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CHAPTER
ONE
“D on’t forget to ask your teachers for makeup work while you’re on your UCLA visit,” Mom reminded as we pulled out of the grocery store parking lot. “If we’re paying for you to go to one of your top choices, then I’m hoping you can keep your grades up so you can pick up a few scholarships.”
“I will,” I whined, twirling the straw around my boba tea. “We’re not doing anything important on Friday, anyway.”
“Every day of your education is important,” Mom said with a smile.
She looked at me as if she were trying to drill that point into my head. I had heard it a million times before from both parents over the years.
“I know,” I said softly. This satisfied my mother.
She slid on her sunglasses over her turquoise eyes as the evening sun poured into the front seat. My friends always teased me about having hot parents, but it did feel nice knowing that if my parents were of any indication, I would age well. I could endure the uncomfortable jokes for the reassurance that I wouldn’t get too fat or wrinkled in my middle age.
People often told me that I looked just like my mom. Obviously, our red hair set us apart from most. When I looked at old photos of my parents, I could see my eyes and my smile on my mom’s face. We’re both the same height and have a similar build. In fact, we could share each other’s clothing on a rare occasion, like if I needed dress clothes for a school activity.
Apart from looks, everyone tells me that I’m my dad. I think it has something to do with our strong sense of justice. Maybe it’s our love of sports and silly comedies.
“Melanie, get your feet off of the dashboard,” my mom ordered. “Do you know how often I have to wipe your shoe prints off of the leather?”
I slid my feet down and sat up a little straighter in my seat. I was tired from a particularly exhausting tumbling session at cheer practice and wanted to lie in bed. I had a math study guide to complete for the next day’s test that I didn’t feel like doing. All I wanted to do was take a long, hot shower and scroll through my social media accounts in bed, preferably with a bowl of popcorn.
“I need to pick up my new yoga mat at the studio so I can clean it before class tomorrow,” my mom said absentmindedly.
“Can you wait until tomorrow?” I pleaded. “It’s going to take another 15 minutes to get it. We’re almost to the highway.”
“Yeah, but I hate that chemical smell,” she complained, wrinkling her nose. “Plus, the disinfectants they use for the shared mats give me a headache.”
“I have homework,” I whined. The tangerine sun was now shining directly into my eyes. I closed them, then covered my brow with one hand.
“Fine,” she murmured.
Having homework was always the perfect excuse to get my way. It made me look responsible when I knew deep down, I was being a brat. I didn’t pull that card too often. I actually kind of liked my parents at times. They didn’t always understand my life, but I could tell they respected me as a human being.
“Don’t forget all of the sacrifices I make for you,” my mom joked. “Every downward dog I do tomorrow will remind me of how much I do just for you.”
“I’m sure it will,” I said sarcastically. “And my GPA next spring will remind you how hard I worked so you wouldn’t have to give up your bougie fitness classes to pay my tuition.”
She didn’t reply to that, but she smiled to herself. I closed my eyes again and tried to get myself into the mindset to do my homework so I could finish it quickly and still have time to scroll my socials.
Something shifts and the world goes cold and dark. I feel myself falling forward, then I hit the ground with a jolt. A car alarm won’t stop honking its grating tone. I feel something wet trickle down the side of my hairline. Then, I’m awake, and my vision returns.
I recognize my belongings: the scuffed bookshelf with trophies, ribbons, and picture frames, the clothes hanging in my open closet, and the pink egg chair I begged my parents for in eighth grade. The rest of the room felt foreign, like waking up in a hotel on vacation and momentarily having no idea where you were. A familiar face cut through the confusion, helping me ground myself in an unfamiliar place.
“Your alarm,” my dad yawned, pointing toward the purple clock on the nightstand.
I hit a button on the top and the car alarm from my dream stopped. It was a dream—the comfort of a daily routine, time spent with my mother, the accident—all a dream.
My dad turned to shuffle back down the hall when he noticed a tear that I tried hard to sweep away before he saw. Nothing gets past my dad.
His body softened in the doorway. “Oh, sweetheart, did you have the nightmare again?”
I pursed my lips and sniffed. There were few nights when I didn’t have some iteration of the nightmare. It was only on rare occasions that I talked to my dad about them.
“Yeah,” I croaked.
“I’m sorry,” he said as he approached my bed. He knelt and gave me a long squeeze. “And on your first day in a new school, too,” he said pityingly.
Butterflies filled my stomach with that reminder. I was thankful to be in a new town with new surroundings and I was fine at making friends, but this was a huge change. By senior year, most kids knew who their friends were. And, because the school year had already started, I would be weeks behind my peers in figuring out where my classes were and getting to know my new teachers.
“If you want, I can call the school and get you excused for today,” he offered. “I’m sure your therapist could do at least a phone session today.”
“No, I want to go to school,” I replied firmly. “I need to go. My therapist said that it’s time to try returning to normal life.”
“I know, but—” he sighed and shrugged his shoulders, “it’s a lot to deal with. You’re reliving a lot of trauma on a nightly basis, and you have a lot on your plate for a new school.”
“It wasn’t as bad this time,” I whispered. “We were just in the car—talking and stuff. It wasn’t any of the bad parts.”
“Oh,” my dad said, looking relieved.
“It wasn’t even a nightmare,” I continued. “I just know what happens next.”
He studied my face with a tired visage. The stubble on his face was more peppered with grey than I remembered it ever being. It made him look more distinguished, though, against his olive skin.
“Those are the dreams about her that I don’t mind,” he said, giving a tight-lipped smile. “But you’re right—it brings back memories. Are you entirely sure you’re up for it today?”
I nodded. “I’m going. I want to go.”
Dad smoothed my tangled hair, then gave me a pat on the shoulder. “You’re tough, just like your old man.”
I smiled. My father was the strongest person I knew. If he wanted to make that comparison, I’d take it.
“What do you want for breakfast on your big day?” he asked, getting up from my bedside. “French toast? Waffles? Bacon?”
“Just iced coffee,” I replied. “I’m not that hungry.”
He frowned. “You’re at least eating a piece of fruit.”
As I got out of bed, I thought back to what my therapist suggested about my recurring dreams about the accident. Many of my dreams of that day involved me riding in the car with my mom and ended with the impact. “Look at those dreams like a visit from your mom,” she proffered. “Maybe you can see it as a tiny gift of more time.”
I tried to see those nightly visions as borrowed time, but I couldn’t help but finish the story once I awoke. In fact, it made it hard to move on until I completed the whole horrible tale.
I stared into the mirror and dragged a brush along my long, red locks. The heat from my straightening iron gave off a metallic smell that reminded me of how the car smelled after the crash. All of the scars on my body that had faded over the past eight months stood out to me as if they were painted on with fluorescent dye. I exhaled and let the rest of the story wash over me. It had become a part of my daily routine. I had to purge the memory, or else it would hang over my head. It was like throwing up whenever I had the flu—I didn’t want to do it, but once I did, I would feel a little better.
Banal conversation, then a force that flung my body forward and spun me like a top. There was no time to comprehend what was happening. In fact, it took me several minutes as I sat in the crumpled sedan to figure out what had happened. A car came from seemingly nowhere and crashed into us on the highway as we drove home. I looked to my mom for protection and reassurance and saw nothing but the whites of her eyes. Without calling out to her, without feeling for a pulse, I knew she was gone. I could feel it deep in my bones that her maternal lifeforce was gone. I was alone.
Then, evil incarnated approached me from the passenger side, which had somehow evaded the full force of the collision. “Help,” I cried. “My mom. Help her.”
Through my swollen eyes, I could tell that there was something wrong with this bystander. His eyes were bloodshot and droopy, and his body swayed where he stood, peering at me through my window. I looked through the shattered windshield and spotted a large truck with damage to the hood pointing in our direction—on the wrong side of a divided highway.
“What happened?” I cried out, looking for confirmation of what I believed to be true.
“It’s your fault,” the man slurred, wiping blood from a scratch on his head onto his dirty, worn jeans. “The bitch can’t drive,” he murmured, gesturing toward my mother.
With that comment, I saw red. “You did this!” I screamed. “Help! This guy hit us! Someone, help!”
He gritted his teeth and balled up his fist. “You shut up now or I’ll make you shut up.”
I kept screaming, hoping that someone would come to our aid, or at the very least, get this man away from our car.
“Shut the fuck up,” he raged, reaching into the car. Then, blue and red lights appeared, and the guy slithered away. The rest was a blur of concerned people in uniforms asking me questions. I tried to answer them as best as I could, but I was just a kid who needed her mom.
In the weeks after that, I was in and out of reality, hiding in a hospital bed under the blanket of prescription pain pills and doting medical professionals who handled me gently. When I got out, nothing was the same. I couldn’t stand looking at the same roads I used to drive with my mom, couldn’t tolerate being in the house that still smelled like her, and couldn’t even handle anything from my life before that moment. I wanted a fresh start where no one knew every gory detail of the accident.
Unfortunately, my wish came true when my dad got fired from his job with the LAPD for beating the ever-loving shit out of the devil when he got bailed out on his vehicular homicide charge. Then, we had no choice but to start over.
After straightening my hair pin-straight and smoothing it one last time with my brush, I dabbed foundation on my face to smooth out my skin and brushed a light peach blush on the apples of my cheeks. I combed a coat of mascara on my lashes and grabbed my tinted lip balm to keep in my backpack so I could apply it right before I walked into school. I had to make a good first impression.
In normal years, the cheer team wore uniforms on the first day, along with any other game day. But, seeing as I was at a new school and not on the cheerleading team, I picked the next best outfit so I could feel in my element. I paired a snug skirt with an equally fitted blouse and slid on a pair of sneakers. With one last glance in the mirror, I decided that I looked approachable and fun. I was not the girl that everyone felt sorry for. I would do my best to get through my senior year without having a breakdown, then move on to college so I could one day work a job that did some good for the world.
“Feeling better?” my dad asked as I poured cold brew into a tumbler and mixed in creamer.
“Eh.” I shrugged, noticing that one of my freshly painted nails had already chipped. “Do you still talk to any of the officers who worked on the accident?”
He looked taken aback by this question. “Sure, from time to time.”
“Do you know how the piece of shit is doing?” I asked, point-blank.
His eyes widened a bit. “Uh, no, I’m not sure. He’s still in jail if that’s what you’re asking. He’s going to be there for a long time and is probably having a terrible time. Actually, I can guarantee it.”
“How do you know?”
“Jail is not a good place to be, sweetheart. There’s no way to get back at someone like that but rest assured that your life will be much better than his. You have the world at your fingertips, and that scumbag is eating bland food and crapping in an open-air bathroom.”
“I just don’t understand how anyone could be that terrible,” I said softly, trying not to let my voice crack. “I can’t get past it. How could someone do such a terrible thing and not even be sorry about it?”
Dad picked an apple out of the fruit bowl and set it in front of me, then gave me a light pat on the head before sitting back down.
“Let me tell you about people,” he said. “Lots of people are good. They generally do the right thing and care about others. Some people are just bad. Sometimes they’re bad because of how they were raised or they’re just a product of their environment. Some people just have something wrong with their brain or their morals and do bad things. I don’t entirely know why people are the way they are—just one of life’s mysteries. You can’t control someone else’s awfulness. All you can do is watch out for these people, or in my case, catch them and lock them up so they don’t hurt anyone else. There’s bad out there, but I believe people like you can cancel them out.”
“People like me?”
“Good people,” he said with a smile that caused the corners of his eyes to crinkle. “Now, what time do you want to leave for school?”
I was a little embarrassed to be an upperclassman being driven to school by a parent, but I couldn’t bear to get behind the wheel after what happened, even after all this time.
“Let me pack my lunch and then I’ll be ready to go,” I said, looking through the cupboards for my lunch bag.
Dad opened the fridge and pulled out my bag with a goofy grin on his face.
“I may not get many more opportunities to make my little girl her lunch. I got you a sushi roll, seaweed salad, and those little French cookies that you like.”
“Macarons?” I said eagerly.
“Yeah, those. Don’t think this is going to be a regular meal, though. I don’t make enough money for you to eat gourmet meals on the daily.”
“Thanks, Dad,” I said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.
He beamed and grabbed his car keys. I followed him out the door, trying my best to move past the rough start of my morning. I was determined to have a normal senior year of high school.





CHAPTER
TWO
S herman Oaks High School was not much different than my old high school. A bustling entrance gave way to staircases that spread students to the far corners of the building. I checked the schedule emailed to me by my guidance counselor and saw that I had first-period AP Chemistry in Room 211. Weaving through round cafeteria tables filled with kids eating breakfast, catching up, and finishing last-minute homework, I got to the staircase and tugged at the hem of my skirt before ascending. I walked slowly, trying to take in my surroundings. I heard snippets of conversations as I walked, topics ranging from talk about the opponents for the next week’s football game to comic books to drama on someone’s Instagram comments. I tried to look for groups of older students and wondered where I would fit in in my new school.
At my last school, I usually hung out with the cheerleaders because we had the most in common. We were considered popular, but I hated the implication of that labeling and the stereotype that surrounded it. Sure, some of the girls could be catty from time to time, but the majority were supportive of each other and accepting of all students. I had dreams of a senior year where I would have the social standing to set a good example for the student body, as someone who could be popular, get good grades, and be a decent person. I knew I was already too late for cheerleading tryouts, but I hoped that I could fall in with a good friend group; at least good enough to get me through the year. I wasn’t a saint, but I hated being in a toxic school environment if I could do something about it.
I passed rows of navy-blue lockers and peeked into doorways until I found my first class. I stuck my head inside a science classroom surrounded by black lab tables, completely empty, save for a short, middle-aged teacher writing on the board.
“Hi, my name’s Melanie,” I squeaked. “I’m new here.”
The teacher spun around and gave me a broad smile. She strode to me with a slight waddle and extended her hand.
“Hi, Melanie! I’m Mrs. White. It’s nice to meet you. Finding everything all right?”
“So far,” I said cheerily. “I’m just not sure what I should do now. I’m pretty early.”
“No problem,” she said, gesturing to a table. “Have a seat and I can answer any questions you have while I get class set up.”
The teacher turned back to the board and carefully chose a colored marker before continuing to write out the class agenda. I had too many questions running around my head, to the point where it took a lot of thought to even articulate one.
“Am I going to be way behind?” I asked with a friendly tone and sheepish smile.
“No, I wouldn’t worry about that,” the science teacher said warmly. “Any assignment that you missed can easily be exempted from the gradebook. Any content you weren’t here for can be reviewed pretty quickly. My advice is to think of today as a fresh start and do your very best from day one.”
I nodded in agreement. It was comforting to hear someone who didn’t know me offer a fresh start, a new beginning.
“What are the students like at this school?” I asked next, now trying to make small talk so I didn’t have to sit in awkward silence while I waited for class to start.
“We have a pretty bright student body. Our kids tend to be very involved in school and the community and seem to be well-prepared for college. We have a pretty nice group here; there are a bunch of good, kind students who will make you feel welcome.”
I asked a few more questions about the daily routine, where to go for lunch, and the best way to get from one class to the next. I read through my schedule, and she told me about each of the teachers. By the time the warning bell rang, I was feeling a bit more comfortable about my first day.
Students shuffled in around me in the following minutes and I silently observed each one, trying to collect as much information as I could. When I was little, I took interest in my dad’s detective work and wanted to learn as much as I could about what he did. My mom banned him from talking about the scary parts of the job, so he focused on the basic skills any good detective needed. We would go to the park and practice observing our surroundings. We would sit silently on the bench for a while, and then he would ask me questions about what we saw. When I was little, it was a fun game. As I got older, he explained how unreliable eyewitnesses were because the average person didn't watch the world with a careful eye. He told me stories about how much information was lost from witnesses who didn’t pay attention and how much information he could glean by just observing a scene or a suspect. It was now a subconscious practice in my daily life.
Two boys came in and found their seats in the front, immediately eyeing me. In fact, I don’t think there was a single person who entered the room that didn’t give me at least a quick glance. I was the new kid, a novelty. A group of girls in cheerleading warmups with their names embroidered on the lapel of their jackets took their seats around me. I gave the girls a small smile as they noticed me, but they ultimately didn’t reach out to greet me. I was too nervous to make the first move.
After the bell rang, we listened to the daily announcements through the PA system, though most of the kids whispered to each other throughout. It was mostly information about sports teams that I wasn’t involved in. When it ended, the students looked to Mrs. White for instructions. She glanced at me and slightly raised her eyebrows to communicate that she was about to announce my presence. I returned her look with a smile, answering her call for permission to potentially embarrass me.
“Before we get started on our review of lab procedures, I want to introduce Melanie Glass. She’s new, so please make her feel welcome and help her out if she needs it. I think everyone is willing to do that, right?”
I looked around the room at the 14 pairs of eyes staring back at me. Everyone nodded and most smiled back at me. I quickly bowed my head as a show of gratitude.
“Perfect,” Mrs. White replied. “Now, take out your notebooks and take notes on the slides I’m about to show you. You will be quizzed on this material before we start our first lab unit.”
It felt good to get back into academics. So much of my schooling had been interrupted by the accident. I spent almost a month in the hospital recovering from my injuries, and a few months after that at home, unable to force myself into a car to attend school. Besides, everyone I talked to following the accident treated me differently. I wasn’t Melanie Glass anymore. I was the poor girl who lost her mom in a car accident. Then, I was the poor girl who lost her mom in a car accident, and the daughter of a disgraced former cop. Along with the pity came whispers and rumors surrounding my dad’s actions. What he did made life tougher for the both of us, but I’d defend his actions any day of the week.
I was able to finish up my 11th-grade year with the help of my teachers, who made makeup work available online, and a few tutors my dad hired. I planned to start the year at an alternate school, then try to transition back to my friends, but my dad and I had to move out of our old house and could only afford a place outside of the city. My new school district wasn’t set up for me to have a flexible school year, so I decided to bite the bullet and head back to the classroom. It was nerve-wracking to have my new classmates stare at me, but at least they were only staring at me because I was unfamiliar, not because I had a tragic story.
The bell rang, and I shuffled out of chemistry class in search of English. I fell in with the rush of students, moving like a school of fish in a strong ocean current. I had gotten so used to the peace and quiet of my house that the bustling hallway was jarring. I couldn’t believe how loud it was. I managed to find the room number of my next class and cut through to the doorway. My teacher pointed me to an empty desk at the back of the room and I slung my backpack under the seat. After the obligatory introduction of the new girl, the class was tasked with a freewriting warmup. The teacher wrote his prompt on the board with slanted writing: What is the toughest experience you’ve ever had?
My hand started shaking as I touched pen to paper. My mind flashed from seeing my mother’s lifeless face to looking at my sutured face in a hand mirror in the hospital, to sitting down with my dad as he explained that he had been fired from the police department to packing up a plastic tote of keepsakes to move into our new house. I couldn’t risk anyone finding my piece of paper and reading my secrets—not after I had committed to a fresh start. Instead, I racked my brain for a normal high school girl struggle—something benign and boring.
The classroom was silent, save for the scratching of two dozen pens and the gentle typing from the teacher’s laptop. I wrote about an experience from early on in my high school career, meaningful enough, but not so serious that I had to keep it a secret. When the timer went off and the teacher asked for volunteers to share, I raised my hand. I wasn’t picked first, so I listened to a few of my classmates read about struggling in school, drama with friends, bad breakups, and the loss of grandparents. When I was called on, I stood up, cleared my throat, and read my loopy, cursive script.
“When I was in ninth grade, I tried out for the varsity cheerleading team. I had been practicing for hours each day, and even worked with a gymnastics coach to perfect my backflip. I went to my tryout and absolutely rocked it. I nailed the dance routine, and every tumble was perfect. I was already looking forward to being on the team. When the results came out, my name wasn’t on the list. I was devastated. The coach knew my mom and told her that I had a good tryout, but there was a big senior class that had been on the team for years and was good. There just wasn’t room on the team and they weren’t going to kick anyone off for a freshman to join. Instead of quitting, I joined the JV team and put in the work and even got to travel with varsity for competition season as an alternate. It was a tough time in my life, but I became better at the sport and more resilient as a person because of it.”
“Thanks for sharing, Melanie,” the teacher said warmly after I sat down. “Thank you to everyone who read their journal today. Now, we’re going to move on to today’s reading of 1984. I’m going to give you 15 minutes to make sure you read all of today’s assigned pages before we start our discussion. Oh, Melanie, you don’t have a copy. Let me run to the supply closet and get you one. Don’t worry about today’s discussion; you can just listen.”
As the teacher left the room, a petite girl with long, beaded braids sitting in front of me turned around. “Do you still cheer?” she whispered.
I shrugged. “I would, but I missed high school tryouts and haven’t joined a private club here.”
“If you’re interested, go to the office after school and sign up for tryouts. A few girls got kicked off the team, and we have to replace them so we can use the choreography we already paid for. We’re looking for someone good, so if you’re legit, you should sign up.”
I beamed, my heart pounding with excitement. “OK!” I said eagerly. “I will.”
“Cool,” the girl whispered before turning back to her book. Mr. MacDonald returned with a battered paperback in his hand, and quietly gave it to me.
Luckily, I had already read the novel because I was too excited and anxious to concentrate. The rest of the day was a blur, and by the time three o’clock rolled around, I was mentally exhausted. I dumped a few textbooks off at my new locker after the final bell, gathered the supplies I needed for homework, and trekked down to the main office to sign up for tryouts.
I found the printed paper with four other names written on the lines. I took out a pink ballpoint pen and wrote my name with a flourish. When I turned around to walk out of the office, I saw a group of girls staring directly at me through the glass pane. They whispered to each other with serious expressions on their faces. Most of the faces were somewhat familiar, as I was pretty sure I had classes with them. While most of the girls only took quick glances at me, the blonde girl in the middle stared hard at me, so much so that it made me uncomfortable. I gave them a small smile, then walked out to the entrance and spotted my dad’s car. I climbed in and obliged a kiss on the cheek.
“How was your first day?” he asked enthusiastically, as if he needed to be especially positive and supportive.
“It was pretty good,” I admitted. “My brain feels fried, but it kind of feels good to be back.”
“Make any friends?” he asked as he navigated the pickup area.
I rolled my eyes. “It’s been one day.”
“But you’re so loveable,” he exclaimed. “I’m sure you’ll be having friends over for sleepovers in no time. Should we do something to celebrate your first day? Go out for dinner? Go to a movie?”
I shot him a glance. “It’s a school night. I should probably get my homework done and get some rest. I feel behind.”
“You’re so responsible,” he said proudly. “I’ll order Thai food and you can tell me all of the details.”
“Thanks,” I replied, not wanting to tell him everything. I had a superstitious streak in me that made me want to keep the cheer tryout news a secret until I knew I had a reasonably good chance of making it. I told myself that I could still enjoy my year without being on a team, as I had already planned on not being able to cheer, but I knew deep down that this tryout would be the biggest, most significant moment of my final year of high school.





