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For AK: yes, you.

Some say the world will end in fire,

Some say in ice.

From what I’ve tasted of desire

I hold with those who favour fire.

But if it had to perish twice,

I think I know enough of hate

To say that for destruction ice

Is also great

And would suffice.

ROBERT FROST




“Look,” says the detective. He stares down at the girl huddled on the gurney. Despite a half dozen blankets, the poor kid is still shaking as badly as when they pulled her from the water an hour ago. Another ten, fifteen minutes in that lake, Bob Pendleton thinks, and she might not have made it either. “Just tell the truth. The truth can’t hurt.”

She says nothing. Christmas Muzak dribbles from an overhead speaker which, considering they’re in an ER, he finds obscene in the most irrational way. His wife keeps telling him he’s too sensitive to be a cop. “Jenna?”

Silence. Her eyes stare at something he can’t see, but he was there when the rescue divers came up. So he imagines she’s looking at something pretty terrible, a real nightmare. Her face is so white that her lips, ripe and dusky blue, look like dead worms, and her hair drags in limp, gray ropes. Still, Pendleton can see that she’s very pretty and, considering what she’s been through over the years and now, damned gutsy. She’s got the kind of ethereal, unselfconscious beauty some young girls possess that breaks your heart. Or theirs.

“Jenna.” He covers one of her hands with his own. Her skin is cold and pale as glass. At his touch, a tremor ripples through her face. Her gaze wanders and he ducks down, so he can grab her eyes with his. “Honey?”

“Am I … Am I under … under arrest?” These are the first words she’s spoken since he took her from the divers and insisted on carrying her, half-frozen and shuddering, to the ambulance. Her voice is halting and strange. “Am I … g-g-going to j-j-jail?”

“No, no.” He gives her hand a gentle squeeze. “Of course not. You didn’t do anything wrong. It was an accident.”

“Which part?” she says.

Pendleton frowns. “I don’t understand.”

“Which part is accidental?” Her eyes, a stunning, brilliant sea-green, shimmer, and a tear dribbles down one cheek. “Before or after?”

“Before or after what?” he asks, but she only shakes her head. “Look, Jenna, I have to know what happened.” He pauses. “Don’t you understand? You’re the victim here.”

She says nothing.

“Look, here’s what we’ll do.” Pendleton fishes a tiny digital recorder from his pocket. The recorder is no larger than a pack of gum. He shows her the buttons and the display and what the different numbers mean—numbers for folders, letters for files: “Like chapters in a book. I hear you like books.”

“And movies,” she whispers. “I … I like movies.”

“Okay, so scenes instead of chapters. Same idea. You talk into that, much as you want. The nurses said you’ll be here a while, so I’ll check back in a couple hours, how’s that?”

She studies the recorder and then nods. “Okay.”

“Good girl.” Patting her hand, Pendleton turns to go then pauses at the door. Beyond this room and in the larger trauma bay, there is chaos and urgency and motion: doctors in green scrubs, the reek of antiseptic scrub and dying flesh and cooling blood, the chatter of metal against metal, the bleep of monitors and an inarticulate babble of people talking over one another. He hears a high mosquito whine and the doctor’s crisp bark: “Clear!”

And then, there is … nothing.

And more … nothing.

When he looks at her again, he can tell that she hears the silence, too. He says, “There’s no one left to tell this but you. So I need the story, Jenna. I need the truth.”

The grief in her green eyes slips then hardens and, for an instant, Pendleton sees the woman she has become and has no right being, not at sixteen. A hot needle of shame pricks his chest, as if he’s barged into her bedroom without knocking, and he almost looks away.

“Right,” she says. “Like the two are the same thing.”


1: a

So. Okay … this is …

Okay. I … this is kind of creepy, Detective Pendleton. I’m sorry. Bob. You said I should call you Bob, like we’re old friends or something. I guess that considering the first time we met was after the fire and then again just yesterday when you came to the hospital to see my mom … well, that might be true. That we’re friends, I mean. Only, you know, that first time? When I was eight? I was unconscious and on a ventilator and had already died twice. So I really don’t think meeting that way counts.

