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DEDICATION

For my parents, who gave me wings, and for Gabriel, who gave me someplace warm to land.





EPIGRAPH

Let us dream of blood and pulse and ebb and flow. Let us consider tide and beat and throb and hum. Let us unweave the web of artery and vein, the fluttering jetties of the valves, the coursing of ions from cell to cell, the sodium that is your soul, the potassium that is your personality, the calcium that is your character.

—Brian Doyle
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AFTER





 

A girl, alone.

Legs tucked up inside a baggy black hoodie, she perches on a metal grate atop one of the tallest skyscrapers in Bedlam City. She is watchful, still and silent as a gargoyle. The city heaves beneath her, but all she can hear this high up is the whistling of an icy wind.

This building, Fleet Tower, shares her name. When her parents die, she will inherit all eighty-seven stories of it. Lucky girl, the papers say. But Anthem Fleet’s luck ran out a long time ago.

Beneath her, in the penthouse, is her bedroom. Inside it, objects she once loved. The varnished mahogany ballet barre bolted to the wall, where she practiced till her feet bled. The king-size bed she looked forward to crawling into each night, back when sleep came easily. Underneath the bed, a metal lockbox. The place she kept everything he gave her, until what he gave her turned into something no box could contain, something no girl would want to keep.

Above her, an indifferent sky shot through with searchlights, long fingers of light groping at the purply dusk. Gray thunderheads forming over a bruise-colored lake. Scattered fires raging, always raging, downtown.

And inside her, a cold steel ball. A ticking bomb that beats just like a heart. Pain and rage in equal measure. Tick tock.

While she sits and watches, waiting for nightfall, she makes a list of lies.

Time heals all wounds. Not all of them, it turns out. Some wounds cut too deep, and some kinds of heartbreak aren’t temporary.

There’s something good inside everyone. Some people are born into this world to do harm. She knows this now but wishes she didn’t. Nothing matters to her more than keeping those people away from the ones who can’t fight back. Away from the kind of person she used to be, before.

You only live once. What she’s been through these past months should have killed her, but it didn’t. She has a second life now, one she would never have chosen, but it’s all she’s got. Her life, her little square of rooftop, and a heart that beats too furiously.

She narrows her green eyes to slits and stands up, swinging her arms a little, bracing herself for the jump. She turns her gaze to the darkening streets downtown, to the sprawling, seething mass of inhumanity beyond the Midland River, better known these days as the Crime Line. The jagged scar of the river is what separates the gleaming north side from the lawless south.

Past the Crime Line, somewhere in the maze of the South Side, is where Anthem went from whole to brokenhearted. Where she stopped being the girl with all the promise in the world and turned into a shattered, damaged thing.

And every day since then, Bedlam City and the people in it have managed to break her heart all over again. She’s learned this world is a beast, a bully that keeps on kicking you long after you’re down.

In Bedlam, you either learn to take a beating, or you find a way to fight back.





BEFORE





CHAPTER 1

Here’s the choreography: school, ballet, homework, sleep. Repeat the steps until you turn eighteen, keep perfect time, twirl like the ballerina in a jewelry box, and someday it will all pay off. Keep the routine, and the routine will keep you safe. This is what I’ve been brought up to believe.

But today, just this once, I can’t.

As I walk through the front door of 87P, I compose my face. I shrug my ballet bag off my sore shoulders and drop it next to the statue looming next to the coat closet—a black marble griffin with its sharp teeth bared, oversize hundred-dollar bills clutched in its claws.

“Stop staring,” I whisper to the marble beast, reaching up a hand to cover its beady eyes.

I pass our sunken sitting room, the plush white of it blazing orange as the sun falls below the horizon, and spot my father through the sliding glass doors. He speaks in low tones to Serge, his right hand, driver, and bodyguard, while pacing on the balcony. Serge’s back is to the window, but I see his head nodding yes, his huge shoulders straining against his usual black suit. When my father turns around and sees me through the glass doors, he flashes me one of his showstopper smiles, his handsome, unlined face radiating an easy confidence that sells buildings all over Bedlam. Tonight he wears his black tailcoat and a white bow tie. The full penguin, he calls it.

I pad down the long hallway toward the master bedroom, rolling my neck from side to side and listening to each vertebra pop and crack.

“Mom?” I call as I take a few tentative steps inside my parents’ empty bedroom suite. I brace myself for whatever version of my mother awaits me. Will it be Vivirax-mellowed Helene? Liftivia-energized Helene? Giggly, flushed Helene, deep into a bottle of Amnesia Vineyards chardonnay? Heading toward my mother’s massive dressing room, I slide my eyes along the enormous oil portrait of twelve-year-old Regina sitting cross-legged in a field of wildflowers, a perfect miniature version of my mother. Regina with her big blue eyes, imperious lips above a pointed chin, white-blond hair hanging halfway down her back. The sister I never had. The daughter my mother wishes she still had.

But when I enter the dressing room, Helene isn’t there. Instead, I’m met with my dress, light as air and fluttering a little on its hanger. I stare at the princess-cut gown, the iridescent material glowing white, blue, pink, and purple all at once, like the sky at dawn reflected off an ocean. This is more than a dress, I realize. It’s a promise. Of a certain kind of night. Of the right kind of future.

And I can’t put it on.

