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PROLOGUE | EMMETT

	If I don’t write this down, I’m going to forget. They want me to forget. No, that’s not quite right. They want me to believe it’s not true. So I’m writing it here, just for me, so I can’t drift too far away. Like an anchor. Or like roots that run deep.

	I used to live in Vehpese, a small town in Wyoming.

	I used to love a boy named Vie. He was broken and beautiful and a hell of a lot of trouble. He was psychic, and he saw the worst things about me and still loved me. I left him on the side of the road because I knew we were bad for each other. No, that’s not true. I left him because I was bad for him. And because I was scared.

	I used to fight monsters. Some of my friends had abilities like Vie’s: the power to call up fire, the power to control metal. I let one of those monsters carve me up, covering half my body with scars, in exchange for power. I used to be able to create an impenetrable barrier to keep myself safe.

	Used to.

	And now here I am, in a nowhere town on the California coast, locked down in a psych ward.

	So this is for me, for when I get out of here, so I’ll still remember. And, more importantly, so I’ll still believe it’s true.

	 

	 

	 

	 


1 | EMMETT

	My parents had never said no to me, and I didn’t like hearing it from other people. I decided Jim had just made a mistake, saying no. We were sitting in the San Elredo psych ward’s rec room at a corner table. Our table. The window looked out on the garden, the pond, the tall white walls. Today, there was fog, but I could smell the ocean. And a hint of Jim, like sweet smoke from a campfire.

	“Ok, but for real,” I said. “Tell me.”

	“Come on.”

	“Just tell me.”

	“Not again.”

	Riffling my hair, I sprawled in the chair. “It helps me.”

	Thing one you had to know about Jim: he used to be a teacher, so he was a sucker for the words It helps me.

	“When they let you out of here, we’re going to celebrate.”

	“When I get out of this hellhole prison,” I said.

	He had eyes like a watercolor—the same shade of blue that only lasted a few minutes after a storm passed through. Right then, he was rolling those baby blues.

	“When you’re better,” he corrected.

	“When I’m not crazy. I’ll always be an addict, but I don’t have to be crazy too.”

	“You’re not crazy.”

	“I know that. And you know that. But my parents don’t, and neither does the state of California. Or the doctors here, for that matter.” I kicked out my legs a little farther. “I’m starting to feel like it, though. The longer I stay in here, the crazier I feel.”

	“Emmett, you’re not crazy. The things we went through, those things would mess anybody up.”

	“I know.”

	“But you do have some issues you need to deal with.”

	A dead girlfriend, I thought. A boy I’d ditched on the side of the road. The nightmares, and then the nights I couldn’t sleep, and then the nights it had been easier to swallow a few oxy instead of trying to deal with any of it.

	“You’re getting better,” Jim said. Like a teacher. “You’re sleeping, right? No nightmares. You’re not getting caught up in those thoughts.”

	“I know.”

	“When you’re all the way better, we’ll go out and celebrate.”

	I made a gimme gesture. “You can do better than that.”

	“We’ll go to dinner.”

	“No,” I corrected, “first we’re going to see your school.”

	“Ok, we’ll see my school.”

	“And your classroom.”

	“And my classroom.”

	“And you can show me where the shithead who likes to break pencils sits.”

	Jim grinned. “And I’ll show you where Kaleb sits.”

	“And then?”

	“And then dinner.”

	I raised my eyebrows.

	“Really?” Jim asked. “The whole thing?”

	“I just want to make sure you didn’t forget.”

	“Ok, we’ll go to Claude’s. We’ll get ribeyes. Mine will be medium; yours, medium-rare. We’ll both get the garlic mashed potatoes. You’ll get a house salad; I’ll get the cobb.”

	“And dessert.”

	“Chocolate mousse for me. Apple pie a la mode for you.”

	“And then?”

	“And then I’ll sleep for a week.”

	“No.”

	“Emmett.”

	I crossed my arms. “I’ve got nowhere to go. Literally. I can wait all day.”

	Sighing, he said, “And then we’ll go back to my apartment.”

	I did another gimme.

