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Dedication

For everybody who continues to fight.

You give me hope.
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We are still here. Everywhere. All around you.

Some of us are children and some

are older, but we all pretend to be okay.

We survive.

No matter what,

we stand beside every one of you.

The next ones, too. There will always be next ones.

We cry.

We scream.

And when it feels as if our skin is on fire and

the only thing we can do is burn—

well then, we’ll burn.

Bright, hot, forever.

Until something changes.

Because every single one of us should’ve been a reason.

Should have been enough.





Part One

    The Monster
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Chapter One

BEFORE SHE MOVED TO MINNESOTA, CLAIRE DIDN’T KNOW the inside of your nose could freeze, that cold like this even existed. It started at your feet and climbed up your legs, seizing your chest, until every part of your body was completely frozen.

Before, she didn’t take the bus, which appeared at the corner, its headlights cutting through the haze of the morning snow falling in silent clumps.

She used to love the snow.

Waking up, finding the world covered. Refreshing the browser on her laptop and jumping when the phone finally rang, the automated voice saying those sweet words of freedom—Catawba County schools have been cancelled. . . .

Nothing short of a miracle, nothing better. Not even Christmas.

But that was before, and now the snow was just another thing that disappeared.

The bus stopped on the corner and Claire turned up her music, loud enough that the other students at her stop—laughing like they’d never had as much as a paper cut—wouldn’t talk to her.

The doors shushed open, just like always. And just like always, the slow march toward the yellow bus started. Claire tried to join them. Tried to make her body move, but it was as if the snow had gone solid, seizing her feet.

She looked into her bag, letting person after person pass (breathing, breathing), trying to ignore the panic as it began to swirl, rushing into her ears like storm water.

She looked up, realizing she was alone.

The whole bus was a choir of stares and whispers, and the driver was giving her a look like, I’ll leave you, I swear, so instead of making him choose, she shook her head (breathing, breathing) and started to back away. She expected that first step to require a Herculean effort, something to crack concrete. But it didn’t and the force—the snow, the ice, all that cold—brought her down hard on the sidewalk.

The stares and whispers turned to laughter.

Before those kids would’ve been her friends. Before it wouldn’t have been impossible to get on the bus. Before she had friends and she would’ve laughed as she sat in the cold, the snow, rubbing the pain out of her ass and barking for everybody to shut the hell up, or else.

Her brother found the carriage house online and rented it sight unseen before they’d even arrived in Minnesota. They were still in North Carolina then, only days after, the panic swallowing them both. It was as if everything familiar had suddenly sprouted a fuse, already burning.

So, they left.

They left nearly everything, save a few boxes of clothing and pictures—their entire life crammed into Derrick’s small hatchback. They didn’t stop until the ground was flat and white, and when they pulled up to the carriage house, behind a legitimate mansion in the heart of St. Paul’s old-money neighborhood, Claire was sure it was a dream.

Mark-O, one of Derrick’s best friends from his skating days—and the owner of the Lair, a local skate park—had promised a job and enough money to cover the carriage house, which was bigger and nicer than any place they’d rented in North Carolina.

She had her own bedroom, her own bathroom; the entire place was heated by an antique woodstove that wrapped her in a warm embrace every time she came in from the cold. At first glance, the house was perfect, just like the job at the Lair was perfect—a chance for Derrick to focus on skating again finally. And, maybe, if you weren’t looking closely, you’d even think their life had snapped back to the way it had always been before. Perfect? Well, no. But safe. And when was the last time she’d actually felt safe?

She knew the exact minute of the exact day.

Claire kicked the snow from her shoes and opened the door. Her brother was staring at a table full of opened bills. As if he was summoning the courage to begin paying them. At first, he didn’t look up, and when he did, it took a second for the usual concern to flip onto his face.

Derrick was older by eight years, enough that he was already out of the house and living in Los Angeles when their parents were killed in a freak car accident. He ditched LA, a skating career that was about to take off, to make sure Claire didn’t end up in foster care or, worse, with one of their backwoods extended relatives who dotted the hills and hollers of West Virginia. Sometimes Claire wondered if it would’ve been easier if their parents were still around. If she and Derrick hadn’t run away as hard and fast as they could.

“What happened?”

To Derrick’s credit, he didn’t sound angry or even tired. At this point, either would’ve been justified. But his tone was patient and kind—as always.

“I couldn’t get on the bus and then—” She motioned to her pants, the damp circles at her knees.

Derrick stood up and ran his hands through his long, brown hair, not looking at her, which was a good thing because Claire couldn’t look at him, either. It had been a year and she was still sabotaged by the simplest things. Walking through the hallways at school. Ordering food at the mall. Getting on the bus. She wasn’t okay, she wasn’t better, and the weight of it had pulled Derrick underwater with her.