The evening was supposed to go like this: I would wash up after ballet practice, put on this dress my mother picked out, and head to the mayor’s house for the South Side Orphans’ Association Ball. I would nod, smile, make polite, demure conversation, and dance with my boyfriend of six months, Will Hansen, under a twinkling chandelier. Then Will and I would slip off to a suite at the Bedlam Grande. He would lay me down on the bed, my long red hair fanning out in all directions, and deflower me. It would hurt a little, according to my best friend, Zahra, or maybe it wouldn’t. We would lie there together until the wee hours, my parents assuming we were out at the heavily secured Young Philanthropists after-party in the hotel lobby. As the sun rose over the Bedlam skyline, Will would drive me home in his silver Huntley. I would kiss him good-bye and watch his car crawl quietly away, rejoicing in my bright future with the district attorney’s son.

The vision pops like a soap bubble when my mother joins me in the closet, luminous in her seaglass-colored ball gown. Her golden hair is wound into a low, loose bun, and her angular face glows in the pinkish light.

“Hello, darling,” she murmurs when she sees me. Our eyes meet in the gilded, pink-lit mirror of her ivory vanity, where she keeps her gold-handled makeup brushes, her lipsticks and shadows, lined up with military precision. In one corner are five crystal jars that hold all her prescriptions. Her heavy-lidded gray eyes are full of Viviraxed calm as she gestures toward the dress. “I had it steamed.”

“It’s beautiful,” I start, a hot blush crawling up my chest. “But . . . I can’t go tonight. I’m sick. I threw up in the middle of ballet.”

I wrap my arms around my midsection and hunch over, willing my face to drain of all color. Staring back at me in the mirror is a damp-looking redhead, mascara dripping beneath her eyes, her pale skin covered in a constellation of ginger freckles. Next to the perfect human specimen that is Helene Fleet, I really do look ill.

Her eyes narrow as she studies me in the mirror, but I can’t quite tell if she’s concerned or just annoyed. She walks toward me and places a cool, smooth hand on my forehead. “You feel fine,” she murmurs. “Maybe you just need to lay down for a little while. Have you had some water?”

Just then, my father stalks into the dressing room, his skyscraper-shaped cuff links jingling in his palm. “Five minutes, my loves.”

“She’s sick.” My mother frowns, her lower lip sticking out like a pouting child’s, her disappointment evident. “A stomach bug. She says she’s not going.”

“Not going?” My dad’s smile droops. He turns and looks at me sideways, waiting for the punch line. “Of course you’re going. Chin up, kitten. The Fleets never get sick.”

“I know, Dad,” I say, staring at the floor. I’ve been watching the parade of frail South Side children at the start of the Orphans’ Ball since I was ten. I can almost smell the prime rib, can almost taste the puréed peas dotted with flecks of gold the mayor serves us once the orphans are whisked away. “But I just don’t—”

“Think of poor Will,” my mother chides, turning away to press a button beneath the vanity table. Instantly, her mirror slides up the wall, revealing dozens of steel jewelry drawers behind it, each one holding an individual necklace or bracelet or a couple of pairs of earrings. “He’ll be bored stiff without you.”

Poor Will. My nose wrinkles. If only you knew what I was supposed to do with poor Will tonight. “Will is a big boy. I’m sure he’ll be fine,” I say quietly.

When Will first asked me out, it felt like winning a prize. At Cathedral Day School, Will is practically royalty: class president, debate champion, and the leading man in all the school plays. I’m the ballet nerd, the perfect student whose shyness gets interpreted as snobbery. When Will began to pay attention to me, I became visible. Not just a brain but a flesh-and-blood girl. So of course I swooned over the flowers he sent, the feeling of walking down the halls with his arm around my shoulder—any girl with a pulse would have done the same.

But everything I felt at first has faded. The more Will insists it’s time we take things further, the less I want to. This morning during mass, wedged in the center of the fifth pew from the altar, I whispered to him that I might not be ready for the suite at the Grande. That maybe dancing under the mayor’s crystal chandelier was as far as things should go tonight. His expression froze, then twisted into a smirk. “I can think of a few girls who would be happy to take your place,” he said, and for an instant I saw in his faded blue eyes that he wasn’t joking. Then he put his school-president-perfect mask back on and smiled. “Kidding. We’ll wait as long as it takes.”

Helene presses a series of numbers into a glowing panel next to the jewelry safe. After a low beep, she pulls out the bottom drawer and selects a platinum-and-diamond necklace set with seven rubies the size of peppermints. She holds it up to her neck, the jewels dripping down her collarbone.

“Gorgeous, Leenie,” my father murmurs approvingly, moving to fasten the clasp at the nape of her neck.

“It’s perfect,” I breathe. I think back to last Valentine’s Day when he gave it to her, whispering to me that night that it was a steal at $50,000. “You look beautiful.”

My mother smiles wanly at me before closing the drawer and lowering the mirror again. “Thank you. But tonight is all about the orphans.”

Tonight is definitely not all about the orphans. My parents rely on these events to get the ear of the mayor and other local politicians. The real estate market in North Bedlam is cutthroat. As developers, Helene and Harris have to constantly grease the political wheels—including schmoozing with District Attorney Hansen and Mayor Marks—for the best building sites. “I’ll just rest here awhile. If I feel better, I’ll take a cab to the ball later,” I suggest.

“I hope it isn’t the flu,” Helene says. “You can’t afford a flu right now, with rehearsals for Giselle and your studies and—”

“Let’s leave Anthem be, darling. She’s already a workaholic just like her parents,” my dad interrupts, winking at me so I know he’s on my side. “We’ll keep an eye on Will for you, kitten. Just take it easy tonight.”

My mother sighs. “Lily’s here until nine.”