	“I’ll give you the grand tour of the efficiency unit at La Costarica.”

	“You’re messing it up.”

	“Ok, ok. It’ll be dark by then, so we’ll go out on the balcony. I’ve got some blankets. I’ll make some coffee, and we’ll just watch the stars and the coast.”

	“We don’t have to talk.”

	“We don’t have to.”

	“But we can if we want.”

	“Yeah,” he said, with the Jim smile that showed all his teeth, all the way back to the molars, the kind of grin he could only pull off because he had those incredible cheekbones.

	“Maybe a little later, we’ll have a couple of beers.”

	“I thought I was telling this,” Jim said.

	“Then tell it.”

	“I’ll have a beer. You’ll have a Dr. Pepper.”

	I made a face.

	“Three more years, my friend,” Jim said with a laugh.

	“Kids in Europe drink wine at dinner when they’re twelve.”

	“So move to Europe.”

	“My parents won’t care. They let me have whatever I want.”

	“I’m not your parents.”

	“Thank God,” I said before I could stop myself, and Jim did what he usually did: he laughed and blushed all at the same time. His strawberry blond hair was getting shaggy; I barely caught myself from reaching out and tugging on one of the curls that hung over his ears.

	“Not much longer,” Jim said. “Keep making progress. You’re doing great; you’re already off the psych meds, right? Now it’s just dealing with the trauma. So just keep doing what you’re doing.”

	“I don’t feel like I’m doing great.”

	“Don’t be hard on yourself.”

	“I’m not; I’m just saying, I don’t—I don’t know what I’m saying.” I swallowed. After I’d run away from Vehpese, I’d tried to start over again with my parents in southern California. Then, when they realized how much I was using, they’d sent me to rehab. In rehab, I’d made the mistake of talking about the worst things that had happened. I talked about Makayla, the girl I’d loved, whom I’d killed with a knife because she’d become something else—one of the monsters. Men and women who looked like people, but who were really nightmares under a tissue of skin. I talked about how I saw her at night, about why eventually swallowing oxy wasn’t helping and I started shooting up. And that had landed me in the San Elredo psych ward with my own scrip of clozapine, although my parents had thrown such a fucking fit that Dr. Rice had weaned me off it almost immediately. “The more I say it didn’t happen, the more it feels like it didn’t happen.”

	Jim was pale. “It happened. But maybe it’s better the other way. Maybe it’s better if you just . . . forget.”

	“I don’t want to forget. I want to get better, but I don’t want to pretend it’s not real. The monsters. The things we saw.” I took a deep breath. “Show me, please.”

	Jim looked around; I counted ten people, but half of them were so doped on quetiapine or clozapine they wouldn’t have noticed if Jim had set off a Roman candle.

	“Please.”

	“When you get out. They can’t keep you locked down forever; everybody’s going to realize you’re getting better. You’ll be out of here soon.”

	“Three months at the soonest.”

	“Three months isn’t that long.

	I riffled my hair again and leaned back, closing my eyes. Right then I didn’t want to beg. I knew Jim wasn’t making me suffer on purpose, but in the moment, it didn’t matter. My eyes stung, so when I asked again, I kept them closed. Just to be safe.

	“I can’t do . . . anything anymore, Jim. What I used to be able to do. Ability or talent or whatever you call it. I can’t. I’m all cut up. I look like a fucking monster, and it was for absolutely fucking nothing because I can’t do it anymore”

	“Don’t say that.”

	“And I’ve got doctors in my face all day telling me what happened in Wyoming was because of the junk or because I had a schizo break. I dream about—” I almost said him. “I dream about it, though.” I hurried to add, “Not dreams like before. I’m getting better, I am. These are just dreams. But they’re real. I remember everything. And then I wake up and—and they’re making me think I’m crazy.” I squeezed my eyes shut tighter; I could hear my voice thinning. “Please?”

	Nothing.

	Then, his chair squeaked across the vinyl.

	When I opened my eyes, he was waiting for me: the tiniest glint of red in his hair, the eyes like watercolors, a jawline like a fucking X-Acto knife.

