

[image: ]




[image: ]




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2012 by Mariah Fredericks
Jacket photograph of girl copyright © 2012 by Jason Todd/Rubberball/Getty Images; jacket photograph of Central Park © 2012 by Eileen O’Donnell/Flickr/Getty Images

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Schwartz & Wade Books, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

Schwartz & Wade Books and the colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to Jon Landau for permission to reprint an excerpt from “Yesterday’s Child” by Patti Scialfa, copyright © 2004 by Patti Scialfa (ASCAP). All rights reserved. International copyright secured. Reprinted by permission.

Visit us on the Web! randomhouse.com/kids

Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at randomhouse.com/teachers

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Fredericks, Mariah.
The girl in the park / Mariah Fredericks.—1st ed.
p. cm.
Summary: When a teenaged girl with a bad reputation is murdered in New York City’s Central Park after a party, her childhood friend is determined to solve the mystery of who caused her death.
eISBN: 978-0-375-89907-2
 [1. Mystery and detective stories.   2. Murder—Fiction.   3. High schools—Fiction.
4. Schools—Fiction.]
I. Title.
PZ7.F872295  Gi  2012
 [Fic]—dc23
2011012309

Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

v3.1





FOR THE ONES WHO NEVER
MADE IT HOME
AND THEIR FAMILIES




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Day One

Day Two

Day Three

Day Four

Day Five

Day Six

Day Seven

Day Eight

Day Nine

Day Ten

Day Eleven

Day Twelve—The Last Day

After


DAY ONE

In my dream, everyone talks except me. It’s a party, and I’m surrounded by voices. I listen. I smile. I nod. No one is actually speaking to me. But still—I want to pretend I’m a part of it.

Faces spin by in a blur. More people now, and still more. They laugh, tease, point fingers. Their talk becomes a meteor shower of sound, the words coming too fast and hard to understand.

And maybe because I am silent, I’m the one who sees her. Wendy. She’s standing in a wide-open window. The city stretches vast and dark behind her. Her toes are poised on the sill, her fingertips just reach the edges. There is nothing to hold her as she stares into the crowded room.

All of a sudden, she wobbles. Her fingers lose their hold. Now it’s all balance. Her arms flail, a foot rises. I am too far away, I can’t reach her in time.

Stop! I yell. But it comes out an ugly blurted Op! People glance over, embarrassed, go back to their talk.

She’s falling! This is She alling! Someone giggles. Another girl tries to hide her smile.

Desperate, I scream, Someone help her! Thomeone elper!

Now the laughter starts. As everyone swings toward me, pointing and snickering, Wendy falls, but no one sees. I howl, No, no! as I feel my heart fall with her.

And someone’s knocking at the door.

I open my eyes, see my mom standing by my bed. Still dazed from the dream, I take in my purple quilt covered in stars, Sullivan the blue whale perched at the foot of my bed, the postcard mosaic on the opposite wall. Faces, because I like faces. Greta Garbo. Edith Piaf. Lucy from Peanuts.

I struggle up, croak, “Hey, Mom.”

“Rain, honey, I’m sorry to wake you.”

I look at the clock. 7:16. We’re visiting my grandmother today, but even so, this is way, way early for Sunday morning. Particularly when I’ve been to a party the night before. Which my mother knows. So what gives?

Blinking, I say, “It’s fine. What’s up?”

“Ms. Geller’s on the phone. She’s looking for Wendy.”

My mom looks at me. What is this?

I look back. I have no idea.

As we walk down the hall, my mom asks, “Was Wendy at the party last night?”

Wendy doesn’t miss parties. “Yeah, she was there.”

“I didn’t know she was still a close friend.”

I make a face like, I didn’t either.

Now we’re at the kitchen. I pick up the phone. “Hi, Ms. Geller.”

“Rain? I’m so sorry to call this early.” She’s talking fast, a little too loud. Scared, I think, but trying not to be.

“No problem at all. What can I do?”

“Well …” Big sigh, ends on a shaky laugh. Everything’s okay! “Wendy did not come home last night.”

Faces start flashing in my head. Snatches of conversation. Wendy surrounded by people, laughing—she’s always laughing.

I hear Ms. Geller say, “And, uh, I’m just hoping there’s a very rational explanation.” Again, the weird shaky laugh.

“Oh, absolutely,” I say.

“You were at Karina Burroughs’s party last night, right?”

“Yes. Wendy was there. I definitely saw her.”

“Was she … How do I ask this? Was she okay?”

Wendy using two hands to lift a gallon of vodka, sloshing it over a line of plastic cups. Party time!

“Um, it was a party. But when I saw her, she was fine.”

“When did you last see her? Can you remember?”

“I left early,” I apologize. “Before midnight. So probably I saw her at …”

Hey, Nico …

“Eleven? Eleven-thirty?” I say.

“And she was okay?”

I make agony eyes at my mom, and she squeezes my hand.

“She had had some alcohol,” I say carefully. “But she wasn’t over the edge or anything.”

“Anyone she was with? A boy?”

Come be with me, Nico.

I hate this. I don’t want to tell this woman things she doesn’t want to know. “She has lots of friends, Ms. Geller. Everybody likes Wendy.”

Even as I say this, I wonder why I’m saying it. Because it’s not true.

I finish lamely, “I’m sure she’s fine.”

“But there’s no one you can remember she might have stayed with?”

“Did you try Karina? Or Jenny Zalgat?”

“Oh, yes.” Ms. Geller’s voice turns chilly. “They couldn’t be bothered to come to the phone.”

Hung over, I think. Or protecting Wendy. No—protecting themselves.

I hesitate. There is one other name I could give Ms. Geller.

I blurt out, “Nico Phelps. You could call him.”

“Nico Phelps.” A pause. She’s writing it down. “You don’t have his number?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Okay.” Deep breath. “Okay. Thank you. This is—”

“You truly don’t need to thank me, Ms. Geller. I bet Wendy calls the second you hang up.”

“Probably.” She almost laughs this time, then says, “Actually, that’s another thing.”

“What?”

“I’ve tried calling her cell phone. There’s no answer.”

Wendy checking her cell, chucking it back in her bag. Somebody’s playing mommy again. As if she gives a crap.

“Sounds like she’s feeling a little defiant,” I joke.