I nod. Lily is our cook, and I can probably convince her to leave a little early. My parents check the mirror for one final appraisal. In this light, they look twenty-five. It’s as if they never age. I form my hands into the shape of a camera and squint through the imaginary lens.

“Picture perfect?” Harris asks, his arm around Helene’s waist.

“The perfect couple,” I reply. And in this instant, I almost believe it.

If not for the drowned blond beauty found floating in Lake Morass eighteen years ago, anyone would think we had it all. But Regina is the fly in our amber, the error in our opal, the crack in our façade. Harris has his buildings to console him. Helene does, too, along with her charities, her pills, her chardonnay.

Which just leaves me.

A year after Regina’s life ended, mine began. I’m the replacement daughter, the girl who was supposed to make everything better. A living, breathing antidepressant. Two dry kisses and one cold compress later, the perfect couple is off to the ball, leaving their far-from-perfect daughter in the dressing room to rest. When they’re gone, I stay in the closet awhile, to stare at my all-too-ordinary face in the mirror.





CHAPTER 2

By ten, Zahra and I are far away from the tinkling champagne flutes at the Orphans’ Ball, racing through the black streets of the riverfront district—a once-industrial section of the North Side that abuts the Midland River—toward a warehouse party just east of the Bridge of Forgetting. We’re both wrapped in long wool coats, freezing in the drizzly late-February air.

“This place is giving me Bedhead,” I mutter through chattering teeth. I shove a gloved hand into my pocket, my index finger searching out the round red button on my pepper spray key chain. Even fearless Zahra looks a little unnerved by the dimly lit neighborhood, chewing her cuticles and scanning everything around us for clues.

“I think it’s this way.” Z aims her wide-set violet eyes in the direction of a street sign twirling on its pole like a weathervane. We’re at the corner of Arsenic Avenue and Thorn, both of which are unfamiliar streets. I almost never leave Upper Bedlam—the district made up of the neighborhoods of Lakeside, Church Hill, Museum Mile, and Bankers Alley—where things are safe and orderly. But staying home and brooding about Will was even less appealing than one of Zahra’s “underground” parties in a rough part of town.

“Aha,” Z says triumphantly when we reach the corner. She grabs me by the crook of my elbow and pulls me toward a row of industrial warehouses scrawled with graffiti, hunched against the wind.

The sidewalk is deserted but for a couple of drunk girls teetering past us on five-inch heels, their laughter whiskey-scented and high-pitched. The first four buildings on the block are semidemolished, their windows either shattered or covered over with rotting boards, but the last one in the row blazes with multicolored light.

“Looks great, right?” Z says, her hips already swaying to the thumping bass of “Kiss Me on the Apocalips” by Suicidal Stepchild. It’s been this way since the first time I met her, when she snuck into my kitchen during a charity luncheon my mother was hosting. Six-year-old Zahra scandalized me by stealing a whole tray of petit fours before lunch was even served, demanding that I lead her to my room where we could devour the treats. Zahra’s always been daring, up for anything, anytime. Me, I need a lot of convincing to choose new and risky over safe and predictable. Always have.

I shrug, wishing I’d stayed home with an Epsom salt bubble bath and my tried-and-true DVD of Olga Inkarova’s all-time best ballet performances. If I’d stayed home, I would be asleep by now, ready to get up early and head to the studio, with an hour of ballet to myself before our Saturday morning practice. This is the year I get to try out for the Bedlam Ballet Corps, when I find out if my twelve years of dedication to ballet have been enough to make a career out of it.

As we walk closer to the massive warehouse, a rainbow of colored lights passes over us, and doubt starts bubbling up inside me like acid indigestion. Is this party really worth a sluggish day at ballet tomorrow? “Are you sure we should be here, Z? Because I don’t think—”

But then the double doors at the top of the building’s stairs swing open as if sensing our arrival, and my words evaporate on my lips. A thin blond man in a worn velvet top hat slithers out of them and extends a hand to Zahra, who’s standing a few feet closer to him than I am. He has a long, skinny black star tattooed beneath each of his eyes.

“Come inside, sparkly girls.” His smile reveals a missing tooth and several gray ones. “Be corrupted.”

A South Sider. I take a reflexive step backward and freeze, the dumb smile of a foreigner in a strange land glued to my face, hoping my initial revulsion at his teeth doesn’t show. But Zahra grabs his hand and follows him in without a second thought.

“Let’s go, Anthem.” Z turns around for a moment and thrusts her pointy chin toward the party, a wicked little grin lighting up her face. “This is exactly where we should be.”

And then she’s inside, leaving me no choice but to follow. I let the man in the top hat pull me up the steps, his grip so firm it hurts a little. Then I walk with Zahra through two sets of shabby velvet curtains until we find ourselves on an enormous checkerboard dance floor.

A tickling heat travels along my spine as I ogle the revelers: guys in bespoke suits and leather pants, women in high heels and shiny vintage dresses, feathers and jewels dripping from their shimmery shoulders. On the edges of the massive room are stations for drinks, each staffed by bartenders in top hats like the doorman’s. Swooping from the ceiling are women on trapezes, wearing nothing more than a sticky-looking wax, each with a set of tattered black wings sprouting from her shoulder blades.

“Told you. Party of the year!” Zahra shouts over the music, stepping out of her boiled wool trench. Gold hot pants cling to her tiny butt, and a white cotton tank with a red-and-black silk bra beneath it is tasked with harnessing her ample chest. Five long strings of black pearls dangle from her neck. “Give me your coat.”

