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That morning I took the bus to school as usual. I sat alone. I watched the rich pageant of suburban America scroll past me in the rain: white clapboard houses, green lawns, gray asphalt, autumn trees weeping. Even nonwillow trees were weeping, that’s how rainy it was. My head hurt, one of those Advil-proof, hot-coal-in-the-skull headaches.

The only thing out of the ordinary on this particular rainy Tuesday was that the cast lists for the Winter Plays were going up. I’d tried out a week earlier in a fit of extrovertedness that even I was having a hard time explaining to myself. I told nobody, not even my mom.

The bus was thick with resignation, like a prison bus. Some kids slept. Others—the boys mostly—seemed to actually be stimulated by the atmosphere of despair; they ran feral, like being on a school bus meant they were in international waters. A kid named Evan Standard grabbed my bag and then made a big show of handing it back to me. Evan was notorious for having been accused—but never convicted!—of stealing embalmed dead rats from the bio lab.

He made a V with his fingers and stuck his tongue through it.

“I’m sorry, Evan,” I said. “But I’m not going to lick your vagina.”

That was literally my only human interaction till I got to school, where I was joined at my locker by my friend, Lindsay. I didn’t have a ton of friends. Just the one, actually. I used to have more, but five years ago my dad disappeared.

He worked at a company that did data-center design, out on Route 128, and which I could tell you more about except it would immediately cause you to fall into a deep and relaxing sleep. One day he got up; had breakfast; watched Avatar: The Last Airbender with me, which I was probably too old for and he was definitely too old for, but he seemed to enjoy it, and anyway it was a father-daughter thing we did together—then he left for the office. He never got there. Somewhere in between home and work he fell off the face of the earth.

Three days later they found his car in the Wachusett Reservoir. We had police, TV, amateur internet sleuths calling in bogus sightings, the works, but as there were no signs of foul play, or any other kind of play, they ended up leaving it as a missing persons case, the implication being that he had probably decided to up and abandon his family and done a pretty neat job of it too.

Either that or he drowned himself in the Wachusett Reservoir. It’s a big reservoir. I don’t know if I believe either of those theories. Up until then he’d been a pretty good dad. Like me, he liked poetry. Unlike me, he always believed in me. He always told me I was special, that I had a gift, and I just had to wait till I grew up to find out what it was.

After he disappeared, my mom worked more and talked less. She kind of iced over, and I guess I did too. For some people bad things happening brings them together. We were the other kind of people. It didn’t help that I was sprouting up at a disturbing rate—I’m five-ten in my socks and still growing. Most of my friends drifted gracefully away from me, like carelessly tended helium balloons. I spent more and more time in my room rereading The Phantom Tollbooth and Anne of Green Gables.

If you saw me, you might think, Maybe she’s not just a weird loner! Maybe she collects exotic seashells or rebuilds old pocket watches so that they run backward or draws blueprints of impossible imaginary cathedrals or something! She’s a foot soldier in the war on bland conformity, marching to the beat of her own drum, et cetera, et cetera. But you’d be 100 percent wrong. I was just about as close to nobody as you could get. Nothing to see here. Move along. It was like I’d become a ghost without having to go through the messy intermediate step of actually dying.

Now I was in tenth grade, and Lindsay was the only one of my friends who’d stuck around. I guess she believed in ghosts.

“Hey, Seph,” she said. “You do the reading?”

(It’s short for Persephone, a goddess who went out picking flowers one day and wound up married to the god of death because she ate some pomegranate seeds. My parents either read way too much Greek mythology or not nearly enough.)

“Which reading.”

“English. That poem by that guy, what’s his name, Andrew Marvell. There’s going to be a quiz.”

“I read it.”

“‘Andrew Marvel’ sounds like a fake name. Does it have the X-Men in it?”

“It’s Marvell with two l’s,” I said. “The poem’s called ‘To His Coy Mistress.’ It’s about a guy who’s trying to convince a girl to have sex with him. You didn’t read it?”

“I think I lost my poetry book. Does she do it?”

“You never find out,” I said. “It’s a cliff-hanger.”

“See, this is why nobody reads poetry anymore.” Lindsay slammed her locker shut. “Are you coming to the track meet?”

“Doctor’s appointment.”

“But track is far more important than your personal health.”

“It’s just running fast! You are literally going nowhere fast.”

“Piffle.” Lindsay was on a campaign, so far unsuccessful, to bring this word back into general usage. “Running fast is a basic human survival skill.”

“That’s why we invented cars.”

My phone buzzed. It was my mom. Come straight home after school.

