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Chapter 1
 Nyetta

First he hit her, then he stabbed her with a small knife, but Lark didn’t die from this. She died from the cold. She was naked, and he tied her to a tree so she wouldn’t run away. He left her there uncovered, and the storm came and she died because it was too cold to live through the night. The police found her in the woods near my house. The story was in the paper. My mother took it away from me, but I found it in her desk cut out and folded under envelopes and string. 

Since then I’ve had trouble sleeping. I keep the light on, but even then I’m still afraid, so my mother reads her book in the chair in my room. If I can’t close my eyes, she crawls into my bed and holds me till I sleep. 

Lark wants me to see her. She needs me to see where the knife went in, because if no one knows what it was like for her, then her spirit will be trapped in that tree. I’ve read about girls like this, the ones who live in trees. Every part of them changes to wood but the heart. Their fingers and hair turn into leaves. Their arms become branches. There is not much time left.

Sometimes I hear her.

“Look,” she says, spreading her hands. The tips of her fingers are blue from the cold. Her hair glistens with ice. She starts to lift her dress, but I tell her to stop.

“I can’t,” I say.

“Oh,” she says, then turns away. It’s easy for her to come and go right now, but it won’t be for long. 

She doesn’t want to scare me, but she can’t bear being trapped in that tree.





Chapter 2
 Eve

The last time I saw Lark, it was almost dark. She was limping up the driveway with a brace on her knee and a huge bag over her shoulders. Her hair was clipped in a twist. I was at my desk, drawing a windmill in a field scattered with leaves. Some were like crumpled stars, others like hands. I drew them tiny and distinct, each one the size of a dime. I knocked on the glass, and Lark looked up and waved. I thought she looked tired. Maybe her knee was hurting.

That was weeks ago. Days later, she went missing. My parents called me into their room to tell me. The news was on, but the TV was mute.

“Lark’s father just called,” said my dad, still holding the phone. “He wanted to know if you knew where she is.”

“No...” I was annoyed. I had a chem lab to finish.

“She wasn’t at the gym when her father went to pick her up,” he explained.

“And?” I asked

“Her parents thought you might know where she is.”

“No idea.” I shrugged.

“Does she have a boyfriend?” my mom asked. Her face was puckered, like she was trying to keep something inside.

“Not that I know of. But that doesn’t mean anything. I haven’t talked to her in a while.”

“Sometimes girls share things they wouldn’t tell their parents,” my mom said.

“No.” I shook my head. “Lark and I haven’t been close in a long time.”

Outside it was snowing. Huge flakes fell thick and heavy. I think about that night in drawings, little squares of a story—Lark with a brace on her knee, me at my window, my parents talking to me from their bed, snow falling, the tree by the river.

The next day at school, a circle of girls gathered outside of World Civ. “She probably ran away after a fight with her parents,” said Alyssa.

“Maybe she’s with some guy she met online,” said Beth, Alyssa’s best friend.

I know Alyssa from the swim team, back when I used to swim. She’s tall, still a serious swimmer, drowning in her boyfriend’s letter jacket.

“She wouldn’t do that,” I said. “I know her. She’s my neighbor.”

“Well, I know her too,” said Beth. She flipped her Goldilocks hair and glared at me. “She was my sister’s best friend until she got so obsessed with gymnastics.”

“Did the police question you?” asked Alyssa. “I heard they went to every house on her street.”

 “No.” 

With this I became less interesting. If I had lied, the circle would have opened for me. But I don’t lie.

The bell rang, then the new girl from Boston stepped in front of me. She’s clumsy and chatty, long curly brown hair parted in the middle. Alyssa and Beth find her accent hysterical. In class, they goad her to ask questions so they can crack up.

“She’s probably been kidnapped,” said Boston, chewing her gum. “By a serial killer.”

A hush fell. Alyssa blinked. My stomach fluttered and jumped, like a bird was trapped inside. And then Mr. Haus put his head out the doorway and told us to come in. He wasn’t angry, so I figured he knew about Lark.

In class, everyone was quiet and well behaved. No one texted or played Tetris or whispered to a friend. Mr. Haus pointed to the Tigris and the Euphrates on the frayed map. Some kids asked questions, and all of us took notes. In the margins of my notes, I drew a circle of girls. Girls talking and listening. One clutching her binder. Another holding her hand to her mouth, afraid. I couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking about what Boston said and how she was probably right.

Girls who go missing for more than a few hours are usually found dead. Three summers ago, in different parts of the country, two girls went missing the same week. One was riding her bike home from a friend’s house. The other was taken through her bedroom window. Their school portraits smiled at us from the magazine racks in grocery stores. Our mothers turned off the news when we walked into the kitchen. They didn’t want us to know about things like this yet. I bet every girl in my high school remembers that summer. In the end, the girls were found dead, both killed by men who had already been in jail.

Two days later, Lark was found dead. Her parents called mine and told them she was found in the woods near our street, the same woods we used to explore when we were best friends. Since then, I’ve been waiting for something to happen, some kind of meeting or conference where all kinds of experts get together to figure out why this sort of thing keeps happening to girls. I keep wondering if the police have put up a warning sign in the woods. 


MISSING GIRL FOUND DEAD

JANUARY 25: The body of a 16-year-old Arlington girl missing since last Monday was found yesterday in a heavily wooded area of Potomac Overlook Park. Medical examiners report the girl had been beaten and stabbed, but the likely cause of death was exposure. The girl had been tied to a tree, then left during the night of the area’s first major snowstorm. 

Lark Austin was reported missing when she disappeared after her gymnastics lesson at the Virginia Gymnastics Academy. She was last seen getting into a dark car heading north on Lee Highway. 







Chapter 3
 Lark

I was tired, leaning against the glass door, wondering when it was finally going to snow, waiting for my father to pick me up. I shifted my weight, trying to find how to stand so my knee wouldn’t hurt. 

My coach saw me wince after I dismounted the beam. I wanted to go on, but he made me sit on the bench. I iced my knee, watching the other girls practice, my stomach in knots. I’d have to see the orthopedist and go back to physical therapy. I’d have to ice it every night and wear my brace. Even then I might not be able to compete in regionals. The night I died, I had an essay to finish and a physics test to study for. I was planning to be up past midnight, studying and writing and taking care of my knee. 

A black car pulled up. The driver rolled down the window and gestured me over. I thought he was the father of one of the younger girls. His face was shiny and pink, like he scrubbed it with a rough cloth.

“I need help,” he said. His breath turned white in the air. “My kid’s in the ER. Oh, he’s awful messed up. Got hit by a car riding his skateboard. I just got the call.”

He was fast talking and frantic. He kept looking from me to his overhead mirror. The light was on. A map was spread out on the front seat.

“You know where the hospital is?”

“I’m not really sure....”

“The cop said it’s on Lee Highway.”

“I think it’s over that away....” I pointed far down the road to the next intersection.

“That’s what I thought, too, but it isn’t. Can you look at this map, please? Can you show me Lee Highway? Please, miss. You seem like a nice person. I gotta get to the hospital. My kid might not make it.”

I let my bag fall to the sidewalk and went over to his car. He opened the door.

“Oh, thank you,” he said when I sat down. I picked up the map and turned it around, then he reached across me and slammed the door. He took off so fast, I was flung back in the seat.

“Hey!” I yelled. “What are you doing?”

“I need to get to the hospital.”

“Stop!” I yelled. “Let me out!”

He kept driving, saying, “You need to help me find the hospital,” and when I said I had to call my dad, he gave me his phone but the battery was dead.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062080110.png





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
Laura Geringer Books
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