Claire stared down at her jeans. She’d had them for years, rescued from the rack of a thrift store in Chapel Hill. A one-day adventure Derrick let her tag along on. There was a fray on one of the pockets, small enough that you’d never notice it. Been there from the start. Claire would mindlessly pick at it during class, at lunch, while watching television. But now, as she stared at it, she realized it was just the start of something bigger.

“Hey,” Derrick said. “It’s good. We’re good. Okay?”

Claire forced herself to look up. To say, “Okay.”





Chapter Two

CLAIRE HELD HER BOARD ON HER LAP AS DERRICK DROVE. The Lair was on the other side of the Cities, tucked between steel-sided buildings that housed manufacturing companies and office-supply distributors. When they pulled up to the entrance, there wasn’t another car on the street. Derrick shot her a smile.

“The benefits of skating at eight a.m.”

Claire didn’t mention how many other random times they’d shown up here. Before sunrise, after midnight—the benefits of having a key to the building. And she didn’t mention how skating had become their way to escape, to momentarily forget, to never actually talk about why they were at the Lair at two a.m. on a school night.

Because skating worked.

It didn’t matter if she couldn’t get on the bus or off the light rail, if somebody’s puffy jacket froze her to the carpeted hallways at Central High School, or she simply woke up and found herself unable to function. If she needed it, they skated. For as long as it took to empty everything out of her.

Before they got out of the car, Derrick hesitated as if he wanted to say something. Claire braced herself, staring at her board, which had been left behind by some long ago LA girlfriend. Before, Claire would’ve asked Derrick why he still had it—needled him until he smiled and told her to give him a break.

But he didn’t say anything, just cracked the car door and sat there for another second as Claire felt the cold wind kick through the car, a rogue snowflake floating in and disappearing almost immediately.

The Lair didn’t have hours, not really. Instead, Mark-O would open the doors as early as he got there and close them whenever he finally tapped out, which usually was hours past midnight. Mark-O liked to say that a skate park with its doors closed was useless, especially in a place like Minnesota.

“Look at this degenerate,” Mark-O said, looking up from the tattered paperback he was reading only to reach across the counter and punch Derrick in the dead center of his chest.

“At least I haven’t made a career of it,” Derrick said, which made Mark-O smirk.

Claire left them to their macho ritual and disappeared into the skate park—a cathedral of wood, concrete, and iron, every inch of it tagged by spray paint and stickers. It was her chance to have a space to herself for a few moments. To know that she was completely alone, completely safe.

Soon enough, of course, Derrick would come in and kick his board to the ground. And while he rarely talked to Claire when they skated, getting lost in his own past—in the joy she knew he felt every time the board was under him—a small part of her heart dropped every time he came into the room and that rare seclusion ended.

Depending on the day, other skaters would trickle in, some of them skipping school just like Claire. Eventually the entire room echoed with the metallic grind of trucks against rails, the wooden slap of boards, and the laughter, the laughter, the laughter—always rising up above the music, no matter how loud.

Claire put her board down and stared into the empty skate park, trying to visualize her path, her “line” as Derrick called it. When she first started skating, she’d get stuck in one spot for five, ten minutes, trying to figure out which direction to go—which path wouldn’t lead to a collision. Derrick always said skating meant claiming your place in the room, claiming your line, whether you were good or not.

She put a foot on the board, took a deep breath, and pushed off.

When she heard other people talk about the important things in their lives, the big things like family and friendship and love, they always described it as a feeling. Something electric and pulsing with life. You felt it in your ears, your heart. And maybe she had felt that before, when she played basketball. The thrill of a made shot. A last-second victory.

But skating was different. It emptied her and made the world quiet. Manageable, if only for a few moments at a time. When she inevitably fell, everything came back so powerfully, Claire was unsure if it was the rush of sound or the impact of the fall that took her breath away.

This time, she was up for only a half a minute before she fell, harder than usual, her helmet smacking against the concrete floor with a hollow pop that echoed across the cavernous space. She laid there for a second, watching her board continue dutifully on its original line when a voice said, “Oh, shit. Are you okay?”

No moment in her life passed without Claire being hyperaware of anyone and everyone who entered into an enclosed space. She sat with her back to the wall at restaurants, got on the bus or train last. If someone moved or reached into their jacket to pull out gloves, a book, anything, she would jump like the planet had lurched off its axis.

So, she knew Derrick was still talking to Mark-O. This room should be empty.