“She must think you’re going to do drugs and have sex with people like Andrew Marvell.”

For the record no one had ever offered me even a single drug. Or any sex for that matter.

“You are OK though, right?” Lindsay peered at me.

“I just get these headaches.” That sounded self-pitying, so I added a joke. “Plus I have crimes to solve. This is just my secret identity, I’m really Supergirl.”

“Supergirl doesn’t have a secret identity. Or not on Prime Earth anyway. She uses her real name. Which is Kara Zor-El.”

The source of this information wasn’t me or Lindsay; it was a boy who’d been casually walking along behind us. I knew his name was Alonzo and that he was new this year, but that was all. He was tall, taller than me, with a big nose and short thin brown hair. Also he had a limp. I had never heard him talk before, or in fact make any noise of any kind.

“She’s Superman’s cousin,” Alonzo went on. “She used to be Linda Lang back on New Earth, but that universe got eliminated in the Crisis on Infinite Earths. I think.” He was losing steam. “The continuity is tangled.”

We stared at him.

“See?” Lindsay said to me. “I knew you were making that shit up.”

“I stand corrected,” I said.

That seemed to be enough for Alonzo. He limped away on a new trajectory. Boys: you could see why I’d been putting that one off.

Lindsay left for class, and without her protective social radiance around me, the halls became a noticeably less friendly place. A lacrosse player—or at any rate he had a lacrosse stick—grabbed my math book and frisbeed it into the trash. I didn’t say anything, just waited till he got bored, then fished it out again. I took all that stuff and put it in what I thought of as a mental disposal facility. I could picture it quite vividly: it was gray and metal and industrial looking, roughly riveted together, with the words CONTENTS UNDER PRESSURE stenciled on it in red. It was a toxic emotional waste storage site. Its capacity was infinite.

I thought about swinging by the music room to see if the cast lists for the Winter Plays were up. Maybe acting was the gift my dad had been talking about. I knew I would be tough to cast because I was taller than most of the boys, but then again they were doing three different one-acts, so there were a lot of parts, and although I didn’t like to think it out loud—in case it might potentially cheapen any future thespian triumph on my part—practically everybody who tried out for the Winter Plays got something. Even if it was just an old-lady part.

I would take it. I didn’t care. I just wanted to be somebody else, I didn’t care who. Sometimes I felt like I couldn’t breathe, like I was drowning in myself.

I wondered if that was how my father had felt. In the reservoir, when the dark water poured in.

I headed outside into the rain—English was on the far end of school from my locker. This was all happening in my hometown of Lexington, Massachusetts, by the way, which is an almost aggressively uninteresting suburb of Boston where it can get very cold and wet in October. I hurried. I got to English five minutes early.

The only other people there were Stephanie Silver and Nathan Giocardi. They were boyfriend and girlfriend, I think. When Nathan saw me, he began sportscasting into a fist microphone.

“Here comes Lexington High School’s seven-foot center, Persephone Cockburn!”

Yes, I know. When I turn eighteen, I’m going to set a land-speed record for changing my last name by deed poll. They went back to their conversation. They were talking about the Winter Plays, about who got what.

“The cast lists are up already?” I couldn’t help myself.

They both looked at me as if they couldn’t even believe I had actually uttered words, still less that those words were addressed to them. Reluctantly, like she didn’t want to sully it with Persephone-ness, Stephanie passed me her phone in its neon-turquoise leopard-print case. She’d taken a picture of the lists.

I studied them. My name did not appear anywhere on them. Some people’s names appeared several times, in several different roles. Not mine. I checked and checked again. A weird shudder went through the room, rattling the desks and shaking chalk dust from the blackboard, as if someone had started up heavy machinery in the basement. I hardly noticed it at the time.

Honestly I could not have explained why I cared so much, but it was like someone had stuck a blunt sword right through my chest and was prying my ribs apart and crushing my heart. Even this, even this I could not have.

But of course I couldn’t. I couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid. I couldn’t believe I’d thought I could pass for an actual person. More than anything at that moment I wished my father were here, just sitting there watching cartoons with me. Being with him was the last time I could remember when it took no actual effort for me to believe that I was a real person.

“Thanks,” was all I said.

I reached across the aisle to give Stephanie her phone back.

“Majestic is the word for that wingspan, Chet. Majestic!” Nathan had gone back to sportscasting into his fist. “I understand she’s actually capable of short flights under her own power.”

“Stop.” Stephanie put a playful hand on his chest to restrain him in case he became too hilarious.