CHAPTER
THREE
I  had another nightmare the night before my second day of school, but this one was different. Instead of the usual dream where I relived the worst day of my life, this one took place at my old school. I knew I was trying to get to my classes, but I kept getting lost. Every time I tried to find my classroom, the hall shifted, and I was transported into a hall that looked like my new school but wasn’t the same. Time passed, and even though I knew I was late and would get in trouble for being tardy, I couldn’t get myself where I needed to be. I went to the office to ask for help and get a hall pass, but the secretary was the blonde cheerleader who stared me down the previous day. She took one disgusted look at me and crossed my name off of the tryout sheet.
I woke just minutes before my alarm was set to go off. My dad was already up and clamoring around the kitchen, likely cooking up something that I was not interested in eating. Sometimes, he tried so hard to do the work of two parents that he forgot I was 17 and perfectly capable of taking care of basic day-to-day tasks, like feeding myself.
“Omelette?” he asked, holding up a pan of eggs covered in cheese and mushrooms.
“Oatmeal,” I responded, grabbing a packet from the pantry.
“More for me,” he said, his mouth already full. “Leave at the same time this morning?”
“A little later,” I replied. “I know where to go today.”
“Sounds good,” he said between bites. “Just holler when you’re ready. I’ve got nowhere to be.”
“You’re not working today?”
He shook his head. “Probably not until later tonight. I’ll let you know.”
As I got ready for school, I took a long look in the mirror, trying to decide if I fit in with the kids in my class and if the other cheerleaders would like me. I understood that each team was unique and had its own personality, and adding people who didn’t have compatible personalities could cause problems on a squad.
Old-fashioned and sexist as it was, I already knew that appearance was part of getting on a team. A cheerleader had to be in decent shape, not only to be able to do the routines but to fit into a uniform. The sport required participants to be well-groomed—every hair perfectly in place, makeup smooth and natural, and a dazzling smile. I had gotten my fair share of spray tans during competition season because I inherited my mom’s complexion and not my dad’s. I had used countless cans of hairspray to keep my ponytail secure and owned more pairs of false eyelashes than most girls my age. It was a superficial part of what was otherwise a very intense sport, but I had to play the game.
As I tugged at the bottom of my cropped sweater, I decided that I looked the part. I just needed to gather more information on whether my personality would match.
The second day was easier than the first. I showed up with the rush about five minutes to eight and was nearly to my first class before the warning bell rang. I took my seat with the others and got out my textbook and notebook. Like yesterday, no one made any effort to include me in their conversations, but no one gave me strange looks, either. I counted that as a small victory.
When lunchtime rolled around, I was nervous again. I tried to be confident, but it was still tough to eat alone when everyone seemed to be in established groups. As I walked into the cafeteria with my lunch bag, I spotted a few study tables along the edges of the room, which might give the illusion that I was trying to get work done during lunch, and not that I was a loner. I also scanned some of the groups, hoping for friendly-looking people to sit with, but I couldn’t exactly tell what grade some people were in, and I didn’t want to be a weird senior sitting down with freshmen.
I was about to head toward an empty seat when a hand grabbed the crook of my elbow and stopped me so sharply that I nearly tripped down the stairs. I turned to see the blonde cheerleader from my bad dream smirking at me.
“Melanie Glass,” she said, as if she were teaching me my own name. “I’m Bea Ardent. I’m kind of the HBIC around here, so you’re lucky I’m taking you under my wing.”
“HBIC?” I asked, unfamiliar with her acronym.
She giggled like I had said something adorable. “Head Bitch In Charge. Come sit with us. I’m going to help you out around here.”
The girl pulled me down the stairs by the wrist, her friends circling us as they sat down at an empty round table. I sat next to Bea, and the other girls filled out the table, placing their lunch bags in front of them.
Upon my observation, it was clear that Bea was in charge of her friend group. The other girls seemed to watch her movements before moving themselves. Even the kids at the surrounding tables occasionally looked over just to see what was happening. Or maybe they were looking over because Bea looked like a movie star.
Bea Ardent carried herself in a way that suggested she was royalty. Her long, platinum hair fell in loose waves down her back. Her blue doe eyes were lined with shimmering brown shadow, and her dark eyelashes were so long they almost looked cartoonish. Her full, pink lips parted in a pout when she wasn’t speaking, as if she were trying to seduce the person she was in conversation with. Her voice was low and had a slight rasp to it, but that wasn’t uncommon for Californian teens. She wore a designer tank top that stretched thin across her ample chest. She looked cute, but I was surprised that the school didn’t dress code her outfit. I was even a little nervous about the minuscule gap between my high-waisted jeans and sweater.
“You signed up for cheer tryouts,” Bea stated.
“Yeah, I was pretty disappointed that I missed tryouts last year, so I’m hoping I can make the team. Are you on it?”
Bea giggled, and her friends joined in. “I’m the captain. I was the captain last year, too.”
“That’s awesome,” I replied. “I love cheer. I’ve been thinking about trying out for a college team next year, but everyone is so good around here.”
“I’ve met the spirit squad coach at USC, and he said that I’m basically on the team if I want it,” Bea said casually. “Anyway, what brings you to our little school? Heard you just moved here.”
I bit my lip, conjuring up a lie, one of many that I rehearsed when I was asked this question. “My dad’s work,” I said quickly, trying to deflect from myself as quickly as possible. “Stinks that it happened now, but I’m happy to be here. Everyone seems pretty nice.”
“They’ll be even nicer once they know that you’re cool,” she simpered.
I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant, but I knew that I generally had made a good impression on people.
“I hope so. It’s kind of hard to meet new people, especially when everyone already knows one another.”
“Well, play your cards right, and things will work out for you,” she said simply, pulling a small container of almonds from her bag. She ate a few, then closed the container and resealed her lunch bag. “I have some pull in this school—not just with students, but with staff and admin,” she bragged, mixing a packet of powder into her glass water bottle. “This year could be tough for you, or it could be great.”
I wasn’t sure what she meant by that comment, either. In some ways, it seemed vaguely threatening.
“So why is there an opening on the cheer team?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation back toward our shared interest.
The girls all looked toward Bea. She tapped her manicured nails on her water bottle and smirked.
“We have a behavior code. Basically, if you get good grades, stay out of trouble, and don’t do anything to hurt the squad’s reputation, there won’t be any problems. A few of our members were not living up to that code.”
“Oh,” I said, regretting asking. I didn’t want to seem like a gossiper.
“Well, that’s what happens to little sluts who don’t do what they’re told,” Bea cackled, causing the other girls to snicker.
My stomach sank. I wasn’t sure if she was using the pejorative name literally or figuratively, but both made me a little uneasy.
“You look like you follow the rules,” Bea said, looking at me.
I forced a smile. “I think so,” I replied. “So, are there other fun activities to do here? Anything that would look good on a scholarship application?”
“I’m in the honor society and will be on the homecoming and prom courts when the time comes. I do equestrian and pageants outside of school, so I don’t have much time for anything else. Maybe you can tell Melanie about the things you do,” she asked her friends.
“I think just about every subject has a club,” a brunette said lazily. “Like, if you’re into math, you can join a math club. The drama club is pretty big, but that’s because they’re all a bunch of weirdos who are either religious and celibate or want to explore their repressed sexualities with each other. I’m on student council, but those spots are already full. Everyone who’s anyone does a sport, but since we’re cheer, we can’t take a season off to do something else.”
“My advice is to join a club where you don’t do anything, but you get to go on overnight trips,” another girl giggled. “The chaperones usually don’t give a shit about what you do, as long as you don’t do anything to make them look bad.”
The whole table laughed at this. Even Bea smiled. She seemed very confident, perhaps arrogant, but maybe she was all right. At this point, I could use any friend I could get.
When the bell rang, Bea got up from her seat without so much as another word and turned to go back toward the senior lockers. The other girls followed, leaving me behind. But, unlike Bea, they smiled and waved goodbye to me as they walked away. Feeling like I had made some progress, I went to my locker and then to my next class, World History.
I don’t know if I was just imagining it, but I felt like people suddenly treated me differently. The previous day, and during the morning classes, the other kids wouldn’t engage with me. They weren’t outwardly mean, but they weren’t friendly, either. Now, people I hadn’t spoken to were smiling at me as I passed through the hall. I was surprised but pleased at this new change. I didn’t know if this had anything to do with my conversation at lunch, but if people warming up to me was a result of spending time with those girls, I was happy to continue.
When I walked into the school of fish to get to my next class, I didn’t have to push and shove my way through the pack to get where I needed to go. People got out of my way, unmistakably yielding to me when I tried to get to the classroom. One boy even apologized for accidentally bumping my arm as I passed. It was a small win after what felt like a series of neverending losses. It was certainly a feeling I could get used to.





CHAPTER
FOUR
“A t each table,” Mr. Gordon, the history teacher announced as he meandered around the room, “there is a packet of information about a different global conflict in the past century. Your group’s job is to read through the information, summarize itupfront, and report the information back to the class on Thursday. If you want more information, you can grab a laptop from the back of the room. You will want to consider the causes of the conflict and what the response was. Let me know if you have any questions. Otherwise, I’ll let you get to work.”
I turned to my tablemates: two guys I recognized from my Calculus class, and the girl sitting directly next to me, who had introduced herself the previous day, but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember her name.
“I’m going to grab a laptop before the other groups take them all,” the spectacled kid announced. “Christian, you should grab an atlas for some context.”
“Good idea,” the other boy said, both getting up from our table.
“Melanie, right?” my tablemate asked timidly. She was a short, thin girl with warm eyes and a perfect complexion. Her perfectly straight hair fell in a smooth bob, hovering just above her shoulders.
I smiled and nodded enthusiastically. “And—”
“Sally Chiang,” she replied quickly. “How has everything been so far?”
“Pretty good. I haven’t gotten completely lost yet,” I joked.
“Good,” she smiled kindly. “I was new sophomore year, so I know how it can be."
She spoke in hushed tones, even while the rest of the class spoke to their groups at full volume.
“I heard you’re trying out for cheerleading.”
“Yeah,” I said with a hint of a laugh in my voice. It seemed like this was big news at this school.
“I’m on the team,” she replied without a hint of pride in her voice. “It’s fun, but it can be hard to juggle squad commitments with school and other extracurriculars. I’m trying to get into Stanford, then eventually medical school, so my résumé has to be perfect.”
“That’s kind of what Bea said. It sounds like there are very high standards for the team. I think that’s a good thing, though.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve met Bea?”
“Yeah, she introduced herself at lunch today. Are you friends with her?”
Sally nodded. “All of the senior cheer girls hang out together. I wouldn’t call this school cliquey, but it just so happens that those of us with stuff in common stick together. Our friend groups are somewhat fluid, I guess you could say. Like, I spend a lot of time with our cheer group, but I also hang out with academic decathlon people outside of practice, or I’ll meet up with people who are studying for the SATs.”
“I like that,” I replied. “My last school was kind of like that. There weren’t any rules about who I could and couldn’t hang out with.”
Sally bit her bottom lip. “Well, I wouldn’t say there were no rules, but—”
The guys in our group returned with their materials, and Sally and I stopped our conversation and started reading our material so we could contribute to the group. So far, I thought Sally was someone I could get along with. We both loved cheer and cared a lot about academics and our futures.
Our group worked quickly, and we were far ahead of schedule with 10 minutes of class remaining. One of the guys suggested we save the rest of the work for the next day, and Sally and I agreed. The boys wandered to another part of the classroom, leaving me to get to know Sally better.
We bonded over our love of detective novels, romance movies, and board games during the end of class, and I felt like we could talk forever. In just that short conversation, I learned that she also used to live in LA and was also an only child. I could see myself spending a lot more time with Sally.
At the end of class, Sally leaned a little closer to me and said, “OK, I just need to quickly tell you about Bea because she can be a little much for people and it’s better to know what she’s like up front.” She spoke so quickly and quietly that I could hardly keep up.
“I know I said we don’t have cliques here, but if we did, Bea would be in charge of ours, and probably everyone else’s, too. She has a ton of pull around here—even with the teachers. People just listen to what she says.”
“That’s kind of what she told me.”
“And she’s not one to be modest, but to her credit, she has a lot of things going for her. After high school, I’m pretty sure she’s going to be signed to a major modeling agency. It’s not like she needs the money, though. Her mom is loaded and pretty much lets Bea make all of their financial decisions.”
Sally paused to look around her as if she were worried about eavesdroppers.
“I don’t mean to sound like I’m talking shit about my friend,” Sally said. “But I feel like you need to know about her if you’re going to hang around our group. Everyone else here knows how things work because a lot of people have known her for years. She’s a lot of fun and it’s cool to be in her friend group and have all of the perks that go along with it, but you can’t get on her bad side. If you piss her off, you might as well tell your parents to transfer you to another school, because that’s essentially the outcome if anyone crosses her. She’s one of those people who can dish it out, but they can’t take it, if you know what I mean. Anyway, I don’t think you seem like the type to challenge her authority, so I wouldn’t worry too much about it. It just seems fair to fill you in on what’s been going on here.”
“Thanks,” I said, truly grateful for a little insider knowledge. I certainly didn’t want to step on any toes.
“Sometimes I feel bad for the girl, though,” she sighed. “I think she basically got everything she could ever ask for growing up, and it’s hard if she wants something and doesn’t get it. Like, I think psychologically, it had to have messed her up. Plus, her dad died a few years ago, which can’t be easy. Like, I can’t even comprehend how that would feel.”
Sally’s warning had me rather concerned, but if Bea could be difficult, I could understand where she was coming from.
There was more to losing a loved one than the surface-level sadness. If I hadn’t gone through it myself, I wouldn’t have fully understood why a death in the family could cause someone to be moody at times or misbehave. Now, I knew what trauma did to a person.
Before the accident, I was known as the social butterfly. After, I was withdrawn and couldn’t even fake a smile when my friends would come around to see me. School was once my favorite place, but I had such extreme anxiety that I couldn’t go back. I spent half a year fighting to get back to where I was before the accident, and I would only assess myself as being 85 percent of the person I was before. I occasionally said and did things that I wouldn’t have dreamed of doing before. I lashed out at my dad, I ignored messages from guys I liked, and there were days I couldn’t get out of bed.
Sally, as kind as she was, was right about one thing: She couldn’t understand what it was like to go through something so traumatic. I decided I could use a friend who had that level of understanding. I still wasn’t sure if I was ready to share what happened to me with new people, but I kept Bea in the back of my mind in case the situation arose where we could share shitty experiences. Maybe that was just the thing she needed, too.
My dad had tried to get me to go to support groups with him, but they made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t someone who liked to cry or be vulnerable in front of others, and it was nothing but an hour of listening to people sob and expect me to do the same. I was the type of person to put on a brave face or an encouraging smile when things went wrong. I was the person who tried to boost people’s spirits. I begged my dad not to make me return to a meeting. He reluctantly agreed, went on his own a few times, then stopped going, too. I think he decided he would rather throw himself into his work.
As the bell rang, Sally slid a piece of paper into my palm; a sticky note bore her name and her phone number.
“Text me your name so I can add your number to my phone,” she said as we walked toward the door. “If you need to know anything about this school, let me know.”
We smiled at each other before parting ways. I tucked the note into the back pocket of my jeans for safekeeping. I didn’t want to speak too soon, but I felt like I had just met my first friend at this new school.
The rest of the school day went quickly, and I felt pretty good about how quickly I was adjusting. In my remaining classes, kids actually approached me to talk, and I think most of the upperclassmen on the cheerleading squad introduced themselves and tried to gauge my skill level. I couldn’t remember all of the names, but the smiling faces meant the world to me.
When my dad picked me up that day, I must have had a smile on my face because he noted that I was in a good mood.
“Please don’t tell me that you met a cute boy today,” he teased.
I rolled my eyes. “No, but people have been pretty nice today.”
“I’m glad. Meet any new friends?”
“Maybe,” I said hopefully, staring at the tree-lined streets as we drove back to our new little home. I took out my phone and the note from Sally and sent her a text.
Hey, it’s Melanie!
Less than a minute later, she replied with three smiley face emojis. It was all the reassurance I needed that things were getting better.