The voice called out again (breathing, breathing), but she could barely hear it now. The storm shot toward her like a missile. When a tall, rangy boy with long hair appeared at the top of one of the vert ramps, everything just stopped.

He slid down the ramp on his knees, picking up her board in one fluid movement as he stood up and walked toward her. She tried to yell for Derrick, but her voice stuck in her throat like a ball of ice.

The boy—he must’ve been close to her age—smiled nervously, holding the board out toward her. But Claire was essentially cowering below him (breathing, breathing), unable to move except her eyes, which darted around the room, up and down his body, looking for an escape, a threat, anything.

“Whoa—are you . . . guys! Guys.”

The boy looked back to his two friends, who were now standing at the top of the ramp, watching. One by one they slid down the smooth plywood, laughing as they walked toward Claire. The first boy seemed trapped now, too, as if her fear was a live wire that conducted through her body, paralyzing anyone who dared to get close.

The three boys looked no different than the countless skater boys Derrick had always called friends—no different than the ones who gave her casual glances when she managed to make it across the park without falling. The same boys who laughed at stupid jokes, using their sarcastic shorthand against each other like a straight razor.

The first one said, “I think she’s—I think there’s something wrong with her.”

This made the other two laugh.

“Don’t listen to what anybody says, Dark. This is exactly how you get a girl to go out with you.”

The kid—Dark?—knelt down in front of Claire slowly, hands out like you’d approach a cornered animal. “Are you here alone?”

This only made his friends howl with more laughter, but he ignored them. His eyes—deep blue and a striking contrast to his dyed-black hair and equally black clothes—were fixed on her. Claire tried to swallow, to push against the storm, but it was rising higher and higher and higher until it was just her nose and mouth above the water, barely pulling in air.

(Breathing, breathing.)

“Whoa. Hey . . .”

One of them went running to the lobby.

The other knelt down next to Dark. It might’ve been thirty seconds, maybe thirty minutes before Derrick and Mark-O came sprinting toward her. The five of them stood around her, asking questions, saying her name.

Looking like they’d seen a monster. Something worse.





Chapter Three

CLAIRE SIPPED WATER AS DERRICK TALKED TO THE BOYS. She could hear him telling them the basics. The broad strokes. He whispered, but it didn’t matter. She knew the story better than anyone.

It was right at the beginning of the day and it sounded like popcorn. She was pressed against two other students—Eleanor, her teammate for nearly ten years, and a freshman she didn’t know—under one of the giant metal staircases that had only been installed at Ford High School in the last five years.

She huddled beneath the metal as the popcorn (pop-pop-pop) went off around her, the sound slowly being overthrown by something new—a storm rushing into her ears. A silence that was neither quiet nor peaceful.

The next thing she remembered was screaming, throwing fists and kicking feet—they’d always told them to fight back—as the police tried to pull her out. Adrenaline rushed back into her body in one sudden jolt. Almost a year later, she could still feel the pain of that exact moment. The moment she became something different, something outside the rest of the world.

Of course, Derrick wasn’t saying that.

He’d use words like processing and healing and the event. She didn’t know if he dodged the real words—four dead, broken, school shooting—as a way to protect her or to protect himself. Either way, the three boys looked like they’d seen a ghost. And maybe they had. Maybe she wasn’t real anymore, and all of the past year was nothing more than a kind of residual energy, electric impulses. Leftover brain activity.

Derrick gave one of the kids a fist bump, which probably seemed cool to him in the moment, but made all the boys laugh under their breath when he turned toward Claire. He came over and picked up her board, fiddling with the trucks and checking the grip tape. When he was satisfied with it, he put the board back down and looked at his hands for a moment, as if he didn’t know how to fix them.

“We can go whenever you’re ready.”

Claire nodded. Sipped more water.

Derrick started packing up her board, the tattered elbow and kneepads, when Dark came rushing over. No, rushing wasn’t the right word. He walked like somebody was chasing him, but also like he was acutely aware that everybody was paying attention to how he moved. The result was almost bashful, incongruous with his lanky frame.

“Are you leaving?”

“Yeah, bud. Claire’s probably had enough for today.”

As he was talking, one of the other boys came up. “But you only got in one run.”

Behind them, the final boy yelled out, “Half a run, technically!”

When they laughed, it was different from the kids on the bus. The kids in her classes. This was familiar, bringing her in instead of pushing her out. For the briefest moment, it was a ray of warm, thawing light.

“A run’s a run,” the second kid said, reaching a hand toward Claire. “They call me Leg. That’s God. And you know Dark. But one run? That’s not a day. Especially if you’re skipping to hit up the Lair.”