I said nothing. Straight into the toxic waste facility. Class started. Mr. Jenner—short, plump, sandy hair, beard, could have been Santa Claus aged thirty-five—began a dramatic reading of “To His Coy Mistress,” by Andrew Marvell.

Had we but world enough and time,

This coyness, lady, were no crime.

My phone buzzed. No number. As I put it back, my hand touched something in my bag. It was stiff and cold and damp. And furry.

I snatched my hand away. There was a dead rat in my bag.

Evan Standard, you sly dog. The rat lay in there snugly, on its back, its yellow teeth bared in ratty indignation, not so much aggressively but more as if it were just stunned and appalled by how things had turned out for it, that even in death it must endure this indignity, and it was saying, Can you even believe this shit?

I could not.

“Rumor has it Persephone gets her unusual height from her father,” Nathan whispered, “who I understand was part giraffe!”

“Fuck you,” I snapped. “I don’t have a father.”

But at my back I always hear

Time’s wingèd chariot hurrying near

I didn’t ask for much. All I wanted was a part in the Winter Plays, even if it was an old-lady part. And I wanted a book bag without any rats in it. And I wanted to know where my dad was. I heard a rushing sound all around me.

I stood up. I’m losing it, I remember thinking lucidly. I am actually losing it. At the sound of my chair scooching back, most of the class turned around to look, but Mr. Jenner, who was really in a groove with his poem reading, kept right on going.

Now let us sport us while we may,

And now, like amorous birds of prey

I tilted my face up to the ceiling, like a soft cool rain was falling on it. I closed my eyes. The palms of my hands felt suddenly radiant with heat. I felt like I was Anne of Green Gables, and I was at long last going to shank Gilbert Blythe’s punk ass and leave him for dead. I felt like somewhere inside me that gray industrial canister with CONTENTS UNDER PRESSURE stenciled on it was tearing open, rivets popping like gunshots. I was wrong: its capacity wasn’t infinite. I had ignored the warning label. I’d been ignoring it all my life.

Whatever was inside it had woken up my gift. It’s finally here, I thought. It’s arrived, just like Dad said, it’s right here in this room, and I don’t know what it is, but it feels like a big, big surprise.

And I brought enough for the whole class.

Let us roll all our strength and all

Our sweetness up into one ball

The world went white. All I could hear was the sound of Mr. Jenner’s voice:

And tear our pleasures with rough strife
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When I opened my eyes again, I was in the middle of an empty circle. All the desks and chairs were pushed against the walls.

Dust drifted in the air, and a loose sheet of paper slipped across the floor. My ears were ringing. Stephanie Silver lay on her back on the floor.

I blinked. Something had happened. One of the windows was gone, and cold rain was blowing in. My headache was completely gone. I knelt down next to Stephanie.

“Are you—are you OK?”

Nothing. Her nose was bleeding. She was covered in dust. Nathan lay a few yards away, out cold, his body uncomfortably twisted as if he’d fallen from a height. One of the ceiling panels above me was gone and another was dangling by a corner; you could see through to the ducts overhead.

It was like a bomb had gone off in the room, but it hadn’t touched me. Whatever that was, it was not a gift. Maybe the gift was that I was bombproof. Stephanie made a groaning noise. Her shoes were gone. Behind me a girl took a deep breath and started screaming.

“Call somebody!” I didn’t know who I was talking to. I started looking for my bag. I was breathing hard. “Call the nurse!”

Then somebody pulled me up by my arm. It was short, round Mr. Jenner. He’d evidently been outside the blast radius, or whatever kind of radius it was.

“Let’s go, Persephone.”

He dragged me toward the door. Far away an alarm started to jangle.

“What just happened?” I kept saying. “What just happened?”

“Don’t look back. No cell phones! No cameras,” Mr. Jenner shouted over his shoulder as he steered me out into the hall. “Phones away! Everything’s fine!”

Then we were out in the hall and walking fast, his arm around my shoulders. I didn’t know what to do, but Mr. Jenner seemed to, so I just let him herd me along. We left them lying there—Stephanie and Nathan on the floor, everybody else in shock. Classroom doors were slamming. Adults passed us running the other way.

“What happened?” I kept saying it. “What’s happening?” Everything was not fine. My hands were trembling. I was sweating; I felt weak and empty, like I’d just run a mile on an empty stomach.

“Mr. Jenner—”

“Be quiet, Persephone!” he snapped. “I don’t want to hear another word.”

A couple of people tried to get his attention, but he hustled past them. Our destination turned out to be the nurse’s office: a cinder block room with no windows and an exam table covered in sterile paper.

“Mr. Jenner—”

“Just wait.”