Anyway …

b

You want me to tell the truth.

The truth is … I am so cold. I should be dead. Maybe I am.

That would be okay.

c

You know what I was just thinking, Bob? Tell is such an interesting word. There are so many meanings. There’s telling, like spinning a tale, making up stories. I’m good at that.

Of course, in that kind of telling, there is another tell, as in telling the difference between night and day, girl and boy, fact and dream. If you ask me, this is related to a gambler’s tell. You know, how something a player does or says tells the other players that he’s bluffing? David Mamet did this great movie, House of Games, all about that. Yeah, I know Mamet. Don’t be so surprised. When you spend four months on a psych ward and then the rest of the year at home in exile, you watch a lot of movies.

Anyway, you know what I liked best about that film? The bad girl; the shrink who shoots her lover, that con man who sets her up. Because, in the end, she gets away with it and forgives herself.

Wish I could do that.

d

So, Bob, I can tell. I can tell plenty. But the truth? I don’t know what that is. I thought I knew until this afternoon, but now …. Even if I tell my version of the truth, then what? I’ll go back to being the old me? Well, what kind of future is that?

Because let me tell you about the old me, Bob, the beta-version of Jenna Lord. Here’s how Beta-Jenna thinks: They let me go, and I’ll cut. Walk out of this room and into the waiting arms of Psycho-Dad—and I’ll cut. Together, we’ll visit my crispy critter of a mother, who’s a drunk and wants only the best for me—and I’ll cut.

I’ll cut.

I’ll cut.

Yeah. Going back to being Beta-Jenna makes the truth just so attractive.

e

The truth.

Well, the year I was fifteen completely sucked. Considering I’ve died twice, that’s really saying something. I was a month shy of sweet sixteen when I started my sophomore year at Turing, this science-techie school just outside Milwaukee for brainiacs, which I’m supposed to be. Skipped a grade, tested out of classes, yada, yada. It goes without saying that I’m a straight-A-plus student, a quiet kid, sort of a loser, and the kind of girl no one would ever suspect.

Or notice.

Okay, other stuff, other stuff …

Well, my cell phone is pink. I’m a very careful driver. I’ve never kissed a boy, which feels … wrong. Because I am sweet sixteen, the age when a girl is supposed to find her prince and settle down.

I used to pretend I was Ariel. I had the doll and a blue gown for dress-up, like in the movie. I was wearing the dress the night we first met, Bob, although you probably don’t remember that because by then, I’d died a couple of times; the dress was only so much ash; and there was kind of a lot going on.

I don’t remember much about the fire, the one that swallowed Grandpa’s house eight years ago. I do recall cowering behind the boiler and listening to Grandpa crashing around the kitchen. Then, there was the angry sputter of an argument and, later, the thud as Grandpa MacAllister passed out, a lit cigarette still pinched between his fingers and two more smoldering on the sill over the kitchen sink. That’s where they said the fire started, you remember, Bob? How those lacy curtains, soaked in vodka because Grandpa knocked over the bottle when he blacked out, must’ve caught with a whump?

The next is a jumble: the churn of black smoke; the spiking scream of the alarm; the hiss and crackle of orange flames. But I do remember the fear icing my whole body, freezing me in place.

And then I remember Matt, my older brother, frantically shouting my name. His voice was a lifeline, a hook that set in my heart, and I grabbed on tight, swarming up the cellar stairs in a swirl of pale blue petticoat as Matt forced the door. But the fire was greedy. Its orange fingers snagged my dress which died in a sizzling shriek.