As soon as he said it, Leg looked at Derrick like he might call the principal. As if he wasn’t complicit.

“I mean, school’s cool and everything,” Leg stammered. “But sometimes you need a mental health day. You know?”

“Your whole life is a mental health day, Leg,” God said.

They all laughed again, and it made Claire smile.

“Leg’s, like, the opposite of perfect attendance. What do you call that?”

“Community college,” Mark-O said.

The boys offered up a collective “Oh shit!” and immediately began riffing on potential merchandise. T-shirts. Stickers. The Lair would make a killing, they all agreed.

As they were talking to Mark-O, Derrick leaned close to her and said, “Up to you.”

Every single muscle in her body, every single cell, played a constant message: run, hide, go. At first, this response had been necessary for survival—for healing, they assumed. But she could no longer tell the difference between the constant panic that steered her away from everyone and everything and three seemingly nice guys who just wanted to skate.

So instead of talking she picked up her board (breathing, breathing), strapped on her helmet, and walked back into the ramp.

Leg and God didn’t stop talking to her, even as they traded tricks, trying to one-up each other—to impress Derrick, all of which made Claire smile. Dark sat on a couch just off the lip of one of the smaller ramps, writing or drawing in a black-and-white composition notebook. Every so often, he’d look up, catch Claire’s eye, and then go immediately back to the notebook.

It was as if the skate gods noticed her distraction and reached down to nudge her, just enough to lose balance. She hit the ground hard.

God got to her first, followed by Leg. After the initial check-in, the perfunctory “Damn, you really ate shit” acknowledgment, God yelled out, “She’s fine!” before Derrick could even get to them.

After that, they took turns rolling up next to Claire, encouraging her, giving her pointers, and once, God grabbed her hands and took her flying across the skate park. When God saw she was stable, he let go and she rode all the way to the ramp where Dark was sitting.

She tried to get off her board without falling, fell anyway, and then sat there watching Derrick and the other boys before Dark said, “You can come up here if you want.”

Claire tried to climb to the top of the ramp, but her entire body was torched. Dark reached down to help her up and, once she was on the couch, they sat there silent and awkward, watching the others.

Eventually, he gave her a long look before he exhaled and said, “So . . . why do you skate? You’re really, you know, bad.”

It made her laugh, the sound ringing across the nearly-empty park. Derrick shot her a glance, a smile, at the surprise of her voice. And it had surprised her, too. When was the last time she’d laughed? Actually laughed.

“Shit.” The pained look he seemed to always wear deepened. “That’s not what I meant. I mean, I don’t skate but I still come. I guess I wanted to let you know you don’t have to skate.”

Before she knew what was happening, Claire started talking.

“I just keep thinking some of Derrick’s genes might show themselves. Maybe? Hopefully?”

They both watched as Derrick rode his board high above the top of a ramp, turning an effortless 360, before dropping back down onto the ramp with barely a sound. The boys slapped their boards against the ground in appreciation.

“He’s pretty amazing,” Dark said. “I think God and Leg are in love.”

“He was pro. Before.”

Claire almost laughed again at the way Dark’s jaw dropped. Leg must’ve seen it, must’ve thought something important was happening, because he flew toward them, taking the ramp too fast and nearly falling when he tried to stick the landing right next to Claire.

He jumped up, snapping his fingers and then fixing his hair in one fluid motion.

“Meant to do that, anyway. Dark, you trying to get me a prom date over here?”

“Jesus, please don’t start.”

Claire gave Dark a look, but he was already staring at the cover of his journal and shaking his head. She couldn’t tell if he was nervous, embarrassed, or something else.

“Her brother is a pro,” Dark said, obviously changing the subject.

“What? With who?”

Leg dropped next to Claire and stared at her like the question was a test—one Claire wasn’t sure how to pass.

Her anxiety spiked but she pushed through it and, trying to sound casual, said, “Dirty Version.”

Leg jerked back, like she’d just asked him if he wanted to know Jesus as his personal savior.

“Dirty Version? Holy shit.”

Claire nodded, but Leg was already standing, yelling for God. Even Dark looked impressed. Derrick rolled up, kicking his board into his hand as he tried to figure out what was going on. She smiled quickly and shook her head—it’s nothing—but before Claire could say anything, Leg yelled out, “Shit, bro. Dirty! Version! They make the best videos. Respect.”

Derrick smiled at Claire, as if she’d been trading secrets to score points with Dark and Leg. It embarrassed her, because it was true and because now Dark and Leg were staring at her, too, probably thinking the same thing.

“For a bit. Then I got old.”

“You still look pretty solid to me,” God said.

