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WHERE IT ALL BEGAN
The Hillview High LGBTQ+ Club was, with all due respect, an entire goddamned joke.
For one thing, it took place in the U.S. History classroom, where the enormous, judgmental face of former president George W. Bush observed our club members from every angle as though monitoring for signs of unsavory homosexual activity. Half the group swore up and down that the portrait’s eyes even followed them around like a fucked-up Haunted Mansion painting.
As club president, the least I could do was try to make the decor a little more welcoming.
I really owed it to my members, even if only two of them had bothered to show up to our meeting that day. It was kind of my own fault for planning it during the school pep rally, but finding a better time to gather the troops on a busy Friday afternoon had been virtually impossible. Most days, Tyler usually had Model UN or soccer practice, while Noah tended to disappear around the time his favorite Twitch streamer was scheduled to go live, which was surely a coincidence and nothing more.
“We need to redecorate before the Club Fair next week,” I began with an authoritative nod, gesturing toward the posters of famous Americans—most of them from our home state of Texas—lining the room. “Nobody’s gonna sign up at this rate. The vibes in here aren’t exactly screaming ‘diversity.’”
“Agreed, Fink,” said Noah, kicking his sneakers up onto his desk. “The only questionable white guy who should be allowed on our walls is me. Okay—maybe Davy Crockett can stay too, just because I’ve always gotten queer energy from him.” He slapped a palm against the concrete wall, his obsidian rings lovingly grazing the man’s cheek.
Tyler scrubbed a hand over their face and up through their coffee-brown buzz cut. “Is the problem really the posters, or is it the fact that joining our club is like voluntarily registering to get bullied?”
It was most definitely both—but that second part was going to be much harder to fix.
“What if some people like having their houses wrapped?” Noah suggested with a shrug. “Free toilet paper.”
“We can’t go through another year of torment.” I sighed, plunking my tattered bag of art supplies onto my desk. “Not if we want the club to stand any chance at a future.”
The whole reason I had founded this club, back when I was a sophomore, was so that people like us could find one another, support one another, and know that they’re not alone in the world. Especially in a town full of “traditional” families with bigoted values. The problem was that if nobody signed up this year, it would die after us seniors graduated. The future queer kids of Hillview would lack a safe space at school in which to congregate and be themselves in peace.
Over the past two years, I’d made sure that we followed every regulation, hit every imposed deadline, and persisted despite all the obstacles. And much like a cockroach, but gayer, the club had continued to withstand nuclear threats against its life from our homophobic school administration. My stubborn determination had ensured the LGBTQ+ Club’s survival through all sorts of crap that got thrown at us.
But what the club wouldn’t survive, I feared, was Kenley Stevens.
I had actually been optimistic for our future at the beginning of last year’s Club Fair—our very first one. At that time, the general attitude my classmates had toward queer people was “tolerant,” in that they totally ignored me as opposed to throwing around slurs. A few had even come up to me expressing interest—one freshman with lily-pink hair had pulled me aside to say how excited she was to join a community for kids like her.
It was like being face-to-face with my younger self.
And on the day of the fair, I was pleasantly surprised to find people were flocking to sign up—dozens of them, in a line that ran all the way out the door. I’d freaking done it! I’d made sure that I was the last LGBTQ+ student to ever come into Hillview bearing that incomparable burden of loneliness and fear ever again.
Enter head cheerleader Kenley Stevens.
She’d waltzed up to me that day with such an innocent expression on her beautiful, cherubic face, and I was ready to welcome her with open arms. But before I could finish writing her name on my clipboard, she’d said it.
“Um, so just to clarify, what kind of club is this supposed to be, exactly? Because Principal Ballard’s Club Fair memo said that this was supposed to have … sandwiches?”
“Sandwiches?” Noah had snorted. “I fuckin’ wish.”
Kenley’s lips formed a condescending frown. “Y’all were listed as ‘The BLT Club.’”
The embarrassment hit me instantly, heat flooding my cheeks.
“N-no, the principal must have made a mistake. This is an LGBTQ+ Club,” I stammered, silently praying for the earth to swallow me whole. “Like, lesbian, gay—”
And then the room had erupted into chaos.
Tyler was instantly surrounded by hangry, homophobic Model UN guys accusing them of false advertising. The girl with pink hair, who had shown up as promised, sprinted from the room with tears in her eyes. And a cluster of cheerleaders swarmed toward me like vultures to carrion, cackling at the sight of Kenley interacting with Eleanora Finkel, School Lesbian.
One of Kenley’s cronies, Shelby—who I was actually friends with until fifth grade when her family joined some religious cult and my mom banned me from ever going to her house again—had snatched the sign-up sheet from me and crumpled it into a ball. “You can’t trick us into signing up for your woke propaganda thing for some free food. This is just super gross and embarrassing…”
This type of comment was nothing I hadn’t heard before, but it still hurt to hear it from a girl I’d traded Shopkins with at age seven, back when love was either unconditional or based on delightfully fickle shit like your favorite ice cream flavor.
Kenley had given me a pitying look. “I’m sorry, Sandwich Girl.”
And just like that, organized queerness became one of those hot things to make fun of for the entire school year, like cutoff jorts or Derek Handel’s weird haircut. Of course nobody new wanted to sign up after that.
Kenley made sure to single me out almost every day in the hallway since then, always calling me “Sandwich Girl,” and she still wasn’t even remotely the worst of what I had to face last year.
I even found the pink-haired girl again, but she absolutely refused to come near me.… So. So much for “a safe space for future LGBTQ+ students.” Things were looking even worse than they had been before the club started.
But maybe, just maybe, with enough effort, we could turn things around this year. Before my friends and I graduated and it was too late, and there wouldn’t be anybody left to keep the club alive for Pink Hair Girl and all the future Hillview students who needed our modest refuge from the homophobic nightmare that was Cabotsville, Texas.
Now Noah’s face was brightening with a similar optimism. “Redecorating is as good a start as any, I guess,” he said. “We could cover the window on the door for privacy and get rid of the worst of the posters.”
“We can’t get rid of them,” Tyler interjected. “Principal Ballard will kill us if we tear down his favorite old men. He’ll call it ‘felony vandalism’ or something.”
Even the mention of that man’s name made my stomach roll. “Ah, right. Like how our bake sale was ‘recklessly endangering our peers by selling consumables untested by the FDA.’”
The principal was clearly looking for “legitimate” reasons to shut us down that wouldn’t get him in trouble with the ACLU or whoever, making it abundantly clear that approving the club in the first place must have been due to pure carelessness on his part.
“Then we cover them up.” One corner of Noah’s lips curled mischievously. “And I have just the perfect thing to use.” Before I even had time to react, he was serving me a manila folder frisbee-style across the room.
Naturally, I fumbled the pass and sent it skittering toward Tyler’s desk, because what else could Noah have possibly expected?
A piece of laminated paper fell out, which Tyler scooped up off the floor. It was a glossy photograph of a boy with ink-black hair, bangs parted in the center, wearing a smile so big that every molar showed. The golden chains of his earrings caught the light, looking like little sunbursts exploding from his freckled cheeks.
“Hey, Noah, so why do you have this?” Tyler asked, eyebrows wrinkling.
He shrugged. “My sister makes me carry around a headshot in case we randomly get scouted by Disney. Apparently, they love twins.”
Tyler flipped the photograph over. “It says your ‘special interests’ are soccer, debate team, running the Latine Student Un—” They let out a quiet gasp, then a disbelieving chuckle. “Did you seriously copy and paste my resume for this?”
“You’re the most impressive person I know,” Noah replied, batting his eyelashes. “So be flattered. But, yeah, I should probably take some of that out. Whoops.”
I grabbed a roll of tape from the teacher’s desk and stuck Noah’s photo directly over the face of the former U.S. president—a satisfying little act of defiance. “Okay, so that’s a start, but do we have any other ideas?” I asked, planting my butt back onto the teacher’s chair.
We only had a few more minutes before the pep rally let out, and access to the classroom was minimal next week before the fair—not like I had neatly budgeted our time to ensure the completion of every item on my painstakingly crafted agenda or anything.
“I always have ideas,” Noah said with an admirable level of confidence. He rocked himself forward and leaned over his desk, a drama to his movements that would be better suited for a session of Dungeons & Dragons. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and the best way to give ourselves a respectable reputation, while protecting those within our group, is with intimidation tactics. Tyler and Salim are strong enough to be our fighters, should we need. And then Eleanora and I can inflict a more psychological flavor of torment on—”
“Decoration ideas, is what I meant,” I interrupted, and Noah let out a disappointed sigh. “Wait, where is Salim, though?”
“Still at the pep rally,” Tyler explained, withdrawing their phone from their blazer pocket. “He refused to miss being in the flash mob, but it might be over by now—I’ll text him.”
Salim, the LGBTQ+ Club’s elusive fourth and final member, had not attended a club meeting for weeks due to “football stuff,” which apparently meant a bunch of jocks funneling into the gym after school to practice twerking in perfect synchronicity to Crazy Frog. I didn’t hold it against Sal—he wasn’t exactly “out” at school yet and had zero obligation to hang with us. But at the same time, he kinda would’ve been the perfect person to help stick up for us against his fellow Popular Kids.
After a few seconds, Tyler set down their phone with a tiny smile. “Salim’s on the way, but we only have five minutes left.”
“Aw, I love your happy widdle face.” Noah laughed. Tyler’s resulting glare was murderous.
Truly, the only thing more fun than arts and crafts was teasing two “platonic” best friends who should have already gotten together years ago. But only one of those things was particularly productive right now.
I tipped my bag forward and let its contents spill across the desk: a full rainbow of construction paper, pastel markers that were meant to smell like different fruits, washi tape covered with patterns of blooming daisies and twisting vines. A hammer.
“A hammer?” Noah shot to his feet and bounded over in excitement.
But Tyler beat him to it, snatching the hammer away and holding it out of their much-shorter friend’s reach. “No hammer,” they scolded, wagging a finger at Noah.
“That’s only meant for my home crafts, obviously.” I waved a hand over the other options. “Feel free to decorate with anything else, though!”
He sank back into his chair and huffed, tossing a moist bag of fast food onto his desk. Noah sometimes reminded me of my cat, in that I would spoil him with the widest variety of toys available only to find him chewing on plastic bags and playing with the knobs on the stove for fun.
“You’re the only one with natural artistic talent here, Noah. Please advise,” said Tyler, still clutching the hammer.
Noah shoved a handful of fries into his mouth and crossed his arms. “I advise … screw this.”
There was a momentary silence, during which the atmosphere in the room turned palpably dark. Noah’s joking pout was now a genuine frown, which spread quickly to my own face.
“I’m too sad to be creative because we missed the meme song flash mob,” he continued. “And to be fully honest, I’m also not totally sure how I feel about trying to make our club look all nice when, for me, being a member now means some bully calling child services on my mom because I’m trans. Like, sure, let’s inflict that on some new people, too.”
It was a valid point, but one that made me feel like a failure. Again. It’s like no matter what I did, I always screwed things up and made them worse.
“I know it’s been terrible since last year,” I offered. Which was an obvious understatement given what Noah had just described. “Maybe we can get Salim to convince the cheerleaders to—”
A thundering boom erupted from the hallway, quickly followed by a bloodcurdling shriek.
My heart leapt into my throat like a high-striker game at the county fair, and the hair on my arms stood on end, electrified.
Then as suddenly as it had started, the sound cut out. A pause after a sharp punctuation mark. The next few seconds stretched on far too long, distorted, like the world as I knew it was trying to resist time itself.
“Should we—” Noah began, but Tyler and I were already sprinting toward the door.
I skidded into the hallway, my high-tops squealing across the linoleum. At the end of the hall, right in the corner that led to the school’s east wing, there was a dark shape laid out on the floor. As I got closer, I could see it was a girl. Her limbs were splayed every which way on the ground, like she’d been tossing and turning through a nightmare.
All I could see of her face was a streak of Barbie-pink lipstick, smudged like crayon across the tan plane of her jaw. The rest was covered by matted auburn hair.
Matted with fresh blood.
The whole scene looked surreal in its wrongness. The only way to describe it was deliberate.
A girl who’d merely tripped and fallen wouldn’t bleed like this. The hallway was empty, with nothing she could have hit her head on. Someone else must have been here, and the open locker door swaying gently on its own farther down the hallway—like someone had just run past—confirmed this. And as I continued to examine her, as long as I could possibly bear to, the unmistakable truth of the situation began ringing in my brain.
Someone had tried to kill Kenley Stevens.

The horror of it all caused my legs to give out, and I dropped to my knees.
“Kenley?” I said weakly. What the hell was I supposed to do in a situation like this? I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think. I …
Someone retched, drawing my attention toward the nearby bathroom. Salim Ali, nearly as tall and wide as the doorframe itself, stood there in shock as the door swung shut behind him. His platinum-blond hair stuck up in all directions like a cartoon depiction of someone being frightened to death.
Between us, Noah was gripping a wad of greasy napkins and trembling. Tyler hovered in a track-and-field squat, looking torn between staying with the group and hightailing it out of there.
“Help!” they bellowed, slamming a fist against the lockers, the metal rattling so loudly that the entire school should’ve been able to hear it.
If it weren’t for the pep rally.
The principal’s office was only a few paces down the hall, but even he was out of reach, off hosting the festivities in the gym. It seemed there was absolutely no other soul around—nobody else there to save Kenley. So it would have to be me.
Okay. 911. Yes. That’s what I needed to do.
I scrambled for my phone, fingers trembling as I tried to enter my passcode, the screen flashing angrily. But wait—I didn’t even need to unlock it to call emergency services! So I tried to go back to the previous screen, but nothing was working, and time was ticking by, and shit!—my phone tumbled from my shaking hands and slid across the floor, right into the puddle of Kenley’s blood.
There was no logic behind whatever the hell I did next; one second I was grasping for my phone, and the next, my fingers were tangled in Kenley Stevens’s hair, combing it away from her face. I caught a glimpse of a raw cut on her forehead, a thick slice shaped almost like the number “1.”
After all the girl had done, the public humiliation she had caused, maybe I should have been glad to see her hurt—but I only felt terrified and sick.
Light-years away, the double doors to the gym burst open. A flood of students poured out, their eyes drawn to the gruesome scene at the other end of the hall. The seniors in the front of the group plugged up the exit as their bodies went still.
A sob of relief bubbled up my throat, before I realized what exactly my classmates were looking at.
They saw big, brawny Salim, towering over an injured girl. Noah, frantically scrubbing blood-soaked napkins over the floor. Tyler, still holding on to the oversize hammer that I only ever used to affix crochet plant hangers to my bedroom wall. And they saw me, Eleanora Finkel, cradling Kenley’s head in my bloody, guilty hands.
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WHAT THE SCHOOL DID
After calling for emergency services, we were swiftly carted into the final circle of hell: the principal’s office.
Enough time had passed that my full-body shaking had mostly subsided, but the image of Kenley limp on the ground was still fresh. Still haunting me. The EMTs had declared her stable before carrying her off, but it felt more like an empty platitude.
Kenley wasn’t dead, but she also was certainly not okay.
Not dead, not dead, not dead.
I wanted to see it, though, with my own eyes. Because right now it felt impossible to imagine Kenley as anything other than the lifeless figure I’d just seen. Had I accidentally wished for her to “disappear” when the bullying was at its height last year, and now the reaper was calling to collect? The thought made me even more nauseous.
Very few people on the entire planet deserved something so horrible to happen to them, and despite her faults, Kenley Stevens was not one of them.
The principal’s office looked more like an old-fashioned sporting club than a school office, with its drab forest-green walls and aging wooden furniture. Like the kind of place where old guys would knock back scotch while discussing their collection of hunting trophies. Its prime occupant was not particularly inviting, either.
Principal Ballard had one of those mean, wrinkled bulldog faces you’d find in a mobster movie, and he looked like he used to play football in high school. The dozens of newspaper clippings highlighting the ’86 Hillview High football team carefully framed and arranged around the room like fine art kind of gave his peaked-decades-ago lifestyle away.
Squirming in my hard-backed chair, I felt like a doe locked in the sights of his sniper eyes. It didn’t help my comfort level that the room was also freezing cold, shooting painful blasts of air at us from the ceiling every other minute.
“Good afternoon, BLTs.”
Principal Ballard sat with his elbows propped on his desk, fingers threaded together into a single massive fist. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tyler opening their mouth, then clamping it shut, hard, to hold back from correcting him.
If Ballard couldn’t get the name right after a year, he probably never would.
“Good afternoon, Sloppy Joe,” Noah said, so quickly it was like a reflex, and then immediately slapped his hands over his lips in a bug-eyed panic. Unlike Tyler, poor Noah was born without a filter.
Ballard’s mustache inched toward his nose. “I could suspend you for such a disrespectful comment, Noah King. But I won’t.” Noah breathed a loud sigh of relief, until the principal continued, “Because we obviously have something much more … severe to discuss.”
Noah stiffened in his chair, and dread began to constrict my throat.
Sure, we’d been in trouble before—last week it was for allegedly using an excessive amount of ink, which in normal-behavior language translated to “printing our allotted number of club fliers.” So I would usually be unaffected at this point, but this situation went far beyond school printers and bake sales.
“As you’re aware,” the principal continued, “your group was just found surrounding an injured student, with some of you covered in her blood, and others wielding blunt weapons.”
My hammer had been confiscated by the police. It was an unfortunate accident that we’d had it in the first place—but I was pretty sure they could check for this kind of thing in a lab test. The police would see that the only substance on the hammer were microscopic flecks of white paint from my bedroom wall. Maybe trace amounts of potting soil.
Right?
“You’re implying that we tried to kill her or something?” Noah tugged his beanie around his ears, blocking out the cold. “But how does that even make sense? Why?”
Ballard cleared his throat, which turned into a wet, hacking cough that made my skin crawl. “I was wondering the same thing, before an incident from the previous school year was brought to my attention. It was you.…” He waved a finger back and forth at us like his gaydar was on the fritz. “You, with the shaved head.”
Tyler crossed their arms. “Fuentes, Tyler.”
“Right. Fuentes Tyler. You lodged a complaint with the school board last year, stating that you felt ‘unsafe at school’ because the BLT Club was being mocked. By Kenley Stevens.” The principal smirked, gloating as though he’d just conducted genius detective work rather than reciting a common-knowledge Hillview anecdote. “And although nothing was done at the time, considering how no tangible harm was wrought against you, I can understand why you may still feel strongly to this day. And so, to me, it’s abundantly clear that this is a simple case of revenge.”
I tugged my bottom lip beneath my teeth, staving off a verbal outburst. I was too traumatized to deal with this bullshit right now—I just wanted to go home.
Tyler held a palm flat to their forehead, like they were trying to stop their brain from leaking out. “I won’t even go into how you’re minimizing months of bullying and torment right now, but … just because you can invent a ‘motive’ doesn’t mean we’re guilty.”
“If there is an alternate explanation as to why you were in the hallway instead of at the pep rally, please speak now.”
Ballard wore a mask of indifference, but it didn’t hide the predatory glint in his eyes, or the purse of his smug little butthole mouth. He’d laid out the perfect pitfall trap, beckoning us forward with his feigned ignorance to try to fish for more information to be used against us.
And Salim fell straight into it.
“We had a club meeting during the pep rally, over in the U.S. History classroom,” he explained with a pleased smile.
“So just to be certain, you are a part of this ‘club,’ Mr. Ali?” the principal asked slowly. “You’re in the system as a registered member, but I’ll admit, it’s not an infallible—”
“I guess so,” Salim replied with a shrug. He quickly averted his eyes, and I felt terrible for ever asking him to sign up. Normally nobody could see that information, but Ballard had access to the club registries, student records—everything. Including Salim’s possible queerness.
“I see.” Ballard lifted his pen as if to jot something down, but I could see that he was merely scribbling into the air. “Well, as you all should be well aware of, skipping a mandatory assembly is against school rules. As is hosting a club meeting on school grounds outside of our designated club hours. Considering that, along with your multiple past transgressions and potential involvement in an assault … I am hereby disbanding the Hillview BLT Club.”
The blood drained from my cheeks.
Ballard finally had the perfect excuse to shut us down, to flush all of my hard work in building up the foundation of the club in an instant. All the love and effort my friends had put into it, and all of the potential the club had to change the lives of our queer classmates for the better.
Having a school with no LGBTQ+ resources—except for a former club that had been bullied and punished into obscurity—was basically bolting the closet door shut for future students and then lighting it on fire. That poor pink-haired girl who’d been so close to finding a sense of community for the first time …
As the club president, I felt obligated to speak out, but momentarily grew distracted by Salim, who was wobbling his leg so forcefully that it shook my own seat. The way that he was listening with a blank expression and nodding at completely random intervals reminded me of how I felt in every single math class: lost, yet trying.
“I mean, yeah, I get it, but the problem is that none of us really did anything bad,” he said, in the manner of patiently explaining something to a kindergartener. “And actually, I was at the pep rally, up until the very end. Does that mean you cancel other people’s clubs when they have to leave and take a dump?”
Ballard angled himself toward Salim, and as he shifted, so did his demeanor. It seemed like every time Salim spoke, the principal became a fraction softer—the fold in his brow loosened, and the puff in his chest deflated. Although Salim was undeniably lovable, it was still surprising that he could charm even our heartless principal.
“My apologies, Mr. Ali. No, I do not punish students who have to ‘take a dump.’ This is a very nuanced issue, you see.” Ballard cleared his throat again, steepled his fingers, and took his sweet time to scan the room and take in all of our petrified faces. “The main concern here, in my eyes, is the potential for future attacks.”
I felt an icy bolt of fear pierce me straight in the heart—or it could have just been my body’s reaction to the room’s subzero temperature. I wondered if Ballard had to keep it this cold because he was secretly a rotting slab of Angus beef wearing a human suit. The theory became increasingly compelling with every word that oozed out of him.
“I was informed that Miss Stevens had the number one … etched onto her. Which to me implies a two, even a three, and so on.”
“Oh my God,” Tyler breathed, palm covering their mouth.
I wanted to call bullshit, to doubt what I myself had seen, but this meant that the EMTs had thought it was a “1,” as well. The idea that somebody was numbering people like freaking livestock while trying to murder them made me woozy.
If there was really going to be a second victim …
Who?
Ballard continued on. “The local police will be investigating Miss Stevens’s attack, and regretfully, I’ve had to inform them of your potential involvement. I care deeply about my students’ safety, and thus will be doing anything I can to assist and guide law enforcement. I cannot in good conscience allow this group to continue to assemble.”
It was like I was living out one of those disturbing school-set nightmares I had whenever I ate too much cheese too late in the evening. Our club was officially gone, and if Ballard’s theory was right, all of us could be in danger.
I couldn’t believe how my entire life had just turned to shit over the course of a single afternoon.
Next to me, Tyler was seething, fingers scraping against their scalp. Salim had stopped wiggling and was thousand-yard-staring somewhere over Ballard’s shoulder. And Noah, regrettably, was opening his mouth.
“How do you even know it was an attack? Like, what if Kenley just fell down really hard?” Noah asked the principal, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, I get that it would have to be a really hard fall, but there’s plenty of unexplored possibilities as to how that might have happened. Like maybe she slipped on a banana peel? A maliciously thrown banana peel, even?” He paused to scoot his chair forward and lean over the principal’s desk. “Have you perhaps considered questioning Mario and Luigi?”
The principal sniffed in distaste. He paused to check his massive, gaudy wristwatch before putting on a grotesque fake smile. “My good friend Officer Jain will escort you to your vehicles outside. I sincerely wish you all a weekend as pleasant as you are.”
“What about when we get proven innocent?” I blurted out. “What will you do then?”
Ballard froze, looking at me with quiet amusement. “If you children are completely cleared of any involvement in this situation, of any criminal wrongdoing, it’s possible that I could justify lessening your club’s ban to a temporary one. Now, off you go.”
We stood up, awkwardly shimmying out of our cramped seats, and I squeezed my eyes shut as tightly as I could. As a child, my mom had taught me that if I ever got upset, I should close my eyes, take a few deep breaths, and everything was sure to be at least a tiny bit better once I opened them again.
But when I opened my eyes now, I was staring at the same green walls, with the same image flashing in and out of my mind of a girl limp and lifeless on the floor, surrounded by a sea of streaky red. I shut my eyes again, and again, but I only succeeded in making my vision blurry and juicing out tears that I had been trying not to let fall.
As we walked toward the door, the principal swiveled in his chair. “Oh, and King?”
“Yes, Ballard?” Noah replied.
“Could you remind me of the surnames of those two students you were talking about? I’d be happy to follow up with … I believe it was Mario and Luigi?”
“Wait, what are their last names?” Salim whispered as Noah slammed the door behind us.

One downside of living in my beloved childhood home—a little ranch-style dwelling built back in the ’80s—was that the front door was old and squeaky like the lid of a vampire’s coffin. So when I tried to sneak into my own house, unintentionally creating a dramatic horror movie sound effect, my mom sprang to action immediately.
Jackie Finkel leapt from the living room couch like a ballerina in bright purple yoga pants, rather than a middle-aged mom who had spent the past twenty minutes exercising on her treadmill-slash-clothing rack. Her pants, the couch, the paisley tapestry on the wall where normal people usually hung a TV—the majority of my childhood home was decorated that same shade of plum purple.
Even with the abundance of purple, all I could see behind my eyelids was crimson. It wouldn’t go away, no matter how many times I shut my eyes tight and begged my own brain to behave. And it didn’t help that I’d apparently lost one of my favorite distractions: my freaking phone.
“Ellie! You’re home early!” Mom gushed, racing toward me.
As soon as her arms wrapped around me, I began to cry.
One of the best things about my mom was that she tended not to ask questions like “Are you okay?” and “What happened?” despite being not only a mother but also a therapist. She didn’t even chastise me for leaving school early. She just enveloped me with warmth, rubbing comforting circles on my back, until the tears stopped falling and the sniffles subsided.
“The lasagna’s almost done” was all she said, finally. “If you need anything else from me…”
I could have spilled all the horrors of the day then and there, but reliving them did not feel like a fun idea given my limited emotional capacity.
“I kinda just wanna go to my room,” I told her. “But thank you.”
I knew exactly what would help recharge me: doing felt crafts and raiding the stash of stale gummy worms in my desk drawer, while my cat, Dodge, slept on my lap. After that, I could start thinking about Ballard and the club ban and the possible murderer on the loose and actually be in the right headspace to come up with a plan.
Mom nodded, giving my back a final pat before letting go. “Of course, sweetie pea. I’ll bring you a plate in about—”
But before she could finish the thought, the sound of a heavy fist rapping at the front door cut her off. A gruff voice barked at us from the front porch, causing Mom to clutch her collarbone in surprise.
“Cabotsville police! Open up!”
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WHAT HAPPENED TO ME
I refused to believe that this was actually happening. I was hallucinating from the combined stress and lack of sleep. Noah was pranking me for the millionth time. I’d died and gone to agnostic lesbian hell.
Or maybe this was happening, but the cops were only here to tell me that Principal Ballard banning the LGBTQ+ Club had actually been illegal and advise that I sue him for ten billion dollars? But then I remembered that this was the same Cabotsville police force who had broken up last year’s peaceful pride parade while allowing the Farmers Association to stop freeway traffic and set off hundreds of bootleg fireworks in honor of their annual livestock competition. Pigs supporting pigs.
My mom gave me a sideways look. “Did you block somebody’s driveway with the Subaru again, Eleanora?”
I tried to squeak out a no, but my jaw slid up and down soundlessly. Mom jogged past me to answer the door.
The woman outside had a dark bundle of hair pinned to the back of her head and a resting-disappointed-face that made me feel instantly timid. I recognized her as Officer Jain—she’d escorted us to our cars earlier.
“Is this the Finkel family residence?” she asked, eyes scanning our entryway. “I’m here about a classmate of Eleanora Finkel’s.”
No no no.
“Yes, that’s us. Would you like to come in?” Mom asked, gesturing toward the living room. It was weird how having a polite mom could sometimes be much, much worse than having an unfriendly one. “Coffee, tea? Eggplant lasagna?”
The officer swept past her toward the couch, making intense eye contact with me along the way. “I’m fine, thank you. This should be quick.”
I could only stand there silently, gawking at the woman, my knees shaking with what I hoped wasn’t perceived as guilt. I felt my mother’s eyes on me but was too afraid at what I’d see within them to look back.
“I’m here about a girl named Kenley Stevens,” Officer Jain continued. “Do you know her?”
“Not really,” I said. Because presumably she had been briefed on the Club Fair incident, but being bullied by someone didn’t mean that you knew them, per se. No point in bringing it up now unless I wanted to purposefully implicate myself.
The officer jotted something on her electronic notepad. “Hmm. Then I wonder why she would say you were friendly?”
Friendly?
“She did?” I replied, baffled. “I didn’t think—”
Officer Jain gave me a suspicious look. “Are you friendly, or are you not?”
I had no clue why Kenley would have called us “friendly,” unless she was being sarcastic. Which … actually tracked for her, since Kenley did love to stop me in the hallways with a huge shit-eating grin and harass me about my social life. Earlier this week while we were both in the cafeteria line, it was “Got any homecoming plans, Sandwich Girl? Are you going alone again?,” which I rightfully ignored in favor of piling as many Tater Tots onto my tray as possible.
“I mean, we’ve probably had a group project together once or twice?” I racked my brain trying to think of what other, more innocuous interactions Kenley and I had had, and what Kenley might have told the police about. Would the C- we got on that World Geography presentation freshman year become evidence, now? As if I’d murder someone for not getting her Climate of Liechtenstein slides done on time. “So yes, sure, friendly. Definitely friendly.”
Feeling my resolve slipping, I made desperate eye contact with my mother. Mom was leaned up against the back wall with her lips pressed in a tight smile. She nodded toward the seating area, and I took the cue to sit in the reupholstered purple armchair that used to be, as Mom had called it, “bordering dangerously on periwinkle.”
This seemed to please Officer Jain, because her posture relaxed as she wrote another note. “Eleanora, do you possess any information that may be pertinent to the case of Miss Stevens’s assault?”
Mom gasped, then covered her mouth. Oh God—would I even be allowed back at school after she heard what exactly had happened to Kenley?
I took a deep breath, hoping it would be clear that I was about to tell the truth. Police were all supposed to be expert body language analysts or something, right?
“Look, here’s everything I know,” I began, in a way that I imagined was confident but was probably just loud. “My friends and I were hanging out in a classroom, and we heard a banging noise and a scream. Then we ran outside and Kenley was lying there on the ground. It looked like someone had hit her on the head. We were trying to help her, so that’s why I had some blood on me. Whoever hurt her had already run away. That’s it.”
The officer looked down her nose at me. “What about the hammer?”
“We were in the middle of putting stuff up on the walls. Nobody hurt anyone with it.” Not to mention that the gash on Kenley’s forehead had looked more like it came from a knife or something. Which, I guessed, was just another reason to be grateful I wasn’t one of those kids who had decorative katanas in their rooms.
“And no one from your club harbors any … bad blood against Miss Stevens?”
“No,” I said firmly. Trying not to grit my teeth too hard, trying to push the nerves down. “I’m guessing you heard about the complaint Tyler filed, but … I swear we’d never harm anyone, for any reason. Like, why would I risk getting in serious trouble when I’m graduating in the spring and leaving all this bullshit behind for good?”
Officer Jain wrote everything down, responding with a satisfied hum. “You know, Miss Stevens told us she did not believe that you, in particular, would have hurt her.”
It wasn’t strange that Kenley wouldn’t expect violence from me, the girl who cried during every biology dissection and did a whole presentation on why Hillview should ban contact sports. What felt stranger was that she was the only one who seemed to find me innocent. The authority figures surrounding me appeared so eager to latch on to this “evil homosexual child finally snaps” narrative that they’d checked their logic at the door.
“However,” Jain continued, “we obviously can neither prosecute nor exonerate suspects based on a victim’s feelings. So, we’ll be processing the evidence over the coming days, and will let you know if any further questions arise.”
The woman popped back onto her feet as if to get going—already?
“Wait, are you looking into anybody else as a possible suspect, aside from us?” I asked, picking strands of hair out of my thick braid. “Doesn’t Kenley have a boyfriend? Her friends? They’ll probably be so much more helpful than I could ever be.”
“The specifics of our investigation are classified,” said Officer Jain, her hand already on the doorknob. “But thank you for your cooperation thus far, Eleanora.”
She left with a slam that rattled the Finkel family photos above the mantel. And it certainly rattled me, too.

My mother was not happy.
By the time I had finished fully explaining the situation to her, Mom was so livid that she may as well have had steam pouring from her nostrils. She’d already threatened to call the news, the FBI, and for some reason, Ellen DeGeneres.
I sat cross-legged on my bed, ruffling my cat’s inky fur, with my stomach full of moths—a feeling much like butterflies, but way less romantic. Mom was perched at the edge of the bed, frantically scrolling through her phone contacts, presumably to see which disgraced former talk-show hosts she had on speed dial.
My bedroom, the least-purple room in the house, was usually a safe haven from my mother. Strings of rainbow LED lights hung from the ceiling in parabolic waves, casting dazzling pastel hues across the white walls. Potted plants covered every available surface, including right next to the bed—I had admittedly tripped and knocked soil all over the floor several times before in my groggy morning haze. A projector was hung above my fuzzy white pillows like a spaceship anchored over a swath of misty clouds. It was all so idyllic—when nosy mothers stayed out like they were supposed to.
“It’ll be okay, sweetie,” Mom said, once she’d finally calmed down enough. She plucked threads from the worn fabric of her yoga pants, a self-unraveling I found relatable at the moment. “They’ll find out who did this—it is literally their job. You can stay home in the meantime.”
“Okay, but what if they don’t?” I countered. “I can’t skip school for more than a couple days—I’ll flunk out. So, I’ll just have to go to school with people not only calling me a straight-people-brainwasher, but a murderer, too. And my club will definitely be gone forever, and…” I pictured Pink Hair Girl and her tear-streaked face. “And all the other people who need it will be really let down, too.”
Police investigations could take months, if not years. And I didn’t have that time to spare.
Graduation was coming up, and I was supposed to get the hell out of this sewage-sucking town where I couldn’t go to the grocery store without having some random old man shriek at me for having a rainbow on my shirt. But if officers kept showing up at the door, if I were a suspect in a criminal investigation, would I even be allowed to leave the area?
Mom’s forehead creased, her curly hair falling over her brows. “But what if it’s you who gets hurt next? I can’t just send you to school like normal and let that happen, Ellie.”
I collapsed onto my bed, careful not to roll onto the cat, and moaned. “I know … It kind of scares me, too. But I was thinking it over earlier, and honestly, the odds seem really slim. Especially if I stick with my friends. Like, think about it: we’re the last people the attacker would want to hit. We’re taking the heat off of them right now, being the prime suspects and all, and I’m sure they want to keep it that way.”
Mom stayed quiet for a moment, tapping on her knee. Dodge seemed to find the movement interesting and pounced on her hand, which caused her to yelp and scoot off the bed.
“I know it’s been a really challenging day, and I’m sure you’re exhausted,” she finally said, flapping her scratched hand. “We have the whole rest of the weekend to decide about school, so let’s come back to this later. But if you need me for anything tonight, anything at all, you know where I’ll be.”
I smiled. “Thanks, Mama Llama.”
Mom swooped over my shoulders with a hug on her way out. “Night night, Elliephant.”
Once she had closed the bedroom door, I fumbled around for my phone before remembering that I’d lost it. With an agonized sigh, I flipped open my laptop.
Yes, I was incredibly exhausted, and all I wanted to do was cry and sleep under my covers in alternating intervals, but I had some highly important shit to do first. Namely, hitting up my friends’ group DM.
Despite acting so sure of myself to my mom, I was kind of petrified at the idea of going back to school with a potential killer on the loose. Between every other thought came an image of Kenley’s broken body on the ground, mouthing “You’re next, Sandwich Girl.” I couldn’t stand to be alone in my own head right now.
Eleanora:
Hey guys, lost my phone FYI. Sooo like did anyone else get Ballard’s BFF Officer Jain showing up at their house tn?
Salim:
Uhhh no cops here lol get rekt ig
Noah:
no but I got 80s Pornstache Guy
Tyler:
I also got Mustache Guy.
Noah:
cool. so jw does anyone here think jain is kind of hot
I snorted. Apparently I wasn’t the only one having disturbing thoughts today.
Tyler:… Nobody answer that.
Salim:
Noahs like fatally down bad loool
Noah:
listen ok the people are merely curious
Tyler:
You certainly don’t speak for “the people.” At least not the people of Earth.
Eleanora:
So let’s hang out this weekend and figure out what to do next?
Noah:
yes pls as long as you tell ty-ty to not tease his royal highness of mars
Eleanora:
Tyler leave our wee Martian boy alone!!
Although the joking was a much-needed distraction, I knew that we’d soon have to face the harsh reality of our situation. A situation that I felt fully responsible for in the first place.
It was my fault that the LGBTQ+ Club had skipped the pep rally, kicking off the chain of events that had ended with us being reamed by our asshole principal and caught up in a police investigation. The rest of our senior year—and the future of queer affinity at Hillview—was riding on whatever we decided to do next.
So I needed to make it good.
Coming into Hillview High freshman year, I hadn’t known a single soul. As a closeted lesbian, I’d felt like a ticking time bomb in a tweed skirt, something that needed to be disarmed before it became dangerous. But then I’d heard someone in my English class going by they/them pronouns, and that was it. With Tyler, and then with the LGBTQ+ Club that I’d eventually mustered the courage to create, I had found my people. And for the first time ever, I had felt safe to be at school. To be myself without hiding behind silence and masks.
Until the Club Fair incident, at least.
But there was still a chance of getting back to that happier time. If we could catch the attacker and save our classmates from further harm, maybe most of the school would go back to simply ignoring us. Probably not the cheerleaders, whose bigotry was basically ingrained into their DNA, but most of them.
The door flung open, causing Dodge to jump off my blankets and scurry beneath the bed.
Mom entered the room once again, her cell phone held to her ear. “Mhm. Gotcha. I’ll let her know right now, thank you.” She paused, putting a palm over the screen instead of actually pressing the mute button. “Ellie, someone’s on the phone saying that they need to talk to you, urgently.”
For a moment, I assumed the police officer had forgotten to ask me something important. Such as, like, any remotely decent question about what had happened at school today. Or maybe it was Salim, freaking out because the cops had finally arrived at his place? But all of my reasonable theories were quickly squashed as my mom revealed the truth.
“It’s … Well, it’s Kenley Stevens.”
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WHAT KENLEY SAW
The next morning, I found myself trying not to nervous-pee in a hospital parking lot.
Instead of using my Saturday to sleep in and do some leisurely knitting, I was, naturally, attending the visiting hours of my gravely injured bully. I certainly wasn’t happy about it, but if I wanted to get my friends and myself out of trouble and get our club back, I needed to clear our names. And to clear our names, I needed to find out what happened to Kenley Stevens—patient zero of this shit-splosion—in that hallway. Thankfully, I’d managed to convince Mom to let me leave the house by asking my massive bodyguard of a buddy to tag along.
Salim was already there waiting for me by the front entrance, wearing the same Hillview Eagles hoodie he’d had on yesterday and a set of designer headphones. He bobbed his head to what I could only assume was some cursed EDM remix.
I paused outside the building, hit with a sudden gut punch of déjà vu.
This was my first time visiting the hospital since Dad had passed away eight years ago.
The building looked exactly the same from the outside, except the walls were a layer or two thicker with car exhaust grime. The bright red can’t-miss-it signage was perfectly preserved. It was a museum of my grief, in many ways. But I wasn’t there to unearth past trauma, so I closed my eyes and forced the memories down.
Salim, perhaps noticing my dour expression, hooked an arm in mine. “Let’s go, Fink,” he said cheerily, dragging me toward the door.
Cabotsville Presbyterian seemed ritzy, for a hospital. The lobby looked more suited to an upscale office building, clean and quiet, with a quaint café nestled in one corner. The person at the front desk immediately gave us Kenley’s room number, which meant that either those scenes in movies where people had to scream at the receptionist to let them see their dying fiancé weren’t real, or the sweet lady who gave me the information was actually a massive security risk. I chose not to question my luck either way.
Feeling oddly frumpish in my corduroy dress (the olive-green one that usually made me feel like a cute gardener), I marched across the marble floor to the elevator bay, Salim in tow. After keeping my head down the rest of the way in a desperate effort not to see anything gruesome, which made navigating the labyrinthine hallways significantly more difficult, we finally reached the right room.
Upon knocking, I realized that I hadn’t thought about what I was going to say. And before I could even begin to figure it out, a voice faintly called, “Come in!”
I toed open the door and found Kenley Stevens resting on a hospital bed piled with blankets, gauze wrapped tightly around her head. Her limp curtain of hair had been cleaned, face wiped free of that smokey-eye makeup all the Hillview cheerleaders loved to wear. One of her eyes was ringed with a dark purple bruise, while her nose looked slightly crooked—but it could have just always been that way.
Kenley’s eyelids fluttered open and she grinned at me, though I couldn’t help but frown in return. Because one thing had hit me as soon as I’d entered the room.
Kenley was completely alone.
I had fully expected to have an awkward encounter with a parent or boyfriend, but the armchair in the corner was empty, without even a purse or a jacket to indicate someone had nipped out for a restroom break.
Once again, I was feeling bad for Kenley when I really shouldn’t have been.
“Hi, Eleanora,” Kenley said warmly. “Hi, Salim.”
So many of the cheerleaders at Hillview would act just like this—surface-level friendly until the second you turned your back. Even girls who were nice to my face would leave behind a trail of poisonous whispers in the hallways wherever they went, like venomous snakes in pleated skirts and Velcro sneakers. Not that snakes would wear shoes, but anyway.
Kenley still wasn’t quite as bad as some of the other girls from her squad. Like, take my former childhood bestie Shelby Barton, who told me last spring that she was surprised I didn’t try out for their team just so I could look up all the girls’ skirts. But Kenley was still the instigator of our club’s downfall, and the fake-sweet act she had going on was nearly as lethal as the outright harassment I received from her friends.
“Hey,” I replied, my voice weak, and Salim bro-nodded.
I was surprised that we were even able to enter the room, given all the elephants inside.
Kenley shifted in bed, sliding her back up a mountain of pillows. “So … yeah. I have your cell phone. It’s over there by the sink. The police just assumed anything on the floor was mine, I guess.”
I found my phone on the counter, without a single trace of blood on it. The screen flashed on, showing a couple of missed pings from the group chat, a new “like” on a tutorial I’d posted about crocheting sweaters for plant pots, and yet another misguided spam text from Antonio for Congress.
“Cool, thank you.” I shoved my phone into my pocket, revealing a flat object that had been hidden beneath it on the table. “Is this your photo?”
I instantly felt silly for asking. The photograph, printed on a pretty laminated sheet, showed a generic adult couple with a blond boy in his early teens. None of them looked anything like Kenley Stevens.
“Yeah, that’s my emotional-support freshman.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. Kenley’s smile was so earnest that she nearly tricked me again into believing her. That girl had a deadpan delivery that could rival Aubrey Plaza’s.
“No, actually, I don’t know whose photo that is,” she continued, her grin turning sheepish. “Sorry, Sandwich Girl.”
My face went hot, but I tried to hide my annoyance by chewing on my tongue and looking away. The way she bit her bottom lip ever so slightly when she laughed, the way a dimple formed on the left side of her cheek every time she said that horrible nickname, was so … goddamned infuriating. I wanted to scream.
“How are you feeling?” I asked, as gently as I could manage. I felt the protective presence of Salim looming behind me, clattering around with the jar full of cotton balls and other medical supplies that had apparently been left out for nearly grown men to tinker with.
“I’ve been better.” Kenley sighed. She gestured toward her bandages with a glum expression. “My head really hurts, and I might even miss homecoming next week. And nobody’s even bothered to visit me. Besides you guys, of course.”
I almost said something sassy like “I’m not surprised,” but meanness would’ve been kind of counterproductive, because I actually needed to ask Kenley for some help. Even if it would make one of the most awkward exchanges I’d ever had in my life even more painful.
“Hey, so Kenley…”
I turned to face her, the depressingly empty armchair still burning a hole in my peripheral vision. Kenley’s eyes were wide with anticipation, her blanket pulled all the way up to her chin. A half-eaten chocolate pudding sat on a tray over her lap, and I stared at it in an effort to prevent her huge green eyes from probing directly into my soul.
“What is it?” asked Kenley. She glanced downward, following my gaze. “Did you want some pudding?”
“No, I…” I sighed, pausing to gather my courage.
“Hey Kenley, so who actually attacked you?” Salim interjected. “You don’t really think we did it, right?”
My cheeks reddened like I’d been slapped.
Kenley ducked her chin, her bandage threatening to slip down the crown of her head. “I didn’t see who hurt me,” she said, surprisingly calm. “I just remember standing there by my locker looking toward the gym, and then I felt something hit my head, and I woke up in the hospital. I don’t even know who would do that to me. Like, right now my best guess is that it was some random criminal who broke in looking to attack someone, and I happened to be the only person around.”
I exhaled slowly, wavering between disappointment and disbelief. I wasn’t sure that a “random” criminal would ever sneak inside a high school to target one totally “random” person, but I didn’t want to challenge Kenley on that and start an argument.
“The principal thinks we did it because you made fun of our club or something. He sent the cops after us.” Salim rolled his eyes as if it were nothing but a casual inconvenience.
It took Kenley a moment of tapping at her pudding cup with a plastic spoon to formulate her response. “I told the police I don’t think it was you. Because I really don’t.”
It was just as Officer Jain had said. And knowing that Kenley had let us into her hospital room, invited me, despite being here alone, she truly must have trusted me. It was seriously surprising that Kenley didn’t seem to express even a tiny bit of doubt, and I was curious to figure out why.
“Well, I’m sorry that this happened to you,” I said. “We want to clear our names, and I bet you want to make sure that whoever hurt you isn’t able to try again. So, we’re going to be looking into it ourselves.”
“Thank you,” Kenley replied with a feeble smile. “For all of that. I still hope the police can find the culprit, but I know policework generally takes time…”
“If they even can catch them,” I scoffed, thinking of how frighteningly unthorough my police interview had been. “Listen, we may not have fancy police equipment or connections, but we do have one major asset that they’re missing: fucks to give.”
Kenley snorted, loudly, then covered her face with her hand. But when her eyes met mine, they were sparkling like sea glass, lit with a warmth that I didn’t understand.
Salim was examining the family photo from all sorts of angles like it was a holographic trading card. “For real though, who’s this kid?” he asked, flashing it toward us. “Does he look like a murderer?”
Decidedly not—he looked like he’d won the award for Goodest Boy at Church Camp, with his neat blond comb-over and polo shirt emblazoned with the Hillview High eagle logo. Not only had I never seen him before, but he looked straight-up AI-generated. I shrugged, and so did Kenley.
“I mean, it’s giving Dahmer, a little bit,” Salim added in a cheeky tone, allowing his hypermasculine façade to slip.
“We should look into it, I think,” I replied. On the off chance that Hillview had a pint-size serial killer whose signature was leaving behind trophies of his beautiful nuclear family. “Can we take it?”
“Sure, that’s fine.” It was a simple response, but the look on Kenley’s face was unusual. Strained, like she was holding herself back.
“Gimme a minute, bathroom,” said Salim, pivoting toward the door. He paused with his fingers around the handle to flash me a frown. “I’ll be right across the hallway—try not to make a run for it or get hurt, ’cuz I know your mom will kill me.”
And then my IBS-stricken friend was gone, leaving me alone with Kenley Stevens.
As I slipped the photograph into my dress pocket, I tried to sneakily assess her demeanor. It was just my luck that the one person who basically held our fate in her hands was a hard-to-read, two-faced mean girl. It would’ve all been so much easier if I could trust her to tell us the truth. But the way that she had no helpful information to offer us at all made me beyond suspicious.
Kenley was glowing in her hospital gown, radiant, less like a princess and more like dangerous toxic waste. Her eyes crinkled at the corners, freckles forming unknowable constellations on either side of her button nose. There was a nervousness to her smile, and a slight jumpiness to her movements—the same duplicitous mannerisms she’d displayed while waiting in line to expose the “BLT Club.” When she’d screwed everything up for me for the first time.
And it felt like a second time was imminent.
“Thank you for trusting my friends,” I said, as if saying it aloud would make it a permanent truth. “And telling the cops that we’re innocent.”
“Sure,” Kenley replied, vaguely.
Sure? That’s what you say when somebody asks if you want the rest of their fries, not when you’re absolving them of trying to murder you.
My heart clenched tight as I became increasingly nervous at what she might be hiding from me. “Your life is in danger, Kenley. So, if there’s anything else that might be helpful for me to know…”
Kenley waved me closer, and I took a few hesitant steps toward the hospital bed. I felt like a cartoon character being hypnotized by some evil, beautiful thing, my feet dragging forward not of their own accord but by dark cheerleader magic.
Kenley outstretched a hand, her long, delicate fingers finding my own. “If I think of anything else, I’ll let you know. I promise.”
All of my nerve endings lit up in panic, fingertips to toes, an explosion of lightning coursing throughout my body. Frankly, it was sick the way I felt: a mix of fiery hormones and bone-chilling fear.
What the hell was wrong with Kenley Stevens?
And more importantly—what the hell was wrong with me?
I forced myself to respond instead of awkwardly staring in silence, and the best I could come up with to say, apparently, was “Pudding.”
I released our hands to point at Kenley’s lap, where chocolate was beginning to leak onto the stark white bedsheets.
“Ah. Well.” Kenley eyed the mess with a look of utter defeat. “I should probably clean up my crotch pudding.” She froze, her cheeks reddening. “I’m sorry, that sounded weird.”
I bit back a chuckle. “Want me to grab a nurse?”
“That’s all right. I’m sure they have more important things to deal with,” Kenley said shyly, as if she were used to being a hassle.
I nodded. “Besides, I don’t think ‘crotch pudding’ is something they normally treat.”
Kenley laughed—a melodic, almost cloyingly sweet sound—but was startled by a knock at the door behind us.
“Come—”
In barged Talia King, twin sister of goofball extraordinaire Noah King and co–queen bee of Hillview High. The dark waves of her hair were slicked back from her face, highlighting the severe streaks of kohl along her lashes.
I felt a rush of relief seeing that it was her and not one of Kenley’s horrible minions like Shelby. Talia had always been nice to us, despite being surrounded by the same girls who liked to trip me and call me names as I walked to my desk—no doubt because her brother ticked so many checkboxes along the LGBTQ+ spectrum.
“Hi. Am I interrupting something?” Talia’s piercing blue eyes flicked between us, uncertain.
“No, you’re totally fine, I—” Kenley began, but the desperate way she looked from me to Talia to the spilled pudding was saying otherwise. Things did not seem fine.
It seemed like my cue to get the hell out of there.
“It’s all right, I’ll talk to you later,” I said, giving Kenley a forced smile. “Thanks again for finding my phone.”
As I slipped toward the exit, I heard Kenley give an affirmative squeak behind me. The aforementioned phone was buzzing in my pocket, but I decided to focus on power walking out of the hospital and away from the uncomfortable situation first.
Salim was coming out of the bathroom, wiping his hands on his baggy jeans. “We leaving?” he asked, squinting at me in concern.
“Yeah, I think it’s pretty clear what we need to do next,” I replied.
“Lindy’s Diner?” Salim perked up with hope.
“Pancakes will have to wait, unfortunately. We need to pull our shit together and figure out how to save ourselves, like, right the hell now.”
Salim wilted. “Pancakes could never hurt, though.”
When I finally looked at my phone again on the way to my car, I found it filled with brand-new texts from the group chat. It seemed like Noah was having the same thoughts.
Noah:
emergency meeting @ my place! 10AM SHARP!
Tyler:
Sure. Just have to finish up some baking first.
Noah:
presuming u mean food can u bring it here please bc all we have at home is some dog kibble & capri suns
Tyler:
It was supposed to be for my mom’s book club …
Salim:
Wait but I don’t want to eat dog food Ty

Salim:
Btw hi from the toilet!!