CHAPTER
FIVE
“W hat’s this case?” I asked my dad as I sliced a block of tofu into small cubes. We stood side by side in the kitchen, my dad sauteing vegetables for our stir fry. My mom generally did most of the cooking in our family, so my dad and I had to step things up in her absence. I grew to cherish the moments we had in the kitchen, either catching up or not speaking at all.
“Oh, just your garden variety cheating spouse,” he said casually.
“Another one?”
“It’s more common than you think,” he said, adding the tofu to the wok. I pulled the lid off of the saucepan and checked on the rice, steam stinging my eyes.
“Yeah?” I asked incredulously. I knew a lot of people’s parents who were divorced, but I wasn’t aware of any who cheated.
“A lot of people don’t know how to do relationships,” he explained. “Not just marriage, either. Work, friendships—people find ways to mess things up. I don’t know the secret to making all relationships last, but I think it has something to do with giving a crap about the other person. That, and it helps if you don’t have a messed-up past. You gotta learn how to be a decent person, and then you have to care about others more than you care about yourself. You’d be surprised at how hard this is for people.”
I believed my dad’s theory. He had more interactions with different types of people than I could even comprehend. One night on the beat could result in 20 calls for an officer. If he knew anything, it was people and what made them tick.
“What’s the deal with this one?” I got out a dishcloth and started cleaning up the counters. My dad was great at attention to detail, but not so much at cleaning up after himself.
“My client started noticing changes in her husband. At first, he seemed a little more disinterested and distracted. Then, she felt like he was being cold to her. Some time passed, and suddenly he’s spending less time at home when he used to hang around the house frequently. He got a gym membership and now disappears to work out a few hours a day, he’s going out for drinks with his coworkers who he never had been friendly with before, and now he has a streak of insomnia, and the only thing that makes it better is for him to go on a drive to clear his head.”
I winced. “Sounds suspicious.”
“And that’s where I come in,” he said with a chuckle, patting me on the shoulder with a damp hand before drizzling a variety of sauces over our supper. “So far, he’s doing a decent job. I helped her look over their cellphone account, his email, and his Facebook account, and they’re clean. She said he leaves the house just about every evening, so I’m hoping we’ll get lucky on tonight’s stakeout.”
“I’m not going to lie, sitting in your car for hours to possibly get information doesn’t sound very exciting,” I said as I dished out a serving into a white ceramic bowl. I took my supper to the kitchen table and dug in.
“It might not be, but it pays the bills and keeps you fed,” he joked. Dad grabbed the spoon and dumped a few servings into a plastic container.
“You’re going now?” I asked, thinking we would eat together before he left.
“I’m taking it to go,” he replied. “Are you OK staying here alone for a while?”
“How long?” I asked.
He shrugged. “It depends. If the husband goes out right away, I could be home in a few hours. If he sticks around for longer, it could be a while. I’m hoping for the former. Are you sure you’re going to be OK? Say the word and I’ll stay home.”
While I did want him to at least stay for dinner and promise to come home before I went to bed, I couldn’t ask that. I was nearly old enough to be on my own, and I couldn’t stop him from doing his job, especially because he was the only person with an income in our household.
“I’ll be fine. Promise.”
“Good,” he said, looking slightly relieved. “I’ll have my cell phone.”
“Don’t answer it if you’re driving,” I warned.
“Got it. Wish me luck.”
He held out his fist for me to bump, and then he snagged his car keys and left. I went to the front window and watched him get into his car and drive down the street. I stood at my post until he made a turn and disappeared.
With a loud sigh, I returned to my supper, scrolling my social media apps as I ate. Even though I hadn’t kept in touch with a lot of people at my last school, I still liked to see what they were up to every now and again. I was still too nervous to add anyone from my new school, in case they thought I was too needy or eager.
When I was finished, I dutifully packed the leftovers into glass containers and washed the dishes. Then, I dragged my bookbag out of my room at sat down at the kitchen table to check my planner for homework.
I only had a few quick tasks to complete, so I went to the fridge, cracked open a can of sparkling water, and got to work. First, I sailed through a math review for a calculus quiz coming up. Then, I took out my book for English, read the assigned pages, and took notes in my spiral notebook. When I was finished, I neatly tucked everything back into my bag, zipped it closed, and draped the shoulder straps over my chair so it would be ready for the next day.
Having nothing else to work on, I got off my seat at the kitchen table and wandered around, trying to think of something to entertain myself until my dad got home. It was rare for me to be home alone, so I wanted to use the time well. I thought about drawing a bubble bath—my dad always complained about how much I ran up the water bill when I did so—but I didn’t feel like it. I considered putting on loud music and dancing around the house, but I wasn’t in the mood. Instead, I wandered through the house, practicing my observation skills, a move my dad would probably consider weird if he were home to witness it. We hadn’t played such games since I was little.
The house contained my dad’s and my personal belongings, but it didn’t feel entirely like our home. I was brought up in our old home; my parents bought it when I was 2, so it was as much a part of me as my own limbs. Navigating it was second nature to me, and I could have traversed the halls with my eyes closed, never missing a step. The dent in the garage was a reminder of when I was in fifth grade and into playing roller hockey and blasted a puck into the drywall. The faint, yellow splotches in the ceiling above the living room came from my dad’s final DIY project when he tried to fix the bathroom sink and it ended up leaking through the floor. The office with the sparkling glass doors was where I cried after my first heartbreak in the seventh grade when my boyfriend broke up with me over instant messenger. The house was my whole life.
This house belonged to someone else. My dad had done his best to hang up the wall art and picture frames after the move, but it looked like a sloppy cut-and-paste job. Bless him for trying, but he didn’t have the eye for décor that my mom had. The new house was a little smaller than the one we moved from, so a lot of our things were still in boxes. I suspected they would stay in storage indefinitely.
From the kitchen, I walked up to my bedroom, which resembled a mix between a hotel room and a college dorm. The walls had a strange texture to them and were covered in taupe paint. I tried to stick posters up over the scuffs, but the whole room needed a fresh coat of paint. My dad said I could paint the room whatever color I wanted, but we hadn’t gotten around to getting the supplies. The carpet was flat and had a clear path worn through the center of the room. Occasionally, when sitting on the floor, I would find strands of cat hair woven into the edges of the carpet, something that no amount of vacuuming could fully get rid of.
Next, I walked down the short hall, past my bathroom and the linen closet to my dad’s room. The furniture was set up in the same orientation as in our previous house. The king-sized bed was too large for one person, and I could tell by the creases in the linens that my dad didn’t stray from his side of the bed. The pillow on the left was tilted and crinkled, and the comforter was folded at the corner. The right side was smooth, and the pillow lay perfectly square with the headboard.
I opened the dresser that once belonged to my mom and was taken aback by how light the drawers were when I pulled them open. For as long as I could remember, I had loved to sift through her clothes and try things on. Now, only a few garments remained. I picked up one of her soft college t-shirts and held it to my nose, smelling laundry detergent, her lotion, and some other factor that I couldn’t identify as anything other than Mom. A few dresses were tucked away in a garment bag in the closet, including her wedding dress. When going through her closet, my dad and I picked out things we couldn’t possibly bear to part with. As much as I wanted to keep all of it, I knew there were only a few things I might want to wear someday. The rest we packed into cardboard boxes and sent to the secondhand store, as we knew that my mom wouldn’t want perfectly good clothes sitting in a dresser as a memorial to her.
I picked up the sleeve of one of my dad’s sweatshirts and held it to my nose, inhaling the scent of dryer sheets, cologne, and a hint of sweat. I wanted him home. I wasn’t in the mood to talk about Mom, or talk at all, but his quiet presence in another room of the house was very comforting. I just wanted to know that I hadn’t been abandoned.
To pass the time, I flopped down on the bed and switched on the small TV on the chest of drawers. After flipping through the channels, I settled on an old sitcom I used to watch with my parents. I half-watched; half let my brain wander. I thought about cheer and rehearsed a few routines in my head, just to make sure I still remembered the moves. I thought about Bea and the group of girls at lunch and my talk with Sally.
Then, my thoughts shifted. I looked at the clock. Normally, I would be in bed by 10, either reading a book or scrolling through my phone. I wondered why my dad wasn’t home yet. I knew that his work depended on his clients and whatever was going on in their messy lives, but when he left that evening, I imagined him returning in time to tell me goodnight. There was something about going to sleep alone in the house that made me uneasy.
Since I was a preteen, I had some conception of how dangerous my dad’s work was. My parents tried to keep that from me as a little kid, but as I got older and was able to read the news, I started noticing reports that featured cops getting hurt or killed at work. When I was 13, I went to the funeral of an officer in my dad’s precinct who was shot responding to a domestic violence call. I don’t remember a lot from that day, but I remember recognizing the officer’s son as the little boy I used to play with when I was young. It wasn’t until then that it hit home that my dad worked the same job and could have the same fate.
Fortunately, private detective work wasn’t always so dangerous. In the police department, you don’t get a say if you want to go on a call—you just go where you’re sent. Now, my dad could choose the cases he wanted to work, and they were all low-risk in comparison to his old calls. Much of his work revolved around surveillance without much confrontation. Instead of breaking down doors and making arrests, he followed people, captured information on camera, and reported back to his clients.
I understood this, yet I couldn’t help but fear for his safety. I thought about calling him just to check in but didn’t want him to think that I couldn’t be home alone. I rolled over and pressed my face into his pillow, trying to convince myself that he was fine, and I could go to bed, but images of him being hurt in various ways popped into my head. I could feel my heart start to beat harder.
Walking back to the kitchen, I sat down at the table so I could see his headlights in the driveway before I heard him walk in. I opened my contacts on my phone and scrolled down to his name but stopped short of calling. I was too old to call my dad because I was scared. Instead, worked on creating an excuse to call. I thought about issues with the house or benign questions I could ask that would give reason to call, but no cause for concern. I thought about telling him that I accidentally called him instead of an old friend, then ask how the case was going while I had him on the line. Finally, I settled on checking to see if he had his house key because I was going to lock the doors and go to bed. I practiced my speech, then pressed his name in my phone and waited for him to pick up.
With each ring, I grew more and more anxious. When he didn’t pick up at all, I went into a full-blown panic. I started pacing around the kitchen with my heart racing. I racked my brain, thinking of who I could call in case something went terribly wrong. I didn’t have any family members living within a few hours. My grandparents were old and didn’t drive at night, so even if I called them, it wasn’t like they could come stay with me. I had Sally’s number, but there was no way in hell I could call a classmate I just met to help if my dad didn’t come home. I felt incredibly alone.
Then, bright lights shone in the driveway. My initial instinct was that it was the police, coming to inform me that my dad was dead. When the lights went out and I saw my dad walk toward the house, my whole body relaxed. I blinked rapidly to keep the tears from coming and fiddled with the zippers on my backpack to make it look like I was doing something productive, and not losing my mind because I was 17 years old and home alone.
“What are you still doing up?” he asked as he hung his keys on the hook in the kitchen.
“Just wanted to double-check my homework,” I lied. “I was just going to bed now.”
I walked over to give him a hug, holding him tighter and longer than I normally would.
When I let go, he pulled his phone from his pocket and set it on the table, causing the screen to light up.
“You called? Is everything all right?”
“Just wanted to tell you I was going to bed—in case you left your keys at home.”
He looked at his keyring on the wall. The house key dangled next to his car key, as it always had. It was a stupid lie.
“You didn’t answer.”
“I was driving,” he explained. “How would it sound if you asked where I was and I told you I was on my way home? I know how you feel about distracted driving.”
“Oh,” I said softly. He was right.
“I think I’m going to go to bed now, too.” He yawned. “Nothing puts me to sleep better than an uneventful stakeout. See you in the morning.”
I followed him up the stairs and we branched out at our respective rooms.
“Mel,” he called down the hall. “Were you in here?”
“Just watched a little TV,” I called back.
“OK. Goodnight.”
I closed my door, turned off the light, and crawled into bed, pulling the covers up high over my ears. I chastised myself for getting spooked in a quiet little house until I eventually drifted off to sleep.





CHAPTER
SIX
I t only took me a few days to get settled into a routine. I felt butterflies in my stomach each morning, but they dissipated by the time I got settled into my first period class. Before my transfer, I had told myself to try to stick it out for a month and look into homeschooling options if it didn’t work out, but now I felt like I could last the whole year.
I didn’t necessarily become close friends with anyone in my class, but I was starting to make school friends with quite a few people. I got along well with the self-proclaimed “nerds” in my AP classes and enjoyed the assignments and conversations we had. The guys who normally didn’t get the time of day from cheerleader types were actually funny and made the day more enjoyable, more so than the cute, but immature guys who were nice to look at, but annoying to listen to.
In the classes I shared with Sally, we began to partner up whenever we could. One of the worst parts about being new was having to be a loner in everyone else’s already established friendships, so it was a relief that I didn’t have to wander around the class looking for a partner.
Even at lunch, I knew that I could find a familiar face and sit at their table without anyone giving me dirty looks. I started regularly sitting at a table comprised of mostly upper-class cheerleaders. Even though I wasn’t on the team, no one seemed to mind. Much of the anxiety I had over now knowing where to go or who to talk to slowly dissolved as the days went on.
That wasn’t to say that the entire student body was as intelligent, clever, and kind as the majority of my classmates. I had caught a few girls giving me dirty looks when I passed in the hall or staring at the scars I tried so hard to conceal. I heard some boys catcall in my general direction, but I was always too afraid to see if they were being obnoxious about me. This kind of unwanted attention wasn’t new to me, but it still made me feel dirty whenever I encountered it. I had a low tolerance for harassment and couldn’t stand to see other girls feel uncomfortable.
So, when I was walking up the stairs to get to my next class and saw a couple of boys carefully holding a cell phone under a freshman girl’s skirt, I saw red. I did a double-take to make sure I hadn’t read the situation incorrectly. Sure enough, the first boy showed the screen to the second and they both guffawed in an obnoxious way that only immature boys could do. I immediately approached them.
“What did you just do?”
“Nothing,” the photographer replied with a disgusted tone, as if I were the one in the wrong. They kept ascending the stairs. The poor girl also continued, looking back at us with big, worried eyes. If she knew what had happened, she was too scared to say anything. She reminded me of myself at 14—meek and eager to please. The boys looked closer to my age. It disgusted me to know that they were purposefully picking on someone so young and vulnerable.
“I saw what you did,” I continued, not dropping the subject. It was my dad’s sense of justice shining through again. “Delete the picture and apologize.”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” the kid said again, now trying to get past me. He stopped abruptly when a designer shoe entered his path, nearly tripping him up.
“What did Melanie say?” Bea got in front of the boys and put her hands on her hips.
“What?” the kid mumbled, clearly rattled by her sudden appearance.
“You were being a little creep, and Melanie asked you to do something. What did she ask?”
By now, bystanders in the halls were slowing down to watch the scene develop. My ears felt warm. This was not the type of attention I wanted at school.
“I don’t know,” he muttered.
“I think she asked you to delete the picture you took up that poor girl’s skirt,” Bea said firmly. “I think it would be a fatal mistake not to do so.”
The boy sheepishly got out his phone and scrolled to his pictures. From where I stood, I saw him click on the picture that exposed the girl’s underwear and delete it.
“Now, don’t you have somewhere to be?”
The boys took off, almost running away from Bea. I was stunned.
“How did you get him to do that?” I asked, astonished by her power.
She shrugged. “You just have to know how to handle fuckboys. Obviously, their parents didn’t teach them how to be normal human beings, so I’m willing to get them in line. Under no circumstances can you let boys think they have any power here. The moment they think they can do what they want, they act out in the worst way. They will humiliate girls and leave them with nothing. That’s why you have to get to them first.”
“I’m definitely not OK with what they did, but you saw how they didn’t even listen when I told them to get rid of it and leave the girl alone. I thought I was going to have to tell a teacher about it.”
“Don’t bother,” she said as we walked back to the senior hallway. “You tell a teacher, and there’s a good chance that nothing is done about it. Even if it is addressed, those boys aren’t going to learn their lesson. They will just learn to be sneakier about it next time, and they will probably retaliate against you for busting them. If there’s someone who’s acting like an idiot like those boys, just tell me. If someone tries to humiliate someone like us, I will take care of it. You are probably just too nice of a person to get things done. I’m tough, but fair. I know what makes people tick and will use what I know about them to keep them in check.”
The bell was about to ring, and I was a few steps away from my class.
“Well, thanks for talking to those guys,” I said, trying to gracefully wrap up the conversation.
“Don’t mention it, sweetie,” she said in a mildly condescending tone. She had a sickly-sweet smile on her face as she waved goodbye to me and sauntered down the hall without any sense of urgency.
I quickly ducked into the classroom and sat in my seat with seconds to spare.
What I had witnessed from Bea was some sort of superhero feat. Those gross boys showed no respect toward women in general, but they did exactly what Bea wanted without her having to say much. I thought I saw fear in their eyes—maybe they had a history of getting on Bea’s bad side that I wasn’t aware of. Either way, I thought it was pretty great that there was someone in school who was willing to shut down inappropriate behavior and didn’t care about losing status with her peers. I don’t know if I could be as demanding as her, but I wished I had the power to stop girls from getting picked on like that.
I couldn’t help but wonder what afforded her such power at this school. There had to be something I didn’t know about her that would answer that question. Maybe her mother had high status around town and had a lot of pull, which trickled down to Bea. I even wondered if her mom was the principal here, but I think someone would have mentioned it to me if she was. I couldn’t get that scene out of my head for the rest of that class. Bea truly was in charge of the school, and the way she handled people made me want to get to know her better.





CHAPTER
SEVEN
A fter the run-in with those two dirtbag boys, I was captivated by Bea’s magic. We had sixth period together, so I sat toward the back of the classroom and observed her every move and interaction. I had encountered my fair share of popular kids and queen bees over the years—I may have even been one myself—but there was something so different, so impressive about her.
Her magic even seemed to work on the teachers, which strengthened my hypothesis that she was well-connected with the school. I made a mental note to check the news for major donations from her family. If her mother paid a boatload to keep the school looking nice, I could see why she might be handled differently, lest the money stop coming in. Or maybe her mom was friends with multiple teachers, making it awkward to discipline her.
For someone who lauded the cheerleading team’s honor code, Bea was not on her best behavior. For starters, most classrooms had some degree of abstinence from cell phone use. The lenient teachers didn’t ban usage but asked that no phones were visible during instruction time. The strictest would give a warning for a first offense; they would confiscate the phone for the remainder of the period if they even saw it out. Being the rule-follower that I was, I avoided using my phone at school unless it was to quickly check my messages or to send a text to my dad.
Bea, on the other hand, did not try to hide her cell phone use in class. She often had her phone on the desk and would pick it up whenever it buzzed, which was eight times in that class period. What surprised me even more than her blatant disregard for the rules was the fact that no teacher said a word to her about it and continued to monitor other students’ phone use. Even more surprising still was the fact that no students called out the obvious double standard. Either the other kids were so used to this favoritism or they were afraid of repercussions.
The second special privilege I noticed was that Bea did not have to do anything she didn’t want to do in class. If other students weren’t paying attention, they were sure to be called on. For the most part, everyone was kept on their toes, in fear that they would be called on to answer a question. Bea, on the other hand, did not seem remotely concerned about looking stupid in front of the class. If she raised her hand, the teacher immediately called on her. If she didn’t, and she was on her phone, she was not asked to participate. She could have her back turned and could be audibly talking to another student about something not related to the lecture and still not be reprimanded.
I figured she had to be pretty smart if she could ignore the teacher for an entire class and still get good enough grades to stay on the cheer team. There was a lot of pressure on kids our age to get good enough grades to get accepted into top schools or get scholarships, so there was no way that someone like Bea didn’t care about grades. The only kids I knew who didn’t try in school were gifted, or those who didn’t need traditional education to make it in their field of choice. I was not particularly gifted, so I needed to pay attention to the lecture and not get caught up in observing Bea. At the end of class, I looked at my notes and regretted my use of time.
During my next class, I found a little free time to ask Sally as many questions as I could without making it look like I was ragging on her friend.
“I’m still trying to get a good read on the teachers here and I think I need your help,” I said quietly, leaning toward her. I placed my Spanish book in front of me, so it looked like I was discussing the reading with Sally, and not gossiping.
“Sure,” she said in a friendly tone, turning to face me.
“Is Mr. Wilson a pushover when it comes to rules?” I asked. “Like, can we just get away with anything in that class?”
She thought for a minute before shrugging. “I wouldn’t say so,” she replied, tiny wrinkles forming on her forehead as she considered the question. “I don’t think he’s one of the strictest teachers at this school, but he’s a fairly tough grader. He’s nice, but I don’t think he’s the type who would grant you an extension on an assignment without a good reason. I heard him literally yell at a kid for being a minute tardy and interrupting a quiz, so I don’t think he lets everything fly. I heard from a girl who graduated last year that he’s OK but doesn’t have much of a sense of humor. Was that the impression you got?” she asked at the end of her analysis.
We had completely different ideas about what went on in this teacher’s classroom. Was this another part of Bea’s charm? Part of me felt like a bad detective for getting such a different response from Sally.
“Not ,” I said sheepishly. “But maybe the teacher’s afraid of getting on Bea’s bad side,” I said lightheartedly.
Sally’s face went stony. “What do you mean?” Without moving her head, her eyes scanned across the room.
“I’m kidding,” I said, trying to recover. “Bea told me that people know better than to mess with her. It’s OK. I’ve had friends who are the scorched-earth type if someone slights them. I just noticed how Mr. Wilson didn’t say anything to her about her phone, when he seems like someone who doesn’t like interruptions.”
“She’s always been like that,” Sally said dismissively.
“Oh. I was starting to think that her mom was paying teachers off.” I chuckled.
Sally shook her head. “They have money, but her mom is not paying anyone off. She looked side to side, then craned her neck to spot our teacher, who was on the other side of the room, back turned to us. “Should we get started on the assignment? I don’t want to get in trouble for not working on it.”
We had been discreet about our conversation and were not under any instructions to complete the task by the end of the period. Her concern was genuine, but it didn’t seem like it had anything to do with our schoolwork.
“Yeah, let’s do it,” I said cheerily, trying to hide the fact that I found the change of subject disappointing. We got started on our worksheet, not bringing up Bea or anything related to how the school culture worked. We finished our work by the time the bell rang, but I felt guilty for digging for information. Sally hadn’t been cold or standoffish after that conversation, but she also wasn’t as warm as she was in other classes when we talked about our shared interests. I felt like I had said the wrong thing but didn’t completely understand why. After all, she was the first to tell me about Bea.
That evening, my dad made homemade pizza and we sat down together and caught up. He had worked a lot the past few days and we didn’t have a chance to talk about his cases or my school life beyond superficial topics. After the night of his stakeout, he never had a chance to fill me in on the details, and I was very curious. Part of me liked hearing about his jobs because the stories could be salacious and as mature as I was, I was still a teenage girl who loved hearing dramatic stories. Another part of me purely enjoyed hearing what he did from an academic perspective—as I hoped I could work in the field after college. While I took school seriously, I felt I had an advantage over my future college peers because I essentially had a private tutor at home.
“I still have some work to do on that one,” my dad said after swallowing a bite of pizza.
I dabbed a bit of grease off with a paper towel, then tried his creation. It was not as good as the Italian restaurant by my old cheer studio where we celebrated big wins, but it was much tastier than anything we could get delivered to our new neighborhood.
“But did you catch the husband doing anything?”
He shrugged and tilted his head from side to side. “Yes and no. He went to the gym. I already knew his membership was legit, but that’s often a good alibi. The wife is usually swamped with taking care of kids, so she’s less likely to join him at the same time. Plus, the bill comes every month, so he can always use that as ‘proof’ that he’s going.”
“But he actually was going to the gym,” I replied.
“Yes, which looks good for him, but doesn’t automatically get him off the hook,” he countered. “It doesn’t explain the other trips out of the house. And gyms can be a meetup place for cheaters—especially 24-hour gyms.”
“?” I asked, surprised. Whenever I had gone to the gym with my parents to get in shape for cheer, it seemed like most people were there to do their workout and then get out. Of course, there were plenty of people who liked to watch themselves pump iron in front of a mirror. Maybe those were the types who went to the gym to cheat. I thought about muscley men and women in tight workout clothes with too-tanned skin and wondered if they were legitimate couples or secret lovers who got off on watching their partner work out.
“Happens more than you’d think,” he replied, grabbing another slice off of the pan. “I couldn’t get a good look at him once he was inside, but when he left, he had showered.”
“It is a gym,” I said, playing devil’s advocate.
My dad had always taught me to examine a situation from all sides and to challenge any preconceived notions when drawing conclusions.
“You’re right. It makes it harder to give my client a definitive answer about what he was doing there. Did he shower because that’s part of his exercise ritual, or because he didn’t want the scent of another person on him when he went home? That’s why I’m going to have to stake him out again. That’s enough about my boring work—what about school? How are your classes? What are the other kids like?”
I gave him a full report about my courses and teachers, as if I were reporting intelligence to my superior. I analyzed each period of the day, telling him about the subject, what we were doing, and what the teachers were like. Once I ran through my schedule, I gave my analysis of the student body: most of the kids I met were nice, with a few exceptions. I didn’t go into detail about the up-the-skirt photo incident in case he freaked out and called the school. Instead, I told him about the kids in my AP classes who were fun to discuss the content with and the cheerleaders who seemed interested in me. Of course, I told him about Sally, because I knew he would love to hear that I had befriended the studious type.
“Why didn’t you tell me about cheer tryouts?” my dad exclaimed. “I thought you already missed them.”
“I was nervous,” I said sheepishly. “I still am, but talking to the other cheerleaders has put me more at ease. At the very least, they don’t hate me, which can only help my cause. The captain, Bea, says she has a lot of pull with who makes the squad. Honestly, I’m pretty sure she has a lot of pull with everything that goes on at school.”
“How so?”
I told him about meeting Bea and her posse at lunch and how everyone seemed to watch her before doing anything. I told him that she could make immature boys behave themselves, without getting into detail about how I knew this. I pondered out loud how crazy it was that she could behave however she wanted in class without the teacher saying anything—and it wasn’t even that lenient of a teacher.
“That’s strange,” my dad said with a furrowed brow.
“Is it?” I asked, partially because everyone had normalized it, and partially because it reinforced my impression that she had a psychic hold on people.
“Kids shouldn’t openly defy adults like that,” he said. “Especially because it’s expected for a student to follow instructions in class,” he added. “It’s nice for schools to have students in leadership positions, but not so much when they’re leaders for the wrong reasons.”
“I think she just has a strong personality,” I said, feeling like I had to defend her.
“She kind of sounds spoiled. Just be careful around people like that.”
I shrugged. “She’s been pretty nice to me. She was basically the first person to approach me and introduce herself. I don’t know if anyone would talk to me or if I would have a chance to make the cheer team if she hadn’t.”
“OK,” my dad said softly, appeasing me. He picked up my plate and set it in the sink. “Just be careful with these new people. Use your best judgment.”
“Always do,” I said with a wink as I pushed in my chair and headed upstairs to finish my homework.
My parents had raised me to be the cautious type. My mom was sweet but didn’t suffer fools and wouldn’t allow her daughter to be taken advantage of. One time, I had gone to the mall and a talent scout convinced me to sign up for acting and modeling classes. When I told my mom, she smelled a scam and marched back to the booth to scrub our contact information from their clipboard.
My dad was the same way, but mostly because he saw a lot of messed-up shit in his line of work. He knew that he had provided a safe life for me but understood how little it took for disaster to strike. He was the one who taught me basic self-defense before I could ride a bike without training wheels. He taught me how to sit and watch a situation unfold and to decide if it was trouble. I knew he had nothing to worry about when it came to me navigating a new scene. I had been trained by the very best.