	“Lean over so nobody else sees.”

	Heads together, we bent over his cupped hands. He didn’t close his eyes. He didn’t breathe differently. He didn’t look like he was concentrating. He was just Jim. And then, the next moment, he was holding a flame. Nothing big. Nothing showy. The size you’d get off a match.

	I grabbed his wrist.

	“Ok,” he said like he was about to shake it out.

	“No, just—hold on. Please.”

	His skin was hot; he was always warmer than the average person, but now he was hot. I wondered if it hurt him, what I was asking him to do. I wondered, if I were a better person, if I’d ask. If I’d say, no, you don’t have to do it. Not if it hurts.

	But I wasn’t a better person. I was just me.

	“Ok, that’s enough,” Jim said.

	“Just a little longer.”

	He frowned.

	Before he could react, I laid my hand over his, the flame kissing my palm.

	“Em,” he said, shaking out his hands, and the flame vanished.

	I turned my palm over. A red spot the size of a quarter marked where the flame had touched me. It would blister, I was sure. It hurt like hell, but for a few days, I’d know I wasn’t crazy.

	Jim spread my fingers and raised my hand to the light, examining the burn.

	When he looked up, he was furious.

	“It’s my hand.”

	“That was a bad thing to do.”

	“It’s my hand. Mine.”

	“Fine. Privilege lost. We’re not doing that again.”

	I smiled. “Privilege lost?”

	“Yes.”

	“Like I’m a kid, is that it?”

	“When you act like one.”

	“Privilege lost. Privilege lost.” I turned on the sex eyes. “Sounds kinky. What else are you going to take away?”

	“I’m serious, Emmett. What’s going on? Why would you do that?”

	“Because I want to.”

	“Is this about—” He paused. “I know he would hurt himself sometimes. Is this the same thing? Self-harm, or whatever it’s called?”

	“God,” I said, laughing and pulling my hand away. “You are a fucking drama queen.”

	He wanted to fight about it, but the thing that made Jim so fun was that he shut himself down fast. I had to really work for it. I was still learning all the right buttons.

	Button number forty-seven, or whatever number I was on: hurting myself.

	Check.

	“Let’s get a nurse to look at it.”

	“Great. I’ll explain the magic fire trick. That’ll really speed things along with the wacko evaluation.”

	“We’ll tell her—”

	“You smuggled me a lighter? I stole a pack of matches?”

	I got to watch it again: Jim reining himself in, shutting himself down. Then he waited.

	“Ok,” I finally said.

	“Ok, what?”

	I looked down at the table. “I’m sorry.”

	“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”

	 


2 | JIM

	I left the hospital and walked. San Elredo wasn’t big, and it had been built for foot traffic when the only residents were monks and nuns and hermits and whoever else got dragged out this far. Now, on this rocky stretch of shore between Santa Cruz and San Francisco, real estate was at a premium, but that hadn’t always been the case.

	I followed the sidewalk along the coast. My temperature kept rising, and the day was cold enough that heat wicked off my body in white curls. I wanted to stop and burn something. I wanted to incinerate the trail of paper cups and weekly circulars flattened against the curb. But, like always, I tamped it down. I had learned a long time ago the value of keeping my temper. I had learned the cost when I didn’t.

	I didn’t like Emmett hurting himself. I didn’t like him using me to hurt himself. But then I’d think about the lies, all the fucking lies I told him over and over again, and it was hard to stay angry.

	After another mile, the November day had sucked away enough of my anger that I could think clearly. Or as clearly as I’d been able to think lately; my head was congested, and I couldn’t always seem to draw a full breath. I checked my phone, scrolling through the various task apps I used to pick up cash here and there. A lady wanted someone to hang a toilet paper dispenser. Another lady wanted lightbulbs changed. Easy jobs; easy ways for me to pick up cash. But the thought of standing on a stepstool, screwing in a bulb while Melinda tried to undo my belt with her teeth—or, worse, tried to talk to me—made my temperature shoot up again.

	Ok. Maybe I wasn’t as calm as I’d thought.