He checked his watch impatiently, then checked it again, and then the nurse bustled in: big shoulders, white uniform, black mane.

I had only ever seen her once before, at an assembly at the beginning of the year where she told us what to do if somebody had a seizure because there was a kid in my class who had epilepsy. The girl’s name was Onjela, and she once told me privately that if it was up to her, death would actually have been preferable to being annually singled out as Seizure Girl. But it wasn’t up to her.

Maybe I’d had a seizure. It made as much sense as anything else. My thoughts were jittery shards, and I kept trying to put them back together and cutting my mental fingers on the sharp edges.

“Just tell me if everybody’s OK.” My voice wouldn’t stay steady. “That’s all I want to know.”

“They will be,” the nurse said. “Please relax.”

“Just get a profile and get her out of here.” Mr. Jenner still wasn’t alarmed, but he was obviously getting impatient. It was like he’d become a different person. He stepped out into the hall and closed the door, already typing on his phone.

The nurse snapped on rubber gloves—like Stephanie Silver, she seemed not to want to touch me—and hurriedly took my blood pressure with a sphygmomanometer, a word I knew because how could you forget it: sphygmomanometer. She took my temperature. She nipped some blood from my fingertip, and snipped a lock of my hair and put it in a vial, and felt for various glands, and she had me take my shirt off and cough, which didn’t make me feel the slightest bit self-conscious, not at all.

She did a couple more things with shiny cold medical-looking devices—seriously, she must have kept them in a freezer. I started shivering.

“What are you looking for?”

“Just making sure of a few things,” she said.

“Like what things? Stop! Please!” I actually grabbed her shoulder. “I don’t understand what’s going on!”

“You’re all right.”

“I’ll be all right when I understand! Please!”

“You can put your shirt back on.”

It was dawning on me that whatever happened back there in Mr. Jenner’s classroom was my fault. That was me: I did that. But it was impossible. I never did anything, let alone whatever that was.

The door opened again, and Mr. Jenner whispered something to the nurse. I overheard the word protocol.

“I’ll make sure,” the nurse said, and then to me: “Through there.”

She pointed at the back wall of her office.

I didn’t get it at first; it was just a blank beige wall with a big eye chart taped up on it and a notice advising me not to get an STD if I could possibly help it, plus an inspirational poster featuring a cute koala and the words BEAR-LY HANGING ON.

But then I saw there was a door there, set flat into the wall, behind the poster, a metal door painted the same color as the wall. The posters were plastered over it. It didn’t even have a knob on it, just a keyhole.

I resisted the urge to point out that koalas are technically marsupials and completely unrelated to bears. It didn’t seem important right then. The poster ripped a little when the nurse pushed the door open, but she didn’t seem to care.

“OK.” My voice had shrunk into something so small and trembly that I barely recognized it. “Can I call my mom?”

I’d left my phone back in the classroom, along with my bag and everything else. And my rat.

“I’ll call her.”

I took a step toward the door and stopped again.

“Can . . . can you come with me?”

“Sorry.” She shook her head and forced a smile. “They don’t let me do that.”

So I walked through the door. I wonder what she would’ve done if I hadn’t.

I walked along a dim cement service corridor with pipes and ducts running up the walls and along the ceiling. The air was warm and smelled like oil. It was sinking in that I’d made a mistake. There was something bad inside me that should have stayed there, and I’d let it out, and now I was going to be punished for it.

The door at the end of the corridor was so rarely used that grass and weeds had grown up on the other side, and I had to force it open past them. Cold air and sunlight washed over me. The weather had improved since that morning. The brightness made me blink. I was looking out at the faculty parking lot behind the school, but all the cars had been moved to the edges, and a helicopter was now squatting in the middle of it, a big one, yellow and blue, its rotor turning at half speed, looking as exotic and out of place as a hippogriff.

A man was standing next to it, shielding his eyes from the dust like people always did in movies when they were standing next to helicopters.

He was an old guy, sixty maybe, handsome, easy smile—he looked vaguely famous, a leading man gone to seed. He was wearing a nice suit, which was getting the crap beat out of it by the wind from the helicopter.

“No,” I said quietly. “No, this is insane.”

For a second I felt like I might throw up. The whole world was collapsing and going off the rails at the same time. I flattened myself back against the door I’d just come through. It was locked, but I wanted to melt my way back through it. Something bad had happened, but was it this bad? Emergency-chopper bad? Half an hour ago I might have said that I didn’t much care for my life, I found it depressing and disappointing, but now I missed it desperately. I missed it like I missed my father. I would’ve given anything to put it back like it was.