And then I was screaming because the fire was eating my back and Matt was dodging flames, running with me in his arms, but the front door was still so far away and then …

f

I heard my mother, screeching, wild, fighting with the EMTs:

Don’t you dare …

g

When they shocked me to life, I blazed back into this huge supernova. Fire hot enough to fry skin and melt fat ignites pain, too: constant and agonizing and so bad you can’t die fast enough. I wanted to scream at the doctors to stop, stop, but I was mute. The fire had scorched my lungs and boiled my voice. A tube snaked down my throat, pushing in and then sucking out the air from my lungs. So, there was no way to tell anyone what I wanted. Wouldn’t have done any good anyway because no one will let a kid die. They think they’re doing you this big favor keeping you going because you’ve got your whole life ahead.

Well, news flash, Bob: Not. Necessarily.

Because you think there’s only one kind of pain? That pain is pain is pain?

Uh, that would be no.

There’s blood-pain. There’s knife-pain. There’s bang-your-funny-bone-pain.

And then there is the pain of fire, molten and alive: the swirl of flames streaming over rotten wood and naked flesh. That pain moves when you move; it mutters between every breath; it spikes your ears; it rips. You think pain can’t be any more horrible than that.

Until you discover that the well is bottomless. There’s always more. A different kind of pain, maybe, but more and much, much worse.

But that would be getting ahead of myself.

h

Pain’s not all I remember, of course. There were bright lights. The beep of monitors. Needles and tubes. Lots of faces … God, now that I think of it, they brought me to this same ER. Maybe these are the same doctors, but I don’t know because I faded in and out. I do recall that everyone, every face, was grim, like they’d read this story before and knew the end wasn’t pretty.

Later, the doctors said how lucky I was that my mom and Matt had decided to pick me up from Grandpa’s early. Lucky to be alive. Lucky, lucky, lucky.

Yeah, that’s me, Bob. I’m just so, so lucky.

i

I’m beating around the bush. I know I am. I don’t want to tell this story, Bob, and you know why? Because this is a fairy tale with teeth and claws, and here’s what completely sucks: you’re going to want black and white, Bob, right and wrong. I’m not sure I can give that to you. That’s the problem with the truth. Sometimes the truth is ambiguous, or a really bad cliché.

But this is the truth, Bob: I’m a liar.

I am lucky, a liar, a good girl, a princess, a thief—and a killer.

And my reality—my story—begins with Mr. Anderson.


2: a

Of course, the library doors were locked.

Score another point for Psycho-Dad, who got impatient when I reminded him to double-check and make sure the school librarian would be there to let me in. “Stop worrying about it,” he’d said the night before. “I talked to the school last week. They said there was no problem.”

Well, wrong-o there, Dad.

b

Turing High was one of those Psycho-Dad command decisions, same as us moving to a new McMansion ninety miles north of Milwaukee after my stint on the psych ward. Or was that my breakdown? No, no, it was my “little episode,” Psycho-Dad-speak for my stay in the place where the nuts feed the squirrels. My father always called it a “little episode,” as if my life was a sitcom and we could simply channel-surf right on past.

We were in Rebecca’s office when he first floated the idea in March, and although I hadn’t known it then, I’d only see my therapist twice more: another linchpin in Psycho-Dad’s clean-slate campaign.

“Turing makes sense,” he’d said. “Jenna’s a bright, sensitive girl. She’s just had a … little episode, that’s all. When she was on the, ah …”

“Ward?” I prompted. I was sprawled in my usual spot, a plump, brown leather armchair. “Unit?”

Dad’s lips set in this line above his chin, a fissure in granite. I never talked to my father like that at home, not unless I wanted Psycho-Dad to pay a visit. Of course, the go-to for that is he’s a shock trauma plastic surgeon and and screws his nurse and has temper tantrums because he’s just under so much stress. Not that we talk about the blow-outs or the affairs. All that’s no one’s business. It’s a family matter. You know what I’m talking about, Bob.