	Another job popped up. Tim. I dismissed it. I’d helped Tim last month, moving some of the rocks in his landscaped backyard. I’d shown up in jeans and a t-shirt; Tim had been wearing a polo and khakis. Halfway through the job, I turned around and Tim was wearing nothing at all. I’d left—without burning the hair off his balls, thank you very much—and the next day, he’d sent an apology and marked the job complete. But he kept sending job requests. Always landscaping, like he needed somebody out there raking that rock garden immediately.

	The thing was, Tim wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Sleazy, yes, but God, I was past the age where sleazy could hurt me. He had money. He was interested. Maybe, if I asked, he’d let me stay the night, and I’d sleep in a bed for a change.

	Emmett would have laughed, of course. He would have said I needed a good lay. He would have said a computer programmer with a fuzzy little goatee might be just the thing. He would have laughed and laughed. Not that I cared what Emmett thought; we were almost fifteen years apart.

	Not that the age difference was the real barrier. It could have been five months instead of fifteen years. I’d been his teacher before everything that happened in Wyoming. I’d been responsible for him. And now, here we were, both of us in this tiny town of stone and stucco, where the wind and the fog and the salt tang were constant. Age didn’t matter because some things were never going to happen.

	By the time I reached the section of beach I thought of as my own, I was tired. My feet hurt; my right sneaker was coming apart, and cold air seeped through the torn stitching. This stretch of the coast was built with mansions—new money, old construction. Tech giants had taken over from oil and newspaper. But money was money.

	I’d stumbled onto this stretch by luck; I’d been coming home, drunk off my ass, and fallen. I went into the thick stand of coyote brush next to the sidewalk, rolled, and banged my chin on cement.

	Steps. Hidden by the brush, but in decent condition.

	Following the steps, skunked, had been a bad idea, but it had turned out ok. I had made it to the bottom of the cliff, wormed through the branches of a pair of stunted trees, and stumbled out onto sand. The ocean had been roaring in. Somewhere the little dots of light on the water became dots of light in the sky. Every breath felt heavier, fuller, like the air was supercharged with something.

	I had come back the next night with the pup tent I’d bought at an REI yard sale. I did the stairs a few more times, humping supplies and gear down to my new spot: a depression in the cliff’s face, not deep enough to be called a cave, where I set up the tent and warmed a can of beans over a driftwood fire. It was like being a hobo during the Dust Bowl. I looked up at the same mansions that I imagined they’d looked at, little globs of light and warmth and money dotting the coast.

	Ever since that night, I’d slept on the beach. I took the stairs now, emerging onto the sand with a feeling almost like relief. I was surprised to see a second tent joining mine in the depression; Rosie came sometimes, but not often. As though on cue, she emerged from her tent.

	Her hair was cut shorter than mine, and it was the color of a good nail. When she saw me, she raised a hand, but her real attention was on the driftwood fire she was building. She squatted, struck a match, and the sea air snuffed it out. She tried another. And a third. I could have lit it. Once, not that long ago, I could have burned the mansions on either side of us to the ground without taking a step. But the last few months had changed me, affected my powers, although not to the same degree that Emmett had experienced.

	On the fifth or seventh match, tinder caught, and Rosie breathed the fire to life. Then she dropped onto her butt and held out her hands. She was wearing Patagonia coveralls, moccasins with a hole in the sole, and a flannel shirt that was the same color as her hair, although I didn’t think it had started that way.

	“You got dinner?” she asked as I walked up.

	I shook my head.

	“I got a couple of wieners, you want some.”

	Emmett would have laughed. Emmett would have said something clever.

	“I’ll be all right.”

	“You have one or two. You’re skinny.”

	She crawled into her tent, got an Igloo cooler, and set it next to her on the beach.

	“You can do the sticks,” she said.

	So I got my pocketknife, found two decent sticks, and whittled the ends to points. I hadn’t noticed the cold in twenty-five years, but I knew everyone else still felt it. Rosie leaned toward the blaze, hands cupped as though she could gather the heat and carry it with her. I thought of the way I had held my hands a few hours before. I thought of Emmett, his hand, the red circle that was doubtless going to blister.