“I hope,” says Ms. Geller. “I mean, that that’s …”

She stops herself. “Anyway, sweetie, thank you. When this is over, I want you to come to dinner. We’d love to see you. It’s been so long.”

“Yeah, same. And—”

“Yes?”

“Let me know. When it all works out.”

“I will.” And she hangs up.

*   *   *

“Wendy Geller,” says my mom, pouring us both coffee. “You haven’t been friends with her in years.”

“Not since ninth grade.” I pour milk in, watch it bleed through the dark, clear coffee and turn it muddy. “Total besties until we realized, Hm, we actually have nothing in common.”

My mom nods in her pretend wise woman way. “You were very different girls.”

“Yeah. She was cool, though.”

Cleft palate. Big deal. Okay, maybe you sound a little funny. Some. Times. But you need to forget about that and speak up, girl!

Wendy is dropping frozen cookie dough on a baking sheet. Turning, she says, “Because can I say something? Most people? Myself included? Talk way too much. You. On the other hand. Listen. And you think. So when you do speak? You’re brilliant. So, give up the silence, okay?”

We are sitting in my kitchen at an old wooden table. My mom likes blue and white; you can see it in the white curtains, the blue tiles on the wall. A vase of sunflowers sits on the windowsill, big and ridiculously beautiful.

I tug on one of the petals. I am thrilled by Wendy’s compliment and do not know what to say. My whole life, people have been telling me to speak, and it’s just one more thing that’s wrong with me. Rain does not participate in class. Speak up, I can’t understand you. Years of speech therapy have helped my s’s, sharpened my t’s. But I still hate how I sound: mushmouthed and nasal. Even if people can understand me, why would they want to listen?

Wendy is the first person to tell me I might have something to say. And she gives me this amazing present as if it’s nothing. As if it’s no big deal to tell someone, You’re cool, you’re normal. You don’t have to hide.

A blob of dough in her hand, Wendy says, “And now I have a question—why are we baking these?”

Me laughing. “Not sure.”

“The dough rocks raw, am I right?”

“You are so right.”

“She was sweet,” I tell my mom. “She had a good heart.” Then I wonder: Why am I talking about this girl in the past? Because you don’t know her anymore, comes the answer.

I say, “I don’t know why her mom called me.”

“Maybe because you’re the last sane friend she had.” My mom holds out the bagel basket.

Taking a poppyseed bagel, I say, “There are a few other sane people at my school, Mom.”

My mom sings opera. Like for a living. She’s not Renée Fleming, but if you’re into opera, you probably know her. Maybe it’s all that time she spends with Verdi and Mozart, but she has very high standards. One of the things she says: “If you eat junk and you watch junk, you turn into …” “Junk?” I guess. “Exactly.” Luckily she also has a sense of humor and has been known to pig out on Chinese food and Project Runway marathons.

Even though Wendy and I haven’t been friends for almost two years, sometimes I’ll tell my mom things I’ve heard about her. Why, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s hard to get my head around the fact that someone I was once friends with would be doing those things.

All of which is to say: my mom doesn’t have the highest opinion of Wendy.

Now I say, “It’s important to Wendy for people to like her.”

“So she becomes the kind of person people ‘like’ instead of the person she really is.”

“Ma …”

My mom reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry. Just her poor mother was so scared and … thank you,” she says suddenly. “For not doing that to me. If you’re ever that mad at me, hit me with a frying pan.”

“Really?” I grin at the thought.

“Well, maybe a pillow. But don’t let it get to this point.” My mom shudders, picks up her coffee. “Who’s Nico Phelps? I haven’t heard that name before.”

“There’s a reason for that.” I look at the clock. “We should get ready for Grandma’s.”

“Ooh, gosh!” My mom leaps off the chair, her kimono flying.

Later, as we’re heading toward the car, my mom says, “So, what’s really going on here?” and I know she means Wendy.

I hold up my hands like, Who knows?

My grandma lives in Connecticut. Unless she has a performance, my mom visits her every Sunday. Every other Sunday, I come. And my mom, being my mom, insists on no iPods, and cell phones turned off. Because “when you’re with a person, you should be with that person. Not distracted by five million other things.”

But I can’t help it. Today I’m distracted. Not by five million things, just one. Wendy.

Last night, on my way to the party, I wondered, Okay, what will Wendy do tonight?

Will she get bombed? Probably yes.

Say something outrageous? Pretty sure yep.

Take off all or most of her clothes? Always a chance.

Kiss, grope, or whatever, someone? Likelihood strong.

Chance that that someone will be someone else’s boyfriend? 99.9 %.

Then I thought about the particularly insane thing she had promised to do that night. And I wondered two things: Doesn’t she know how ridiculous she is? And what is that like? To have no fear?

My mom taps me on the leg. “We’re here.”

My grandmother lives in Litchfield, in a house some people would call a mansion but she would insist is just a house. My mom grew up here. She rode horses. It looks like the kind of place you ride horses. Lots of grass. Lots of quiet. White houses and American flags. It’s one of those drizzly, cold November days; when we arrive, my mom and I hurry from the car to the door.

It used to be when we visited my grandmother, she’d open the door herself, fold first me, then my mom in a big hug. “Glory be, you’re here!” Now the nurse answers the door with a big smile and calls, “Ms. Donovan, look who’s come to lunch!” Of course, my grandmother can’t look because she’s in the living room. In a wheelchair.

So my mom takes off her coat and asks the nurse, whose name is Gwen, how my mom is. Which means, Tell me what to expect. And Gwen murmurs, She’s fine, doing fine. Which means, No change. Meanwhile, I go down the hall, calling, “Grandma?”

Since her stroke, my grandmother can’t move her right side. As I come through the door, I see her sitting in her chair, staring out at the garden, as if something she wants is out there but she’s not sure how to get it. I hesitate, confused by her distance. But then she seems to recognize that I’m here. Her left hand rises and her blue eyes brighten.

Hugging her, I say, “Hey, Grandma, you look great.”

She peers at me. “… oo ook ike … oo.” You look like you.

“And that’s okay?” My hands go to the chopsticks in my hair. Most people make me feel self-conscious, but only two people have the right to: my mother and my grandmother.

“Gr-r-rand.”