I fiddle with the last button still fastened at my collar, take a deep breath full of sweat and smoke and alcohol fumes, and finally unbutton it.

“How did I let you talk me into wearing this?” I scream, but my words are lost in the noise. Zahra insisted I wear my costume from last year’s ballet recital, so I’m dressed as Juliet. As in, Romeo and.

She looks at me and smiles tenderly. “You look beautiful,” she says, leaning into my ear so I hear her.

“The costume is beautiful,” I correct her. Juliet wears a purple-and-black corset with real whalebone in it, paired with a black lace tutu edged in zippers. It makes my waist even tinier than it already is and gives me the illusion of cleavage. It screams Look at me, and I’m not someone who likes to be looked at. Not unless there’s an orchestra playing and I’m onstage, having rehearsed my every move for months. In real life, I never quite know where to stand or what to do with my hands.

“I’ll stash these and find us some drinks,” Z shouts, taking my coat.

I nod and sway self-consciously to the music, my eyes glued to the angels swinging on their trapezes. Seconds later, I feel two women dancing too close on either side of me, feathers from a peacock boa scratching my right forearm, then fingernails digging into my left hip. I try to dance out of the way, but a third woman, this one short and stocky in a leather catsuit, steps in front of me, blocking my way, keeping me planted.

“Ballerina,” the one with the boa whispers in my ear, her breath hot. I step backward, but I’m surrounded. She’s got SYNDI tattooed on her bare shoulder, and the word ripples as she reaches for my tulle skirt as if appraising its value. “So young,” the one on my right hisses. She’s skinny but sinewy and strong, clad in a tuxedo jacket, frilly bloomers, and heels, her bobbed hair neon yellow on one side of her part, black on the other.

“She’s just the right size,” Catsuit says, twirling around to face me. Her pink hair is shellacked into a towering pompadour, and one of her eyes lists slightly to the left. She grins, and her teeth are sharp and small, feral.

I turn to look for Zahra, my heart racing, but her back is to me and she’s headed toward a row of speakers along the far wall. I start to back up, my lips frozen in a panicked smile.

“Don’t go,” Boa pouts. She’s the prettiest of the three, tall with flawless bone structure, but her head is shaved down to the scalp and her eyes are ringed in two-inch orange false eyelashes. Her hands are around my waist, pulling me toward her. “We like nice girls like you, don’t we, ladies?”

“My friend is there—” I say, too softly. I stick my elbows out and get ready to thrash, gulping in air. But just then the one in the catsuit takes a step away from me, motioning for her friends to do the same. “Forget it, bitches,” I hear her mutter.

Their eyes are glued to a tall, shaggy-haired guy in a crisp white shirt and a velvet jacket. His rangy body and sharp cheekbones are freshly torn from the pages of a magazine. He’s walking toward them. Toward me.

“There you are,” he says, smiling as he opens his arms. An expectant smile plays on his lips. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Let’s dance.”

I cautiously take his hand in mine, too shocked to do anything else. A heartbeat later, we’re twirling around the room in a loopy, confident waltz. My body goes into ballroom mode even as my eyes stay glued to the bald woman, who winks at me before she turns away. In seconds, they’ve all faded into the crowd.

“I think you have me confused with someone else,” I stammer.

“Nah.” He smiles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I thought you might need an escape route from those Syndicate girls. The dance was a bonus.”

Syndicate girls. My skin prickles at the mention of Bedlam’s crime ring. Everything bad that ever happens here—murders, muggings, gambling, prostitution—is said to be the Syndicate’s doing. “We can stop now,” I say. “They’re gone.”

“How about one more dance?”

I look up at his face. It’s broody and square-jawed, with thick, straight eyebrows above beautiful eyes. He has a half-wilted white flower stuck in his lapel. For a moment I think there is something harsh, even mean in his expression, but then his mouth softens into another disarming grin.

I crane my neck over his shoulder to check on Zahra and spot her up on a platform, waiting in line for drinks. She flashes me the thumbs-up and mouths yummy, which is Zahra-speak for handsome. I swallow a smile, then pull my head back so he can see my face when I nod yes.

He pulls me closer, and we begin to move again. He leads effortlessly, his hand warm on the center of my back. As we spin under the chandelier, I notice a splotch of blue in the brown iris of his left eye, as if it’s been erased.

“Where’d you learn to dance like this?” I ask as he pulls me smoothly out of the way of a group of performers on stilts.

“Here and there. You?”

“Cotillion, starting at age seven. And ballet every day since age four.” Immediately, I wish I could take it back, unlabel myself as a snooty rich girl.

“Then you can probably do this,” he says, dipping me so low my hair sweeps the floor.

 

When he suggests we go to the windows and look at the view, I stammer out something about needing to find my friend. But like magic, Zahra’s behind me, putting a drink in my hand and pushing me toward him.

She winks at him, then waves like she’s sending us off on our honeymoon. “See you on the dance floor.”

The boy slides his jacketed arm through my bare elbow. “I’ll bring her right back to you.” He smiles at Zahra and leads me away.

We climb through an open window onto a kind of makeshift terrace covered in tar, where a few people are gathered in couples or small groups, speaking in low voices. A soft steam rises from our warm skin.

“Gavin Sharp,” the boy says, pushing a tumble of sandy-brown hair out of his eyes. He pulls a leather pouch from his back pocket and starts shaking tobacco into two rolling papers.

“Anthem Fl—Flood,” I say, changing my name at the last second. I don’t feel like being a Fleet tonight—not here, not with him.