CHAPTER
EIGHT
W hen lunchtime rolled around, I grabbed my lunch bag from my locker and headed toward the cafeteria, scanning the crowd for a familiar face. I had gotten to know some nice people, but I still wasn’t established in a group. Every time I sought out a friend, I had to rely on the kindness of others who were willing to welcome a lost sheep into their herd.
Bea stood up from her seat and waved me over with a big smile on her face. I couldn’t help but notice how perfectly straight and white her teeth were. She bent down to whisper to a girl on her left, who scooted down a spot to make a space for me at the table.
“Melanie, sit with us,” she said enthusiastically, sitting back down.
I joined the other girls who had already gotten their lunches and had started to eat. It appeared as though this group wasn’t big on eating lunch, seeing as most picked at salads from the salad bar, while others brought tiny snacks. I could hardly say anything, though, because I had also packed a salad with light dressing. However, that had less to do with my body image and more with the fact that I had been too nervous about school to eat a large meal. That, and I had been raised by a health-nut mother who was always trying some new food craze.
“Thanks,” I replied cheerily.
“I wanted to make sure you knew everyone around here,” she said diplomatically. She looked at the girl on my left and raised her eyebrows, prompting her to speak.
“I’m Carrie,” the girl said in a raspy voice. As she spoke, she twirled one of her dirty blonde French braids around her finger. “I cheer and that’s about it.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” Bea said. “You also work your way through the football team. That takes a lot of time and effort.”
Carrie rolled her eyes at the joke. A few girls around the table snickered. “It doesn’t take that much time or effort,” Carrie said bluntly. “Besides, it’s good for improving relations between athletic teams. Going on dates is like a hobby to me. Some girls join school clubs, some do crafts; I go on dates. They make fun of me,” Carrie said directly to me, “but they don’t get to go out for ramen and ice cream every weekend. They don’t get the little gifts that I do. They are touch-starved and jealous.”
The other girls burst out in uproarious laughter at this. Either Carrie was completely wrong in her assessment, or too on the nose. Boys had not been remotely close to a priority the past eight months, but there was a time when hearing about the attention Carrie got would have struck a twinge of jealousy within me. Perhaps I would find a cute boy at this new school to go to the movies with or cuddle under blankets when the weather cooled off.
“Some of us just have higher standards,” Bea purred.
“Not all of us can land older hotties,” Carrie replied, clearly referencing Bea’s love interests.
Bea smiled smugly without confirming or denying this fact, though her expression gave me enough information.
“OK, enough about Carrie,” Bea said, cutting her friend off. “I don’t know if you’ve met Kelly, but she’s my math tutor and is going to be the reason I get a 4.0.”
The girl with mahogany curls with tiny blonde highlights gave me a little wave. She had absolutely flawless skin that was almost luminous. I recognized her from a few of my classes. Bea had caught her while she had a mouth full of food, so she spoke for her friend.
“She’s a super nerd,” Bea said, bragging about Kelly. “She doesn’t even take a math class here because she skipped a grade of math in middle school. She goes to the college for part of the day to take, like, rocket science classes.”
The girl gave a coy smile and shook her head as she swallowed her lunch. “They’re just regular science classes,” she said, her voice low and calming. “I have some extra time in my schedule, so I take a few freshman-level prerequisites so I can graduate in three years.”
“Wow,” I replied. “What do you want to do?”
“I kind of want to get into scientific research. I’m going to major in biochemistry. After that, maybe pharmacology or virology. I’m still not sure yet—I just know I don’t want to waste any time so I’m not 30 and still in school.”
“I can’t imagine. I’m definitely going to college, but I don’t know if I want anything more than a bachelor’s degree.”
“What do you want to do?” Kelly asked, interested in anything academic or career-related.
“Well, my dad’s a detective and I’ve always thought that would be a pretty cool job. Every case is a new challenge—kind of like putting together a puzzle.”
“That sounds fun,” Kelly said encouragingly. “I’ve considered forensics as a possible career choice.”
“And I think you already know Sally,” Bea interrupted. “She’s another nerd, but we love her anyway,” she teased. “She always insists on proofreading my essays because she loves writing so much. I don’t know if there are any jobs for people who study English or history, though, so you may want to find a new favorite subject.”
“I thought you wanted to go into medicine,” Kelly said, turning to Sally.
“I do,” Sally replied, smiling at Bea. “Although I’ve been thinking about it, and I kind of like the idea of studying law.”
“You’re such a stereotype,” Bea said, rubbing me the wrong way. Sally and Kelly seemed dedicated to their studies and future careers. Bea described herself as a high achiever but mocked the other girls for having academic ambitions.
Sally, Kelly, and I could have talked about college and careers for the rest of lunch, but Bea wasn’t interested. Once the introductions were finished, Bea turned back to me.
“So, how are we feeling about tryouts tomorrow?”
I forced a tight smile. “I always get nervous before a tryout. I had to take a little time off cheer last year for an injury, so I’m afraid of being rusty. I’ve been practicing at home a lot this week.”
“Don’t sweat it. I’ll help you out.”
“?”
“Sure, why not?”
I suddenly felt lighter, like a big burden had been lifted off of my shoulders. I had suspected that Bea would put in a good word for me, but it would make a huge difference if I had some insider information about how to make the team.
Bea then changed the subject to other girls who were trying out for the team. From what I gathered, there were just two spots to be filled: one varsity cheerleader and one alternate, who would join the JV team during the regular season. Bea rattled off a list of names and the other girls nodded with understanding as she talked about the skillsets of each potential cheerleader. She wasn’t particularly mean about her assessment, but it was brutally honest. Athletic ability, body type, and personality all came into consideration. It was as if Bea was deciding who would join the team at the lunch table.
“That Becca girl on the freshman team is pretty good,” Kelly offered. “I saw her do a pass down the gym floor and she’s got a solid back handspring.”
“Yeah, but she has chunky calves,” Bea replied matter-of-factly. “Someone that short needs to be a little leaner. Otherwise, they’re going to look weird in the uniform and won’t match the group. I talked to one of the judges from the state competition and the overall look of a squad matters. They say they don’t judge bodies, but we all know there’s bias. They just say that we don’t look in sync. What they’re seeing is someone not fitting in, but they can’t put their finger on what’s wrong and say it’s a problem with hitting the choreography. The judges will deny it and the school won’t exclude someone for how they look if they have the skills. I’m willing to be real about the hard truth. Becca has the technical skill but isn’t the right fit for the team this year.”
I looked down at my legs, trying to decide if I would stand out. Bea and I were a similar size, though I was as flat as a board and her boobs were nearly falling out of her tight shirt.
“Is Justine trying out?” Carrie asked. “I can’t see her wanting to cheer. If I remember correctly, she used to always shit on the cheer squad and say that it was for stuck-up bitches.”
“She’s not going to make it,” Bea said reassuringly. “She’s a gymnast. Have you ever seen a hardcore gymnast try to do choreography? I saw a video of her floor routine once and her dance elements made me cringe. She’s so stiff. A robot could shake its hips more naturally than she could. Plus, we don’t want or need her negative energy on the team.”
The warning bell signaled the end of lunch, and everyone automatically packed up their belongings and got up from the table. As everyone in the cafeteria transitioned to their next period, I caught up with Bea, who was walking alongside Carrie.
“Bea, are you willing to help me with my tryout?”
“Yeah.”
“OK,” I said nervously. “What time would work for you? Do you want to meet at the gym after school? I could run through my routine, and you could critique it.”
“Oh, like in person?” she asked, sounding confused. “No, I have to leave early today to go to a modeling audition. Don’t worry too much about your routine. I told you it wouldn’t be a big deal. Just show up tomorrow with a cute outfit and a smile and you’ll be fine.”
She gave me a small wave, then turned back around to talk to Carrie, leaving me confused. How was that tidbit any help? I had already planned on texting my dad to tell him to pick me up late so I could go through my routine with Bea. And, though it felt like cheating, I was going to ask her about the possibility of learning an impromptu routine and figure out if the coach had any skills she liked to see. Now, I was nervous. Bea acted like she had everything under control, which seemed like overconfidence in her role as a captain. At least at my old school, the captain wasn’t tasked with such a large role. The captain might help the coach decide on new poms or uniforms, or even choose the fundraisers, but never pick new cheerleaders.
That night, as I practiced my routines in front of my bathroom mirror, a terrible thought crossed my mind. Was it possible that Bea was trying to set me up to make me look silly? When I wasn’t at the lunch table, was she brutally honest about what I potentially brought to the cheer team?
I stared at my reflection and tried to guess what she might say about me. I had scars all over my body from the accident. A lot of the smaller ones had faded and could be covered with makeup. Yet, there were still some deep ones that glowed pink in the light. Would I stand out from the rest of the team because of the stitches and staples that held my torn skin together as I recovered? Would it be enough to hurt my chances?
I tried to remind myself that in the grand scheme of things, I would only be at this school for one year and that my main priority was graduating with good grades so I could move on to college. However, the dream of finding some sense of belonging on a cheer team and the distraction from my problems made it too appealing to drop. As much as I wanted to lie to myself and say making the team didn’t matter that much, I knew that it mattered a lot.
As I lie awake that night, I prayed that it would all be over soon, regardless of the outcome. If I didn’t make it, I would take my disappointment and focus on school. If I did make it, I would enjoy my time, not take myself too seriously, and be a good ambassador for the school. I wanted to sleep until the results had been posted, but I knew that was impossible. I could hardly drift off before midnight.





CHAPTER
NINE
B efore the accident, I would never have considered myself an anxious person. Sure, I cared a lot about my grades and my extracurriculars, but I was able to roll with the punches of daily life without too much worry. Looking back, I thought that was because everything had always worked out for me. I wasn’t spoiled, nor did everything come easily, but I had found that if I put enough effort and care into achieving goals, I could do it. Perhaps I even thought that the universe was on my side. I learned quickly that the universe was not always just.
Since the accident, I understood that nothing in life was so guaranteed or predictable. I could be on my way home from the grocery store and thinking about school stuff when a car came out of nowhere and smashed my life to pieces. How could I possibly plan a year on the cheerleading squad when I knew how quickly disaster could strike? How could I sleep at night knowing that I was a good cheerleader, but things didn’t always work out in a way that was fair? How could I apply for school and scholarships with a nearly spotless résumé and expect to get what I earned when I understood there were kids with connections who were prioritized over me?
Needless to say, I did not feel great the morning of the tryouts. I read through the information in the email from the coach, trying to absorb any sort of hidden message that would give me some insight into how the new members were chosen. I also feared making a mistake along the way, like not wearing the right outfit or not having enough eight counts prepared.
The email said to wear comfortable, athletic attire and specifically prohibited wearing a cheer uniform. Bea had told me to wear something cute. I dug through my drawers and picked out a matching set of forest green, high-waisted leggings and a cropped tank top with intricate straps in the back. I carefully folded them and slipped them into my gym bag with my old cheer shoes, which I had scrubbed white the night before.
It was important that my makeup last throughout the day, so I took extra care in setting my foundation with powders and sprays. I drew on a thicker cat-eye than I normally would, smeared on a dash of cream blush, and chose a burgundy lip stain that would make me look the part in a tryout, but not too garish for the school day. I tucked my makeup bag in with my outfit for touchups after school.
“What time do you want me to pick you up?” my dad asked.
“I’m not sure yet,” I said, already nervously picking at my pale pink nail polish. “School gets out at 3. Tryouts start 15 minutes after school and could last an hour or two. Maybe aim for 5? If I get done earlier, I can just wait at school. Do you have to work tonight?”
“I don’t have to be anywhere,” he said with a smile. “Why don’t you just give me a call when you’re done?”
I nodded and grabbed my school bag, gym bag, and a granola bar for breakfast. I nibbled bits of it as my dad took me to school. My stomach was in knots.
“Good luck,” he said, giving me a kiss on the cheek before I got out of his car. I wished I could have stayed in there all day.
It was impossible to focus during my classes. I lost count of how many times the other kids wished me luck that day—not even just from the cheerleaders. By the time my last class rolled around, I felt incredibly sick. It was unlike me to be so nervous about something I enjoyed doing. As I watched the clock tick through the end of the school day, I tried to take a few deep breaths and focus. I gave myself permission to be a wreck at the end of tryouts, but I would hold it together and enjoy myself until then.
Sally was waiting for me at my locker with a smile on her face. I found it comforting to see her but worried that I would let her down.
“Good luck!” she said over the cacophony of students bustling through the halls. “You’re going to do great. Just relax and have fun.”
“Are you going to be there?”
She pursed her lips. “Technically, we’re not allowed to watch because they’re closed tryouts. We might try to find a way to peek in if we can,” she said, a little softer.
“Oh, God,” I groaned. “Everyone’s going to know if I did terribly.”
She gave me a pat on the back. “You’ll be fine.”
I grabbed my stuff from my locker and walked down to the girls’ locker room. The other girls were already changing into their outfits. One short girl stood in front of the mirror, pinning her hair into a high ponytail and fixing a giant bow on top. Another girl sat on the floor and aggressively stretched her hamstrings and bounced around in a split. I quickly pulled on my leggings and top and tightly laced up my cheer shoes. Seeing as all the mirrors were being used, I swiped on a little face powder and lipstick. Then, the cheer coach came in and asked if we were ready. We silently formed a line and walked into the empty gym.
“For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Caroline, the varsity cheer coach. We’re looking for one cheerleader for the varsity squad and a first alternate who will regularly practice with the JV team. Since I’ve been here, our squad has won the state championship five times and has made it to finals at nationals four times. We’re looking for someone to take this sport seriously and help our team get to the next level.”
The coach was young; I guessed she was in her early 30s. She had blonde, shoulder-length hair, covered by a black cap. She was toned and tanned, reminding me of former college cheerleaders I had met.
Coach Caroline went over the tryout procedures, which I had already memorized from her email. By now, I was completely in the zone and ready to compete.
As we lined up across the gym floor to demonstrate our tumbling skills, the door swung open with a bang and Bea come in with long strides as if she were on the catwalk. With a flick of her hair, she leaned in toward the coach and audibly whispered in her ear.
“We want Melanie,” she said curtly, as if her choice was the only one that mattered.
I looked around at the other girls in horror, trying to decide if they had heard her. I hoped that I was the only one who knew what she said, as I was standing the closest to her.
“We’re holding the tryout,” the coach said, her smile turning terse. “We have to follow protocol. There are reasons for it.”
“But you’re taking Melanie,” Bea insisted.
“Current squad members are not allowed to choose new members. Only the coach can do that. Everyone gets a fair shot. I have to decide based on merit.”
“And the principal decides who stays on the payroll,” Bea murmured.
The coach was quickly losing her authority. I was horrified by what was transpiring and knew that my chances were ruined. Before I could even do my first roundoff, the coach already hated me.
“We will talk later,” Coach Caroline said, trying to dismiss Bea.
“We sure will,” she said. She turned around to leave, giving me a wink as she passed.
I looked at the coach, absolutely mortified. I mouthed, “I’m so sorry,” to her and she gave me an understanding nod.
“Now, let’s get started,” she said, suddenly peppy again. “You get the whole length of the gym floor to demonstrate any gymnastics skills you wish.”
From my estimation, I was the second-best tumbler there, only behind the girl who clearly competed in gymnastics. The others were not that far behind me, though.
The individual routine was next. The coach cued up the music files we sent her, and one by one, we performed 30 seconds of a dance routine. When the music cut off, we had to perform a cheer of our choice.
I may have been at an advantage on this challenge because I performed one of my old school’s award-winning routines, choreographed by a professional. I knew it by heart and performed it flawlessly, hitting every move perfectly and having fun with it. I could tell the coach was impressed as I ended my cheer and smiled at the small group on the bleachers.
I definitely had the edge on that portion, as Bea had been correct in her assessment of the other girls. They were not as strong of dancers as I was, and their moves and cheers were very similar. As I took my water break before the final portion, I felt good about my performance.
Finally, we had to learn a short sideline routine in 30 seconds, had 2 minutes to practice, then had to perform it together. I channeled all of my attention into learning the coach’s routine. It was simple enough, but it put all of us on an equal playing field. I had a decent memory, but anything could happen as the nerves kicked in.
We lined up along the shiny wood floor and the coach counted us in. I took a deep breath, put on a bright smile, and moved my poms to her claps. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see poms moving at different times, but couldn’t tell how everyone had done. When the challenge was over, a couple of girls hung their heads in defeat. I kept my chin up and remained smiling, knowing that a tryout was never decided until the end.
“Have a seat,” the coach told us, gesturing toward the bleachers. She held her clipboard tight to her chest and stood in front of our small group of hopefuls.
“I want to let you know that this is one of the most talented groups I’ve ever had audition. I’m sad that I can only choose one member and one alternate. I’m going to think about it over the weekend and post results in the office after school on Monday.”
She looked each of us in the eye, pausing before she continued with her speech.
“In any other school, I’m sure all of you would make a varsity team. Our school takes cheer seriously, making it so much harder to get on a team. If you’re disappointed by Monday’s results, just know that you are all very talented. There is a tendency to feel bad about oneself when you don’t make the team because of how exclusive the membership is. Don’t let anyone get you down over it. And remember, the final call comes down to me. If you have questions about why you didn’t make it, you are always welcome to contact me. Do not listen to rumors about school politics and how these decisions are made. I promise, it is very much merit-based, and our squad is proof of that.”
The coach seemed like she chose her words carefully and was nervous about saying the wrong thing.
“Finally, remember to support your sisters at school regardless of the outcome. Have a good weekend, and don’t forget to check the results on Monday after school. If you are selected, you will receive team information shortly after that.”
With a sunny wave, the group was dismissed. We walked silently to the locker room to gather our things. I sent my dad a text, asking him to pick me up. I took my time, waiting for the other girls to leave so I wouldn’t have to make awkward conversation or have to answer for whatever the hell Bea did at the start.
Just as I was about to go to the front of the school to wait for my dad, the coach came in and started flicking off the lights. She stopped in her tracks when she saw me.
“Oh, I didn’t know anyone was in here,” she said, startled by my appearance.
“I was just going,” I said awkwardly. “I had fun this afternoon. Thanks for your time.”
The obvious hung in the air like a bad smell. I didn’t want to address Bea’s interruption for fear that it would hurt my chances even more. I hoped she had forgotten all about it, but that was impossible. I had a feeling that Bea would get in contact with the coach again before the results were posted.
“I didn’t ask Bea to do that,” I blurted. “I’m new here and I don’t know a lot of people. Bea knew that I was trying out and I think she wanted to take me under her wing. I’m embarrassed about it and I’m afraid it’s going to hurt my chances.”
Her expression softened. “Don’t worry about it. Bea gets very—excited—sometimes when she gets ideas. I believe that you had nothing to do with it. I can’t convince your classmates of that, though.”
I nodded solemnly. I hadn’t even considered that aspect. I didn’t need rumors swirling around about putting Bea up to it.
“I can’t say too much about your tryout today, but you did a great job. I can see that you have a lot of experience.”
“Thanks.” I smiled weakly. “I’ve been on competition teams since I was pretty young.”
“It shows,” she said with a warm grin. “Have a good weekend.”
I gave her a wave and walked through the front of the silent school. My dad was the only car in the pickup lane when I got outside. He had an eager expression on his face, and I knew he wanted a full report, but I was too unsure about the whole afternoon to give him the honest rundown.
“So?” he asked expectantly.
“It was fine,” I said, putting on my seatbelt.
“Oh, come on.”
“Results will be up Monday after school.”
“What are your chances?”
I couldn’t help but show a small smile. After all, I had put on a pretty good performance.
“Definitely in the top fifty percent,” I answered.
“That’s great!”
“Only one spot on the team,” I said. “My tumbling pass was pretty clean, I nailed my routine, and I got the impromptu routine down. The other girls were pretty good, but I think I edged them out in some categories.”
“When do you start?”
I rolled my eyes and giggled. “Don’t start. I haven’t made the team. I don’t want any false hope before I see the list with my own two eyes. I’m new, and I don’t know what type of seniority factors into making the team. I just want to relax for a few days and forget all about it until then.”
He prodded for more details, so I gave him a brief evaluation of each of the girls, gave a play-by-play of my tryout, then told him about how the coach complimented me on the way out the door.
I purposefully did not tell him anything about Bea storming into the gym, loudly coercing the coach, and how embarrassed we both were to be put into that position. Depending on the results, I reasoned I might be spending more time with Bea and didn’t want my dad to have a strong opinion of her before I got to know her better.
But now I knew that I wasn’t imagining things when I said that Bea had control over the adults at the school. She could march up to an authority figure and make demands without a bit of hesitation. She didn’t even try to do it privately. I could understand a private conversation in which she made a recommendation to help her team, but she had decided and expected immediate results. I think she even threatened the coach with her job, which made me wonder what her connection to the principal was. Most kids had a healthy fear of their principal, but she was ready to go up the ladder to get her way. I didn’t begin to understand it, and it honestly unnerved me.
I hadn’t given myself enough credit during my conversation with my dad. I had one of the best, if not the best, tryouts. If I didn’t make the team, I couldn’t help but blame Bea for the stunt she pulled.
On the other hand, if I made the team, I might have to thank Bea for the stunt she pulled.