But maybe it was too broken for that. The man in the suit called to me, something—I couldn’t hear it with the noise of the rotors—and waved at me. Red rover, red rover, let Persephone come over.

I stood there against the door for what felt like a long time. It was like when you were at the beach and you knew you were going to get into that freezing water, you knew it was going to happen, but you were just not quite ready. Not quite yet. You wanted to spend just a little more time in the hot sunlight, on the dry sand, with the towels and the sandwiches and all the other tourists.

But you’d never be ready, that’s the thing. It was never going to be a good time to get in the emergency helicopter. I ducked my head as I walked toward it on numb legs, right past the seedy leading man without looking at him, and up the little fold-down steps and inside.

Somebody had decorated the interior to look like a tiny gray hotel room with three first-class airplane seats bolted to the floor in the middle of it. It was surprisingly cushy. But the really surprising thing about it was that not all the seats were empty. Sitting very upright in one of them was that boy, the tall one, with the nose and the limp, who’d said that thing about Supergirl. What was his name. Alonzo.

He looked as miserable as I did.

“Told you I had a secret identity,” I said.

I sat down, leaving an empty seat between us. Mathematically speaking it was the maximum possible number of empty seats I could leave.
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Lexington is, as I may have mentioned, a very normal town, but as I’m sure you’re also aware, due to its copious informational signage, it is also the Birthplace of American Liberty because the Battle of Lexington happened there. It was the first battle of the American Revolution.

It wasn’t much of a battle. I’ve read about it. The British weren’t even interested in Lexington—they were just passing through, trying to get to Concord to see if we were storing any guns there (and we totally were). But a bunch of half-trained colonial soldiers were hanging out at a bar on Lexington Green, and they piled out the door to discourage them. The British had been marching all night and were in a lousy mood, and they completely lost it and shot some of the colonials and bayoneted a few more, who died and had elementary schools named after them.

I was thinking about all this because I was getting a great panoramic view of Lexington as the helicopter lifted off, so gently that it was as if somebody had carefully detached the world from underneath it and was quietly whisking it away.

The man in the suit sat by the window in a reverse-facing seat that folded niftily out from the wall. He smiled affably. Minutes ticked by, about fifteen of them.

You’d think I would have been just bursting with questions at this point, that I would have been grabbing everybody by their lapels and shaking them with my little fists till they told me what the fuck was going on around here. But I wasn’t in a mood to ask questions. I didn’t want to hear the answers.

Still shivering, I snuck a glance at Alonzo. He was staring straight ahead. Not so chatty now. But he saw me looking at him and that seemed to snap him out of it. He leaned across the empty seat.

“I’m Alonzo.”

“Persephone.”

“I know.”

I didn’t feel like I was in any condition to be spoken to at this moment, but there was no stopping him.

“Do you know where they’re taking us?”

I shook my head.

“You could ask . . . ?” I inclined my head toward the guy in the suit.

“You mean Guy Smiley over there.”

“I can hear what you’re saying,” Guy Smiley called out pleasantly.

“This is a private conversation.” You heard about people having green eyes, and they were never really all that green, but Alonzo’s eyes really were green. He lowered his voice.

“Can I ask you,” he said, “did something weird happen to you this morning?”

“Yes.”

“But I mean super weird.”

“I mean that too.”

Then Alonzo told me what had happened to him.

“I was in gym class. We were playing basketball. I was watching everybody warm up or whatever, and I was thinking about how great it would be if I could’ve come to school with a doctor’s note saying that nobody was allowed to give me any shit today. It would be like a medical thing: if anybody gave me shit—teachers, kids, dogs, whoever—I would just show them the note, and it would explain that if they did, they would have to fuck off. Immediately. Doctor’s orders.

“I was really into this fantasy, I was adding all this detail, like the doctor writing out the prescription, very serious, this is a very rare syndrome, most doctors go their whole lives without seeing it—”

“—right, and later he’s going to publish a paper on it,” I said, “it’s going to make his career, for the rest of his life he’s going to be that one doctor who had that one patient who had Fuck-Off Syndrome—”

“Exactly! I was already pissed off because in history Ms. Jin asked me about The Federalist Papers, and I can never remember what the point of those are, because don’t we already have a federal government? So isn’t everybody just automatically a federalist?”

“You wouldn’t think we even needed a bunch of papers for that.”

Apparently we were bantering. I guess it was a stress response.

“And then so in gym we played basketball, and it may surprise you to know but I’m not that athletic.”

I could not for a million dollars have guessed whether he was joking, so I didn’t say anything.