But Rebecca’s office was my turf. Dad had to behave himself. Doctors are very sensitive about their reputations in front of other doctors, even if the other doc is a shrink and the lowest form of life because all docs know that the med students who become psychiatrists were always pretty squirrely to begin with, the ones who went all girly around blood and guts. Rebecca being a girl … well, that was proof.

“Yes,” he said. “Your teacher there said you were light-years ahead of the other kids.”

This was true, though that wasn’t saying much. In the four months I’d been an inpatient, there were only two kids who stayed long enough to need more than their regular homework delivered. One was eleven and manic half the time—when he wasn’t in the quiet room, threatening to blow up the joint, that is. The other girl was seventeen, had gotten pregnant, and then started throwing up to stay thin. The baby finally starved, and she miscarried. Only she couldn’t—wouldn’t—stop puking. I think there was only one week where she wasn’t walking around with a feeding tube taped to her nose, and a psych tech within arm’s reach.

“I’ve had a long talk with the principal and guidance counselor at Turing,” Dad was saying. “They’ve assured me that they are accustomed to dealing with kids who’ve had … problems.”

“You told them about me?” I shot a glance at Rebecca, who was scowling. “Did you know about this?”

“Not exactly,” Rebecca said. “Dr. Lord, don’t you—”

“I didn’t think it was necessary to involve Becky in the preliminary stages.” Dad never called Rebecca Dr. Savage and even Rebecca didn’t call herself Becky. “This isn’t Becky’s decision to make anyway.”

“But you didn’t ask me,” I said, stupidly believing that maybe, oh, all those hours of family therapy had made a dent. “We didn’t discuss it.”

Mom, the apologist, jumped in. “Your father didn’t mean any harm.”

“Why can’t I just go on being homeschooled?”

“That’s a nonstarter,” said Dad.

“Why?”

“Because. Emily has her hands full with the bookstore. I’ve got surgeries scheduled every day, and that’s not counting emergency reconstructions. I’m at the hospital six, sometimes seven, days a week. Neither your mother nor I have the time to babysit you.”

That drew a little blood, as Dad had intended. I looked away, chewing on my lower lip, willing the tears not to fall. I turned to Rebecca. “Please. Say something.”

Rebecca sighed. “Unfortunately, your parents have a point, Jenna. You do need to be around kids your own age, and preferably ones without serious problems. You won’t get that if you hide in your house. Being alone is when you’ve run into problems.”

“Yeah, but I was in school when it hap—” I let that die. I couldn’t argue. Even though I hadn’t cut for over six weeks—a new record for me back then—the urge was there, all the time. It was like what that bulimic girl from the ward said: If I go an hour and don’t think about throwing up, I worry there’s something wrong. Puking’s the new normal.

Slicing and dicing myself would land me back in the hospital, though, and I knew it. All the doors in the new McMansion had locks, but I wasn’t allowed to use them. Sometimes after I showered, my mom would barge in as I was toweling off with her patented: “Oh! I didn’t know anyone was in here.” Uh-huh. I saw how her eyes flicked fast, up and down, searching for new cuts, fresh scabs. I knew she checked the trash for bloodied tissues or used Band-Aids. Heaven forbid they ever looked behind the false panel beneath my vanity and found my nail scissors. I hadn’t used them since I’d been home, but they were … insurance.

I thought of something else. “Wait a minute,” I said to Rebecca. “Don’t you need my permission before you release records or something?”

Rebecca shook her head. “Not technically. You’re only fifteen.”

“I’ll be sixteen in September.”

“It doesn’t matter. Until you’re eighteen, your parents have full say over release of your records. Legally, I can’t stop them.”

Dad snapped his fingers to get our attention. “Let’s stay on track, shall we? The point is, Jenna, you are perfectly capable of being around kids your own age, and Turing’s an excellent private science and tech school.”