	“Thinking about your boy?”

	It had been easier not to try to explain. In some ways, maybe it had been truer.

	I nodded.

	“That stuff messes you up,” Rosie said. “Time I was in the hospital, I told them no thank you. None of that stuff for me.”

	“Smart.”

	“He’ll be ok. They got him on methadone or buprenorphine?”

	She had gone to Yale, she had told me, weeks after we first met. She had graduated in chemistry, but today, her classes probably would have been called biochemistry. She lived now by drawing in the sand and accepting tips, a kind of busking without the high energy.

	“Buprenorphine and naltrexone.”

	“That’s good, that’s good. Might be they could get him off it completely. How old is he?”

	“Seventeen. No, eighteen.”

	“Plenty young. He’ll be all right.”

	They called it opioid use disorder; Emmett came from a family with so much money that nobody had addictions or problems. They had issues. They had disorders. I’d seen the track marks on the inside of his arm; one time, on an October day so hot that the world had shimmered like a gong, Emmett had held out his arm and asked me to count them. I don’t know why, but I did, and before I finished, he was crying so hard that I had to stop. He spent the rest of the day draped across me, sweat sticking us together, even after he’d stopped crying. Disorder was a pale fucking word for what heroin had done to that kid.

	“He’ll be all right,” she said again, sliding the wieners onto the roasting sticks and passing one to me.

	“He’s not all right, though. The addiction is one thing; they can treat the addiction, manage it. But inside . . .”

	“He’ll be all right.”

	“Screw all right. I don’t want him to just be all right.”

	The smell of searing meat made my stomach grumble; fat dripped from the roasting dogs, and the flames leapt up to lick it.

	“He’s got you, don’t he?” She patted my arm and then turned her attention back to the wiener, rotating it slowly, like she might be serving it to a king. “Whatever else, that means he’ll be all right.”

	Long after I crawled in the tent, I thought about what she’d said. Emmett had me. I looked at the polyester lining, the curve of the tent pole, the way the slight knobbiness reminded me of Emmett’s spine. I had seen him without his shirt; the thought lay at the edge of consciousness, lighting and then lifting away, a butterfly thought. Another hot day, what my parents had called Indian summer. The garden. The grass rippling in the breeze off the sea. The sun cutting everything into lines of light and shadow. He had slipped out of the shirt like he was alone, stretching out on the grass, eyes closed.

	When I stood, he said, “Don’t go.”

	I tried everything. I watched the ocean, which never ended. I stared up at the sky, until the reflected light on the clouds made my eyes water. Then, when I couldn’t anymore, I looked down. I counted ribs. I traced, with my gaze, the hollow of one shoulder. He shifted, and a tuft of dark hair peaked out from under one arm, and then, like he knew, he strummed his abs like he was playing the guitar.

	That’s what Emmett had in his life, I thought now, the darkness and the polyester suffocating me. A pervert. An old man who likes to watch. I used to be a teacher. I used to help kids. I had packed up all the shit in my life. I was finally moving forward. I was even dating again, although I knew, deep down, I could never make anything serious work.

	Now I was nothing. And Emmett needed more than nothing.

	 


3 | EMMETT

	In group, Jonas was sleeping on me. Again. He was nineteen, a year older than me, although you couldn’t tell it by the boxcar pajamas and the staticky nimbus of hair. I shifted in my seat, trying to get his chin out of my shoulder, and caught his head before it could roll off. By the end of group—every time—I’d have a wet spot the size of California on my shirt.

	I knew everybody in group by now, except the latest addition. I had to admit: the new girl was interesting. She had ashen-blue hair down to the middle of her back, huge Warby Parker glasses, and holes up and down both ears and in her nose—no piercings allowed, once you checked in at the Spa Elredo. Sitting between Frances, who had gray hair in a beehive, kind of Bride of Frankenstein, and Norman, who was almost seventy and still picked his nose, she looked like she’d been filed wrong. No matter how many times I looked at her, she refused to meet my eyes.