He nods. His eyes flick across mine for an instant, and then back down as he licks the paper closed on the two expertly crafted rollies. “Want one?”

“No thanks,” I say. I never smoke. Dancing as much as I do takes lungs of steel.

Gavin runs a silver lighter along his jeans and cups his hand around it to protect the flame from the wind. His fingers are long and elegant. My mother would call his hands “artistic.” He smokes quietly, and I bring the plastic cup Zahra brought me to my lips and finish off the bitter green drink in two swallows. We stand side by side and stare at the brooding city, the night lit up under an almost-full moon.

Feeling slightly calmer from the alcohol, I study the view. Gleaming skyscrapers and stately mansions glitter on the north shore of the Midland River. On the other side of the water, the night is many watts darker. In the tangle of poorly lit streets, low-slung buildings yawn on their foundations. The South Side looks not just like a different city but like it exists in a different century.

I sneak a look at Gavin’s profile and then move my gaze eastward, drawn to the arctic smoothness of Lake Morass. Still covered in a layer of pale blue ice, the lake is the only pure, blank space in the otherwise teeming city. The one place where nothing moves and nobody gets hurt. Not since Regina’s accident, anyway. My parents have made sure of it by funding the lake patrol themselves.

“Right there . . .” Gavin squints and points into the warrenlike streets of South Bedlam. All I see is a ragged collection of burnt-looking structures. “That’s my building. The one with the water tower on it.”

My eyes travel over dozens of water towers, perched like giant, frozen tarantulas on top of buildings. A tickling curiosity springs open inside my chest. “What’s it like . . . over there?”

“We’re not all thugs and criminals, you know.” Gavin takes a last squinting drag from his rollie and pinches it out between his fingers, stuffing the butt back into his leather pouch to reuse later.

“Of course not.” I rush to agree, to assure him I don’t believe everything they print in the Daily Dilemma. “It’s just, I’ve never . . . I don’t get there too often. I guess because—”

“It’s not safe. That’s what they want everyone to think, right?” His eyes flash with something, a challenge maybe, but his mouth is still curled into a smile. Then he shrugs. “Seems all right to me, but I have nothing to compare it to, really. It’s the only place I’ve ever lived.”

“I’m sure it’s like anywhere else,” I suggest, “and has its bad days and its good days,” though I don’t really think that can possibly be true. South Bedlam is the murder capital of the country. There are more arrests per capita in South Bedlam than anywhere else in our hemisphere. It seems like every day is a bad day there.

I stare at the puff of white my breath forms in front of me, thinking guiltily of my nightly rides home from ballet practice in our cream-colored Seraph, an imported car so rare and expensive it elicits stares from people in the streets. The glass in the windows is bulletproof, and we live in the safe part of town.

Gavin nods. “I guess.”

During the beat of uncomfortable silence that follows, I look toward Fleet Tower. If I squint, I can see my room on the top floor, the faint glow of the desk lamp I’m always forgetting to turn off.

As if reading my mind, he asks if I live nearby.

“Not far, yes. You can’t see my place from here, though,” I tell him, wishing it were true.

“So how do I find you again if I don’t know where you live?” Gavin turns and studies my face, his eyebrows raised above those beautiful, playful eyes.

Find me again? I stare down into the melting ice in my cup, holding it with both hands because I worry if I don’t, they might start to shake.

“Um . . .” I grope for words, blushing so violently that I’m sure he can see it in the moonlight. Before I can decide what to say, his eyes leave my face and focus on something over my shoulder. His expression turns hard. He leans in, his mouth against my ear, and my body tingles a little from the closeness of his lips, the tickle of his shaggy hair on my skin. “Party’s over. Put this over your nose and mouth, and run.” He presses a soft gray bandanna into my hand.

“What?” I whirl around to look behind me through the tall windows, but all I see is the party raging inside. “What do you—”

“I’ll catch up with you,” he says sternly, pushing me forward. “Just go. Now.”

And then the first feargas canister skitters across the floor.

 

It all happens so fast. Gavin practically shoves me inside through the open window. I spot Zahra’s black pixie cut in the crowd—she’s still dancing, still breathing, oblivious to what’s coming—and run toward her, holding my breath. Then people begin to scream and the lights go out in the building, leaving only candlelight from the chandelier diffused with purple gas from the canisters. Riot police fan out across the room, helmets down, black glass covering their faces.

I press the bandanna over my mouth and nose and pull Z toward the doors. She’s coughing on the thick purple fumes, already hallucinating, screaming about snakes and spiders and roaches. I drag her out into the black night, repeating Everything’s okay, nothing to be afraid of, as she cries hysterically. Police raids and gas-and-dash are so common in Bedlam that we’ve been trained at school on what to do if we inhale feargas, giggle gas, cyanide spray, arsenic oil. This is the first time I’ve ever seen the effects of feargas up close.

I usher her through the crush of people spilling out onto the sidewalk and manage to lead her down the block, toward an empty lot between two derelict warehouses.

“Sit down, Zahra,” I tell her in my calmest voice. She falls to the ground, her hands swiping at her short hair as if it’s infested with fire ants. I pull her up until we’re sitting across from each other, all alone on a weed-choked patch of earth. I take a breath and try to block out the terrified sounds of other screaming feargas victims. The electronic twang of the riot police on their bullhorns is deafening even here. They’re ordering everyone out. “PHOTOGRAPHERS WILL BE ARRESTED,” they keep saying through the megaphones. “DISPERSE IMMEDIATELY.”