CHAPTER
TEN
P erhaps her behavior had shifted dramatically over the weekend, or I was just seeing Bea in a new light after her interruption at tryouts, but something was strange about that girl.
Initially, she seemed very friendly—overconfident, but not unkind. My mom had taught me to hold my head high and believe in myself but expressed how confidence was different than arrogance. It rubbed me the wrong way to hear her brag about the guys she was talking to or the money her mom dished out on a regular basis. I could understand her pride in being the captain of an award-winning cheerleading team, but not how she used her position to influence decisions outside of her station. She took confidence to a whole other level, to the point where she saw herself as above high school.
On Monday, I continued my observation work. I had settled into a routine at school and was doing fine in my classes. When I finished my schoolwork, I dedicated time to my craft. I observed Bea when people’s attention was turned elsewhere, I watched how she interacted with students, and I observed her conversations with adults. I only shared a few classes with her, so I also created a control group of Bea-free classrooms to compare how teachers and students acted when she wasn’t around compared to when she was. I even made notations in a small notebook using codenames and initials. It was quite the operation, and it kept me entertained when classes were at a lull.
I wrote down every piece of information I gathered in my notepad, which luckily looked like I was a diligent notetaker from the teacher’s perspective. My dad taught me that no piece of information was too insignificant—anything could be useful when putting together a case.
In the morning, Bea walked into the classroom 2 minutes late with a large, iced coffee from Starbucks in her hand. She lazily walked to her seat and immediately got out her cellphone. The teacher did not respond, nor did any students look away from the board as the teacher presented information. Five minutes passed before she set her phone down and got out materials for class. She quietly took notes for about 2 minutes, then turned around to talk to Carrie, who sat directly behind her. She wasn’t quiet about it, either.
“What time did you leave the party on Saturday?” Bea asked her friend. She wasn’t speaking at full volume, but she also wasn’t whispering.
“I don’t know, maybe midnight?” Carrie whispered. “Where did you go?”
“A guy from the modeling agency picked me up and we went to his friend’s house,” Bea replied, looking at her manicured nails. “It was a pretty chill night. To be honest, I’m kind of tired of high school parties. They’re just too loud and unsophisticated. I think I’ve outgrown that stuff. I like partying with people who know how to make real cocktails, not vodka and energy drinks. This guy’s friend made me a martini from the bar in his apartment and it was so good.”
I had a feeling that drinking was definitely not allowed on the cheerleading team, yet it couldn’t be any secret that Bea drank and partied. If she was willing to talk about drinking cocktails with older guys during the middle of class, I doubted that the cheer coach didn’t know about it. The idea of going to parties sounded fun and exciting, but it was always impossible for me to attend because my dad was a cop. I ran with a fairly popular crowd and many of my friends went to parties, but I didn’t receive a lot of invites. It hurt to be excluded, but I understood why the other kids saw me as a liability. As loyal as I was to my friends, I was also responsible to a fault: If something went wrong, there was a good chance I would call my dad for help. We had a relationship built on mutual trust; he wouldn’t get too mad at me for breaking rules if I was honest with him. Even if I was invited to parties where I knew there would be drinking or drugs, I stayed away and kept quiet about it. It would be far worse for me to get busted at a party by my dad’s coworkers than to have him pick me up while off-duty.
After the lesson, the teacher split the class into small groups to work on an assignment. I wasn’t placed in Bea’s group, but mine sat within earshot of her. I did my best to juggle the responsibilities of being a good team member with being a careful detective.
From the start, it was clear that she did not care about participating. The other kids in her group got right to work, and she got back on her phone. Every now and again, she would offer her opinion on the subject, then return to her phone.
Eventually, the teacher gave us a warning to wrap up our discussion and prepare to share our work with the class. I could hear the frustration in her group members’ voices as she planned on delegating the work she didn’t want and taking credit for work she didn’t do.
“Relax, would you?” she said, being short with the poor kid who was concerned about the quality of work. “Just listen to what I tell you and we’ll get a good grade.”
The kid she was speaking so harshly to was clearly not of her status. He wore worn jeans and a baggy t-shirt with an anime character on it. He muttered under his breath before allowing Bea to take over leadership responsibility.
I felt bad for the guy. I didn’t hear any unreasonable request from him, just that they do a good job on the assignment and give people credit for their work. He didn’t entirely roll over like Bea’s friends did when faced with conflict, but he also didn’t get the benefit of kindness—or at the very least, fake kindness.
Rudeness toward others for no reason was something I couldn’t stomach, especially when someone was punching down. Even the kindest student bodies had a social hierarchy. There would always be someone with a lower social standing, likely for reasons outside of their control. There would always be an easy target—someone who could not effectively stand up for themselves when being teased. Normally, if I saw it happening, I said something. But I was locked into observation mode and too stunned to interject. Also, my ability to stop bullying hinged on my social status, which I had yet to earn. Self-preservation kicked in, and I kept my mouth closed.
At lunch, I sat with Bea and her friends. This time, I was quieter than normal. The previous week, I tried very hard to put myself out there and make new friends. Now that it appeared that I had been accepted, I felt less of a need to put effort into my lunch group. I also had a nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach whenever I was around Bea, compounded by my nerves about cheer results.
“My mom is helping me organize the cheer retreat this year,” Bea announced. “It’s going to be the biggest one this squad has ever seen. She tried to convince me to have it at the house, but I told her to find a rental house, like ones that were owned by celebrities. I don’t want any parents sniffing around that weekend. We’re too old to be chaperoned, don’t you think?”
Carrie agreed vehemently, but the other girls nodded half-heartedly.
“We have to be careful about any pictures or videos that are taken, though,” Kelly chimed in. “I’m not about getting in trouble for anything that happens that weekend. My cousin was on the team eight years ago, and they all got suspended from school because one girl thought it would be cool to send a video of the party to a guy she was trying to get with. The video got passed around, people were drinking, and they were in deep shit.”
“I’m not worried,” Bea said dismissively. “Besides, dum-dum, we’re having the retreat at the end of spring semester, so it’s not like it’s going to hurt your college acceptance, or whatever. There are going to be lots of pictures and videos taken and hopefully lots of people will see them. That’s kind of the whole point.”
“?” Sally asked.
Bea rolled her eyes. “It’s like you guys aren’t even listening to me. It’s not like we’re going to film an orgy and send it to the whole school. I’m talking hiring makeup artists, stylists, a wellness coach, and a private chef and just taking a ton of Instagram pictures and making TikToks. We’re all bound to gain hundreds of followers. Personally, I think I could get a few thousand more, which would help my modeling career and leave things open for influencing if I decide to go that route. If anything, I’m looking out for our future. What do you think, Melanie?”
She had caught me off-guard with her question. I was leery about the whole situation, and I wasn’t even a part of the team. But, I had to admit, getting all dressed up in a mansion with friends sounded like a lot of fun.
“Sounds cool,” I replied.
“I knew you’d be into it,” she purred. “You just seem more grown-up than some of the other girls around here. I bet you’ve gone to a lot of cool LA parties.”
I smiled shyly and shook my head, feeling uncomfortable with the attention on me. “I haven’t. My dad was LAPD, so I never felt like I could get away with it.”
Her eyes widened a little at this piece of information. “Interesting. What’s it like?”
“What?”
“The cop connection. You know that you’re basically untouchable if you’re the child of a police officer or judge. What happens when you get pulled over? Do they apologize for bothering you?”
I shrugged. “I’ve never been pulled over. I don’t like to drive. I don’t think being a cop’s kid is as glamorous as it sounds.”
“We have to try it out,” Bea said with a wide grin. “It will be like a little science experiment. We get caught speeding and you give your dad’s name. Or we go to a party, and we don’t even run when the cops show up and see if they let us off right away. I’m fascinated. This could be fun.”
“I don’t think it would work,” I said, trying to let her down gently. “The first reason is because my dad’s a private detective now, so he’s not in a department. I think my dad would be pretty mad if I got in trouble with the police. I think a lot of cops would be embarrassed if their family members got into trouble. Not too long ago, there was an officer on the force who went into early retirement because his wife got a DUI and got an extra charge for resisting arrest. I’m not sure if there’s as much privilege as you think.”
She seemed unconvinced but shrugged her shoulders and changed the subject back to the cheer party that she was planning. I prayed her idea never popped back into her head. I was afraid to get into serious trouble, and I had a feeling it would be hard to say no to Bea in the heat of the moment. Her willingness to get into legal trouble just to see if she could get away with it made me very uneasy.
My initial instinct was to go to my dad for advice as to how to deal with Bea and the potential peer pressure she might inflict on me. He had a great sense for explaining what made people tick, so I figured he’d have some insight on being around Bea, especially if I made the cheerleading team. At the same time, I knew he would only tell me to avoid her at all costs, which was not possible if I wanted to remain in their social circle.
From my observations that morning, I concluded that Bea did not care if she broke the rules because she never faced any consequences. She could be demanding and unkind to the other kids with lower social status, but could also be mean to her closest friends, calling them names and patronizing them for having concerns about her schemes.
On the other hand, I could see why her friends liked being around her. She had a lot of interesting stories, and I liked hearing about her modeling. It was like she was living in another world than the high school world I lived in. The perks of hanging around her were pretty great, too. My parents had been able to provide me with all the necessities, plus a little extra. I didn’t get whatever I wanted, but I lived a comfortable existence. Being friends with Bea was like being friends with a celebrity. The thought of getting to go to a cheer party and get doted on by a glam team sounded like heaven. Money was no object to her, and she would spend it on her most loyal followers.
Bea concerned the hell out of me, to the point where I almost feared her. I didn’t trust that she had anyone’s best interests in mind—especially not mine, a girl she had known for about a week. Still, her aura was intoxicating, and I couldn’t stop sitting at her table at lunch. I just had to know what she was about and take advantage of the benefits that came with being a member of her squad.





CHAPTER
ELEVEN
T he second hand of the clock spun around faster than I would have liked during my final class of the day. My chest felt heavy as if the air were suddenly thicker and there was less oxygen to inhale. Throughout the day, other kids had made comments about cheer results or asked me if I was nervous. One of my tricks for beating nerves was to pretend I was cool, which would convince my subconscious that everything was OK. Very diplomatically, I replied that whatever happened, happened. If I didn’t make the team, I would handle it with poise and grace and only cry in private.
When the bell rang, I picked up my belongings and followed the herd out the door. When I reached the threshold, a hand reached out for my bicep and yanked me to the side.
“Ready?” Bea asked, her Cheshire-cat grin flashing at me.
“Yeah, I’m just going to stop at my locker first—” I said meekly.
“No time,” she replied, pulling me down the hall.
We marched down the hallway, where students stopped in their tracks to make way for our procession. Once we descended the stairs, we made an about-face and made a beeline to the front office. A small crowd of familiar faces gathered as Bea guided me to a white piece of paper.
“See?” she exclaimed, pointing to my name on the top of the paper, under the title of varsity cheerleader. “I told you this was in the bag. You’ll figure out that you can believe me.”
A smile came to my face, and I could feel moisture gathering in my eyes. I blinked a few times, not wanting to look silly for getting so emotional about the results. The whole turn of events since starting school had played with my mind, and I was excited to get a second chance at having the senior year I had always dreamed of. Suddenly, I felt my baggage from the accident move farther into my periphery. I now had a place at this new school.
“Let’s go out for coffee,” Bea said, turning toward the door. “I want to give you an orientation before your first practice. The team has been meeting since the start of the summer, and I don’t want you to feel like you don’t fit in. I’ll tell you everything you need to know, and you can ask as many questions as you want. This is important if you're going to seamlessly join our squad.”
“I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. “My dad is probably on his way to pick me up.”
“Call him and tell him that I’ll take you home when we’re done,” she said, as if she had already decided for us.
I was curious about what Bea wanted to tell me and anxious to get back into cheer, so I pulled out my phone and called my dad. As expected, he had just pulled out of the driveway.
“Dad, I just found out I made the team. Do you mind if I meet up with the team captain for a little bit? She said she’ll bring me home when we’re done.”
I tried to rush him through his congratulations so I could get back to Bea. He gave me his blessing and reminded me that I could call him if I changed my mind and needed a ride home.
“Let’s do it!” I said cheerily to Bea once I got off the phone.
“That’s the spirit,” she drawled, guiding me out of the building and to the student parking lot.
In a sea of aging sedans and SUVs, Bea’s white Mercedes was a physical representation of her status amongst her peers. The parking lot held several cars that were nicer than anything my dad ever drove, but nothing as flashy or as expensive as Bea’s ride. Even in her car, the other kids yielded to her, as she hardly stopped to check her surroundings. I was nervous to ride with her, but I tried to suppress my fears.
“We’re going to go to Starbucks,” she informed me as we pulled onto the street. “My mom keeps my Starbucks card loaded, so it’s easiest.”
I wondered what it would be like to have unlimited money to spend however I wished. I fantasized about ordering anything I wanted without thinking twice about the cost.
Bea pulled out her phone as she waited at a stop sign, a giant red flag for me. I bit my tongue, not wanting to sound terribly uncool. She pressed a few buttons, then handed it to me.
“I’m just preordering the drinks, so they’ll be ready when we get there,” she said, the coffee shop app open on her phone. “I have all of our usual drinks saved already. Order whatever you want and submit it when you’re done.”
I saw a list of four other beverages, ranging from a very complicated blended coffee drink to a simple fruit tea. I punched in a small, blended lemonade, then returned her phone.
“Other people are coming?” I asked.
“Just Carrie, Kelly, and Sally,” she replied. “We’re keeping things small, so you don’t get overwhelmed and freak out. Besides, we’re the senior members of the team, so our opinions matter more. And, as you already know, my opinion as captain matters the most.”
I giggled nervously at this remark. She did not try to hide the fact that she was the leader. In fact, she flaunted it as openly as she could.
“I guess the first thing I want you to know is that I told you so.” She laughed, looking over at me. “I told you that I have the most say on the team, perhaps in the entire school, and this is proof. From the moment I met you, I knew you would be good for the team. That’s why I made it clear to the coach that you were our best option. She had to hold tryouts and take time to deliberate for the sake of optics. She thought it would look bad to add you to the team without pretending that she made the final choice. So, if you need something done around here, the best course of action would be to talk to me first. You’d be surprised at what I can make happen. The girls know that I have their backs as long as they have mine.”
When we got to the coffee shop, the other girls were already sitting at a round table in the corner, separated from other nearby tables by a bookshelf stacked with coffee mugs. The drinks were already at the table. I followed Bea in and took a seat in a wooden chair behind my small cup of frozen lemonade.
The other cheerleaders greeted me with big smiles and hearty congratulations. No one seemed surprised, though, which was likely because they already knew that Bea got what she wanted.
“We’re happy you’re on the team,” Sally said. “I saw your routine from tryouts, and it was good.”
“Thanks,” I beamed. “It was an old competition routine from my last school. I’m excited to be on a squad again.”
“We have a lot of fun,” Kelly said. “It’s a lot of hard work, but I know you’ll be up for it.”
“I hope I can meet everyone’s expectations. So, what is the team like? I know every squad is a little different in terms of personality and cheer style.”
“We’re very focused on winning competitions,” Bea took over. “Obviously, we have to cheer at all of the sporting events and pep rallies, but it all comes down to competition season. We like to have fun, but we’re also no-nonsense when it comes to getting the job done.”
“What’s the coach like? I only briefly met her, but she seems nice.”
Bea rolled her eyes. “She’s kind of power-hungry. I think she’s one of those women who is trying to relive her high school years. I mean, she’s not the one competing, but she gets so worked up about practices and rules. I think the major decisions need to be left up to the captain and the senior members. We’re the ones doing the work, not her.”
Carrie nodded. “She can be pretty uptight. One time, she yelled at me because I was late for practice, but I had already told her that I couldn’t reschedule my hair appointment and have it done before the homecoming game. It was like she didn’t listen to me.”
“She can be tough, but she knows her stuff,” Kelly added. “She was a cheerleader at UCLA, so she knows what we need to do to be good. If you stay on her good side, I promise you won’t have any issues with her.”
“But let me know if you do,” Bea added. “That’s one of the benefits of being in our group.”
“Benefits?”
“Yes, sweetie,” she said patronizingly. “There are a lot of perks that come along with being a cheerleader, especially in our little group,” she answered as she gestured to the girls at the table. “These little outings, for instance. As a regular, you get to go out for coffee on a regular basis on my dime. We go out at least once a week.”
“That’s nice,” I said.
“I’d do anything for my girls,” she said sweetly. “Like for instance, Kelly was a dear and helped me with a science project when I was too busy with modeling, and as a thank you, I got her that adorable Kate Spade bag.”
I looked toward Kelly and there was indeed a small satchel slung around the back of her chair. I had a similar bag that my parents had gotten me for my 16th birthday, and it was a big deal. To gift something like that to a friend for homework help was unimaginable to me.
“Wow,” I exclaimed.
“You just have to pay your dues,” Bea said casually.
“What kind of dues?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kelly and Sally squirm slightly in their seats. Carrie looked unperturbed.
“Sometimes, I need my girls to help me with favors. In return, I reward my girls generously with regular outings, special gifts, or , whatever they need.”
“Is there anything I can help you with?” I asked, mainly out of curiosity.
“Actually, yes. We have an arrangement where we help each other with schoolwork. With all of the activities we have going on, it can be hard to keep up our good grades. We like to study together and help each other out. It makes sense to specialize in areas so we can divide our time in a way that is most efficient. For example, Kelly is the math and science genius, and Sally is good at English and social studies. Carrie has no academic talents, so do not ask her for help.”
Carrie was surprisingly not offended by this assessment.
“Honestly, I don’t care that much about grades,” Carrie said lazily. “I do what I need to do to stay on the team. I just find it all so boring. I’m going to be an influencer, so I don’t need to know that school stuff. I’ll probably do one year of college so I can get the experience, but I’m definitely not wasting time on a degree.”
“Smart,” Bea said. “Anyway, think of us as your study buddies. What are your best subjects?”
I shrugged. “I do pretty well in all of my classes. I don’t know if I have a particular field of expertise. I like science, but I also like English.”
“Sounds like the two of you get a lucky break,” Bea said to Sally and Kelly. “I’ll take that as you volunteering to study anything.”
“Sure,” I replied. “I like the idea of having a study group.”
Sally and Kelly were quiet, which seemed odd because I pegged them as people who cared a great deal about academics. A study group seemed like something up their alley. At lunch, they talked endlessly about advanced classes and their future academic goals. Now, they were silent.
Around four o’clock, the girls wrapped up their conversation and started getting up from the table.
“Wait,” Bea said, pulling out her phone. “I think it’s time to add Melanie to the group chat.”
I gave the girls my number and they put it into their phones, except for Sally, who already had my number. I got a smiley face emoji from Bea in a group with the other girls. It was the ultimate sign of acceptance.
“While we’re at it, let’s just schedule a study date,” Bea said. “I can’t do tomorrow afternoon, but maybe the following day,” she said directly to me.
“Yeah, sounds good,” I replied, excited that I was already making plans to hang out with my new friends. I looked at the other girls to see if they could join the study date, but they were looking down at their phones, not paying attention.
“Perfect,” Bea said with a wink. “I better get you home before your detective dad starts looking for us.”
I laughed uncomfortably as the group made its way out to the parking lot. After goodbyes, I got into Bea’s luxurious car and inhaled the scent of new leather.
“This was fun,” I said after giving her directions to my house. “Thanks for inviting me and being so welcoming.”
“Any time. You’re going to fit in so well with us. I bet your old team misses you. Do you miss them?”
The truth was that I didn’t stay in close contact with my friends from LA. In the end, it was largely my fault for shutting out the world. I just didn’t have the stomach to face their pity, and when I got to a point where I could handle talking about my life before the accident, they had started to move on. I occasionally sent a text or Snapchat
message to my closer friends, but I had largely tried to move on. I hadn’t even thought about how my former team was preparing for the fall sports season until Bea brought it up.
“Yeah, but I’m thrilled to be on a team that’s probably more competitive,” I replied, trying to take the attention off of my past. “I’m happy here.”
“Good,” she said softly. She pulled into my driveway, examining the front of the house.
“Thanks again,” I said quickly as I jumped out of her car. I could see my dad waiting for me at the kitchen window.
“There’s my cheerleader,” he exclaimed as I walked through the door.
I rolled my eyes at him, but I couldn’t help but smile. Things were going well for me.
“How was your meeting?” he asked.
I told him about Bea treating us to drinks and how I was now part of a study group.
“That’s great,” he said, patting my shoulder. “I’m proud of the way you handled this move. I was worried about moving you from your old school where you had friends and were comfortable, but it seems like you’re thriving here.”
Once I considered all of the small accomplishments I had made in the first few weeks, I had to agree with him. I was part of a school team, I was doing fine academically, and I had a regular group of friends. It was a far cry from my expectation to put my head down and survive the next nine months. I was going to have a great year, and I knew that much of my confidence was thanks to Bea.