Tyler:
As usual, thank you for letting us know.
Noah:
wellll for other snack options i do have some grass in my backyard and maybe sand
Tyler:
Okay Jesus, fine, just please don’t eat any grass or sand.
Noah:
tyvm ty, we owe ya!

I smirked at how easily Tyler had caved.
Eleanora:
Omw. But you guys are never gonna believe who we just saw.
Tyler:
Margot Robbie?
Noah:
u really think if Fink met Margot Robbie she would leave to hang w/ us … smh
Nope, I definitely wouldn’t. But what I would do is tease my friends with a snippet of intel, then silence my phone while Salim and I made our way through the hospital parking garage. Anything to get the others itching for whatever I had to say next.
Because we may have worked together numerous times before—planning events, writing proposals, debating which flavor of donut most screamed “Bi Pride Week”—but never before had the stakes been this high, with the fate of the club itself hanging in the balance.
This wasn’t just another bureaucratic issue with the school that we needed to solve.
This was an entire goddamn murder mystery.
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WHAT LEADS WE HAD
The LGBTQ+ Club’s equivalent of 221B Baker Street was two blocks south of the local trailer park in an area most famously known for its killer barbecue, but also for mosquito-borne encephalitis.
The King house was a little small and a little chaotic, just like Noah himself. Not to mention that it was obnoxiously loud. The cramped space was dominated by two enormous mastiffs called Tulip and Cass, who loved to bark at any perceptible movement. I stood ramrod straight in the entryway, messenger bag clutched to my chest, while one of the dogs (Tulip?) jumped all over me and slobbered on my knees.
Although it wasn’t exactly the perfect setup for an urgent meeting intended to salvage the fate of our senior year, Noah’s place was still far superior to our other options: Tyler’s was overrun with nosy book club ladies, Salim’s came with constant over-the-shoulder parent supervision, and mine had Jackie Finkel, whose ceaseless doting and proclivity for whipping out baby photos were so embarrassing that I once nearly entered witness protection.
But best of all, Noah’s parents were never home. They were always off on some sort of business trip, leaving their feral child and his party-girl twin to their own devices—which was shocking, and maybe also a bit illegal.
Noah opened a door to the backyard and whistled, sending the dogs tripping over each other in a clumsy race to get outside. “Sorry, Fink,” he said, jamming the door closed with his shoulder. The thin chain around his neck was a hairsbreadth from getting caught on the knob and yanked apart—a risk of him being constantly dripped out. “Want one of those squeezy fruit punch things?”
“Err, totally. Thank you!” I replied, excited by the prospect of sugar but not by whatever legally prevented them from being advertised as “juice.”
Salim and his fast, fancy car had already beat me there—he was sitting on the couch smushed next to Tyler, who was struggling to balance a tray of homemade muffins on an overloaded coffee table. I could hear the bass-heavy music blaring from Salim’s headphones from all the way across the room.
“Heya, Fink,” Tyler said with a contented smile, gently yanking off Salim’s headphones for him. “How was Margot?”
“I know you’re kidding, but if you wanted to make that a real rumor I would actually be very pleased,” I said, taking a seat on a bold pin-striped armchair. The jarring clash of furniture patterns—polka-dot cushions against gingham seats, trellis rugs and tartan curtains—reminded me of the circus. And that comparison didn’t feel too far off in other ways, either.
Noah jogged in with a case of fruit punch under his armpit. “Who did you actually see, then?”
“Kenley Stevens!” Salim exclaimed. “She gave Fink her phone back and then told us she has no idea who tried to kill her. She looked hurt pretty bad, but I think she’s doing okay.”
“I don’t really care how she’s doing,” Noah replied, causing Salim to let out a light, offended gasp. “What? She ruined our club. I mean, sorry. Continue.”
“Also, the cop lady did come by late last night. She asked me how my day was and then left,” Salim added, twisting open a fruit punch.
Of course that was all the officer did.
This only confirmed to me that we needed to start handling things on our own. “The cops aren’t proving to be particularly motivated here,” I said. “And Ballard straight up said that he’d make the ban temporary if we were proven innocent. So we can either sit around and wait for some adults to maybe do their jobs, or we can step in and save the LGBTQ+ Club ourselves, by investigating and clearing our own names.”
“I vote that we do the second thing,” said Noah.
“I’d like to solve it, too,” said Tyler. “Honestly, I’m worried that this whole situation will jeopardize my Future Lawyers scholarship. If they find out I’m being investigated for a crime…”
“I didn’t even think about that,” Salim said quietly. “The college stuff. Can maybe-murderers still get recruited for football?”
“Honestly, I would hope not,” Noah said with a grimace. “Maybe UST’s art program would still love me even with a criminal record? But yeah, shit. Let’s figure things out before the case escalates any further.” He was pacing alongside the fireplace, which had been inexpertly sealed off with foam boards and plywood for reasons I could hardly begin to imagine. “So, who could have a full-blown murderous grudge against Kenley Stevens? The list should be pretty small, surely. Anyone have dirt on her?”
Tyler and I stayed quiet, but Salim raised his hand. “She cheers for the football team, so I’ve seen her a lot this semester. I haven’t noticed her, like, arguing with anybody, but I’m pretty sure I’ve seen her and Derek Handel making out under the bleachers before our games a couple times.”
I wrinkled my nose. Making out with Derek Handel should qualify Kenley for some serious financial compensation.
“We can also ask Talia when she gets home,” Noah suggested. “She’s been really upset over what happened and ran off this morning, but she should be back soon.”
I knew where Noah’s sister had gone—the hospital, to visit her co-captain—but Salim chimed in before I could comment. “Poor Talia,” he muttered. “Of course she’s freaked the fuck out. That’s like if Tyler got hurt … I would be a goner right now, bro.”
“Thanks, Sal,” Tyler said weakly, darting their eyes off to the side.
“So who else?” I asked. “Any other friends of Kenley’s? What about Shelby and Adriana and whoever?”
The homophobe-to-serial-killer pipeline did seem feasible when it came to girls like them.
“I don’t think they’re actually that close. But either way, those InfoWars-for-brains girls are not gonna be reliable sources of information for us,” said Noah, over the sound of claws scraping against glass nearby. “As for Kenley’s other friends … the only one I can think of is Josh Carter, who’s pretty dope. But I’ll make sure to ask Talia later.”
My fingers were itching to grab my phone and talk to Kenley directly, which felt strange and frankly self-destructive. I’d already had enough of her an hour ago.
“I can ask around, too,” Salim offered, for once utilizing his popularity powers.
I rocked forward, still fighting the urge to contact Kenley for help, and felt the press of a small object tucked within my pocket.
“Oh hey, look at this,” I said, wiggling the photo out. I presented it to the others, enjoying their baffled expressions. “This is from Kenley. The police found it on the ground next to her. Do we know this kid or his family?”
A resounding “nope” from the group.
“Might be nothing, or it might be another good lead,” said Tyler, a small, hopeful smile forming.
Noah wore a more skeptical expression. “Or it might be an insert from an FAO Schwarz catalog advertising their latest line of living dolls that fell out of Ballard’s briefcase last week. Let’s work with something a little more concrete here, yeah?”
“Well … it’s always the boyfriend, right?” Tyler suggested, picking muffin crumbs off their slacks. “Maybe we should start with Derek.”
A typical boyfriend would have been at Kenley’s bedside day and night since her injury. But Derek hadn’t been there this morning. That alone roused enough suspicion to get me excited about this particular prospect.
“But we can’t just start asking him questions about murder stuff…” Salim trailed off, his punch-stained lips slowly forming the words as his brain worked through them. “Or can we?”
I snapped the scrunchie on my wrist in thought. “You’re right,” I decided. “We can’t question anyone who might have been involved directly. Like, if we do talk to suspects, we have to do a great job of disguising our interest. Because if somebody knows they’re being investigated, they’re going to lie to us. They might even think to destroy possible evidence, or turn the rumors back on us. We need to be extra careful.”
“Before we start asking around, what else do we know?” Tyler asked.
“One minute,” Noah said.
And so we all obediently waited a minute while he ran out of the room, returning with a large whiteboard on wheels, decorated corner-to-corner with doodles. There was an impressively detailed rocket ship, a massive stegosaurus, and even chibi Salim with a propeller hat on. Noah possessed a wild amount of talent for someone who generally hated putting an effort into things. “I don’t have any red strings or FBI-enhanced yearbook photos to hang up, but we can start plotting things out here.” He used his elbow to erase the center of the board, covering his sweatshirt in flecks of rainbow pigment.
“Still looks pretty damn professional to me, dude,” Salim said with an appreciative nod.
“I’m always professional,” Noah replied, shaking colorful dust onto the already-filthy carpet. “So, Fink, can you map out what Kenley said happened yesterday?”
I stood up and accepted a blue marker from him, uncapping it with my teeth. Mentally reliving this memory wasn’t going to be fun, so I tried to distract myself by pretending it was some movie that I was recounting, not my own reality, as I drew.
Hillview High was shaped like a blocky snowman, with expansive hallways on either side and shorter ones bisecting them horizontally. I created a rudimentary diagram of the school with the gym and Ballard’s office to the north, the LGBTQ+ Club room to the east, and a circle representing Kenley at the crux. Lastly, I added an arrow pointing from the center of Kenley’s dot upward. “So yeah, she was facing this way, and thus the attacker must have come from the other direction.”
“Our direction,” Tyler noted grimly. “But there’s other rooms farther down the hall than ours. The person who did it might have walked right past our door.”
“What rooms are around there that someone might evade a pep rally in?” I asked.
Tyler began ticking off a list on their fingers. “There’s a bunch of other classrooms, the security room, the janitor’s room, and one of the entrances to the cafeteria.”
“Isn’t the security guy kind of creepy?” Noah asked. “He’s always just … lurking.”
“Honestly, I’ve never really noticed him,” I said.
Noah pointed at me. “Exactly!”
“That dude’s a trillion years old, though…” Salim noted. “But speaking of old people, how about Mr. Shaw?”
I flinched. Mr. Shaw was Hillview’s janitor—a sweet man who had been working there for over thirty years. He was the kind of authority figure who would help take kids to the nurse’s office, or listen to them whine about high school problems and give sage advice with a superhuman level of patience. In fact, all of the students at Hillview actively tried to be less messy to make things easier on him—that’s how much everyone loved Mr. Shaw.
“Salim, come on now,” Noah replied. “No chance. Even if Mr. Shaw did a crime, I would literally go to prison in his place.”
“There’s no way it’s Mr. Shaw,” Tyler said, crossing their arms. “He lives and breathes Hillview High. He wouldn’t try to kill a student. That’s just ludicrous.”
Always one to consider every possible option, I felt dark thoughts start to enter my head. I thought about how bad things could potentially happen between a young girl and an older man, and how on the news, witnesses would so often say “he’d never do such a thing” about someone who then turned out to be a serial killer.
But then I realized I’d immediately escalated to the worst possible outcome, as my anxiety-ridden brain tended to do. So I shut my eyes tight until little white fireworks streaked behind my eyelids, blocking out the terrible thoughts in the process, and thankfully felt a little better after reopening them.
“Salim, you didn’t see her, right?” asked Noah. He pointed at the diagram and moved his finger downward, showing how the gym’s exit had a clear sight line to where Kenley must’ve been standing when she was hit.
“I went straight to the bathroom from the pep rally,” he explained. “Maybe she was somewhere else first and then moved to that spot?”
I looked around at my lounging friends, who seemed to have missed my mini panic. “What about the cameras? Shouldn’t there be security cameras around the school?”
“That would’ve been the first thing Ballard and the police checked, right?” Salim asked, his full mouth raining muffin crumbs onto the couch. “But if it was caught on camera, the person would be arrested right now, and we wouldn’t still be suspects.”
“You’re assuming that the police here are even remotely equipped to handle anything more serious than shoplifting,” muttered Tyler.
“Please. They can’t even handle shoplifting,” Noah scoffed, at which Tyler raised an eyebrow. “What, like you’ve never stolen a fat stack of Roblox gift cards from Target?”
“No, because I’m not a thief—or worse, someone who spends actual real-life money on Roblox. Besides, they’re worthless unless activated at the register.”
Noah rubbed his temples. “That … truly explains so much.”
There was a loud rattling as the doorknob to the house shook, rocked by the frantic fiddling of a key. Talia King rushed inside so quickly that I only caught a glimpse of a taupe teddy coat before she was gone, slamming the door to her bedroom.
“Lock the front door behind you, jerk!” Noah shouted, rolling his eyes. “Sorry, y’all. She’s been acting kind of rude lately.”
“She was just visiting Kenley, too,” I informed him. “I passed her when we were at the hospital.”
“In that case,” Tyler sighed, “I think we should probably talk to her now.”
A flicker of worry set Noah’s eyes alight.
It felt too early to truly suspect anyone, but the fact that Noah’s sister was one of the few people we’d established as being very close to Kenley … This was essentially putting her on the table as an option.
I swallowed down stomach acid, the growing magnitude of what my friends and I would have to do to save ourselves starting to hit me. Friends and family were already being sucked into the cyclone of our investigation. And if we let it grow too quickly, there was no telling what might end up destroyed in its wake.
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HOW THE DEAL WAS STRUCK
“Go away!” Talia yelled through the door. “I don’t want four random people in my room.”
“It’s only me,” Noah called back. “Your favorite womb-mate.”
He glanced around the corner where Salim, Tyler, and I were crammed together Scooby Doo–style in the hallway, ears pressed to the wall of Talia’s room. This was the kind of thing that I would normally never do, considering it was an enormous breach of privacy and boundaries, but it was becoming clear that if I wanted to figure out who hurt Kenley Stevens, I would have to do some unprecedented shit.
The door squeaked open, and Noah disappeared into the pitch-black abyss that was Talia’s living space. I held my breath, worried that any movement would result in my shadow appearing underneath Talia’s door. In order for Talia to open up to her brother completely, we needed to remain undetected.
“So, what happened today?” we heard Noah ask, and Talia sniffed in response. “Are you okay?”
“No, I’m not okay.” The wobble in her voice betrayed that she’d been crying. “I saw Kenley, and she’s hurt, and I’m honestly so scared.”
Talia’s fear and anguish were clear, even through a closed door.
“Hey, if you want to skip school next week, I’ll bring a wig and show up for, like, half of your classes for you.”
“Just like old times, huh?” Talia let out a mucus-y laugh and blew her nose with a loud honk. “I can’t believe they’re trying to blame your friends, though. Like, the police officer didn’t even think to talk to me—it’s just not okay. I’m so pissed off.”
“The bad guy’s gonna get caught, I promise,” Noah said with conviction. “We’re actually—I mean me and my friends—we’re trying to help figure it out, too.”
I worried my bottom lip with my teeth. Hadn’t I just told Noah why mentioning our investigation was a bad idea at this stage? Salim seemed to share my concern, his mouth forming a horrified O.
“That’s cool,” Talia said. “Detective Noah. It suits you.”
“I know, right?” he replied with a self-satisfied chuckle. “That escape room we did for Dad’s birthday is finally paying off.”
My phone began buzzing in my pocket. Even though the vibration didn’t make any noise, it made me flinch all the same. I had to ignore it—it was probably just my mom making sure I was still alive.
There was an uncomfortable silence before Talia continued. “Look, I know we’re both going through it right now, but I’ll always be here for you. Okay?” Another pause, where all I could hear was the rustling of clothes. “I love you, No-No.”
The conversation was then cut short by a powerful, resonant thump, followed by a low groan of pain.
Somehow, renowned student-athlete Salim Ali had managed to inelegantly face-plant onto the hallway’s hardwood floor.
“Okay, really, Noah?” Talia snapped. Moments later, “No-No” was being shoved into the hallway.
“Sorry,” Salim mumbled to the floor. “Lost my balance.”
Talia had a protective arm hooked around her brother’s back and a scowl across her lips. It was kind of funny seeing her and Noah standing side by side, like two little dark-haired porcelain dolls that had been dressed up in complementary outfits.
“On behalf of the entire group, I apologize,” Tyler began, posture straightening as they entered diplomat mode. “Consider this a stress-induced lapse in judg—”
“So, y’all are trying to investigate and find out who did it yourselves?” Talia interrupted. She let go of Noah in favor of biting at the cuticles of her pointy black nails. “Because, maybe … maybe I can help?”
I stood by my earlier thoughts on secrecy, but now that Talia was aware of what the LGBTQ+ Club was doing, we couldn’t exactly take it back. “Will you promise not to tell anyone else, though?” I asked. “If this spreads around, the real culprit will hear about our investigation.”
Talia leaned back against her bedroom door and blew a raspberry. “Yeah, of course.”
I let out a massive sigh. Tyler was giving me a warm, reassuring smile, which helped to calm my burning nerves like a salve. Below us, Salim had rolled up into a sitting position on the floor, looking keen on becoming one with the furniture.
“Okay, great. So what’s the tea?” Noah rubbed his hands together. “Is her boyfriend a shithead? He has to be a shithead, right? Like, straight up, no dudes whose hairdo could withstand a Category 5 hurricane are trustable.”
While Salim nodded in agreement, Talia scoffed. She seemed genuinely offended by the suggestion. “What? No! I was thinking more like … well…” She crossed her arms, contemplating the tops of her platform Mary Janes. “God, it’s like … I feel seriously wrong revealing personal details about my best friend, but I really do want to help you guys. So, I don’t know…”
“You can count on us, Tal,” Noah replied. “Like, sure, my eavesdropping friends and I are currently the prime suspects for an attempted murder, but I assure you that your secrets are safe with us.”
“Noah!” Tyler hissed, nudging him with their toe.
Talia exhaled laboriously. “No, you’re right. I shouldn’t keep information from you, so, let’s do this: I’ll tell you something private about Kenley that will probably help find who hurt her … if you help me out by buying alcohol for the party I’m throwing later.”
“Absolutely not,” Tyler said. Noah began to protest, but Tyler swiftly continued. “That would be putting ourselves at risk, which we can’t exactly afford to do right now.”
Noah groaned. “Can’t you just tell us, Tal?”
Talia shifted uncomfortably and trained her gaze onto a random spot on the wall. “If I’m going to basically betray Kenley, I’ll need something in return to morally justify it. It’s not even asking much for what you’ll get.”
I snapped my scrunchie between my fingers. The steady rhythm of it, the slap of the elastic against skin—it helped me think. Tyler was right that getting into more trouble with the law was the last thing we needed, but … at the same time, we needed a good lead. And it sounded like whatever Talia had could point us toward the right suspect.
I couldn’t let whatever huge secret this was stay buried.
“I think we should do it,” I announced. “We’ve already established that there’s a lot to lose, for all of us, and it’s not looking like anyone in law enforcement is gonna help us out any time soon. So, any crumbs we can chase after will be worth the price.”
The group sat with it, the bleak truth of it all.
“Yeah,” Tyler breathed, a shaky gust. “Okay.”
“Let’s eat some crumbs!” Noah cheered.
“Then we’ll do it,” I said, which caused Talia to clap her hands together in glee. I put my palms on my hips. “No hard liquor, though. We’re only buying beer. The super cheap watered-down stuff.” I tried to sound like I knew what I was talking about, even though the closest I’d ever been to drunk was having too many Dr Peppers on three hours of sleep during finals week. Hopefully restricting our purchase to beer would lessen the risk of adding “giving all of my classmates severe alcohol poisoning” to my conscience. I seemed to be pulling it off convincingly, because Salim was nodding in agreement.
“Cool, see y’all in like, two hours then. Gotta do my hair.” Talia cocked her head, her silky black bob already perfect as far as I could tell. Which, in fairness, was not very far. “Later.”
Then she backed into her bedroom and slammed the door shut once again.
I finally glanced at my phone, and saw that the buzzing earlier had actually been a missed call and two texts from none other than Kenley Stevens.
Kenley:
I feel like I wasn’t that helpful earlier, and I’m sorry. I really wish I remembered anything, but I don’t.
Kenley:
I’ve been thinking about it, and I really want to help you guys investigate. Will you let me help you? 

I turned the screen off and tapped my fingers against it in contemplation. Obviously, she also wanted to find out who hurt her, but at the hospital it had sounded like she was plenty okay with letting the police take the reins for now. So why would she suddenly be so eager to jump on board with the group of people she’d been at odds with for an entire year?
What we really needed right now was information, and Kenley didn’t seem to have any more that she wanted to openly share with us, so I was more than happy to ignore her requests to meddle.
“Oh, Lord,” Tyler groaned, pinching the bridge of their nose like a disappointed parent. “What the hell are we doing?”
“We’re doing a crime in order to, ideally, prove that we didn’t do a crime,” Noah explained.
As my stomach twisted itself into a balloon animal, I closed my eyes and envisioned Principal Ballard’s evil pug face telling the LGBTQ+ Club how we were obviously guilty, murderous revenge-seekers likely to commit future violence. Even though obtaining alcohol as a seventeen-year-old was a new risk in itself, it would all be worth it to come one step closer to absolving my friends.
“Well, when you put it that way…” Salim laughed, a loud, boisterous sound that echoed through the cramped hallway of the King house.
“Sounds perfect, right? What could possibly go wrong?” Noah shot him finger guns while Tyler made another anguished noise. “Let’s do some crimes.”

Noah’s involvement in “doing some crimes” was immediately vetoed upon democratic vote.
The group’s first thought had been to recruit siblings to help with the quest. Salim’s older brother Ahmad was the first choice—although their faith prohibited alcohol, the Ali family wasn’t particularly religious—but he was off in Michigan for college. Tyler’s rule-breaking sister Mia was another candidate, but, unfortunately, she was also a teetotaler who lived in a vegan artists’ commune near Austin.
We had no one else to buy booze for us. The Club would have to do it on our own.
And after realizing that Noah hardly looked old enough to drive let alone purchase alcohol, we decided that he would have to be left behind on our mission. Noah wasn’t happy to miss out on the mayhem, but given his history of inciting chaos, it was likely for the best. So while he stayed behind to help his sister prepare for her party—pushing furniture out of the way, hiding breakables, setting up speakers—Salim, Tyler, and I headed to the local QuikTrip in our separate vehicles.
My Subaru, a clunker that was more trouble than it was worth, had taken its sweet time getting to the gas station. When I finally turned into the parking lot, I exhaled in relief—it was nearly empty. That meant fewer potential witnesses and also fewer cars for me to accidentally bump into while trying to park. Not like that was something I’d done multiple times before.
I had anticipated the store having security cameras, and sure enough, red lights blinked at me from beneath the grimy awning. Thankfully, I’d swapped my usual glasses for a shaded pair of aviators, and Noah had helped braid my wild brown hair in a way that would hopefully make me slightly less recognizable if the worst-case scenario hit.
I parked (very carefully) a few spots over from Salim, then looked toward the store entrance, where Tyler was loitering by the icebox with a cell phone in hand. They wore one of Noah’s black beanies and an oversize jacket that swallowed their torso, and with their head turned away, I would never have recognized them.
Salim got out of his car and approached the store, his bright blond hair tucked underneath a green baseball cap. He walked with his hands stuffed in his hoodie pockets and the slouch of someone who was clearly trying to look smaller.
I was supposed to wait exactly one minute before following him inside and pretending to be another, unrelated patron, but the nerves started getting to me, and so I might have been, maybe, just a few seconds early.
I opened the door slowly, quieting the jingling bells that announced my entrance. My plan was to stick to the other side of the store, ready to provide assistance if things went awry.
Salim was already in the process of loading alcohol onto the counter. Evidently this was all familiar to him—he’d had a fake ID since the beginning of last summer, which Ahmad got for him in a discount deal while ordering his own. Salim was only seventeen, but could easily pass as an adult with his tall, athletic frame and the dark dusting of facial hair across his jaw. He indeed seemed to be passing now, since as far as I could hear, the cashier had yet to say anything.
Things were going smoothly, and I almost wondered why I’d been worried in the first place. Salim was piling beer onto the counter like a pro, and I was so proud of his ability to commit a class C misdemeanor that I nearly shed a tear.
I tapped my foot against the speckled tile floor, comforted by the rhythmic thump of each case of beer hitting the counter, and peered out the window to check on Tyler. But for some reason, they were no longer there.
I scanned the front sidewalk, hoping they had simply changed positioning, but Tyler was still nowhere to be found. My chest tightened, and my brain began cycling through the worst.
What if they were kidnapped? Snatched up by a trucker and whisked into a car before the cameras could even catch the license plate? Raptured into the heavens like the beautiful, angelic deity that they truly were?
Well, some of those things I could probably rule out.
I glanced at Salim, right as my phone vibrated, a new message flashing across the screen.
Tyler:
GTFO IMMEDIATELY! ABORT! FUCKING RUN.
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HOW THE ENEMY WAS EVADED
When you get a text message that says to “fucking run,” the first thing you do isn’t fucking run. It takes a few seconds to read the text, then read it again to make sure you read it right, and then think: “Wait, I’m running from what to where and why exactly?”
For those precise reasons, I chose not to blame myself for what happened next.
Principal Ballard entered the store, ushered in by the discordant toll of death bells. Or doorbells, they might’ve been.
I took a quick inventory of the situation. Tyler was MIA—hopefully not KIA—and at the counter, Salim’s back was still turned. He hadn’t taken out his phone to look at the group chat, so he had no idea who was coming up right behind him. As for me, I was stuck loitering suspiciously by the beef jerky like the dead meat I truly was.
Shit. I had no idea how to distract Ballard, and I didn’t think I could whack him hard enough with a Slim Jim to cause permanent memory loss either.
I looked around the store for inspiration. To my right, the wall was lined with drink machines. There were stations for hot coffee, iced coffee, tea, slushies …
Okay. I could work with this. I had to work with this, since Ballard was headed straight for the checkout. So I took a deep breath, strolled up to my terrifying, chronically bigoted school principal, and tugged on his sleeve.
“Excuse me, mister,” I said with a deep Southern drawl.
Today, I would apparently be playing the role of “country bumpkin.” My farm-chic dress and milkmaid braids had helped to inspire this expedient—yet admittedly questionable—character choice.
“Miss?” Ballard replied, looking down at me. I did my best to tilt my face away, avoiding direct eye contact and keeping my sunglasses pressed tightly against the bridge of my nose. My pulse pounded in my ears so loudly that I was sure he could somehow hear it.
“Could you kindly help me for just a minute?” I asked. “I can’t figure out how to make my drink.”
He squinted at me, and—uh-oh.
“Eleanora Finkel?” Ballard said. Loudly.
And that was when Salim finally picked up on the situation. I caught him looking at Ballard, his expression darkening with terror, before he turned back around and began stacking cases of beer onto his forearms like a frat bro’s interpretation of Jenga.
I cleared my throat. “Yes, hi. Sorry, I was practicing for my role in the school play.”
It was a total lie, inspired by the way Ballard smelled just like the dirty leather couch whose scent plagued the backstage of Hillview’s black box theater. “I see,” he replied, giving no clear indication as to whether or not he believed this excuse.
I forced myself to chuckle and began leading him away from Salim—possibly one of the most recognizable and bright-haired students to ever attend Hillview—toward the array of drinks. “So, my little sister has a fever and she wanted this special slushie she saw on TikTok. And I decided to get—” I gave each of the machines a contemplative look. “Fanta … na. I had to come get her one, as a treat. But I can’t see very well today because of my … optometrist. Eyes. Dilated.”
Ballard gave me a confused look. Shit. “Very sorry to hear that. Out of curiosity, though, who’s your optometrist? Mine is never available on weekends.”
I glanced at the drink machines again. “Doctor … Pepper. Yup! She’s great.”
He hmphed, and I instantly realized that I might’ve fucked up—not even because of my terrible fake names, but because Ballard probably wouldn’t buy that women could be doctors.
“So, which one of these is normal coffee?” I continued. “That’s part of the, erm, recipe.”
“Right here,” Ballard replied, leading me two feet away to the dispenser.
Well, that distracted him for a solid millisecond.
“Oh. Great,” I muttered, craning my neck. But all I could see of Salim now was the top of his head, still bent over the checkout counter. I needed to think harder.
Ballard scrunched his nose, emphasizing the bristles of hair that poked from each nostril. “It was a special slushie, you said? With coffee? For your sister … Fantana?”
“Uh…” I mumbled, realizing the hole I had dug myself into. “Yes, sir. Exactly. I need to start with coffee and then—can you help me figure out which one of those flavors in the corner is cherry?”
There was no chance in hell he believed me, but at least my distraction was working.
I dispensed coffee into a cup until it was half full, cursing inwardly at how fast and efficient the machine was, while Ballard shook his head and let out an amused snort. “It seems like you have a handle on things just fine here. I’ll leave you to it.”
He started to walk away, and I entered full panic mode.
“Wait!” I said, way too desperately, and started after him. Just as he turned back toward me, I forced my hand to wobble, and the cup of coffee went splattering all over the front of Principal Ballard’s slacks.
“Ah, God!” the principal cried, grabbing the front of his pants and fanning them out. It didn’t seem to be helping, because he went straight for the ice dispenser and smashed the lever with his elbow. But no ice came out at all.
With no other options, Ballard waddled over to the slushies and dispensed the beverage directly into his hands, and then, to my horror, dumped it inside his waistband and onto his crotch area.
The cashier was now on the move, headed toward Ballard with the bathroom keys. Salim was also on the move, kicking the door open with his foot and carrying a tower of beer across the threshold.
“Sorry, sir!” I called out, and then booked ass out of the convenience store like my life depended on it.
Because this time, it genuinely might have.