My mom comes running in like she’s a teenager and her mom is her best friend who she hasn’t seen in forever. She gives her a big, long hug, then whispers, “Guess what I brought.” My grandmother shakes her head. “Cheesecake.”

Over lunch, which still takes place in the formal dining room at a table meant for twelve, my grandmother asks, “ ’ow’s sool?”

I catch a flash of anxiety from my mom; she has a hard time understanding my grandmother these days. “School’s hard,” I say, translating for her.

“Junior year is so much pressure,” says my mom.

My grandmother makes a face. “… ’oo serious. Have fun.”

“I have fun,” I assure her.

“Just last night, she went to a party,” my mother chimes in. My grandmother raises her eyebrow: And what did you get up to?

“Nothing, Grandma. You know me.”

Can I make a suggestion?

Wendy transferred to our school in ninth grade. Right away, it was clear she didn’t belong. First off, she was from Long Island. Her parents had split up a year earlier, and her mom had just moved back to the city. Rich city and rich suburbia are not the same. It showed in Wendy’s clothes, in her hair. You heard it in her voice. B&T, people sniffed. Bridge and Tunnel. And the fact that she wanted so bad to fit in just made it worse.

At our school, everybody is the child of a Somebody. That kid’s dad is a real estate mogul, that kid’s mom is a judge, that one’s uncle wrote the script for Batman. Wendy’s mom and dad were no one you’d heard of. Her grandparents were paying the bills for Alcott, and their money was something tacky like pool cleaner. For a while, Wendy had the nickname Pond Scum.

In ninth grade, I was feeling like I didn’t belong, either. My two best friends had left—one moved to Westchester, the other transferred. They’d been my islands of safety, people I could float to in class or the cafeteria. They never made fun of how I talked, and because of them, I rarely had to talk to people who might. Now I was starting high school lost in a sea of people who thought I sounded like the Elephant Man.

Not that they said so to my face. Anymore. Sure, some kids still wiggled their fingers in fake sign language at me in the hallway. (“Sounds so weird, she must be deaf,” ha, ha.) But most of it was more subtle. Like the first week of school when I had to ask Nora Acheson how many chapters to read for History of the Renaissance. She frowned as I talked, her mouth tight with embarrassment. Then once I’d ground to a halt, she said in a resentful voice, “I’m sorry, I did not understand that. What did you say?”

I knew my mistake. I had dared to speak. The rule at Alcott was simple: if you are not okay, keep it to yourself. Do not inflict yourself on those better than you. Stay silent. Keep your head down. Leave us alone—and we’ll leave you alone. Remind us of the depressing fact that you exist and we will punish you however we see fit.

Which was why what Wendy did that day in the hallway was so completely and utterly astonishing.

I had free study and I was headed to the library. As I walked down the hall, I noticed a girl standing smack-dab in the middle. I recognized her as the new girl, the one from Long Island with bad hair that nobody liked. She was pushy, was what people said. And I saw why. Every single person who passed, she yelled, “Hey there!” The more popular kids got a sad little body check and questions—“What’s up for the weekend?” “Could you believe that assignment?”

I slowed down, wincing at every Hey and How you doing? She was so wrong it was scary, and most kids brushed her off without a second glance. But she didn’t quit. I noticed that, too. It was horribly fascinating. Like watching someone pound nails into their skull, again and again, with a big crazy smile on their face.

Eventually the crowd thinned out and it was only us left. I stood there watching as Wendy paced back and forth. This girl was so out there. Even when she was alone, you could read every emotion. She moved her head from side to side, threw her hands in the air, folded her arms, unfolded them.

Then burst out with, “How am I such an idiot?”

I laughed. Because here I was thinking she was so different from me, so insanely confident. But she felt like an idiot the same way I did.

Impulsively, I said, “Can I make a suggestion?”

Now, this probably came out like “Shuh-gesh-on.” T’s and s’s still kicked my ass. And there was a moment before Wendy spoke when we both realized she had a choice. If she was a wannabe, she’d make fun of me. Clamp up her nose and say, “Yush?”

But instead she laughed. At herself, not me.

“God, yes, please. Anything.”

She was friendly. She was eager. She acted like I knew what I was talking about, so I acted that way too. “You’re trying too hard,” I told her. “And you’re going after the wrong people. Girls like Honor and Rima—forget them. They’re sophomores and they’re popular. You need to aim for their third-level friend. The girls that hang with top girls, but secretly? Resent them. You can be the outside friend they complain to. Then once you’re deemed okay? You work your way up.”

She came to stand next to me. “So, who should I be talking to?”

I thought. “Try Karina Burroughs. Maybe Colby Breslin. Jenny Zalgat.”

She took those names in, then asked, “How’d you figure this stuff out?”

“I’ve watched these people my whole life.”

“But …” She hesitated. “What? You don’t care if they like you?”

This had never occurred to me, that I could be the one to choose. That, rather than being rejected, I could just not care. “Kind of,” I said, trying to look bored by it all.

“That’s cool. I could never do it.” She grinned. “But it’s cool. Wendy, by the way.”

“Rain.”

*   *   *

“… ’ow are your friends?” my grandmother asks. “ ’aylor?”

Taylor. “Still writing for the paper,” I say. “Still crazed.”

I realize: Taylor stayed at the party after I left. I should have told Ms. Geller to call her. Except that Taylor would tell her the whole story, and I still wasn’t sure that was a good idea.

My grandmother asks about my singing, which I hate talking about around my mom because she always pretends I’m better than I am. I’m not terrible. But I’m not her and I know it.

“B-oyfriends?” my grandmother wants to know.

“I’m off men,” I tell her.

She leans in. “… Lucas?”

I roll my eyes. “Yeah—what did happen to Lucas, Grandma?”

“He was an actor,” says my mom dismissively. “That’s what happened to Lucas.”

“Do you think he’d go out with me?”

I had to look twice to make sure I was seeing the right person. Cam Davies? Was Wendy serious? We’d been friends for a month, and already I knew, you couldn’t always be sure.

Just in case, I shook my head. “Girlfriend.”

“Is it serious?”

“Wendy.” I looked at her.

She giggled. “I’m just asking.”

Just then, two girls walked by. They were second-level girls, not to be spoken to. But Wendy smiled, gave them a big “Hi!”