	San Elredo was pricey; I knew that, because my parents made a point of telling me how much money I was costing them. Mom wouldn’t get her Louis Vuitton bag this month. Dad might have to use the same clubs two seasons in a row. Jonas, asleep on my shoulder, was the younger brother of a tech exec; he wouldn’t say where his brother worked, just that he made gajillions. That’s the word Jonas used. He loved words like that. I mention the price because I’d expected star treatment; I’d assumed the psych ward would be kind of like those minimum security prisons for rich people—it’s just a name, help yourself to the caviar, turn-down service is at eight.

	But San Elredo wasn’t like that at all. It wasn’t even really a hospital. Not the kind that made people better, anyway. It was a few big things and a lot little things that had started to add up over the months. Little things like group.

	In theory, group was supposed to be therapy. Get a bunch of crazies together, get somebody a little less crazy to run the show, and turn the whole thing loose. But the reality wasn’t quite the same. People talked, sure. Donna, who was just a few years older than me, for example. She talked a lot. She liked to tell everybody what they were doing wrong. I was one of her favorite topics—an embarrassment of riches, I assumed—and today, she was really going.

	“And you shouldn’t have let your girlfriend leave the tent in the middle of the night.”

	I nodded and then reached up to catch Jonas before his head could fall.

	“And you shouldn’t have told that girl in fifth grade that you’d rather kiss her boogers.”

	“Marcy,” I said. “She moved the next summer.”

	“You shouldn’t have tortured that boy who liked you and then let your dad sue his family after he hit you.”

	“Definitely not,” I said. Then, before she could continue, “One time, I really liked this boy and I wouldn’t take him to meet my parents because he was poor and kind of a mess. Talk about that.”

	Donna, who looked a little like a Powerpuff girl with her huge eyes and her hair pulled back, squirmed to the edge of her seat, quivering with new material. “You realize that this is another perfect example of how you’re a selfish, manipulative, emotionally closed-off—”

	I nodded; she had enough to work on me for another week, and so I just sat back and adjusted Jonas’s chin again. This time, I noticed the bruise. High on his hairline, almost invisible unless you had the privilege of being a human pillow for Jonas three times a week. The bruise was still purple, maybe a day old. I thought about this and looked at Mary Lourdes, the tech in charge of group. That’s right: not a psychiatrist, not a trained and licensed therapist. Mary Lourdes, who ate tuna out of homemade foil packets and wore compression hose because she sat on her ass all day. Mary Lourdes, who once had pushed Norman, the nosepicker, down a flight of stairs. I saw it, and I knew, no matter what bullshit story she told. 

	After group ended, I walked around for a while: long, blank halls of blank walls and blank doors. Some things changed—I’d see Frank cleaning between his toes, maybe, or Janelle would be drawing penises on her slippers. But in terms of what mattered, nothing changed. Nothing ever changed.

	Eventually I finished the circuit, ending up in the rec room. The girl with the ashen-blue hair was flipping channels.

	“They had to replace the remote,” I said. “The power button didn’t work after Nora threw the last one.”

	She punched the rubberized button: three channels up, one-two-three, before she could even see what Bugs was doing, or check out the jewelry they were selling, or watch the CSI guys and gals analyze a hair follicle.

	“What’s your name?” I asked.

	Another rapid one-two-three: guys playing pool; High School Musical; a cartoon I didn’t recognize.

	“Hey,” I said.

	“Fuck off,” she said, cocking her arm like she meant to pitch the remote at me.

	“If you throw it, throw it at the screen. That way, maybe we get a new TV.”

	One-two-three: Wolf Blitzer, then a guy who looked really fucking Republican, and then a weather lady with cumulonimbus breasts.

	“Fuck off,” she said again.

	I dragged a chair over to the sofa; the new girl hadn’t flipped past the weather. Maybe she really loved hearing about rain. Maybe she really wanted to know the high in Missoula.

	“I’m Emmett.”

	“Oh my God. I heard about you.”

	“Oh yeah?”

	“No. Now fuck off.”

	She was watching the weather lady like those big old weather balloons out in front might take off all of a sudden.