“People think I must be good at basketball because I’m tall. Maybe you get that, too, I don’t know.” (I didn’t. Even with my height no person anywhere ever thought I would be good at basketball, aside from the possibly late Nathan Giocardi.) “But I have this slight limp—osteomyelitis—got it when I was little. It’s like your bones get pneumonia. Anyway. Fortunately in basketball most people just want to drive to the hoop, so you can just stay back and play a lot of energetic defense and let them do their thing. And defense in basketball is pretty easy as long as you’re solid and basketballs can’t pass through you.

“Unfortunately, like all great schemes, this one eventually backfired, because once the other team figured out that I can’t run or shoot, they stopped covering me, and I became so ridiculously open that it became logically impossible for somebody not to pass me the ball. Not passing me the ball actually became even crazier than passing me the ball.

“So I took a shot. And it went in.”

“Please tell me that this is not the weird thing,” I said, “because if it is, then I am very, very far out of your league.”

“No, the weird thing is that when the ball hit the ground, it shattered.”

I frowned.

“Shattered, like . . . ?”

“Like glass. It just broke. It was like I’d thrown a glass lampshade up there instead of a basketball. Pieces went everywhere. A kid picked one up and then dropped it like it was hot, but it wasn’t hot, it was cold.

“Then the gym teacher sent me to the nurse’s office, and the nurse sent me here.”

I watched him. He watched me. We watched each other.

“OK, I take it back,” I said. “You’re not on my level, but we’re in the same league.”

I told him about my day so far. I felt like I might as well speak frankly, since we were riding in a mystery helicopter together.

“You know what the weirdest part about that story is?” he said when I was done.

“The fact that you read Supergirl?”

That got the closest thing to a smile I’d seen out of Alonzo so far. His front two teeth were pushed in slightly, in a way that a less sober and level-headed Persephone might have found interesting.

“The fact that you didn’t give Stephanie Silver a good hard kick in the ribs when she was down.”

“Alonzo,” I said. “What’s wrong with us?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “But I bet Guy Smiley has some ideas.”

For a while after that we didn’t say anything else. I’d felt a little better while we were talking—in a stiff-upper-lip, we’re-all-in-it-together kind of way—but after a few minutes that good feeling started to curdle and feel kind of cold and meaningless again. You could banter about it, but it wasn’t funny. Whatever I and this Alonzo person were in, it was deep and getting deeper every second. It was the kind of bad thing that ate funniness and spat out misery.

My father was so wrong about me, I thought. If this was my gift, if this was what he meant, then it was good he wasn’t here to see it. He would’ve been so disappointed in me. Not a gift but a curse.

The air was dry and chilly in the helicopter, and my headache was coming back, and I hugged myself and looked around for one of those scratchy blankets they gave you on airplanes, but there weren’t any. Past Alonzo, through the window on the other side, the landscape rolled by underneath us. Green fields, a million trees. I tried to figure out from the position of the sun what direction we were going in, but the sun was directly above us. If I were God and I was creating the Earth, I would have given it a better navigational interface.

“Where are we going?” I asked Guy Smiley.

He raised his eyebrows as if to say Mmm? You are addressing moi?

“Where are we going? Us, in this helicopter?”

“Vermont.”

Skiing. Maple syrup. Libertarians.

“Why Vermont?”

“It’ll be easier to show you than explain.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt anybody,” I said. “I don’t know what happened, but it was an accident. I’m not a bad person!”

“And this isn’t a punishment. What happens when we get there is your choice.”

“It seems like you’ve done this before.” My voice shook. “Like this has happened before.”

He shrugged and made a maybe-maybe-not face. “We’ve always known it could happen.”

With that, Guy Smiley stood up from his fold-out chair and went forward into the cockpit. We caught a glimpse of a thousand million buttons and two men wearing headsets before he closed the door.

“I want to go home,” I said when he was gone.

Alonzo just looked glum.

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean?” His glumness was irritating. “What do you mean you don’t know? You like this? You like what’s happening right now?”

“It’s just—you know they could probably charge us? Like criminally?”

I actually hadn’t thought of that. I knew he meant me rather than us. Alonzo just broke a basketball; I broke Stephanie Silver and Nathan Giocardi. I wondered if they were all right. Maybe they would just shake it off. Scrapes and bruises.

“We didn’t mean to do it. I don’t even know what I didn’t mean to do.”

“How are we going to prove that?”

I didn’t know. I couldn’t explain it to a jury. I couldn’t even explain it to myself. “I don’t understand this.” I put my face in my hands and felt my tears leaking out. “I just want to start over.”