“Who said I’m going into science?” I demanded, although that was probably the stupidest thing I could’ve said. The best Christmas gift I’d ever gotten was this Edu Junior Scientist Kit Matt bought with his own money when I was five. Mom had a fit when I filled the basement with orange smoke. “Doesn’t my opinion count?”

“She has a point,” Rebecca said. About time, too. “I’ll be honest, Dr. Lord. I was under the impression we were discussing Turing. I had no idea Jenna’s records had been released, much less that she’d been accepted. I haven’t even gotten a request for a summary letter from Turing’s guidance counselor.”

“Wait.” Mom looked at Dad. “They don’t have a letter from Rebecca?”

“No,” Dad said, and then he sighed as if he was just so sick of having to get us all up to speed. He spoke slowly and distinctly, like we were morons. “It’s bad enough that Jenna’s wasted months of her life, recovering from her …” He waved a hand to swat my past away. “I see no reason why we should burden her further by prejudicing them with Becky’s observations. Jenna’s out of the hospital. She’s on no medications. She’s at home, not in a straitjacket. She comes here, what, twice a month? Becky, no disrespect, but there are one hundred and sixty-eight hours in a week, out of which my daughter spends, exactly, one hour with you. No, less than that: fifty minutes. Your involvement is minimal. I doubt you have much of an impact at this point.”

“I see.” Rebecca’s tone dripped acid. “So what, exactly, is your point, Dr. Lord?”

“My point is that we are grateful to you. We acknowledge the help you’ve given Jenna. But her future will not depend upon the fifty minutes she spends here, nor an assessment based on limited exposure.”

“In other words,” I said to Rebecca, “you’re fired.”

Psycho-Dad blustered a little bit, said things like outgrown and hatched and time to spread her wings, like I was some kind of baby bird Rebecca just wouldn’t let out of the nest, she was so protective. But it all boiled down to this: Dad decided I needed a fresh start. Turing was in, and little Becky was out. My opinion didn’t count. God hath spoken.

Something that happens a lot when your dad’s last name is Lord.

c

That summer, I stayed put in my parents’ new McMansion, which never felt like home. While I was an inpatient, Dad had gotten rid of all my old furniture. I now had a four-poster with a frilly canopy that I completely hated, which was kind of ironic considering how hard I’d begged when I was younger because all princesses had canopy beds.

I weeded the garden, mowed the grass, clipped around the trees, painted the picnic table that no one sat on. Given my mom owned a bookstore, there was always plenty to read, so I devoured at least three books a week. When I wasn’t reading or doing chores, I single-handedly kept Netflix in business.

And I e-mailed Matt, although I didn’t tell anyone. I’d never even mentioned it to Rebecca, who would’ve freaked. All our e-mails were on a separate e-mail account that I set up on this ghost server run out of Israel, if you can believe it. I know it sounds like overkill, Bob, but I had to be über-careful. My parents hated that Matt enlisted. I think what really ate at Psycho-Dad was that once Matt was eighteen, he was free and our father couldn’t do a damn thing about that.

And what Matt wanted was to run; to get the hell out. It didn’t work out the way he planned—or, maybe, you know … it did. Once he was in Iraq and gone, my parents wouldn’t talk about it, or him. So, if they found out we were keeping in touch, my mom would’ve had a nervous breakdown. Dad’s head would explode. Really, I didn’t need the headaches.

I didn’t blame Matt for running. Before my life came crashing down around my ears, I was on the cross-country team. That summer before Turing, I thought about starting up again, doing some serious training. Except I never did—not then, anyway—because I think I knew, somehow, that I could run and run and run away into forever and still never get anywhere.