I concentrate on Zahra’s panicked eyes. “Let’s say the meditation,” I say, putting both hands on her shoulders. “Just like in school, okay?”

We huddle together and begin, repeating the meditation over and over again: This too shall pass. This too shall pass. Is it seven times, is it ten? We say it ten times just to be sure, and Zahra’s movements slow down. She stops yanking on her hair and scratching at her arms, her sobbing reduced to a low series of moans. When we begin to count backward from a hundred, I feel her shoulders soften. Finally, we practice focusing on the objects around us, waiting for the feargas to work its way through Zahra’s frontal cortex.

“The moon, I see the moon,” I whisper, holding Zahra’s head in my lap, stroking her hair.

“But it’s bleeding, Anthem. Why is it bleeding?”

“Shhhh,” I whisper, a shiver running down my spine as I look down at Zahra’s eyes, normally so fearless, now wide with terror. “It’s not, sweetie, I promise.”

“A broken window,” she says hoarsely a few minutes later.

“Good. A clump of grass.”

I feel her nodding, snuffling a few last tears. “I found a dandelion. That’s a good thing, this time of year.”

 

Much later, when Zahra is able to walk again, we head out into the night. Zahra twirls the dandelion between her fingers and leans on my shoulder as we hobble toward the corner to wait for the cab I’ve called. The screaming and chaos from the raid has stopped long ago. My thoughts keep circling around the boy with the erasure in his eye, the waltzer, Gavin Sharp. He’s fine, I tell myself. He knew just what to do.

And yet I can’t stop hoping he’s okay, wondering how he knew what he knew, and what he meant when he said he’d catch up with me.





CHAPTER 3

“And that’s all the time we have for propaganda and the rule of law today,” says Dr. Tammany, our sprightly, old politics teacher, as she perches on the edge of her desk. “Please come in tomorrow with an example of propaganda from a newspaper or the street.”

Dr. T points a tiny remote control at the ceiling, clicking off the last picture in her slideshow from the time of the South Side riots—a picture of a mob of people holding signs, their mouths open in fear as they run away from police on horseback. The headline doesn’t match the picture: BRUTAL RIOTS KILL TWO POLICE OFFICERS. The last real riot happened when I was three. One of my earliest memories is of an angry mob amassing in the pocket park across the street from Fleet Tower.

“How do we know that this class isn’t just another form of propaganda?” a boy’s voice pipes up from the back of the room. Everyone laughs, but a chill goes through me as I think of the billboards on all the highways that say A SAFER BEDLAM IS IN YOUR HANDS with a picture of a scared-looking woman on the phone and the police hotline, 999-TIPS, in red beneath her. Did someone phone in the party on Friday? I can still hear the police on their bullhorns on Friday night. Photographers will be arrested.

“You don’t,” Dr. T says evenly, her ears reddening as she tucks her peach-colored bob behind them. Just then, the church bells begin to ring, signaling the end of class. “Let’s explore that question tomorrow.”

Dr. T pushes her glasses up her long nose and winks at me. “Interesting drawing, Miss Fleet,” she says when the clamor of the bells dies down. “Very lesson-appropriate.”

I smile politely from my desk in the front row by the stained-glass windows—the seat I’ve taken in nearly every classroom since kindergarten—and look down at the row of faceless police I’ve drawn across the top of my notepaper, each with an oversize arm raising a baton high into the air. For a second, I consider telling her I’ve drawn the image from memory. But I keep quiet. I can’t risk being sent to the school counselor for an anxiety assessment. Or worse still, a concerned phone call to my parents.

As the class erupts in the chaos of pre-lunch socializing, a shadow falls across my desk. When I look up, Olive Ann Bang and her two henchgirls, Clementine Fitz and Ronda Hatch, are lined up in a row in front of my desk. I’m at eye level with their plaid skirts, six inches shorter than Cathedral’s regulation dress code. Their shiny legs are dappled with colored light from the stained-glass windows, and a blurry imprint of the Virgin Mary’s face reflects off Olive Ann’s bare knees.

“Hey,” I say at last, flashing a noncommittal smile.

“Long time no talk,” purrs Olive Ann, pursing her lips in a glossy pout. Olive Ann is the youngest daughter of Cathedral’s principal, the grim and steely Winnifred Bang. Neither Bang likes me very much, probably because Olive’s been one spot behind me in the class rankings since freshman year. Now that it looks like I’ll be valedictorian in a few months, Olive’s usual disdain for me has gone from a slow simmer to a full-on boil.

“We heard you didn’t make it to the Orphans’ Ball,” Clementine says, her voice faux-sympathetic. “Will said he had to go without you.”

“I was sick.” I shrug.

“He told us to give you this,” Olive Ann says, glaring at Clementine for piping up without permission. “It’s sealed, don’t worry.”

“I wasn’t worried,” I mumble as Olive Ann produces a small, cream-colored envelope with a stylized WH embossed on the back flap. “Don’t be a stranger, Anthem.” Olive’s nose wrinkles as she flashes me a tight smile.

“Okay.” I nod, my face a mask of neutrality. Then the three of them whirl around, sling their book bags over their shoulders, and walk, with near-perfect symmetry, out of the room.

After such an elaborate delivery, Will’s note is anticlimactic.

 

Missing you, Red. Meet me in the chapel. I’ll be waiting.

—Will

 

I’ve never liked being called Red. As I’ve explained to Will a dozen times, nobody’s ever called Brown. I stand up and press my books against my chest like a bulletproof vest. I haven’t returned Will’s calls or texts all weekend because I’m afraid something will slip about what I really did on Friday. Zahra doesn’t remember much—one of the few good things about feargas is the amnesia—but I can’t get the sound of her screaming out of my mind.