I felt a little grateful to him for not putting a hand on my shoulder and telling me it was OK.

He let five or ten minutes go by before he spoke again.

“Persephone?”

I didn’t look at him.

“How did it feel? When—you know—when you did whatever you did?”

“I don’t know.”

I sniffed and wiped my eyes. I didn’t feel like thinking about it.

“I’ve been trying to remember. For me it was like—I don’t know. Letting something out. Letting go of something I’d been hanging on to.”

“Some things you’re maybe not supposed to let go of.”

“Yeah.” Though he didn’t sound so sure. “You know, I don’t really know anybody at school? I just got here in September, and before that I bounced around a lot. I’ve lived in a lot of places. My parents died when I was little, then I went to my cousins’, but they moved to Mexico. I live with a foster family now.”

“That sounds really hard.”

It came out a little grudging, but I did mean it. It did sound hard. A lot harder than missing out on the Winter Plays.

“Anyway, I guess because of that I always kept a lot of stuff inside. And I wonder if maybe what happened this morning was . . . some of it got out somehow. I let go a little. Does that make sense? That’s as much as I can figure out anyway.”

“Well, whatever I did, that was not part of me,” I said. “I don’t know what it was, but it had nothing to do with me. It was just a mistake.”

And I turned away from him.

Obviously I could’ve said more than that. Obviously I could have. I could’ve told him about my dad, and the Winter Plays, and the rat. But I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to share. I didn’t want to figure it out; I just wanted it to go away.

And I wished it was Lindsay who had frozen a basketball and ended up in the helicopter with me. Not Alonzo with his limp and his green eyes and his stupid pushed-in teeth.

And then, and I know it sounds weird, but I fell asleep. To the roar of the rotors, in the stiff helicopter seat, in the chilly dry helicopter air, in front of a stranger. But this was often my response to situations of extreme stressfulness: I just curled up and shut down. Like Lindsay would say, it’s a basic human survival skill.

When I woke up, Guy Smiley was back in his seat, and we were choppering in for a landing. The world that rushed back into view, at a steep curving angle compared to the traditionally horizontal world, was not the one I’d left behind in Lexington. This was a heavily forested, sparsely populated world, with one big brick house in the middle of a sea of frost-burned lawn. It felt like we’d come a long way, like it was another planet, one that was too far from Earth ever to come back from, like it would take a hundred lifetimes at the speed of light to travel that far.

The house was enormous, and it looked old. It had a lot of very small square windows, and a few little round ones thrown in for variety, and ranks of narrow brick chimneys on the roof. It stood as solid and permanent as a rocky bluff. A dry fountain stood in front of it in the form of a woman kneeling.

We set down on the close-cropped grass. You got the impression the place was locked down, crouching grimly in readiness for a hard winter.

“What is this place?”

“We call it the Conservatory,” Guy Smiley said.

The sound of the rotors was slowing and fading and dropping in pitch.

“So it’s . . . a music school?” I said.

“No, wait,” Alonzo said. “Isn’t the conservatory from Clue?”

“It’s a federal institution,” Guy said stiffly.

“The federalists,” Alonzo whispered. “I knew it.”

“They will have their revenge,” I whispered back.

There was a desperate edge to the joking, but we couldn’t seem to stop. I didn’t want to go inside the Conservatory. I wanted to stay in the mystery helicopter. Compared to that house, the helicopter now seemed like an old and trusted friend. But Guy Smiley led us outside, and we followed across the wide lawn. He’d put on an overcoat—it was a good twenty degrees colder here than in Lexington.

“I’m not transferring to another school,” Alonzo said to me, and the fear in his voice made me feel bad for him again. He didn’t want to be here either. I hadn’t chosen him, but it was better than being alone.

“He said it was up to us,” I said. “We’ll just stay a few minutes, thanks but no thanks, then straight back to the helicopter.”

Alonzo nodded grimly.

“Yeah. Thanks but no thanks.”

He tromped along beside me with his lopsided gait. I had a crazy urge to hold his hand, although I realized that that would have been, in fact, crazy.

It was a little warmer inside the lobby of the Conservatory. The entrance hall was quiet and echoey. The wallpaper was peeling, and a few of the floor tiles were broken. It had a slightly abandoned look to it. I saw a broken window patched with tape and plastic. Something had been written on a wall in white chalk and erased.

“Looks like you need to call housekeeping,” Alonzo said.

Our voices sounded loud. There was an intense, brittle feeling in the air, like everything was about to snap at any moment.

“If it’s a school,” I asked, “where are all the students?”

“They’re right here,” Guy said.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the students.”

“We’re not staying here,” I said.