“You sound like Mark-O,” Derrick said, pulling off his helmet and pushing the hair back from his eyes. “But shit. Who knows what will happen?”

“Do they, like, have an old man division?” Leg asked, completely serious.

“Bro,” God said, shaking his head. “He’s, like, twenty-eight.”

Claire laughed with the rest of them, but she couldn’t help but notice how tired Derrick sounded. How uncertain he looked, as if he didn’t believe things would ever change. Both of them stumbling and feeling their way through a dense cloud with no end in sight.





Chapter Four

CLAIRE WOKE UP SORE THE NEXT MORNING, A FACT THAT announced itself suddenly when she first stood up. She had a flash, a memory, of basketball practice—long summer runs through the hills of North Carolina that made her legs rubbery. A time she could barely remember.

And for a split second, her brain turned itself off and functioned normally. She was sore, end of story. There were no other messages, no low-grade terror.

For a single moment, she felt fine.

Derrick was dressed and sitting at the kitchen table when she came into the room. As she was pouring cereal into a bowl, he casually suggested that he could drive her to school, no big deal.

Claire stopped pouring and swallowed once. The bus yesterday. The train a few weeks ago. He was trying to protect her. He didn’t think she was fine.

“That sounds good,” she managed, keeping her back to him as she ate her cereal—so he couldn’t see how hard she was working to fight off the tears of frustration.

They drove slowly through the snow-covered streets.

Derrick turned up a song on the radio, nodding his head thoughtfully with the beat as they waited for the cars in front of them to pull forward in the drop-off lane, every other kid getting out of their car and rushing through the cold without a second thought.

“Well, shit. Look at this.”

At first she thought Derrick was pointing to the school resource officer huddled in the concrete crook of the main building, slowly bringing a steaming cup of coffee to his lips. But just above him were three boys mimicking and mocking every movement the man made.

“Maybe the community college comment got to them,” Derrick said, just as the resource officer looked up and Dark, God, and Leg pushed away from the railing, laughing.

Claire didn’t understand the urge to get out of the car. And maybe it was because she hadn’t moved that fast in months, but when she reached for the door, she couldn’t get it open. Derrick took in the whole sad struggle with the handle.

Then he laughed and unlocked the door with a push of a button. Claire shot him a dirty look.

“What?” Derrick said, still smiling. “Go to school already.”

Once she was out of the car, she tried to walk normally. Not fast, not slow. Just normal. She was so focused, she nearly jumped when she reached the top of the stairs and Leg called out her name.

He held his arms out like he wanted to give her a hug. At first Claire mistook God and Dark’s obvious shock for coldness, the distant way people seemed to treat everybody who hadn’t lived in Minnesota for generations. But then God smiled and, finally, so did Dark.

“So. You go here.” Dark looked even more uncomfortable than he had at the skate park.

“Nah,” Leg said, “she’s stalking you.”

“No . . . I go here,” Claire confirmed, just as the first warning bell rang above them. None of them moved, even though Claire instinctively took a half step toward the door.

“Did you bring your board?” God asked. Claire shook her head. “We’re taking the bus to the Lair after school. You should come.”

Claire was about to say something when the school resource officer came huffing up the stairs.

“The—bell—rang,” he managed.

Leg looked at his wrist, where there was no watch. “Is it that time already?”

Dark smiled and mumbled something to God, who laughed.

“You guys think this is a joke?”

“Not this,” Dark said, nodding at the security guard. “More like, you.”

The cop must’ve thought Claire was an easier target, because even though the three of them were nearly doubled over with laughter, he took Claire by the arm (breathing, breathing) and started pulling her toward the door.

“Bro, let go of her,” God said.

“You need to get to class,” the cop said, ignoring God, Leg, all of them.

Claire was dive-bombing to the bottom of the ocean, unable to speak or do anything other than be dragged to the front door.

“Don’t you see what you’re doing?” Dark asked, wrenching her arm away from the cop.

As soon as he did, Claire shot up to the top of the water, gasping. She ran to class and didn’t look back, didn’t acknowledge the teacher (breathing, breathing) who told her to slow down.

She could barely see when she sat in the too-small desk, trying to pretend that everything was fine.

She was fine.

Dr. Palmer, her language arts teacher, was up at the front of the room trying to keep a large stack of books from falling from her hands, which they did almost immediately.

“Okay, okay . . .” She gave the class a shrug and then swept her hands across the books that now littered her desk, the floor. “Behold the tools for your summative project!”

There were a couple of stereotypical groans, which Dr. Palmer ignored with such completeness they died immediately. She picked up one of the novels and showed the cover to the group.

“Lord of the Flies. Who wants it?”