	“Let me guess,” I said, spreading my knees, hands behind my head, biting the corner of my mouth. “Combat boots, big ones. Leather jacket with BITCH or CUNT in metal studs across the back. Motorcycle? You look like you own a motorcycle.”

	Her eyes flicked toward me. The way she looked was confirmation. It wasn’t a short look; she took her time, which said something about her. Not a lot of people could look at my face, at the scars, that long. But it was also the way she looked at me.

	Then she turned back to the TV.

	“You got a girlfriend?” I asked.

	“Do you?”

	“Not anymore. She tried to cut my throat.”

	She looked again. “That one of your scars?”

	“No, these are from something else.”

	“Too bad.”

	“Yeah.”

	“So you’re crazy, huh?” she asked.

	I didn’t bother holding the pose; no matter what I did, this girl wasn’t going to be interested. I relaxed in the chair and kicked my feet up onto the sofa.

	“Not crazy.”

	“Nobody is, sounds like.”

	“I mean, I’m screwed up, but I’m not crazy.” I held up my hand, showing her the burn. “Proof.”

	She just nodded. “How long are you in here for?”

	“Until I’m better. Whatever that means.”

	“You can’t get out?”

	“Like, leave?” I shrugged. “I don’t think anybody here can. It’s all what we politely call ‘involuntary treatment.’” I frowned. “That’s not the case with you?”

	“Oh,” she said, a little too slowly. “Yeah, I mean, I guess so.”

	I waited, but she didn’t add anything. I finally said, “In rehab, I could leave whenever I wanted. I had to get permission first, but they always let me go. Then I got sent here.”

	“You’re a minor?”

	“Not since June.”

	“They can’t hold you here unless you’re a minor.”

	“They can,” I said. I pointed to my face, the whirling mass of scars. “They think I did this to myself.”

	“Sick,” she said, sounding impressed in spite of herself.

	“They’ve got a six-month order keeping me here.”

	“What do the doctors think?”

	“I want to kill my dad and sleep with my mom.”

	“Same,” she said, squirming into a more comfortable position on the sofa.

	“You?” I said.

	“Oh, I’m crazy.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Psycho.”

	“Ok.”

	“I killed this whole family. Chopped them up. Made smoothies out of them.”

	“Sounds like a lot of work. You can just go to Jamba Juice, you know.”

	“Yeah, but I hate the corporate bullshit.”

	“Right.”

	I watched her for a little bit, trying to figure out what I wanted. To make her angry? To make her my friend? First one, then the other?

	“What’s up, buttercup?” she asked before I could decide.

	“Nothing.”

	“Then don’t stare.”

	“You’re staring at that lady.”

	“She’s got nice tits.”

	“Yeah, but you shouldn’t stare.”

	“It’s not like she knows. She’s not even here.”

	“Principle of the thing. It’s objectifying.”

	“Bruh,” she said, looking me up and down. “You’re a puss-wipe. You know that, right?”

	“Huh,” I said.

	“Just so you know.”

	“I did not know.”

	The program cut to a middle-aged anchorman at a desk, and the girl let out a disgusted breath. Sitting up, she stretched, glanced around, and looked at me.

	“I’m Chloe.”

	“Oh my God. I heard about you.”

	Grinning, she looked past me. Then her smile faded.

	The voices coming towards us were familiar.

	“I’m sorry,” Jonas said, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I know I’m not supposed to, but I needed to. You don’t understand, I needed to.”

	“This is very disappointing,” Mary Lourdes said, although she sounded anything but disappointed. “I think you need some quiet time.”

	“No, I didn’t mean to. It was an accident. It just happened.”

	Don’t look, I told myself.

	I looked. Mary Lourdes clutched Jonas’s arm and was steering him down the hall. Blood showed where Jonas had cut himself; it ran to the crease of his elbow, and a few drops spattered the vinyl as Mary Lourdes walked him into the rec area. When her head swiveled, taking in the room, I dropped my eyes.

	Jonas took advantage of her distraction; he reared back, turned, and tried to
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