“But you are,” he said.

“But you said—”

“Everything I’ve told you today has been true except for one thing: the part where I told you you had a choice.”

The words rang in the big empty room. I couldn’t process.

“Wait,” I said stupidly. “You’re saying—you’re going to keep us here?”

“We can’t let you go. I’m sorry, it just wouldn’t be the responsible thing.” He didn’t sound very sorry. He sounded like it was his job to tell us this, and he was getting bored of his job. “After what happened this morning, we’re legally liable if we don’t take action to protect you and the people around you. And so are you.”

Three men and a woman had appeared on one side of the lobby. They looked completely ordinary and unsinister except that they were all wearing exactly the same thing, blue shirts and khakis. We both turned to go, but more people were coming from the other side.

“This way,” one of the guards said. She had red hair pinned up and freckles.

“All right?” Guy said. “All right.”

He was washing his hands of us.

“You can’t just kidnap people!” Alonzo said. “We’re just kids!”

“You think you can just blow people up? Or freeze them?” He said it over his shoulder; he was already heading for the door.

“I didn’t freeze anybody—” Alonzo started, but Guy talked over him.

“And you’re not exactly ‘kids’ anymore. You’re not even really ‘people.’ Get used to it.”

That’s when Alonzo reached out and put his hand on Guy Smiley’s shoulder. A pale circle of frost formed on the fabric of Guy’s blazer where Alonzo touched it.

There was a clatter as two or three of the guards drew guns.

“I’ll kill him!” Alonzo called out. “I’ll freeze him solid! I can do it!”

“Jesus fuck!” I hissed at him. “What the hell are you doing?”

Could he really do it? Would he? Guy tried to wrench himself away, but Alonzo held on to him. He might not’ve been athletic, but he was stronger than he looked.

“Don’t you get it?” He was shaking with fear and adrenaline. “We’re going to die here! They’ll never let us out!”

Another guard drew a Taser. A thought flashed through my head, and as soon as it did, I couldn’t unthink it.

“Is my father here?” I got in front of Guy and stared into his wide eyes. “This is where he went. Isn’t it. He didn’t drown, you took him and put him here.”

“Your father’s dead, Persephone,” Guy said quietly. “You know that.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Nobody moved. The gray frost was spreading across Guy’s chest.

“You can believe me. Your father was like you. We brought him here. Then three years ago he tried to escape, and he died.”

He said it quickly. There was almost an emotion in his voice. I did believe him.

My father had been here. He’d had it, too, whatever this was: a secret piece that no one could ever see. Except that they did see it, and they’d caught him and kept him here, kept him from me, in this cold, empty place. My eyes welled up with tears. He’d still been alive for two years after that night.

He must have been so lonely.

“Do it!” Alonzo said urgently. “Do the thing! We have to get out of here!”

But strangely, at the same time, I felt less lonely knowing that he’d been here. Sadder, knowing he was really gone. But he’d made this journey too. We were fellow travelers.

“We can do this easy, or we can do it hard.” That was a guard with a beard and no mustache. “Your call.”

“Oh, hard, please.” Somehow, out of nowhere, a smile spread across my face. “Definitely hard.”

Guy Smiley was shivering violently with cold. Now all the people in khakis were holding guns. I wondered for a second if my gift would desert me, abandon me now when I actually needed it—but then there it was, the roaring noise. Very faint, like a distant storm, but coming closer. Coming fast. The palms of my hands were getting warm. My father was dead but part of him was still here with me. I still didn’t know if it was a gift or a curse, I didn’t choose it, but it was mine, it was who I was. No returns. No going back.

But I couldn’t stay here either.

I took the guards’ guns away—jerked them out of their hands and flung them through the windows, smashing the glass. It was so much easier this time. Then I shoved the guards out of the room, threw them out like rag dolls, back the way they’d come.

I threw Guy Smiley out too. Good riddance.

Then there was nobody left but Alonzo. A cold wind blew in through the broken windows. Or maybe it was coming from him, it was hard to know. For a moment I saw the long, long road that stretched out ahead of me, ahead of both of us. I hadn’t chosen my gift, and I hadn’t chosen Alonzo either, but here we were. There was so much you didn’t get to choose. The hard way was going to be very hard. It would be a long, long time before I felt safe and warm again.

But I would be free, and I would be myself. Show me those fucking pomegranate seeds, I thought. Come on. I’ll eat every last one of them. The last line of the poem came back to me—Mr. Jenner never had a chance to read it, but I remembered it anyway:

Thus, though we cannot make our sun

Stand still, yet we will make him run.
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