She’d broken the rules and I braced myself, knowing what was coming. The girls stopped. And stared. Then one of them, Gillian Lasker, made a flushing sound—the new joke was toilet cleaner, not pools. Laughing wildly, they hurried down the hall.

I muttered, “Jerks.”

Wendy didn’t answer. She just kept staring down the hall at Cam Davies.

Later, the rain clears and we take a walk around the garden. It’s beautiful with the fallen leaves and the smell of freshness in the air. My mom says to Grandma, “Give me a quarter and I’ll move in.”

From her wheelchair, Grandma waves her hand. Forget it. She hates having a nurse, hates being taken care of. A lot of her old friends she doesn’t see anymore.

My mom says she’s crazy. But I understand. My mom doesn’t know what it’s like to be less than perfect, how people zoom in on that until it’s all they see. Maybe because it weirds them out … or maybe because it makes them feel better about themselves.

People do pretty ugly things to make themselves feel better, this I do know.

“I jerked him off.”

The first party we went to together, Wendy slept over at my house afterward. When she said that, I leaned out of my bed to look at her. But I couldn’t see her face in the dark.

“Who and what are you talking about?” I asked, really, really hoping she’d say, Just kidding. God.

But she said, “Daniel. At the party.”

Then she laughed. “It shot straight across the bathroom. I left it on the towels.”

“That’ll thrill Evie’s parents.” Because I still thought about parents with these things.

“Oh, Evie’s a bitch, who cares?” She yawned.

Then I thought of something else: Gillian Lasker in the hallway. “Doesn’t Daniel have a girlfriend?”

There was a silence. Then Wendy said, “She should know to say hi when someone says hi to her.”

“ ’at goes,” my grandmother says, pointing to a dead bush.

“Tell the gardener,” agrees my mom. Walking up to the bush, she touches the dry, leafless branches. They snap right off, get tangled in the rest. It looks like a nest of bones.

“This was so pretty,” says my mom. “I wonder what happened.”

What happened? I think. That’s always what you ask. What happened with Lucas? What happened with Wendy?

She’s with Nico, I tell myself. And it’s a big drama and she’s the star. If she goes home, she turns back into plain old Wendy Geller, pool cleaner princess.

“I hate my mother.”

Wendy glared around her living room. “Look at this place. She gets everything wrong. But hey, she lives at the office, what does she care?”

For the first few months we were friends, I didn’t see Wendy’s apartment. We always went to my place. Finally, one Saturday after a movie, she said, “Come see the hellhole.”

Wendy lived in the East Seventies. “Fancy address, crap place,” she told me. It wasn’t a hellhole, but it was very different from my rambling, color-mad apartment, where you couldn’t walk without tripping over books, CDs, or carpet fringe. The walls in Wendy’s place were white plaster. No curtains, just blinds. The couches and chairs were beige and oatmeal, the tables glass. There was one shelf of books, mostly self-help and dieting. The kitchen was bare, except for one plastic bowl with some dried-up lemons. The place was quiet, but empty quiet rather than peaceful quiet. A motel you stayed in for one night before getting where you needed to be.

We went to Wendy’s room. The furniture here was mostly IKEA, but she’d gotten a few bright funky things—a pillow shaped like a strawberry, a polka-dot lampshade. She’d covered the plaster walls with magazine cutouts. Glistening male bodies and girls with lots of hair and angry eyes. Flopping on her bed, Wendy said, “I should just go live with my dad. Of course, he now has Heidi, who I totally can’t stand. Uck—you’re so lucky having a cool family.”

I thought about my mom and grandmother. Also, about the dad whose name I knew but I’d never met. About the half brother who didn’t know I existed. About his mother, my dad’s wife. Was that cool? It was complicated. But I didn’t think Wendy was interested in that.

Rolling onto her stomach, Wendy said, “So—guess who I talked to today?”

“Who?”

“Seth. Cu-ute Seth with the shoulders.”

I nodded, even as I thought of Seth’s girlfriend Rima Nolan, one of those top girls who still thought Wendy was trash.

Wendy stared at me; she wanted more. Was I supposed to say, Yeah, cool? Bring up Rima? What?

Sometimes, when I didn’t know what to say to Wendy, I talked to her in my head. Now I thought, Well, gee, first you went after Cam Davies. Then it was Daniel Ettinger. Last weekend, Malcolm Liddell. You’re not with any of them now. Their girlfriends—or ex-girlfriends—hate you. Every girl in school worries you’ll go after her guy.

“I didn’t know you were into Seth,” I said lamely.

She grinned. “Ab-so-loot-ly.”

Really? I thought. Because, maybe I’m crazy, but I never heard you talk about Seth until Rima gave you the stink eye when you complimented her skirt in the cafeteria.

“Seth’s going to Jenny’s party this weekend.” Wendy rolled over on her side. “I can tell my mom I’m with you, right?”

“Right.” I had stopped going to parties with Wendy after the thing with Daniel and the towels. But Wendy still told her mom she was with me whenever she wanted to go out.

“Maybe you could come this time,” Wendy said casually.

Immediately, I shook my head.

“It’s just a party,” she said, joking, but annoyed also. “It won’t kill you to go.”

It might, I thought. A lot of times, when I had to speak to someone, my heart pounded so bad I was convinced it was going to explode. And I didn’t know how to tell Wendy she was different at parties. Someone not my friend, almost like the girls who made fun of me.

She shrugged. “I mean, unless you’re going to be some kind of virgin nun your whole life …”

I stared, but Wendy’s face was blank, as if she hadn’t said the ugly thing she’d just said. I knew very well that speaking and the other thing went together. If you never talked to people, the chances of getting someone interested in you were pretty much zilch. And it was more than that. Guys took courage. Out-thereness. Sharing your thoughts, souls, bodies. Whatever—I was too scared for all of it.

I had thought that was my secret. Now Wendy, my supposed best friend, was calling me on it.

Maybe to prove I did have the guts to speak, I snapped, “Well, better a virgin nun than the opposite.”

I don’t know who was more shocked, me or Wendy. She immediately sat up and pulled her legs up to her chin. Wrapping her arms around them, she put her head down, face turned away from me.