CHAPTER
TWELVE
A s it turned out, Bea was too busy with modeling to get together to study. To be honest, I was a little relieved because I saw how distracted she was during class, and I didn’t have the time to reteach the material. I had a math test to study for and an essay to write for English. However, she must have managed to learn the material on her own time, because she turned in her work on time.
The stress of an increasingly busy schedule started to creep up on me. Coursework was becoming more rigorous, and I now attended daily cheer practice. It was fun, but by the time I finished my homework at night, I was too tired to do anything but sleep.
Noticing this, my dad invited me to go to a fair with a local cop and his wife and daughter. I wasn’t necessarily thrilled about spending the day with a few strange adults and their 10-year-old, but he guilted me into going by reminding me that he hardly saw me anymore, which was true. I agreed on the condition that he would buy me one greasy carnival food of my choosing.
It was the perfect fall day to spend outdoors; the sun was warm on my skin, but not blazing. A cool breeze coursed through the air, wafting scents from the different food vendors. The was something so special about this time of year. Everything felt cozy and calm.
“Can we get a pumpkin?” I asked my dad, pointing to a pile of bright orange, straight from the local patch.
He laughed. “Maybe wait until October. And don’t even think about making me drive you to whatever coffee shop sells its pumpkin-spiced whatever first.”
I giggled at this. The stores had been selling the seasonal flavors for a while. I didn’t need him to drive me for my coffee and sugar fix. I had Bea for that now.
“Who exactly is your new friend?” I asked as we walked down a dirt path toward the mercantile building.
“Barry’s a local detective. I met him when I was working on a case. I told him I was a former LAPD officer, I was new to the area, and I had a teenage daughter. He invited us out and I thought it would be a good idea.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s important to make connections wherever you can,” he replied. “First of all, humans are social creatures and need to spend time around people they have things in common with. Secondly, you never know when your connections will help you out. In my line of work, a connection with someone who has different knowledge or skills could be the difference between solving a case and letting it go cold. In your case, you never know who will be in a position to write a letter of recommendation or find you an internship. Plus, I don’t remember the last time we went to the fair together.”
“Because Mom said the rides were run by people unqualified to put children in large machinery,” I said flatly.
He looked at the closest ride to us, a towering oval with spinning cages attached to it. The metallic paint that adorned the sides was flaking, exposing the rusty metal beneath. The man standing by the operating booth looked rough around the edges, as if he hadn’t seen a shower or a toothbrush in the past decade.
“She wasn’t wrong about that,” my dad murmured. “I’m glad you grew out of that stage where you needed tons of tickets for rides and games. That crap gets expensive. All of the junk here is expensive.”
“So that’s a no on the pumpkin?” I joked.
I saw a guy with a mop of curly, dark hair on the top of his head waving enthusiastically in our direction. He was a slightly overweight man wearing a short-sleeved button-up shirt and cargo shorts. His wife was a petite woman with thin, dirty-blonde hair and delicate features, too attractive for her schlub of a husband, though they looked very happy together. The daughter was a tiny duplicate of her mother, the lucky thing. She looked around the fairgrounds with wide eyes, eager to have an exciting day.
“Detective Andrew Glass,” the man greeted my father with a hearty handshake.
“Detective Barry Knowles,” my dad returned. “Thanks for inviting Melanie and me. It’s a perfect day.”
“Isn’t it?” Barry beamed. “This is Kathy and Ellie.”
We exchanged pleasantries and small talk for a few minutes. Our party wandered closer to the midway, getting to know one another. Barry and Kathy asked me how school and cheerleading were going, and I could honestly answer that my senior year was going pretty smoothly. Their daughter was rather shy, so I didn’t bother her with the routine questions kids that age get asked. She seemed content just listening to the older people talk.
“Ellie’s been pestering us about rides all week,” Barry said lightheartedly, nudging his daughter with his elbow. “I can’t do it—I don’t have the stomach for it. Kathy has to take her. Melanie, do you want to go on any rides?”
I shook my head. If I could have a near-death experience in a vehicle built for safety, then I could certainly get injured in a rickety cage being flung around rusty axels and operated by temporary workers.
“I think I’ve outgrown it,” I said politely.
“Don’t bore the poor girl with shop talk,” Kathy said to her husband, lightly touching his bicep before taking their daughter to the ticket booth.
“Nah, she prefers it,” my dad said with a proud grin. “She’s actually interested in a career in detective work.”
“Is that so?” Barry asked, turning his attention toward me.
“I think it sounds exciting. I like solving problems.”
“It definitely can be exciting,” Barry said. “It can also suck the life out of you—but I shouldn’t deter you from your future goals.”
We sat down at a metal patio table, shaded by an expansive yellow umbrella. My dad handed me some cash and I bought three paper cups of coffee from a 4-H food stand, feeling like one of the adults.
“So, why’d you leave the police department?” I heard Barry ask my dad as I put the coffees on the table. Not wanting to hear his answer, I walked back to the stand to get packets of creamer. I could still hear them talking from the short distance away.
“To be perfectly frank, I was asked to resign after an incident,” my dad said. I could hear the pain in his voice. I stalled, pretending to deliberate over the three choices in creamer flavors. “I told you how my wife was killed, and my daughter was injured in a drunken-driving incident—well, I found the bastard who did it and beat the shit out of him. I know I wasn’t supposed to do it, but I just had to. I was asked to resign, and I didn’t even try to fight it. I had always kicked around the idea of doing private work, but never seriously. I guess it was the right opportunity.”
Barry whistled a low tone. “Wow, man. I don’t blame you at all. I’ve had a few moments where I’ve wanted to lay hands on a perp, but never for as good of a reason as yours.”
“And that’s why I probably won’t go back to being an officer,” Dad continued. “Most cops will back me when they hear the story, but no one in the public would be OK with the fact that there’s a cop in a department with a history of violence toward perpetrators. I get it. Honestly, I’ve found a lot of good with this job. I’m only as busy as I want to be, I don’t have to take any dangerous jobs, and I don’t answer to anyone. I do miss the camaraderie of having a partner and spending time at the precinct.”
“That’s justice, isn’t it?” Barry said, shaking his head. “You’re responding in a very natural way, and that passion keeps you from doing the job people need done. It’s a bitch. You wouldn’t believe some of the crap we’ve dealt with here—tiptoeing around situations we shouldn’t have to handle so delicately. We usually don’t see a lot of bullshit in our smaller department, not like you and the LAPD, but we get a few cases that make you wonder what has happened to justice.”
This piqued my curiosity. I returned with the creamer and poured one into my cup. “Like what?” I asked.
Barry let out a hearty chuckle. “You are trying to take over the family business, aren’t you? My daughter has no interest in my work. My wife gets so upset with me when I talk about it—she frightens easily. Well, about 10, 12 years back, we had a case where people kept finding parts of animals like rabbits and squirrels in public parks. As you probably know, animal mutilation is a red flag when it comes to criminals. We didn’t want this behavior to escalate, so we patrolled public places regularly. We finally caught our guy impaling toads on the metal fence at an elementary school. Just a disgusting mix of blood and gore, to the point where there was about a month when kids stopped going out to play. But we finally got our person. Want to guess how old he was?”
My mouth dropped open in awe. “How old?”
“Eight,” Barry said with dramatic effect. “We thought we were after some adult with a thing for animal cruelty and scaring children, but it was just a very messed-up kid. The last I heard his parents moved out of the state. They managed to save him from juvie by agreeing to intense therapy, but who knows where that kid is now.”
I shuddered, horrified, yet delighted by the terrible story.
“I wouldn’t have thought a kid could do something like that,” I remarked.
“Neither did we. To be honest, the craziest cases usually deal with young people. You just don’t think they can be capable of such terrible things. Most kids are good, but I’ve encountered a few very rotten apples.”
“Like what else?” I asked eagerly.
Barry smiled, then looked at my dad, as if asking for permission.
“She’s probably heard worse already,” my dad groaned.
“I’ll tell you one more,” Barry said, looking over his shoulder. "My wife would be pissed if she knew I was telling work stories to a kid. Anyway, this case is not that old. I was called to investigate a sexual assault involving a teen. Already, this is terrible, as no sane adult wants to think that a kid could do something like that. This high school boy was accused of raping a girl at a party. The girl gets an exam, and she has a few bruises and scratches. She refuses a vaginal exam, so we do not have a fluid sample. Understandable. We find the boy and check for evidence, but he’s clean—not a hair, fiber, or injury on him that suggests a struggle. That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s clean. But we do our due diligence by interviewing people who were in the area, and no one saw the kid with the girl around the time when it happened. In fact, we find security camera footage of him walking home well before the incident was meant to occur. Still, maybe the girl got the time wrong. The thing that got me was that the tissue under her nails belonged to her, and the deep scratches matched the shape of her fingernails. Our boy nibbled his down to the quick—he couldn’t scratch an itch, let alone draw blood. The whole thing makes it to a judge, but there is enough evidence to show that this girl staged a rape to get back at an ex-boyfriend.”
“My God,” my dad grunted.
“It’s one of the sadder cases I’ve seen. Not only did the boy’s family have to move to escape the rumors, but it set a precedent for every other sicko out there to claim a setup. I’ll tell you, it made it almost impossible to get justice for sexual assault victims after that point. Every time a case went in front of a judge, the lawyers would recall that example as a reason why their client couldn’t be convicted when it could be a false report. That made my blood boil.”
“What happened to the girl?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Nothing, as far as I know. The boy’s family was fairly prominent around the area, so they just wanted to get the hell out of town. They were probably paid off by the girl’s family. That bitch’s family never revealed her identity, so I don’t think people necessarily know about it. At least it doesn’t seem like it—there would have to be rumors. I guess people forgot about it.”
“That’s crazy,” I said, feeling a little sickened by the story.
“And then there was—” Barry started, but his wife and daughter rejoined us, so it was the end of storytime.
I was partially disappointed and partially relieved that there would be no more stories. I had a strong stomach, but after too much horror, I got an empty feeling in my gut.
The five of us wandered around the fairgrounds for another hour. I got my funnel cake, and my dad got a bag of kettle corn to take home. It was a nice day, and I was happy to see that my dad had someone in town to talk to. At times, I worried about his social life now that Mom was gone, and we were in a new place. I could tell that Barry would be a good friend for him and his wife would probably look out for us.
We parted with their family in the middle afternoon with promises to get together again soon. On the drive home, my dad seemed more relaxed than he had in months. Getting out of the house had been good for me, too, as I had forgotten about the stress of school and cheer. As my dad drove, I researched the cases Barry told me about to see if he had left out any details. Apart from a few dirty details the papers didn’t disclose, he had told the stories pretty spot-on, especially for old cases.
As the afternoon sun warmed my face through the windshield, I closed my eyes and daydreamed a scenario where I was a detective and Sally was a prosecutor. I thought about how cool it would be to investigate crimes, then hand the evidence over to someone I knew was brilliant so they could get justice for victims. I would have to suggest that possibility to her the next time she flip-flopped between medicine or law.
“Did you have fun today?” my dad asked, breaking me from my trance.
“Yeah, it was actually a good time.”
“Did Barry convince you not to become a detective?”
“Quite the contrary,” I replied.
He reached over and ruffled my hair. “Good.”