Nobody raised their hand. And for good reason, Claire thought. She’d read the book as a freshman, writing a paper about Piggie and how he was essentially the only female character, as he was always quoting his aunt.

Dr. Palmer tossed the book toward a kid in the front row. “Okay, Argus. You probably need to read that one.” Claire didn’t know Argus or whether he knew the plot of the novel, but the look of shock on his face was enough for Dr. Palmer to crack a smile. Before he had a chance to respond, complain—anything—Palmer picked up another book.

“The Bluest Eye. Toni Morrison. Never heard of it? Well, now your life is about to be changed.” She threw the book to a girl in the corner, who gave a legitimate shriek when it landed on her desk. “I know. Wait until you read it.”

Dr. Palmer continued throwing books across the room, one by one, until it was just Claire and a kid who was somewhat sleeping in the back of the classroom, despite all the flying literature.

Dr. Palmer held up two more books—Frankenstein and Leaves of Grass. Claire didn’t hesitate when Palmer tossed both books between her and the sleepy boy. She grabbed Frankenstein and quickly went back to her seat.

The boy looked up at Dr. Palmer dreamily.

“Andrew, your life just got a lot more complicated.”

The assignment sounded simple enough. Read the book. Find a personal connection. Write, draw, construct a demonic temple in its honor—it didn’t matter what—but respond in some way. It was the oldest of teacher tricks and, normally, Claire would be thankful, if not downright jubilant, for this sort of slam-dunk project.

Instead, she stared at the back of the book and read the synopsis for the thousandth time.

She’d first read Frankenstein her sophomore year for a similar, equally forgettable assignment. But unlike so many things in high school, the book had stuck to her in a way she hadn’t expected—in a way that had brought some ribbing from her friends when she kept reading it again and again, carrying the tattered paperback everywhere.

And now it lit up parts of her life that she’d forgotten, like a pinball shooting through her. Had she almost gotten into a fight with Chris Thompson because he’d made fun of the cover’s dramatic illustration? Did Coach Harris tell her to “close that book and get your mind right” on the bus before the Maiden game? For months, the book—the sheer audacity of it—lived inside of her.

But eventually she just stopped carrying it around. Eventually she moved on, chasing whatever new thing had traipsed into her brain. Back when she didn’t feel like the one being chased.

She was still staring at the description when the bell rang. And when Dr. Palmer asked if she was okay, she jumped up—feeling the weight of the book in her hand as she walked through the hallways. The weight in her backpack when she got to her next class and the teacher told them to clear their desks for a test. It was something like nostalgia, but not quite, hovering over her and begging her to . . . what? Open the book? Remember that time in her life? Whatever it was, she spent the next three periods trying to shake the hold it had on her brain.

At lunch she saw God waving at her across the cafeteria—no, waving her toward a table that was already packed. Claire shook her head out of habit, even smiled, but God didn’t hesitate. He stood up and jogged over to her.

“Hey, I didn’t realize you had C lunch. Come sit with us.”

Claire opened her mouth to say something, come up with some excuse that would make it clear how much she didn’t want to join a table of people she didn’t know, thank you very much. But God was too quick again.

“What else are you going to do? Sit alone?”

“Well, yeah,” she finally said. “Exactly.”

God started laughing hard and loud.

“C’mon.”

And then he started walking back to the table.

Claire knew she could easily just walk to her normal spot in the corner, a sparse table of garden-variety introverts. People who barely made eye contact, let alone risked starting up an actual conversation. She’d have to force herself toward God’s table, and it would take every ounce of strength and determination she had. But the first step didn’t. And neither did the second. And soon she was following God. Just a girl walking across a cafeteria.

“This is Claire,” God said to the table, which greeted her collectively. Leg gave her a nod but went back to the animated discussion he was having with a girl sporting hair dyed such a deep blue it was almost black.

“You’re in my language arts class,” another girl said, pushing up her chunky glasses as she spoke. “Dr. Palmer. First period?”

Claire nodded, realizing that she was still standing, and suddenly her body wouldn’t work in that same effortless way it had only moments ago. She was so concerned with trying to make her body sit down, she completely forgot the girl talking, who was looking at her friends like, Does it speak?

“Yes,” Claire forced out. “Dr. Palmer.”

“Have you seen her YouTube channel?” Leg said, suddenly interested in the conversation. It drew the girl away enough that Claire could breathe for a second and when she did, something loosened inside her.

One more breath. A second. By the third, she could sit.

“Yeah, it’s all about, like, how she and her husband make ancient weaponry.”

“She’s so fucking cool,” the girl with the glasses said.