I felt awful. Also thrilled. Yeah, I can be nasty too. Because that was another secret. The hope that one day, someone would push me too hard and I’d say something so scorchingly cruel that no one would ever mess with me again.

Take it back, Rain, I thought. Unsay what you said. The whole world hurts Wendy. Yay, you; you can do it, too.

“Wen?”

She wouldn’t look at me.

“I’m sorry. I totally suck, that was … wrong.”

There was a long silence. Then, her head still turned, she mumbled, “I suck too.”

“Me, more.”

She looked up, grinning. “No way. I so outrank you in suckage.”

Laughing, I said, “Okay, you win.”

“Which means you have to come to the party,” she said triumphantly. “I will totally stick by you the whole time, I promise.”

Then she added, “Seriously, dude. Those people are harsh. I need one person there that I know is on my side.”

An island of safety.

How could I say no?

“How’s Katherine Palmer?” my mom asks. She’s going through my grandmother’s friends one by one. At each name, my grandmother just shakes her head. I sit in the middle, wishing this would end.

“Call her,” says my mom after every shake of the head. “Invite her over.”

My grandmother glares, but it doesn’t stop my mom. “You need your friends,” she insists. “They need you.”

“Things … change,” says my grandmother.

Five minutes after we arrived at the party, Wendy dumped me cold, and I was living my worst nightmare: silent and lost in a roomful of people. I smiled, nodded, pretended to be one of the group. I watched Wendy work her way over to Seth, listened as she giggled and shrieked, Oh my God, that’s hilarious.

I prayed for her to stop, prayed for her to come back, to be my friend again. If I was her home base, shouldn’t she be mine? Wendy had said these people were harsh, and they were. Harsh and shallow and only into themselves. And Wendy seemed to get along with them just fine.

Who are you? I wondered. And why did I ever think we were friends?

When Wendy and Seth disappeared into the bedroom, I left and wandered in the hallway of Jenny’s building. Wendy and I were supposed to go home together; I couldn’t split. But I couldn’t stay in there. Sitting on the cold, white marble steps, I decided I had been exiled to some barren Arctic wilderness. All around me there was snow, ice, frigid winds. No sign of human life anywhere.

Then Rima Nolan ran out into the hallway.

I heard her before I saw her: the ragged crying, the sharp echo of heels on the tiled floor. I felt a flutter of heat and movement as she rushed past me and up the stairs. I don’t think she saw me at all.

The crying continued, growing faint as she climbed. I glanced down the hall, thinking Rima’s friends would follow. But no one came.

Not right, I found myself thinking. Come on, people, girl’s in pain. You can’t just leave her.

But they could, it seemed.

The silence and emptiness of the hallway began to frighten me. Gazing up the stairs, I listened for Rima. Heard nothing.

Raising my voice slightly, I said, “Um, are you all right?”

No answer. I noticed that the hallway windows were open. This was a twelve-story building. We were on the ninth floor; the street lay far below us. And Rima was headed up. Last year at a party, Nellie Callender got massively drunk and tried to jump out a window.

Standing, I called up the stairs, “Hey!” Cringing as it echoed through the stairwell.

All I got back was silence.

Nervous, I climbed to the next floor. Then the next, until I heard the crying again, that ugly whining noise of real pain. I reached the top floor to find Rima wiping her nose with her sleeve. Bone thin with straight dark hair and enormous gray eyes, Rima was something out of Brontë, which I’d always frantically envied.

I kept my distance. Rima had never been mean to me, but I’d stayed out of her way, so she’d never had the chance. Now I was breaking the Thou Shalt Not Speak rule. And I was Wendy’s friend. She would have every right to blast me.

Then Rima whispered, “They’re laughing.”

“What?” I came closer.

“Laughing.” Her voice was stronger now. “Everyone. They’re hanging out by the bedroom door, listening. They think it’s hysterical.”

I felt sick. Rima, I realized, had always thought those kids were nice because they were nice to her. Now she was seeing how ugly some of them could be. Welcome to the other side, I thought.

“I think … I think they’re pretty drunk,” I said softly, not sure if I meant her friends or Seth and Wendy.

“No excuse,” she choked out.

“Nope,” I agreed.

Rima looked up, as if she suddenly realized who she was talking to. I stepped back. “I’m probably the last person you want to talk to, I’m sorry. I’ll go get …” I gestured downstairs, even as I wondered who I was going to get.

“No,” said Rima more calmly. “It’s cool. Hey, you came up here.”

You. When Rima said that without contempt, the red burning hurt I’d felt, oh, it seemed like forever, cooled. In an instant, I wasn’t the freak girl who talked funny or Wendy’s coverfriend. I was just a person helping someone out.

Glancing toward the window, I said, “I have this very melodramatic mind. I was worried you were going to jump.”

She grinned. “I’m scared of heights.”

“Oh.” And for no real reason, I laughed.

Rima laughed too. Then she stopped. “This kind of feels like falling,” she said quietly. “All these people … you think they care about you. They’ll be there for you. And then they …”

I thought of Wendy, how she promised she’d be with me at the party. “Then they let you fall.”

“Yeah.” But she laughed again.

“At least,” I said, “after you fall, you land on solid ground. You know where you stand.”

She smiled. “And what if you’re smashed into a million pieces?”

“Yeah, that could be a problem.”

She sat. After a moment, I sat too. The two of us on one little ledge of white marble step. She talked about Seth, about her friends. Her parents, what they expected of her. How she was just a little sick and tired of the whole thing.

I listened. And it seemed to help both of us.

The conversation about friends seems to tire my grandmother out. She grows quiet. Her gaze drifts back to the garden. I give my mom a look, and she nods. Standing, she says, “I so want to stay, but we have to go.”

Gwen brings my grandmother to the door. As we walk down the long hallway, I check to make sure Grandma hasn’t actually fallen asleep. But no, her eyes are open, focused on the long stretch of hallway that leads to the door.

As we put on our coats, Grandma hands me an envelope. Taking it, I can feel photographs inside. She says, “M-m-y m-o … ther. And sis …”

She struggles and I say, “Your sister?”

She nods. Recently, she’s started doing this, giving me family photos. Images of people I don’t know but I’m connected to in some strange way. I’m not sure why she doesn’t give them to my mom, but my mom says, “Just take them. It gives her pleasure.”