We made it back with about an hour to spare before the party. I wanted to be excited that we had succeeded and would thus be getting some valuable information from Talia, but all I could think about was the disturbing image of Ballard’s saturated pants.
There was also the terrifying fact that he had even more of a reason to hate me now. I was pretty positive Ballard hadn’t seen Salim’s face, and I didn’t think he could sue me for “accidentally” spilling coffee on him, but … you never knew, with him. At the very minimum, he was absolutely aware that I’d been lying about the school play. I had been suspicious as hell, and that was the exact type of behavior the principal wanted to see from me. He wanted his twisted, homophobia-fueled beliefs reaffirmed.
I’d just given our enemy more ammo.
Tyler thankfully hadn’t been kidnapped, at least, and had just been hiding crouched in the driver’s seat of their Honda, so our exit had been swift. Even more impressive, all three of us had survived unscathed—unless you counted Salim’s baseball cap, which had flown off in the parking lot.
As I parked my Subaru on Noah’s street, it became clear that Salim was dying to talk to me. He vaulted out of his Audi and over to my Subaru to rap on the window and pull the door handle at the same time.
“Fink!” he shouted, as I attempted to exit the vehicle without smacking him. “Holy shit!”
Tyler wasn’t far behind. “What the hell happened?” they asked, voice breathy from jogging. They ripped off their beanie to wipe the sweat from their forehead. “I saw you two didn’t make it out in time and assumed you were dead.”
“Tyler, please know I am telling the full and honest truth when I say that Eleanora—on God—spilled piping-hot coffee on Ballard’s dick.”
“I didn’t mean to…” I replied weakly, my words drowned out by raucous laughter.
“I have to tell the others immediately,” Salim wheezed, sprinting toward the front door.
Tyler’s laughter gradually died as they pivoted to face the Audi. The realization that Salim had abandoned us brought on a heavy sigh. Because while Salim was thick muscled and strong, I had what one might respectfully call a “waving inflatable tube man” build.
“How much can you carry, Fink?” Tyler asked.
Turned out, not a lot. Not a lot at all.
Several minutes later, I dropped two cases of beer onto the kitchen counter with a painful grunt. My arms felt like empty nylon tubes waving in the wind, and I was still so overcome with anxiety from the gas station convenience store that I couldn’t even appreciate that I’d potentially neutered our greatest enemy.
The fact that Ballard had even shown up was a testament to how terrible my luck had been lately, but even more, how goddamn small our Texas town was.
Just in time to be too late to help out, Salim sidled up to me.
“Hey, Fink,” he said, pressing his palms against the kitchen counter. “Good job out there.”
“Thanks, Sal. You did a great job, too! Up until, you know,” I replied.
“That’s what I get for buying alcohol,” Salim groaned. “I’m never doing that again.”
My hand instinctively slid to my bare wrist, but the scrunchie I normally stress-tugged was in my hair. “So, how fucked do you think we are that he recognized me?”
Salim thought on it for a moment, pursing his lips and working his chiseled jaw. “Medium fucked?”
Better than well-done fucked.
Maybe Ballard would give me some shitty punishment at school next week, like detention or scrubbing-his-toe-fungus duty, but at least he’d only be mad at me for this one. My friends would be spared, thanks to my quick thinking and the principal’s snail-like reflexes.
“Talia’s intel had better be worth it,” I grumbled.
Suddenly very impatient, the goose bumps on my arms prickling like a trail of fire ants, I signaled for Salim to follow me and charged into the living room.
Talia was a whirlwind of glitter and gardenia perfume, stacking plastic cups on a foldout table in a formation that was decidedly not meant for magic tricks. Noah paced behind her, a heavy ornamental vase wrapped in his arms. As the rest of the group congregated, Tyler wandered in with their hands full of multicolored ping-pong balls and a dazed expression on their face. “How the hell does one own zero trash bags yet ninety-six rolls of paper towels?” they muttered under their breath.
Noah’s “joke” about reusing toilet paper suddenly felt way too real.
I cleared my throat to get everyone’s attention. And when that didn’t work, I did it again, and then again, until it finally did.
“We held up our end of the deal, Talia,” I began assertively. “I don’t want to wait any longer. Just tell us the secret.”
“Yeah, tell us the secret!” Salim echoed.
Talia froze, her pale blue eyes glassy. “Right.” She sighed. “Fine. But promise it stays in this room.”
Noah placed a hand on his heart. “We promise.”
Talia twirled one of her hoop earrings and stared at the floor. “Kenley’s been dealing drugs at school.”
A pause.
I wanted to laugh. To scream. Perfect, proper Kenley Stevens being a secret drug dealer? There was no way. Talia had scammed us and completely wasted our time. Because Kenley wasn’t like that at all, and the whole damned school knew it.
Didn’t we?
The cop’s words from the previous night echoed in my head: “Kenley Stevens … Do you know her?” In some ways, I felt certain that I did; she was a well-liked do-gooder whose only noticeable flaw had been deciding to start a widespread bullying campaign against me. But … There was genuine pain in Talia’s eyes.
Maybe Kenley’s golden-girl reputation was a sham.
“You’re shitting me,” Noah said, his jaw falling slack.
“Well, I made it sound a little more dramatic than it actually is,” Talia admitted. “A while ago she told me she was selling Addy. Not a ton, but whatever was prescribed to her.”
I didn’t know very much about Adderall—just that it was often used to treat ADHD and help people focus. There was a movie stereotype in my head of students taking Adderall before major exams or to power through a difficult essay at the last minute. Something like that was bound to make its way through Hillview. But via Kenley Stevens? It seemed like a strange risk for someone who had so far to fall.
“Does she have any left?” Noah asked, and Talia smacked him on the head. “Ow, dude.”
Talia sighed. “She didn’t talk to me a lot about it, but maybe dealing got her into some hot water with people around school. Maybe she was planning to confess or something, or owed someone money. I don’t really know. But it’s the only thing that makes sense to me right now, in terms of why somebody might want to hurt her, so.”
Tyler narrowed their eyes and nodded. “So, there are people at school who bought Adderall from Kenley and might have something against her for it. Do you know who these people might be?”
“No idea. Pretty much anyone at Hillview High.”
“And who’s going to be at your party tonight, Talia?”
“Pretty much everyone at Hillview High.”
Tyler raised their brows at me, a message that was tacitly understood. It was highly likely that people who could corroborate Talia’s claim—people who were knowledgeable about Kenley’s secrets—would be in attendance. Hell, there was a good chance the would-be killer would show up at the King house. And maybe after inhaling all the beer we’d bought, our classmates would be even more loose-lipped than usual.
“Hey, Talia?” I began, suddenly shy. “Are we invited, too?”
Talia grinned so broadly that her gumline showed. “Of course! It’s just a casual pre-homecoming thing—I was literally just about to text everyone, so.”
Noah whooped and set his vase down on the table to clap. But his smile only lasted a few seconds before falling. “Wait, are some of our classmates gonna think we hurt Kenley and, like, beat us up?”
My chest tightened. I hadn’t even thought about that part.
The gossip.
Although the usual slander I’d been subjected to by the cheerleaders had left me battle hardened, the realization that the LGBTQ+ Club being accused of attempting to kill Kenley was likely spreading around as we spoke left my heart pounding an arrhythmic drumbeat. While the harassment toward me had been pretty contained over the past year, this rumor was bound to cause a more widespread vitriol. And gaining notoriety as “Eleanora Finkel: the lesbian in our class who maybe also tried to do a murder” was not the legacy I wanted to leave behind in life.
Just another reason to get my name cleared as quickly as possible.
Talia’s expression darkened. “Noah, if anyone tries to mess with you, just let me know and I’ll kick them out. Don’t worry about it, okay?”
“Okay!” he echoed sweetly, immediately convinced. “In that case, let’s get this party started, y’all!” Noah then hoisted the vase back into his arms, and as he twisted it around, I noticed that the vessel had a metallic plaque on it.
“Is that—” Tyler began.
An urn. Noah held it out at arm’s length, causing me and Tyler to shrink backward. “We need to get the house all tidied up and ready to go. So, first thing’s first—who wants to take care of Zaide?”
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WHEN THE SUSPECTS APPEARED
I got stuck taking care of Zaide.
I’d spent the past half hour finding a place inside Noah’s goblin cave of a bedroom to stash the remains of his late grandfather. I was pretty sure cremation wasn’t allowed with Judaism, like alcohol with Islam, but I was also the last person in the world who should have been commenting on anybody’s relationship with religion.
I ended up finding a spot for Zaide underneath Noah’s desk alongside a pile of Pringles crumbs—not the most dignified of places, but there was a lot of other work to be done in order to get the King house ready for the party. Could I have hidden in my car like Salim did while the others swept and scrubbed? Yes—but my personal moral code wouldn’t allow it.
Now the guests were finally pulling up, and I was lingering near the front door trying to observe without being observed, like the most cowardly bouncer ever. I was eager to gain insight into Kenley’s more unsavory exploits, but while each face that entered the house could have represented our ticket to freedom, it could also have been the face of a freaking murderer.
The first group to arrive had been the overeager, desperate-to-please juniors, who were probably crapping their pants at the mere idea of being invited to a Talia King party. They stood in a nervous cluster around the coffee table, unsuccessfully passing around a bottle opener before giving up and switching to canned beer. Dozens and dozens of students were flooding in, and unlike typical parties of the popular crowd, the invite list had undergone no curation whatsoever.
Maybe I could avoid being accosted by simply hiding in plain sight.
The inner circle, naturally, arrived last. Talia’s clique seemed to include generic football jocks and a few makeup-guru girls with huge social media followings. Two were already streaming the party, filming one another’s outfits and cackling at some inside joke. But within this group, there was one particular person of interest I’d been waiting for.…
And yep, there he was. Derek Handel, with his sandy, dreamboat waves and olive-green eyes, face frozen in a wide, movie-star grin. The girls swarming around him reminded me precisely of the disease-ridden mosquitoes that plagued Noah’s neighborhood. The fact that so many girls were into Derek—including Kenley freaking Stevens—despite him both looking and acting like a rejected CW-bully character, made me question my own sanity.
The guy standing at his side, Josh Carter, was much less of a flagrant fuckboy. He was charismatic, tall, and handsome, with broad shoulders and silky black hair twisted into neat coils. Seeing Josh always reminded me of the time that he stepped in to help after I got shoved into a locker last year. If everyone at school was more like him, my worries about future Hillview queer kids would be significantly minimized.
As soon as Josh walked in, Talia leapt into his arms and kissed him. He lifted her up off her tiptoes in response, hugging her tightly against his chest. Heads turned with interest. The two were given a wide berth from the other partygoers like they were the main characters of a play.
I then caught sight of Shelby Barton’s bleach-fried ponytail behind them and decided to skedaddle.
The King house was struggling to contain us all. I could feel the floor shaking beneath my feet, and wondered if the old wood might buckle by the end of the night. It was already the most jam-packed party I’d ever been to, and it had barely started.
But I wasn’t there to party.
I raised a plastic cup to my lips, playing it off like it contained the vodka that some desperate kid had delivered to Talia like a tithe. It was time to set my plans into motion.
Buzz. Buzz.
I peered at my lock screen, and then put my phone on silent once I saw who it was.
Kenley:
Hey, I heard there’s a big party tonight. Stay safe, Sandwich Girl! And please text me back when you can.
For a moment, my naïve heart pitter-pattered at the thought of her caring about my safety. I sternly reminded myself that she probably just wanted something from me—help, information, or whatever else. But actually, getting a little intel on her life and relationships could be very useful right now.
Eleanora:
Sorry, been busy! At party. I think I see some of your friends here too? But idr their names. Remind me …
Kenley:
Derek Handel maybe?… Do they look like a bargain bin Chalamet?
I let out a loud snort. Kenley roasting her own boyfriend was unexpected yet amazing. But no, amazing was the absolute wrong word—because Kenley was awful. Like, she regularly gave me that Twilight “you smell like shit” stare in the hallways. Therefore, I shouldn’t be …
Eleanora:
Sorry yeah I’ll have to text you again later, I think he’s coming over here rn to sell me some murder-chocolate from his factory.
Kenley:
Omg don’t let him! I do not condone his unethical labor practices!!!
I gasp-laughed into the palm of my hand.
“Ayo, Fink!” Noah called from across the room. He, too, had a cup in his hand, but judging by how rosy cheeked and ruffled he looked, it wasn’t secretly filled with water like mine. He was dressed like a grandpa on a family cruise, his Hawaiian shirt billowing every time he raised his arms.
I forced my eyes shut for a moment, trying to push out the Kenley thoughts. Because even if I was starting to develop Stockholm syndrome by finding her just a tiny bit amusing, or … whatever … I had to keep a clear head and focus on digging up her secrets. And, above all else, on saving myself and my friends.
I made my way through the crowd until I was close enough to speak with Noah at a more discreet volume. “What?” I hissed.
“We’re all gonna ask around about Kenley, right? Who do you want me to talk to?”
I made a quick mental list of who might be relevant to the case yet unlikely to torment Noah right now. “Well, I know you’re friends with Josh Carter. Can you try him?”
Noah had a pop throwback playlist blaring from his speakers and was doing an inventive little line dance to Katy Perry while he spoke. “Okay, cool … But before I do, I was wondering if I could have some carrot sticks?”
I blinked at him. “Carrot … sticks? From where?”
“Oh.” Noah threw back the rest of his drink, then sloppily wiped his mouth with his hand. “You just always struck me as the type of person who would have, like, a baggie full of carrot sticks that you carry around at all times. In case of dire need.”
“Right, of course,” I deadpanned. “Sorry, but I’m fresh out.” I decided not to tell him about the bag of grapes currently taking up half the space inside my quilted purse. “I’m gonna go talk to Derek.”
Someone had to deal with Derek, especially after Kenley had brought him up, and there were significantly worse options for who to talk to than him.
Noah bowed his head reverently and tipped his cup at me. “Good luck with that.”
I was going to need more than just luck if I wanted to covertly pry information from Kenley’s hillbilly boyfriend. But speaking of “significantly worse…”
As I left Noah to his own devices, I managed to run straight into Shelby Barton.
Shelby let out a noise of disgust and raised her hands in a surrendering gesture. “Ew. Back away from me, pred.” She flipped her ponytail over her shoulder, where her crony Adriana stood giggling. “Are you trying to kill me, too?”
Adriana had nothing to add, apparently, and was doing a very good job of impersonating a Shein mannequin. Asking either of them questions about Kenley or pills was bound to do nothing but escalate the drama, so fleeing was my only real option.
“So sorry. I was just leaving,” I said quickly, hating that I had to opt for peace today.
My eyes found Derek again. He had broken off from his group, wandering in the general direction of the alcohol. My nerves had me bouncing on the balls of my feet, but this was also a rare window to get Derek alone. So I sucked in a shaky breath and moved toward the kitchen, leaving Shelby unsatisfied and sneering behind me.
Derek didn’t acknowledge me at all when I approached, even as I stood right in his personal bubble like a complete weirdo. I cleared my throat uncomfortably.
“Derek?”
He finally looked at me, but with measured disinterest. “Huh?”
He didn’t seem to recognize me at all, which was great. If Derek knew I was one of the suspects in the attack on his girlfriend, there was a chance he’d simply pummel me to the ground.
“I need to talk to you for a minute. In private.”
Derek glanced over his shoulder toward the hallway bedrooms and smirked. “Sorry, but nah. I got other places to be.”
My cheeks flamed a bright red. “It’s not like that,” I mumbled. “I just wanted to ask if you have any…” Words weren’t coming. Oh God. I was literally too embarrassed to function. “If you have any…”
Derek’s lips quirked up, and he belly-laughed as if he found my social anxiety to be just the most deeply amusing thing he’d ever witnessed. “What was your name, again?”
Damnit. “Eleanora…”
“Oh!” Derek’s eyes lit up with recognition. He grabbed a can of beer off the counter and pressed it to his chest. “Huh! If it isn’t the famous Eleanora. Kenley’s told me so much about you. So yeah, lead the way.”
Yikes. Of course she had. In fact, I was sure that laughing at me was one of their favorite bonding activities as a couple. Derek was probably going to try to analyze me at the same time I was trying to interrogate him, which was only fair, I guessed.
But at least he hadn’t punched me in the face. Yet.
We snaked through the kitchen into the living room, which by now was completely packed with wasted Hillview kids. Sweaty shoulders jostled me as I headed toward the back door, which I tried to keep within my line of sight as an anchoring point while being tossed around like a homosexual pinball.
I burst outside into the cool air, the smell of cigarettes and vape smoke mixing with pine. A few groups of friends were scattered around the grass in various stages of inebriation. The dogs were kenneled in a corner of the yard, and some drunk long-braided horse girl who might have been a freshman was wiggling a finger into their enclosure.
I kept my head down, hoping no one would spot us out here, until—
“Hey, is that Felon-ora?”
Oof. Suddenly, “Sandwich Girl” didn’t seem quite as bad. And even worse than the new nickname, the person yelling at me was just some random guy—not a cheerleader like usual.
The hatred was spreading, exactly as I’d feared.
I quickly led Derek toward the side of the house, hoping that nobody would follow us and derail my mission.
It was weird walking side by side with someone who commanded so much attention at school, in very different ways from how I did. Derek Handel kind of intimidated me with his unflinching confidence and stereotypically handsome features, even though I wasn’t personally attracted to him. It just felt like I was squaring off against a celebrity, or a royal, and there was something inherently terrifying about feeling lesser than a peer.
“So, what do you need?” Derek asked, taking a sip of his drink.
“I wanted to know if you had … anything,” I said. As expected, he gave me a long, blank stare. So to really drive it home, I angled my head down and raised my eyebrows at him.
“Oh!” he replied with a snort of laughter. “Nah, sorry.”
I squinted at him. It was a strange game we were playing. The way he was looking at me now, his perfectly proportioned face dripping with condescending pity, made it clear that he was almost pleased to disappoint me.
“Do you know who might?”
“You need to be specific,” said Derek. He gave me a crooked smile. “You haven’t done this before, have you?”
“No,” I replied, truthfully. I tried to sound meek even though all I wanted was to snap back at him, but I couldn’t let Derek and his snide attitude throw me off. “I don’t really know—I mean, some of my friends told me that they got some stuff to help them study. And I have a huge physics test coming up, and if I don’t make high honors—”
“Got it.” Derek looked around, checking for any observers. Thankfully, it seemed like everyone was too preoccupied with smoking or making out in the grass now to care about whatever weird thing we were doing. “That would be a Derek Handel exclusive. I only have a little, though.”
My pulse rocketed sharply, throbbing in my neck. I’d never expected to get this far, assuming that Derek would have redirected me to someone else—a fresh name on our list to investigate. It did make sense, though, that if Kenley was selling Adderall at school, her significant other might be involved as well.
Shit. I was actually buying drugs right now.
“How much?” I asked, wiping my sweaty palms on my skirt.
“Hang on,” Derek replied, patting at his pockets with his free hand. “Could have sworn…”
Oh thank God.
“You know what? It’s okay, actually,” I interjected. “Um, just realized I forgot my wallet anyway.” I let out a strained laugh that sounded more like a wheeze. “Sorry.”
Derek glanced down at my purse and gave me a strange look.
“It’s mainly just grapes in there,” I explained, tapping on the bag.
“All right.” He shrugged, then turned away.
But this wasn’t how the conversation was supposed to go, either.
This was probably my only shot to get Derek alone, and I was about to let him slip through my fingers. He was Kenley’s damn boyfriend, and that made him our most valuable suspect in her assault at this point. Especially considering how he’d apparently neglected to visit her in the hospital, not to mention how questionable it was that Kenley was still into him despite his utterly crap personality.
“Wait, Derek!” I called out, waving a desperate hand as he trudged across the lawn.
He stopped walking, his sandy brown hair flopping like its own separate entity. “I really have to go,” he said, eyes narrowed and voice simmering with annoyance.
I took a step forward, slipping on the damp grass and nearly falling on my butt. “I saw Kenley today,” I blurted out. “Why didn’t you visit her?”
That got his attention.
Derek turned back around and strode closer to me. Then closer still.
He was now so close that the cedar spice of his cologne was invading my lungs. Derek’s nostrils were flaring, and the look on his face told me that I was about one wrong move from having him rip out my entire throat. I instinctively took a few steps backward in fear.
“Stay the hell out of my business,” he said with a venom-tipped tongue. His fists—now clenched—raised slightly. “Eleanora.”
And before I could respond, he stormed off across the backyard.
I’d just screwed everything up.
You’re worthless, whispered a familiar voice in my subconscious, but I had no energy to try to shoo it away. I leaned against the wall, my forehead scraping against the brick, and felt every ounce of confidence leaving my body in real time.
Someone’s head poked around the corner of the house, a soft oval face with sharp golden-brown eyes flickering in the light of the moon: Tyler Fuentes. But if they were trying to come save me, it was unfortunately way too late.
“Fink, are you okay?” Tyler asked, advancing slowly like I was a skittish stray animal who might bolt away. To my amusement, their “party mode” had meant loosening a singular button on their formal shirt.
I bit at the skin on my lip. “I’m fine, I think. Why?”
“I saw you come back here with Derek, and I was really worried about you. I didn’t know if he…” Tyler was rubbing a hand against the back of their neck, averting their eyes toward the grass. “I just don’t want you to be the next person hurt.”
I was suddenly dangerously close to tears. I hadn’t even bothered to consider my own safety, yet Tyler had not only been concerned but they’d been really looking out for me. I always figured their protective nature might’ve come from taking care of their younger siblings, but they never failed to extend it to me. Unable to help myself, I leapt forward and embraced them.
Tyler’s shoulders loosened, their arms folding around my back and squeezing tight. The moment took me back to freshman year, when it was just me and them against the world. Tyler was the only real friend I’d had at first, and they represented a safe place for me just as much as our club did.
I rocked them back and forth for a while before finally letting go. By that time, the tension in Tyler’s shoulders had fully dissolved. It felt like we both really needed that hug, honestly.
“I’m fine,” I assured them. “I talked to Derek, and I might have accidentally pissed him off and now he knows I’m snooping around and might totally murder me, but yeah, everything’s fine.”
Alarm flashed across Tyler’s face. “You should have asked Salim to do it. Confronting Derek alone was way too risky, Eleanora.”
They were right—I simply hadn’t been thinking straight. Was the tap water at Noah’s house spiked or something?
“I did get some information, though,” I said. “I think Derek’s helping Kenley with the Adderall thing, because he was like two seconds away from selling me pills just now, and I also think it might only be the two of them selling at school. He called it a ‘Derek Handel exclusive,’ which … I can’t even get into the atrocity of that right now.”
“That makes sense. Noah and I talked to Josh Carter, and he genuinely had no clue what I was talking about when I mentioned Adderall. Maybe because if it’s only one person’s supply, direct from a doctor, it’s not going to be a huge operation…” Tyler’s expression melted into relief. “This was honestly so much easier than I thought it would be.”
A statement that implied finality.
“Wait—” I wrung my hands, delaying my response for a few useless extra seconds. “You really think Derek hurt Kenley, don’t you? Because I was being kinda facetious with the whole ‘he’s gonna murder me’ thing.”
Tyler nodded. “Seems obvious to me. There’s definitely something going on with that relationship, and one thing I’ve learned from studying law is that when someone gets hurt, it’s more often than not by somebody close to them.”
I thought about the way Derek had looked at me toward the end of our conversation. He’d been so irate that I had almost expected him to slam a fist into the brick wall so hard it bled. It was borderline disturbing how quickly he had dropped his “cool dude” attitude in favor of aggression.
There was nothing scarier to me than an unhinged white guy.
Noah and Salim needed to hear what we’d found out, so we could all brainstorm what to do next. I took a few steps toward the rear of the house, toward the patio door leading back to the party, but was cut off by a small guy darting across the lawn and into the house like his ass was on fire. Something about his neat, butter-toned hair and doll-like features seemed familiar.
And then it hit me.
“Tyler,” I began slowly. “Was that the kid from the photograph?”
But Tyler, grabbing my hand in a flash, was already on the move.
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HOW EVERYTHING GOT SLOPPY
The two of us edged through the crowd inside, with Tyler dodging randos trying to pull them into their bong rotations, and me taking care not to slip on questionable puddles on the hardwood floor.
“Can you see him?” I shouted over the distorted thrums of Lady Gaga.
“No, I think we lost him!” Tyler yelled back, bouncing off an armchair and nearly losing their footing.
Considering how none of us even knew this guy’s name, he was going to be exceptionally hard to track down after tonight—unless I wanted to creep around the freshman classrooms next week. Like I needed any more reasons to be perceived as a criminal.
I hopped up and down, scanning the top of everyone’s heads, but Photo Kid had been swallowed up by the crowd. “Damnit,” I hissed to myself.
I waded around aimlessly with Tyler for several minutes, starting to worry that we were wasting too much time and were bound to get picked out of the crowd by another bully, before hearing a “FUENTES-FINKEL!” from the front of the house.
We pushed through what appeared to be a summoning circle of five witchy girls surrounding a candle before reaching our cluster of friends. Salim caught my eye first—sweat beaded on his forehead, and he seemed out of breath, like he’d just been dancing his ass off. Outsiders may have assumed he was drunk, but as his friend, I knew that Salim simply acted like this all the time. Noah stood next to him looking positively debauched; he wore a big, lazy smile, with the top of his shirt unbuttoned and a solo cup glued to his lips.
And on the other side of Salim: Photo Kid.
“Come meet our new friend!” Noah slurred, gesturing toward the Book of Mormon understudy.
“Um, hi.” The kid grimaced, then waved. “I’m Timothy Benton.”
“Tim was just telling us about how he’s definitely not a murderer.”
I nodded politely at Tim.
“He keeps family photos in his locker, and thinks one could have fallen out of his backpack or something,” Salim chimed in, patting Tim softly on the head. “And he can prove he was at the pep rally, too! Tell them what you just told me, Timmy.”
Tim sighed, his body shriveling into itself a little bit. “I saw Salim busting it down to Crazy Frog. And he did a special move when the beat dropped, outside of the normal choreography. Nobody else could shake it like him. He was the best one there.”
Salim shut his eyes and grinned, looking smugger than I had ever seen him. “See? Totally innocent.”
“You’re dismissed, Tim,” said Noah, and the blond kid went sprinting toward the bathroom without another word.
The photograph had been a red herring after all. That was fine with me—I didn’t mind the dead end that much. Not with Derek seeming like a better suspect by the minute. “Derek basically admitted to me that he was selling Adderall, before running off,” I told my friends. “He’s looking like our best prospect. But still, we don’t have real proof it was him. Maybe we can look for some at school on Monday.”
“Great job, everybody!” Noah shouted, clapping his hands. “We done did it!”
Concern creased Tyler’s brow. “Yeah, I think we should follow up on Derek later and just call it a night for now … Can I get everybody a water?”
But our friends completely ignored that last part—Salim instead swooped Noah up into his arms and carried him bride-style toward the center of the dancing crowd, both of them whooping and hollering.
“Please?” Tyler added feebly, but they were already gone.
I sighed. Boys.
In this part of the house, the air smelled like body odor and mango e-cigs. Most of my peers were grinding in one big sordid huddle by the sealed fireplace, but some satellite groups of friends clung to the outer walls like they were on a Gravitron ride. It was hot, and loud, and I was struck with a nauseating mix of social anxiety and regular anxiety.
Tyler was looking at me with a curious expression. “Ah, well, screw it,” they said, cracking a smile. “C’mon, Fink. Let’s dance.”
They took me by the hand, pulling me toward the masses. I tried not to worry about being accosted again—at least Tyler was with me now, and they were fully capable of eviscerating people with their words, if needed.
A slower song was playing, and many of those dancing were coupling up. Seeing it gave me a happy, tingly feeling, kind of like that festive cheer whenever gingerbread-flavored stuff starts showing up in shops every fall. Despite the harsh realities of dating as a lesbian in the intolerant South, I was still a romantic at heart, picturing myself and another girl with our arms wrapped around each other in the crowd, laughing and swaying to the music.
Funny how the only girl who’d been interacting with me lately was untrustworthy as hell.
I imagined what it would have been like if Kenley were here: she and Derek would be dancing, too, no doubt. Her body becoming part of this collective rhythm, a cheerleader’s precision to her carefree movements. His excessive hair gel, glistening like liquid starlight above her …
It was an odd picture, for sure.
But not every pair was a couple—at the edge of the group, Salim had hoisted Noah onto his shoulders, dutifully holding the smaller boy by the shins as he drunkenly flopped back and forth.
With the music gentle and low, I was able to hear Tyler’s near-whispers. “Look at those goofballs. I just think it’s nice that they’re able to have fun.”
“Nothing’s stopping you from joining in,” I reminded them, tipping my empty water cup.
“It’s not that, I…” Tyler trailed off. Their smile fell as their mouth twitched with worry. “I just can’t stop thinking about what’s going to happen to us. Even if we do find some concrete evidence against Derek, what if his rich-ass family pays off law enforcement and it all goes away? What if, no matter what we do, we’re never able to fully clear our names because of these corrupt institutions?”
I hugged my arms to my chest, trying not to get freaked out again. “I’ve been thinking about it, too. Not just what’ll happen to us, but to all the queer kids who come after us. It’s like we’ve single-handedly set gay rights back another ten years.”
Tyler laughed darkly. “Yeah. Honestly, there’s just so much pressure to be perfect all the time. Like our mistakes aren’t only ours—they somehow become a reflection of our entire community. It’s so fucking hard to live this way, Eleanora.”
“Exactly! And I know you were worried about the investigation affecting your Future Lawyers thing, which doesn’t help.”
“The law scholarship, yeah,” Tyler muttered, voice cracking. “It’s my stepping stone to Harvard, and it was going to let me do undergrad without the loans being impossible, but now … I don’t know. My family will be proud of me no matter what, but I can do better, Eleanora. I’ve proven to myself, to everyone, that I deserve the very best shot at my dreams, so why settle for anything less? But it’s starting to feel like our whole situation is on a downward spiral, and we’ll all be stuck in this shithole town for the rest of our lives. Sorry, I know that’s bleak.”
“I have hope for us,” I insisted. “I do. I promise you, I’ll do everything it takes to make sure that we all end up okay. Because that’s what a club president does.” Tyler’s somber expression dropped slightly, and they let out a chuckle.
I maintained my stony, fake-strong façade, despite the gooey mess I was hiding underneath. If I had been fully honest with Tyler, explained how I would never forgive myself for getting them into this situation until I could miraculously fix it all, they would’ve done the kindhearted “hey Fink, stop blaming yourself” thing. Which would’ve made me feel even worse, really. I had to right my wrongs by making everything okay again, and that was that.
Tyler smiled softly, contemplating, then pointed toward the ceiling. “Listen,” they said. It took a moment for me to figure out what they meant.
My favorite song was on.
My face lit up, and Tyler laughed as I let out a giddy squeal. Maybe this was what I needed right now while I waited for more answers. A temporary distraction.
“You wanted to dance, right?” I asked.
“If I may,” Tyler replied, taking my hand, and we twirled together toward the edge of the crowd. But then a football kid from my English class smacked into us as we danced, sending Tyler flying straight into Salim.
“Oop—” Salim grunted, catching them by the shoulders.
Noah slid off Salim’s back, grumbling something full of curse words, while Salim continued to hold on to Tyler. Tyler looked stunned, unblinking, with their lips slightly parted. “Oh, hey,” they said, gazing up at Salim with starry eyes.
Meanwhile, I found myself struggling to hold Noah upright. He kept slumping toward the floor like he had lost all his bones or, more likely, his body had reached 100 percent liquid mass after all of that alcohol.
“Muhuhmnh,” said Noah, and I politely nodded like I understood exactly what he meant.
“Hey, Tyler,” Salim said excitedly. He pulled them forward, pressing their face against his sweaty chest. “You’re here!”
Tyler turned their face to the side, gasping for air. “Uh, yup,” they stammered, beige cheeks darkened with a visible blush. “Hey, Sal.”
While the other two were busy staring at each other, I felt Noah tug at my arm. “I don’t feel good,” he groaned.
“Shit!” I immediately began dragging him out of the pack of bodies toward the hallway. But having to support the entirety of his weight meant it was taking forever to get there. “Noah, don’t puke,” I begged.
“Never,” he insisted, but it didn’t escape me that he was now clutching his stomach.
I couldn’t help but feel very sorry for myself.
I pushed Noah by the shoulder blades, steering him like a wobbly shopping cart with a broken wheel, until he came to a stop in front of Talia’s room. “Nope, wrong door, silly. Bathroom’s across the hall,” I tried to say.
But Noah had already flung open the door.
The bedroom flooded with neon light, and I squinted into it, catching a glimpse of a bright surface—it was the whiteboard, which had evidently been stashed in here during the party. My eyes were still adjusting, but I could also tell that we weren’t alone. It looked like there were already two figures in Talia’s room.
Two figures in Talia’s bed, actually.
I saw broad shoulders, a chiseled face, and a mess of sand-colored hair. Derek Handel.
It was way too much, in fact, of Derek Handel.
Perched in his lap was a half-naked girl with a black bob, and when her head whipped toward the door, the whites of her eyes shone stark against the smoky makeup framing them.
Talia King.
Talia King, and Derek Handel. Kenley’s best friend, and Kenley’s boyfriend.
Noah was holding the door open with one palm, gaping at this alarming discovery, and then he gagged just once before vomiting all over Talia’s rug.

Putting Noah to bed required first untangling a mound of dirty sheets that resembled a rat king, gingerly moving a stack of half-finished watercolor paintings onto his desk, and stepping over piles upon piles of Pepsi cans (the soda choice being, weirdly, the most disturbing part of it all). But I had done it. Hooray.
Shutting the door silently behind me, I crept into the hallway, pausing for a minute to take a breather.
So … that happened.
Derek and Talia, doing a nasty. Hopefully Noah wouldn’t remember that particular detail in the morning—I wished that I didn’t have to, either. My mind wanted to make light of it, perhaps to make the event less scarring, but this was genuinely huge. Kind of like Noah’s bedsheets, it was another dirty, twisted piece of the larger picture we were trying to unravel. Maybe Derek and Talia wanted to murder Kenley so that they could be together instead?
Admittedly, the thought sounded kind of extreme, but wasn’t attempted murder an extreme act already?
In the living room, Tyler and Salim were shoving dozens of beer cans, Solo cups, and other party paraphernalia into plastic Walmart bags and then chucking them out the door into the backyard trash. Both looked just as worn down as I felt—but on the bright side, most of the garbage was already taken care of. The main issues were several … mysterious stains, and … well, Talia could clean up her own shit.
Derek had left, along with the rest of the partygoers, right after I had walked in on them. Talia was still locked away in her room in shame, and was hopefully very grateful that we had taken it upon ourselves to cover the King twins’ asses before their parents got home, whenever that would be.
I blew out a raspberry and steeled myself, mentally preparing to take a roll of paper towels to the brown Rorschach blot on the living room carpet. At least we didn’t have school in the morning, and Sunday would be a good time for the LGBTQ+ Club to regroup about the next steps for our investigation.
But first, maybe I’d lie down on the couch for a little while. Like, just for a minute or two.
As I stumbled into the living room, I sent my mom a quick text that I would be spending the night at Noah’s due to a competitive Mario Party incident. I simply could not see myself driving home safely in this exhausted state. After hitting send, my clumsy thumbs landed on a series of missed texts from Kenley Stevens.
Kenley:
How was the party??
Kenley:
Please tell me you didn’t jump in the chocolate river.
Kenley:
I actually used to have a blog where I tallied up the $$$ penalties of Wonka’s OSHA violations lol it was kind of embarrassing. I think it hit $1 mil before the Oompa Loompas were even on screen.
Kenley:
No but seriously … is everything alright?:(
I’d probably have to text back eventually, but figuring out how to deal with Kenley and the side hustle she’d been concealing from me would require even more brainpower than operating a motor vehicle.
As much as I seriously wanted the link to that blog.
“Fink!” Salim called out, seeing me enter the room and then immediately fall into a semi-comfortable planking position. He dropped a bag of cans, one escaping confinement and dribbling liquid as it rolled across the floor. “Wait until you see what Ty did with the—”
I didn’t catch the rest of the sentence, because I was already passing out.
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WHAT THE POLICE DID
I woke up to the feeling of warm sunlight roasting my eyelids, head pounding from lack of sleep rather than a hangover. I rolled over on the couch, shoving my face into a crumb-dusted cushion, and groaned.
A distant sound cut through the house’s post-party, early-dawn quiet. At first, I thought it was feedback from one of Noah’s speakers, or maybe the tinnitus I’d always been afraid of trying to manifest itself for the first time. But the soft, high-pitched squeal only grew in volume, forcing me to finally crack open my eyes.
The light that bathed me was not golden but a flashing red and blue. Police lights.
They strobed through the front windows like lighting cues for the shittiest stage production of all time. Curtains up for ACAB: The Musical.
Lying there swathed in purplish light, body molded to the sofa, I didn’t have it in me to run or hide. My friends began to stir, grumbling and rustling their blankets, as I heard heavy footsteps plodding across Noah’s front porch. All I could think was how messed up it was that everything was coming to an end before the LGBTQ+ Club even had a chance to really fight for ourselves.
“Finally,” Salim croaked out from the floor. “Is that my Uber Eats?”
That poor, sweet baby.

I processed everything that came next in a detached, clinical fashion.
Nobody made us put on handcuffs or those orange jumpsuits. The police station looked like my old middle school, filled mostly with classrooms and not jail cells like I’d assumed. Noah was so hungover that he literally could not open his mouth. The officer we were stuck with, who had a big, wiry mustache, had to follow Salim into the bathroom to make sure he didn’t try escaping out a window.
I made all of these observations calmly, like it was a TV show plot that I was trying to follow along with as opposed to my real, actual life. I couldn’t truly feel upset when the whole thing felt like little more than a weird dream, a delusional state I’d slipped into after a long, exhausting day with not enough sleep.
Unfortunately, my friends and I had all been separated, probably so we couldn’t collude on some sort of lie, and so it was just me and Officer Stache in this giant, empty police classroom. A Texas flag hung on the wall behind his head, reminding me a lot of our club’s room at school. Except Hillview didn’t have high-tech SMART Boards, nor did it smell like a wet horse.
The good news was that the officer didn’t seem to realize (or care?) that we’d just had a party with alcohol present, despite our absolutely wretched state.
The bad news was that this police visit was all about Kenley Stevens.
My mom was going to have a heart attack.
“Did you visit my house looking for me?” I asked, suddenly remembering what it was to feel fear.
Across the table, the officer shook his head. “We got a tip-off that the group of you would be together. Lucky we got you all in one scoop.”
A tip-off? God, that meant … someone at the party must have snitched. My first guess was Shelby, since I had literally bumped into her last night and she was very much a trigger-happy Karen in training. Although, part of me wondered if it could have been Kenley pulling a double-crossing move.
Shit.
The policeman both looked and sounded like someone who bought his entire wardrobe at Cavender’s Boot City. Even his face had the leathery, mottled texture of an old shoe. He seemed … okay, so far, but I would have much preferred to have my friends there.
I racked my brain for what I was supposed to ask in this scenario. “Am I being detained? Am I under arrest?”
“No, no. Listen, I’ll be straight with you.” A shocker coming from a man whose only pride flag was probably the American one. “I’m aware you all were already questioned before. But the circumstances since then have shifted quite a bit. We’re already moving on to the next stages of our investigation.”
“So, what does that mean for us?”
He leaned back and adjusted his badge, which read GILL. I did not want to call him that. “With our people of interest now narrowed down, we’re going to begin a more thorough interview process and determine whether there’s enough evidence to pursue criminal charges.” He tilted his head as a thought occurred to him, and his mouth pressed into a thin line. “You know, you could be tried as an adult at your age.”
Criminal charges. Tried as an adult. Tyler was right that things were escalating, and dangerously fast. I debated trying to divert the blame, to point a finger at Derek, maybe, but it would probably only make me look more suspicious now without good evidence.
The cop dropped his thick notebook onto the table with a sudden thud. “As I mentioned, we did receive a recent tip. This witness said that your group had been planning out a murder.”
The mental image of Shelby’s and Adriana’s matching sneers at the party taunted me.
“That’s not true at all,” I argued, my eyes welling up in frustration. “Listen, my friends and I are bullied at school, okay? People have been trying to make us miserable all year … because we’re gay. And they think we’re trying to push that on them, somehow. Your ‘witness’ is lying to you, because they just want to run us out of school.”
The officer clucked his tongue. “But aren’t kids these days okay with people being gay?”
I was starting to wonder if this officer even cared about my answers. He could question me for hours, but if the police, like Principal Ballard, were already heavily biased toward a certain result …
The only foolproof way to prove our innocence would be to prove somebody else’s guilt. And we had to do it as quickly as possible—before we got locked away or kicked out of school and could no longer investigate.
“I don’t want to talk anymore,” I told the officer, desperately trying to channel Tyler Fuentes, Future Attorney at Law. “Aren’t I supposed to have a lawyer? Before you talk to me again, I want a lawyer. Is that okay?”
I ducked my face so that my hair would fully conceal my misery as the cop and I sat there in silence.
“Okay. Well, then. You’re dismissed…” Officer Stache let out a loud, irritated sigh. “For now.”

When I got home that afternoon, my mom was pacing the living room with her arms crossed, still wearing the long purple nightshirt that she liked to sleep in. Between the nineteenth-century realness of the outfit and the disappointed scowl on her face, Mom had perfectly embodied the Ghost of My Fuckups Past.
“Where were you last night?” she asked, hands on her hips.
Damnit. Another interrogation. An even worse one, at that.
“I was at Noah’s,” I replied truthfully. “Like I told you.”
I then became keenly aware of the state I was in: greasy, tangled hair; fingernails caked with grime; and an acidic vomit smell clinging to my clothes, which were the same ones Mom saw me wearing yesterday. The cop might’ve thought that “crusty” was just my natural state, but Jackie Finkel knew better.
“Must have been quite an intense gaming session.” She raised an eyebrow. “Sweetie, your shoes are sticking to the floor like suction cups.”
I sighed. “Noah had a little party, okay? I didn’t drink.”
I contemplated telling her about the whole “getting kind of arrested” thing too, but decided there was no benefit. I didn’t want to give my mom stress hemorrhoids—not with her already this agitated.
“I know you didn’t drink,” Mom said through a chuckle. She rounded the corner into the kitchen, and I followed. “Do kids really think their parents can’t tell?”
“Mom, I just want a shower right now.”
She channeled her aggression toward the overflowing sink and began tackling the dishes, scrubbing so hard that everything became covered with purple flakes of sponge. “Where the hell were Noah’s parents? Did they permit this party to happen? Am I suddenly out of the loop with what the ‘cool parents’ are allowing?”
I leaned up against the fridge for support. “They were out of town or something, I don’t know.” I reached over to try to help with the cleaning, but got my hand promptly swatted away. “I’m sorry. I really am. But please don’t ground me…”
Please don’t trap me in my room where I can’t do any meaningful crime-solving, is what I really meant.
Mom hesitated, her hand shaking slightly as she picked up a dish towel. “You’re not grounded, I just … I want to make sure you’re being safe. I can’t help but be a mom, okay? Especially not when there’s some maniac out there attacking girls in broad daylight! And who knows what else they’ll do next? You’re assuming they’re of sound enough mind to leave you unharmed, but…” Her voice softened. “Sweetie … you’re all that I have.”
The words were sharp and painful, jabbing a sensitive part of my heart. “I know, I’m sorry,” I replied. “No more house parties. I’ll be safe.”
Mom dropped her towel to hug me, and I buried my face in the crook of her neck. The reminder of our situation, of the state of our tiny family, was a shock to my system. My mother had already lost her husband, and I didn’t want to make her lose her daughter, too, after all that she had done to provide for me, how hard she’d worked as a single mother to make sure that I would have a better life. How loving and supportive she was, had always been, while I continued to be a colossal problem child.
The least I could do was promise my mom that I’d be safe, and so that’s what I did. The thing that I was growing better and better at by the day.
Lying.

In my bedroom, I ignored the barrage of group-text pings hitting my phone, not in the right headspace to respond. I needed to hole up and hibernate after such a difficult weekend, with a cluster of AriZona iced teas at my bedside and my cat curled up between my knees. My brain was going, going, going; my thoughts were competing, talking over each other, until all of the words became one loud, indecipherable screech.
I turned on my projector, hoping its gentle whir would help drown out the mind noise. But this moment of pause, of mental idleness, meant that my brain was at its most vulnerable. Hopelessness saw its opening, and all the negativity that had been building up came swarming in at once.
Useless. Failure.
If I had only been smarter, I wouldn’t have made my friends cut the pep rally to work on useless freaking decorations. I could have thought of something better to make the club more desirable. But now, Tyler might not get to go to law school and follow their dreams. Salim’s ability to be recruited for college football was in jeopardy. Noah could miss out on cultivating his artistic talents at UST. Because I, Eleanora Finkel, was single-handedly responsible for ruining their lives.
That’s all I did. Ruin lives.
The image of Kenley bleeding on the floor flashed in my head again, red pigment spilling across white like one of Noah’s paintings. A classic beauty posed like a fallen goddess on the floor, with a Mona Lisa smile and a Saturn Devouring His Son personality.
That picture dissolved into another—an older, blurrier one. One of a man too frail to be getting out of his home hospice bed but holding too much love in his weak heart to deny a little girl as she begged to pounce on top of his shoulders, to play-wrestle like they always had.
As the tears started to well up, I opened one of my favorite videos on my laptop. An entire wall of my room was overtaken by fuzzy phone footage of the local bowling alley. Although the clip was from a whole decade ago, really nothing had changed from then to now.
There I was, about seven years old. But my brown curls were cropped to my ears, and instead of skirts and dresses, I was wearing bright, color-clashing shorts with a cartoon character T-shirt. I was looking up at my dad with admiration, like he was the most incredible person in the world.
Because he kind of was.
The bumpers shot down, and Leo Finkel readied his bowling ball. His glasses were big and round—the same frames I wore now—and his hair was mostly gray no matter how many times he tried to call it “salt-and-pepper.” He was leaning down to show me how to hold the ball, and I was nodding along even though there was no chance I would remember any of his detailed technique.
When my dad got sick, I barely had any time to process it. The day of this recording, he had been bowling like a champ, darting up and down the lane and lifting me into his arms after a triumphant strike, but only a few days later he was no longer able to do any of that.
At first, not much changed, except that he stayed home from work sometimes and couldn’t do physical activities, but it was so subtle and I was so young that I didn’t really notice. But in just months, he was bedridden, and then there were doctors—so many doctors—who were trying to help him. And I wanted to help him, too, but I couldn’t.
I couldn’t do anything.
All I did was sap out the little energy that he had left. I made him sad—I know I did, because sometimes after I left his room and then pressed my ear back against his door, I would hear him crying softly—a private sound, one that made me realize I was just a small, child-shaped portion of his pain.
The depression whirlpool was sucking me in, and I knew I was spiraling. The home movie was hurting more than helping, so I turned it off and crawled under the covers. It had been a long, terrible weekend, and I was most definitely sleep-deprived—which was not helping my mental health whatsoever …
But what was the point in sleeping when I would wake up to nothing but more of these sad, shitty days? More days without my dad, more challenges, more hopeless thoughts and crushing failures. More Ballards. More sickos who liked to hurt teenage girls. More prejudice and discrimination and what felt like society itself working against me, trying to knock me down.
More lives ruined, lives ended, while I looked on.
I wanted to fight, but fighting was for strong people. And right now, I was a sad little girl crying in a blanket fort, awaiting my next therapy appointment like it was Christmas.
So, basically, it was the worst possible timing for the email that popped up on my screen.
FROM: Principal@HillviewHS.net
SUBJECT: BLT CLUB DISCIPLINARY ACTION
MY OFFICE, FIRST THING TOMORROW.
REGARDS,
H. J. BALLARD
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HOW THINGS GOT EVEN WORSE
The LGBTQ+ Club sat in Principal Ballard’s office again, occupying our usual row of uncomfortable seats and preparing to confront the highly painful ass-cactus of a man.
Ballard’s email hadn’t exactly been detailed about what action he was going to be taking. The club being disbanded should have been the end of it, really—he had proof we’d held an “illegal meeting,” but nothing more than that.
As much as he clearly wanted to put the attempted murder on us.
There was also a chance for the spilled coffee to come back and bite me, but even then, it wouldn’t be all four of us getting disciplined.
I looked to my friends for any clues on how they were feeling. Noah seemed like he was still hungover: curled up in a ball in his chair, head wedged between his knees, unwashed hair flopping limply over his eyes. I wondered how much he remembered of Saturday night. If our texts since then were anything to go by, it was virtually nothing, so his sister’s rendezvous with Derek was probably my own awkward little secret.
Meanwhile, Tyler was looking purposefully put together in their crisp ironed shirt and blazer. They’d even neatly combed and gelled what little hair they had. Salim appeared handsome and utterly lost as usual, although he was clearly rattled by the awkward encounter at the convenience store—he could barely look Ballard in the eyes. I had a crocheted sweater pulled tightly around my shoulders, shivering as my long tangle of hair was whipped around by an arctic blast of air-conditioning.
“Happy Monday!” boomed Principal Ballard. “How was everyone’s weekends?”
“Bad,” Salim complained, like it had been a real, well-intentioned question. “I had to spend most of it talking to police when I was supposed to be watching anime. They came over two whole times.”
It was a rhetorical question! I wanted to screech.
The principal smiled, his teeth the blinding white color of cheap veneers. “Two times seems a bit excessive, doesn’t it?”
Tyler cocked an eyebrow. “Yes,” they said plainly.
Noah also said something, although his words were too muffled in his thighs to decipher. Whatever it was sounded strikingly similar to “shitballs.”
“Well, I had hoped the first visit would be enough,” Ballard went on. “But you know, I happened to run into none other than Eleanora Finkel at the store on Saturday, and that encounter … it got me thinking again. Thinking that I do not want to see you causing more suffering out in public. Not in my school, not anywhere. Thankfully the local police were willing to escalate…”
So that was it, then. Our trip to the police station was pretty much punishment for Ballard’s burnt crotch. But there was still someone out there who had known we were all at Noah’s and had also called the cops about our supposed murder plot—but there was no way to know who. Unless Ballard had been there in a convincing disguise the whole evening … he could have easily blended in with Noah’s dogs.
I’d been too upset last night to mention the “witness” to my friends. What evidence of premeditation could they possibly have? Especially if it seemed viable enough for Officer Stache to try to leverage against me.
“But the cops let us go,” Salim reminded Ballard, indignant. “Because there’s no real proof that we hurt Kenley. And they won’t find any, because we didn’t do it.”
Principal Ballard smirked. “My personal review of Hillview’s evidence was … inconclusive, unfortunately, yes. But I will be gathering more over the coming days.”
“Inconclusive?” Tyler repeated. “The school is full of potential witnesses, and aren’t there dozens of security cameras, too?”
“As I said, inconclusive. Including the cameras.”
Ballard spoke with the blandness of a boiled potato, his tone more like a disinterested teacher reading from a textbook than a principal concerned about an attack on his student body. I wondered how camera footage could possibly be inconclusive, unless that was code for “not showing the result that Ballard wanted it to.”
“Dude,” Noah interjected. “Mr. Principal, sir. What’s your plan to deal with the fact that the bad guy is probably back at school today, looking for victim number two as we speak? I really don’t want to get serial-killered.”
“Ah, yes,” Ballard began. He folded his hairy fists together and flashed Noah a nearly imperceptible smile. “Like I said, legally, there is no recourse to punish anyone … yet. However, as far as the school is concerned, it has not been disproven that the BLT club was involved in the attack. And while the school board requires something more … concrete, for expulsions, I do have the right to take other measures as I see fit to protect the student body from future violence. Therefore, you all will be carefully monitored by security and put on academic probation.”
“Academic probation?” shouted Tyler, eyes wide and hands trembling as if Ballard had said “death row.”
“Monitored by security?” Noah snickered. “Isn’t ‘security’ just some old guy named Herb who sits in a chair in the parking lot?”
“And where was Herb when Kenley was attacked?” I chimed in, emboldened by the reactions of my friends. “Not doing his job, apparently!”
“He was certainly doing his job, as always. Unfortunately, we cannot ensure that our staff members are omnipotent,” Principal Ballard snidely replied.
“You know what are omnipotent? Cameras,” said Tyler. “And you’re saying you looked at the footage … The police did, too?”
“The police did everything they could. Now, I understand you kids are upset. Ms. Winston has graciously offered to see each of you in her office this morning to discuss your next steps as you continue your senior year at Hillview High.”
An almost insulting consolation.
Ms. Winston was the school’s guidance counselor. I didn’t know much about her, since I typically only sought out Jackie Finkel and Google when I needed guidance on anything, but maybe she would be more understanding than the principal. At this point, I was desperate for any authority figure that I could actually trust.
“This isn’t fair,” said Tyler, breathless and rocking back and forth in their seat. “I’ll—I’ll transfer schools. The Debate Team will go down in flames without me, of course, but if you’re forcing my hand—”
It was so unlike them to stutter that everyone was looking their way in shock—even Principal Ballard. But then his surprise gave way to that horrible, pompous look he’d worn ever since we first walked into his office.
“Actually, Tyler Fuentes, you cannot transfer schools. The probation prevents you from doing so,” Ballard explained. In response, Tyler let out a death-rattle sound. “I know how much this whole incident is affecting you, I really do. But I am confident that Ms. Winston will be able to put you, all four of you, on the right path.”
Noah waved a hand in Ballard’s direction like he was casting a magic spell, quite nearly flinging his jewelry at the principal. “Man, I didn’t think I’d be going on probation until I was at least twenty-five,” he said.
“I believe you’re talking about something different. Academic probation means that your ability to graduate remains in precarious standing. Effective immediately, you will be barred from participating in team sports, and may not qualify for certain scholarships.”
So it was basically a giant DO NOT LET ME INTO COLLEGE badge, then.
Tyler and Noah were going to run into scholarship issues, and Salim … Oh, man. He wouldn’t be able to play in the homecoming game, or possibly the rest of the season. That meant no chance of getting scouted, unless we could get out of this mess—and fast.
Tyler stood up, punctuated by a dramatic squeal from their chair. “This is bull—”
Principal Ballard scribbled something onto a sticky note. “So what I’m doing right now is making myself a reminder of your inappropriate outbursts, which are only compounding upon the problematic status of your academic record.”
I glanced over at Salim, who appeared to be frozen in a trance. Our principal had officially broken him.
“You said you’d give us our club back if we were proven innocent,” I reminded Ballard. “So that would also apply to the probation, right? Like if we can figure out who really did it, then you’ll make all of this go away?”
The principal slowly set down his pen.
“Well, sure!” he chuckled, with a clap of his hands and an exaggerated shrug. “Of course! If you children can do what experienced adult professionals could not, clearing your names from any involvement, we’d be hard-pressed to keep you on academic probation either.”
Ballard was full-on laughing now, as if I’d proposed doing something far more ridiculous, like solving world peace or finding regular shoes that would fit his ogre feet. Instead of being offended, I couldn’t help but smirk right back at him.
Ballard thought he could fling all of this shit at us like a circus monkey. He thought we were naive, and cowardly, and would easily succumb to his bullying. But I had no plans of giving up now—not on my friends, not on my club. Not even on Kenley.
Answers had to be out there, whether they pointed at Derek Handel or one of his Adderall buyers or even somebody else, and I’d find them.
If Ballard was going to act like a clown, I was ready to make him look like one.

Salim was first in line to Ms. Winston’s office, leaving me, Noah, and Tyler to loiter by the cafeteria in a haze of fried chicken scent.
“Don’t look now,” I said, “but I think the security guy is on our asses already.”
Noah glanced over his shoulder, where an extremely old man in a light blue “security” polo was pretending to read the lunch menu that had been printed on a cracked blackboard. The two made eye contact, and Noah gave the officer a friendly wave, only to be completely ignored.
“I actually noticed him on our way out, but I’d assumed he was the roaming spirit of a former Confederate soldier and had decided to avoid him,” Noah admitted.
Tyler scrunched their nose. “Maybe we should come back later once Herb’s gone. Surely it’s almost his bedtime?”
The sound of quick, tiny feet tapping down the hallway caused me to turn around.
A fleet of girls was swiftly approaching, with Shelby and Adriana linking arms at the front. Shelby had on a plasticky pink romper that made her look like a tampon applicator, and Adriana was dressed in her cheerleader uniform for zero logical reason other than having potentially ordered a size so small that she was legitimately stuck in it forever.
“Oh my God!” Shelby shrieked the instant she noticed us. She raised up her arms and jumped away like we were all going to attack her. “Get the hell away from me, Groomer Club.”
My face flushed deep red. Just as upsetting as her words was the knowledge that what had once been a sweet little girl I collected roly-polies with had become a brainless mouthpiece for her heartless parents.
I wanted to fight back so badly, but I knew that stooping to her level would, in a bigot’s eyes, be proving her right. Why did defending myself have to come across as “belligerent” and “aggressive” in these peoples’ twisted minds?
I looked for Security Herb, hoping that maybe he could step in, and—nope, he was pretending not to notice what was going on, just staring at the blackboard again. Just like everybody else at this damned school for the past year.
“C’mon,” Tyler said, grabbing mine and Noah’s hands. I was positive they’d rather try to debate Shelby for several hours than back down like this, but Ballard’s threats had really put us on eggshells.
But before they could drag us away, a shrill voice exploded through the hallway like a shock wave from an atomic bomb.
“EX-CUSE ME?”
Shelby immediately deflated, cowering like a little rat at the sudden appearance of Talia King. “Oh, hey!” she squeaked. “I thought you had yearbook.”
“We got out early,” Talia replied, folding her arms. “But I’m about to go back there and cut all your fucking pictures out if you don’t leave them alone.”
Adriana seemed determined to get the last word in, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder. “Ugh. Kenley’s not this boring.”
Talia rolled her eyes. “At least she’s not a literal Minion like you.… The way you’re constantly following Shelby around, with your big googly eyes and your terrible jaundice. I would maybe get that checked out, actually.”
Adriana gaped at the sickly colored skin on her palms in response. A few muttered apologies followed, the girls dispersing awkwardly in different directions.
Noah exhaled in relief, resting his head on his twin’s shoulder. “Thank you,” he said softly.
The hallway fell quiet, though the peppery scent of Glossier perfume lingered. And so did the phrase Kenley’s not this boring.
I still had no idea what the hell I wanted to do about Kenley. But now that my friends were in deeper shit than ever, I was starting to think that hearing her out might be a necessity. I wasn’t obligated to believe a single word that came out of her mouth, after all.
It was time to find out just how interesting she really was.
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WHEN AN ALLY APPEARED
I didn’t have to crouch behind the dumpsters, but I also didn’t want anyone to see what I was doing and start asking difficult questions.
My phone was propped up against a cardboard box, and I was sitting against the brick exterior of Hillview with my knees curled up to my chest, trying not to inhale through my nose. It probably looked like I was filming my audition to be the trash-Muppet, but in reality, my phone was ringing with an outgoing FaceTime call.
After a few seconds, the screen filled with a close-up of Kenley Stevens’s face.
“Sandwich Girl?” she said, squinting at me. Her already-soft features looked smoothed over through the phone camera, like she’d been painted in oils. “You never texted me back! I was getting a little worried.”
Instant regret rolled through me. I tried to return to the calm mask I’d managed to put on for Shelby earlier, but hearing that nickname today felt like the straw breaking my back.
“It’s ‘Eleanora,’ actually,” I snapped.
Kenley looked taken aback by this, somehow. “Of course, I know it is, I’m sorry—did something happen?”
What an astute fucking observation!
“Yeah, something happened. Everyone at school’s being shitty today, Ballard just put my friends on academic probation, and now you’re calling me that horrible nickname again.”
Kenley was quiet for a moment. “You don’t like the nickname?”
I scoffed. Loudly. “Of course I don’t like that rude-ass nickname, what the hell do you mean?”
Her mouth twisted into an uncomfortable squiggle. “You always turned a little pink when I said it. I thought that meant it was cute, like a funny inside joke.”
“Cute? What fucked-up world are you living in that you think bullying somebody almost every single day is ‘cute’?”
“Bullying?” she repeated, and I immediately slid forward onto my hands and knees to grab my phone. “Hang on a second, Eleanora—wait, please. Just wait. Can we talk about this? Please?”
My finger was hovering over the end call button. It would be so easy to just hang up and block her forever, and yet, the concern on her face was mesmerizing me.
A wave of silky brown hair swung down across her bandaged forehead like a pendulum. Her glossed lips hung open in a look of shock that happened to be the same exact shape of a kiss. I was so annoyed that I nearly shattered my phone screen just so I wouldn’t have to look at her any longer.
“You call me these awful names. You smirk at me in the hallway. Flick balls of paper at me in class. Constantly point out whenever I have a tag on my shirt or food in my teeth. The list goes on. And on.”
Kenley’s camera rattled as she threw up her hands. “Eleanora, I was just trying to be friendly!”
I nearly ripped out my hair in frustration. “Yeah, maybe—for someone who’s actually my friend! Not for the girl who called me out in front of practically the whole school and made it seem like we were trying to trick people with our club. Not for the girl whose friends outright call me a creeper and try to knock my tray out of my hands at lunch.”
Kenley got so still that for a minute I thought my phone lost service.
“I’m so sorry,” she finally said, practically a whisper. “I didn’t mean for that to happen, when I asked about your club. And I didn’t realize that you thought I was bullying you. I … I saw some girls I know being mean to you, and I thought being nice would actually help. I thought maybe they’d started following my example. Or that, at least, you’d see that I was on your side … for whatever the hell that’s worth. Which I guess, was nothing. And I’m seeing that now.…”
I studied her somber expression. It was hard to tell with her face so tiny on my screen, but this was either her biggest, most believable lie yet, or … this was real. Somehow. And the mere possibility of it all being true made my heart begin to hammer.
But either way, I couldn’t let this development affect the conversation that I’d actually wanted to have with her.
“So, what do you want from me, then? Is it really just to help us clear our names? Because we actually do need that—now more than ever.”
“Yes, I really just want to help. That shouldn’t be so hard to believe.” Kenley sighed, shaking her head. “I mean, there’s not a lot I can do from a hospital bed, but I’ve had so much time to sit here and think of ideas. Like, I think y’all should go to the place where I fell and take inventory of what security cameras are there.”
“Ballard said the cameras didn’t catch anything, but yeah, you’re right. I’ll see if we can go check the area today.”
“Perfect. Let me know what you find, okay?”
I nodded, still feeling strange about the notion that Kenley had been trying to act friendly with me all year long, somehow. Allegedly. “So you seriously weren’t trying to bully me?”
“No, never! I was always trying to be kind, but you’d ignore me or run away. Not that it’s your fault, but like, it’s been hard for me to find ways to connect with you I guess.” Kenley laughed to herself. “Our silly texts have been really nice, lately—I just never thought it would take me almost dying for you to start looking at me differently.”
This was all definitely possible, but I could still barely process that option. There had to be some flaw with her claims—more crappy things she’d done that had no positive way to spin them. I snapped a finger, then pointed it at her. “What about the time you said my hair looked pretty at junior prom?” Gotcha. “I know for a fact it was a hot mess that day. Like, you cannot pretend that was genuine.”
Kenley’s lips tightened. “Your hair did look nice. The way it was pulled back behind your neck with a … banana?”
“It was a moon,” I stammered. There was no shot she actually remembered that tiny detail. “Moon hair clip.”
“And it was pretty—like, really flattering. The way your hair flowed down and framed your face, and…” She trailed off, eyes wandering toward the hospital floor. “If you don’t believe me, there’s nothing more I can say, I guess. But I hope that you’ll still let me help.”
My heart leapt into my lungs. There was no way. Absolutely zero fucking way.
A loud thump came from Kenley’s side of the call, followed by a woman’s voice, too quiet to make out. “I have to go,” she said. “They’re changing my bandages. But promise me you’ll keep me updated, okay?”
“Yeah, sure, uh … sure.”
The call ended.
I could’ve sat there for hours digesting that conversation, breathing in moldy trash smell and car exhaust as I tried to comprehend the fact that one of my biggest bullies might not have been a bully after all, but someone who, much like myself, had a habit of misunderstanding social cues. Especially when I had this strong vision of Kenley in my head that perfectly fit the “mean girl” archetype—aka, the exact opposite kind of person to ever think anything about me was cute.
At the same time, the fact that Kenley had kept it secret that she and her crustacean boyfriend were selling pills—despite it being obviously significant for our investigation—wasn’t exactly pointing toward the “secret nice girl” theory.
But there wasn’t time for me to sort out all of the mixed signals right now. I had an appointment to get to.