CHAPTER
THIRTEEN
O n Monday during lunch, Bea announced that she needed another set of eyes on her history assignment. I volunteered to help her, much to Sally’s relief. After all, Bea had treated me to a drink, and it was only right to repay the favor by proofreading her homework. Plus, I did not have an expendable income of allowance money and liked going out with the girls, and I was already finished with my assignment.
After cheer practice, Bea drove me to a vegan restaurant on the other side of town. It must have been a quiet, slow day at the restaurant because the hostess let us sit in a separate room that looked like it was meant for work meetings or private parties. When the waitress came in to hand us menus, Bea ordered two salads with dressing on the side and hot water with lemon. I didn’t even have the chance to see what was in the salads or peruse the rest of the menu before my meal was ordered for me. However, I knew she was paying, so I said nothing and went along with it.
“The agency told me that my body is perfect right now, but I think losing a few pounds would help my chances. Sorry if you wanted a veggie burger or something, but I can’t be around so many carbs and calories right now. It puts me in a terrible mood.”
“I love salads,” I replied, trying to be supportive. “So, what direction did you go for your essay?” I asked, opening my bag to pull out my school-issued laptop.
“What do you mean?” she asked obliviously, her eyes still on her cell phone.
“For your historical narrative. Did you choose a historical figure, or are you writing from the perspective of a generic person who experienced World War II?”
Her blank stare confused me. I felt a sudden jolt of panic, like I completely misinterpreted the directions and screwed up the assignment. I had written a good paper by my typical standards and didn’t have a lot of time to rewrite it before it was due in two days.
“Can I see what you wrote?” I asked. “I want to make sure mine is on the right track.”
Bea tilted her head slightly. “I haven’t written anything yet.”
Now I was even more confused. “I thought you wanted someone to look over it.”
“I needed someone to help me out,” she replied coolly. “How would I have any time to do this stupid assignment when I have an actual job outside of school? Plus, do you even know how much work I put into cheer outside of our practices? Honestly, it’s a little bit fucked up to know that teachers expect me to juggle all of this. Will you please help me out? I’m usually more on top of these things, but I’ve been dealing with a lot lately.”
I had never seen vulnerability from Bea before and it somehow humanized her. I also had plenty on my plate and got all of my work done on time, but I also never worked a job during the school year, even if she was only going to meetings and not actually booking jobs yet.
“Yeah, I can help you,” I replied, which caused her to lean over and give me a hug.
“You’re the best. Now, what are we supposed to be doing?”
I glanced at my watch as the waitress brought us two steaming mugs of water and a saucer of lemon slices. It was nearly five o’clock, and I was getting hungry.
“Could you get me some green tea as well?” Bea asked the waitress without even looking at her. She was back on her phone.
“The assignment is to write a historical narrative about someone who was involved in World War II,” I said, speaking slowly so she could follow me. I got out the assignment directions and skimmed them as I explained. “You’re allowed to choose whoever you want, real or imaginary, and write a narrative that provides information about the events of the war. You have to cite evidence from at least three resources in your essay.”
“Evidence?” she balked. “Is this a story or a research paper?”
“Both,” I said, trying to remain patient and not let the exasperation into my voice. “You have to do research to have enough information, since it’s not like any of us are old enough to actually have been there.”
Bea slumped slightly in her chair. “So, this is going to take a long time?”
I pursed my lips. “It took me a few days to write mine, but I started working on my paper during class.”
She took a deep breath, then pulled out her laptop and handed it to me. Then, she pulled out her notes and plopped them between us.
“OK, why don’t we make this easier and I’ll just use whatever topic you used. We can just change a few details, so it doesn’t look like it’s copied.”
“I don’t know,” I said apprehensively. “I wrote mine from the perspective of a battlefield nurse. I think that’s way too specific. You could do yours from the perspective of an American soldier. There’s a ton of evidence you can use from our textbook, and it’s broad enough that it won’t be difficult.”
“Perfect,” she said. “Where can I find information?”
I pulled out a copy of our textbook and started bookmarking pages that would be of use to her. After about 15 minutes, our meal had arrived, and I had six pages flagged.
“Anything useful in here?” she asked innocently, nudging her open notebook a little closer. To her credit, she had taken some notes in class, but they weren’t as organized or detailed as anything I had written down. I pulled out a highlighter and scanned her writing, marking anything that might be useful for her. In the end, I decided it would be more useful to use my notes, so I re-highlighted relevant information, then stacked my notebook on top of hers.
“That’ll cover a few of your sources,” I said before digging into my light supper of raw greens, veggies, and nuts. I drenched the leaves in dressing, hoping it would make me feel full. From the windows in the French doors separating us from the rest of the restaurant, I could see a waiter carrying a steaming basket of bread rolls and I wanted to cry with hunger.
“What do I do for the other sources?” she asked, blinking her big, blue eyes at me. She looked completely helpless, and I wondered how she made it into an AP History course to begin with. She was struggling with skills I had learned in middle school.
“I can check for articles on the school databases,” I said hesitantly, searching the internet with one hand and shoveling forkfuls of food with the other. The small clock at the bottom of my screen told me that I should be starting my homework, not still tutoring Bea. However, it didn’t take me long to find three articles that would be useful for her essay. I saved the files and emailed them to her, all while she scrolled through her phone and texted people.
“I think you should be set,” I said with finality, closing my computer. “You’ll have more than enough information there.”
“But how do I even get started?” she asked. “Like, I totally know how to write a research paper, but I don’t know how to make it into a story.”
I bit my lip. I didn’t want to show her my work in case she copied it, but I figured that because we had different topics, she couldn’t possibly plagiarize it. I opened my computer again, pulled up my file, and turned the screen toward her.
“Here’s what I did. Maybe you can read it to see how I wrote it.”
To her credit, Bea scanned through my entire four-page narrative. Then, she quickly opened my email and sent herself a copy before I had the chance to stop her—though I don’t know if I would have had the guts to say something if I had realized what was happening.
“This is good,” she said. “I think I understand what I need to do, but I’m just so bad at getting started. I’m usually a decent writer, but I’m way too distracted with everything that’s going on in my life and I’ve got writer’s block. If you just got me started, I think I could handle the rest.”
Writing Bea’s essay for her made me extremely uneasy, even if it was just a paragraph or two. I was terrified of getting in trouble for cheating, especially at a new school where no one could vouch for my honesty and generally good character. Bea may have been immune to consequences, but I certainly wasn’t.
On the other hand, it would fulfill my duties and I would be home sooner to finish my schoolwork. If I had to sit at the restaurant and watch her struggle all night, I knew I would lose my mind. Against my better judgment, I took her laptop and rapidly typed an introductory paragraph. I even created a setting and character description for her. Now, all she had to do was follow what I had started, using the information I had highlighted for her. I had done all of the difficult, time-consuming work. She just had to put the information on the page.
“I’m going to run to the bathroom,” she said, leaning over to close every open tab besides the ones we needed to do the assignment. “I kind of see where you’re going with the story, but could you show me a little more, so I have something solid to go off of?”
I nodded; my expression vacant to hide the discomfort I felt. With my hands slightly trembling, I texted my dad and asked him to pick me up, once Bea was out of sight. Then, I continued typing until she returned, about 10 minutes later.
“Hey, my dad’s coming to pick me up,” I said awkwardly.
“I thought I was going to take you home when we were done,” she said coldly.
“I know, but my dad is strict and doesn’t like me to be out late on a school night. It’s super embarrassing. He had to run some errands in the area and said he’d stop by to get me in a few minutes.”
She stared at me, blinking, like she didn’t understand the language I was speaking.
“But we’re not done.”
I sighed. “To be honest, I actually wrote a bunch of your essay. You can delete it if you want to—I guess I got carried away.”
She sat down and looked at the document. I had written almost a full page.
“Not bad,” she said, sounding pleased with my work. “I’ll have to tell Sally that you’re nearly as good of a study partner as she is. You’re a quick learner, though, and you figured out what I needed. This shouldn’t take me long to finish. I might even get to go to bed early tonight.”
My stomach sank. Of course, Bea was thrilled that her night suddenly got easier; her work was cut in half. My work had doubled, as I still needed to do my homework. I would not be going to bed early.
As I saw my dad pull around the corner from the window, I felt stupid and taken advantage of. I had so eagerly volunteered to help, assuming it would be a quick study session and I would continue to get perks that would make the short time commitment worth it. Bea covered the bill for us again, but I was still hungry and wouldn’t have time to make myself a proper meal.
“My dad’s here,” I said pathetically as I hastily gathered my things. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I rushed out of the restaurant and into my dad’s car without taking another look behind me. The screen on the dashboard read ten to eight. I still had to finish my math, read for English, pack a lunch, and shower. It was going to be a long night.
“How was study group?” my dad asked. “I’m glad you fell in with a studious bunch. I hardly studied in high school, let alone worked through dinner.”
“It was just Bea and me,” I said, though my words barely came out louder than a squeak. “I was helping her with a history assignment.”
“Either she needed a lot of help, or you two did more gabbing than working,” my dad joked. “You’re a good kid. Just don’t overextend yourself, OK? I don’t want you to get too stressed with everything that’s going on.”
“I won’t.”
“Good. It wouldn’t be a bad idea for you to get ready for bed when we get home and call it an early night. The therapist told me how important sleep is for recovery. Sleep, good nutrition, and stress management.”
“I will,” I lied.
We drove the rest of the way home in silence—well, I did, at least. My dad talked about a new client who wanted help finding an estranged daughter who stole her valuables and didn’t want the police involved. I nodded as he spoke, only half-listening because I wanted to stay focused on the work I had to do when I got home. The gross feeling I had when I realized I was doing Bea’s homework wouldn’t dissipate, no matter how much I told myself it wasn’t cheating, and it was a kind way to repay a friend for buying me drinks and dinners. Still, I couldn’t help but suspect I was being used.
Later, when I worked on my math, I opened Snapchat for a quick break. Bea had posted a picture of her in a bubble bath with a caption about always making time for self-care. I had a feeling she was more concerned about reminding people what was underneath the bubbles.
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FOURTEEN
I  finished my homework around ten-thirty and started getting ready for bed. I decided that good rest was probably a higher priority than washing and drying my hair, even if cheerleaders were held to higher hygienic standards. I would have to wear my hair back and coat it with dry shampoo in the morning.
Before I got into bed, I checked my school computer one last time. It was a bad habit to use my computer and phone so close to bedtime, but I was paranoid about missing an assignment or a message from a teacher. I closed out each tab one by one, stopping once I got to my email. There was one new message waiting for me by an email address I didn’t recognize. I assumed it was spam, but my curiosity got the better of me and I clicked on it. Instead of links to viruses, it was a long message, addressed directly to me.
Melanie,
I debated on whether or not to send you this message because I don’t want to cause trouble in our little school. You’re new, so I think it is only fair that you know exactly what you’re getting yourself into. You don’t know me, but I promise I am telling the truth. From someone who has been hurt and used, trust me when I tell you that you need to be careful with how you spend your time outside of the classroom.
My mouth fell open as I read the message, surprised that I was somehow important enough to be the recipient of an anonymous warning. My instant reaction was to believe everything, but common sense told me to be critical. Why would someone send me a warning without including their name?
I know you think you are being nice by helping Bea with her homework. Maybe you think that you owe it to her for pressuring the cheerleading coach to choose you or because everyone knows she spends money on her inner circle. Maybe you like the popularity and protection being her friend comes with. If you choose to remain close to Bea, just know that she will use you until there is nothing left.
Bea will act like she is smart and gets good grades on her own. She does have street smarts, but she has never tried in academics because she never had to. When she refers to her study group, she is talking about her friends who do all of her schoolwork for her. This has been going on since middle school. She manipulates people into doing whatever she wants them to do. Don’t believe me? One of her friends has been completing her math and science homework in exchange for gifts and cash because the friend is saving all of her money for college. Another one of her friends does all of her homework that involves research or writing because she’s met a lot of friends through Bea and doesn’t want to lose them. One friend had to turn down a “study session” and her status in the group fell so dramatically that the girl transferred schools. Everyone who helps Bea is afraid to make her mad because she has the ability to turn the whole school against someone. She is not above making up rumors to keep people in control.
You might be wondering why Bea would do this. Bea is not stupid. She knows that grades are important for having a certain image, but that she really doesn’t need school knowledge for her future. Her modeling career has basically been set in stone since she was 13. She needs to get through high school so she can start her career. I don’t think she would even graduate without help at this point.
You need to know this so you understand what you’re getting yourself into. One day, you might be proofreading a paper she actually wrote. Another time, you’re working on a project that will take you days. She might even ask you to turn your desk toward hers on a test so she can copy off of it. Or she might even ask you to copy down the answers and give them to her if she has the class later on in the day. It’s risky and time-consuming. Your grades will likely suffer because you’re spending more time on her homework than you are on your own. If you mess up on her work and she doesn’t like the grade, there will be hell to pay. It’s extremely stressful and hard to keep up with. If you have any stress in your life apart from Bea’s needs, she will ruin you.
I’m not saying this because I want you to ditch Bea. I’m telling you because so many other girls were not prepared for the life Bea handed them. I’m not even telling you this so you can completely avoid helping her with her work. In fact, maybe it’s best to give her a little assistance every now and again. I’m just letting you know that it’s important to protect yourself and strike a balance between her life and yours. In her mind, she will always be more important. Look out for yourself.
THERE WAS no name signed to the email. From a young age, it had been drilled into me to never trust someone who doesn’t stand by their word. Internet trolls were a prime example. If a person couldn’t attach their name to their message, there was a good chance they didn’t mean it, or it was completely false. If someone from Bea’s inner circle had told me this information, I would be more likely to believe it. Bea was popular, and that usually involved a few enemies who didn’t like the attention she got. It wouldn’t be out of the question for this email to come from someone Bea had gotten into a fight with as a means of getting revenge.
On the other hand, the email was very specific to me, as I had just spent hours guiding Bea through her assignment. Bea liked to share her day on social media, but there were only a small handful of people who knew that I volunteered to help her. Plus, I had felt taken advantage of, just like the anonymous writer told me I would, as if they had experienced it firsthand.
I deleted the email and closed my computer. As I lie in bed, I couldn’t stop thinking about who sent me the email and why they felt the need to warn me. For all I knew, it could have been a prank or an enemy trying to get back at Bea. But, at the same time, a lot of the message rang true. I had gone into the study session thinking it would take a few minutes to help her put the finishing touches on an essay, not start it from scratch. I also found my own study time suffer as a result.
The last part of the message was what concerned me the most. No one knew the stress I had in my life outside of school. No one, either in or out of Bea’s circle, knew about the trauma that made every day harder for me. If being Bea’s tutor could harm the mental health of someone who was otherwise stress-free, what could it do to someone like me who still needed to visit a therapist from time to time? Even an email warning me about what could happen worried me to the point that I found it hard to fall asleep.
A good detective would take this message with a grain of salt. Anonymous informants were useful for gathering information, but nothing is proven until all sources are properly vetted. If this stranger wanted to get through to me, they would have to reveal their identity. Until then, I planned to remain vigilant.





CHAPTER
FIFTEEN
T he next morning, I had a hard time getting out of bed, but it was nothing that a little coffee couldn’t handle. I was tired, but I had had more sleepless nights in the previous eight months.
Though my nightmares dealing with death were still present, especially when I was stressed, I had noticed that they were less prominent since I started school. Most nights involved at least a flash of a car ride with my mom, but those were generally interspersed with other weird happenings, like forgetting a routine at cheer practice or showing up to school with an empty backpack. I still woke up a few times a night, but I was able to fall asleep faster without having to relive the moment of impact. Instead, I felt a sense of longing for my mother, and drifted off to sleep as I imagined she was by my bedside, stroking my hair.
Once at school, I scanned the mass of students congregating in the halls. I scrutinized every face, looking for my anonymous messenger. I wasn’t sure how I would spot them in the crowd, but I searched for any eyes that lingered on me for too long, or a face that screamed guilt. I spent all of my morning classes waiting for someone to let something slip about a dirty little secret, but everyone I interacted with was completely normal.
At lunch, I sat across the table from Bea, subconsciously giving myself a little space from the queen bee. I took the spot next to Sally, who leaned over to show me a picture of a boy who asked her out the previous weekend. He was tall with perfectly smooth, tan skin and silky brown hair that flopped in front of his face.
“Are you going to go out with him?” Bea asked.
“Maybe,” Sally said, her cheeks pink with giddy embarrassment.
“He’s cute,” Bea said. “You might as well.”
She shrugged and put her phone away. “Yeah, but I don’t have time for the distractions. Plus, even if we got serious, we’d be going away to college in less than a year and I don’t think I can do a long-distance relationship.”
“True.” Bea sighed. “But no one said you had to marry him. You could just hang out when it’s convenient for you. You know, like when you’re in the mood for some fun.”
“I don’t know if I could do that.” Sally giggled, nervously twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “I don’t think I’m the type to string a guy along, just for fun.”
“Boys are like pets,” Bea said, waving her hand. “They are around for your company, and you can give them to someone else when you’re bored of them.”
I feared for any future pets Bea may have but laughed at this comparison with the rest of the group. I couldn’t decide if she was cold or empowered. I could respect not becoming absorbed by a high school relationship but didn’t know if leading guys on was the answer Sally was looking for.
“You could just tell him you’re not interested in dating,” I suggested. “That way, you don’t break his heart when you go to college.”
“You’re cute,” Bea said, with her patronizing tone.
“Guys deserve honesty,” I said, defending my advice. “I hate feeling led on.”
“But she’s a senior cheerleader,” Bea explained. “We have a different set of rules. We can basically do whatever we want. Sally is hot and smart, therefore any guy would be lucky to have her. She calls the shots—not the guy. Melanie, sweetie, do not chase a guy at this school. I beg you. It will embarrass the group. Let them come to you.”
Now, I felt myself blush. I didn’t want the attention on me.
“I don’t know if I’m interested in dating, either,” I said quickly. “I think I’d rather just wait until next year.”
“More for me,” Carrie said through a mouthful of food.
The whole table laughed at this, thankfully taking the heat off of me. I didn’t want to explain that I had too much going in my life to open myself emotionally to a guy. I didn’t know how to tell them that my mom wasn’t around to meet boyfriends and talk me through heartbreak. My dad and I were closer than ever, but it was still too awkward to talk to him about boys. His police officer tendencies came out anytime I even suggested hanging out with a boy, even in a group. He didn’t go to the embarrassing extreme of cleaning his service weapon when a boy came over, but he was very cautious with any male who wanted to hang out with me.
“You’re such a slut,” Bea teased her best friend.
Carrie shrugged off the insult. “I’m sex-positive. People can call me names, but I don’t care. My older sister says that you have to get after it while you’re young and hot. I don’t want to wait until I’m like, 30, and gross.”
“Your sister’s a bigger slut than you are.” Bea laughed.
Carrie changed the subject to some rumor she heard about a girl who went to their middle school. I didn’t know the person they were talking about, so I zoned out while they whispered and giggled.
Kelly came to lunch late, looking hurried. She slid into the empty seat and dumped her lunch from her bag, trying to catch up with the rest of us. There were only 10 minutes left of lunch.
“Where were you, Kelly?” Sally asked, looking concerned.
“In the computer lab,” she said as she tore into a package of crackers. “I had an assignment to finish up.”
Bea turned to her, giving Kelly a hard stare. Kelly put her lunch down and pulled out a purple folder. She took out a few papers stapled together and raised them toward Bea, who snatched them from her hands.
“I need to talk to you,” Bea said to Kelly in a low voice.
Kelly looked up from her lunch, her eyes wide with surprise. “OK.”
“Like, now,” Bea said firmly. She had a scowl on her face.
“Can I finish—”
“I can talk to you in private, or I can do it right here, but I think it would be better—for your sake—if we did it in private.”
Bea got up and marched toward the front door of the school, just a few feet from where we sat by the window. Kelly turned back to give the table an apprehensive look before joining Bea outside. No one, Kelly included, seemed to know what this was about.
“I saw your graded math test in the teacher’s lounge,” Bea said, anger in her voice. She paused just inside the front doors to stare Kelly down. “You got a B-.”
Kelly’s face fell and her shoulders slumped forward. “I don’t know what happened. I didn’t have any time to study for it, but I thought I would do better than that.”
Bea shoved the front doors open and led Kelly outside. Once outside of the building, they turned toward the window closest to our table. She had a scowl on her face. I quickly averted my eyes so she wouldn’t catch me eavesdropping, though I was sure a quarter of the cafeteria could hear her. She started down the stairs with Kelly in tow, out of earshot.
“What is that about?” I whispered to Sally.
She shrugged her shoulders, looking uninterested as if it were no big deal for Bea to yell at her friend for doing poorly on a test. I didn’t know Kelly that well, but I was ready to get up and defend her.
“Something seems off,” I murmured, trying to get her to agree that the scene unfolding outside was extreme. Bea was gesturing wildly, and Kelly looked like she wanted to disappear into the bushes behind her.
“Don’t get involved,” Sally breathed, not looking up from the table. “They’ll work it out.”
At this point, I wasn’t even trying to be discreet about looking out the window. I squinted, trying to read lips to help me understand the muffled yelling from Bea, and whimpering from Kelly. Bea kept repeating that something was unacceptable, and Kelly kept apologizing and saying she’d do better next time.
This made no sense to me. From my observation, Kelly was an excellent student and Bea did not put much effort into her work. I had no doubt that she would get into a good college and have an excellent career. If Carrie could manage to stay on the cheer team with her disinterest in school, Kelly absolutely could. Bea was acting like a demanding parent; far worse than even my parents were ever to me. Kelly wasn’t defending herself, either. She just cowered and took the verbal beating.
It was also odd that Sally didn’t react to this scene. From what I gathered, Sally was a nice girl who cared about others. She had known Bea and Kelly for a few years. If she witnessed one friend treat the other poorly, why wouldn’t she step in? At the very least, why wouldn’t she condemn Bea’s actions, or tell me the history between the two that would help me make sense of what I was watching? No one acted like anything was out of the ordinary, besides me.
After a few minutes, Bea walked back into the school, with Kelly trailing behind. Bea calmly and quietly sat down at her seat and pulled out her phone, nonchalantly scrolling through her social media apps. Kelly grabbed her bag and retreated to the bathroom. Tears ran down her face and she did not try to make eye contact with anyone.
“What happened?” I asked, the words falling out of my mouth.
“Nothing,” Bea said calmly, as if she hadn’t berated her friend in front of the whole school. She didn’t even look up to respond.
I turned to Sally, who made eye contact with me and shook her head with such small motions that it would be imperceivable to anyone who was not directly next to her. She didn’t want me to press the issue any further, and I couldn’t for the life of me understand why.
Lunch ended, and I lost my friends in the shuffle. Sally took off toward her locker, and I wondered if she was purposely avoiding me. I didn’t mean to pester her, but I thought she would tell me why Bea would act in such a way over something that seemed so insignificant. I waited until cheer practice to talk to the girls, wondering if there was going to be drama because of whatever Kelly did.
If I was being honest with myself, I would have to admit that I enjoyed the odd bit of school drama every now and again. I didn’t like it when people’s feelings got hurt or relationships were broken, but I liked to watch an entertaining scenario unfold from the outside. Like any normal person, I liked being in on a secret, only if it wasn’t about me. At the same time, I recognized that Bea held power over just about everyone in the school, and a fight was never fair if one party had far more power than the other. I decided to observe the dynamics of cheer practice before speaking up. I typically stood up for others when the situation called for it, but Sally’s lack of action and concern made me second-guess myself.
After the final bell, I went to the locker room to change for practice. All of the other girls filed in, no one mentioning Bea or Kelly. Sally was warm toward me again, finding me in our stretching circle at the start of practice to sit next to me. As we warmed up, we talked about a movie we wanted to see and discussed times in our schedule where it would work to see it together.
Kelly was quiet at practice, but she wasn’t a big talker to begin with. There wasn’t much time to talk, anyway, as it was our conditioning day, and we were split into different stations to exercise until we were breathless. I liked our coach, but she turned into a drill sergeant when it was time to work out. I didn’t mind because I enjoyed running and lifting. It was exactly what I needed at the end of the day to calm my anxieties and recenter myself.
Despite how she acted during lunch, Bea did not seem to be in a foul mood during practice. On multiple occasions, I saw her ducking out of an exercise to talk to the coach or stand on the sideline and encourage other teammates to work harder, but she was not harsh by any means. I could tell that she was not in as good shape as some of the other girls and didn’t want anyone to notice.
After one last sprint around the gym, Coach called us in to wrap up practice, and the team dragged its tired feet into the locker room. Sally grabbed me to point out the training room and suggested I try out the ice tub for recovery, which I took her up on. I first stopped by my gym locker to check in with Kelly, but she had already left. I made a mental note to catch her without the rest of the group tomorrow and joined Sally and a few other girls in the cold tub.
We mostly complained about how tired we were from the tough workout and whined about the freezing water we submerged our legs in. Sally told a few stories about past years of cheer to the underclassmen and me, but no rumors about Bea ever came up. In fact, I don’t think anyone mentioned Bea at all. Since I had arrived at my new school, it seemed like Bea was all anyone ever talked about. It was a nice change of pace to talk and enjoy the company of other teammates without having to listen to boasting about modeling contracts or wealth.
I was starting to find that the majority of our cheer team was very normal and down-to-earth. I didn’t feel like I had to lord over the younger girls—we could all have fun together. Perhaps I had gotten too wrapped up in Bea’s big talk to notice that the world didn’t revolve around her. Maybe it was stupid of me to spend so much time observing a girl who would probably love the idea of someone spending entire class periods assessing her every move. I decided it was time to take a step back from my detective games and focus on spending time with people I enjoyed being around. After all, I only had one year at this school and was determined to make the most of it.





