (thirty-three) when Anthony himself comes down the stairs, smiling a lot for someone who was recently hauled out of school by the cops.

“I thought you were in Guantanamo Bay,” I say. Everyone else either cowers or sucks up to Anthony, so I avoid both.

“Thank you for your concern, Samantha.” He halts at the base of the stairs. “This is an eighteen-and-up establishment.”

“I’m making sure you don’t punch anyone in the face.”

He laughs softly. “You’re Eliot’s security now?”

“Not on purpose.”

“Go home, Samantha Herring.” These days he talks to me like I’m way younger, even though we’re both seniors.

“He said you asked him to meet you, and he said yes for no reason that I can figure out.”

He goes practically incandescent with pity. “He’s here to buy.”

I squash a few more Cheez-Its. The mystery of Eliot is solved, and there’s no diagnosis. He warned Anthony because he was afraid of losing his source. He dragged me here because even though he’s a rich pill-abusing kid, the rich pill-abusing crowd hates him.

When someone is rejected by the whole world, including their own group, there’s usually a reason for it.

I’m weirdly disappointed.

“He said he hated lying,” I mutter like an idiot.

“Never trust anyone who says they don’t lie. That’s just insurance.” He rubs my shoulder, even though I’m supposed to be on his shit list. “Rex always bragged about how you were too good for this. Don’t waste that on a guy like Eliot, acting like he’s proving something by being such a freak.”

I haven’t felt this stupid since Lena told me what a blow job was.

His grip tightens. “When we were little, I always thought of you as my baby sister. What kind of good brother would let his sister hang out here? I’ll give you that ride home.”

I sink into the moldy couch. I never get to yell at people, and Eliot’s not even a family member or a friend—just an ex-possibility. “I still don’t trust your driving skills after you rammed Rex’s plastic truck into our doghouse.”

I mean it friendly, but his face sharpens. He snatches keys off the top of a broken grandfather clock and bangs out the door without a word, the echo ripping around the house.

What the hell was that?

In the kitchen, it sounds like someone is putting a chain in a blender. After a minute I realize it’s heavy metal music. I take advantage of Beer with Me’s absence to go upstairs, a clunky affair that I’m glad the dude on the couch is too stoned to register. I open the only closed door. It’s the luckiest time I’ve ever opened a door, because two of Anthony’s crazier friends are holding Eliot. Or rather, one of them is holding him and one seems to have recently stopped hitting him.

And I understand why they turned on the music.

And that Anthony is full of shit.

“Put him down.” My voice shakes. I wish it wouldn’t.

“This is how we handle these situations,” says the first guy, who was a senior when I was a freshman and got expelled for choking someone.

I yank out my keys. Before Lena left, she loaded my key ring with three things she said every woman should have: pepper spray, a whistle, and a penknife. The second guy laughs, presumably at the five-foot-four girl on crutches wielding a one-inch knife. Which is fair. I’m not the type you rely on for protection.

But maybe Eliot hadn’t had anyone else to ask.

“It’s fine,” says Eliot with mild irritation, like I offered him a drink too many times. Blood trickles from his lip.

“I’m calling the police,” I say hoarsely.

“I don’t think you should do that,” says the first guy.

“Then put him down.”

He does, shrugging. Eliot crumples soundlessly to the ground.

“If he’s dead, you killed him. I’m telling Rex,” I gasp, which comes out exactly as ineffectual as you’d expect.

The first guy sighs. “What do you care about this asshole?”

“He’s my friend,” I lie.

The second guy shrugs again, and they both step around me. I wait until they’ve left. Then I stagger on my crutches, breathing deep like Dr. Brown said, before lowering myself to the floor beside Eliot.

He opens his eyes. They stand out like alien beacons against the blood. “Sam.”

“Okay. Good. Good. I can’t carry you. Can you get up?”

“Yes,” he says, but doesn’t move.

I do the deep breathing. “Okay.” By balancing on one crutch, I drag him upright. He pulls away stubbornly, but then he either slips or collapses and we both crash down.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers.

“You hate apologizing, remember?”

Somehow I get us downstairs. Eliot doesn’t wince once. Anthony’s two friends are gone, probably worried that I actually will call the cops.

“I’m bringing you to the hospital,” I say as soon as we’re outside.

“No hospital. I’m fine.” His voice is normal. Zero pain.

“Give me your address then.”

“Not there either.”

“Then where the hell do I take you?”

“Your place.”

Dad’s not home yet. Rex is at Tito’s checkup with the vet. It’s doable. But— “Why do you want to go there?”

“You’ll look after me,” he says.

I stare at him, but he doesn’t say anything else. Swearing, I unlock his car and dump him in the backseat. Then I climb in front, shoving my crutches over my lap. I have my permit, but haven’t gone for my license SMD. My bad leg isn’t the one I use to drive, but the accident messed with my driving abilities in other ways.

Only the sight of Eliot in the backseat is enough to make me turn the key.
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