Ms. Winston was certainly … different.
When I entered her office, the guidance counselor was sitting on the arm of her chair, gazing out the window with the wistful reverence of someone who was never destined to be cooped up in a classroom all day. It seemed like she hadn’t noticed my arrival at all.
The walls were painted a pastel yellow—an imitation of sunlight blown out by half-busted fluorescent panels. The shelf directly over Ms. Winston’s desk overflowed with stuffed animals wearing graduation caps, which was equal parts sweet and unsettling. Kind of like Kenley Stevens, who I was still trying desperately not to think about.
I shuffled forward, hoping she might hear my feet dragging and not get jump-scared. “Um, hi, Ms. Winston.”
“Hello there,” the counselor replied calmly, her eyes never leaving the trees. “Please have a seat.”
I sat down on a starchy couch in the center of the room. “Thanks. My name’s Eleanora Finkel, by the way.”
“Eleanora Finkel,” Ms. Winston repeated. She dropped into her seat, dusty-gold strands of hair falling from the tight bun on the top of her head. A beautiful robin’s-egg blue shawl was draped around her shoulders like a cape. She must have been around Ballard’s age but looked much younger—there was a softness in her face, a lack of severe, angry wrinkles in her forehead. My mom must have been right when she used to say that being cruel makes you age faster.
After the extremely eventful day I’d had, I wasn’t sure how to start. “Principal Ballard told me to come here to talk about my future or something. Since I’m on academic probation.”
“How are your grades?” the counselor asked, cracking open her laptop.
“I dunno, a solid 3.4 GPA, maybe?”
“And what is it you hope to do after school?”
After Dad passed, I had vowed to become a doctor. But as time went by and the reality of that career choice became clear, I’d begun to find it more triggering than inspiring. In middle school, I developed a passion for science—chemistry and biology—but in high school, my terrible experience in physics class killed it.
“I don’t know yet,” I said honestly. “Maybe social work? Teaching? Honestly, I really just want to move away, so…”
Ms. Winston sighed, dragging her fingers over the pale skin of her arms and rubbing at them in the way that only nervous or cold people did. And it was pretty damn warm in that office.
“Eleanora, I need you to listen to me.” Ms. Winston’s eyes swept the room, lingering on the door. “I have no authority over the students at this school. I’m not a part of the administration. I’m just here to provide whatever assistance and advice I can to you all, and that’s precisely where my influence ends. To cut it short—I know this whole thing is bullshit.”
“Sorry, what?” I stammered. Being spoken to so casually was startling. I hated that I half expected all adults to be condescending by default at this point.
“What you and the rest of the LGBTQ+ Club are going through isn’t fair. Principal Ballard is using flimsy circumstantial evidence to discriminate against you simply because he can. Because having someone to blame, being able to tell the PTA board that everything is being ‘taken care of,’ is the easy way out. You just got very, very unlucky going out in that hallway when you did. And I’m so terribly sorry this is happening.”
I was stunned into silence.
Ms. Winston grabbed the small picture frame on her desk and spun it around to face me. It depicted two women—one tall, brunette, and willowy, next to blond and round-faced Ms. Winston—wearing wedding dresses in a field of bluebonnets.
“Oh, cute,” I thought, then realized I’d said it out loud.
A smile lifted the corner of Ms. Winston’s mouth. “So, if there’s any way I can help you, whether it’s with college planning or otherwise, please let me know.”
It was unbelievable that a teacher at Hillview was on my side for once. I almost wanted to ask if there was a catch, but also didn’t want to look a gift queer-authority-figure in the mouth. If whatever solidarity the counselor felt was motivating her to support me, I was going to take it.
“Will do. Thanks, Ms. Winston.” I stood up, hyperaware of the massive ticking clock hanging beside the office’s door. “I should get to class so that I don’t get my probation upgraded, but seriously, thank you.”
The counselor leaned forward, her shawl tickling across her desk. “I know it’s going to be hard right now, but hang in there, Eleanora, all right?”
At least Ms. Winston seemed to understand that even just “hanging in there” wasn’t always as easy as people made it out to be. It lit up my insides with a flicker of hope. A dim one, but a flicker nonetheless.
“All I can promise is that I’ll try.”
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WHERE THE EVIDENCE WAS
Going to class sucks when the rumor that you tried to murder someone has spread throughout the entire school.
If anyone hadn’t heard before Talia’s party, they definitely had heard by now. The gossip had spread so far that I was even getting weird looks from the pink-haired sophomore, who absolutely sprinted in the other direction the moment she saw me in the hallway. So now, my eyes were just glued to my desk, and I didn’t even dare to look up at the board. Because looking up meant that I would see my classmates, and they would probably be gawking at me and internally plotting their “I partied with the killer-girl and her friends the day after they tried to off a cheerleader” stories.
At least it was a slightly different flavor from the cheerleaders’ usual “did you hear that the lesbian tried to hook up with Lunchlady Deb?” narrative.
With my phone hidden in my lap, I messaged the LGBTQ+ Club, who all agreed to meet up before our next class so we could figure out next steps.
The hallways swelled with teenagers, the ebb and flow of their bodies carrying me toward the corner of the school that had been haunting my thoughts. It felt bizarre to look at the now-clean floor—even though it was spotless, the memory of a fresh pool of blood burned stronger than my reality.
I blinked my eyes. Squeezed them shut until my head throbbed. Opened them.
“Kenley was right here,” Tyler was saying as I approached my friends, standing in the intersection and facing north. Judging by the wild look on their face, they were still rattled by our ill-fated meeting in Ballard’s office. “Damn, you can really see all the way down this side of the school.”
“Are there any cameras pointed at us?” I asked.
“I see one down there,” Salim replied, gesturing toward the gym. He stood behind Tyler as a bodyguard, buffeting the Hillview teens trying to push through us to their next class. “But I can’t tell where it’s pointing at.”
Tyler put a hand over their brow and squinted into the distance like an elderly sightseer. “Looks like a dome-shaped camera, so it would be recording three-sixty degrees all the way around.”
“Okay, great,” I said, jotting the information down in a little spiral-bound notebook. I almost felt like a real detective. “What else?”
“There’s another over there,” Noah replied, pointing to the east.
Bingo.
Not only was this camera closer, but it was in the wing that Kenley had been facing away from. It would have a full view of the entrance to the classroom we had been in during the pep rally: the critical area that was unaccounted for up to this point.
Noah walked along the row of lockers where Kenley had been standing, running his knuckles over their drab surfaces. A few feet farther down the hall, Shelby Barton was sneaking him dirty looks around the side of her locker door. We must have been congregating around the B surnames.
Seeing that particular B reminded me of something. “I know Principal Ballard just admitted to siccing the police on us, but the officer yesterday told me that someone else called them about us, too,” I explained. “Someone who knew we were all at Noah’s. They claimed to have evidence of us planning Kenley’s murder.”
Tyler exhaled angrily through their nose. “Could be any number of homophobic trolls. We know there’s no ‘evidence’ like that, so in my opinion, we need to focus on whatever real evidence we can actually get ahold of. Maybe something that can fully implicate Derek.”
“Wait…” Salim began. “Principal Ballard said they looked at all the camera footage and didn’t find anything, right? But how’s that possible?”
“Either they really didn’t find anything, somehow, or whatever they found gave them cause to lie,” Tyler whispered.
Ballard could have known who the culprit was, but didn’t want them to be punished for some reason. He could have protected the culprit. I wanted to think he could have even been the culprit, despite knowing he was running the pep rally at the time in front of hundreds of witnesses—the ultimate alibi.
But that didn’t mean he couldn’t still be involved.
“Yeah, I wouldn’t be surprised if Ballard was trying to hide something,” I said under my breath, signaling with a finger for my friends to keep quiet. Our conversation was competing with the dozens of others happening around us, but … we did just determine that we had two cameras pointing at us, capturing our every move.
What if someone was watching? Could they even be listening?
It was becoming increasingly hard to believe that Ballard wasn’t tied up directly in all of this, given his power over the school and his eagerness to punish us with no evidence. There had to be more to it—how, and why?—but those loose threads would have to wait, because there might be footage out there right now that could exonerate the LGBTQ+ Club and save us from criminal charges.
“We have to see what’s on those camera feeds,” said Tyler, giving one of the domes a death glare.
“How?” Noah asked. He had a fake septum ring in today that looked on the verge of slipping out, which was super distracting—I wanted to shove it back up his nostril. “Like, where’s the setup? Do you think Ballard has all of the camera feeds open on his crusty old computer, and he’s just Big Brothering us all day long?”
“That’s not where the equipment is,” Tyler said. “The security room on the east side houses it all. I was in there during a tornado drill once, and the setup is massive.”
I knew about the security room already; it was in the heart of the school, where we were meant to shelter during emergencies, and I was one of the few students neurotic enough to have read the entire school handbook stating so. The door was always kept locked, and the only person who ever went in there was probably Security Herb.
“How can we get inside?” I asked. “We’d need Herb’s key.”
“Pickpocket Herb?” Salim suggested.
“Threaten Herb?” Noah said.
“Just … ask Herb?” said Tyler, looking at the others in confusion.
Noah waved a hand dismissively. “Actually, screw Herb—we stage a natural disaster so they have to open up the room.”
I scanned the narrow hallway for any signs of a lurking staff member, the eyes of the security cameras poking at me like needles. Normally they faded completely into the landscape; it was eerie to think the cameras had always been there.
“The thing is, there’s no way Herb has the only key,” said Tyler. “It would be extremely unsafe to rely on him alone in an emergency—the man has the approximate horsepower of a My Little Pony. There has to be a key somewhere else that’s easily accessible for any of the faculty.”
“Any of the faculty?” I repeated. Where would the whole faculty have access to that the student body didn’t? “It’s in the teachers’ lounge.”
I briefly wondered if Ms. Winston would help me steal the key, but realized that “let me know if I can help you” was undoubtedly referring to things like academic transcripts as opposed to, like, criminal trespassing.
“The teachers’ lounge is unlocked during the day, but locked at night after the teachers leave,” said Noah. Tyler gave him a raised eyebrow. “What? I used to go in there all the time to borrow their coffee pods.”
Although Hillview didn’t have a bell to signal each period, I could tell that our time was up by the way the voices around us started to fade, the crowd thinned out significantly, and the sound of slamming lockers became fewer and farther between.
“No matter what, it sounds like we’re gonna have to do this after school,” said Salim, swinging his backpack over his shoulder. The straps were so short across his wide back that he couldn’t even put it on all the way. “At least we have some time to figure this shit out.”
“We’ll meet again at lunch,” I announced, to which the others nodded.
We dispersed, fanning out in different directions. Already, I was brainstorming ideas and thinking way too far ahead of myself.
What was the tech setup like in the security room? The footage could be kept on an old-fashioned cassette tape that we would have to eject and take to some discreet Geek Squad guy, or it could as easily be digital footage that we’d have to copy onto a hard drive. Maybe recording the computer screen with our phones would be enough proof, but I didn’t want to risk any ambiguity there.
My phone vibrated, and my heart twisted when I saw who it was.
Kenley:
Heyyy, so I just got discharged and wanted to ask what’s up!
Eleanora:
This isn’t a trick or something, right?
Even though our call had ended on a relatively positive note, I still felt nervous about embracing the “Kenley actually likes me” idea.
Kenley:
LMAO I promise it’s not, I literally just want to talk to you, dang it!
Eleanora:
About discharge? 

Kenley:
Excuse me … NO!  Not the discharge jokes AGAIN!!! I actually wanted to see if we could meet @ Lindy’s for lunch?
Eleanora:
Oooh lmao gotcha, yeah sounds good! I’ll bring my friends.
Kenley:
Oh. No problem. Heading over in a bit!
I realized that a smile had found its way to my face. There was something about talking to Kenley that made me feel weirdly at ease.
But right as my phone pinged again, I noticed something concerning by the lockers. Something that brought Kenley’s motivations into question even more than before.
The lockers by where Kenley had been attacked were a few paces down from “Barton”—somewhere around Baviera, Beckett, or Bennet. But from her hospital bed, Kenley Stevens had said she was at her own locker. A locker that, alphabetically, must be on the opposite side of the school.
It felt like an inconsequential thing to lie about. But with all of these lies … how was I supposed to trust anything else that Kenley was telling me?
I started texting her back. Regardless of my own reservations, I needed to figure out the truth, whether Kenley gave it to me outright or not.
Eleanora:
Give me 1 ho
I was so preoccupied with responding that it took me completely by surprise when I was yanked by the arm mid-text and shoved into the janitor’s closet.
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HOW I RETURNED TO THE CLOSET
The small room was dim and dusty, its smell an acrid mixture of mothballs and bleach. I stumbled over a mop bucket as I regained my bearings, nearly knocking over a shelf full of cleaning supplies.
“Shh,” someone hissed.
I yelped in surprise and turned to face the person who had grabbed me. It was a girl with short black hair dressed in a blue bodycon set like she was on her way to a club.
Talia King.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, letting go of my arm. “I didn’t want to kidnap you, but you’ve been attached at the hip with Noah all morning.”
“Yeah, because your friends have been harassing us,” I muttered, an anxious flush creeping up my neck. “Thank you for calling them out, by the way.”
“Of course,” Talia said softly. I forced myself to look directly at my friend’s twin, whose thick black eyeliner was absent today. Her face was markedly less pale without the contrast, and her blue eyes appeared fainter. “And thank you for taking care of Noah on Saturday. He was really messed up, and you guys prevented a major disaster.”
I took an instinctual step toward the door. People normally didn’t pull each other into closets just to say thanks. “Why am I really here?”
“My brother doesn’t remember what happened, but I know you do. I know you walked in on us.”
I thought back to the party: Derek, cheating on Kenley with Talia. Talia, betraying her best friend. As if I’d ever forget something like that—equal parts dramatic and traumatic.
“Yeah, I did.”
Talia clasped her hands together. “I promise you, Kenley already knows. She’s known that Derek has been coming onto me for a while.”
A snort rocketed out my nose. It sounded like such a ridiculous concept, being chill with your partner’s infidelity. But Talia had been honest about everything so far, even about Kenley’s darkest secrets. Which was much more than could be said about Kenley herself.
But one innocent soul who seemed to also be tangled up in all of this suddenly came to mind. “And what about your boyfriend?” I asked.
“You can’t tell Josh,” Talia hissed. “And you can’t tell Noah. Tell nobody. Please, Eleanora.”
I didn’t like to keep secrets. But at the same time, Talia had been my most valuable source of intel to date.
“I really don’t want to insert myself into your personal business,” I said. “But in my humble opinion, you’ve screwed up really bad, and now I’m put in this awkward position, too, which is unfair to me.”
Talia sighed. “I love Josh.” I wanted to interrupt to ask why she’d cheated on him, then, but held back. “Derek is just … It’s weird because I’m totally not even into him at all. I made a huge mistake hooking up with him, even though he’s such a nice guy. You know?”
No, I didn’t know, but a brand-new thought was already percolating in my head. “Why didn’t you lock the bedroom door?”
Talia crossed her arms and averted her eyes. “Derek said he did.”
“Then either he doesn’t understand how a lock works, or he was setting you up to implode your relationship. ’Cuz it was definitely unlocked.”
To my surprise, Talia laughed. It was like all my concerns glided straight off her, repelled like water down a raincoat. “He’s really not like that—I get that you’re suspicious of everything right now, but I promise he’s not the bad guy you’re looking for. Derek would never hurt me and Josh like that, and he’d definitely never hurt Kenley. They’ve been together for almost three years, and he really does care about her. A lot. But if he did want to break up with Kenley, he’d just do it.”
Talia seemed so unconcerned that it was hard for me not to write off Derek entirely. But it didn’t erase all of the questionable things Derek had also done.
Getting that camera footage was going to be more crucial than ever.
“I won’t tell,” I replied. “But in exchange, I need you to tell me if you hear any rumors around the school that might help solve our case. No matter who it’s about.”
Even if it incriminates your friends, I thought, hoping Talia would understand the implication. Even if it incriminates Derek.
“Another deal, huh?” Talia nodded. “Fine, totally.”
There was a knock at the door. The sound of a heavy fist rapping once, twice, then three times. We looked at each other desperately, but there wasn’t much to be done—there was no lock nor a place to hide. I gestured toward the door, and Talia gave me a shrug in return, so I quickly invented an excuse about how we had both been in desperate need of toilet paper and opened it.
The school janitor, Mr. Shaw, stood there in his smudged coveralls, wrinkled face framed by a fluffy ring of facial hair. He looked like he was about to take the stage as the Cowardly Lion in a production of The Wizard of Oz. “Sorry for interrupting,” he said with an apologetic smile.
“Oh!” I gasped out. “No, I’m sorry, we weren’t—”
“Don’t worry about it. I just need to grab something right quick. Don’t mind me.” Mr. Shaw squeezed past me and an equally surprised Talia to the back of the closet, where he hauled out an enormous industrial vacuum.
“So sorry!” Talia added belatedly, as I scooted toward the exit.
“It’s all right, you’re not in trouble,” said Mr. Shaw. “I know how hard it is to find privacy around Hillview. Some kids even like to eat lunch in here—you’re welcome to join if you’d like.”
Talia grimaced. “That’s so sweet, I’ll totally keep that in mind. Thank you!”
I felt my heel slip on something and nearly fell to the floor. Glancing down, I noticed a piece of something white caught on my shoe.
Shit. That’s embarrassing. Wasn’t getting toilet paper stuck to your shoe the biggest dork cliché of all time? I quickly peeled it off, but my fingers met a thicker material than expected—it was a scrap of regular paper, thank goodness.
Something was written on it, too. A number, followed by a message.
92826—YOU OWE ME BIG TIME
Who owed what, to who?
Because I was apparently equal parts dork and hoarder, I snuck the paper into my pocket as Talia and I made it back into the hallway.
Talia shut the door behind us and laughed, her eyes sparkling. “So … I’ll let you know if I hear anything,” she said.
“Cool, thank you, Talia. For everything,” I replied, still reeling a little with that “just got walked in on” feeling. I supposed this was how Talia must have felt at the party. But much naked-er. “No more pulling me into closets, though. You kind of freaked me out.”
Talia cleared her throat. “Fine. No more closets.”
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HOW THE HEIST WAS PLANNED
“‘Give me one, ho?’” Noah read off my screen, sliding the phone back. “Yeah, I maybe wouldn’t have called her that, but that’s just my own personal style.”
I groaned. “I was trying to type ‘hour,’ but it sent too early. The point is, Kenley’s supposed to be here any minute now.”
I was smushed next to Salim in our favorite corner booth at Lindy’s Diner, with Tyler and Noah sitting across from us, trying my best to keep calm despite the circumstances. Lindy’s was a certified LGBTQ+ Club favorite—it had been a local staple for nearly half a century, located conveniently close to school and serving the best pancakes in all of Cabotsville. The vinyl upholstery had seen better days, but the tables were always sparkling clean. And since Mom rarely let anything unhealthy enter her home, and the cafeteria only served fake plastic food meant for dolls, Lindy’s was where I always got my fix of incredible, greasy comfort food. Thank God for senior “off-campus lunch” privileges.
I hid my phone back in my lap. I’d known that Noah would get a kick out of my devastating text fail, but of course I couldn’t tell him how his sister was technically at fault.
Next to me, Salim was staring grumpily at the menu—unfortunately we didn’t have long enough to actually order food before our next classes. I was getting a bit worried that we wouldn’t even have time to talk at all when the front door eased open.
Kenley Stevens stood there in a white crop top and floral-embroidered jeans, an olive bucket hat concealing wherever bandages might have been. Her black eye had gained a yellowish tinge to it, and she seemed to have a limp now as well, her right leg lagging slightly behind the other as she walked toward us. She probably should’ve still been in the hospital given the severity of her injuries, but I wasn’t exactly a doctor.
I hadn’t told my friends about Kenley’s call yet, or about her lies—she’d been so back-and-forth that making any assessment right now felt premature.
But today’s meeting might help me figure her out.
Salim shot to his feet and grabbed an extra chair. “Hey, Kenley! Warmed up the booth for you.”
He gestured at the now-vacant space next to me, and I greeted Kenley with an awkward wave. Tyler and Noah were both regarding her with wary looks, understandably. Whether we were all on the same side now or not, it was hard to get past the fact that someone’s actions had made you into a social pariah for a full year.
Kenley cracked a smile at Salim. “Hey, y’all. Thanks for waiting,” she said, sitting down so close to me that I caught a whiff of sugary vanilla perfume. “And for warming the booth for me? With your butt?”
“Yeah, any time,” Salim said with a serious nod.
He was the only one being outright friendly to Kenley. But why wouldn’t he be? Salim wasn’t bullied like the rest of us, was hardly even perceived as part of our group. Because when you’re warm and friendly toward literally everyone, no one bats an eye when that happens to include the Gay Kids. Salim was sort of a LaCroix pansexual in that way: if one could even sense that faint bit of fruitiness in him, they might assume it had been picked up by accident, like from being in occasional proximity to us. And even for the classmates who knew that he was queer, it was easy to ignore compared to his other, more prominent attributes—namely, being large and talented and hot.
Salim was kind of lucky that everyone could squint their eyes and love a blurry version of him like it was the real thing.
“I got released from the hospital, as you can see,” Kenley began. “But I still called out of school for the rest of the week, because the police said the investigation could take a while and I really don’t want to go back to the place where someone’s trying to kill me.”
“Don’t worry, we’re still trying to solve this,” said Salim. “We were actually planning to get the school’s security footage and see if there’s evidence on there.”
“Oh, amazing! So, this would be the perfect time to ask you all if I could come with you.” Her voice lowered shyly. “I understand if you all don’t want me around, but I think I could be useful. I’m really good with techy stuff.”
Another layer peeled back. Kenley Stevens: cheerleader, bully, prescription-drug dealer, tech nerd, liar, conundrum. A puzzle that became increasingly unclear the more pieces I slotted together, and yet for some reason I found myself desperate to.
Noah and Tyler didn’t seem so sure about her, either. They were both giving me conflicted, doubtful looks, while Salim was just wagging his head excitedly.
Letting Kenley tag along might be the perfect way to test her, I realized. I could keep a close eye on her to make sure she didn’t sabotage the mission somehow. And the help she could give us might be pivotal, since aside from possessing some gaming skills, the rest of us were kind of dogshit at computers.
“It’s fine if you help,” I said, staring down at my hands. “But it’s gonna be on our terms. Following our plans. Okay?”
“Okay!” Kenley replied, a little sparkle to her voice.
Tyler gave me a nod in understanding and folded their hands together. They were trusting me on this, and I was determined not to make them regret it.
“Well, I thought we could sneak back into school around seven,” I said, hoping the disjointed ideas I had scribbled down during study hall would work out. “All the stragglers should have gone home by then.”
“You know who stays at school until seven, though, or even later?” Tyler chimed in. “Principal Ballard. One time I sat around waiting to meet with him until, like, nine. Granted, he wasn’t expecting me—I’d been trying to corner him and catch him by surprise so it would be harder to say no to adding new jerseys to the soccer budget.”
“Tyler, I swear to God, you could convince a cat to join the swim team,” said Noah.
Tyler stretched their arms over their head with a cocky smile. “And I would, if they were fast enough swimmers.”
“Lucky for you, I can always make Ballard fuck off at a moment’s notice.” Noah grinned, pulling his dark hair back into a tiny ponytail.
Tyler gave him a sideways look. “How?”
Noah held up his phone, showing something on the screen. I adjusted my glasses and squinted; I didn’t recognize the app he was using but could see a picture of a shirtless man who looked like a barrel-chested bear. He was wearing sunglasses and leaning against a boat, which according to its lettering was called the Knotty Nauti.
Kenley covered her mouth like she was going to puke.
“Who the hell—is that Ballard?” Salim asked, too loudly.
“Ew, oh my God!” I exclaimed. I wanted to look away, but morbid curiosity overrode my right mind. “What does his profile say?”
Noah cleared his throat. “It says, ‘looking for an angel in heels, could you be my sole mate?’ So, I decided to be a thirty-year-old masseuse-slash-pedicurist with gorgeous ankles in case I ever needed blackmail against him.”
I gagged. “That’s nasty.”
“Don’t kink-shame,” he sternly replied.
“This is the kind of thing I’d expect from that pervy security guy, not Ballard,” said Kenley. “I distinctly remember Herb commenting on my ankle shape in the hallway before. Ballard I’ve never had a problem with.”
I shuddered. Bad news about Security Herb, but it was encouraging that Kenley didn’t seem to have any issues with Ballard. Out of everyone with potential involvement, Ballard being the culprit would be the worst outcome—he was the hardest figure to take down. The power he already wielded over us was staggering.
Salim blinked absently at Noah. “Wait, did you really send him feet pics?”
“I literally Googled ‘feet,’” Noah explained. “Picked a random stock image three rows down. And Ballard fell for it. He’s criminally dense for not even knowing how to reverse image search. He probably has a million viruses on his computer.”
Salim cocked his head inquisitively to one side. “Wait, what’s reverse image search?”
Kenley opened her mouth to explain, but Noah swiftly moved on. “I’ll tell Ballard to meet me on the other side of town at seven.”
“Thank you for your service,” I said, my nose wrinkling. “So, we’re all good to meet outside Hillview at seven?”
Everyone nodded and mumbled affirmatives.
Breaking into our school was going to be an enormous risk, but I had learned that sometimes when you’re kicked down in the dirt, you have to crawl right through all the fire ants and worm poop in order to pick yourself back up again.
Or, you’re gonna have to send a pervert some feet pics.
Whatever works.

The school was so eerie at night—especially this time of year. The autumn wind was bone-chilling, and its low, ominous whistle persisted as the minutes ticked on. I was ducked behind a row of bushes, my hair blowing around and tangling itself in the prickly branches. The only sources of light were the moon and a few creepy lampposts in the distance, casting round spotlights on the empty parking lot like we were meant to be watching some ghostly theater performance.
Kenley crouched a few feet away from me, one side of her face carved with light like a Renaissance painting. Her eyes caught mine, and she gave me a little wave. “Hey Sandw—Eleanora,” she whispered, catching herself midway.
I hoped the surrounding darkness masked the frustrated flush in my cheeks as I waved back. “Hey, Pudding Girl.”
Kenley hmphed. Then smiled, just a teeny bit.
“Are we all going in?” Salim asked. He sat in the parched brown grass, rocking back and forth as he glanced between the school building and the front gate.
Tyler had their stomach pressed to the ground military style. “We should. We should all stick together. It’s safer for everyone that way.”
“Now’s the time,” said Noah, while checking his phone. “Ballard’s on his way to some random park miles away where he thinks he’s going to get stepped on by Luxe the masseuse.”
I wished I had the power to un-hear things.
“I’ll go first,” Salim offered, and no one disagreed. He was going to have to pry open the window, and as the strongest one of us, this made the most sense.
With Salim leading the way, we carefully trod through the shrubbery and crept toward the outer wall. Salim peered into the window, putting his face against the glass to see into the darkness of the room. We were collectively pretty certain this was the window for the teachers’ lounge, but it didn’t hurt to check.
But then Salim was startled.
“Ahh!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, stumbling backward and nearly bowling me over. I felt a pair of hands dig into my flimsy biceps and realized it was Kenley, cowering behind me.
“What is it?” Tyler whisper-yelled, tugging at Salim’s shoulder. “Is someone in there?”
Salim’s fear shut off at the touch. “Nope, just messing with you.” He grinned.
Tyler let out a long, shuddering exhale. “You’re the absolute worst, Sal.”
Kenley released my arm and chuckled awkwardly. I knew she’d been scared, and it had been such a small gesture, but the way she had grabbed me really did kind of feel like being in a haunted house with your friends, like the way you reacted when you genuinely felt safe with someone.
Salim returned to the window, pulling on it from the bottom. I had been worried this would be the most difficult part of the night, but with just one hard tug, Salim got it open. Surely, the windows locked, but the Hillview staff hadn’t thought to do so. Probably because most teachers wouldn’t expect their students to break into school on a Monday night to absolve themselves from a potential felony and save their academic status before an actual killer could strike again.
At the same time, the fact that the security was this lax after a student had nearly died was highly concerning. Maybe my mom was right—was it safe for me to be at school after what had happened to Kenley? I gulped around a large rock that had suddenly lodged inside my throat.
Probably not, huh?
Salim pulled himself up and hopped through the window, the rest of us following closely behind. I gave myself a running start and jumped toward the opening, but instead, my chest landed on the sill, my legs dangling in the air and threatening to send me falling backward into the bushes. Salim reached out and yanked me the rest of the way through, the momentum sending me straight into a potted fern.
“Sorry,” I whispered to the jostled plant.
Once all five of us were inside, Tyler gestured at the window. “Leave it open. We should exit the same way. We need to lock this room from the inside just as we found it.”
“Assuming we can even find the security room key in here,” I replied.
Salim went to flick on the light switch, but Tyler stopped him. “If we turn on this light, someone could see it coming from the window and raise the alarm.”
Salim smiled fondly. “You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?”
Tyler let out a self-deprecating chuckle and looked away. “I wrote twenty-six pages of notes for this mission during my classes. We’re going to have to search in the dark … at least until we get to the interior of the school.”
I didn’t think we even needed the extra light. I could see everything in the room clearly enough, so long as I didn’t have to read eight-point font or something. There was a wooden table surrounded by chairs that looked borrowed straight from the dining hall. Behind the table were comfier armchairs and side tables marred by dark coffee-cup rings. Against one wall was a complete kitchenette, and there were two vending machines with knockoff snack brands in another corner.
Noah made a beeline for the kitchen drawers and scooped Keurig pods into his bag, demonstrating expert detective work. There was always a chance that the teachers hid important keys jammed inside a bin amongst their coffee, right?
My thinking was a little less abstract, as I headed straight for a narrow door that looked like it could be a storage closet. Sure enough, there was a key cabinet mounted on the inside wall, lined with rows of mismatched keys. Better yet, each had a colorful tag attached.
Except every single tag was either blank or marked with some nonsensical abbreviation.
“Uh, guys?” I began. “Pretty sure I found the key, but I don’t know which of the hundred it is.”
The others quickly crowded me. Several hands reached out to turn each key from front to back, but there wasn’t much to go off of.
“Give them all to me,” said Salim, making grabby-hands toward the cabinet.
“Wait,” Tyler interjected, pulling Salim away. “If we take them all down, we need to remember where to put them back.”
“I got it,” Kenley offered, snapping a picture with her phone.
Tyler nodded appreciatively. “Okay, so now we try every single one of these keys until we get in. It has to be one of them, right? This might take us a while, but we’ll be fine.”
Right. It was all going to be fine. Just dandy. Positively peachy.
After closing kitchen drawers and moving chairs back into place, we slipped deeper into the school. One fluorescent light down the hallway was flickering like a dying firefly, and there was an unending electrical hum that unsettled me so strongly that I shivered. It felt like the end of days in here.
“Security room is right down the hall,” said Tyler, waving us forward.
I looked from the posters advertising the upcoming school play, so dismal and lifeless in the dark, to the few doors that had been left open—just a crack—creating a perfect setup for some monster to pop out from behind them and eat my face off. “Okay! Cool!” I whimpered.
Noah stopped in front of me and pointed at the ceiling in the distance. “Uh, hey guys, can’t the cameras see all of this, too?”
“Yeah … I may have neglected to mention that,” Tyler said with a grimace. “Twenty-six pages is a lot to cover, okay?”
I cursed under my breath. “We have to worry about this footage too then, I guess.”
Too much security footage. Too many keys. Plenty of opportunities for something to go terribly awry.
“I can handle it.” Kenley flashed a confident grin. It stood out against the darkness; a beacon, a leads-sailors-toward-their-doom smile. I tried my best not to look.
Salim was carrying all the keys using the bottom of his hoodie as a makeshift bag. He stopped in front of the security room, and the faint jingle that sounded with each of his footsteps ceased. He plucked out one key at random and tried the door handle, but it shifted stiffly without turning all the way.
“What was that?” asked Noah.
“Hmm?” Tyler replied, tearing their eyes away from the keys to follow Noah’s gaze.
Noah put his hands on his hips and tapped one tattered sneaker against the linoleum. “I saw a light beam move across the window at the end of the hall. Like, from the outside, I think. But I don’t know.”
Tyler ducked down. “Oh fucking shit, don’t tell me it was a car?”
“No, I mean I literally do not know. It could be fairies or the goddamn aurora borealis as far as I’m fucking aware. Do I look like an expert on unidentified spectral objects?”
“Kind of, yeah,” I said. Noah gave me a firm pat on the back.
Keys were clattering to the floor as Salim frantically discarded each one, his pace growing faster with the threat of being caught looming. Tyler was scooping the keys up, and the rest of us were bouncing around with a contagiously nervous energy that probably wasn’t helping Salim concentrate at all.
After another minute of useless keys and anxiety-induced acid reflux, the door to the security room finally swung open.
“Yes!” Salim hissed, punching an arm in the air.
But our victory celebration was rudely interrupted by a high-pitched creaking noise coming from the hallway.
We froze as the creak loudly crescendoed, before stopping as abruptly as it had begun. In its place came the shrill sound of scraping.
It was the heavy, rhythmic scraping of something dragging across the floor.
And then from somewhere out of sight, we heard a withered groan.
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WHAT WAS ON THE TAPES
I suddenly remembered how to move.
I pushed everyone inside the security room and shut the door behind us as quietly as I could, easing the handle back into place, and then let go and collapsed against the back of the door. My chest heaved up and down like I’d run an entire marathon rather than a measly three feet.
Salim was mouthing something and gesturing wildly. I was never any good at lip-reading, but presumed he was trying to say “guys, be quiet,” or “holy shit, there’s a ghost.”
This was another room where we wouldn’t have to worry about lights, at least; LEDs and the dim glow of computer monitors bathed the space in a soft red. Not that it mattered when we could get busted and/or murdered at any moment. But if the worst-case scenario came true and somebody else was inside the building, did they even realize they weren’t alone? It was still possible that they hadn’t heard us.
Noah shoved his phone in my face. There was a text exchange open, which appeared to be between him and Ballard. The last messages were Ballard saying he’d just arrived, and then Noah saying “Luxe” was on the way. They were only a few minutes old.
But maybe we’d been wrong. Maybe we had underestimated Ballard and just assumed he was a clueless meathead because that was the way he acted. But what if he’d outsmarted us? What if Noah was the one being played and he didn’t even know it, and now Ballard was in the hallway about to go full Michael Myers on our asses?
And not the Shrek one.
“Hey, y’all?” I pushed myself back up onto my feet, though my knees were still knocking together. “We might as well try and finish what we started. Just be really quiet.”
“I can handle the computers,” whispered Kenley. “Like I said, um, I’m good at this. I’m even thinking of applying to some comp sci programs, but my dad’s probably making me go to dental school, so I don’t really know—Sorry, rambling.”
Kenley ducked her head and powered on the four oversize monitors that hung in a grid formation on the wall. The screens flickered to life, countless camera outputs creating an epic grid-within-a-grid layout that reminded me of a spy movie. There had to be several dozen different views, each stamped with the current date and time. But the dome-shaped lenses meant that most of the feeds were stretched into a weird, distorted circle, making it hard to identify what exactly I was looking at.
Well, half looking at. Because my eyes kept being drawn to Kenley herself. The monitors lit her face from above, highlighting the bright specks of green in her eyes, the freckles that danced recklessly across her nose. The rise and fall of her chest as she breathed—and no, I wasn’t looking there—but I was so close that I could feel the rhythm of it. Feel the warmth of her against the side of my forearm, prickling like a fresh sunburn.
“Before I look for anything else, here’s what I’m going to do: I’ll find where the footage is being archived, erase the past twenty minutes, and pause recording on whichever cameras caught us on the way in,” Kenley rattled off under her breath.
“Oh!” I exclaimed. “When you said you were good at computers, you really…”
“I was talking about more than just buying shoes online and playing Poptropica, yes.”
I quirked a brow. “Sweet. You’ll have to help me finally figure out how to take screenshots on my laptop, then.”
Kenley grinned at me. “Actually, I do teach a ‘macOS for Grandmas’ class at Cabotsville Assisted Living. Maybe you should stop by?”
“Wow … Okay.” I sucked in my lips to hide a smile that was forming there beyond my control. Tyler gave me confused side-eye, rightfully, and I backed a few steps away from Kenley. Something bizarre had come over me tonight.
“Well, thank you for that…” Tyler started, their tone uncertain. “Hey, actually, can we check the cameras for what that noise was first? It was probably some wind coming in through a window, but…”
“Good idea, Ty,” said Salim, clapping them on the shoulder.
Determined to concentrate, I ran my eyes over each of the screens. It was difficult to make out much, but all we needed to look for was any perceptible movement—lighting changes, doors opening or shutting, or scarier yet, signs of an actual human person. But aside from a few dust motes drifting across the screen, and the reliable tick of the clock, I wasn’t seeing anything.
It must not have been a person that we’d heard, then. We were safe.
“This is some Five Nights at Freddy’s shit,” Noah whispered. He rubbed his hands over his face and backed into the corner, staring warily at the door.
“Cameras two, four, and fourteen cover our path in,” Kenley said, pointing at each one in turn. “Nine and thirteen were covering … me.”
“Keep going, I’m taking notes,” Tyler replied, pen in hand.
Seeing Kenley like this was surreal. She was clearly in her element, and I wondered how her father could possibly oppose this path for her future—no disrespect to the people who actually enjoyed drilling teeth. But having unsupportive parents must have affected Kenley an unimaginable amount.…
It was hard not to casually psychoanalyze people when I had a therapist-mom at home.
With the coast seemingly clear, Kenley minimized the cameras and pulled up the computer’s desktop. She navigated into a series of folders and began deleting files sorted by the most recent. The room was dead silent other than the aggressive clicking of the computer mouse and the embarrassing hitch of my own breath.
“We’re erased,” Kenley announced after a minute or two. “Too easy. They don’t back up the footage.” She then switched folders and scrolled through the long list of files. “Can anyone figure out how many hours ago you found me?”
“Uh, fuck if I know,” Noah replied, leaning against a server rack. “I can’t do math.”
Tyler’s brow pinched in confusion. “Aren’t you the club treasurer?”
“See—treasure, I can do,” Noah explained with a fond smile. “But counting and clocks and shit? Nope.”
Tyler groaned and smashed their forehead against the desk.
“That’s not what treasurer means, Noah,” Salim said calmly. “I know it’s confusing though. If it makes you feel better, I didn’t realize that ‘secretary’ has nothing to do with secrets until I’d already volunteered. On God.”
This was all explaining a lot.
Thankfully, Tyler jumped in to save us with some quick notepad-scrawled math. “I think it’s around eighty hours ago.”
Kenley continued to skim through footage until she landed at a specific point in the timeline. She paused, staring at the screen, and then typed something into the search bar. It yielded no results.
Kenley rolled her bottom lip between her teeth. “Something’s missing.”
She returned to the list of files, named by the date and time. “There’s one hour missing, right around the end of the pep rally. One file. And the folder was last edited, like, two minutes after what happened to me.”
“Somebody deleted it,” I breathed.
But who? Ballard had been with the LGBTQ+ Club immediately following the attack for at least a half hour, so he couldn’t have made it to the security room within two minutes. Who else had access to the room, and why would they want to get rid of the footage?
One answer, clear as day, popped into my head: Security Herb.
Because he was the one who had attacked Kenley in the first place.



“You really think it was Herb?” Salim asked.
Kenley had finished going through the files several times over and confirmed there was only one conclusion to be drawn.
The cameras that captured the interior of Hillview High School all had the same hour missing. This wasn’t a technical error—it was intentional sabotage. Completely, diabolically, intentional.
“He has access to the cameras,” I explained. “He probably wasn’t at the pep rally because why would he be? And he works for the school, so Ballard could be helping him cover it up.”
“Like I mentioned, he’s been creepy to me before.” Kenley shrugged.
“Definitely not a good person, and definitely not concerned with student safety. Considering how he pretended not to notice Shelby harassing us earlier,” I added.
Kenley’s eyebrows furrowed at that, and she frowned. It was such a subtle gesture that I nearly missed it.
“Wait!” Noah interjected, loudly enough to get a shush from Tyler. He grumbled and lowered his voice. “I just had a good idea, okay? We could look at the gym doors to see who didn’t go to the pep rally or left early.”
“Worth a shot,” Kenley said. She switched to a different camera feed and scrubbed through more footage.
As anticipated, the unassuming dome had caught a mass of hundreds of students crowding into the gym from the hallway. It was close to impossible to distinguish each student from the tops of their heads, especially when they were mashed together. But the second she hit play—
“Shit,” she hissed, quickly muting the computer. It had blasted hallway noise for a second there, which was a capability that was good to know about, but a very bad thing to be happening while we were trying to hide in complete silence.
We watched for a few minutes, from when the bustle outside of the gym was busiest, until the stream of students slowed to a trickle. At that point, the hour of missing footage hit; there was a sudden jump cut where the time stamp skipped forward. What happened during the rest of the pep rally would remain a mystery.
“I don’t think I saw anything significant,” I said. I’d tried picking Kenley out by the clothes she was wearing that day, or by the soft fawn color of her hair, but …
Soft fawn color? I snorted derisively at myself.
Kenley Stevens was successfully tricking me into liking her. This was exactly why she was the most dangerous of them all.
“It’s too hard to tell who all was and wasn’t there,” said Tyler. “Beyond having to play an impossible game of I spy, that missing hour definitively screws us. I’m sure tons of people were running late to the pep rally.”
“I saw myself walking by,” Salim announced. “That was pretty cool.”
“Great job, Salim. Now let’s—”
They were interrupted by a deep voice from outside the door.
“Hello?” it called out. “Who’s there?”
Bile lurched up my esophagus.
The person sounded like they were far away, but as we went silent, the unmistakable sound of footsteps began approaching. A door creaked in the distance, followed by another door, and then another. Each sounded closer than the last.
They were opening every single door on this side of the school. It was only a matter of time before they reached the security room.
“Let’s lock ourselves in here,” Noah hissed. “Where’s the key?”
Salim pointed to Tyler, whose blazer pockets were now stuffed full of them. “We didn’t keep it separated,” they sighed.
Kenley looked at me, a deer in headlights.
“I know you’re here somewhere,” the voice bellowed, its ominous reverb causing the hair on my arms to stand on end. “I heard you!”
I was a scaredy-cat through and through and had spent most of my life (up until last week, at least) focused on being a Good Kid who never got into any trouble. But after breaking a couple rules already, and after vowing to do anything it took to help the LGBTQ+ Club, I’d started to get flashes of uncharacteristic bravery.
I took a deep breath and readied myself, knowing what I had to do to save my friends.
“I’ll go. Wait a couple of minutes after I leave and then make a run for it, okay?”
“No!” Kenley immediately hissed.
“You can’t,” Tyler added. Their eyes were narrowed in concentration, as if a more preferable solution might magically reveal itself.
But as smart as Tyler was, it would not. We were cornered, and while the room was massive, it was also emptier than a middle school dance floor. There weren’t nearly enough hiding spots for five people.
I bounced on my heels. “It’s either one of us gets caught, or all of us get caught. So stand back, because I’m going to open this door now before whoever this is gets too close.”
“What if it’s the murderer?” Noah asked.
“It sounds like Herb,” said Kenley. She quickly turned off the hanging monitors, her manicured fingers shaking as she pressed each button. “Please don’t do it, Eleanora. Please.”
Salim turned to me. “What if Herb tries to murder you, too?”
“We don’t even—just be quiet for now,” I replied. “Unless he starts making axe-murderer noises, in which case you are allowed to scream for help.”
I wasn’t exactly thrilled to be throwing myself to the wolves, but I was glad to know that the others wouldn’t get in trouble alongside me. But I had to act now, or else I would jeopardize all of them.
Holding a finger to my lips, I reached out and grabbed the doorknob.
I pulled the door open, fully ready to step forward and meet my fate, when Salim Ali roughly elbowed past me and slammed it shut behind him.
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WHAT HAPPENED TO SALIM
Salim was long gone.
His footsteps pounded down the hallway as he sprinted toward the front of the school, with disgruntled old man noises—presumably coming from Security Herb—following slowly behind him.
There was no telling whether Herb had recognized Salim, or what he might do to him if he somehow caught up, but we had to move while we could. Even though I felt survivor’s guilt in the pit of my chest.
Useless.
I always had people saving me. Never the other way around.
But if I tried to step in for Salim now, it would make his sacrifice all for nothing. I needed to accept what had happened and get the hell out of there, for the sake of the others.
We gathered all of the keys and crept back into the teachers’ lounge, locking doors behind us and hardly daring to breathe. Thanks to the picture Kenley had taken, we were able to rehang the keys in their proper places before slipping out the window and pulling it shut. It was like we’d never even been there.
As I crouched in the grass next to the school, a sigh of relief caught in my throat. We had found evidence and discovered new leads, but at the cost of one of our own.
How could I feel victorious?