“Like, they’re building an actual trebuchet in their backyard,” Leg said, absolutely giddy to share this information. “I keep asking for an invite to her house, but you know . . . teacher-student boundaries and all that.”

They were still talking about Dr. Palmer when God reached over and got Claire’s attention.

“So, after school. You in?”

Before, in North Carolina, Derrick liked to give her hell about her social schedule—he annoyingly called it her calendar—but she’d had the same friends since kindergarten.

She went out all the time. Driving through the warm North Carolina summer nights with the windows down. Shouting lyrics to their favorite songs. It wasn’t every single night, the way Derrick would claim, but it was pretty close.

Sometimes it rose up and presented itself to her in the middle of the night. Everything she was missing. How she wouldn’t walk across the graduation stage between the two people she’d been stuck between for nearly seventeen years—Lona Cooper and Chad Dell. It used to annoy her whenever seating charts came out at the beginning of the year, but now it made her ache for home.

“And besides, you kind of owe Dark,” God said.

“What?”

Her voice shot up unexpectedly. God laughed again. She looked up and down the table, expecting to see Dark smiling sheepishly, in on whatever gag they were trying to pull. But he wasn’t at the table—had he been?

“The rent-a-cop got him. I don’t know if he’s suspended, but it wouldn’t surprise me.”

“That dude’s not even a rent-a-cop,” Leg said, momentarily looking up from his phone. “More like a layaway cop.”

Some people laughed, but not God.

“I guess you don’t touch cops,” he said. “No matter if they’re rented or not.”

“What’s going to happen to him?” Claire asked.

Before God could answer, the bell rang above them, and the entire cafeteria exploded with movement, every kid pushing away from their table to beat the rush into the hallways, which would soon be choked with bodies. God and Claire didn’t move.

“Here’s the thing about Dark,” he said carefully. “They’re always on him for something. Always.”

God didn’t give Claire a chance to respond. He stood up and gave her a weak smile. “Anyway, come skating with us. It will be fun, you know?”

And just before she agreed—just before he walked away—Claire noticed the briefest flicker of worry flash across God’s face.





Chapter Five

CLAIRE GOT ON THE BUS WITHOUT A SECOND THOUGHT, ignoring the look of concern from the driver. Her mind drifted toward a moment that now seemed more like dream than reality.

She’d accepted a social invitation.

If Claire was being totally honest, she hadn’t planned on actually going through with it. But God and Leg had been waiting for her after school with their phones out, ready for her number and address. The whole transaction had happened so quickly that, before she could stop herself, muscle memory had taken over, and she’d fired off a text. She’d given God her address.

And now she was kind of freaking out.

But this wasn’t like the storm that raged unpredictably and inconveniently. This was more of a dull dread that refused to leave her stomach. Normally, she could hide in the carriage house and simply wait for the sun to fall and to come up again—one more day. But as she was getting on the bus, God wagged his phone in front of her face—Leg laughing beside him—and reminded her, “We know where you live.”

She got off the bus and hurried back to the house.

Inside, Derrick was watching a skating video on his phone. He mumbled a distracted “hello,” as if he too had forgotten the need for daily—if not hourly, by the minute—check-ins. So, Claire went into the kitchen, dropped a piece of bread into the toaster, and leaned against the counter, trying to figure out how she would tell him that she was not only going out, but going out with a bunch of guys she’d just met the day before.

What could go wrong?

Her toast hadn’t even popped up when there was a hard knock on the door. For a brief moment, she lied to herself and said it must be Mark-O or maybe a Mormon missionary—somebody else. But then she heard the laughter. The jostling of bodies. And that strange, empty panic returned to her stomach.

When Derrick opened the door, God and Leg fell into the room, already mid-conversation, as if both she and Derrick were up to speed.

“Yeah, but that’s not the spirit of the award, man.” Leg turned to Claire and Derrick. “Right?”

Claire flushed and searched for something to say.

Thankfully, Derrick sat down and said, “What award? You up for the Nobel Prize, Leg?”

Leg lit up like a lightning strike. “Oh, hell no. Something way better. I’m trying to letter in prom.”

This time it was Claire and Derrick’s turn to laugh.

“Are you high?” Derrick asked, cocking his head to look into Leg’s eyes.

“Lettering in prom, man!” If possible, Leg was even more excited now. “Like, if you go to prom all four years, they give you this sweet-ass engraved martini glass and it’s a really big deal.”

Derrick turned to God who, almost regretfully, confirmed.

“Big deal might be an overstatement.”

Leg slapped at his arm playfully and said, “Don’t you dare denigrate prom.”

“So, this is a real thing?” Claire asked. “Isn’t prom, like, months away?”