Then my grandmother says suddenly, “-endy!”

My mom and I look at each other. “Who, Grandma?” I ask.

Her mouth works. “W-endy …”

“… Wendy.”

We say it at the same time. My grandmother nods. “Wha happen … Wendy?”

What happened to Wendy? I hesitate. For some strange reason, I want to tell my grandmother, I don’t know. I don’t know what happened to Wendy and …

I’m scared. I don’t know why that comes into my head. Wendy’s partying in Atlantic City with Nico. She’s fine. Or she’s not with Nico and having some big nervous breakdown over how no one will ever love her. In which case, she’s fine too.

Only why didn’t she get someone to cover for her?

But my grandmother’s tired and this is not the time for me to blather on about a girl I haven’t hung out with in over a year. “I think she’s okay,” I say. “I haven’t seen a lot of her lately.”

“Hey there!”

“Hi.”

Wendy stopped, not sure if she should or not. It had been three weeks since Jenny’s party. We hadn’t spoken since then. She had called once. I had not called back.

Now I said, “Nice sweater.”

“Well, thank you.” Someone said Hey, she nodded back, then asked me, “So, like—how are you?”

“I am good.”

“Yeah, I see.” She nodded. Then: “I’m sorry I …”

I shook my head. “Nah.”

“Oh. Okay.” She smiled uncertainly. “But we should—”

I cut her off. “Definitely.”

There was a silence; then Wendy said brightly, “Saw you eating lunch with Rima the other day. Hanging with the top girls, whoa.”

She smiled, because in spite of everything, she saw how funny that was, and for a moment, I almost smiled back. But I didn’t.

Wendy sighed. “Well, bye …”

That was when I could have said, You know what, Wendy? You think you’re hurting those girls who have so much power—and you are—but the one you’re really hurting is you. And I wish you wouldn’t because I like you so much. At least I used to.

I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I thought, Why bother? She won’t listen.

So I waved. Bye.

In the car, my mom says, “She needs to see people.”

“Why? If she doesn’t want to?”

“It’s not healthy. You need to connect, interact, otherwise …” She turns the wheel. “By the way, when did your grandmother meet Wendy?”

“That winter,” I say. “You were in Greece? Grandma came to stay? Wendy slept over.”

My mom nods, remembering.

*   *   *

“Do you think she’ll actually do it?”

Weirdly, last night was the first time I’d spoken to Wendy in forever. Even though we went to a lot of the same parties, we went for different reasons. I was the girl who listened. I was the girl who held people’s heads when they puked. I was the girl who understood that you could love someone who treated you badly, that yes, it sucked when someone said they were skipping lunch and then you saw them eating with someone else, and that it was possible at sixteen to think you would never be happy. I never told anyone it didn’t matter or asked why they cared. In fact, I never told anyone much of anything. I just watched and listened to the crazy.

And there was a lot of it, particularly when Wendy was at the party. And that night, people were hoping for more. I’d talked to Sean Pertwee about his mom’s new boyfriend, who was only three years older than him. I’d listened to Deirdre Fish angst about her crush on her best friend, Melanie, who didn’t seem to have a clue. And I’d nodded while Wilbur Pierce said his new meds were screwing up his head in a totally unfun way.

Every single one of them asked me the same question: Do you think Wendy’ll actually do it?

And every single time, I said, I have no idea.

“I so don’t get what guys see in her,” said Layla Maxwell.

I do, I thought. I completely got it. Wendy would come at you with that total, out-there emotion and suddenly, you were a part of the coolest, most fun club in the universe. Wendy always seemed to know where life was, and if you were lucky, she’d grab you by the hand and take you along for the ride.

Funny, I thought. I’d forgotten that.

Around eleven, I was overdosed on people, so I ducked into the kitchen for a break. The kitchen was right by the front door; you could see people coming and going, or watch them through the window space that looked onto the living room. I was wearing what I always wore to parties: my favorite pair of jeans, tall boots, black turtleneck, and my signature army jacket with the I LIKE IKE button. Red hair up, two of Chinatown’s best chopsticks stuck in the bun.

I found Wendy sitting on the windowsill. She had a plastic cup in her hand, one foot up on the sill, the other dangling toward the floor. And she was alone, which was strange. Wendy was never alone if she could help it.

In some ways, Layla was right. For a girl who got a lot of guys, Wendy wasn’t that pretty. But she’d learned from all those top girls. She shopped where those girls shopped. She got her hair cut where they did. From a distance, she looked like a lot of thin, dark-haired girls in the city.

Up close was a different story. Up close, you saw her great smile. Up close, you felt her energy. Wendy was fun. Her friends loved it when she squirted ketchup packets in her hair as a joke. Look, dye job! Or pretended to have a fainting spell in H&M so someone else could snatch a few bracelets. A lot of people still didn’t like her, but they paid attention to her.

But Wendy wasn’t feeling fun that night. Maybe it was the way that dangling foot twisted like it was trying to find the floor. Or the way her fist sat pressed to her stomach. Or the way she breathed short little breaths like she was trying to get a grip on herself. She didn’t want to be alone. Only, the one person she wanted to be with wasn’t here.

Was she really going to do it?

The plastic cup was mostly ice by now, and she drained it. I said, “Hey, weren’t you, like …”

Right away, she got the game. Do I Know You? We used to play it on people in the street. “Wait, wait, don’t tell me.”

“I saw you in that …”

“I heard your …”

“You were so great.”

“You were, like, amazing.”

We laughed. “Hey there.” She got off the sill, gave me a hug. Wendy gave good hugs, long and strong.

“Hey,” I said back.

“Seriously,” she said. “How are you?”

“I’m cool, I’m good.…” I hesitated. “How are you?”

“I don’t know, let me check with my multiple personalities. ‘Good?’ ‘Yeah, all good, chief.’ ‘Good?’ ‘Just swell.…’ ”

She waved her hands. “No, good, I’m good.”

I asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Hm?” She looked confused.

“Wendy.”

Wendy wandered over to the counter where people were dumping whatever bottles they had managed to steal from their parents or get someone to buy for them.

Pouring vodka into her cup, she said abruptly, “Have you ever been in love with completely the wrong person? I don’t mean like he’s shorter than you or doesn’t have money or doesn’t call …”

“Normal guy wrong.”