The LGBTQ+ Club (plus our honorary ally Kenley) had been waiting at Lindy’s Diner for nearly an hour, and Salim was still unaccounted for.
At this hour, the big display case up front filled with black and white cookies and every flavor of bagel under the sun had been mostly emptied out, picked clean by an eclectic mix of Hillview kids and local senior citizens. The meat-and-herb smell of gravy filled the diner, spread over buttery biscuits and chicken-fried steak and—if you were that one elderly lady who always sat in the back by the kitchen—heaps of tuna salad.
If I had been told a year ago that Kenley Stevens would be hanging out with my friends—and we weren’t telling her to fuck right off—I would have laughed so hard I peed. But here we were, coexisting, like those videos where a cat is somehow best friends with a bear. She may have been claiming to like me now, but Kenley could easily bite my head off at any moment.
But I had to admit … She had been legitimately helpful tonight.
Tyler vacantly assessed their pancakes, which had barely been touched. The stack was sprayed with a whipped-cream smile—an ironic contrast to Tyler’s mopey expression.
“Anyone heard from Salim yet?” I asked hopefully. But the others frowned and shook their heads.
“I hope he’s all right,” said Kenley, staring down at her lap. “I’m sorry.”
Her guilt for being the epicenter of this disaster was palpable, but the sympathetic flutters in my chest were quickly grounded by frustration. I just wished she felt remorse for all the lying, instead. Like how she’d neglected to tell us that her boyfriend and Talia were a thing, and that she sold Adderall at school. And then there was the locker situation.
Why had she been standing by some random person’s locker, and what was so bad about it that she refused to tell me the truth?
Because of this, there was still a chance that everything Kenley had said about liking me was just another lie.
I nibbled on my chocolate chip cookie. Although it was the size of my entire head, it still wasn’t big enough considering how much comfort I was in dire need of. Not knowing what had happened to Salim felt like torture. “He’ll call soon. Doesn’t he always forget to charge his phone? It probably died.”
“Yes.” Tyler sighed, staring off into the middle distance with a sad smile. “He does always forget.”
“FYI, it looks like Ballard messaged me again while we were running away,” Noah said between swigs of his root beer float. “He apologized and said he had to leave for an emergency, so I’d have to step on him another time.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “Do you think…”
“Yeah.”
Security Herb had called Principal Ballard.
I didn’t think it was possible for a demon to summon another demon, but now it was sounding like Salim had double the grumpy old man to deal with. And Ballard was probably even more pissed than usual, since Salim had interrupted his hot date.
No wonder it was taking forever to hear back from Salim. Slowly being flayed alive did seem like it’d be time-consuming.
“Ballard being there might not be a bad thing, though,” said Noah. “He has a weird soft spot for Sal. Maybe he’ll bail him out.”
It was true—and if anyone could charm their way out of trouble, it would be Salim.
“Actually, Ballard might be less forgiving with him, considering how poorly the football team’s been doing,” Kenley commented, tugging at her bucket hat where it had ridden up over a bandage. I definitely knew how obsessed the old fart was with football. “Although, that’s not really on Salim. It’s Derek who’s been playing like crap this season.”
Sitting there in my favorite booth with Kenley’s shoulder grazing mine, it felt impossible to broach the subject of Derek and his “cheating.” I wasn’t sure how beneficial it would be to divulge Talia’s secret anyway—what would that accomplish right now besides potentially making people upset?
“Anyway,” I began, desperate for a topic change. “Security Herb. What do we think?”
Noah sagged in his chair until only the tip of his beanie poked out over the table. “The missing footage basically confirmed that someone in the faculty was in on the attack, at least to an extent,” he said. “And the police are helping them cover it up. Or maybe it’s the other way around. Either way, we’re screwed. The entire goddamned town is against us.”
“Ms. Winston told me that teachers aren’t supposed to write letters of recommendation for us probation reprobates,” Tyler groaned. “She offered to write me one in secret, but all the schools I’m applying to require three. There’s no way I’m getting into college now, let alone with the Future Lawyers scholarship. God, my parents and I have worked so fucking hard, only for me to…”
Tyler buried their face in their hands. I wished I was in reach to give them a hug, or that I could urge them to stop putting so much pressure on themself without sounding like a massive hypocrite.
“I’m on board with you completely.” Noah sat up straight and clutched his beanie in his hands like a rosary. “I kind of don’t qualify for most financial aid since my aunt stole my identity when I was a baby and defaulted on a ton of loans.”
“Jesus!” Kenley exclaimed.
Noah bowed, as if his dilemma were a performance. “I also probably don’t qualify for most academic scholarships anyway, since my grades suck. And I know it would be a huge burden on my family to pay for everything, even with Talia not wanting college, but, uh, there’s some really good art programs that judge purely based on my portfolio. And I know that’s not exactly the best path if I want to pay my parents back some day, but I’d really wanted it. Now I’m feeling more and more like it’s time to kiss my dreams goodbye, y’know?”
I thought about the beautiful paintings that had been scattered haphazardly around his bedroom. Noah had so much talent, and hearing him give up on his goals like this was breaking my heart.
“Don’t say that,” I blurted out. “Both of you. We still have time. Everything that’s happened to us so far … We can come back from it. There haven’t been any criminal charges yet.”
Tyler’s phone buzzed loudly, and they snatched it up with lightning speed. After glancing at the screen, their smile dropped. “Spam call,” they sighed.
But Noah grabbed the phone from their hands and accepted the call, to Tyler’s displeasure. “Is this about my car’s extended warranty?” he asked, waving away Tyler’s attempts to grab their phone back.
Then Noah went quiet. “I’m putting you on speaker,” he said, finally, before revealing the telemarketer’s voice to the world.
“I’m alive!”
“Salim!” Tyler lurched toward their phone again, too late—Noah had flung it onto the center of the table like in a game of spin-the-bottle.
“Hey, Ty!” Salim shouted back, but it was so garbled that it sounded like he was calling from a sewage drain. “Anyways, like I said, I’m okay!”
Kenley let out a long exhale with her hand pressed to her heart, and Noah began cheering so loudly that a few stoner college kids from the Lindy’s dinner crowd turned to glare. It was easy to forget we weren’t alone during the night hours, when the clattering of the kitchen had quieted, most of the other patrons too old or sleepy to make much noise at all.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, eyes watering with relief. Even though he was strong for a high schooler, there was a part of me that considered Salim could have been in real danger left alone with creepy old Herb. “Thank you for doing that, by the way. But I was just about to—”
“No worries, Eleanora. I wanted to do it.” I could hear the bright smile in Salim’s voice.
“I really thought you were a goner,” Noah said, wiping his forehead in mock relief. “Did Ballard come get you? We have pancakes left if you still wanted to drop by Lindy’s.”
“Dude, so I thought about just running the hell away from campus, but Herb recognized me and was calling my name and stuff. So, I let him corner me by the principal’s office where he lectured me for like a billion years about trespassing until Ballard got there.”
The security officer’s sinister demeanor surfaced in my mind. The way he lurked around the school like a ghost, or more accurately, a shadow puppet animated by the conniving hands of Principal Ballard. “Did he seem like he was thinking about hurting you?”
Salim was quiet for a moment. “No, I wasn’t worried that he was going to murder me at any point. He was acting like a regular, angry old man.”
“Dude still gives me the creeps, though,” Noah said with a shudder. “How pissed was Ballard?”
“Ballard was doing the whole ‘I’m not angry; I’m just disappointed’ thing. Talking about how he wanted to see me succeed as an upstanding member of Hillview High or something. Said I was the best offensive lineman they’ve had in years.”
“It was good of him to let you go, at least,” said Tyler.
“Yeah, about that…” Salim replied, his voice growing reedy. “I’m actually calling you right now from jail. He got me arrested.”
In that moment, my soul evaporated from my body.
How could I have possibly thought that Salim would be okay? The affection Ballard had for him was no match for the man’s bigotry and hatred.
“Are you fucking serious?” Noah shouted.
“Your parents are going to murder you,” Tyler muttered, rubbing their temples. “What will you tell them?”
“I don’t know, Tyler. I can’t exactly explain this whole thing to them, like what am I gonna say, ‘Hey, I got accused of attacking a girl, so I’m basically off the football team, and now I’ve been arrested for trespassing, and oh, almost forgot, I bought a shit ton of alcohol?’”
“Maybe don’t say that last part so loudly,” Noah interjected.
“I know it’s not helpful, but … I completely get it,” Kenley said softly. “I think sometimes you don’t have to tell your parents everything. You don’t owe anyone everything.”
As Kenley’s eyes strayed toward a decorative vintage photograph on the wall, my traitorous heart started to soften again for her. My dad may have been, you know, dead, but at least he had never pressured me to make a living poking around in people’s unsanitary mouths instead of following my own dreams.
“Thanks, Kenley.” Salim huffed in frustration. “I’ll think of something.”
“What’s jail like, anyway?” Noah asked, gnawing at the end of his fork.
“It’s like being in an ice-cold cage where the toilet is metal and they serve wet shrink-wrapped roast beef and three guys are waiting in line behind me for the phone. But I’ll be okay in here, I think. You guys shouldn’t worry about me. The staff is already calling me ‘little bro’ and sneaking me Hershey’s.”
“But—” Tyler started.
“It’s fine, Ty. I’ve dealt with worse shit in my life than this.” Salim sighed into the phone, and someone else in the room with him passive-aggressively cleared their throat. “Like when Ahmad tricked me into getting my fist stuck in a jar and Mama had to call the fire department.”
“Wait, why?” asked Noah. “Was it a jar of fire?”
“No, Noah.” Tyler groaned.
Someone in line behind him was starting to yell obscenities. Salim chuckled awkwardly. “Hey, I gotta go for—”
Then the call was dropped, and the four of us were silent.
Across the diner, the stoner college kids were playing some game that involved taking turns calling out names of A24 movies. Raindrops had begun to thud against the wide glass windows, invisible against the inky blackness of the sky. Next to me, Kenley rocked back and forth, the diner’s lights casting a misplaced halo behind her head.
“I know trespassing is technically a whole separate thing, but maybe if we can prove Herb or Ballard are bad guys, it would like … invalidate their side of the story and let Salim go free?” Noah said hopefully.
It was possible, but … I wasn’t totally sure the law worked that way.
“So, what do we do now?” Tyler asked, looking to me for guidance with damp, frightened eyes. “They’ll probably call Sal’s parents soon, who are more than rich enough to post bail, but … what if they decide not to, to teach him a lesson? Or what if Sal gets charged for something more serious than we thought and has to wait for a bail hearing? What if somebody hurts him in there? Maybe we can’t free him directly, but … right now, what can we do?”
I snapped the band of my scrunchie until a red mark formed on my wrist. I looked up to find Kenley’s eyes worriedly flicking down to my hand, leaving me self-conscious about the anxious habit.
I needed to believe that there even was something we could do, but what had happened to Salim was testing my faith. Right now, I kind of felt like it was useless trying to stand up to the shitty adults alone.
But … what might be able to counteract a shitty adult?
“I think I know,” I decided. My two friends, and also Kenley, huddled closer to listen. “We need more firepower.”
“More firepower than the principal’s dating profile?” Noah asked, eyebrows raised. “Do you mean … Do we need actual fire?”
I shook my head. “No fire, but we’re definitely going to need much more than a foot fetish. And I think there’s a few people at school who might be able to help.”
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WHAT THE TEACHERS SAID
The intercom crackled on as I was walking to English Lit. Usually Principal Ballard did morning announcements on Mondays and only strayed outside of that for very special occasions—which, evidently, Kenley’s attack had not even qualified as. But today, an otherwise ordinary Tuesday free from any national holidays or apocalyptic events, Ballard’s grouchy voice was being broadcast to the entire school.
“Good morning, Hillview High,” he began. “Last night, a despicable event happened on our campus. A student broke into school after hours and tampered with our security footage.”
The hallways quieted. This was the exact type of gossip-fuel that my classmates were ravenous for. I clutched my textbooks and waited for the other shoe to drop.
“He was promptly apprehended by security and arrested.”
Chatter erupted around me. My instincts told me to run and hide, but I forced myself to plant my feet. That could have—should have—been me they were all whispering about, if I had only been a little faster than Salim.
“We suspect this might be related to Friday afternoon’s incident, and rest assured we will be working with the police to take drastic action. We want you to feel safe here at Hillview and are doing everything we can to ensure that. Thank you, and have a great rest of your day.”
Drastic action?
I was terrified for whatever that meant. If Ballard was trying to connect the two events together, did that mean he was going to pin the whole attack directly on Salim, too? Could he be charged not just for a minor trespassing incident, but for an attempted murder?
I couldn’t just stand around going through the motions of my day, attending AP English like the sky wasn’t falling around me, waiting patiently until my friends were all on lunch break to figure out a plan.
I had to act.
Now.

Ms. Winston’s plants were wilting.
“You should rotate them so they all get equal time on the windowsill,” I advised, eyeing them from where I lay on the impractically designed couch-block.
“Ah, good idea,” Ms. Winston said. “My wife is the green-thumbed one. Meanwhile, I have no earthly idea what I’m doing, so thank you.”
I shrugged. “Someone has to guide the guidance counselor.”
Ms. Winston smiled, perching on her chair in a way that could have easily evoked “gargoyle on the eaves of a Victorian mansion” but was more like “bird resting on a branch” due to her gentle nature. “Speaking of which, how can I help you, Eleanora?”
I tugged on a thread unfurling from the hem of my skirt. “Salim’s the one who got arrested last night,” I explained. “It was a really awful idea to break into school, I know, so no need to lecture me, but … he didn’t delete the footage of Kenley’s attack. Somebody else did. I assume it must have been Security Herb.”
“Security Herb?” Ms. Winston laughed. “That’s a good one. Do I have any fun nicknames like that?”
“Err, not that I know of,” I replied with a lopsided smile.
Ms. Winston plucked one of the stuffed animals off her shelf—a bear holding a diploma—and neatened its untidy pelt. “Oh, well. Maybe someday.”
She seemed so genuinely disappointed that I made a mental note to come up with a nice one for her. Maybe Fur-Lover Winston? Or maybe not …
“Anyway, I just wanted to ask you if you knew anything about Herb. We can’t really prove he was the one who deleted the footage, especially now that Salim’s been implicated, so I don’t know what to do.”
“I shouldn’t be talking to students about my coworkers’ business,” Ms. Winston replied, but it seemed like she was saying it to herself more than to me.
I gave her a desperate look. “But you’re our only hope, since Ballard hates us and most of the faculty probably does too now. How else are we supposed to find information? A student is in jail!”
The counselor hesitated. “Nothing I say would ever leave this room, right?”
I nodded, and she let out a long sigh.
“Okay. Well … Herb’s a little … odd.” Ms. Winston glanced at the door as if Herb was about to chop through it with an axe and poke his face inside. “He’s been at the center of several strange Hillview incidents, like the time dozens of keys were taken from the teachers’ lounge overnight, or when Ms. Bradack’s breast milk got stolen from the fridge.”
I was extremely curious but managed to refrain from asking about that. “Is he ‘whacks cheerleaders upside the head’ odd?”
“I certainly hope not, but I wouldn’t really know. We don’t cross paths terribly often. Oh, you know who you should talk to?” Ms. Winston snapped her fingers as a thought occurred to her. “The janitor. Shaw. They’ve worked together for a long, long time. But also—and do not tell anyone I said this, please—he was the one who anonymously reported Herb for giving a student access to the school grounds after hours.”
“Seriously?” I recoiled. “Herb did that? What a hypocrite.”
“Well, this was several months ago. Obviously, Herb got a little slap on the wrist for it, but he’s still here. So is Shaw, and I’ll bet you anything that he knows plenty more secrets.”
“Thanks so much, Ms. Winston.” I grinned, kicking myself upright on the couch. “We’ll talk to him.”
“Glad I could help, Eleanora.” The guidance counselor stood up and approached the window, heaving a large ficus off the sill and re-situating a small dracaena from her desk in its place. “And also, thank you for saving my plants.”
I shrugged, making a second mental note to knit Ms. Winston a plant-pot sweater as a thank-you. “It’s what I do.”



It only felt right to do something nice for Mr. Shaw in exchange for his valuable time, so we all decided to pitch in and get some Lindy’s delivered for him. I was glad my suggestion of cookies had been immediately vetoed because it turned out that not only was Mr. Shaw prediabetic but he was downright addicted to the matzo ball soup Noah picked out.
We sat together at a picnic table out in the quad, shaded from the blazing afternoon sun by a sprawling ash tree. Tyler, Noah, and I were crowded around Mr. Shaw while he ate, but the janitor seemed perfectly comfortable with our doting presence.
My stomach had been turning all day due to anxiety over Salim, but I just had to keep telling myself that with every step of our investigation, we might be improving his chances of coming back to us sooner.
“Thanks for meeting with us, Mr. Shaw,” said Tyler, approaching what should have been a standard social interaction like a business meeting. In all honesty, I found their seriousness highly amusing. “We appreciate your discretion and promise to return it.”
“No problem, kiddo.” Mr. Shaw let out a jovial laugh, like a Santa in grease-stained coveralls. His voice even had the rich quality of a bluesy old Christmas carol. “Thanks for the soup.”
“So. Security Herb.” Noah smacked the table, disturbing the broth’s surface. “What’s his deal? Serial killer, vengeful ghost, or … something else?”
I nudged his hand away from the food. “What Noah means is—we’ve heard that Herb has been known for some suspicious behavior in the past, and we were hoping you could tell us more about it.” Shaw lifted one bushy eyebrow in interest. “We just … we think he may have done something bad recently.”
The janitor lowered his spoon. “Breast milk again?”
Noah muffled a scream with his shirtsleeve.
I blinked slowly. “Uh, no, actually. It has to do with the security footage that was tampered with. I’m sure you heard about that earlier from Ballard?”
“Ah, yup. Herb does have access to the security room, but I thought they caught some kid in there?”
“Yeah, but it wasn’t him.” I chose my next words carefully, not wanting to botch such a valuable interview by making the janitor wary of the LGBTQ+ Club. “The principal keeps putting all the blame on our friend group, but we didn’t do anything wrong—especially not hurting anyone. All we want is to figure out what happened to Kenley Stevens, and I’m sure you’d like that, too.”
Mr. Shaw jabbed a thumb over his shoulder toward the quad, where a group of boys was playing a Frisbee game that appeared to involve trying to hit one another in the nuts from all the way across the lawn. “I want all of you kids to be safe. I know every single student at Hillview, and none of y’all are the murdering type.”
“Thank you, Mr. Shaw,” I said, hoping with all my heart that what he said was true. I wanted my current theories to line up so badly, but I had to keep my mind open to everything. Everyone. “So, do you think Herb is the footage-tampering type?”
The janitor polished off his soup, wiping flecks of moisture out of his beard. “I don’t know why Herbert would do that, but he does have a history of giving people access to the school for a quick buck. He’s made copies of all the keys and hands ’em out like candy sometimes to whoever’s got the cash. I wouldn’t be surprised if somebody else got in there. There’s keys for almost every single room floating around, God knows if Herb’s even keeping track of who has them.”
“Almost every room?” Tyler repeated, tiny notebook in hand.
“He doesn’t have a key to Ballard’s office,” Mr. Shaw explained. “No one does, except for Mr. Ballard himself, of course. It’s a special lock that requires a key fob.”
“Didn’t Herb already get in trouble for giving people keys a while ago?” I asked, thinking back on my meeting with Ms. Winston.
“Yes, he did,” Mr. Shaw replied. “Because of me. I had to stay late to clean up a toilet flood one night, right after the school year started. When I went to fetch my supplies, I found two sophomore kids canoodling in my closet. They told me Herb gave them permission—meaning, they paid him off—and I was so upset that I sent an anonymous email about it to the faculty.”
“Savage, Mr. Shaw,” Noah chimed in, grinning.
“I knew if I went straight through Ballard that he would protect Herb. So I went around Ballard, but lo and behold, he was still able to save Herb’s job. And since then, Herb and I don’t get along so well.”
I mulled over the ramifications of what Mr. Shaw was saying. “So basically, not only could Herb have deleted the footage but pretty much anyone who happens to have one of his keys could have?”
“Something like that.”
I looked around at the groups of friends spread across the grass, doing homework and snacking on candy bars from the vending machine, talking about how gigantic the homecoming mums they’d ordered were and what color corsage they were planning to wear. Any of these students could be guilty now, because the detective work that had been intended to narrow down the suspect list had only broadened it. But there was one major factor that I knew I couldn’t lose sight of. It was the only thing that separated this criminal from any other asshole.
A motive.
While Herb was creepy and had a history of unethical behavior, it wasn’t apparent why he would want Kenley out of the picture. And even with Derek, the idea of him killing Kenley to be with Talia had kind of fallen apart if Kenley was actually okay with them hooking up.
So the main clue we had for a motive right now lay in Kenley’s Adderall sales, and we had barely tapped the gold mine that was her customer base. The idea of some rich kid getting mad at Kenley over pills and bribing Herb to help get revenge did seem like it could be a real possibility.
Especially given that note I had found … “you owe me big time.” Maybe the “you” was Herb?
The wind was picking up between the brick pillars that framed our meeting spot, and I looped a scrunchie around my frizzy curls. “Mr. Shaw, do you know if kids around here are selling drugs of any kind? Even prescription?”
“Of course they are,” the janitor said with a laugh. “It’s a high school. I find all sorts of things when I’m cleaning. Just last week I had to confiscate some drugs that were left in my closet.”
“What do you mean by ‘confiscate’?” Noah asked, forming air quotes with his fingers and then moving one set toward his mouth to mime smoking.
Mr. Shaw shook his head like a disappointed grandparent. “I turn them in to Principal Ballard, and he either throws them out or surrenders them to the local police station.”
“Wait…” Tyler’s eyes were bright, and I could practically see the mental calculations manifesting in front of them. “Just last week, you said? What did you find?”
“I think it’s best for me not to get into those details with you kids. I’m sorry. I’ll just say that it was pills.”
So it could have been Adderall.
Did Kenley lose someone’s supply of Adderall, and then they decided to retaliate?
“To be honest,” Mr. Shaw continued, “the thought crossed my mind that someone might be trying to set me up. You know, planting illegal substances in my quarters. I thought it might be revenge for tattling about those copied keys.”
It sounded like Mr. Shaw was implying that Herb could have had drugs, too. I should have guessed as much, considering his name and all, but … Maybe Herb was the slighted buyer? Although, picturing him creeping up to Kenley and asking her for Adderall seemed too weird to be real.
There were so many different clues floating around my head, and they were barely connecting at all. But maybe there was still some detail out there that—if we discovered it—would perfectly tie everything together.
“Got it,” said Tyler, flipping through pages upon pages of more notes. “There were just a couple more things I wanted to ask, if you have the time—”
“Ah, I would love to, but I’d really better get going,” said Mr. Shaw, pushing himself to his feet. “I have to lug my vacuum out of the closet before next period—wanna walk with me there and talk?”
Tyler leapt up and beamed at him. “That would be great!”
We headed back inside the school, and I chucked the empty take-out containers in the garbage as we passed. While Tyler was having an animated conversation about duplicating keys with Mr. Shaw, I was realizing that my life had become a sapphic installment of the Saw franchise; I had a limited time frame to parse somebody’s twisted game before one of my friends—and inevitably all four of us—would suffer.
All of this bullshit to deal with, and I still had to pass AP Statistics.
Once we arrived at the janitor’s closet, Mr. Shaw shook each of our hands. “Good talking to you, kids. Thanks again for the matzo soup.”
Noah gave him a double thumbs-up. “Bevakasha, Mr. Shaw! Always happy to earn more ‘nice Jewish boy’ points.”
I was ready to walk to the cafeteria to grab some food for myself, but as the janitor’s door swung open, someone’s gasp stopped me in my tracks. I glanced into the closet and saw—
Oh hell no.
Not again.
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WHAT TALIA DID
Mr. Shaw flew inside and fetched his vacuum like it was a Black Friday blowout sale and not a horribly awkward scenario involving teenagers hooking up inside a dark closet during the middle of the school day.
Thankfully, this time, the two were fully clothed. Talia’s chin-length hair was tousled, her dress sitting a little crooked on her shoulders. Derek’s shirt was partially unbuttoned, and he had a bright red flush in his cheeks. The bleach scent permeating the room and the single cracked light bulb dangling overhead set the romantic scene perfectly.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Noah howled.
Right. I was the only one who had both seen this before and remembered it.
I took a moment to further assess the situation: Tyler looked embarrassed, grimacing and turning away to give the couple some privacy. The janitor was already long gone. And then there was Noah, who practically had steam coming out of his ears.
Derek started to make a run for it, but Noah grabbed his arm. “Nuh-uh,” he said, whipping him back toward the closet so hard that Derek’s elbow hit the door with a painful crack. “I’m calling the police.”
Derek cried out in agony, but Noah only tightened his grip. I had never seen Noah so furious, but the possibility of his twin being taken advantage of had turned him into a pint-size Hulk before my eyes.
“Noah, it’s okay,” Talia began, wrapping her arms around her brother. “We were just talking. Derek didn’t do anything bad.”
Derek pulled a confused face. “Talking? Clearly we were—OW!” Noah twisted Derek’s arm behind his back in an impressive but likely very painful maneuver.
“Let him go!” Talia insisted. “Seriously, I swear he’s fine!”
Noah’s rage softened, but his grip didn’t. “Do I have to?”
“Yes!” Talia and Derek exclaimed in unison.
Noah finally released Derek’s abused arm and shook his head. “Okay, well … Clearly you were hooking up in here, so. Let’s drop the bullshit. What I want to know is just why the hell you would do this to Josh. And to Kenley, for that matter.”
Talia’s pale eyes widened. “Noah, I’m sorry…”
Noah stalked forward. “Don’t apologize to me. Maybe, just maybe, you should apologize to your traumatized best friend instead? Or how about your incredibly kind and loyal boyfriend, who as of, like, a week ago, you were going to buy promise rings with?”
Derek frowned as he buttoned up his shirt. “Hey, man, you really need to chill out.”
“Chill out?” Noah repeated, his voice thunderous. “How about you chill your traitor dick out?”
Tyler grabbed Noah’s shoulder, locking him in place. “We probably shouldn’t make a scene right as everybody’s headed to class,” they said quietly.
Derek and Talia finished straightening themselves out and stepped into the hallway while Noah continued to seethe, black waves clinging to his sweaty forehead. I couldn’t help but feel angry on his behalf—not only was it mortifying, but a major slight to one of his friends.
“You guys seriously didn’t learn to lock doors after last time? This is just vile,” I snapped.
“Wait, what do you mean, ‘last time’?” asked Noah, spinning toward me.
Shit.
“I just mean…” I braced myself because I knew I couldn’t lie to him, and the truth very much sucked. “I saw them together. At the party.”
Noah grasped his forehead and sighed, anger dissolving into hurt. “Since when do we ever keep secrets from each other?”
The lockers next to me were starting to tilt thanks to the sheer power of my anxiety. “I don’t know, never? But there hasn’t been a good time in the middle of our freaking murder investigation to bring these things up, okay?”
“Murder investigation?” Derek echoed.
A group entered the hall from the nearby band room, causing everybody to pause. The faint sounds of a saxophone drifted through the open door, playing what I recognized as the Hillview High fight song. I frankly didn’t care much for school spirit, or sports in general, but it made me think of Salim. I’d always promised him I would go see one of his games, but now … I might not ever get the chance.
And Salim might never be able to play football—real, competitive football—again, all because of this mess.
Salim’s absence that day felt loud, even though it was technically quieter without him. He would’ve been able to say something silly right now to lighten the mood. I hoped that he was doing all right with his wet beef, and wondered if I should check in with the Alis after school—surely Salim would be out on bail by now, right?
But first, I had a family feud to deescalate, and it was not the fun kind with cash prizes and people making awkward sex jokes in front of their moms.
“Talia can make all the bad decisions she wants—no offense, Talia. But those are her decisions to make,” I said, once the band kids had disappeared down the hall.
“What she clearly doesn’t understand is that her decisions have an effect on others,” Noah argued, glaring at his twin. “Talia, I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”
“It was just a mistake,” she replied sharply. Flakes of melted mascara were scattered across her cheekbones like a dusting of chimney soot. “Newsflash: you make them all the time, too. And I still love you more than anything.”
Derek should have looked wounded, but he was smiling like he totally didn’t believe what Talia was saying, despite her being very clear about her feelings toward him. Maybe he was completely out-of-his-mind delusional?
He ran a hand through his dense helmet of hair. “I dunno, Tal … You’ve been happy to make the same exact ‘mistake’ quite a few times.”
“Have you ever considered that maybe I feel bad for you or something? That I’ve seen you and Kenley kissing a grand total of two times ever, and you’re always moping around me like a sad, lonely puppy?”
Derek had zero response to that, his facial expression just as frozen as his bouffant.
Noah sighed in annoyance. “Wait right here,” he said to the group. “Or meet me in the band room, actually. For privacy.”
Then he stormed off, his shiny rings looking like brass knuckles as they swung at his sides.
“Hey, where are you going?” Tyler called, starting after him.
Noah waved them away. “To the gym. Cheerleading practice is almost over.”
“You know I’ll always support you, but—” My words were not coming out as sensitively as I would have liked. “Weren’t tryouts, like, months ago?”
“Unfortunately for the universe, I’m not going to try out,” said Noah. He narrowed his eyes. “It’s time to air all of this damn drama out so we can settle it for good. And to do that, we need Josh Carter.”

We all sat awkwardly in the band room’s semicircle of fold-out chairs to wait. Derek and Talia had initially tried running away, but all it took was us threatening to report them for public indecency for the two to sit down. Meanwhile, I was looking up how to sneak a cell phone into jail (using a private search tab, of course). Tyler was pretending to be busy with their phone as well, even though I could see out of the corner of my eye that they were just tapping at their lock screen.
Across the room, there were a bunch of what looked like cages full of musical instruments. An army of music stands were folded up on a cart, while the round eye of a single gong stared at me from near the entrance. Whenever the door was opened, it rattled slightly in the breeze.
Everyone snapped to attention as Noah walked in. And he’d brought Josh Carter along with him. At least, I thought so. I wasn’t sure.
Because standing next to Noah was a six-foot-tall eagle mascot.
The gong rang dramatically as the eagle’s giant wing bumped it.
“That is … horrifying,” I said finally. The eagle’s beak was permanently open, curved into a mean grimace, and its beady little eyes were crossed.
The eagle removed its own head to reveal Josh, who was making close to the same face as the mascot. “Uh, what’s going on here?”
“Talia wanted to tell you something,” Noah said with a sarcastic smile. “Right, Talia?”
“Okay…?” Josh took in the miscellaneous audience of gays that had decided to tag along for this private conversation and seemed understandably confused. I waved at him in an effort to be friendly. “Wait—seriously, what’s up, Talia?”
Talia sighed, crossing her legs. “I accidentally kissed Derek.”
Derek hung his head in defeat. Noah opened his mouth, presumably to protest, but Talia continued.
“A few times,” she added.
Josh looked around again, the confusion on his face melting into amusement. “What the hell is this? Y’all doing the school play?”
“Nobody’s acting,” I chimed in, snapping my scrunchie in a steady rhythm against my wrist. I wasn’t looking forward to the next part and was secretly hoping one of the risers in the back of the room might tip over and crush me first.
Josh paused as everything began to set in. “So it’s true, Talia? What you’re saying?”
Derek remained silent and completely still in his seat. He probably hoped that Josh would just entirely forget he was there.
“Please don’t be mad, okay?” Talia begged, vaulting out of her chair to close the distance between them. “It won’t happen again. I swear on my life. On everything. I’m so fucking sorry, babe.”
And then came the crocodile tears.
Noah rolled his eyeballs so hard that I half expected them to drop straight out of his ass like a Pachinko machine. Then he slid down in his chair, covering his face with his hands, in what could have been either shame or pure sadness. But before I could move to comfort him, the last thing in the world I ever expected to happen … did.
Josh wrapped Talia snugly within his wings, rocking her back and forth. “It’s okay,” he cooed, more like a pigeon than an eagle, into her hair. Talia sniffled and squeezed him back, although the costume was too bulky to wrap her arms around.
Noah gawped at the couple. “Oh … Okay, what? You’re really fine with this, Josh?”
“Of course I am. Our relationship is too special to be ruined by this one little thing. She was honest about it, and that’s all I care about.” Josh leaned down, and Talia gave him a peck on the lips. “Besides, I cheated on her once in, like, sixth grade. So now we’re even.”
Talia twirled a lock of her hair. “Mhm. It was Rachel Pichalsky from his church, actually. But we kind of looked similar, anyway, so I was like whatever.”
“What I’m not fine with right now…” Josh began, glaring over Talia’s shoulder, “is Derek.”
“Me?” Derek shouted, bewildered. The jig was up. He leapt forward like he was about to rush Josh, but ended up merely standing in place with a heaving chest and clenched fists.
Josh stood his ground, managing to come across tough despite being dressed like a Disneyland character. “Derek, did you try to get rid of Kenley so you could go chase after my girl?”
Tyler was already there to hold Derek back when the boy tried shouldering forward.
I had mostly ruled that theory out after learning that Kenley knew about the cheating, but after all the chaos that had just unfolded … maybe there was still credence to what Josh was saying. Maybe Derek had tried to leave Kenley, but she’d refused to let him for whatever reason.
“How fucking dare you call me a killer?” Derek growled, trying and failing to push his way toward Josh. It was unfortunate for him that Tyler happened to be an equally strong athlete.
“Where were you at the pep rally anyway, bro?” Josh replied, his deep voice cracking mid-sentence.
“I was in the gym like everyone else; what the hell do you mean?”
Josh shook his head. “Our ‘Frog’ wasn’t as ‘Crazy’ as it should’ve been. That’s how I noticed you weren’t there.”
Derek turned to Talia, holding out his palms in desperation. “You know I was at the pep rally. You saw me there, right?”
Talia looked at him for a moment, then lowered her gaze to the floor. “No, I didn’t.”
“What?” Derek’s eyes were shiny with moisture now. “You guys—you can’t do me like this. You know I’d never hurt Kenley—I love her! And really, I’d never hurt anybody. Never have, never will.”
“Derek, if it was you, you need to confess.” Talia’s voice remained gentle, leaning against Josh like he was a protective shield. “Right now, the school thinks these three did it.” She gestured at us. “They’re being punished for what someone else did, and it’s not fair.”
“But how are you so sure they didn’t do it? Remember—”
Talia dropped her tenderness almost immediately. “Because he’s my twin brother, you asshole!” she exclaimed.
“And I’m Derek Handel!” Derek replied, his voice wavering.
“Who gives a whoop-dee-fucking-shit?”
For a flicker of a moment, I thought that Talia might have actually humbled him.
Derek averted his eyes. “I just meant that you know me, too. You know I’m a good person, Tal. So why are we blaming each other when we’re obviously innocent here?”
“Well, so are we!” Tyler snapped.
There was a contemplative pause from the room before Derek turned back to Talia. “If you really believed in your heart that I was capable of hurting your best friend, you wouldn’t have come onto me at the party, right?”
“I mean, she might have,” Noah scoffed. “Talia’s been acting really strange lately. Like, I don’t know if the Kenley thing just messed with your mind, Tal, but you’re being weirdly overprotective and dramatic.”
Tyler raised a finger. “To be fair, both of you are very dramatic.”
Talia let go of Josh to approach her upset twin. “Noah, are you seriously jumping to paint me as this horrible person now?” Tears silently dripped down her cheeks. “Like yeah, I’m moody, but my friend was almost killed, and I’ve had to watch you get treated like shit and feel powerless to—”
Then the intercom let out a staticky noise that made me jump.
A gruff voice sputtered from the ceiling and the intercoms out in the hallway, birthing a multitude of unsettling echoes of Ballard’s words.
“Attention, please. Noah King, Tyler Fuentes, and Eleanora Finkel, please report to the principal’s office immediately.”
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WHEN THE CULPRIT RETURNED
Hell hath frozen over, and it is the frigid prison of Principal Ballard’s office.
We had quickly fled the band room to enter the only situation that could possibly be worse than the one we had been in, leaving Derek, Josh, and Talia behind to argue. There was an equal chance that they were all either killing or kissing each other right now—neither of which I wanted to think about—as we waited for the principal to finish whatever he was doing on the computer. I figured he probably spent most of the day typing “boobs” and all its synonyms into Google instead of doing anything to help improve the school.
“You all have really done it now,” said Ballard, shaking his head. “I assume this was an idiotic prank of yours. But even so, it was foolish and highly inappropriate—and you’re in serious trouble.”
My heart skipped and then sunk, like a stone thrown across a pond. Had Ballard figured out that we were all involved with the break-in? Hopefully Salim would be okay with sharing his moist jail sandwiches.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Noah said, still flushed from the earlier drama. “What prank? If there was a prank happening, I would have known about it.”
Tyler softly elbowed him as a warning. “Forgive my ignorance, but what exactly are you talking about, Principal Ballard?”
Ballard had been ready for this. He flipped over a piece of paper on his desk and dramatically slid it toward us. A message had been typed on it in a large, bold font.
HOMECOMING NIGHT
GAYS WATCH OUT
THIS TIME, I WON’T MISS
A chill washed over my body.
“I don’t know what that is,” said Tyler, pushing the paper back toward Principal Ballard without even looking.
“Is it a haiku?” Noah asked, counting syllables on his fingers. “I’ve never been hate-crimed with a haiku before.”
“Someone left me this threatening note.” Ballard shoved it back in our direction and reclined in his chair like some slovenly monarch. “Are you sure it doesn’t look familiar? Not even to one of you?”
I shook my head. I hoped to God that Ballard was right and it was just the shittiest senior prank of all time, but there was still a would-be killer out there somewhere. And they had left us a warning that Kenley was only number one.
“They want to attack us at homecoming?” Tyler asked, shooting me a helpless look. “That’s so soon—that’s tomorrow.”
I clasped my hands together, trying to stop the shaking. “You have to do something, Principal Ballard, please! Call the police!”
“I wholeheartedly understand your concern,” Ballard responded with a condescending head tilt. “I assure you that law enforcement will be contacted very soon. But before I speak with them, I’d like to be able to distinguish whether or not this was a prank. Essentially, I’m giving you a chance to confess here and now, rather than in a courtroom, and I would not recommend taking that for granted.”
“Why would we make a threat against … ourselves?” Tyler asked, waving their arms at the absurdity of the thought.
“Hypothetically,” Ballard replied, sarcastically waving his arms back at them, “pretending to target oneself could draw away any suspicion.”
“Mr. Ballard, let me explain something to you,” said Noah. “First of all, I am not remotely smart enough to do whatever double-reverse-psychology bullshit that you are insinuating. Second, pranks are meant to be funny. Threatening people for no reason isn’t funny. So, whoever did this—it’s not a prank. You need to take this threat more seriously.”
“Do we even know that this is the same person who attacked Kenley, as they claim?” Tyler pointed out. “It could be a copycat. Especially if their motive is homophobia—they wouldn’t have hurt Kenley in the first place.”
I couldn’t help but wonder if the threat was actually from someone who cared about Kenley. Someone who thought the LGBTQ+ Club really had attacked her and wanted to retaliate. So, who would lash out on Kenley’s behalf?
Shelby? She was undeniably a homophobe but didn’t seem to be that close to Kenley these days, and murder would admittedly have been a huge escalation from her usual bullying.
Talia? She’d been actively helping us out, though, and there’s no chance in hell she would want to kill her beloved brother—even if there was some tension between them.
Derek?
Now that felt a little more likely.
Principal Ballard crossed his arms. “You all seem confused.”
“Yes!” we replied in unison.
“I suppose I can understand why you don’t see this as a prank at first glance,” said Ballard. “But, for context, a lot of strange little things have been happening to me recently.” He took out his cell phone and waved it in the air. “Someone has been sending me prank messages asking to meet me across town at the exact time someone decided to break into the school.”
I made sure not to accidentally glance at Noah, instead forcing myself to look forward at the wall, at a picture of a football player mid-stride while a crowd chased behind him. I would generally rather stare at hot dog meat being made than at a photograph of Ballard, but I was deathly afraid of giving anything away.
Had the principal really caught on to us?
Ballard continued. “Indeed, we all know how someone broke into the security office last night and tampered with our footage. Someone who had recently been told by our school counselor that their ability to graduate was in jeopardy.”
I didn’t want to let him go on, even though I knew he couldn’t prove anything. “None of us wrote that letter. And none of us hurt Kenley, either.”
“Are you sure about that?”
I scoffed. If Ballard was trying to get us to turn on each other, it wasn’t going to work.
“I looked up ‘Mario’ and ‘Luigi’ in our student database and found that no students by either name exist,” Ballard added, glaring at Noah. “So, it seems we have a few fibbers among us.”
“That was a joke, though,” Noah groaned.
Ballard smiled. “You know, it’s all quite funny indeed, thinking back on it. I was at the gas station the other day, and there was this man practically buying out the store. Eleanora, you were there—don’t you remember? Stacks upon stacks of Pabst beer. He had dark skin and this very unique hair color: unnaturally light.”
My knees began to shake, heart turning over in my chest and stuttering like a faulty engine. He knew. Maybe he couldn’t prove these occurrences, in particular, to his beloved cop friends, but he knew.
“They were out of the Natural Light, then?” Noah asked.
Ballard looked on without a hint of amusement. “In retrospect, that ‘man’”—he paused to hold up air quotes—“looked sort of familiar. I thought, maybe he isn’t even a man, but a child! In which case, I would have to report that activity to the police.”
“What does any of this have to do with us?” I asked, with as much bravery as I could muster.
Ballard opened his desk drawer and pulled out a green hat.
It looked like the exact same one Salim had lost in the gas station parking lot.
“You tell me,” Ballard said with an exaggerated shrug.
“Okay, this is getting ridiculous,” Tyler interjected. “You’re giving us these random anecdotes about pranks, and beer, and Mario, meanwhile someone’s threatened a protected class of students! Can we focus on that, Principal Ballard?”
“My apologies. You’re absolutely right,” Ballard replied with a half smile. He paused to mull over his next words for an uncomfortable length of time. “Tell you what—I’ll reach out to the police as soon as you kids leave. Perhaps there is something more they can do with this additional information.”
“Perfect, thanks,” Noah said, scooting back his chair. “So, are we done here?”
“For now.” Ballard managed to load those two simple words with a soliloquy’s worth of foreboding.
My instinct was to keep moving, to find Derek again, to figure everything out and stop the culprit(s) once and for all. But my mom’s voice was loud in my head, telling me to go home, to protect myself, to give it all up. To trust the law enforcement system that had already made it clear that their priorities didn’t involve safety or justice.
I never thought I’d be grateful that Salim was possibly still in jail, but at least he’d be locked away from this particular threat. But my other friends were all vulnerable to this attacker now, and it wasn’t just them. It was all queer people at Hillview. It was innumerable young, closeted teenagers: the freshmen with queer fan art on their lock screens, the classmates who had shown up after the summer with drastic haircuts and playful new wardrobes, those who may have confided a little secret to their closest friends that they never expected would make them a target at school. It was the pink-haired girl who had gone from excitement about our club to a fear so deep of being associated with us that she literally fled from me now like I had the bubonic plague.
But it wasn’t just teenagers being targeted, was it?
I scrambled to my feet. “We have to go warn Ms. Winston.”

“Wow, three of you today!” Ms. Winston exclaimed as the LGBTQ+ Club shot into her office. “What a treat!”
She sounded so excited and blissfully unaware, and it was such a shame that we were all about to spoil it.
Noah immediately sprawled out on the couch, taking up all the available space. Tyler stood by the door, biting their lip, and I thought they might be trying to hold back tears. I decided to plant myself next to the window and the adorable plants there.
“Did Principal Ballard tell you what he just found?” I asked.
“Er, I don’t think so. What did he find?” Ms. Winston finally registered our expressions, which were wrought with concern at this point, and hesitated. The cup of coffee in her hand hit her desk, and I saw for the first time that the ceramic read #1 WIFE.
“It was, um … Someone left a threatening note.”
Thankfully, Noah jumped in to recite the difficult-to-stomach details. “‘Homecoming night, gays watch out, this time I won’t miss.’”
The counselor clutched her chest, where a blot of coffee had splashed onto her signature blue shawl. “I … I don’t understand.”
“Someone’s trying to threaten us,” I explained. “It’s kind of unclear if they mean all gay people or just my friends. And we don’t know if it’s the person who hurt Kenley or if it’s someone completely different.”
“But we wanted to tell you because this means you might be in danger, too,” Tyler added. They wrapped a strong arm around Noah, who had jumped up and was clinging around their torso like a koala.
If she had known how much time she would be spending in the guidance counselor’s office these days, past-Eleanora would have been highly concerned about her life choices. But funnily enough, the truth was even worse than I could have ever imagined it to be.
“Should I call the police?” Ms. Winston asked, hand hovering over her phone.
“Ballard already said he was calling them,” I replied with a snort. “If you trust that.”
Personally, I didn’t trust him, but the fact that a homecoming night murder would be devastating PR for the school led me to believe he might actually be inclined to help this time. The main issue, I was realizing, was that the Cabotsville police hadn’t proven to be super reliable or helpful thus far. So, it might not make a difference whether anyone called them at all.
Ms. Winston scooped a floral tote bag off the floor and started loading her belongings. “I think maybe I’ll stay home tomorrow. I was planning on going to the homecoming dance as a chaperone, but I bet they’ll be fine without me. I can even call out of work—not like I have any sick days to burn, but I think death threats are a special case.”
“That’s a great idea. You need to stay safe—that’s the most important thing,” said Tyler, who was clearly the spirit of a wise old grandparent inhabiting the body of a non-binary Cuban teenager.
“And what about you all?” the counselor asked. “You’re staying home too, right?”
Before I could even think, I blurted out, “Of course!”
Ms. Winston sank back down into her chair with a relaxed smile.
I hated to lie to her but telling her we were most definitely going to homecoming might lead to my mom getting a worried phone call, and yeah, that would get me put on Jackie Finkel house arrest pretty quickly.
I withdrew my cell phone and passed it over to Ms. Winston. “I know there’s probably some code of ethics that forbids this or whatever, but could you give us your number so we can still reach you? While we’re all home?”
“Of course.” Ms. Winston opened my list of contacts. “I’ll get Mena to stay home tomorrow, too, so I’ll have a bodyguard to watch Netflix with all day. Don’t you worry about me. And please feel free to call if you need anything.”
It was a huge comfort to have Ms. Winston out of the way, but we were still no closer to pinning down the bad guy—who was now more dangerous than ever. Our potential suspect list still had quite a few names on it, and it would take a lot of time to whittle that number down. Time we no longer had, with homecoming right around the corner.
Anyone who this killer even suspected of being gay might be in danger. And if something happened to them, it would practically be my fault. I knew I wasn’t fully to blame, but—it was undeniable that if I hadn’t scheduled that meeting, hadn’t led my friends to that hallway, this gay-murder-panic would never have started.
I couldn’t stand by while others got hurt. Not when I still had the power to prevent it.
“Thanks, Ms. Winston. We’ll call if we need you.” I took my phone back and slid it into my dress pocket.
But for now, there was one more thing I knew: I wasn’t going to let this homophobic murderer be the only one with big plans for the homecoming dance.
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WHEN HELPLESSNESS SET IN
I came home that night to a house that smelled like farts, which could only mean one thing: Jackie Finkel had made her classic vegan dinner.
“Finally!” Mom shouted in relief as I arrived, poking her head into our purple living room. Her mahogany-colored hair, just as big and wild as mine, was tied up in a bright purple scrunchie. Sometimes it was hard to tell whether she had recently completed a workout, what with her athletic attire and perpetually high energy, or if she was just reliving her ’80s childhood through dorky Mom fashion. “You’re going to sit down for dinner for once, right?”
Part of me wanted to go meet up with my friends and figure out how we were going to stop a murderer, but as antsy as I was, I knew I needed to pump the brakes. After being threatened I was feeling more scared (and, admittedly, unsafe) than ever, which meant that I really needed my mom for support. Although she wasn’t known for her crime-solving capabilities (her closest credentials being a brief Criminal Minds phase), Mom somehow always seemed to hold all the answers.
“Of course,” I replied, pulling her into a hug. “What are we having?”
“Black bean burgers and—get ready—” Mom paused for suspense. “Vegan parmesan kale chips.”
“Oh hell yeah.”
Delicious kale chips were more than welcome after a busy day eating nothing but purse-grapes. Mom was beaming, hustling back into the kitchen to mind a beeping alarm, and it made my heart feel warm. I loved hanging out with her—most of the time, at least. There were a few flavors of Jackie Finkel (Angry Jackie, Nosy Jackie, Pinot Grigio Jackie) who I enjoyed marginally less.
As I sat down at the dining room table, I could feel the heat emanating from the oven every time Mom opened it to peek at the kale chips. The air swirled with the scent of sharp (nondairy) cheese, roasted garlic, and golden-brown onions. It was pure bliss.
“Solve the case yet?” she asked, while wiggling a baking sheet to loosen the chips.
“About that…” I began, and shit—I had not rehearsed any of this. “Not quite. It’s kind of a long story, so, buckle up.”
My mother abandoned her cooking and pulled a chair out from under the table, miming buckling a seat belt as she sat down.
“Yes, perfect. But think less like you’re in the back seat of a car and more like you’re in the front seat of a runaway locomotive, and that’s the type of train wreck you are about to witness.”
“Got it,” Mom replied. “Start your engines, captain.”
I took a deep breath. “Okay. So, it all started with the Club Fair…”
I filled her in, sparing no detail about how truly screwed my friends and I were. How we had a few leads but were still far from discovering the truth. How Salim had been arrested, and despite being secure in certain ways, could never really be safe in a Texas detention center. The only thing I felt the need to hold back was the part where someone had directly threatened to kill me, because I knew my mom would sooner barricade all our doors than let me roam around after that.
Mom had sat there and listened to the entire story, doing her best to not go into full therapist-mom mode and overreact, while we ate our dinner.
“You’re not going to want to hear this,” she finally began as we carried our plates to the kitchen sink. “But I don’t want you to go to homecoming.”
I let out a dramatic groan. “But, Mom, if the bad guy decides to strike, we can catch them!”
She aggressively wiped a plate with a faded purple towel. “Sweetie, life isn’t a movie. I’m just glad to hear the police will be involving themselves, because it sounds like you’ve been putting yourself at serious risk. You really need to untangle yourself from this mess.”
I tried not to scream in frustration. “The police have sucked so far and have a glaring conflict of interest here. I’m not going to put my life in these people’s hands when it freaking behooves them to find a way to blame the attack on me and then call it a day.” I threw my arms in the air. “All they’ve done so far is arrest one of my best friends for going through an unlocked window! So, the only person I can guarantee will look out for my friends is me, and that’s why it has to be me investigating right now.”
“There’s a dangerous person hurting girls out there, Ellie. You need to remember that.” My mom’s lips pursed. “Why do you have to be the one put at risk here?”
“I know. I’m sorry,” I replied meekly. “I know I’ve done a lot of irresponsible things this past week, but I had to do something. It’s because … all my life I’ve sat back and watched things go to shit and people get hurt and thought, ‘well, there’s nothing I can do.’ I’m tired of being passive. Of being incapable of fixing things.”
“Oh, honey,” Mom murmured, putting down the dishes to kneel next to me. She grabbed my hand and stroked the back of it with her thumb. “Is this about Dad?”
I paused—therapist Jackie strikes again. I couldn’t even let myself think about that possibility, knowing the debilitating spiral it would lead me down. “No? It’s about my friends … This whole thing is my fault and I just have to fix it, okay?”
Mom let go of my hand to cup my cheek, like she used to when I was a baby.
“I’m proud of you for trying to help everyone and fix all of their problems. I really am, sweetie. But you need to remember that sometimes things break that cannot be fixed, and it’s not your fault. Sometimes, there’s simply nothing you can do but look at all of your broken pieces and accept them for what they are. You can’t get hung up on what could’ve been and allow the past to hold you back.” My eyes moistened as she stroked my cheek. “You have to learn to live with what’s broken.”
“I don’t know if I can,” I squeaked out, rubbing my nose with a napkin.
“It’s not easy to accept terrible things as they are, but I know you can do it,” Mom said. “At the same time, it’s not too late to change other things—the smaller, more doable ones. I do think it’s great that you’re fighting for your friends. Just remember that their struggles are not your failure.” She paused to wipe my tears away. “And also, please remember to look out for yourself, too. Especially when there’s a violent criminal on the loose…”
I smiled into the dip of her shoulder. “Thanks, Mom. I will, I promise.”
“Anytime, Elliebean.”
We stayed like that for a while, and I felt like a little kid again. When I was with my mom, things felt simple—all hugs and kisses and kind words. Unconditional love and support that I was typically starved of. But as my almost-adult reality began to creep back to mind, the moment of respite came to an end.
“You’re still not going to homecoming.”
I took a deep, grounding breath and forced myself to stand. “Fine.”
Sneaking out wasn’t ideal, but shouldn’t be too hard, either … Sorry, Mom.
“I did want to ask for your advice about one more thing,” I continued, straightening out and stretching my tired limbs. “Should I confront Kenley? There are some things she’s been hiding, like the drug dealing and why she was really in the hallway that day, that could help our case if she was more honest about them. I don’t want to make her totally shut down, but we’re kind of out of time here.”
And we kind of have this awkward relationship where I’d always felt like she hated my guts, but she might have miraculously, earnestly been trying to become my friend this entire time, but you know, that’s high school for you.
“My honest advice? Just ask her for the truth.” Mom shrugged. “Frame it in a way that’s less accusatory and more apologetic, and I think it should be fine. She clearly likes you.”
“But what if she—”
Mom interrupted my thought with a raspy laugh. “Maybe give her a thoughtful peace offering if you’re that worried about it.”
I contemplated this idea. “You’re kind of a genius.”
“See, this is what you’re missing every time you skip dinner.”
I grinned. “I’ll never skip again.”