The truth is, Bob, that no matter how far or fast you go, the past always follows: an inky, faceless thing tacked to your shoes that only the harshest light can kill, and then just for those few moments when there is nothing but the strongest fire from the brightest sun, breaking over your shoulders, burning that shadow—and your past—to ash.

d

So now, at quarter past six in the morning, I stood in the semi-dark of a strange high school, staring at locked doors and wondering what to do. Mom was long gone, her taillights flashing as she took the circular drive and headed back down the access road which bled into the highway and east toward her mother’s—my grandmother’s—old bookstore. Mom wouldn’t be back for another twelve hours when we would wash, rinse, repeat every single school day for some unspecified time in my bright, sunny future. That is, until she—or more likely, Dad—decided I was normal enough to get my license. Given everything that had happened, I thought that would be a long time coming.

Where was everyone? My watch said I still had almost ninety minutes before that first bell. The office staff probably wouldn’t show for at least a half hour. I could sit tight except my backpack weighed a ton and I had a cup of sickly sweet cappuccino I didn’t want, but Mom had insisted on buying—like coffee was some kind of rite of passage, a ticket into my new life. Maybe I could put away some of my notebooks at least? I remembered from orientation that my locker was upstairs and to the left. The stairs I needed were all the way down this next hall, I thought, past the cafeteria and—

“Hey!”

I whirled, a scream-bubble at the back of my throat. The guy was squat and burly, with a bottle-brush mustache and a grimy red rag threaded through an empty belt loop.

“I … uh …” I swallowed my heart back into my chest. “I came early … I have … I have permission … uh …”

“Doors don’t officially open for almost another hour.”

“They were open. My dad was supposed to arrange it. Me waiting in the library, I mean, so I thought I could come in.” This was crazy. Did this creepy guy want me to go back outside and wait on the curb while he locked the front doors?

“Librarian isn’t here.” His eyes kept drifting from my face to my chest.

Maybe he was a little slow. “I know.”

“Didn’t anyone tell me.”

“I’m sorry. The doors were open.”

“You said that,” he said, speaking to my breasts. “That’s not supposed to happen either.”

“Well, there are two cars in the lot.”

“The pickup’s mine.”

Which left a Prius with an empty bike rack on its roof. “So maybe one of the teachers came in early and left the door open?”

“Maybe.” His face folded in a scowl. “You got ID?”

All I had was my learner’s permit, which I fumbled from my wallet. He stepped close, squinting at the picture, his eyes clicking from it to me and back again. He stank of cigarettes and sweat and ammonia. Finally he said, “Okay. Library’s down the end of the hall.”

“I know. It’s locked.” When he opened his mouth again, I said, “Yes, the librarian doesn’t come in for another hour, I know. Do you have the key?” He nodded. “Can you unlock the door?”

He shook his head. “The librarian has to be there.”

“Well, can I go to my locker, please? Maybe by the time I put my stuff away, the librarian will be in.” I could tell he didn’t like the idea, but I was already moving away, heading for the stairs, not waiting for permission.

He let me get maybe ten feet then called, “Hey!”

Now what? I looked back. “Yes?”

He held up that damn coffee, the one I’d set down when I tried the library doors. “This yours?”

e

By the time I made it to the second floor, my stomach was churning. Great. I couldn’t even handle a perv janitor. No way I was going back downstairs, not while that guy was around. Maybe hide in the bathroom? Bathrooms were safe, even in the dark. Especially in the dark. Lock myself in a stall, plug into my iPod, tune out, and let the blackness fold around like a blanket.

The upstairs hall was quiet. Lockers lined white cinder-block walls, which were broken at intervals by closed classroom doors.

All except one, on the right. A spray of fluorescent light splashed onto the floor, and there was music, something lush and bittersweet.

Well, okay, so a teacher was getting a jump on the first day of classes, so what? I was going to my locker, no big deal. I’d just slide by, pray my locker door didn’t make a racket, then dump my stuff and duck into the bathroom at the other end of the hall.

I moved fast, on the balls of my feet, quiet as a mouse. The music was everywhere. It billowed. Walking into the swell of violins was like passing into a fine mist, and I couldn’t help it. I slowed, just a little, tossing a quick glance to the right—

And stopped dead.

Because Oh. My. God.
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