“Right. I mean, like people could get hurt wrong.” She started to pick up the cup, then put it down again. “What would you say to someone who was in love with someone like that?”

Love. This was new. Of course, I knew who we were talking about: Nico Phelps. Wendy’s obsession with Nico was all over school. This year, her Facebook page was practically devoted to him. His body, his eyes, his clothes. Supposedly they’d gotten together a few times over the summer. But it didn’t last. Nico dated up.

Wendy had sworn to make another play for him tonight. The fact that he had a girlfriend—and that girlfriend was Sasha Meloni—probably just added to the kick.

Most kids thought: Wendy strikes again. To me, the whole thing felt a little … frantic. Now I saw why. She was seriously hooked on this guy.

A memory of Nico flashed in my head. My stomach churned.

“I’d say, Stay away. Don’t do it.”

“What if you tried? What if it didn’t work?”

“Try again? Wendy—”

I wanted to say, Please, stop this game. Stop before you get hurt. Or hurt someone else. Again.

The words were in my head. But they never reached the air. Before I could say them out loud, there was a group scream and the entire party seemed to surge toward the front door. The beautiful couple had arrived: Nico Phelps and Sasha Meloni.

Everyone wondered how Sasha would handle tonight. Would she even come to the party? Would she let Nico come? Anyone who thought she would bail didn’t know Sasha. Sasha’s mother is a ballet dancer. Her father something with money. Swanlike Sasha with her long body, cascade of auburn hair, and passion for art. She’s not pool cleaner—and she’s no doormat, either. A lot of people were hoping that Wendy was finally going to get what was coming to her. She’d messed with the wrong girlfriend this time.

In some ways, Sasha and Nico were an odd couple: Sasha so classy, Nico so bad boy. But I’d noticed that strange couples often paired up senior year. It was a last chance to try something new, experiment with a future self.

All eyes were on Sasha, Nico, and Wendy. As Sasha accepted fiercely loyal hugs from her friends in the hallway, I thought I saw her glance at Wendy through the entrance to the kitchen.

Wendy was watching Nico. Her energy was crackling, out of control.

Get her out of here, I told myself. Right now.

Wendy frowned, as if she had just remembered something. To me, she said, “Could you ’scoose me? Something I gotta do.”

But she didn’t leave right away. Instead she looked at me, mouth slightly open. About to tell me something—or hoping I would say something.

I opened my mouth. Wendy, let’s just get coffee. Eat some raw cookie dough.

I never said it. And a second later, Wendy left the kitchen to find Nico. A little while later I left the party. ’Cause at this party, I’d seen the Wendy I’d really liked, the girl I thought would be my best friend till we were ancient.

But then she went racing after Nico Phelps and I didn’t want to see what happened next.

“Thank God,” my mom says, turning onto our street. “Home.” Home. Our building is called the Britannia, and it feels very English; my mother says it’s like living at Oxford. As I go into the building, I wave to the two gargoyles above the door, who I think of as Lola and Hubie. The first time Wendy saw them, she said they creeped her out.

It’s after seven. As we unlock the apartment door and start turning on lights, my mom says, “We’re ordering. You pick.” She crosses to the answering machine, says, “Ugh.” It’s flashing furiously. I can guess: two of them will be Taylor.

Both with pretty much the same message. Oh my God, did you hear what Wendy did?

Also, I hope, one from Ms. Geller. Good news, everything’s all right.

I’ve had to pee for the last half hour, so I go to the bathroom. Then I go to my room and take my cell phone out of my bag. Time to call Taylor and hear the whole horror story.

Taylor’s number is ringing when there’s a knock at the door. With a weird sense of déjà vu, I say, “Yeah?”

My mom opens the door. “Honey, I need to talk to you.”

I’m listening for Taylor, show my mom the phone. In my ear, Taylor says, “Hey! Oh my God …”

My mom comes in, takes the phone from me. “Taylor? Hi, sweetheart. Can Rain call you back? Thank you, lovey.”

“Mom!” I say as she hangs up.

She doesn’t answer. Just sits on the bed, puts her hands on my shoulders. “This is going to be hard. And I want you to know I’m right here and I always will be. Are you listening? Did you hear that?”

“Yes, you’re three inches away from me.”

“Honey. Rain. They found her. In the park.”

Why is my mom telling me this? I wonder. Who is her?

Oh, Wendy. Right. God, you spend a whole day thinking about someone …

Found her. They found her in the park. Playground. Swings. Kids. Good. So they found her in a nice place, not a motel, which was kind of what I was expecting.

Except … they? Not her mom?

They found her. I shake my head, because there’s something weird about found. You find sweaters in the park. Or lost dogs. Found is like Wendy’s not a person. Not a living …

My mom is crying. That tells me what found means. Why Wendy isn’t a person anymore. That Wendy is dead.

Don’t watch, my mom says. You don’t need to see this.

But I do. I really do. I sit in front of the TV, watching people with microphones talk about Wendy. Or, not Wendy. The girl in Central Park.

On the TV, a reporter is standing outside the park walls. “There have been several attacks in the park in recent months. Cutbacks in housing and mental health services mean more mentally disturbed and drug-addicted people out on the streets. While police will not speculate, one wonders if this is just the latest tragedy in a larger trend of violent crime.…”

Why didn’t I say something? I should have said something, I think numbly. Asked her to go somewhere. She wanted me to. That’s why she hesitated.

“God,” says my mom. “I hope her mother’s not seeing this. They make you a thing.”

I look up. “Should I call her?”

“Not now, baby.” My mom sits down, hugs me for about the millionth time.

“I want to do something for her,” I say. “I feel like I totally …”

I shake my head. My mom says, “What, honey? What?”

“I should have talked to her.”

My mom looks puzzled.

“Wendy. I should have talked to her. I should have told her …” I take a deep breath. “I should have gotten her out of there. Only I didn’t. And now …”

I throw my hand at the TV. My mom snaps it off with the remote.

Lifting my face, she says, “There was nothing you could do. I don’t know how to say that so you’ll believe it, but there was nothing you could do.”