“Hell yeah, it’s real, and we’re at threat level red, yellow, midnight—whatever’s the worst.”

“He can’t find a date,” God said, answering Claire. “And I told him he should just go by himself. You’re still going to prom, even if you’re alone. And bro, nobody starts looking for a date in February.”

This time God punched Leg, who ignored it and reached down to pick up Claire’s toast. He took a bite and said, “Against the spirit of the award, bro. We’re seniors! And besides, if I don’t act soon, all the good dates will be gone.”

“By good he means, any girl that would go with him,” God once again clarified.

“Whatever,” Leg said, finishing off the toast, “I’m not getting this close only to go down like a chump.”

Derrick, clearly amused, realized that God and Leg had essentially just appeared in their living room, because he kind of shook his head and gave each of them a look.

“So, I’m confused. Are you here to ask one of us to prom?”

Leg didn’t hesitate. “Would you go?”

“Sorry, bud.”

“Just take your cousin like last year,” God said. “Anyway, are you ready?”

Claire was too befuddled by the conversation to realize that God was talking to her. And that’s when Derrick got interested, too.

“Ready? For what? What’s happening here?”

“We’re going to the Lair,” Claire explained, unsure how Derrick would react.

And it took him a few seconds. He gave God and Leg a deeper look, as if he were trying to discover any ulterior motives. Whether they might actually be high. Whether “lettering in prom” was some kind of euphemism. But eventually, he relaxed and he smiled.

He gave Claire one more quick glance before he said, “Just be home before midnight.”

The Lair was busier than she’d ever seen it, which made sense. She and Derrick intentionally went during off times, when the lines would be open and the chances of her accidentally colliding with another skater were at their absolute lowest.

Now she could barely make it through the door to the main room, let alone find a comfortable place to drop in and ride.

“Is Dark here?” she asked as God was tying his shoes. When he was finished, he checked his phone and then said, “Up on the couches.”

Claire looked and saw Dark sitting next to another kid but obviously wishing he was alone. He was head down, furiously scribbling in his notebook.

“I might go up and talk to him,” Claire said, taking another wary look around the packed room.

“Don’t get entranced by his innate charms!” Leg said, cackling as he and God rode off into the crowd.

It took Claire nearly five minutes to make it down the narrow hallway that was barely big enough for a couple of wiry skaters, let alone the thirty who were trying to push in different directions.

She finally made it up to the couches just as the boy who’d been sitting there was carrying his board to the lip of the ramp. With a loud whoop, he dropped in and began zipping around the park. Dark barely looked up when the boy yelled out, so he didn’t notice Claire at first. When he did, he closed his notebook quickly and nodded at her.

“Hey,” he said. “They said you were coming.”

“I’m supposed to apologize,” Claire said, sitting down next to him.

Dark smiled awkwardly and all he said was, “No.”

And then he sat there, quietly watching the rest of the room. Claire wasn’t sure he would speak again until he said, “So what did I miss?”

“What?”

“At school. Did anything happen. Besides, you know, the entire place being overrun by fascist police officers looking to wield what little power they have against children.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Sorry,” Dark said, suddenly embarrassed by the outburst. “But I mean . . .”

Dark looked as if he wanted her to agree—to give him permission to continue. But Claire wasn’t sure how to respond so she said, “Do you have Dr. Palmer? She gave everybody a different book to read. Plus, a project.”

“I had her last year. Have you seen her YouTube channel?” Dark fumbled with his phone, trying to pull it up. But the Lair was like a concrete box—no service. “Anyway. It’s about, like, weapons. Old weapons, so not the good kind. Anyway, what did she assign you?”

A momentary panic washed over Claire. Not the good kind was the sort of comment that she might not have paid any mind before. The boys at Ford High School—hell, half the girls—were gun obsessed. And maybe it wasn’t obsession, but something different. Hunting, clay shooting, target practice—guns were sewn into the fabric of the school, the town, the entire culture.

But not the good kind would never just pass by her now.

“You okay?” Dark said, looking like he was worried she might stroke out again in front of him. She shook her head, clearing her mind, and then nodded.

“Sorry. Frankenstein. That’s my book,” Claire said. Before she could say anything else, Dark cut her off.

“You know Frankenstein is the scientist and not the monster.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “Uh, yeah. I’m not an idiot. Jesus.”

Dark dropped his notebook and then his phone when he tried to pick it up. When he had them both in his hands, his mouth was obviously trying to form an apology, but he was so flustered he just sat there looking like a grounded fish sucking for air.

Claire swallowed her irritation.

“I’m sorry. It’s just . . . I
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