Dodge, who had never been a fan of Mom’s cooking, was waiting for me in my room, chilling in his cat tree. He was curled up in a furry ball, sound asleep, and it looked like he hadn’t nibbled on my plants today, thankfully.
“You missed my delicious tears earlier, Dodgey,” I informed him. “It was a total waste of crying.”
Then it was time to drop my friends a quick warning in the group chat.
Eleanora:
New plan. Gonna see if we can meet up again w/ Kenley. Hold, pls.
I needed to text Kenley ASAP before I started thinking of excuses not to. I was basically out of excuses, anyway; Kenley had pulled through for us and been super helpful when we broke into Hillview. She hadn’t sabotaged us, or told us any new lies, or done anything that I could be legitimately angry at her for. Damnit.
I stared down at my phone, willing the courage to magically burst forth from some untapped well within me. Naturally, it did not, but I did manage to force my fingers to hit the send button.
Eleanora:
Hey, how’s it going?
Kenley:
I’m ok! My dad’s working late on a root canal though so I’m just watching Greys in bed & being paranoid that not all the doors are locked lol
No Derek? Again? I wanted to say. What else did he have going on besides spending roughly ten hours a day gelling his hair into a crunchy exoskeleton?
Eleanora:
Ok listen, not gonna beat around the bush. There’s some things I feel like you need to be honest about for us to continue investigating. So would you be able to meet w/ us?
Kenley:
Um, what?
My chest tightened a little.
Eleanora:
There’s just some stuff you’ve said that just doesn’t track and we need to clear it up. If you can’t do that we’re genuinely all screwed.
Kenley:
Okay.
Eleanora:
Cool, we’ll be at Lindy’s in like an hour.
I thanked God and also Steve Jobs that my message hadn’t been cut off at “ho” again.
Kenley:
See you there ig. I’ll tell you what I can.
The whole exchange had made me deeply uncomfortable and a little bit sad. I walked over to the cat tree to pet Dodge for comfort, but as soon as I approached, he woke up with a discontented chirping sound and stretched his legs. I scratched his favorite spot under his chin with one hand and opened the group chat back up with the other.
Eleanora:
K, meet at Lindy’s, y’all have one hour.
Noah:
rip I’m gonna miss the new ep of Demon Sorcerer
Noah:
it’s ok tho anything for the homies 
Tyler:
Got it. Any off-limits topics with Kenley?
Eleanora:
We probably shouldn’t hold back at this point … Maybe the cheating thing in case Talia was wrong about it but that’s all I guess.
Now the only question I had left was what the appropriate attire for “going to accuse your frenemy of drug-related crimes while she’s still recovering from a life-threatening injury” might be.
I stood in front of my closet and determined that a baggy sweater tucked into a skirt seemed exactly right for such a needlessly specific, incredibly terrifying circumstance.
Hopefully, Kenley would still be willing to help us survive homecoming. Even after what I was about to do to her.
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WHO WAS LYING
Three members of the Hillview High LGBTQ+ Club and our one token heterosexual were seated in a booth toward the front of Lindy’s—our usual booth had been occupied that night by an adorable freshman couple on a date, so the entire restaurant felt thrown off its harmonic balance due to having to view my surroundings from a slightly different angle than usual.
Even worse, there was also a big, lonely spot where Salim was supposed to be.
This meeting was bound to be uncomfortable, but if it could get me any closer to winning him a better outcome, it would be worth it.
Kenley Stevens sat in front of a gigantic brownie on a chocolate-drizzled plate like she was the birthday girl. As someone who was personally mortified by receiving attention in restaurants, I was pleasantly surprised that Kenley seemed excited by the display.
“Since you spilled your chocolate pudding the other day,” I explained. “I got you a better dessert. It’s significantly less spillable.”
Kenley kicked her feet, one leg brushing mine under the table. “That’s super thoughtful. Thank you so much!”
The rest of the room got a little fuzzy then, my friends fading into my peripherals. But Kenley, with her hazel eyes framed by the soft curl of her lashes, the little pink bow of her lips curved into a smile, was sharp and glimmering like the edge of a dagger.
Words tumbled out of me. “Yeah, uh, no problem! Anytime you want, really, I can buy you dessert.”
I accidentally caught Noah’s eye across the booth. He was smirking at me, the weaselly bastard. I could feel my face getting red from embarrassment, so I turned away from the group.
“I know this isn’t the only reason y’all wanted to meet with me, though,” Kenley said.
Tyler wrung their hands together and let out a deep sigh. Discomfort crawled through me, as I’d practically forgotten why we were really here.
“I don’t want us to be bothering you all night, so I’ll just cut to the chase,” Tyler began, sliding a notebook and ballpoint pen onto the table. “We wanted to ask you some questions.”
Noah laughed. “Tyler, since when did you become a cop?”
Tyler rolled their eyes and smiled. “Respectfully, I would much rather die, but I did check out some law textbooks from the library again to look for anything that might help Salim.”
“Questions are okay,” Kenley replied with a brave nod. “I promise you, I want to help however I can to end this thing.”
She tried a generous spoonful of her apology-brownie. A smudge of chocolate lingered between the crease of her lips, and I wondered briefly if I should reach out and wipe the corner for her, but no, that would be weird as hell.
“Someone threatened to hurt gay people at Hillview Homecoming,” Noah explained. “And they claimed to be the same person who hurt you.”
Kenley’s eyes bugged out. “Hurt gay people? And me?”
Noah shrugged.
Kenley thought on it for a quiet moment. “If I had to guess, I think they’re lying about being the same person.”
“Totally different MOs,” Tyler said with a wave of their pen. “I agree.”
“We’re going to homecoming to try and make sure nobody gets hurt,” I added, relieved that at least the counselor would be at home with her wife. “Hopefully it is just one perpetrator—that would at least make this easier to solve.”
“You don’t think Derek had anything to do with it, do you?” Noah asked Kenley. “Like, I know you’re dating and all, but—wait, are you even still dating? Because…”
Kenley’s eyes were frantic, her pretty French-manicured nails digging into her napkin. “No,” she blurted out. “Yes.”
Noah squinted at her. “No, Derek wouldn’t hurt you, but yes, you’re dating?”
I wondered which would happen first: Kenley becoming panicky and shutting down, or Noah letting slip something intimate about her personal life that he wasn’t supposed to know.
Both felt inevitable.
“Why don’t we take a little break so you can eat your dessert first?” I suggested.
Noah leaned forward on his elbows. “Sal told me Derek wasn’t at the hospital with you and he’s been acting incredibly … sus. So, are you really together or not?”
Kenley’s smile faded, and my hand twitched with the desire to smack my beloved, loudmouthed friend. Tyler stared at the wall, as if refusing to acknowledge the situation might absolve them of it.
“Or instead of that: dessert?” I added, futilely.
Kenley sighed, contemplating the spoon in front of her. “Maybe I should just explain so that you understand why Derek is innocent…” She held up a finger, taking another bite of brownie before continuing.
“We’ve been friends since we were kids, and when high school came around … There was so much pressure about dating and social status that being single in peace wasn’t really an option. So, we decided to date each other.” Kenley tucked a strand of wavy brown hair behind her ear. “He really wanted the clout that Talia and Josh had freshman year. The hot couple thing. I didn’t really want to see anybody else, so I was okay with it. And we’re still ‘dating,’ but I don’t know if that could change soon, because I’ve heard some … things … about him and Talia. But still, please don’t tell anybody about this. Nobody else knows it’s fake except for Derek, and now you guys.”
“We won’t tell,” Noah assured her with a grin.
Fake-dating was something that I had thought only existed in fiction, but somehow, this revelation still made sense. Talia had told me that Kenley already knew about her “affair” with Derek, so if their relationship was mostly for show, for their mutual benefit, that would explain why they were still together. In whatever capacity.
“So, you are dating,” I clarified. “But you’re not like, doing
things together.” I clamped my lips shut, grimaced, and tried again. “Not things, I mean, you’re friends, and he told me that you sometimes…”
“Do you sell Adderall?” finished Noah. “With Derek?”
This was the most embarrassed I had maybe ever felt in my entire life. And I’d called my math teacher “Mom” by accident before. Like, last month.
“Uh, yes,” Kenley replied, looking around in confusion. We locked eyes. “You didn’t already know that?”
“No?” I said, giving her a strange look.
“I was sure you already knew!”
And then Kenley made an enormous mistake.
She looked directly at Tyler.
“What do you mean?” Noah asked, glancing between the two. “We know something?”
I crammed my eyelids shut. A massive domino had just been tipped, and I could do nothing but sit back as everything threatened to come crashing down.
Tyler paled. “I didn’t want anyone to know. But at this point, I don’t want to lie either. I’ve bought from Kenley before.” They were starting to tremble, staring at the floor as they spoke. “My parents have been working later this year, trying to help me out with college money, but that’s meant babysitting my little brothers every night. So, my AP Chem grade started slipping, and I was worried it’d drop too low for the Future Lawyers scholarship if I didn’t try something to help. I don’t know why I thought it’d be this miracle pill that fixed everything, but naturally it didn’t—just fucked with my sleep schedule and nearly made my head explode—and I felt so ridiculous and embarrassed about what I’d done … I’m sorry for not saying it before, since I know it would have been helpful information to have earlier. I’m really sorry.”
I wanted to be mad. Mad that we’d gone on a whole wild goose chase to confirm Kenley’s drug dealing when we didn’t even have to, culminating in me almost getting Derek’s boot up my ass in Noah’s backyard. At the same time, I understood where they were coming from, the reluctance to offer up such a vulnerable personal detail.
We sat there for a moment, until the shock of Tyler lying about something wore off.
“It’s okay, Tyler,” I said, reaching for their hand across the table. “Thank you for apologizing, though.”
Noah leaned into Tyler and patted them on the back. “I get why you didn’t wanna say.”
“Thanks, guys,” said Tyler. “It’s not an excuse, though, but thank you for saying that.”
“I’m so sorry. This was my fault, too,” Kenley added. “I should have assumed that was private information, Tyler. But yeah, I do sell Adderall with Derek. And even though we’re not like, hooking up, we’re still super close.”
“Did you try hooking up with him?” Noah asked. “What’s he like? Greasy?”
“Ignore that question,” Tyler muttered. “Anyway, so you don’t think anyone you sell to might be responsible? Could someone have gotten angry?”
“Actually…” Kenley sighed and curled herself into a ball in her seat, hugging her knees to her chest. “I mean, I did lose my supply recently. Left my bag in a classroom, I guess. I would have checked the lost and found but, you know, I didn’t exactly want to admit the bag and the sketchy, individually packaged pills inside it were mine. But me being a little late on a delivery or even skipping a month of sales shouldn’t make someone want to kill me.”
“What about your supplier? Could they have done this?”
“My doctor?” Kenley laughed a little. “She and her seven angelic children are all currently on vacation in the Poconos, so I doubt it.”
“I have to be honest—Derek still seems the most suspicious to me,” said Noah, who always had to be honest. “He’s kind of a dick, and from what I’ve seen today, he’s super into Talia. No offense. So, like, maybe he took your drugs and your business and then tried to get you out of the picture altogether.”
Tyler lowered their notebook and scowled. “Noah, that’s a bit harsh.”
Kenley took a deep breath and gave us an uneasy look. “It’s not just that we’re friends. I literally know for one hundred percent certain that it wasn’t Derek.”
“You do?” I asked, perking up. “How?”
Kenley picked at a loose patch on her denim jacket. “Because … I saw him right before it happened.”
“What do you mean?”
“We left the pep rally together, and then I watched him walk out of the building. So, he wasn’t anywhere near me when I got hurt.”
This raised many more questions than it answered, but if Kenley’s account was true, at least we could firmly rule out one of our prime suspects.
“Why did y’all leave?” Noah asked.
“I think he had to get his football uniform from his car or something? I don’t even know. I left because he left.”
This felt like a natural point in the conversation for me to finally get to the crux of my concerns—as much as my nerves were beginning to flare up big-time.
“I have another question,” I began. “Why were you in the hallway by yourself anyway? You told me you were standing by your locker, right?”
Kenley looked out the window, a worried crease in her brow. “I didn’t want to go back to the pep rally without Derek. My phone was in my locker so I was just texting and stuff.”
It took Kenley a weirdly long time to come up with that flimsy response. And, still, she was having difficulty retaining eye contact. Annoyance—and hurt—simmered in my chest.
“That’s not where your locker is,” I said calmly. She’d promised me that she would come clean. Sort of. But that clearly wasn’t going to happen without my prodding.
“Okay, fine!” Kenley finally looked at me, shame dragging her lips downward. “Not my locker, whatever. But I really was just waiting around for Derek to come back. It’s not a big deal.”
She was still hiding something—that much was obvious—but she wasn’t going to tell me. Not then and there, at least. My patience with Kenley was waning, as was the small amount of trust I had accumulated for her.
Tyler’s eyebrow quirked up. “Since you had a clear view of the gym doors, did you see anyone else leave early? If they went the opposite direction, they could have done a full loop around the school and then snuck up behind you.”
“I—” Kenley started, then completely froze up. She shook her head over and over like a wet dog. “I shouldn’t say. This is bad. This is a bad time, you guys, maybe—”
“Who left the gym, Stevens?” Noah asked, leaning over the table.
“Nobody, but … I saw … I saw one of you.”
Noah pulled back and let out a baffled exhale. “Me?”
This would’ve been impossible, but then a logical explanation practically smacked me in the face: could Kenley’s fuzzy mind have mixed up Noah with his twin?
Kenley folded her hands in her lap. “No,” she replied. “Actually, it was Salim.”
My stomach sank, and we all stared down at Tyler’s phone like it was radioactive.
“Really?” Tyler asked quietly.
“Um, yeah. He was walking right toward me.”
“He didn’t mention seeing anything in the hallway,” Noah said, eyebrows scrunched together in puzzlement. “He left the gym and then had to take a dump and that’s what he told us.”
“Well, why would he mention seeing Kenley in the first place?” Tyler sputtered. “It’s not like that was relevant at the time. I’m sure he can explain himself.”
I thought that Salim not mentioning it seemed really unusual, frankly—someone who TMI’d to the point of specifying whether or not he was on the toilet while texting didn’t tend to leave major details out. And there was also the fact that he was such a huge guy, with an intimidating, muscular physique. He was probably a hundred times as strong as me, and if he so much as stretched his arms too close to Kenley, it could probably knock her out. Even just by accident.
But Christ, it was Salim. My friend. My goofy, harmless friend who was terrified of spiders and handled his negative emotions by buying copious amounts of ice cream and cuddling up with his friends in a blanket fort. Why was I suddenly entertaining the idea of him as an attempted murderer?
But the rational, objective part of me knew that I at least had to point out the facts.
“He could have told us what he saw at any time,” I said, staring down at my loafers under the table. “Once he realized that what he’d seen was really important.”
“Do you think he wanted to admit that he was the last person to see Kenley before she was assaulted?” Tyler cried out.
Silence. The diner had mostly emptied by now, the ’80s music turned down low. The cute couple had left behind their half-eaten sundaes, but it had been a while since any waiters made the rounds to clear them. Ice cream dripped off the glasses, pooling onto the table.
“Doesn’t look too fantastic for him, I’ll admit,” Noah mumbled. “But sometimes people are just unlucky.”
Kenley shifted uncomfortably, crossing her arms. “Here’s the thing: I can’t tell you guys what I think happened because I really don’t know. My memory of Friday is a little questionable, aside from maybe half an hour during the pep rally. And I shouldn’t even be speculating—speculation can be dangerous. So, I’m just going to tell you exactly what I know, and you can go from there. Is that okay?”
“Of course,” I replied, but my body felt molten hot with anxiety. I squeezed my eyes shut and pretended like I was back at home, safe in my bedroom with my cat in my arms. One deep breath. Two. Then three.
“So, I left the gym with Derek and watched him walk outside. Then I was standing there by the lockers for probably twenty minutes, waiting for the pep rally to end. I didn’t see anyone leave the gym at all except for Salim. And a couple minutes after I watched him go into the bathroom, I blacked out.”
“What the hell?” Noah exclaimed. “I mean, what could have possibly happened here? I’m so lost.”
“Are you sure there’s no way Derek maybe came back inside the building?” I asked Kenley.
“I’m positive,” she replied. “I never saw or heard him, and presumably, Salim didn’t either.”
Tyler pressed their phone to their heart and frowned. “The fact that you guys are even entertaining that Sal could do something like that…”
I also didn’t believe that Salim would hurt Kenley, but I still forced myself to imagine the possibility of it. I thought about the one way that Salim and Kenley were connected—through football—and recalled Kenley mentioning how poorly the football team was doing. Because of Derek. And how Salim had seen the couple together under the bleachers before games.
“But Derek’s the quarterback, right?” I asked. “Salim really wanted to make it to state champs and get scouted for college football. So Derek is the main person he’d be counting on to perform. And if Derek’s been distracted … making out under the bleachers…”
“That wasn’t me, though,” Kenley insisted. “But I guess I can understand the mix-up if someone thought they saw that, when they really saw him and Talia.”
My anxiety was mixing with gut-turning guilt into a nasty, nauseating soup of emotions. I hated that I was thinking this way, playing my own devil’s advocate by keeping an investigative hat on and going over possibilities that seemed ridiculous.
In a weird way, the situation reminded me of when my dad was in the hospital, being offered agonizing, experimental treatments as a last resort. He may not have wanted that for himself, but for me—I would have done anything to help him if given the power. Anything to save the club, to save my friends’ lives, even if it also had to hurt us.
We had to try everything.
I took a deep, painful breath. “I think we can’t keep ruling each other out just because we’re friends. We should at least consider every option, to be as objective as possible. Salim is strong enough to hurt Kenley, technically. He was there in the hallway already. And he could have thought having Kenley gone would benefit the team, and his chances at being recruited.”
There was an uncomfortable pause. Everyone stared at me with gaping mouths, reeling in utter shock from what I had said. What I had implied about one of our own.
And I quickly realized that I’d completely screwed up.
“Eleanora, what the fuck?” Tyler hissed.
It was like standing on a frozen lake as it cracked, watching something delicate and beautiful fracture into pieces, as Tyler wrenched up from the booth and stormed out of the diner. My icy heart plunged into the cold, and it sank.
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HOW THINGS FELL APART
I had arrived at school on the day of the last homecoming dance of my life in a rotten mood.
We’d all split up and gone home immediately after Lindy’s the night prior, upset with one another and ourselves. Especially me, who had messed up really damn badly. I was supposed to be our club president, leading the way and fighting for each and every member of the LGBTQ+ Club, and instead I had turned against Salim in a moment of desperation.
How could I fucking do that to him?
It wasn’t just that we were friends—I had casually suggested that he, an Arab Muslim, was violent, without a single thought about it. I was so focused on us being targeted for our queerness that all other forms of bigotry, all intersectionality, had fallen straight out of my pea brain. I had witnessed Salim receive racist, Islamophobic hate right in front of my fucking face before, and I had turned around and perpetuated that same harm.
Now I stood alone in the hallway—textbooks piled up in my arms, students flowing around me—like the most unlikable main character in an angsty teen drama. I had hoped that the group chat, which had been eerily quiet, would have come alive by now, but it had been crickets all day. I was starting to worry that we were wasting time we couldn’t afford to lose.
I sighed and picked up my phone.
Eleanora:
Hey guys
Not exactly the hottest conversation starter, but I wanted to see if there would be any bites. It was between class periods, so no one should have been too busy. I stood there, staring at the screen and letting bodies shove me around, but there were no replies.
Fuck. I desperately needed some fresh air.
I shuffled my way toward the school’s front lawn, bursting through the doors and finding that I was the only one there. Perfect. I could sit outside, get some homework done in peace, and maybe the cheery sunshine would somehow bleed all the way into me.
It didn’t bother me that I was alone, because I was at that emotional low point where the school’s wannabe-murderer could come up to me with their weapon raised and I’d just kind of be like, “whatever, go ahead.”
My grades were also on the verge of death. After only a few days of slacking, I was quickly falling behind in my classes; my next AP Spanish test was coming up on Friday, and the way this practice exam was looking, it was going to be muy malo. Or was it muy mal?
Shit.
Before I could fling my pencil into a tree in frustration, I was distracted by the sight of a police officer walking down the uneven stone pathway that led from the parking lot to the school. Since the man seemed to be walking at a leisurely pace and wasn’t brandishing a weapon or anything, I decided I didn’t need to be alarmed and start running in the opposite direction.
The man noticed me sitting there, probably registered my terror, and slowed. “Don’t be scared, miss. Nothing happened,” he announced, scratching at his ginger beard. “That I know of, at least. I was called here by the administration to look further into an incident.”
I perked up. Despite the numerous times Ballard had proven useless in helping me and my friends, at least he had come through for us this once—even though it was probably purely for his own benefit.
“Thank you for investigating this,” I said. “That note was really terrifying, but at least you might still be able to catch whoever wrote it before the homecoming dance.”
The man squinted at me. “I’m not sure what you mean. I’m here about a young girl who was assaulted a couple days ago … Last Friday?”
I blinked at him. “Right, and then someone threatened to hurt queer people yesterday. Tuesday.”
The officer shrugged. “I wasn’t told about any of that, but I’ll look into it while I’m investigating our suspects.”
I froze. “What suspects?”
“I can’t tell you that.” He laughed. “Don’t worry, though—your principal told me that one is already incarcerated, and I’m sure we’ll get the rest soon, so you should be perfectly safe here at school.”
The world felt like it was tilting off its axis.
I instantly became dizzy. I gripped the picnic table in front of me with the tips of my fingers, digging in like I was afraid that letting go would fling me toward the sun.
The cop was giving me a funny look that made me feel like some strange Ripley’s Believe It or Not curiosity rather than a real human being. “I know that sounds scary, but I promise you have nothing to worry about,” he continued. He gave me a hesitant pat on the back as I sat stiff as a board, unreactive. “Now, have a happy homecoming!”
And then the man walked off, not realizing that he was now on his way to potentially ruin the lives of four innocent teenagers. Finally able to move again, I slammed my Spanish textbook shut.
Puta fucking madre.

It was unbearable, being in a fight with my friends. And on top of that, now I had to reckon with the fact that all four of us might be locked up soon. I still didn’t know what “evidence” Ballard could possibly scrounge together, or what “proof” one of our classmates had found that compelled them to call the cops on us, but it probably didn’t take much to charge someone as a potential accomplice.
Did a strand of Kenley’s hair somehow get caught on my crafts hammer? The police still had it as evidence, and … Oh, God …
I couldn’t concentrate in class. After listening to my history teacher explain the differences between battles of the Revolutionary War for the millionth time, I decided to excuse myself to grab my water bottle and some aspirin.
But Mr. Shaw was standing directly in front of my locker.
He turned around as I approached and gave me a warm smile.
“Just cleaning up,” he said casually, stepping aside. That’s when I noticed the sponge in his hand and the suds dripping down the steel surface.
Despite Mr. Shaw’s calm attitude, it was obvious that something was off.
There were remnants of paint, flakes of deep-red acrylic, staining the center of my locker. “What happened?” I asked.
“Vandalism,” he explained with a shrug. He looked worn out, his chest heaving with exertion. “Someone drew on a couple lockers.”
I was struck with a horrible gut feeling, and my eyes scanned the row of lockers, looking for Tyler’s. Fuentes came closely after Finkel in the alphabet, and—
There it was. Another damp locker.
“What did they draw?” I asked, running a finger over the peeling paint. “Please just tell me, even if it’s bad.”
The janitor lowered his eyes. “They wrote ‘Watch out.’”
My breath caught, and I swore my heart stopped beating for a moment. “Did anybody see it happen?”
“I’m not sure,” Mr. Shaw said, wringing out his sponge into a bucket. The water was a murky crimson-brown color that reminded me of fresh scars. “But I saw there was a police officer on campus this morning, so I let him know. I would normally check the security cameras for you, but after the break-in, all the extra keys in the staff room were taken away.”
“By Ballard?”
Mr. Shaw nodded grimly. “And Herb.”
Interesting.
So many of our clues seemed to lead back to those two, in the end. We still didn’t have a clear motive for Herb, but everything else lined up to suggest both of them were working together to cover things up.
“Do you think Principal Ballard is a bad person?” I asked, lowering my voice. I had to keep the security cameras in mind now more than ever. “Do you think he and Herb are up to something?”
The janitor seemed to have the same train of thought because he glanced at a camera only a few feet behind me before answering. “Listen, I’ve said too much to you kids already. You know, you remind me a lot of my own daughter, so it’s just been hard to keep my mouth shut.”
“Oh! You have a daughter?”
“Yup. She’s a little older, but she’s got curly hair and she’s headstrong—just like you.” Mr. Shaw smiled down at me. “But she’s gonna be in a tough spot if I get myself let go from Hillview. I don’t get paid much, but it’s enough to help cover all her co-pays. She’s not doing the greatest, health-wise…”
I felt a familiar storm cloud rolling in, the winds of it causing me to shiver, electricity zapping goose bumps into my arms. I thought of my dad. Of doing absolutely anything you can to take care of your own.
“I’m so sorry to hear about that,” I said, feeling weirdly emotionally connected to the school janitor. “I know what it’s like when someone you love gets really sick. And if your salary is helping, then definitely don’t risk anything for my sake.”
Mr. Shaw smiled, crow’s feet crinkling. “My only advice at this point is that you need some cold, hard proof.”
Didn’t I know it. The problem was that the only way to get viable proof in this day and age was through video evidence, but even then, deepfakes were a thing—I once saw a video of Jim Carrey pissing on the moon that looked so realistic I would’ve found him guilty in court. Maybe a direct confession from Kenley’s attacker would be the only way to exonerate the LGBTQ+ Club.
If Ballard was working with Herb, any proof of that might be hidden in his office. But it would be impossible to get in there now with him guarding all the keys, and his office key fob being the only one without any secret copies floating around.
“Thanks, Mr. Shaw,” I said. “I’m just gonna…”
The janitor stepped away from the locker and waved me forward.
I fumbled with my combination—rarely did I ever get it right on the first try—and slid open the door. As I rooted around for aspirin, my fingers grazed a familiar slip of paper, the one that I’d found on the janitor’s closet floor.
92826—YOU OWE ME BIG TIME
It may have been pure paranoia driving the hunch, but I still felt like this message was important. Given its cryptic tone and strange location, the note did seem like it could easily be about owing someone money or drugs.
“Hey, Mr. Shaw?” I called out, and the janitor turned back toward me. “Do you recognize this?”
He squinted at the paper and shook his head. “No. What is that, a date?”
I thought about it: 9/28/26. Definitely a possible date, but for what? It could be a birthday, or it could correspond roughly to when homecoming would fall next year. But also, why would somebody write down a random date in the first place as opposed to, like, putting it in their phone’s calendar? This wasn’t the Dark Ages.
“No idea, but thank you anyway!” I told him.
The scruffy man nodded at me, and I absently watched him go, mop bucket clicking its wheels over the shiny white floor.
I found the aspirin bottle and shook two into my hand, taking the sugarcoated pills dry. My head swam with numbers and images of Salim in his holding cell. Pacing, hunched over with his head in his hands, lying flat on a granite block while some racist undertrained guy who only became a cop for the Golden Corral buffet discount yelled obscenities at him. Salim, who I knew from the bottom of my gut wouldn’t hurt Kenley, and yet I’d betrayed him anyway.
That was the toughest pill to swallow.
At least if we all got arrested, we could protect one another. Maybe. Unless we all got put in solitary confinement.
The bottle was rattling in my hand, involuntarily, so I set it back down. Wiped my damp forehead with the back of my hand. Stared absently at the photo stuck to the wall of my locker with a “Welcome to Texas!” magnet. In it, Tyler, Salim, Noah, and I were gathered at the feet of the iconic(ly horrifying) Big Tex statue, clutching the plastic bags full of goldfish that we’d “rescued” from the state fair. Laughing, smiling as we leaned into one another, pockets sprouting with carnival tickets.
The past year at school had been tough for all of us, but the promise of graduation—and the presence of one another—had made things significantly better.
But now my friends were gone, our academic statuses at risk, and all of us were in terrible danger. The entire queer community was in danger.
And I, once again, was proving worthless.
In my already fragile state, I found myself holding back tears. But I lifted my head just in time to see one of my friends walking in my direction.
“Hey! Tyler!” I called out.
When they slowed to a stop, I noticed a few signs indicating that Tyler was falling apart. Their shirt, which should have been crisply ironed, was full of thin wrinkles. Dark purple crescents framed their eyes, stark against the warm beige of their skin, and their upright posture had devolved into the exhausted slump of someone at the end of their rope.
“Fink,” they answered. “Before you—”
I rushed over to them so quickly that I went stumbling into a locker. “We seriously need to talk, Tyler. I just spoke with Mr. Shaw, and he found—”
“Just stop. Stop this, all right?” Tyler snapped, without a hint of restraint. “We can’t do this anymore. It’s already hurt our friendship enough. I mean, how can you still be doing your detective act right now? Like, seriously, Fink?”
“I—” I understood their anger, but I couldn’t just … stop. Especially not now. “But we have to fix this. Our futures are at stake, and we’re all in danger—the entire school could be! We can’t quit just because I said something shitty in the heat of the moment.”
Tyler gritted their teeth. “‘Said something shitty’? You mean, you made an extremely dangerous accusation against my best friend.”
Shame struck me like an arrow to the heart.
“Right. I know my actions were fucked up and harmful, and you can absolutely be mad at me, but we can’t give up now. If we don’t solve this, who will? The police?” I chuckled bitterly. “I talked to an officer earlier who confirmed we’re still the prime suspects.”
“You’re only digging us into a deeper hole, Eleanora. How’s investigating been working out for us so far?” Tyler paused for an answer they knew wasn’t coming. “It’s time to quit.”
“Tyler, I can’t,” I choked out.
“You always do this.” Tyler sighed, hoisting their backpack up their shoulders. “You’re always full speed ahead, no brakes. And that’s coming from me, okay. Like when you made all of us skip our last Hillview pep rally ever to decorate a classroom because you insisted that it was an emergency and we had to do something right that very minute.”
“This isn’t about me!”
Tyler shook their buzzed head. “That’s the problem. It actually is. Because you tend to make everything your burden to bear, and you internalize it, and then suddenly this isn’t about an injured girl anymore. It’s about you, and what you have to do, and how you feel. And now Sal’s family is worried sick trying to make sure he doesn’t go to fucking state prison because of this ill-advised justice crusade that keeps fucking spiraling and spiraling. All right? So just stop it already.”
Then they stomped away, leaving me frozen in the hallway, shell-shocked.
A million realizations came at me at once, hurtling toward my brain like balls from a pitching machine.
I knew it was true, everything they’d said. I’d tried so hard to be selfless that it had all gone full circle to become hideously selfish. This complex I had about failing people, about not doing enough, had become my primary focus. I had been telling myself that I was helping others, when all along it was my own feelings that I was trying to save.
The longer I continued to wallow, the more disgusted at myself I felt. I’d been chasing the person who harmed Kenley, while I myself had been causing so much harm, to far more people. And in that fucked-up, backward way, the truth of my situation shone through.
I, Eleanora J. Finkel, was pretty much worse than the actual attacker.
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WHAT KENLEY DID
Sometimes, you just need to cry in your car.
There was no way I could have sat quietly in AP Statistics for a single second without having a complete breakdown. The telltale signs of a panic attack had begun to emerge—obsessive thoughts, shortness of breath, and a swimming head—so I had stopped a few feet from the classroom door, turned sharply on my heel, and run toward the parking lot.
I was so damn mad at myself and wanted to make it up to my friends so badly by solving this case, but everything seemed hopeless. We were now within a few hours of the homecoming dance, and none of my prime suspects were looking very prime. They were all missing a motive to hurt Kenley, a means, or both.
There was still a forehead-slasher out there, and I was at a complete loss.
But my escape didn’t have its intended effect at all; my troubles weren’t melting away, and there was no much-needed moment of relief. In fact, as soon as I got into my car, I remembered how it used to be my dad’s, and now I was sitting in my dead dad’s car, as if that was going to fucking cheer me up.
The car was brand new when Dad bought it, so long ago. But now, the Subaru was almost dead, too.
I leaned back and gave the dashboard a kick. Maybe I needed to suck it up and let both of these things I loved go. Because my dad was probably having a rough time in the afterlife trying to get around without a ride.
“Hey, Eleanora.”
The voice from outside was muffled, but I knew who it was immediately.
“Kenley?” I replied, incredulous, wiping my tears away with my forearms.
She leaned down and smiled at me through the window, hazel eyes gleaming in the sun. “See, I dropped the nickname for good. I’ll just have to think of a better one.”
“As long as it’s neither edible nor a slur I should be fine,” I muttered. I unlocked my doors with a loud click, and Kenley climbed into the back seat. “So, what do you want? Must be big if you’re back on campus, risking running into the killer.”
As Kenley stretched out in the back, I suddenly became very self-conscious of my vehicle. Was my air freshener working, or did it smell kind of like feet in here? Did I even remember to throw away those Whataburger scraps from last week?
“I feel horrible for what happened at Lindy’s.”
I peeked at her through the rearview mirror. Kenley was gazing out the window, her hair shoved into a Texas Rangers baseball cap like an incognito celebrity. She looked exhausted, bags hanging beneath her eyes.
“It’s not your fault that I’m a complete asshole,” I said.
She sighed, then was quiet for a while; I could hear her building up to something with a series of deep breaths. “It’s not just that. It’s … Now that someone’s threatening to hurt you, too, I’ve realized that I need to be a lot more open about things.”
“I mean, that would be great, yeah.”
I almost turned on the radio to help ease the tension, before deciding that there was no song on earth that wouldn’t make this whole thing fucking weird. Knowing my luck, she’d probably be confessing to staging her own murder or something while “Mambo No. 5” started blasting.
“Eleanora, remember when I almost joined your club?”
“Of course I remember. That was one of the worst days of my entire life, actually.”
Kenley’s breath caught. “Right. I’m sorry. I just … I wanted you to know that when I asked you if it was the BLT Club, I genuinely was not sure. Because Ballard messed it up on the club list.” I felt her hand graze my shoulder and turned around to look at her. Her face was bright pink, and her eyes were trained on my floor mats. “I had thought it was the LGBTQ+ Club that you were in charge of, and if that was the case … I was trying to actually join.”
I gave Kenley a blank look. “I mean, allies are technically welcome, but I still don’t get why you’d want to join. Even before the Club Fair, we weren’t exactly a hub for the cool kids. Is this your weird sense of humor again, or…?”
She quickly covered her face with her hands. “I’m being serious, Eleanora. I honestly don’t know what I was thinking, because it’s not like I know what I am or have remotely enough courage to be open about these things—I’m not brave like you. But I thought maybe I could be, I guess? I don’t know.…”
Kenley was …
Huh?
“Oh!” I tried to mask the shock in my expression. “So, maybe not an ally, then?”
Kenley shook her head, still not looking at me.
She was …
Huh.
“And then it all went to hell, and I chickened out, and apparently people were being mean to you but I didn’t really realize how bad it was because I was so far in my own head dealing with my grades, and with Derek, and with so much pressure from my dad, all while trying to figure out who I even am. And it’s okay if you hate me, but I really just needed to get that off my chest, and also—”
“Kenley, wait,” I interrupted, still trying to understand. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier? It’s not like I would’ve judged you for not being straight.”
“Because telling it to myself is one thing, but telling somebody else?” Kenley lifted her face just as a fat teardrop fell. “That makes it real. And I don’t know if I’m ready for it to be real.”
Before I even knew what I was doing, my fingers were brushing across her cheek, catching her tears. I quickly drew my hand back, but Kenley stopped me, grabbing hold of my wrist to keep me there.
“I’m really sorry,” I whispered. “I know how that feels. But trust me when I say that it’s so much easier when you don’t have to be alone.”
She sniffled, dropping my hand, and curled back in her seat. “I know, but … God, it’s terrifying. And you know how y’all were saying, ‘it’s so weird for someone to threaten Kenley and
gay people’? It’s almost like … someone knows. I have no idea how they would, but maybe they figured it out, and that’s really why all of this is happening?”
It felt like my brain was exploding into a million pieces. Just a few days ago I’d thought Kenley was this evil, homophobic bully, and now it sounded like she was just another one of the scared, closeted kids I’d been trying to make our school better for, and maybe it was a tiny bit my fault for thinking her interactions with me had to be a joke because she was this hot cheerleader with a (supposed) boyfriend.
“Well, no matter why this is really happening, it’s clear to me that we need to stick together,” I said. “We need to be able to trust each other.”
“I know.… Genuinely, I know. I just need a little more time. And I promise I’ll tell you about the—”
There was a sudden knock on my window.
I screamed and bolted upright. A giant face was staring at me, mere inches from my own. It was an old man with pockmarked cheeks and ghostly wisps of gray hair clinging to his scalp for dear life. It looked like a face you’d find trapped inside a mirror in a Gothic manor. Like the face of someone who’d died of dysentery after drinking too much pond water on the Oregon Trail.
“Hello?” the man called, snapping me back to reality.
I then realized that I was staring into the cold, viscous eyeballs of none other than Security Herb.
It almost felt fortuitous to see him, since the old man had been on my thoughts recently. He hadn’t proven to be a particularly strong suspect for Kenley’s attack, since we hadn’t figured out his motives, but Herb did have a history of inappropriate behavior and was still unaccounted for, as far as I was aware, during the pep rally.
Checking my rearview mirror, I realized that Kenley was no longer in her seat—she’d crammed herself onto the floor of my Subaru, totally out of sight. Hopefully Herb hadn’t seen her, because that felt bound to complicate things for the worse.
I rolled down my window. “Hello!” I said, pasting on a fake-friendly grin.
“You’re not allowed to stay inside your vehicle during the school day,” Herb said harshly, his vocal cords groaning like a Victorian-era pipe organ. “You’re supposed to be in class.”
No shit, I wanted to scream. Instead, I tried to give him the same kind of demure performance I’d attempted to give Ballard at the gas station. “Oops, I am so sorry! Somehow I completely forgot about that rule!”
“Six-B-four-seven-J-E.”
“Pardon?”
“I ran your license plate. Your name is Eleanora J. Finkel.”
The voice of my mother chastising me for endangering myself buzzed in my ears. I was a terrible daughter and an absolute ding-dong of a decision-maker—but I also knew that if someone was killed at homecoming, I would never be able to live with myself for not trying my best to prevent it.
I fake-smiled so wide that the skin on my lips peeled. “Yeah, my apologies, sir! I went to grab a textbook I forgot in the back, and then I guess I fell asleep.”
Lying was beginning to come second nature to me. It was like a survival instinct at this point—I was, quite frankly, terrified, nowhere near as confident as I was forcing myself to sound. Even though Herb looked so fragile that one breath could probably blow him to bone dust, I didn’t want to take any chances with an old guy who might enjoy hurting teenagers.
I pretended to grab one of my schoolbooks that had gotten kicked under my front passenger’s seat, hoping to buy myself more time to think of a plan, when Herb cleared his throat behind me.
“I know you’ve been snooping around.”
“Wh-what?” I stuttered, rotating around with my book in hand. As far as Herb should have known, it had only been Salim snooping.
“Poking your nose around where you shouldn’t. Listening to gossip and rumors.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said firmly. The possibility that a friend had ratted me out crossed my mind, but I quickly shoved it in my mental junk drawer. Questioning anyone’s loyalty was a mistake I refused to make twice. “I need to get to class now.”
Kenley would have to make an escape on her own. I tried opening the car door, but Herb pushed back against it.
My stomach leapt into my throat.
“Whatever they told you wasn’t true,” he said.
I had no idea what the hell he was talking about anymore, but Herb was starting to freak me out with his ancient riddles. I wanted to push the door harder and knock his bony ass onto the gravel but managed to hold back and think of a smarter response. “It sounded true,” I said, echoing his ambiguous phrasing.
Security Herb’s cafeteria pizza breath wafted toward me. “Well, it’s not. And if you and your little friends go around spreading any more rumors—”
At that, I lost control of myself. “You mean my ‘little friends’ like the one you just got arrested?”
“The kid broke into Hillview multiple times. It’s nothing personal, but the law’s the law.”
Okay, phew. So he didn’t seem to know that the entire club was involved with the break-in. But wait—
“Multiple times?”
“Yes. He also tampered with my camera footage last week,” Herb grumbled.
“That wasn’t him. I was with Salim all afternoon that day and he never broke into anything.” The security officer didn’t need to know this was a lie, that Salim had been in the gym and the bathroom without me. But on the chance that Herb wasn’t involved with Kenley’s attack, I wanted him to believe that we were innocent, too.
Herb shrugged. “Listen, I don’t know what you kids have been up to, but it’s none of my business at this point. That’s all between you and the law now.”
His ignorance was pretty convincing. I thought about asking him some questions, but realized there might be a smarter option to get what I wanted from him—Mr. Shaw and Kenley had both said that Herb had done some real creepy-sounding shit at school in the past.
So it was time for my riskiest move yet.
“Well, you may have gotten rid of Salim, but you’ll never get rid of what he found.”
Herb paled even paler than he already was, his skin tone eerily similar to the finest layer of a pulled-apart tissue. “What he found?”
Two could play the vague game.
I put on a cocky smile. “Yeah, what he found in the security room. Do you know how easy it is to AirDrop files to your phone from a computer, Herbert?”
“What are you saying?” he wheezed, gripping the side of my car in fright. It was as if I were cursing him in wicked tongues and “AirDrop” was the name of a demon.
“I’m saying you should have thought about that before you came up and started threatening me during my afternoon cry session,” I snapped, then paused to compose myself again. “What I mean is, you’re far too late. All the stuff you thought you deleted? We have that, too.” Fueled by newfound confidence, I decided to push my luck even further. “Including the breast milk.”
I heard a faint squeak come from the back seat.
Herb groaned and stumbled away from the car. “You…” he hissed, while surprisingly not melting into a puddle of goo. “What do you want? A key? I can get you any key you need.”
“I want you to stay away from me and my friends.” An additional demand occurred to me. “And also, if there’s anything you can do about the boy who got arrested—just a reminder, his name is Salim Ali—”
The security officer trembled at my might. “I’ll talk to the police, I promise! I’ll say he got locked in after school on accident.”
I didn’t want to get my hopes up on Herb delivering, but still—this was the most encouraging thing I’d heard all week.
“Great. Now one last thing, and this might be a weird request.” I took in a deep breath. “Can you throw my textbook?”
He frowned, his mouth a wrinkly worm. “Huh?”
“Could you throw it, please? As hard as you can, into the bushes or something.”
Herb was clearly reluctant, but I met him with a challenging glare, which was apparently all it took for him to grab the book from my hands. As he pulled it through the window, his forearms drooped from the weight. Then with one final nod in confirmation, Herb yeeted my textbook across the parking lot.
At least, that’s what he was probably trying to do. The problem was that his skeletal arms struggled with the motion, his muscles too withered and flaccid to create much of any force at all. So when Herb tossed the latest edition of Applied Statistics, it could hardly even be considered a throw—there was no air time, no thrust. Instead of soaring over the pavement, it inelegantly plopped less than three feet away from the Subaru’s front tire.
“Strong suspect” he was not.
“Thanks,” I said, pushing again on the door. This time, Herb didn’t stop me. “But now I really have to get to class.”
“Tell him to delete that footage,” Herb grumbled as he hobbled away.
Once the man was out of sight, I fetched my undamaged textbook and then opened my back door.
Kenley unfolded herself from my car with a grunt. “Nice work,” she said, dusting off the front of her jean shorts.
“You should probably get out of here,” I said quietly. I really needed some time alone to process. I didn’t want the attacker coming across us and trying to “finish the job,” either—Herb’s intrusion had felt like a warning.
She gave me a sad look, then nodded in understanding, before pulling down her baseball cap and heading toward the school’s exit. I watched her go, fighting off all of my confusing emotions that had stirred to the surface in the last half hour.
On the bright side, there was another piece of good news to celebrate now: my textbook had finally earned its fifty-dollar price tag.
Because not only would all of his creaks and groans have made it difficult for Herb to sneak up on someone but if he couldn’t even throw a book, there was no chance in hell he could hit someone hard enough to nearly kill them.
Being able to rule Herb out for the attack itself was huge. I wanted to share the news with my friends immediately, but they were still, rightfully, blowing off my text messages.
No more wallowing, no more hiding away. I had to go get my friends back. They might have still hated me for what I did, but if I could make things right—help Salim get exonerated and back onto the football team, Noah get into art school, and Tyler get their scholarship—at least they would be able to live out their dreams. With or without me.
Whatever it takes.
I opened up my text messages and decided that in that moment, the best thing I could do for my friends was to lie.
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HOW WE REUNITED
I had texted Tyler before lunch break saying that I was sorry, but it was extremely important for us to meet up, and they had miraculously relented. They probably figured I only wanted to apologize—nothing seemed inherently strange about that.
But when Noah walked into the diner next, my true agenda—forcing the LGBTQ+ Club to get together again—became clear.
“Is this an intervention?” Noah asked, freezing in the doorway.
Or maybe it wasn’t clear.
“Nobody was answering the group chat,” I explained over the loud clanking of dishes in the background. “And we need to talk. Just hear me out. Please. We can be angry after homecoming.”
It was near impossible to be mad when the air smelled like apple-cinnamon and freshly baked bread, but the way Tyler impatiently tapped their fingers against the greasy-looking veneer of the table indicated otherwise.
“Looks like there’s not even any food. Which you promised.” Noah glowered. “What the hell, Finkel? You know how contingent I am on Lindy’s triple-chocolate chocolate chip pancakes to survive.”
“Jesus, they’re on the way,” I told him. In fact, I’d even remembered to request the special off-menu molten fudge syrup for him. “You’re usually a solid forty minutes late to … everything, Noah, so I guess my timing on the food was off. But it’s coming. So will you stay?”
“I will if Tyler does.” Noah crossed his arms and nudged them with a shoulder.
Tyler sighed, pausing for effect. “I’ll listen.”
I placed my phone onto the table and took a deep breath. “Thank you. First off, I want to say that I’m sorry. I took things too far because I wasn’t thinking about anything but my own feelings. I am an absolute jerk for acting like Salim could have hurt Kenley, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you guys. Even if it means confessing to the crime in the end.”
Tyler and Noah blinked back at me.
“What?” Tyler finally muttered. “But your life would be over. Why would you—”
Even a few hours ago, I would’ve probably had the same reaction. But I’d thought quite a lot about it in the car earlier, and I’d come to terms with what I may have to resort to.
“Because I love you, and I hate that I’ve almost ruined one of the only good things we have in this world.” I felt a burning pressure building behind my eyes and hid my face in a napkin, wiping away the tears that were beginning to slip out. “You guys deserve so much better. So I promise you, I’ll be better.”
As I finished, the two were silent. I couldn’t look at either of them because seeing their expressions of anger and disappointment would have broken me even further. So I just sat there for what felt like ten years, letting my words sink in, covering my pathetic, snotty face.
To my surprise, Tyler leaned over the table to give me a hug, followed shortly by Noah. Neither of their arms quite reached, but it was the thought that counted. The gesture almost made me cry again.
“I’m sorry for lying about the Adderall,” Tyler said. “And for earlier—I didn’t mean half of what I said. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I know it’s not fair to leave you fighting alone.”
“I’m sorry for being a disaster person, and for being mean to my sister, and also for being late all the time,” said Noah. He turned his attention to the heavens, folding his hands together in prayer. “And I’m sorry for slamming Derek Handel into a wall, even though it was pretty badass and also I would definitely do it again.”
“Thank you for being so kind about this,” I replied, nodding at Tyler and Noah. “Even when I don’t deserve it.”
“I could never stay mad at you, Fink,” said Noah, reaching out to pinch my cheek. “You’re too cute.”
I swatted his hand away, but smiled all the same.
“Never forget how it all started,” Tyler pointed out. “Just three friendless losers—and Sal—until Fink brought us all together. She’s the one who gave us a place to call home. And I don’t mean the U.S. History classroom. I mean, right here. With each other.”
“It’s not home without Sal,” Noah grumbled.
The ache of his absence throbbed in my chest. Even though Sal wasn’t here, I certainly hadn’t forgotten him. “I called his brother earlier. Ahmad, I mean. Not the one who’s like, seven.”
Tyler perked up, settling back in the booth. “And?”
“He flew home from college this morning, and just visited Salim at the county jail. Apparently, Sal’s holding up okay, but his parents … are not. If he winds up with a criminal record, they said they’re going to stop supporting him entirely.”
Tyler fidgeted with a paper straw. “Anything we can do to help Sal … I’ll do it.”
“Well, the thing is, I’ve already been working on it behind the scenes.”
Tyler groaned at my relentlessness, but I continued. “First of all, I had a, err, nice talk with Security Herb. By the end of it he was very … understanding of Sal’s plight. So, I’m hoping he can try to take back his report of Salim trespassing or whatever.”
Noah didn’t even require an explanation. “Oh, word!”
The talk I had with Kenley, on the other hand, I didn’t think I was supposed to share. But there were still other gleanings from my hour spent in the car.
“I also don’t believe Herb was the one who hurt Kenley, because I’ve discovered that he has the approximate constitution of an overboiled noodle. Not that I fully trust him either, but it helps that we’ve managed to rule him out, along with Derek and Ballard, for the attack itself.”
That wasn’t to say that none of those people was guilty. It just meant they couldn’t—or didn’t want to—get their own hands dirty.
“Good point on the physical strength aspect,” Tyler mused. “And he’s not exactly stealthy, either.”
“He sounds like an ancient spinning jenny from a burned-down factory whenever he walks down the hallways,” Noah added.
The sound of a dropped glass shattering in the distance brought me back to reality with a jolt. I needed to get to my point already before our lunch break was over.
“It’s past noon, so we only have a couple hours before the homecoming dance tonight,” I began. “It’s our last chance to gather any information. We need to figure out who wrote that letter to Ballard threatening us, and we also need to figure out who wrote ‘watch out’ on all of our lockers today.”
“Wait, that happened?” Noah asked.
I sighed. “Unfortunately.”
“There’s maybe three hours left in the school day. How were you going to figure all of those things out?” asked Tyler, concern gently creasing their forehead.
“I mean, I don’t know for certain. But there’s a few key places to look for clues next: Principal Ballard’s office, Mr. Shaw’s closet, and Herb’s security room. If two people were working together, they might be holding on to proof of that. Like, the murder version of passing notes in class.” I flashed them the paper I’d found with the strange number on it. You owe me. “I still don’t suspect Mr. Shaw, but I found this weird note in his closet. Somebody owing a debt could be relevant to why Kenley was attacked, so I want to make sure there aren’t any other clues in there.”
Homophobia being another potential motive would have to stay in my back pocket until it was absolutely necessary—or until she gave me permission to share.
Noah rolled his eyes. “Searching for more trash? Where the trash guy works? Should be easy.”
Tyler waved a fork at me and smirked. “Ah, okay, I see! Because if someone asks you to take out a hit, you’d probably want to retain proof of that in case you get caught, right?”
I nodded excitedly, glad they understood my thinking.
Our waitress arrived and slipped three plates onto the table: two orders of banana nut pancakes, both with big whipped-cream smiles—and then Noah’s chocolate-covered monstrosity, which was somehow dripping all over the table already.
Noah immediately dragged the plate in front of himself. “So, how are we supposed to search all those places?”
“‘We’?” I repeated. “Hell no. I’m not putting you two on the line again. This is my thing.”
“There’s no way you can search three places alone in time, Fink. I want to help.”
Tyler looked at Noah, then looked at me. Sighed. “Count me in then, too. I can’t abandon you guys—even though this is risky as hell.”
“No,” I said sternly.
But Noah wasn’t listening. “I’m gonna help you, and you can’t stop me. So I’ll say it again: How are we getting into these places?”
“Ballard rarely leaves his office,” Tyler added, tucking their napkin into their collar like a dweeb.
I was about to protest again, but Noah mimed snapping a mouth shut with his hand. He was right that I couldn’t stop them from helping—which I was grateful for, but it also terrified me. Now I needed to be even more careful in making sure the plan was foolproof, if my friends would be put at risk, too.
“Fine, you can join,” I conceded. Noah did a little dance in his seat. “So, I was thinking I—we—make him leave his office. Noah, do you remember the idea you had earlier?”
Noah twirled his fluffy black hair with a finger. “Uh … Intervention? Ghosts? Pranks?”
“Well, I was thinking about how we could possibly get into all of these rooms that are normally locked and/or occupied, and then I remembered how the other day you said we could stage a disaster.”
Noah laughed. “Yeah, that was a good one! And?”
There was a loaded silence as my plan became clear.
“Wait, really?” Tyler groaned, smearing their pancake’s smile into a frown. “Oh God, you can’t be serious right now.”
Noah merely chuckled, incredulous.
“I’ve seriously thought it through.” Suddenly my stomach wasn’t feeling so great, so I pushed my pancakes toward Noah, who whistled appreciatively through his teeth. “I think we could fake a disaster. The security room might still be tricky to get into, since all the keys have been taken out of the staff room, but the rest…”
“Eleanora…” Tyler hung their head. “Just … How the hell?”
“What, are you going to call in a bomb threat or something?” Noah asked.
My shoulders jumped. “Of course not! None of us need any more potential felony charges.”
“Okay, good. Because I was kind of hoping we’d go for an arson angle.”
“Arson is also a felony in Texas,” Tyler noted.
“Geez okay, Mx. Future Lawyer.” Noah cleared his throat. “Sorry—Mx. Future Lawyer, Esquire.”
“Tyler’s right. And the problem is, even falsely setting off a fire alarm can be a felony,” I explained. “Other than that … Unfortunately, most types of disasters require some visual evidence. And can actually lead to people being hurt. But if we can somehow get the school to evacuate, we’re golden.”
Noah hummed and shoveled another forkful of pancakes in his mouth. “Do you think Kenley knows how to hack the school’s emergency systems?”
“Her dad won’t let her leave the house,” I explained. “She said he’d be home all day today, so no sneaking out.”
It was another lie.
The reality was that I didn’t want Kenley to be in further danger. And getting her roped up in a plan that would involve her being back at school, all by herself during its busiest hours, would be a massive risk. She’d already nearly been caught by Herb once this morning.
And I knew that if I actually asked, Kenley would do it—especially if what she’d told me today was true.
“Then I guess I’ll just have to learn how to hack fire alarms on my own.” Noah sighed.
“Unless maybe we can make smoke?” Tyler suggested.
Noah smirked.
“None of us are doing any crazy experiments in our science classes that we could ‘accidentally’ blow up, right?” I asked. The two shook their heads. “And none of us are secretly besties with the kitchen staff, either…”
We sat quietly for a minute and then Noah began to giggle hysterically.
I shot him a suspicious look. “What is it? Did you catfish Chef Doyle, too?”
Noah shook his head. “I’ve never shown you what’s in my backpack, have I?”
“I don’t think so…?”
He whipped his bag around and placed it on the table, the mouth of it pointed toward me. I was instantly struck by the smell—sugary, almost like a gummy candy, with a nasty hint of phosphorous. Inside there were some notebooks, several bags of Twizzlers, one of those long candle lighters, a few aerosol spray cans, and two empty toilet paper rolls.
Noah pointed at one of the cardboard tubes. “That’s a—” He lowered his voice. “Smoke bomb.”
“Oh, absolutely the fuck not,” Tyler said, loud enough to warrant a concerned look from a nearby waiter.
“Calm down, Ty, it’s completely safe,” said Noah. “All the ingredients can be found in like, regular toothpaste. But I promise you, if you want to set off a fire alarm, this’ll do the trick. I did this once to escape from Girls’ Cotillion.”
I flicked a straw wrapper at him. “You can’t just throw that in the middle of the hallway.”
“I’ll set it off in the bathroom when nobody else is there. What’s good, too, is that smoke sets off the sirens, but not the sprinklers. Sprinklers are actually heat-activated, so we won’t get soaked.”
“Who would’ve thought your pyromania would come in handy one day?” I remarked.
“A smoke bomb is probably criminal mischief.…” Tyler muttered, running through the law in their mental encyclopedia. “Misdemeanor, at worst. But there aren’t any cameras in the bathroom to catch you.… And if we help it along by pulling an alarm … can easily argue that we believed there to be a fire due to visible smoke.”
“Then it’s settled,” I said, despite being about two seconds from going “screw it” and abandoning the whole thing. “Let’s hurry and eat so we can get this fake fire going.”
As my friends nodded and smiled with encouragement, I tried not to think about the very real possibility of failure. At every turn, I’d chosen to double down on our questionable methods in hopes of a big payoff. And the payoff here, finding some solid proof that Ballard or Herb or Derek or whoever had attempted a murder for hire, was more valuable than solid gold.
After how horrible I had been to my friends, even betraying Salim after he’d been punished on my behalf, I just couldn’t—wouldn’t—screw this one up.
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WHEN DISASTER STRUCK
It was a beautiful day for an inferno.
The afternoon sun was radiant, its glare dampened by a bed of soft clouds gliding along the school’s flat rooftops. It was warm for fall, and all I wanted to do was lie on my back and watch the clouds roll by, searching for any fun distinguishable shapes like I used to do with my dad. For some reason, he would swear that every single one looked like a butt. Probably because he knew it would make me laugh.
I was too busy for that now, too focused to let my mind float away. I needed the entire plan to fall perfectly into place to have any chance of finding our culprit. And if something went wrong, not only would the LGBTQ+ Club likely get charged with Kenley’s attack, but someone could even die tonight.
Though I couldn’t stop my friends from helping me, I had at least been able to claim the most dangerous role of the operation: fire starter.
Meanwhile, Noah was lingering around the janitor’s closet, and Tyler was doing laps between the principal’s office and the security room, both ready to nab the security room key off of Ballard or Herb before heading into their assigned rooms to investigate.
I checked my watch. One forty-two. Only one minute to go until Operation: Disaster commenced.
I stretched my arms over my head and popped a shoulder before heading inside, the hood of my borrowed sweater pulled over my curls. The bathrooms were right around the corner, and Tyler was supposed to delete the hallway footage after everyone cleared out, but I didn’t want any chance of an eyewitness identifying me. I had to stay invisible amid the post-lunch crowd.
When I entered the girls’ bathroom, Shelby and Adriana were standing right at the sink, fixing their blue eagle-wing eyeliner with Q-tips.
Shit! I turned around immediately before they could glance back and see me standing there with my guilty goddamned face and rushed right next door into the boys’ bathroom.
Thankfully this one was empty.
I locked myself inside the farthest stall, propped myself on the surprisingly clean toilet, and took the smoke bomb out of my pocket. The bottom of the toilet paper tube was taped closed, while the top—also covered in duct tape—had a wick protruding from it. All I had to do was light the thing and run. I’d lit many a candle and incense stick before. It should be totally easy.
I flicked the lighter on. Waited until the wick held a flame. Then ran.
The bomb was only supposed to take a few seconds to detonate, so I used that time to get as far away from the bathroom as possible, melding into the rest of the crowd and trying not to let my hands shake. The lighter felt like a smoking gun in my jacket pocket.
Then a siren began to wail.
Even though I was anticipating it, I jumped at its loudness. It was the kind of long, eerie, droning noise that should’ve happened whenever an SCP like Security Herb entered a room.
I rushed southward toward the principal’s office. Some students weren’t taking the alarm seriously yet, probably thinking it was just a drill, while others were screaming and shoving their way to the doors. Their shouts were almost entirely drowned out by the rhythmic beeping of the alarms, and by the grunting of the principal behind me. I spun around to find him marching toward the east wing, forehead beading with sweat.
“Everyone, remain calm, and please head outside to the football field!” he shouted.
“Is this another drill?” asked some kid—maybe a sophomore.
“No!” Ballard barked, and when the kid started hyperventilating, he added, “Now remain calm like I goddamned told you to!”
I waited for him to pass before turning back toward his office. I hadn’t been able to tell if Ballard was carrying his keys, but hopefully my friends would be able to. He was heading straight in their direction.
On the other side of the hallway smoke was pouring out of the bathroom like a flood—this was clearly not a case of someone just vaping in the handicap stall. People were really starting to freak out, shoving me aside in their race to the nearest exit.
Thankfully, Ballard’s office had been left unlocked in his haste. I spared a quick glance around the hall to make sure nobody was watching before slipping inside.
The AC rattled and thumped like an undead creature trying to escape its coffin. I wrapped my arms around myself, teeth already chattering in the cold. I only had a limited amount of time in here—and it wasn’t as if I wanted to stay in that tragic facsimile of a Dick’s Sporting Goods any longer than necessary—so it was crucial to move quickly.
If I were incriminating evidence of a washed-up school principal hiring a hitman to take out a tiny cheerleader, for whatever ungodly reason … where would I be?
His computer felt like the right place to start. But after wriggling the mouse, I discovered that it was, of course, password protected. Thankfully, Ballard seemed like a pretty easy egg to crack.
CLASSOF86, I tried. Then, ILOVEFOOTBALL, WHYDOESPRIDENEEDAWHOLEMONTH, and 80085.
Shockingly, none of them worked. And even worse, a notification popped up that I was about to get locked out of password attempts.
Typing in the boob-number had jogged my memory, bringing something else to mind: the still-mysterious note that I’d found on the janitor’s closet floor. YOU OWE ME BIG TIME.
92826
The screen blinked, flashing another INCORRECT PASSWORD warning.
I had to finally admit to myself that I’d been putting way too much stock into what was ultimately just a piece of trash on the floor.
I instead turned my attention to the drawers beneath Ballard’s desk, which were stuffed with manila folders and papers. When I tugged another one open, it looked just like the bargain bin at a comic book store. If the only comic they sold was Dilbert.
The smell of smoke had trickled in a bit from down the hallway, making me cough into my sleeve. I thumbed through Ballard’s dividers, which had fun little labels like LUNCH RECEIPTS and HOMECOMING VOTES, before a fat pile of newspapers hiding in the back caught my eye. At the top, an article titled “Hillview’s Biggest College Fair Yet.”
Seemed boring, but I skimmed it anyway and paused on an image of the principal standing at a booth in the gym with a big blue flag on the front. The caption read: “Prof. Henry Ballard with Jeffrey Handel, Dean of the University of South Texas.”
Handel? Yikes.
No wonder Derek Handel acted so privileged. He could flunk out of school and his family—I assumed it was his father in the picture—would ensure he still got a full ride to the most prestigious college within a thousand-mile radius.
I reached toward the back of the drawer, where people usually keep their dirtiest of dirt, still not quite sure what I was looking for. A dark web message board exchange that had been printed out and shoved where the sun don’t shine? A lipstick-stained love note proclaiming, WILL U KILL A GIRL 4 ME? CIRCLE YES OR NO?
The next news headline I saw was “Hillview Alum Founds MASA.”
I had to wonder what that acronym stood for—certainly didn’t sound too great, in my opinion. I opened the article and started to read.
“Class of ’86 alum Henry Ballard has founded a new charitable organization entitled MASA, or ‘Men Against Spousal Abuse.’”
Oh, wow. Maybe Ballard had a soul after all?
I skimmed the rest of the article, assuming I had misunderstood, but it seemed that Ballard had indeed started an organization aimed at preventing domestic violence and protecting its victims, with a primary focus on women.
With defeat looming over me, I tore through the rest of the desk drawers, whose contents consisted primarily of old papers and crusty sandwich crumbs, until another newspaper headline caught my eye.
The title of this one was “Murder, She Wrote.”
I pulled the paper out so quickly I nearly tore it in half.
To my dismay, the article was merely about the 1985 homecoming dance, which had been themed after the old TV series of the same name. Included was a picture of a meathead-looking white guy with a gorgeous bronze-skinned woman on his arm. She wore a baby-blue dress with puffy sleeves and a big smile on her face, while the guy had an edgy thousand-yard-stare thing going on. The caption read: “Seniors Henry Ballard and Farrah Khalid enjoy the ’85 Homecoming Dance.”
I huffed in anger and slammed the drawers shut.
Not only was there no evidence of Principal Ballard’s wrongdoings in his office but he actually seemed to have been a … somewhat decent person in the past. Maybe even a good person.
A young man who was passionate about preventing violence against women surely wouldn’t go on to attack an innocent young woman in his adulthood. Even if he was lethally homophobic, then why attack Kenley instead of one of our mascs? None of this made any goddamned sense. At all.
As a last resort, I took a deep, fortifying breath, and began to slowly insert my forearm into the principal’s trash can. Anything juicy had likely succumbed to the office shredder, but there was still a chance that something other than Jersey Mike’s wrappers and snot would—
Why was it suddenly so quiet?
I could hear the gentle shifting of papers blown by the air vent, distant voices blending together into a single, loud hum, footsteps approaching from down the hall.…
They’d turned the fire alarm off.
He was coming.
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WHO RATTED US OUT
This was it. I was doomed.
Principal Ballard was going to walk in and throttle me. Which would be especially ironic and bizarre, considering how he’d apparently founded a charitable organization against violence. Maybe the whole MASA thing had been a farce, a sick and twisted joke, or even some kind of cover to disguise that he was the exact type of person he was allegedly trying to combat.
Someone began knocking at the door.
I made a half-assed attempt to hide behind Ballard’s massive, peeling desk chair. Unfortunately for me, his furniture was all bulky and made of solid wood, so there were no gaps to crawl into. Thinking my best shot at survival would be to feign confusion, I threw myself to the floor and attempted the “stop, drop, and roll.”
My phone buzzed loudly, causing me to curse. As I went to silence it, a message popped up on the home screen.
Tyler:
Eleanora are you still in there? It’s us.
I let out a ragged breath and opened the thread.
Eleanora:
Ballard’s office? Knock twice pls
Two quiet knocks followed.
Tyler:
Coast is clear, but hurry.
My eyes swept around the room to make sure I’d left no traces behind before racing out the door as quietly as I could. Tyler and Noah were there, waiting in the dangerously thinning mass of students on their way to class.
“Oh my God,” I hissed. “I thought I was actually done for. Thank you for saving me.”
“Always.” Tyler grabbed my arm and tugged me toward the lockers, away from the scene of the crime.
“So, did we find anything?” I asked them. “Also, you may not want to touch that hand right now, because it’s been … places.”
As Tyler abruptly released their grip, Noah nuzzled up to my other side. “I found something!” he said proudly. “You know how there was that rumor about Ballard putting litter boxes in the staff bathroom? Because one of the teachers is secretly a furry?”
Tyler pressed their fingertips to their temple. Sighed once. “I—”
“Well, you see, I think I just found our proof … there was a huge bucket of kitty litter in Mr. Shaw’s closet! I even took a picture, and I’m gonna post—”
“Noah, they use that to clean throw up. And sometimes they put it on the sidewalk if there’s ice.”
“But!” Noah waved his hands, exasperated, and then let out a groan. “Okay, fine. So, Eleanora, what did you find, then?”
Tyler handed me a wet wipe, which I gladly accepted. Whatever traces of Ballard-slime were on my arm were most definitely a biohazard. “Nothing of interest, sadly, except that Ballard apparently founded some organization called MASA. It’s for helping victims of abuse. So, him possibly being violent makes even less sense now.”
Tyler gave me a woozy look. “Noah was able to steal the keys from Herb’s pocket shockingly fast, so I was able to check out the latest security footage, and, well…” They chuckled wryly under their breath. “The person who wrote ‘watch out’ on our lockers? They looked a lot like Derek Handel.”
My brain scrambled to put the pieces together: Derek wanted us to watch out. Did he also manage to hurt Kenley, despite her claims, or was that someone else? Someone who, in Derek’s mind, was part of the LGBTQ+ Club?
“Derek probably buys that we’d kill her,” I breathed. “He probably thinks what half the school does about us—that we’re evil freaks—and he wants revenge for what ‘we’ did.”
Noah gasped, causing me and Tyler to flinch. “Sorry. But I just realized … Someone called the police on us after the party, right? With ‘evidence’?” I nodded, and he continued. “Remember where we put my whiteboard?”
Whiteboard … It took me a minute to remember what he was talking about.
And then Tyler burst out into nervous laughter. “We drew on the board, mapping out exactly where and how Kenley was attacked,” they said, wiping away a stray tear. “And then we shoved it in Talia’s room. Derek must have seen it and thought, holy shit, these people really planned it out and everything.”
I exhaled sharply through my nose. Part of me wanted to go to the police immediately with the vandalism footage. But Derek would probably only get a slap on the wrist at the worst—meanwhile, we’d be drawing more attention to ourselves as the prime suspects for a much more serious crime. And unfortunately, nothing we’d found today would help exonerate ourselves for Kenley’s attack.
“Do we think he also wrote the homecoming threat?” Noah asked.
“Maybe?” replied Tyler. “Whoever wrote it claimed to also be Kenley’s attacker, who probably wasn’t Derek, so … I don’t think we can make that call quite yet.”
“I agree,” I added, thinking about how any number of people at school could hate us just as much as—or more than—Derek did. “I vote we leave Derek alone for now, and just figure out a broad plan to catch whoever wrote the threat—whether it’s him or someone else.”
And then a strange thing happened: a song from High School Musical began to play out of nowhere.
Tyler’s hand immediately flew to their pocket, their eyes wide. “The ringtone,” they muttered. “That’s Salim. He must be…”
They swiped over their phone screen, mashing buttons until a deep voice rumbled out of the speaker.
“Guess who’s out on bail, motherfucker!”