“I could have said—”

“What? Don’t drink? Don’t go to Central Park? Don’t run into some creep who will hurt you? Honey …”

“Do you think that’s what it was? Some crazy guy?” It’s ridiculous but I can’t stand the thought of Wendy being attacked by a stranger. I think of evil, hurting hands reaching out of nowhere. Wendy grabbed, the terror she must have felt.

“I don’t know, honey, I have no idea. I don’t think the park in the middle of the night is a good place for a young girl who’s not thinking clearly.”

She takes my hands in hers. “I do know: Wendy wasn’t listening to anybody last night except Wendy.”

But I was listening to Wendy, I think. I knew she wasn’t okay. And I just left her.

The school sends out an email.

We will be marking the tragic loss of Wendy Geller with a special assembly tomorrow afternoon. Regular classes will be held as scheduled. But we understand that students may wish to mourn in private. No student who wishes to stay home will be considered absent.

I can’t sleep. Lying in the dark, staring up at the blankness of the ceiling, all I can think of is what it means not to be. The ceiling becomes a coffin lid, the sound of traffic outside a world I’ll never rejoin. Am I breathing? Can I move? Panicked, I turn over, clutch at the blanket.

Once, when I was very little, my mom taught me a bedtime prayer. “If I should die before I wake …” I didn’t want to say it. I imagined the universe saying, Ah, she said it! Time’s up! It’s okay to take her.

Take her. An unknown hand grabs you, and your life is over. How does that happen?

Rolling over, I try to feel what it means that Wendy is gone. That she’s not at home, on the phone or watching TV. She’s not at her dad’s, or on the street, or … anywhere. I try to fix an image of Wendy in my head. Try to hear her voice. But already I can’t. It feels like a second betrayal.

I get out of bed and turn on the computer. Three days ago, if you Googled Wendy Geller, you would have gotten maybe a few hundred hits, mostly Facebook stuff and Twitter. Now it’s almost 100,000. WENDY GELLER Wendy Geller Geller, Wendy Wendy Geller Wendy Geller all over the screen.

I try to focus, click on News About Wendy Geller. My mom would want me to read the Times article, so I click on that.


A seventeen-year-old woman was found slain yesterday morning in Central Park. The police said she had apparently been sexually abused and strangled.

The body of the victim, Wendy Catherine Geller, was found by a jogger at about 9:30 A.M., according to Capt. Michael Fiske of the Manhattan 19th Precinct detective unit. Partially hidden, the body was discovered in a cluster of bushes in the Billy Johnson Playground, located at 67th Street and Fifth Avenue. “It was a cold, drizzly morning,” said Lena Mosher, who regularly runs past the area. “I was out, but the playground was empty, thank God.”

Ms. Geller was five feet, five inches tall with long brown hair. She was lying facedown in a garden circle in the center of the playground. She was wearing blue jeans and a red sweater. A black wool coat was on the ground nearby. Her clothes were disheveled. No weapons were found.

Ms. Geller attended Alcott School, a private school on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. Family members say she was outgoing and well liked. “She had many friends,” said her aunt Sonia Woolf, standing outside the building on East 73rd Street where Ms. Geller lived with her mother. “She loved fashion and design. This was a happy girl.”

There have been several attacks in the park in recent months. Police are investigating the possibility that Ms. Geller’s death might be part of a recent uptick in violent crime.

“You have a lot of mentally ill people in this city,” said the victim’s uncle, Louis Geller. “Nobody’s watching them. People hurting for money, people on drugs. This is not a safe world.” Ms. Geller’s father, an attorney, lives in Garden City, Long Island, with her stepmother, Heidi Geller.

Ms. Geller was last seen at a party at a friend’s house on East 70th Street. The police say they are still trying to determine what happened next.

There will be a gathering in Ms. Geller’s memory later this week. Elizabeth Geller, the victim’s mother, said, “A proper memorial will have to wait until the person who did this is caught. Then I’ll know my daughter is at peace and we who loved her can celebrate her life.”



I sit back, wondering. The police want to know what happened after the party. Does that mean they think someone at the party killed Wendy?

No, Rain, it means Wendy was killed after she was seen at the party. That’s why they want to know what happened afterward.

I click on some of the other stories. The details are all the same. I find pictures, Alcott, Wendy’s house, Central Park. A recent picture of Wendy smiling. Captured, blown up. Screaming words crowded around her image.

Wendy Geller Wendy Geller Geller, Wendy Wendy Geller Wendy Geller. The image starts to blur, the name becomes a meaningless sound. The more I look, the more Wendy fades. I try to get a fix on her laugh, the way her eyes narrowed as she smiled when she was about to make a not-nice joke, the way she suddenly giggled at herself when she’d done something dumb.

I’m losing her.

Quickly, I go to her Facebook page. I see she has a new photo since the last time I visited. Her picture used to be a close-up of her and her cat, curled up on her bed. Now it’s some shot taken in a crowded restaurant. She’s dressed in a short, spangled thing, wearing tons of makeup and laughing her head off.

I think, Personally, I liked the cat picture, Wen.

Already, the front page is filled with sympathy messages. All the stale, overused phrases people use when they don’t know what to say: My condolences to the family. So sad! Always in our hearts. I think of writing something.

I miss you, Wendy. I’ll always miss you. You were so …

I can’t think of the right word. So … what? Sweet? Great? Amazing? I imagine people reading it and thinking, God, she couldn’t come up with anything better than that?

Then I notice Videos. There are seven, which means I can actually see Wendy, hear her talk again. I click on the link, hit the first one in the row.

Wendy’s face fills the screen. Then she pulls the phone back from her face and I can see she’s in her bedroom. I hear something muffled from offscreen. Wendy turns and says, “I am, I swear to God!” The person off camera—a girl—laughs.

Then Wendy looks straight at the camera, composes herself. “Okay, here we go. Ready? Ready? Okay.”

Clearing her throat, she says, “This is a message from Wendy Geller to Nico Phelps. Nico, you best be listening. Because two days from now at Karina Burroughs’s party, I am going to get you. I am going to get you and you are going to love every moment.”

She draws out the word m-o-o-ment, then does a big kiss to the camera. The person off camera shrieks, “Oh my God!” and starts clapping. Giggling, Wendy says, “Stay tuned for further details!”

Then black.

Further details, I think numbly. There are a lot of further details I would like to know, Wendy.
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