I also can’t stop thinking about Gavin Sharp.

 

I’m heading toward the intersection of Hemlock Street and Catechism Way, trying not to feel like a terrible person for blowing off Will. At lunch period, I took the coward’s way out and stuck a note in his locker saying I’d meet him tomorrow. When I round the corner onto Hemlock, my eyes are drawn to a flash of reflected sunlight across the street.

A boy in a black leather jacket is leaning up against a motorbike. He’s reading a book. I freeze on the sidewalk and stare, making sure I’m not mistaken. My eyes travel over his lanky, broad-shouldered frame, the sandy-brown swatch of hair falling jaggedly over his eyes. The sharp jawline ending in a cleft chin.

He folds down a corner of the page he’s reading and shuts his paperback, an ancient-looking copy of The Great Gatsby. A slow smile lights up his face as he looks up. “You’re here.”

I cross the street in three long strides. Standing just a few feet away from him now, I set my ballet bag down on the sidewalk and clear my throat, a mix of anticipation and nervousness tingling in my chest. “Doing some reading?” I ask lamely.

“Gatsby kills me every time.” He shoves the book into the back pocket of his jeans. There’s a charged beat of silence between us. “Guess I’m a sucker for an unhappy ending.”

Two bunheads wrapped in coats rush by us, and I break eye contact with Gavin to watch them disappear through the studio doors. It’s Constance Clamm and Clarissa Bender, both in level six, too worried about being late to look up and notice me. When the doors slide shut behind them, I finally ask the obvious. “How did you find me?”

“I asked a few friends where the best dancers in North Bedlam practiced. All roads led to Swans.” Gavin’s cheeks turn the faintest hint of pink. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, I don’t mind.” I look up into the glass-walled third floor of Seven Swans, where nine bunned heads tilt in unison above nine pairs of shoulders. Nine bare, sinewy arms reaching gracefully up, bending toward the windows, then up again. Like the legs of a giant, graceful caterpillar.

“They’re starting practice without me,” I murmur, transfixed for a moment by the scene. In twelve years, I’ve never watched this ritual from the outside.

“Take a ride with me,” Gavin says. “I want to show you something.”

My mind whirls with a million reasons I should say no, the main one being that I never, ever miss ballet. Two more: My parents would kill me if they found out I was on a motorcycle with a South Sider, and Serge picks me up from ballet every night at seven. A sharp gust of wind hits my back, as if urging me toward Gavin.

His voice is gentle. “Don’t think too hard.”

I squint up at the studio one last time, at the girls at the barre, a lifetime of routine beckoning me back into its safe embrace. I think of my parents, of my homework, of ballet, of Serge, of Will. And then I stop thinking entirely.

“Let’s go.”





CHAPTER 4

I ignore the alarm bells going off in my head and tell myself to focus on the little details: the thrum of the bike underneath me, the wind in my face, the way my stomach flutters when Gavin’s warm back is pressed against my chest.

We hurtle through Bankers Alley and the Bank of Bedlam rears up before us, its mirrored façade slicing our reflection into dozens of tiny triangles. The downtown office of Fleet Industries is only two blocks away—my parents could be anywhere among the suited businesspeople bustling down the street.

We pass a cluster of twenty tents and my gaze fixes on a sign that says EAT THE RICH, a huge pair of garish lips around the words. Another sign reads THE REAL BEDLAM WILL RISE UP AGAIN. The protest encampment has been a fixture here since before I was born, its scruffy members chanting about justice and equality. Every couple of weeks, the police come and break it up, but the protesters always reappear the next day, stoic and bruised, with new signs that say things like COPS ARE NOT ABOVE THE LAW. When I look up again, we’re about to ride across the Bridge of Forgetting and enter the South Side.

“You okay?” Gavin yells over his shoulder as the bike idles.

“Yeah, I just haven’t been over the bridges in a long time,” I yell back, the wind sucking the words out of my mouth. Or ever.

“It’s safe, I promise,” he yells. “At least when you’re with me.” He guns the bike, and we take off across the bridge.

Hundreds of locks hang from the balustrade’s filigreed stonework, left by couples who have walked this bridge, locked padlocks to it, and tossed the keys into the river to symbolize their unbreakable bond. I wonder how many keys are at the bottom. Hundreds? Thousands? How many romantic declarations have been made here over the years?

Once we’re off the bridge, Gavin pulls the bike over to the curb and cuts the engine. “Let’s walk from here.”

The slate-gray sky is beginning to fill with faint streaks of pink and orange. Unlike in the north, with its industrial wall along the river to prevent flooding, the South Side is lined by a grassy embankment that slopes easily down toward the rocky shore. Circus birds, Bedlam’s neon-red-and-yellow finches, hop about on the ground, chirping and joyful.

As we travel along the sidewalk bordering the river, I take a closer look at the dilapidated townhouses and brick apartment buildings that line Feverfew Street to the south. There’s graffiti everywhere, scrawled over the bricks and fences, JUSTICE and THE SOUTH IS NOT AFRAID. And over and over again, a million different tags: SYNDIC8. LIVING IN SYN. SYNLIFE.

Gavin guides me down a narrow dirt path toward a thin footbridge jutting into the river, marked by a rusted metal archway that reads BRIDGE NINE in gothic script. At first, I wonder why I’ve never seen it before. But then I take a closer look and see that after a hundred feet or so, the bridge just . . . stops. It ends in the center of the river, as if someone sliced half of it off. Boards have been nailed haphazardly across the bridge’s abrupt endpoint. “What happened?”