There were two hours until the homecoming dance began.
Noah had invited everyone over, and surprisingly, they’d all showed up. Not just all four members of the LGBTQ+ Club, but Talia—who, to be fair, also lived in the King house—along with her boyfriend, Josh. Noah’s parents had locked themselves in their room to watch Jeopardy! reruns and get out of our way, so we had free rein over the rest of the house.
I hung my garment bag on the coatrack by the front door. My mom thought I was sulking in my room with the door locked, when in reality I had done the classic teenager move of crawling out the window, leaving my computer blaring lo-fi beats to drown out the silence of my absence. She’d probably figure out the grift before I got home, but that was a problem for future me.
I wanted to be relieved that we had actually caught Derek on tape—Tyler hadn’t had time to double-record it with their phone, but hopefully the original footage would still be there later if the police needed it. And I wanted to be relieved that Salim had been freed—although his parents had needed to pay an exorbitant sum, and I had no idea if Herb was going to keep his word and talk to the police about dropping the charges altogether.
But I only felt surrender and dread, like the character in a horror movie who decides “Fine, I will in fact enter the haunted murder house on my own volition.”
I motioned for Salim to follow me into a quiet corner and, thankfully, he lumbered right after me.
“I wanted to talk to you for a minute,” I explained, while he smiled down at me like an oversize puppy. “And apologize.”
“For what?” Salim asked, scrunching his eyebrows.
Shame flooded through me. “I … To be honest, there was a minute when you were in jail where I was talking to the others and I … I doubted you. Kenley told us that she saw you in the hallway, and I was feeling so upset and desperate that I thought … maybe it could have been you.”
He tilted his head down and frowned. “I’m sorry,” I added awkwardly.
I held my breath, waiting for my friend to disown me forever, as he probably should have. Salim had always been too good for me, anyway. Selfishly, though, I didn’t want to lose him, and the moment of suspense before his reply was nearly cleaving my heart in two.
Finally, Salim wrapped his arms around me and brought me tightly to his chest. “That’s so shitty of you,” he said into my hair. “Well, thank you for apologizing.”
I let out an awkward cackle, which made Salim start laughing, and suddenly the two of us were howling in the corner of Noah’s living room, hugging each other like we would never let go.
Normally he was way too forgiving, so I felt relieved that Salim didn’t “no worries, it’s totally okay!” me. I was not magically absolved of my sins because I’d apologized to him, but it was clear by the love that radiated from his every pore that we were still going to be friends.
“I legit didn’t know she was there, though,” he added. “In the hallway. Probably had my headphones on. Plus, I was kinda focused on my own bowels at the time.”
“Speaking of which—I owe you so much ice cream,” I told him.
“Hell yeah. We’ll get some when it’s all over. Once I’m not grounded anymore.”
Right. I wasn’t the only one who’d needed to sneak out.
“What I really want to do for you is to solve this case,” I said. “We still need to come up with a plan, and I’m hoping it’ll be good enough to help make things right for you.”
“I hope so, too,” Salim replied, wistful. “There’s only so many nights Ahmad can stick a basketball under my comforter and pretend like he’s talking to it.”
After finally getting to see Salim again, I was more determined than ever to unmask the killer once and for all.
But as brave as I was trying to be on the outside, my mind was deeply haunted by the images of a “1” freshly carved into skin, GAYS WATCH OUT, and flashing, blinding police lights.
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HOW THE PLAN WAS HATCHED
While the others dawdled in the living room waiting for Noah to wheel out his Big Whiteboard of Planning, my mind was flooded with thoughts of Kenley Stevens. Probably because my phone was buzzing with new messages from her.
Kenley:
I told you I needed a little time to think, and you gave me that. And I just really regret hiding things from you even more. I should have been honest from the start, and maybe that would have prevented so many bad things that happened.
Eleanora:
Yeah, you really should have. At least about the Adderall and that kind of stuff.
Kenley:
I’m sorry, Els.
Els. My cheeks lit aflame. I did admittedly prefer this to “Sandwich Girl.”
Kenley:
But if I knew who hurt me, I would have told you at the beginning. I swear, I never meant to mislead you at all.
Kenley:
I know text on a screen doesn’t mean much. So I’ll apologize with my actions.
I pictured Kenley writing the text, strands of tawny hair falling over her eyes as she leaned over her phone. The bow of her lips flexed downward, her brow wrinkled with concentration, her thumbs typing feverishly. We’d only been texting like this for a few days, now, but the weird thing was …
I believed her. I actually, truly fucking believed her.
Eleanora:
Actions? You’re not gonna like … send me an Edible Arrangement, right?
Kenley:
What’s wrong with mummified fruit? But, no … Only the best singing telegram for you.
Eleanora:
Oh wow! Can’t wait to see which apology song you choose, I guess!?
Kenley:
Apology song? I was thinking more like a Chappell Roan impersonator.
Eleanora:
UM?! Can you please stop clocking me like this.
“Eleanora Finkel, get over here!” Noah yelled.
“Fine,” I grumbled, pocketing my phone.
My friends were sprawled out across the mismatched living room furniture, and there was a case of leftover beer from the party along with some Cosmic Brownies on the coffee table. I didn’t want to get inebriated, whether from alcohol or whatever the hell the enhanced corn syrup magic in those snack cakes was.
I curled up in my favorite armchair, resting my chin on my knee, and tried not to think about Els.
“We’re trying to figure out how to bait the murderer,” Tyler filled me in from the couch. “Or murderers—it could still be multiple people.”
I was thankful that Talia and Josh were getting ready in the bathroom, because I had no idea what their reaction to all of this might be. “I think it probably has to be multiple people, at this point,” I said.
Salim was jiggling his leg, charged with nervous energy. “So how are we going to herd all of the gay Hillview people into a safe place? I mean, the ones that aren’t us.”
The ones like … Kenley. Or the pink-haired girl. Or anyone who the killer even guessed might be queer. It was hard to gauge just how many people were at risk, but even one was too many.
“Make an announcement that Jennifer Coolidge is visiting us,” Noah replied instantly. “Start a pop-up flea market that offers unisex jumpsuits and free astrology readings. Just play Mitski really loud in the security room—”
“Wait, Sal, you’re coming to the dance?” Tyler asked.
Salim leaned back on the couch and nodded. “Obviously! You guys need the muscle.”
“He is our best shot if this comes down to hand-to-hand gladiatorial combat against somebody,” Noah noted.
“The only problem is how I’m gonna get into the dance, since I can’t exactly go back to school.”
A deep voice chimed in from another room. “I gotchu, Sal.”
Noah tsked. “Stop eavesdropping, Josher.”
“Well, what else am I supposed to do?” Josh Carter rounded the corner, a navy suit jacket draped over his shoulder. “Talia’s taking forever in there with her makeup, and I’m bored as hell. Plus, I can definitely help y’all out.”
I wondered how much he had heard, exactly. Not that I thought he would be on Derek’s side in all of this, but if any rumors started flying during the dance …
Josh leaned against the fireplace and crossed his muscular arms. “Salim can wear the eagle suit. I was gonna get a freshman to do it, but…”
“Done,” Salim replied without hesitation.
It was homecoming tradition to have the mascot there at the dance, partying with the rest of the school. As the Hillview equivalent of hazing, one unlucky underclassman had to attend dateless in an oversize, odorous costume all night long. But it was a fun time for the rest of the students and also served as a great photo op, so the custom had endured without fail every single year.
Josh grinned and walked over to give Salim a fist bump. “Cool. I’ll grab the costume real quick from home, but that’s about all I can do. Got a lot going on since I’m probably Homecoming King this year.”
The Homecoming Court was a way bigger deal than it should’ve been, but being in a small town where the closest thing to royalty was a Dairy Queen (the Burger King burned down two years ago) meant that it was extra important to everyone. There had been two rounds of voting: one to narrow it down to three candidates per gender, and one to determine the ultimate winners. Both Josh and Salim had been nominated, and so had Talia and Kenley. But not Derek—despite the popularity boost from being Kenley’s “boyfriend,” it was almost like most people weren’t fond of condescending assholes.
“You’re our hero, Josh,” Noah beamed.
“It’s no problem, my little man.” He leaned around the corner, arching his neck toward the bathroom. “Hey, I’ll be right back, Tal!”
Talia said something muffled in return, and Josh left the house with skateboard in hand, looking cool as hell.
“So back to the whole ‘luring the local queers into a room’ thing,” I began. “That one’s not exactly plausible, I fear. How about we draw the killer’s attention to one singular gay? Like, we put a massive target on a specific person’s back?”
“Are you suggesting we tape a piece of paper that says, ‘Kick me, I’m a closet-case stereotype’ onto the back of Principal Ballard’s shirt?” Noah asked. “Because that’s genius.”
“I guess singling someone out would help us concentrate our efforts,” said Tyler. “But who could we possibly use for that?”
I grimaced at them. “Well, me.”
“No.”
“Just let me finish, Tyler.… Anyway, I’m thinking I can be loud and proud in my rainbow dress enjoying the party all night, and then when the crowning’s over and people are kinda dispersing, I can go off on my own. They’re not gonna attack someone in a crowded gym in front of the whole school, right? So, I’ll wander off looking all vulnerable, and once they follow, I can lure them out to where you guys are all hiding with your phones, recording, and as soon as the killer tries to go for me, you all pop out and stop them.”
“Nope,” Tyler replied, voice sharp. “It’s too dangerous.”
“Do you have any better ideas?”
Their eyebrows drew together while they stopped to think. “I mean, no, but … if you’re really doing this … can you at least carry something in case they really try to hurt you? I have a key chain that makes a loud noise when you press on it.”
“You’re forgetting the murderer has the ability to ninja attack,” Noah pointed out. “I don’t know if there’s time to sound an alarm when they can kill you before you even see them.”
“Yep, I’ll take the key chain, thank you!” I chimed in.
“I think it should be me,” argued Salim. “Like we said, I’m the strongest—”
“You are not taking a hit for me again. I’m sorry, but it’s a done deal.”
I was stubborn as a bull—maybe it was just a Taurus thing. But regardless, all of my friends knew it. I could tell by the panicked look in Tyler’s eyes, the resigned look in Salim’s, and the knowing look in Noah’s that they were aware it was no use fighting me on this.
“But maybe we can…” Tyler began, raising a finger. Then their hand fell back over their mouth, incubating some ingenious idea that would unfortunately never come. “Or we can just…” More stop-and-starts, followed by more silence. Because my ideas weren’t always great ones, but they were often the best ones.
“It’ll be okay,” I assured them. “The homecoming threat could still be nothing more than a bluff. Right? And if it’s real, I’ll just punch them in the nose, like with a shark.”
“Part of me just wants to call the cops…” Noah started.
“No!” Tyler and Salim said simultaneously.
Noah let out a defeated groan. I appreciated my friends trying to find better options for us, but it just wasn’t going to happen at this stage.
Tyler looked at their watch. “Well, shit. We’d better iron out the rest of these details and get ready. It’s almost time.”
I truly believed that the culprit would jump at the chance to follow me alone, outing themselves in the process. And if we were able to get video proof of someone trying to hurt me, the police might be able to seize that person’s devices and find evidence of them conspiring against Kenley, too. Genuinely, it was starting to feel like a great plan after all.
All I had to do was survive it.
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WHEN THE STING BEGAN
When I walked into the gym, it was hard to believe this was the same room where smelly dudes played basketball. The bleachers had been folded up, every square foot of space taken by activity booths, buffet tables full of food, and almost every teacher and student at Hillview. A stage was set up at the end of the room, with a DJ blasting some R&B song I didn’t recognize. Decorative green streamers hung from the rafters, and all the fluorescent overhead lights had been covered in a gel that drowned the entire gym in blue waves.
The theme for homecoming this year was “Under the Sea,” which was only appropriate for an event held during the most pivotal years of my youth before everything got fucked by an inevitable climate disaster. The gown I wore was cinched at the waist, flowing past my knees and nearly touching the floor, the rainbow fabric swirling and catching the light as I walked. I felt like a pretty, bioluminescent jellyfish.
Attendees were still filing in, greeting one another with tipsy excitement and celebrating whatever sportsball things their teams had won. Soon the homecoming crowning would occur, followed by dancing until enough of the teacher chaperones got tired and wanted to go home. Surely the murderer would wait to strike until after the whole school was finished crowding together in an impenetrable clump to watch the crowning.
It only took me two seconds to find Noah in the crowd. He was right by the stage, yelling something up at the DJ, who nodded absently in return. Noah had on a ruffled shirt tucked into the most sparkly skirt I had ever seen, the light bouncing off its peacock-blue sequins nearly blinding me. Tyler, meanwhile, was nowhere to be found.
“Good evening, Fink,” Noah shouted as I approached, turning away from the DJ. He had silver glitter sprinkled across his cheeks that hadn’t been there when we’d left the house. “Can you please make this guy hook my phone up to the speakers and play Razzmatazz?” He gave the man a sorry look. “No offense, all right? It’s only for the best.”
I shook my head. “Have you seen Tyler?”
Noah quit shoving his phone at the DJ to shrug. “I might have? It’s hard to tell because they dressed so boring. I couldn’t pick Tyler out of a lineup right now for the life of me.”
I wanted to defend Tyler, but … Yeah, I couldn’t even fault Noah for that roast.
“Eleanora?” said a cautious voice behind me.
I turned around and nearly toppled backward in shock.
Kenley Stevens stood there in a sleeveless emerald-green dress, her neck adorned with layers of delicate gold necklaces. The bandages were gone, revealing the deep crimson slash on her face, and her hair had been curled into gentle golden-brown waves that crested against her collarbone.
My mouth was almost too dry to speak. “Kenley! Wha—Why are you here?”
“Surprise!” Kenley gestured at herself as though I didn’t see her. “I thought it would be nice to show up, so I snuck out. Figured you guys would need some help tonight.”
“But—”
“While I’m here, there’s something I’ve wanted to tell you, Noah. I already told Eleanora, because … I’m just done with all the hiding, I guess. Because hiding things has only been hurting people I care about.”
Kenley gave me a pointed look, and I stared down at my rainbow shoes. I was so tempted to yell at her for putting herself in danger like this, but there was no way I could take away from her important moment.
“Yeah, okay!” Noah replied. “What’s going on?”
Kenley pointed at my colorful outfit, then at herself.
“You’re … switching clothes?”
Kenley turned bright red, clearly struggling to get it out. “No, I’m like, you know…” She raised a hand, then let her wrist go limp.
“Oh!” Noah exclaimed. “You’re switching teams.”
“Well, I don’t—”
“And that’s why the same killer wants to target us, too—homophobia really was the motive! Kenley, you seriously need to stick with us tonight. Because what if the murderer wants to finish you—” Then Noah stumbled backward, his eyes growing wide.
I felt a heavy hand drop onto my shoulder.



“Sir, respectfully, you can’t creep up on people like that,” Noah said, clutching his chest.
The hand was gone, but I was still prickling unpleasantly at the unwanted contact. I glanced over at Kenley, who was nervously rocking back and forth.
“Shoot, I’m sorry,” said the intruder. Before I even turned around, I identified him—the janitor’s southern drawl was distinct.
I took a moment to catch my breath. “Hey, Mr. Shaw.”
“Didn’t mean to spook y’all.” He chuckled. It seemed impossible that he of all people had managed to scare us, but then again, Ms. Winston’s freaky stuffed animals had taught me that even very wholesome things could, within certain contexts, be utterly terrifying.
“What are you doing over here, Mr. Shaw? Did you wanna dance?” Noah asked with a shimmy, his sequined skirt sprinkling the janitor’s face with dots of blue light.
“I wanted to let you kids know that I’m here to help. In fact, I’ve already managed to incapacitate Herb.”
A wicked smile formed across Noah’s lips. “You killed him?”
It was the first time I had ever seen Mr. Shaw offended. “Of course not!” His jolly face wilted. “I found him a couple of minutes ago and was going to give him a good talking-to, but for some reason he started cowering as soon as he saw me, mumbling something about milk. I told him I’d be handling security for tonight, and he went home without any protest. The only problem is that he claimed to have lost his keys.”
I wondered what Herb really had done to make him so fearful after our encounter in the parking lot, but then realized I would much rather not know. My young, still-not-fully-developed brain was pretty susceptible to scarring.
“Ah, right.” Noah rummaged through his purse for a moment before tossing Mr. Shaw the key ring he had stolen during the fire. “There you go! I was dreading having to touch Herb’s butt a second time in order to put them back, so this works out perfectly.”
The janitor stared at him blankly. “Well. Alrighty. I’m off to lock myself in the security room, then. I’ll be able to watch all the cameras in case there’s trouble, and I’ll make sure nobody can get to the footage and mess with evidence again.”
“Whoa.” I exhaled. “That’s … Thank you, Mr. Shaw. But if I may ask, why exactly are you taking all these risks just to help us?”
Mr. Shaw smiled. “Because you brought me soup.”
Noah pumped his fist. “I knew soup was the best idea!”
The janitor gazed out at the crowd behind us. “Well, truly, you all shouldn’t have had to take these matters into your own hands in the first place. I can’t make the biggest impact at Hillview from its bottom rung, unfortunately. But I want to help you kids while still making sure my daughter’s taken care of.”
“See, this is why everyone loves you,” said Noah. “You’re always the coolest.”
Mr. Shaw shook his head sadly. “That means a lot. It does, so thank you. But it breaks my heart that all it takes for kids to idolize you these days is to be decently kind and a good listener. So many other adults have failed you that it makes me look like a hero in comparison, but I’m no hero. I’m just doing the bare minimum.”
I peered out at the rest of the gym—at all of the other teachers who were chaperoning. It was hard to find someone as overtly evil as Principal Ballard, but I couldn’t pick out a single other adult who had shown any kindness like Ms. Winston and Mr. Shaw had, either. Most had done nothing, at best—and that was the problem.
Most adults pretended to be too utterly lost in whatever they were writing on a whiteboard to hear me getting bullied. They turned a blind eye to harassment because getting involved would make their lives a pinch more difficult. Their microaggressions were loud, and they stung like a million tiny paper cuts.
“Thanks so much, Mr. Shaw. This means a lot,” I said, feeling deeply moved to know this shitty world still had good people like him in it.
Because Mr. Shaw wasn’t like most adults—instead of meeting us with apathy or outright hostility, he was always there to help clean up our terrible messes with a smile on his face. And Christ, what a terrible mess we’d gotten into this time.

It was almost time for the crowning, and then the Big Plan would commence, but I really, really wanted to talk to Kenley Stevens. In private.
I tapped my foot in an anxious offbeat rhythm. Tyler and their beloved anthropomorphic eagle (Salim) had joined up with the group and been filled in on both Kenley’s confession and the help we’d received from Mr. Shaw. All we had to do was stick together and stay safe until it came time for us to execute the plan, but Kenley showing up had definitely complicated the whole concept of me being the main target tonight.
I was a little worried about going off on our own, but we had each other—and Tyler’s emergency key chain—for protection. Plus, Mr. Shaw was watching the cameras, and surely he wouldn’t let something bad happen to us.
And with that, I made up my mind, and took out my phone.
Eleanora:
Hi Ms. W, this is Eleanora. Is your office unlocked?
Lynn Winston:
Hi Eleanora, yes! I usually keep it unlocked for anyone who needs the space. Why?
I subtly found Kenley’s hand and tugged her toward the gym’s exit while Noah and Salim were distracted debating who else at school was secretly gay and whether we should follow them around to make sure they were safe. Which, while well-intentioned, did make me feel uncomfortable. Nonetheless, I found myself keeping an eye out for the pink-haired girl.
We pushed through the gym doors and into the hallway. I turned my head to make sure the coast was clear but found myself staring straight at the spot where Kenley had fallen, from the point of view of all the peers who had seen her on their way out of the pep rally and stared. Peers who had done nothing.
“Are you okay?” Kenley asked, her voice breathy.
“Yeah, I just…” I trailed off, tearing my gaze away. “Follow me.”
Ms. Winston’s office was empty when we arrived—save for the shelves full of stuffed bears, whose beady black eyes stared down at us judgmentally. At least, they felt judgmental to me.
I stood with my back to the door while Kenley paced around the room, her green dress clinging to her body with each movement.
“Before you cuss me out for showing up tonight,” Kenley began, “I want to finish what I was trying to tell you in your car—I know you want the full, real truth from me. Is that okay?” I nodded thoughtlessly, waiting for her to continue.
I had really meant to speak first, but that green fucking dress.
“All right. So, I didn’t tell you at first that I saw Salim in the hallway, but it was only because I truly never believed it was him who hurt me. Or any of your friends. And I never told you that I meant to join your club all along, because, well, I already told you why, and I guess I just wasn’t ready to share that part of myself with the world quite yet. Same reason I didn’t want to admit that Derek wasn’t my real boyfriend. And there’s one more thing—I also lied about why I was waiting at the lockers when I got hurt. I wasn’t waiting for Derek; I was watching the hallway for him. Because he was in Principal Ballard’s office trying to find that bag of pills I’d lost. He was helping me, and I never saw him open the door and leave that room. So, it was true that I knew it couldn’t have been Derek, and I just didn’t want to get him in trouble because he’s one of my best friends in the world. I lied to you a lot, and I’m so sorry that I had to, but I still stand by everything that I said.”
I listened to the long list of things she’d done in defense of that shithead Derek and nearly laughed. “Kenley, we have video proof that Derek threatened us. And we’re pretty sure he called the police on us, too. So maybe he didn’t hurt you, but he’s been causing serious harm.”
Kenley’s face fell, and it took her a few moments to find words. “Video proof? So you’re totally sure?”
I nodded.
“I shouldn’t have protected him,” she muttered. Her bottom lip wobbled slightly, but she bit it into perfect stillness, like the rest of her shell-shocked face.
That goddamned Lego-haired asshole.
“But now—here’s the problem, Kenley—we still don’t know who your attacker is, and you’re here. At homecoming, in close proximity to people who might want to try murdering you again. And maybe try murdering other people, too.” My thoughts swirled. “Telling anyone about your sexuality is like, by far the least of our concerns. You don’t owe people shit, okay? Just because I’m completely sure of who I am and feel ‘out and proud’ about it doesn’t mean you have to be. Especially when we live in a state where bigotry is considered a family pastime.”
Kenley slowly approached me, the room’s fluorescent lights reflecting off her necklace, her earrings, her golden bangles. Sparkling, sparkling, sparkling. “But if I just told everyone that I’m not exactly straight, you probably never would have been bullied by the other cheerleaders. And Principal Ballard would never have been able to blame you for the attack—if he knew that you didn’t hate me, because I’m not actually homophobic. And also … Derek wouldn’t be threatening you. I think he’s only being so defensive because I told him.… I told him almost a year ago, around the last Club Fair, that there was this girl I wanted to get closer to. And I told him that whenever I tried, she pushed me away.”
Back at Talia’s party … Derek had said that Kenley told him “so much” about me.
But it wasn’t to make fun of me. It never was.
Kenley was somehow only inches away, now. Close enough for me to smell warm vanilla, to hear the quiet hitching of her breath as her words faltered. And somehow, when I looked down, I realized that our hands had linked together. “A girl?” I asked softly. “Are you saying…?”
Tell me.
Kenley, goddamnit.
Just tell me.
But before Kenley could finish her sentence, if she had ever even planned to, a shout came from right outside the door.
“Lynn? Lynn!”
It was Principal Ballard’s voice, and it sounded like he was only a few devastating seconds away from discovering us. And once he discovered us …
Things were about to get much, much more dangerous.
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WHAT BALLARD DID
I freed my hands and quickly, quietly, tried to turn the lock on the door behind me—over the past week I had become an expert on hiding, ironically enough—but the lock appeared to be jammed.
What would Ballard do if he found us? Probably accuse me of trapping Kenley in here to try to kill her—and that’s only if we were lucky. He could call our parents, call the police again … or even attack us, here in this secluded, empty part of Hillview.
Ms. Winston’s stuffed bears gawked down at me from their shelf. And in front of me, Kenley Stevens was shaking. Seeing her startled green eyes—eyes that usually melted away all my coherent thoughts—suddenly kicked my brain back into gear.
We were in Ms. Winston’s office. Ballard didn’t know Ms. Winston had stayed home from the dance.
Ballard thought Ms. Winston was in her office.
“Quiet, Henry. I’m hiding,” I said in my best impression of the counselor: slightly husky, with a hint of twang. I backed away from the door, shielding Kenley’s body with my own out of instinct.
“Lynn, I know who wrote that threatening letter. You don’t need to hide. I should have told you from the get-go.”
He knew? I was a bit shocked, but didn’t respond. And then, in that thoughtful silence, I realized that of course he knew who wrote the “gays watch out” note because—
“I wrote it.”
Of course it couldn’t have only been Derek threatening us—Ballard’s homophobic ass had to join in, too. He’d had it out for us for years.
Ballard just had to pretend like he’d “found” a note, like he wasn’t at all culpable, in order to deliver the threat. Maybe he really had hired a hitman, and he was the one who had wanted us dead and gone all along, and now he was right on the other side of an unlocked door, mere steps away from a girl he’d already tried to have killed once before.
Instead of managing to activate my fight-or-flight mode, I found myself stuck in a state of freeze-and-freak. This was it, I realized. The horrible way my useless ass would die.
What about my mom? My friends? My club? There were so many things I wasn’t ready to leave behind. I already felt the phantom pain of my imminent death curling inside my stomach, crawling up my spine, rattling through my bones. I felt all the hollow parts I would never get the chance to fill.
All the answers I would never get to hear.
Kenley hadn’t left my side, and I could hear her nervous breaths during each gap in our conversation. I squeezed her hand, not sure if I was reassuring her, or myself.
The principal cleared his throat. “It was fake. A fake note that I wrote because I wanted those nosy students to stop harassing me. I thought it would scare them off, and they’d stop snooping.” A pause. “If this blows up, we could lose our jobs.”
What?!
You could lose your job for this, I wanted to shout at the top of my lungs. Ms. Winston didn’t do anything wrong. But instead, I said, “I thought someone might hurt me.” Which was true.
“You have nothing to be worried about. I promise.” Ballard’s tone turned solemn. “Whoever attacked that girl is probably long gone.”
He spoke like he sincerely had no idea who the attacker was. It made no sense. But maybe he was bullshitting. Maybe he was seeing right through my vocal trickery, just as he’d seen through my “disguise” at the gas station.
Kenley’s brow furrowed. She shook her head at me, mouthing “What the fuck?”—which unfortunately made me snort, and I had to cover it up with a fake cough. The combined absurdity and terror of the whole situation was starting to give me fever-like sweats.
I tried to keep my replies succinct—less of a chance for Ballard to notice I sounded very little like the guidance counselor. “Why blame the kids?”
I could hear his ugly suit crinkle as he shrugged. “There’s still a chance it could have been them. They were present at the crime scene and they’ve been acting up ever since. Believe me, I wouldn’t punish them if I didn’t have to. Especially not Farrah’s son.”
I searched through my mental library of Henry Ballard knowledge—which had grown far larger and fetish-ier than I had ever wanted it to be; however, it was coming in handy at the moment. The name sounded unique yet familiar, and my brain suddenly conjured up the newspaper image I’d seen of the principal as a teenager, attending a dance with a girl named Farrah Khalid.
It didn’t take long for me to narrow down the list of my friends’ parents.
“Salim?”
Ballard released a deep exhale. “It doesn’t make any sense. No child of Farrah’s could ever grow up to do something like this. I always knew she would be an amazing mother, and Salim’s a great kid.”
He spoke with a pain in his voice that felt raw, and I could tell he was genuinely hurting. Maybe this was the real reason why Salim always got the star treatment.
Ballard really cared about his mom.
The principal was emotionally and mentally frozen in time back in the ’80s, stuck in his glory days and surrounding himself with those memories on a daily basis. Immersing himself in that year of his own senior homecoming, when he still had that beautiful girl in a baby-blue dress on his arm.
“You still love her, don’t you?”
Silence.
The air-conditioning clicked on, a low hum filling the room and drowning out Kenley’s exhale of relief.
I continued. “Punishing those children won’t fix anything.”
“What choice do I have?” Ballard asked, raising his voice. “Do I admit that this criminal might be running free and get our school shut down? Let the state police poke around in our business and watch the media turn us into ‘Murder High,’ only to lose our jobs no matter what?” His sugarcoated words were laced with venom. “Listen, it’s not because they’re gay. Even though you know I don’t agree with certain life choices, I’m a very tolerant and accepting person. We’re friends, right?”
The defensiveness in his tone cemented the fact that yes, it was because we’re gay. I had heard the same “I don’t hate you; I just don’t think you should have rights” bullshit so many times I could recognize it immediately. Recite it. And it still hurt every single time, but I couldn’t let on.
I had no idea what the real Ms. Winston would have replied, so I decided not to say anything.
“Lynn, we can talk about this later. Just … Stop helping those kids. Please. They’ve caused so much damned trouble for us already,” Ballard whined.
“Bye, Henry,” I replied, followed by some choice curse words under my breath.
Kenley and I stood there for a few long minutes, her still breathless and clinging to me like a life preserver, until we could only hope that the awful man was gone.