“We call this the Bridge to Nowhere. When I was six or seven, they blew up the north half of it. This is what’s left.”

“They?” I ask.

Gavin shrugs, the light in his eyes flicking off the way it did just before the party ended the other night. “People who didn’t want South Siders walking to the museum district and scaring the tourists. Same people who killed the Hope, maybe.”

I shoot him a dubious look. The last time I heard anyone mention the Hope, I was in the seventh grade. He was a crusader for justice who supposedly almost ended the crime wave just before the South Side Riots started. Most people believe he was just an urban legend. At least that’s what I’ve always learned in school. He was killed before I was born, if he ever existed at all.

“But couldn’t it have been an accident?” I ask. I don’t want to suggest the other scenario that floats through my mind: that South Siders blew it up themselves during the riots.

Gavin stares out over the river. “Maybe. But then why didn’t they ever rebuild the thing?”

The path spirals past the bridge and slopes downhill, opening up a moment later into a circular courtyard with an ornate stone fountain at its center. It must have been beautiful once, with three mermaids at the center, their tails flung gorgeously into air. But their faces have crumbled, the stone chipped away. One mermaid has only a chin. Gavin puts a hand on each of my shoulders. “Turn around.”

In front of us is a curved wall, about ten feet tall and thirty feet wide, encircling the courtyard. A mural covers every square inch of it. Layers and layers of spray paint, but also oil paint, judging by the level of detail. The bottom half is all blues and grays, a mob of angry police, hundreds of them receding into the background, an infinity of cops. So much like my doodle in class today, it’s uncanny. But here, they’re looking up into the sky, at . . .

My hands cover my mouth as I take it in. A ballet dancer stands on one arched foot atop a raised police baton. She’s midturn, with one slender leg bent and her arms clasped above her. Her hair is red. She wears my Juliet costume.

And her face, slightly tilted and fierce with concentration, is mine.

Unconsciously, I’ve walked up to the mural to study it up close. I reach up and touch the hem of the ballerina’s tutu—my tutu. The paint is dry. There are at least four shades of gray layered together to form the folds of glittery tulle.

At last, I turn to Gavin, my face hot. “You painted this?”

He shrugs. “I was looking for a way to finish the mural. Once I met you, I knew how to do it.”

“Nobody’s ever done anything like this for me,” I say.

“Oh, I’m sure you’ve inspired a lot of admirers on the North Side.”

“Not exactly.” I turn away from him, hiding my blush as I gaze at the painting. Will once gave me a pair of earrings with a silly little card: You’re my Anthem, and you make me want to sing. But Gavin’s painting took hours of painstaking work. I turn around to face him.

“I need to tell you something. My last name isn’t Flood. It’s Fleet.”

He raises one thick eyebrow, pulling a hand through his hair. Then he shrugs. “Okay.”

I move to stand beside him and aim my index finger at the top of our building. “We live in that tall building with the spire. Fleet Tower. On the top floor.”

“Huh.” He nods, seeming indifferent, like it’s all the same to him. Like me and my address aren’t inextricably linked. “Must be nice to live somewhere like that.”

I sigh, relieved that he’s not mad at me for lying to him. “I guess.”

“You guess?” He grins. “I’m hoping it’s at least sort of nice.”

He flips his hair out of his eyes and stares at me playfully. I open my mouth to explain, but it takes me some time to find the words.

“It isn’t always . . . as nice as it seems,” I finish lamely, sucking all the flirtation out of the conversation.

“No?” he asks, turning to me, his face growing serious.

A cold blast of metallic air hits my face, and I flip my coat collar up. “My sister drowned when she was seventeen, and my parents never really got over it. My mom, especially.”

Gavin winces, then grabs my hand. “I wasn’t born yet.” I go on, conscious of his fingers resting lightly around my wrist. “The only reason they had me was to replace her. I think my dad hoped I would give my mom a reason to live again. But I’m starting to realize that no matter how perfect I try to be, I can’t ever make up for what they lost.”

A car alarm bleats in the distance. Gavin pushes his hair out of his eyes again. When he stops to face me, the smile he wears is sad. “It must be tough to not only live your own life but to try to finish someone else’s.”

“Sometimes, yeah,” I whisper, thinking of my mother’s episodes of immobilizing sadness, her monthlong bouts of depression that come out of nowhere, dragging us all down with her. I’d give anything not to turn out like her. Scared of everything. Too sad to really live.

“You’re enough, you know.”

“Enough?” I blink hard, the image of my mother vanishing, replaced with Gavin’s face earnestly studying mine.

He shrugs. “You’re amazing.”

Gavin carefully tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear and bends his face toward mine. We both go quiet. I rise onto tiptoes and my hands find the nape of his neck, his hair blowing against my fingers. Our lips come together, gently at first. Desire surges through my body, so powerful it weakens my knees as the kiss becomes more urgent and we move closer together.

I’ve kissed Will more times than I can count, but it’s never made me feel like this.

Gavin pulls back eventually. His arms stay wrapped around my shoulders. “Sorry,” he says. But the dazed grin on his face tells me he’s not.

“Don’t be,” I breathe, a dazed grin stretching across my face. I link a few of my fingers with his and steal one last look at the ballet dancer on the wall as we begin to walk back up the hill.

The sky has turned a purple gray in the twilight.
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