So yeah, the plan was kind of boned.
I needed to talk to my friends as soon as the crowning was over. We had never been in danger, and Principal Ballard was off the dwindling suspect list. Additionally—and most devastatingly—he had probably banged Salim’s mom.
But if it wasn’t Ballard, then who had hurt Kenley?
Ballard was clueless, Herb was frail, and Derek had locked himself in a room that Kenley never saw him leave. With our main suspects ruled out, it was fair game again for anyone to be a murderer. After all the work the LGBTQ+ Club had put in, we were back to square one.
Which was a terrifying place to be when a violent criminal was on the loose and likely to be mingling with the rest of Hillview at that very moment.
As we reentered the gym, Kenley abruptly split off from me, disappearing into the mass of students in front of the stage. My inclination was to cry out, to grab her arm and stop her, but I knew I had to respect her privacy. I’d just have to keep an eye on her from afar, then.
But what the ever-loving hell was she doing?
I found Tyler and Noah huddled together near the stage. It looked like the crowning would start any minute—the three candidates for each title were taking the stage. Of course, two of them were missing.
One was lingering behind the others onstage dressed as an eagle, presumed arrested, and the other was somewhere in the crowd, presumed hospitalized or in hiding.
“Have y’all seen Kenley?” I asked, unsuccessfully scanning the dance floor. “She just kind of ran away from me.”
“Nope,” replied Tyler, looking like an ad for a dry-cleaning service in their crisp black tux. It was just as muted and classic as everything else they wore—save for the bright Hillview cyan pocket square. “But you look really freaked out right now. What happened?”
I briefly filled in the group about my encounter with Big Bad Ballard, leaving out any other conversations that had been happening in Ms. Winston’s office.
Tyler let out a loud breath. “Wow. I’m just glad you’re okay. Even though I should be mad at you for wandering off on your own…” Noah gave Tyler a doubtful look. “I’m definitely not mad,” they insisted with a forced grin.
I rubbed my arms, suddenly chilly. “But now I’m worried that with no one really after the queer community, Kenley is still the main target. And I don’t know where she went.”
A dense crowd had formed in anticipation of the crowning, so spotting Kenley did feel kind of futile now.
An awkward, scattered round of applause interrupted our conversation, and my eyes were drawn to the stage. Principal Ballard approached the stairs that led up to the raised platform, appearing unfazed by the tense encounter that he and “Ms. Winston” had just had. His mouth was set in a hard line, not a single one of his military-cropped hairs out of place. Behind him were the four present candidates for Homecoming King and Queen.
Talia was on the left, wearing a shimmering gold mermaid dress that tightly hugged her body. The girl next to her was Emily Yang-Weber, head of the Volunteer Club and swim team captain, in a significantly more modest black minidress. Standing across from them was Josh Carter, looking happy and dapper in his navy-blue suit, and another tall nondescript guy with brown hair who might have been named Brant. Or was it Brent? No, it was totally Brant.
Ballard grabbed the microphone. “Good evening, Hillview High,” he said with nonexistent gusto. It sounded like he was emceeing a funeral rather than a party. “How’s everybody doing tonight?”
A chorus of whoops came from the pregamers. Tyler rolled their eyes.
“That’s what I love to hear! You see, I’ve attended many homecomings over the years as both student and faculty, but I have a feeling that tonight could be Hillview’s finest yet!” He swept his arms toward the candidates. “Now, give it up for our nominees!”
Cheers erupted from the crowd, but I wasn’t nearly as excited as my peers. Maybe this was something Ballard always said in his speeches—I couldn’t recall—but it sounded inappropriate and vaguely ominous in light of everything else that was going on. Thankfully, the ceremony would be over quick, and then I could go find Kenley and work on a plan B for our mission.
“Without further ado, let us crown this year’s Homecoming King and Queen.”
Ballard retrieved a folded square of paper from his pants pocket and took his sweet time opening it up. Pathetically, he seemed to be relishing the attention, while the gym’s blue spotlights swam over him with a sickly, waterboarding effect.
“Our Hillview Homecoming Queen … is…” The principal gestured toward the girls’ side of the stage, where Talia was already stepping forward. “Miss Kenley Stevens!”
He seemed to realize what he had said, then, and awkwardly lowered his arm. The gym broke into applause, loud waves of it crashing over me as I desperately tried to keep afloat. Talia swiftly transitioned from clutching her chest in disbelief to clapping right along with the others, a huge fake smile plastered on her face.
In all honesty, I had been expecting Talia to win, too. It wasn’t as if Kenley had received a ton of sympathy votes after she was injured, because voting had ended like two full weeks ago. But I couldn’t deny the proud swell in my heart at seeing her win over Talia.
Ballard dawdled for a bit as he tried to figure out how to proceed. “Erm … Since she cannot be here today due to her injuries, we will … present this award in absentia—”
“Wait!” called a voice from the crowd.
Ballard’s face scrunched up in confusion. He raised a hand over his brow, squinting through the lights toward the source of the shout. After a moment, his hand dropped along with his jaw, and he staggered backward so fast that he nearly fell off the stage.
“Who … Is Miss Stevens here?”
“Yes,” replied the voice. “She is.”
Kenley stormed onto the stage, heels stomping and hair swishing against her bare shoulder blades. She moved with confidence, but her face was set in pure concentration, like if she stopped focusing for even a second, the façade would fall away—a magic spell.
“Well, there we have it! Please give it up for Kenley Stevens!” Ballard said. I searched his face for any hint of damning emotions, but all I saw was an appropriate level of surprise.
Kenley stood in the center of the stage, chest heaving with anxious breaths, as Salim approached her from behind in a clumsy waddle. The eagle lowered a gilded crown onto Kenley’s head as the crowd continued to cheer. But the Homecoming Queen didn’t look excited; she looked more like she was about ready to throw up.
The “1” on her forehead was clearly visible as she faced the crowd, and I heard a shocked inhale from somewhere nearby. It was so gruesomely beautiful that no one seemed able to look away.
While my own instinct would have been to keep hiding, maybe coming forward to claim the crown was actually Kenley’s best option. All the new attention on her would make her untouchable.
Ballard slipped another paper from his pocket once the applause had begun to die down. “And now, our Hillview High Homecoming King…”
Everyone turned to look at Josh Carter.
But Josh didn’t even notice the eyes on him, possibly didn’t even realize that he was about to receive his crown, because he was too preoccupied with watching Talia. Talia, whose massive politician grin had grown wobbly, her eyes so moist that it felt like an advertisement for whatever waterproof eyeliner she was wearing. Josh looked like he wanted nothing more than to run over and hold her.
“Is…”
Someone had started a drumroll by stamping their feet, and now everybody was doing it. It sounded like a thunderstorm and felt like an earthquake—but I’d had enough disasters for the week already.
“Mr. Derek Handel!”
The gym went quiet, save for the alarm bells going off inside my head.
What … in the actual shit?
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HOW THE DRAMA STARTED
The court nominees were all looking around in confusion. “But Derek wasn’t even on the ballot,” said Brant, framing it more as a question.
Meanwhile, the crowd had parted to let Derek through. He was grinning like the Joker, practically dancing up the stairs to the stage. Principal Ballard, however, looked flustered, scrutinizing his cue card and flipping it over several times to check both sides.
“Well, erm, we did allow write-ins.” Ballard flashed the paper at the audience. “It’s highly unusual for one to win, but that seems to have been the case here.”
“There’s no way!” Brant shouted. “He must have rigged the votes somehow. We all know it was supposed to be Josh.” He gestured to the crowd. “Right?”
A few people hollered in agreement while others silently nodded their heads, some raising their cell phones into the air to record the inevitable drama.
“I voted for Salim,” Tyler mumbled, gazing wistfully at their eagle friend.
“I voted for both Salim and Josh,” Noah replied. And then off Tyler’s baffled look, “What? Stole an extra ballot from that freshman named Tim. It’s what friends do.”
Onstage, Derek was gloating, raising his arms toward the masses like he was the supreme ruler of the world and not just some unlikable high school boy who would be forgotten by most of us within a couple of years. He lifted a hand in Salim’s direction, beckoning him forward with the crown, and the mascot obliged. Salim seemed reluctant, but it was hard to tell for sure when the eagle head wore a perpetual sneer.
“No need to be a sore loser about it, Bront.” Derek rolled his eyes as the crown was lowered onto his sticky, crusty head. There was probably no removing that thing ever again—it would be cemented to his scalp in an instant.
“No. He’s right,” Talia piped up, causing Derek to recoil in surprise. “You really had to have rigged the votes. You took a crown away from me too, you asshole!”
Kenley shuffled toward the back of the stage as Talia approached Derek, getting right up in his face. “I didn’t take anything from you,” Derek spat. “I don’t owe you shit, Talia King.”
She lunged at him with her pointy black claws out, and then chaos erupted.
Noah raced toward the stage, and I, not quite knowing what to do but definitely not wanting to abandon my friends, gave Tyler a desperate look and followed. All three of us ascended the steps right as Josh threw himself between Talia and Derek, blocking them from each other. Noah leapt forward to also try to pull Talia to safety, but Tyler grabbed him by the collar and tugged him back. While all of this was happening, Principal Ballard did nothing, bright red and petrified in shock, looking like one of those decorative monuments of some racist old war general.
“Everyone, stop it!” Kenley shrieked, so loudly that it created a harsh echo of microphone feedback. “No one needs to hurt anybody!”
I wished everybody here felt that way, too. Then I would’ve had a normal-ass homecoming. Maybe even a normal-ass life.
Principal Ballard finally snapped out of his stupor. “All right, all of you, get off the stage right now!” he ordered. “The crowning is officially over!”
Bront (was that an actual human name?) and Emily happily obliged, sneaking away from all the drama. Good for them.
Ballard moved to pull the microphones away, but Talia stopped him with a finger wag. “Nuh-uh. You’re going to let me say what I have to say. Because I think I know exactly what happened with the homecoming votes. Aren’t we all very curious about that?”
A few scattered “Yeah!”s erupted from the crowd.
I definitely was. Because any drama surrounding Kenley and her circle was likely to hold some answers for us. Answers that might help to identify who could have wanted her gone.
Ballard looked around helplessly, surrounded and outnumbered by students, and made a mad dash toward the stairs. “I’m calling security!” he announced, but I was afraid he wasn’t going to have much luck finding Herb, thanks to Mr. Shaw.
I watched the principal leave the stage, flailing his way toward the gym exit at least five feet below me, and was struck by inspiration.
I let out a loud grunt (for extra power of course) and grabbed on to the detachable stairs, yanking them sideways until they toppled over like a tipped cow. Then I stomped on the frail joints until the metal buckled, making it highly challenging for Ballard if he ever wanted to climb back onstage.
My friends and I were standing clustered to the side while the Homecoming Court remained center stage, almost like we were the Greek chorus to their drama. I tried to make eye contact with Kenley, hoping she would be amused, but she was busy staring at Talia with a skeptical frown.
Talia wiped her tears on her forearm, gold glitter and kohl streaking her pale skin in a watery line. “What happened is that Derek Handel broke into Principal Ballard’s office last Friday.”
The crowd murmured. Derek crossed his arms and scoffed.
“He did it because he wanted to help Kenley Stevens retrieve her drugs that had gotten confiscated. But he must have also used the opportunity to rig the homecoming votes. It was supposed to be me and Josh, not him and Kenley. Literally everybody knows it, Derek.”
So that’s what he’d really been doing while Kenley was waiting in the hallway.
The story made sense—I recalled seeing a “Homecoming Votes” file in Ballard’s office when I was searching it. But I was still confused about how Derek had even broken in in the first place. It wasn’t like you could pick the kind of lock that requires a plastic fob to open.
Derek couldn’t have gotten a key to the office from Herb, because only Ballard himself had one. And Ballard had just revealed to “Ms. Winston” that he had no knowledge of these events; if he had, he definitely would’ve blamed the LGBTQ+ Club for it already.
“Derek, how did you get into Principal Ballard’s office?” I asked.
“What do you mean? It was open. People go into his office all the time, right?” He smiled at me, utterly smug.
It seemed far-fetched that Ballard would leave his office open and unattended—but to be completely fair, Ballard had left it unlocked before, when there was a “fire.”
But regardless of how he got in, how the hell did Kenley, Salim, and the rest of us never see him leave?
In my mind’s eye, I sat myself down in that ugly, freezing-cold office with the spinach-green walls. No places for a large quarterback to have hidden when Ballard returned soon after the pep rally. And even if Derek had slipped in and out of the door silently, he should have at least been seen by someone in the hallway during his exit.
Wait.
That arctic breeze came from somewhere.
Talia was slightly ahead of me. “He’s lying. He used the ventilation shafts to get around, and that’s how he got in and out of the office. He got a key to the security room and went in through there.”
“Kid thinks this is Die Hard,” Noah mumbled.
“He never mentioned that part of his plan to me,” said Kenley, the realization tightening her brow. “How he was going to get inside. Talia, how do you even know all this?”
Something in Derek broke, then. His high-and-mighty act dropped, just like it had when he and Talia were arguing in the band room. His shoulders slumped, his eyes going shiny under the ocean-blue lights.
“She fucking told me to do it,” Derek exclaimed. “Like, I mentioned to Talia that I’d lost your pills, and then breaking into Ballard’s room was her goddamn idea!”
“It was not!” Talia replied, exasperated. “I didn’t do anything but freaking help you when you came to me for advice. The least you could have done was ensure Josh and I got our homecoming crowns. But how did you actually repay me? By fucking backstabbing us, apparently!”
“Why were you two planning all of this behind my back?” Kenley asked. Hurt squeezed her voice, and all I wanted to do was push everyone else off the stage and comfort her. “You left me completely in the dark about what you were actually doing. I could have figured out a plan that didn’t risk you suffocating to death in the fucking ceiling, Derek.”
He shot her a lopsided smile. “Listen, Kenley. You know I love you, obviously. But this stuff is not exactly your forte. Just look at your grades; your brain’s a little, like … dumb. Especially when you’ve been selling your meds instead of taking them.”
Casual ableism on a Friday night. I wanted to jump in and rebuke his statement, but Kenley was already there.
“I can’t believe how well you hid your true colors,” Kenley said with an incredulous laugh. “This whole time, I thought you cared. I told you everything, Derek. I confided in you about how fucking hard it is to choose between taking my medication versus selling it so I can actually try and afford college, but your takeaway’s just that I’m useless and an obstacle to be worked around? Really?”
I felt an ache in my throat. Kenley was so courageous, standing up for herself in front of everybody at our school, but it was obvious that she was still hurting. Kenley had been dealt an imperfect hand, just like my friends and I had—and what would Derek know about that, with his college dean dad and undeniable white guy privilege that left him feeling entitled to anything he wanted?
“I do care about you,” said Derek, with what appeared to be genuine regret. “I told you my dad could get you a free ticket to UST.”
Kenley put her hands on her hips, fingers digging into the emerald fabric. “Yeah, to their dental program. You know they don’t even offer computer science, but like I said, you’ve never cared about what I’ve actually wanted. Never cared about me.”
“Kenley, you have no idea how worried I was when I heard you were attacked. I was extremely upset about it, seriously.” Derek gave my friends a poisonous look that made it clear we were still at the top of his own suspect list. I took a step back, despite already being a healthy distance away from him. “And the fact that we’re all standing here celebrating like nothing happened is honestly pretty fucked up, too.”
“That’s the only correct thing he’s ever said in his life,” said Tyler under their breath, an amused glint in their eye.
“But you weren’t there for me,” Kenley snapped. “You kept making all these excuses not to visit. And you know who was there? A group of four people who were practically strangers to me. Who should have despised me.” She pointed at me, and I felt my face heat up at the attention. “Derek, you were too busy hooking up with my best friend, and you know it.”
Instantly Josh had a fistful of Derek’s lapels. The audience roared as the two boys were tugged apart by Tyler, growling and spitting at each other like animals. The principal was still missing on his futile quest to find security, but a few other teacher chaperones had gathered at the edge of the stage, their angry shouts unintelligible within the greater cacophony.
I looked out at the sea of students in formal wear, but it was hard to see much with the stage lights in my eyes. Amid the blurry pastiche of dark colors were scattered rectangles of light, glowing like bioluminescent creatures against the Under the Sea backdrop.
Everybody was recording us.
It didn’t hit me until that moment that I was about to be part of a viral video that would be memed into the next century. Once this got posted somewhere, it could never be erased, and I would probably be perceived in a way that I never had before with my measly one hundred followers and tight, small-town circle of friends. If this had happened to me even a couple of days ago, I would’ve bolted—vaulted right off the stage like a runaway toddler in a beauty pageant. But although this moment was straight out of my worst nightmares, it was still an entirely different beast than the terrible gut-wrenching feeling I got whenever I couldn’t—or wouldn’t—take action. In spite of my fears, I felt empowered—by the presence of my friends, and by all that we had accomplished in this past week. I’d been quiet before, like in the face of Shelby Barton’s bullying, but not anymore.
I felt like it was finally my time to speak out.
“Honestly, Derek, I personally don’t care whether you rigged the votes or not,” I said. “What I—and I probably speak for the majority here—really give a damn about is who tried to kill Kenley. Because she’s been covering for you, saying there was no chance for you to have hurt her, but it sounds like there actually was. Surely you at least know more than you’ve let on?”
“I don’t know shit,” Derek replied. His eyes darted over to Talia, now cradled in Josh’s arms, and his nostrils flared with suppressed rage. “I didn’t hurt Kenley, and I seriously have no fucking idea who did! I thought it was you who hated her!”
This was followed by a chorus of whispers from below. If suspicion was going to turn back on us, I needed to hurry the hell up to avoid being cannibalized by the crowd.
I went over what I had just learned: Derek had rigged the homecoming votes when he’d broken into Ballard’s office. He’d been reluctant to admit that he’d done it through the security room, and he’d obviously gotten a hold of one of Security Herb’s keys.
Meaning that he had unabated access to the school’s security footage.
“You were worried that admitting you left Ballard’s office right before Kenley got hurt would make you look kinda guilty, huh?” I said, crossing my arms. “Especially since you erased the footage of that hour on your way out. Didn’t you?”
Derek merely looked away.
“But the truth is—you’re right. You really don’t have any idea who attacked Kenley. Because not only were you not there in the hallway, because you were too busy Bruce Willis-ing through the ceiling, but you also accidentally got rid of the evidence when trying to cover your own ass for the break-in. You didn’t know anything had even happened to her until it was too late.”
Derek stared down at his pristine dress shoes, not daring to disagree. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, bracing myself to take that final step forward with all of my faith bundled up into one parachute.
If it wasn’t Herb, and it wasn’t Derek, and it wasn’t Ballard …
What if all three of them seeming so clueless hadn’t been an act at all?
I slowly exhaled through my nose and approached the microphone. “I think I know who really did it.”
And that’s when all the lights in the gym flickered out, plunging the homecoming dance into darkness.
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WHAT REALLY HAPPENED
“Oh my God, it’s the Hillview Killer!” Noah shrieked from somewhere in the dark. “I’m gonna fucking die without knowing how Demon Sorcerer ends!”
With the amount of yelling coming from the dance floor and the sound of assorted shoes sprinting across the hardwood, he clearly wasn’t the only one who was terrified. I stepped away from the nonfunctional microphone, which had been shut off at the same time as everything else—someone must have flipped a breaker—and blinked in the darkness.
It didn’t take my eyes long to adjust, thanks to my classmates—a good chunk of the audience had stayed in place, judging by all the phone lights still fixed on the onstage drama. I turned around and took in the other LGBTQ+ club members, plus Derek, Kenley, Talia, and Josh. They were all in various stages of panic, ranging from hiding behind one another to preparing to leap off the raised platform and escape.
Then the phone lights all swung toward the gym doors as Principal Ballard strode in, two police officers at his side; one was Officer Jain, and the other was Officer Stache. Shading his eyes from the blinding phones, Ballard was immediately jostled by a stream of students trying to flee and let out a frustrated grunt that could be heard even above the pandemonium.
“Everybody, remain calm!” shouted the principal. “The power outage is intentional. We will restore power once these miscreants have been removed from the stage!”
Shit. There wasn’t much time left.
“Don’t leave yet, y’all. Let me finish this,” I said to the group onstage. Taking their mixture of blank stares and nods as permission to continue, I turned back to the audience. “But first, could Tim the Freshman please come to the stage?”
The crowd murmured, then shifted, sending the kid toward the front of the crowd like a sardine washing up on a beach.
I wrapped my arms around myself, rocking on the balls of my feet, as Ballard and the police neared the stage and the overturned stairs. “Okay. I’m thinking I have the whole story of what happened. But let me know if I have any of the details wrong.”
If my theory was right, then everything was going to end up okay. But if I was wrong, the police might cart the whole group straight to juvie, and I could kiss my LGBTQ+ Club goodbye forever.
Only one way to find out, then.
I cleared my throat and spoke as loudly as I possibly could.
“While Derek was in Principal Ballard’s office, and Kenley was at the end of the hallway, someone was hiding inside a locker right behind where Kenley was standing. They threw the door open, hitting her in the head, and then shut themselves back inside, disappearing in an instant. Never seen, and never heard—except for one quick, loud bang.”
We’d seen a locker door swaying when we found Kenley, and I’d assumed that meant someone had just run past it. But I now realized that the reason it was shaking was due to the shock wave from the slam of a different locker. One further down the hall.
“And that locker belonged to none other than Timothy Benton.”
Just a few paces down from Shelby Barton’s locker. Baviera, Beckett, Bennet … Benton.
Everyone onstage was gaping at me, and several people in the crowd had even burst out laughing. But I ignored them, instead walking to the edge of the stage and kneeling down to face the freshman. “A magnetic photo fell out of your locker when the door slammed,” I continued. “It had your whole family in it, so clearly it was yours. But you didn’t hurt anybody, did you?”
The poor kid shook his head feverishly.
“You gave away your locker combination to somebody else. Someone who thought your locker was in a prime location to attack someone and asked for the numbers. Which you then wrote down for them: Nine, twenty-eight, twenty-six, right? And you added that they owed you big-time for it.”
Tim kept nodding and nodding until the words burst out of him like a shaken bottle of soda. “It was Talia!” he cried out. “Talia King! She said she’d invite me to all of her parties forever if I did it.”
Our classmates gasped, breaking into a chatter below us. Whether they believed me yet or not, they were basking in every single word.
I turned to Noah and saw the coldest stare I’ve ever seen from him. I was afraid to even touch him, to see what would happen once he was brought out of his stupor.
“No,” Talia whispered, hiding herself behind Josh. “This isn’t true.”
“I think it is true, actually,” I shot back. “I think that it all started with you stealing Kenley’s Adderall, and then planting it in Mr. Shaw’s closet—your favorite hideout—for him to find and confiscate. Then you fed Derek this detailed plan to retrieve it—one that involved getting Kenley alone in a vulnerable spot where she could be attacked unseen. Then you figured out who had the best locker by Kenley’s lookout spot, and you bribed him so you could wait inside for the perfect moment to strike.”
There was a long pause during which Talia King, tellingly, did not deny any of this.
Kenley’s face was in her hands, her scar looking almost deeper than before as it peeked between her fingers.
“Who were you going to hurt next, Talia?” Noah asked, leaning toward his twin, before stopping himself. “Who was number two?”
Between both of their pained reactions, my heart felt like it had melted into sludge.
“I—” Talia shook her head at her brother, seemingly confused. “Okay, listen—I’m not, like, some … serial killer, Noah!”
I replayed the attack scene I’d visualized, the locker swinging open while Kenley faced away, unaware.
Except … maybe she hadn’t been unaware. Not fully.
Maybe Talia had made a little noise as she moved, and Kenley had started to turn toward her, just enough so that … the corner of the locker struck her face: a long vertical swipe, with a short horizontal tail. The exact shape of the number “1.”
Between that coincidence, and the “gays watch out” note being fake all along …
There was never going to be a second victim.
“But why did you even want to hurt me in the first place?” asked Kenley, tears streaking down her face. “I thought we were best fucking friends! What did I ever do to you?”
One moment Talia was looking perfectly innocent and shocked, and the next, her face was twisted into a furious snarl.
“Do you seriously think you’ve done nothing wrong?” Talia screeched, causing Josh to shrink away and cover his ears. “Kenley Stevens: tragic victim, perfect princess. Really?” She pointed at Noah, who then pointed at himself also, looking around the group in confusion. “You fucked up my baby brother’s life, you homophobic little bitch! You ruined his club and made him unsafe at school, and you honestly should be rotting in hell for it, not standing here onstage winning my fucking award!”
With a shaky electrical hum, the power came back on. Mr. Shaw must have hit the breaker.
Noah stepped forward, his eyes watering with hurt. “I … I hate to say it, but you know killing somebody’s not going to make things better for me, right?”
Talia threw up her hands. “I’ve tried talking to the girls—Shelby, Adriana, Kenley, everyone, and they still won’t leave you alone. Like, what the fuck else am I supposed to do? Remember earlier this week? It just doesn’t stop.”
I did, in fact, remember Shelby screaming “Groomer Club” at us, before Talia had graciously intervened. Peacefully, that time.
Noah let out a sad laugh. “I know it doesn’t stop. And maybe it won’t ever stop. But bigotry doesn’t stop or start with a single person. And I don’t want a personal secret service guard to follow me around forever—I just want my fucking sister back.”
“I am your sister, No-No.”
“But you’re not acting like it, Tal. I thought you loved me, but everything you’ve been doing lately has only hurt. Like, I know you didn’t mean for us to get blamed for your crime, but you’re the reason we lost the LGBTQ+ Club, and you led us on a huge detour to find some wronged Adderall buyer who didn’t even exist.” Noah sniffled. “I never wanted people to get hurt, Talia. I only ever wanted to be happy. And it feels like what you mostly wanted was to get your competition—for Homecoming Queen, for head cheerleader, for Derek—out of the way, and maybe you used me to justify it somehow. And none of that is like the sister I know.”
I was on Noah immediately, hugging him with all my might like a security blanket.
Tyler gently locked one of Talia’s arms in their own. Then they nodded at Josh, who took the other. “Let go of me!” Talia shouted, writhing like a snake. “Don’t listen to Noah, he’s upset—I was just trying to help! Kenley’s the one who’s actually been harming people!”
“You’re right,” Kenley said, meeting her former best friend’s death glare. “I did harm people. I made the LGBTQ+ Club into a joke for an entire year, and I was too caught up in my own problems to realize the extent of what I’d done or to help stop it. School became miserable for them, and it really wasn’t fair at all. But I want to set this straight, right now. Here, in front of the entire school.”
Kenley Stevens took the microphone, the gym’s wavy blue fractals of light turning her crown, her shimmering face, into something ethereal.
“As Homecoming Queen, I declare that the Hillview High LGBTQ+ Club deserves all of your kindness. Some of y’all—girls in my cheer squad—have been treating this group like they’ve done something horrible, when all they’ve done is exist in a way that, at the very worst, made you a little uncomfortable. And the thing is, you really should feel uncomfortable, because that’s how it feels when you mix a twisted, extremist ideology with the wake-up call of reality. And the reality is: the only reason to hate on somebody’s gender or sexuality is because you’re insecure and looking for someone else to blame for your utter fucking misery. And as for the rest of you? I see you, too, all of you cowards with ‘ally’ in your Instagram bios. None of you spoke up or stepped in when it actually mattered, and that type of performative behavior is just regular old bigotry with a coat of rainbow paint. Thank you.”
The gym was silent at first—until an awkward smattering of applause bloomed from somewhere within the crowd. It was by no means a cinematic, showstopping ovation, but the support was already so much more than I ever could have hoped for when it came to the passive, narrow-minded kids at our school. Maybe—slowly but surely—there was a chance we could see some change in overall sentiment from the student body…?
Or maybe they were only clapping because Kenley’s hot.
Regardless, it felt nice in the moment.
To my right, the police were trying to fix the stairs. Principal Ballard was also throwing himself at the stage repeatedly, but only his chest was able to reach the platform each time, making him look like the local zoo’s most problematic seal.
“Get down from there!” Ballard yelled, his hands grasping for purchase on the smooth stage floor. “Party’s over, and you kids are in some deep, deep trouble. Talia King, you are under arrest for the attempted murder of Kenley Stevens!”
“No, Henry, that’s—we have to say that part,” Officer Jain murmured.
Josh lowered Talia off the stage while she kicked and screamed, one of her high-heeled shoes clocking Ballard directly in the face. The adults struggled to contain her while the group onstage watched, many of us in sheer disbelief that all of this was about to be over.
Noah detached himself from me, his face solemn with acceptance. But even now, after all that his twin had put him through, he was able to crack a tiny smile at Ballard getting thwacked.
In this magical, fleeting moment, it felt like everything could eventually be okay.
Under the gleaming stage lights, the Hillview High mascot took off his costume head and revealed himself. Salim’s blond hair was scraggly, plastered to his head, and his face was slack. “We did it,” he said quietly. Then he let out an incredulous laugh and launched the mascot head into the audience, raising his hands high in the air. “We did it!”
Kenley Stevens threw herself into my arms. I hugged her tightly, chin resting against her hair, and wondered if this actually might be a dream. “Thank you for everything,” she whispered, and I felt it more than I heard it, a gentle brush of air against the shell of my ear.
“Thank you, too,” I replied. “For helping to make things right.”
Kenley chuckled. “I mean, I know it’s not as if my white girl speech just ended homophobia, but I hope it at least kills the terrible BLT Club jokes and makes some people reconsider their actions, you know?”
“I know. Still, thank you.”
In the meantime, the principal had apparently activated a very irate Tyler, who strode to the front of the stage and snatched the microphone with a fiery determination that set their face aglow.
“Yeah, so it looks like Talia was responsible for the attack after all. Ballard finally gets someone legit to point a finger at, and of course he looks all pleased as fuck right now. But don’t let the school administration lead you to believe they’re completely absolved for what’s happened here,” they said, pointing down at the adults.
A huge vein was popping out of Ballard’s forehead, and he was yelling something that I could no longer hear, save for a few sharp curse words that punctured through the noise in the gym.
“This man standing before you,” Tyler continued, gesturing toward Ballard, “framed the LGBTQ+ Club for a felony in hopes of making the incident go away and preserving Hillview’s reputation. And as you can see, that fucking backfired. On top of that, this man terrorized us, and made a fake death threat to distract and intimidate us. And he called us ‘BLTs.’ But it’s not just Ballard—lest we forget our campus security officer, Herb, who isn’t here right now due to being a weird old coward but has committed numerous crimes including giving out school keys to students. How secure does that make you feel, hm? There’s been so much bullshit going on at this school that you haven’t even heard the half of, and we have to acknowledge all the other fucked-up things they’ve done to us. To all of us.”
I loved where this was headed, so I decided to chime in with something else that was sure to get my classmates riled up. “Principal Ballard called the cops on Salim for being at school a little late—that’s the real reason he got sent to jail. Not to mention, he kicked Sal off the football team right before the big game for having to go poop. I wish I were kidding.”
Activity stirred up within the crowd once again, voices calling out one after the other.
“I caught the security guy sniffing my gym socks last week, and the principal did nothing about it!” a girl shouted.
“Herbert stole all my breast milk!” a teacher cried.
Tyler waited for it all to die down, commanding the gym like it was a courtroom. “And it’s not just Hillview either; it’s the entire fucking city. The local police were just about ready to let us all rot in jail for someone else’s crimes. Because none of these corrupt pieces of shit wanted to do any work when the easiest and safest option for them was to make it all vanish. So in conclusion, fuck Principal Ballard, and fuck the entire fucking system. Thank you.”
I had been too focused on Tyler to notice that Salim had moved closer and closer to them throughout their speech, and was now in perfect range to grab Tyler by the shoulders and spin them around.
“Wow,” Salim sighed, his smile so broad that it must have hurt. “That was … I fucking love you, Tyler Fuentes.”
Then his hands slid up to Tyler’s cheeks, and he kissed them square on the mouth in front of the entire school.
Noah screamed so loudly that it made me flinch, and his legs went wobbly to the point where I had to hold him upright. For the second time this week.
The student body was going absolutely nuts over Tyler’s speech. It almost looked like a mosh pit down there, with everyone jumping and shouting and pushing at one another. And while observing all these kids, some of whom had been either recording or live streaming the action this entire time, I realized that I still held one very important card in my hand.
I took hold of the microphone and walked toward Ballard and the cops, smirking at them from above. “You can go ahead and deny whatever you want, but be aware that we’ve collected tons of evidence despite your many efforts to stop us. In fact, I believe the hallway security cameras caught Principal Ballard confessing to threatening to murder us only, oh, about twenty minutes ago, outside of Ms. Winston’s office? How about you take a look at that footage right now, officers? The sound quality is top-notch.”
The blood drained from Principal Ballard’s face with the slow realization that it wasn’t Ms. Winston he’d been talking to in the hallway. Despite being buddy-buddy with the cops, it was going to be quite challenging for him to get out of trouble with such concrete evidence.
I felt no remorse for whatever would happen to Principal TERF—sure, he might have secretly been a lifelong champion of women’s rights, but he was also a lying, homophobic shit stain, and neither of those things canceled each other out.
Because the world wasn’t so black-and-white as I’d once thought, and the past week had proved that people could be a lot of contrasting things at once. Talia King was a vengeful, murderous manipulator, but was also fueled by an unconditional love for her brother. Derek Handel was a sour little attention-seeker, but not a violent guy whatsoever. My friends were amazing, even when they felt the need to lie or had some other lapses of judgment, because that was just a part of being human.
And I might have been a self-centered, ignorant mess lately—which proves I still have so much work to do in terms of allyship—but I could also step up and fight for what I believed in. And tonight, more than anything, I believed in the Hillview High School LGBTQ+ Club.
Noah stepped in front of a microphone. “All right, get the DJ back up here, ’cuz we need everyone to start moving! It’s time to dance your sweet asses off to the distant sounds of Principal Ballard crying like a baby while being escorted from the premises, and let’s do this homecoming thing!”
Salim high-fived him and laughed, tipping the mic stand over and watching it crash to the ground with rebellious glee. I watched the reluctant police officers dragging a handcuffed Talia out of the gym alongside Ballard. Overwhelmed and missing their leader, the other teachers had completely given up on controlling the riotous teens.
I slid off the stage, followed by all of my friends. Being up there for a few minutes had been enough attention for … the entire rest of my life, thank you.
“That was incredible, how you figured it all out like that,” said Kenley, dangling her legs off the platform.
Okay, actually, a little more attention might be fine.
I pretended to stare at something on the gym floor. “It was a group effort.”
“But you were really great up there. Just saying.”
“What about you?” I chuckled, chancing a look upward. The stage lights made Kenley’s hazel-green eyes shine, and her hair had gotten a little mussed in the action so it looked like she’d just woken up from a nap. “You were such a badass. You really tore Derek a new one—I think he almost cried.”
“Not the way I imagined our fake relationship ending, that’s for sure.”
I loved the absolute peace I saw in Kenley’s relaxed body language. It felt like a massive weight had been lifted from us both, and the freedom was making me feel giddier than if I’d huffed every balloon in the entire room. Maybe I was in the mood to dance after all.
I extended a hand to Kenley, who leaned down to grab it and hopped off the stage, landing so close that I could smell her vanilla perfume.
Someone must have shoved the DJ’s butt back onstage because a croony slow song was now playing in the background, though I could barely hear it over my own heartbeat pounding in my ears. The awkward, reluctant side of me became buried in that moment—I was so happy that I could hardly think myself out of what came next.
“No pressure at all,” I began, eyes darting away. “But uh … considering it’s our last homecoming and all … Would you like to dance?”
Kenley swung our intertwined hands together. “I would love that, actually. I would love that very much.”
I placed my other hand over the small of Kenley’s back, the warmth of her body teasing my fingertips, and dipped her backward until our faces were parallel to the floor. “This is just … Honestly, I never would have dreamed of this happening right now.”
“That’s kind of funny, actually. Because for so many nights, Eleanora, I’ve been dreaming of exactly this.”
That’s when Kenley wrapped a hand behind my neck and kissed me. It was surprisingly gentle, but full of the heat and desperation that came from a year of pent-up longing. Her lips tasted like brown sugar, felt like the soft press of silk against skin, like distant troubles melting into nothingness, and like finally coming home.
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HOW IT ALL ENDED
“This is definitely not where I thought we were gonna end up, but I’m pretty damn cool with it,” said Noah. He was sitting backward in his seat and trying to see how far he could recline without cracking his head open, which as a matter of fact seemed pretty predictable for him.
“Same, my dude,” said Salim, wobbling precariously atop a desk chair that was never meant to hold someone of his size. Tyler was clinging onto the chair for dear life, trying to make sure Salim didn’t topple over. “Good to be back; good to see everybody’s beautiful smiling faces again.”
“I also never thought that your mom and Ballard would’ve had—”
“Okay, fuck you, actually,” Salim growled.
We were back in the classroom that had always hosted the LGBTQ+ Club, with one key difference being the new banner that was in the process of being hung across the whiteboard using heart-shaped magnets (I never did get my hammer back), advertising the new and improved name of the group:
THE “BE GAY, SOLVE CRIME” CLUB
Admittedly, it was a pretty niche interest group. However, everyone at school was welcome to join in for our grand debut at the Club Fair, and join in they did. Guests had already begun to swarm in, even though there was another half hour until kickoff.
Things weren’t perfect, but they were definitely a little better now that Principal Ballard had been ousted; Mr. Shaw had ensured that the footage of him confessing to “Ms. Winston” about the threat was copied and preserved before the dance was even over. With so much video evidence against him, Ballard’s dismissal was a legal and PR no-brainer.
Security Herb had succumbed to our blackmail and managed to convince the police that Salim had only been in the school after-hours by accident. The trespassing charges against him had been completely dropped, though he was still kind of grounded for the rest of the school year. Which just meant that we all had to continue honing our sneaking-around skills, of course.
The Stevenses had decided not to press charges against Talia, so for now, she was only receiving counseling on top of having to finish the year out at home via virtual learning. While they were no longer best friends, Kenley had forgiven her almost immediately, which I greatly admired. And though their relationship was rocky, Noah was still there for his twin, as ever.
Ms. Winston, one of the few adults to escape the incident with an unscathed reputation, was instated as the new principal until further notice. Her first order of business had been restoring the LGBTQ+ Club—not only that but she increased the club budget enough for us to afford the swanky new sign and a couple of pizzas to boot. She was even able to give Mr. Shaw a raise using what had been Principal Ballard’s suspiciously generous “office decor” budget.
Now I looked up at the sign proudly, thinking of the new start it represented for all of us. It wasn’t as if we were fully immune to bullying now—in fact, I would’ve been concerned if nobody started whispering about our dorky new club name—but for me, the hopeful feeling of turning a new leaf extended from this room throughout the entire school.
“I sure didn’t think I’d be here, either,” said Kenley, running her fingers through her freshly cropped hair, which now barely skirted her shoulders. “But I’m glad that I am.”
I was immensely happy for her. Ever since she’d publicly broken up with Derek, Kenley had really come into her own. Her entire style had changed—from cheerleader-preppy to hottest-librarian-at-Yale-preppy—and she seemed much more confident in her own skin. She still wasn’t sure how exactly she identified, but I was ready to support her no matter what labels, if any, she wanted to use.
She had asked to identify as “Eleanora’s girlfriend,” but I’d told her that I wanted to wait—we still had plenty of getting-to-know-each-other to do, and I had so much I wanted to work on with my own mental health before becoming someone’s partner. Maybe I’d start leveraging my therapist-mom for relationship advice after all.
If she’d ever forgive me for having snuck out during homecoming.
Mom said that she did, but like … I’d been on litter-box duty all week and wasn’t seeing an end to it any time soon.
“We’re glad you’re here too, Kenley!” Tyler said warmly, helping Salim dismount the desk and giving him a cheek kiss on the way down. “The more the merrier.”
“Thanks, Tyler.” Kenley leaned her head on my shoulder, and warmth spread all the way down to my toes. “There may be too many more of us, though, because there’s already a line down the hallway and we’re roughly a hundred pizzas short.”
“Hey, don’t forget that we also have my mom’s zucchini cakes,” I chimed in, waving at the large Tupperware container that was now plagued with an unappetizing level of condensation. Even though I had been extra busy lately, I’d made sure to be home in time for dinner with Mom every single night.
“My dogs will love those later,” Noah said with a laugh.
He didn’t know what he was missing out on.
After the room had filled up, Tyler proceeded to give the best fruit punch toast of all time, and then we were free to mingle with the visitors for the remainder of the hour, some of whom were already rushing to the desk at the front of the room where I was stationed with a clipboard.
I was more than excited to finally sign up some new members—I would miss our tight-knit group of four, but this was going to be even better. We’d have enough people to really make a difference at school, and to ensure the club would carry down through future classes.
A girl approached me with a charming, first-in-line eagerness that reminded me of myself freshman year. She wore a faded black T-shirt for a rock band that I vaguely recognized, and her bright pink hair was split into two pigtails.
Pink Hair Girl! She was here, and she was talking to me, instead of running in the exact opposite direction!
“Eleanora?”
“That’s me,” I said, then caught Kenley eavesdropping from the doorway with a goofy smile on her face. I stuck my tongue out in response. “I remember you from last year.”
The girl bounced up and down on her heels. “Oh, right! Well, um, I’m Rosie, and I just wanted to say that I think you’re really cool.”
“Me?” I scoffed. No one had ever called me that before, which was perfectly fine and good—I was many things, and “cool” didn’t have to be one of them. It was low on my list of traits to work on improving, for certain.
Rosie toyed with a pink-and-orange striped button pinned to her shirt. “Yeah! The way you helped solve the mystery was great and stuff, but really how you stopped them from getting rid of this club was the coolest part. I was really worried that I’d never be able to join, but here I am!”
“Ah, yeah! Here you are.” I wasn’t sure how to adequately respond, but tried my best. “I’m just glad that even after I graduate, the club can still be here for those who need it. Because I definitely did, and this tiny community has helped make high school survivable.”
Rosie signed the clipboard with a flourish. “I’m pretty sure that’ll be me, too.”
Even as more new recruits cycled through the sign-up process, I couldn’t get that brief exchange with Rosie out of my head.
I was used to feeling helpless, and useless, so getting to experience the opposite was … invigorating. Thrilling. It was something I almost wasn’t equipped to handle.
But at the same time, I knew that there would always be those things in life that I wouldn’t be able to fix—things like my dad, and like Talia, and like the messed-up shit going on in the world practically every day. And all I could do was to just keep going, no matter what, without beating myself up too much about the broken parts.
As students started to file out, at least a dozen of whom had been converted to new members, Ms. Winston entered the classroom looking frazzled. Correction, Principal Winston. It was for sure going to be weird to say that, but in a good way.
“Hey, y’all,” she greeted us, making a beeline for the zucchini cakes, her blond bun bobbing up and down. Finally, someone else who was appreciative of Jackie Finkel’s cooking. “Sorry I’m late; something came up.”
“You good, Ms. Dub?” Salim asked, his eyebrows lowering.
The principal waved us all over, bracing her arms on top of the teacher’s desk. She let out a loud sigh. “I’ve just received an urgent transfer request from a student at a nearby school, and I’m not sure we’ll be able to accommodate them this late in the year.”
“Who the hell would want to transfer to Hillview?” Noah laughed, swiping the last slice of pizza.
I felt a pang of sadness as I realized the answer. “Someone at a school that’s even worse.”
Ms. Winston nodded. “Cabotsville High School has banned all student affinity groups for not being ‘inclusive’ enough, and earlier this week they removed hundreds of ‘controversial’ books from their library, which included every single book that featured a queer character.”
“Are you serious?” Tyler asked, balling their fists. “That’s bullshit.”
“Unfortunately, yes. And this student self-identified as a member of the LGBTQ+ community, which made them feel unsafe at CHS. I’m going to do everything I can, but…”
This, I realized, was the reality of our queerness.
My friends and I may have won against our bigoted principal, but he was only a single symptom of a larger disease. And although our school felt safer with Ms. Winston at the helm, Hillview was a relatively tiny bubble within the larger world. Unfortunately, it wasn’t as if I could walk around our local mall holding Kenley’s hand without a care in the world.
“Maybe there’s something we can do as a club,” I suggested. “I don’t know what, yet, but we have a lot to offer—for example, our growing numbers as a group and our badass investigation skills.”
Because, sure, maybe I couldn’t fix the world. Maybe I couldn’t fix every single problem that I wanted to, or solve every mystery that needed to be solved. But even the greatest of revolutions started small, with individuals deciding it was time for change and taking action. Perhaps I could help create some change right here in my little hometown.
“That’s a great idea! Maybe there is something we can do for Cabotsville High,” Kenley enthused, face lighting up in excitement.
“I can give them the leftover pictures of my face,” said Noah, pointing at his backpack.
Tyler rolled their eyes at him, but the edge of their lips betrayed a smile. “I hope you have a fresh catfishing profile ready, Noah. Because I’m ready for another break-in.”
“Can we do a fire again?” asked Salim, bouncing up and down on his feet. “I missed out when you guys did a fire.”
The principal pretended not to hear that one.
I grinned, feeling recharged by a fresh spark of optimism. “Ms. Winston, thank you for bringing this problem to our attention,” I said, taking a pen from behind my ear and holding it aloft like a knight initiating a joust. “It sounds like the ‘Be Gay, Solve Crime Club’ is gonna be on the case.”
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