CHAPTER
SIXTEEN
B ecause practice ran so long, Sally offered to give me a ride home. I gladly accepted and hopped into her old SUV, a hand-me-down from a sibling. Every time I hopped in a friend’s vehicle, a pang of nerves hit me in the gut, but I didn’t want to make my dad my chauffeur because I couldn’t handle getting behind the wheel.
Despite being desperate to know what the deal was with Kelly during lunch, I bit my tongue the whole way home. Sally had been uncharacteristically stony when I initially asked, and she had warmed back up to me. I didn’t want to risk alienating friends that I had just made. Instead, I decided to wait for her to bring it up, which she never did. We carried on our conversation about what we were looking forward to about going to college. We both decided that it would be fun to have complete freedom, as opposed to living under a parent’s roof. We also agreed that we were excited about going to college parties, though I was nervous about getting busted for being around alcohol. She laughed, but also admitted that she felt uneasy whenever she went to parties because she never was completely honest with her parents about where she was going.
“I forgot to tell you,” I said lightheartedly as we neared my neighborhood, “Bea told me that I was almost as good of a study partner as you.”
A terse smile came to Sally’s lips. “Yeah? How was that?”
“It was fine,” I replied, unable to read the room. I didn’t know if Sally would agree with me if I vented about how long it took, or if she would run straight to Bea with whatever I said. I decided to play it safe and let her interject if she wanted to. “She was busy and didn’t have a lot of time to work on the history essay. I showed her mine and guided her through it. I didn’t do all of the work or anything, but I did give her a lot of help and she said that I was almost as helpful as you. I wasn’t sure what to make of that comment.”
“We can both take it as a compliment,” she said, without any joy in her voice. “I’m probably a terrible tutor because I’d rather do the work myself than teach someone else how to do it. Did you have a good time?”
“She bought me dinner, which was nice of her. Yeah, it was good,” I reiterated, running out of positive things to say about the experience. It wasn’t a terrible time, but I didn’t find it particularly fun.
“Good,” Sally replied. We sat in silence for a few moments before I directed her toward my house. When we pulled into the driveway, I was worried that I had made a mistake in talking about Bea. However, before I popped out of her car, she reminded me to ask my dad about going to the movies with her that weekend. Much to my relief, I promised her I would before grabbing my bag and running up the front steps.
“How was practice?” my dad asked. He was standing at the kitchen sink, straining steaming pasta.
“Exhausting,” I moaned, reaching for an apple slice that was sitting in a bowl on the table. “Hey, I’m thinking about going to a movie with my friend Sally this weekend. Is that OK?”
“Of course,” he said with a bright smile. “I’m so glad you have friends to spend time with outside of school. Sally is the one you studied with last night, right?”
“No, that was Bea,” I corrected. “I’ve told you about Sally. She’s the one I have a few classes with, and she’s super smart.”
“I remember,” he said, though I didn’t necessarily believe that he did. “Can you set the table? Supper will be ready in a few.”
As we prepared for dinner, I told him about the grueling practice we had. I did not mention Bea’s fight with Kelly because I was afraid that he would tell me not to hang around someone who would scream at a friend like that. Instead, I asked him about his day, and he told me about a few process-serving gigs he took on to fill the time between stakeouts. I liked hearing stories about the lengths people would go through to avoid being served. I asked my dad if I could ride along with him sometime while he was working, and he told me he’d think about it. His new job wasn’t as risky as working in a police department, but he was still leery when it came to getting me involved with unpredictable people.
I didn’t have homework, so I went to my room and scrolled through my social media accounts. I hadn’t posted much since the accident; I was more of an observer. I felt a little creepy about spying on people’s interactions, but I found it helpful for learning my classmates’ names and faces. Plus, I had a strange interest in seeing all of the pictures Bea posted. If anyone I knew had a chance to make money off of her Instagram page, it was her. Nearly every day, there was a new photo of her modeling expensive clothes, or quite frankly, modeling very little.
I got a notification that I had a new message from my Snapchat group of senior cheer girls. I switched apps and saw a closeup of Bea’s face, layered thick in stage makeup, asking us what we thought of the look she put together for competition season. Immediately, the other girls replied enthusiastically. She looked great, so I added my praise to the chat. I waited a few minutes to see the other replies and noticed that Kelly never responded.
For all I knew, Kelly was busy or away from her phone. But something told me that she was still hurt after her public berating. I ran through my school schedule in my mind, thinking of the best time to privately talk to her, but if Bea wasn’t in our shared classes, Carrie or Sally was. I didn’t want to risk being outed as a gossip or snoop, so I looked up her number in my contacts list and sent her a text.
Hey, I don’t mean to pry, but you seemed pretty upset today at lunch and I just wanted to make sure you are OK. You can talk to me about it if you want.
Thanks, she replied. I’m not sure what there is to say.
I debated sending my next text for a while, then decided to take a risk.
I promise I won’t repeat anything I hear—especially to Bea.
She didn’t respond immediately, and I feared I had made the wrong decision. Panic set in, as I realized that Kelly could easily take a screenshot of our message and send it to Bea. Then again, I wondered if that’s what she thought I would do.
I appreciate you checking in on me, she replied. To be honest, it can be exhausting being Bea’s friend. She’s not used to not getting what she wants. I don’t even fault her for it because her parents always gave her everything.
A beat later, she sent an additional message.
I think it would do me some good to spend time with other people, though. If you’re interested, maybe we can meet up at the mall tomorrow. I’m not allowed to stay out too late, so we could go right after practice, go to the food court, and look around a few stores.
I smiled and grabbed my planner from my bookbag. I didn’t have any big assignments due, so I was certain I could convince my dad to let me go. If he hesitated, I could always play the “new in town and trying to make friends” card.
Sounds great! I replied. I haven’t gone shopping in forever. Should we go right after practice?
Let’s wait a while. It’s not like there’s anything wrong with us hanging out, but our group usually goes to the mall together. I don’t want anyone to think something is up because I didn’t invite the rest of the crew.
It felt weird to be so secretive about hanging out, but Kelly knew the group dynamic better than I did. If she thought we should keep our meeting on the down-low, then I trusted there was a good reason for it. It also reinforced the idea that I needed to be extremely careful when discussing Bea around my new friend group. As much as she picked on her friends, they were extremely loyal to her.
I told Kelly that I was excited to hang out at the mall, then set my phone down and got ready for bed. At the end of my bedtime routine, I pushed the hangers around in my closet, carefully coordinating a new outfit for the next school day. I had only been in school for a short time but was already on the verge of repeating outfits. I made a mental note to pick out a few new pieces at the mall.
I was very excited to get to know Kelly better. I felt like Sally and I hit it off, and I imagined that Kelly and I would as well. Additionally, I was interested in hearing what Bea had gotten so upset about, though I wasn’t going to pry it out of her. It was more important for me to be a good friend than a good detective. As much as I loved getting the scoop, I understood that without a detective’s license, I was no better than a gossip.
Before I hopped into bed, I woke up my laptop that was sitting on my desk so I could close out of the browser and turn it off. When I did, I noticed a new email, once again from an address that did not belong to my school’s domain.
This anonymous email was much shorter than the last one. In this message, I wasn’t given any information that would change how I saw Bea or the rest of the cheerleading squad, nor did it give me advice for surviving my new school. Instead, it merely suggested I search Bea’s name.
A shiver ran down my spine. Though I didn’t have much trust in an anonymous sender, there was something thrilling about being part of some conspiracy. Even if it was just a jealous peer trying to take Bea down, I was fascinated by the messages and oddly honored that someone would send the emails to me. Instead of deleting the email, I tucked it into an unnamed folder, just in case I needed a paper trail. Then, I climbed into bed, phone in hand, and searched for Bea Ardent.
The white light lit up my face in my dark bedroom as I clicked on the very first result. I read a newspaper article about the cheer team that was dated two years ago. In it, I saw a quote from Bea about how hard the team had worked to get to nationals. I read through the whole article, then flipped through all twenty-five pictures of the team, searching for some hidden meaning. I didn’t find much, but it made me excited for competition season.
I went to the next hit, which was a list of Honor Roll recipients from the previous semester. There was little information besides the names, but I looked through all of them to see how many I recognized. Most of the cheerleaders were on there, which I thought was rather impressive.
My eyelids got heavy as I scrolled down to the third hit, which was an obituary for Bea’s father, Eric. He was a very handsome man, tall with blue eyes and blonde hair that sat perfectly coiffed on his head. I could see the resemblance in his daughter, perhaps they had the same air of confidence. The obituary made no reference to how he died, which was mostly what I was interested in. Rather, it was filled with line after line of connections, accomplishments, and charitable giving. My eyes closed and my hand flopped onto the mattress before I could read the list of family members he was survived by. I drifted off into warm, comfortable sleep, where the only dreams that invaded my rest were ones about completing never-ending stacks of Bea’s homework.





CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN
I  felt a buzz of excitement in my stomach and a tinge of nerves when my dad dropped me off at the mall. With a covert wave goodbye to him, I turned toward the food court entrance and slowly walked inside, scanning the crowd for Kelly. I found her next to the pretzel stand, exactly where she said she would be. She held two cinnamon soft pretzels, wrapped in paper in one hand, her phone in her other. My mouth instantly watered.
“You didn’t have to do that,” I exclaimed with delight when she wordlessly handed over the warm bread.
“My treat,” she said with a toothy smile. “I haven’t hung out with anyone in the group one-on-one in a while. It feels kind of weird, but it’s honestly pretty nice. It can be hard to talk to people when we’re all together. We usually just end up talking about something that’s going on in all of our lives, like cheer. I feel like I hardly know you, and we’ve been hanging out for a few weeks already.”
“I know,” I replied, realizing that I knew very little about Kelly, apart from her interest in math and science. “I have to admit, I was so nervous that I wouldn’t find my place here. I thought I might just be a loner this year and start over once I got to college.”
“Really?” she asked, surprise in her voice. “You seem like someone who makes friends with everyone. Our school needs more people like that. I love our friend group, but the same old cliques get old. I don’t know what it is, but the older I get, the easier it is to get along with people I wouldn’t ordinarily be friends with. Back in middle school, I think I would have been exiled for hanging around the nerdy kids who do their own thing and don’t care about being cool. Now, I find myself wanting to hang out with them sometimes. Is that crazy?”
I shook my head. “I know what you mean. It’s like there are these unwritten social rules that we have to follow. Maybe we’re outgrowing the rules.”
Kelly’s eyes lit up. “Yes!” she exclaimed. “I totally feel that. Dang, we need to hang out more often.”
This comment warmed me from the inside out. Kelly seemed like someone who could understand me beyond the surface level—even more than some of my good friends back in LA.
After finishing our pretzels, we wandered through the mall, pausing to glance inside stores along the way. A few spots looked interesting, so we popped in for a quick browse. Kelly showed me a cool boutique, and I came out with a few new tops and a pair of jeans. She had a good eye for fashion, though she mostly wore athletic wear at school. I wouldn’t have guessed that she knew about so many up-and-coming designers, but Kelly was one of those people who seemed to know everything. She wasn’t loud or boastful about her intelligence but could carry on a conversation about New York fashion houses, then turn around and talk about organic chemistry the next minute.
“So, have you seen anyone at school that you’re interested in dating?” she pried, gently nudging me in the arm. “Not like we have the time, but you know what I mean.”
I giggled. “I’ve hardly had the chance to look. I guess some of the guys are cute, but I don’t know if I want to pursue anyone this year.”
“Fair, fair,” she replied as we walked down the quiet mall. “I went through a boy-crazy phase my freshman and sophomore year. I think I’ve outgrown it.”
“I also don’t know anyone’s dating history and would hate to step on someone’s toes in the ex-boyfriend department. That was forbidden on my last cheer team. I’m sure Bea or Carrie would be pissed if I went out with someone they dated.”
“Carrie doesn’t give a crap,” she said with a wry smile. "She’s been trying to lead a sex-positive revolution in a high school, which has been horrifying for the school staff. Bea, on the other hand, hasn’t dated anyone who is currently going to this school.”
“Really?” I asked. I found it surprising because of how popular she was. In my experience, the queen bee types weren’t afraid to go through a few boyfriends a year. Plus, there was no way that guys at the school weren’t interested in her.
Kelly nodded. “Anyone she ever dated or hooked up with in our school has either graduated or moved away. At this point, she’s not interested in anyone our age.”
“I guess I can understand that. Some of the guys at our school are idiots.”
She laughed. “You’re not wrong. Some of the guys in the AP classes are pretty nice, though. I don’t want to date them, but at least they’re not hitting each other in the balls for fun.”
Kelly listed off names of a few boys she thought I would like, if I ever decided that I wanted to date. I started the school year thinking I’d have no friends, and that changed, so maybe I would eventually change my mind about guys, too.
As we reached the glass doors on one end of the mall, I could see the sun setting through the trees. The mall was quieting down—the carousel in the center stopped turning, employees in the stores started tidying up the store, and fewer patrons walked the wide halls. It was a nice time to be at the mall, I decided. It was calm and I could do my shopping in peace. I could also carry on a conversation without being interrupted by all of the noise.
I was struck by how normal I felt in that moment. So much of the past few months was filled with constant reminders that my life was in upheaval. Every class where I had to introduce myself reminded me that my dad and I had to flee to a new town to get away from our old life. Every night when I returned home, I had to remember that my mom wasn’t home to make supper and ask about my day. Even at cheer practice, I thought about how she used to take me to cheer when I was a kid and could hardly do a cartwheel.
As I meandered through the mall with a friend, I felt true happiness and comfort. I forgot about the fact that I was a motherless child and fully embraced how it felt to be in my final year of high school. I felt like an adult, like I was ready to face the world on my own. I could go out with friends on a school night and still show up the next day and ace my classes. I felt lighter than I had in a year. All it took was a soft pretzel and girl talk.
“Fuck!” Kelly hissed. “I’m so sorry. I have to go now.”
Before I had a chance to ask why she had to leave so suddenly, she was 10 paces ahead of me, booking it toward the exit. I stood in place, stunned, trying to figure out what I should do. I would need to call my dad and get a ride. Even if he left immediately, I would still have to wander the mall alone for 15 minutes.
When I turned around to head back toward the center, I saw what had spooked her so bad. Bea and Carrie turned out of a lingerie store and walked straight toward me. Both had bags in each hand and a smile on their face. My mouth dropped open and I couldn’t move. I had the same panicked reaction as Kelly, but an entirely different response. The crazy thing was, I didn’t know why I was so frightened of girls I considered to be friends. I closed my mouth, put on a tight-lipped smile, and walked toward them.
“Hey, you!” Bea purred. “What are you doing here? Why didn’t you tell us you were doing some shopping? I would have picked you up.”
“I stopped by to quickly grab a few things,” I said quickly. “My dad wanted a few things from the home goods store, and I agreed to do the shopping for him if I could get a few things for myself.”
“That’s sweet,” she said, looking around. “Is he here?”
I froze. I wasn’t a very good liar.
“No,” I replied feebly. “He doesn’t like malls. He dropped me off and is going to pick me up soon.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and quickly asked him to pick me up. “He said he’s going to be here in about 20 minutes.”
“Bummer,” Bea pouted. “We just got here. Did you get all the stuff you needed?”
I looked at my bags. I clearly hadn’t picked up something for my dad but didn’t think that Bea noticed.
“I think so,” I said.
“Perfect. Come with us.”
She took me by the arm and led me to a cosmetics store. Before I could get another word in, she had popped open a tester bottle of liquid highlighter and dabbed some on the apples of my cheeks and the tip of my nose.
“Oh, look how cute you look!” she exclaimed, turning me to face Carrie, who approved with a polite smile. “You need this,” she said, slipping the container into my hand. She pulled me to a long display of shimmering eyeshadows and snagged a few foam applicators. She pondered over a few shades of mauve and then went to work on my eyes, gently brushing the pigments onto my eyelids. I didn’t have the time and felt uneasy about being around Bea after lying to her, but I loved getting makeovers. I stood patiently while she played with me like a doll.
“So, what’s Kelly up to?” she asked casually as she put the finishing touches on my eyebrows.
“What do you mean?” I asked, a flash of panic running through me.
“I tried calling her earlier and she didn’t answer. And I saw you two before we met up. What is Kelly up to tonight?”
I didn’t know how to respond. I already lied and said I had come to pick up some things for my dad. She had to know I was lying. I felt my face get hot. Usually when this happened, sweat would begin to bead around my eyebrows and upper lip. Bea was so close to my face; I knew she saw my tell. I knew I was screwed, but I tried to lie my way out of it.
“I ran into her about a half-hour ago,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “She came to return some clothes and we grabbed a soda and talked for a bit. She had to run because she stayed longer than she told her parents she would be out for.”
“Her parents are strict,” Bea replied, piling more products in my hand. “It is kind of weird, though. She left in such a hurry. Are you sure everything is OK? She’s been acting strange lately.”
“Really? How so?”
She shrugged and walked to a lipstick display and absentmindedly ran her acrylic nail along the tops of boxes.
“Not as focused in school. She doesn’t return texts and calls as quickly as she used to. She gets short with me when I talk to her. I figured she might have said something to you about it.”
I shook my head. “She hasn’t mentioned anything to me. She seemed OK tonight, but I didn’t see her for long.”
She nodded slowly. “Would you tell me if she said something? Even if it had something to do with me? Or if she told you not to tell anyone?”
I blinked, my mind going completely blank.
“I—I don’t think anything was wrong with her,” I stammered. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything, but I think she was OK. Did something happen?”
“No,” Bea said abruptly. “Let’s check out. It looks like it’s time for you to go.”
She gestured to my phone in my hand. My dad was calling me.
After telling my dad I’d be out in a minute, I followed Bea to the register, where she took the products she picked out from my hand and nudged them across the counter. She whipped out a credit card and paid before I could even ask why she was buying me makeup. She handed me the bag and tucked her wallet back into her purse, turning on her heel and walking out of the store without so much as another word.
“See you tomorrow,” Carrie said as she followed Bea out.
I waited a few seconds to let them get ahead, then scrambled out the door and walked briskly to the opposite exit where my dad was waiting.
“How was Kelly?” he asked.
“She’s OK,” I said, still confused by Bea’s line of questioning. “Good, I mean. It was fun,” I said, regaining my composure. “She’s really nice. I think you would like her a lot.”
“Good,” he replied, beaming at me. “I see you found a lot of good stuff.”
“Just a few things,” I said sheepishly. “I spent the rest of my birthday money from this year.”
“Maybe one of these days I’ll hire you out for a few jobs,” he mused. “Maybe you can help me with billing or corresponding with my clients.”
“Maybe you can send me on a stakeout,” I replied.
“Not without a license,” he retorted, patting me on the knee. “Besides, you better worry about getting through high school first before you even start thinking about going on stakeouts. How are your classes going? Are your teachers assigning a lot of homework?”
“It’s been pretty easy. I can’t believe how fast it’s going.”
“Me either,” he pouted. “I can’t imagine what I’ll do next year when you’re out of the house.”
My heart sank. I hadn’t considered the fact that he’d be alone in the house while I was in the dorms.
“I won’t go far,” I promised.
“Good,” he replied. “I’m sure you’ll be back a lot to see all of your new friends, too. I’m sure all of the girls in your group will want to see each other often.”
“Probably,” I mumbled, though it seemed like the friends I had met were already on the outs. I wondered if the tension between Kelly and Bea would tear their friendship apart, or if it would fizzle out. It felt like Bea sensed there was a reason Kelly didn’t want to go to the mall with the whole crew.
When I got home, I put my new makeup on the counter, wondering if Bea was just making a very generous gesture, or if she had been buying information from me.





CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN
T he next morning, I put on the new makeup Bea gave me. It was far more expensive than the products I would normally buy, and halfway through the application, I wondered if I should have accepted it at all. I felt like there were always some strings attached to her gifts. I didn’t mind helping her do her homework, but I didn’t love the idea of always being indebted to her. I made a mental note to graciously refuse the next gift, especially if it was only given to me.
At practice, she immediately noticed the makeup and complimented me on it. She seemed pleased with herself, as if she had transformed an ugly duckling into a swan. I think she liked having some influence over her friends and their appearances.
Kelly had mentioned how nice it was when Bea decided to completely overhaul her wardrobe because she gave her hand-me-downs to her friends and was happy to see her group in last season’s fashion, as if she were a proud aunt appreciating her niece putting on the sweater she gifted for Christmas. If it made her happy and put me in her good graces, then I figured it wouldn’t hurt to use this particular gift.
“OK, ladies,” Coach said to the team in the locker room as I was finishing putting up my hair for practice. “It’s time to get serious. We have a home game coming up and competition season will be here before we know it. I have our choreographer here today to start teaching you a new pom routine. We don’t have a lot of time with her, so it is imperative that everyone focuses so we can learn this right away. I need our senior leaders with experience to help our new members learn this one. If that means that you meet up outside of practice to review the choreography, then do it.”
“We have to take this seriously,” Bea said, getting the last word.
The team exited the locker room with an excited buzz. I was nervous about learning new choreography. I was generally pretty good about picking up moves quickly, but I also knew I was surrounded by a bunch of very talented cheerleaders, and I didn’t want to hold anyone back. Luckily, I knew my friends would be willing to help me after practice if I needed it.
The choreographer stood in the middle of our stretching circle and introduced herself as we sat on the floor and loosened our hamstrings. She was a petite, younger woman with pink hair and a ton of personality. Like most choreographers, she was from LA and did work for commercials and television shows when she wasn’t running her studio. I always got nervous around these types of people, like I was afraid to let them down by being mediocre.
As we prepared, Bea went to introduce herself to the choreographer. I couldn’t hear the entire conversation over the loud pop music, but I heard Bea say something about being the captain and being in the front of the formation. I didn’t hear the choreographer’s response, but I figured she had accepted the request. For all I knew, Bea could have handpicked her or knew her from a friend of a friend in the industry. I just hoped that I wasn’t put in the very back of the formation for the entire routine.
The choreographer wanted to get a sense of how each of us danced before getting started, so the coach put on the music for one of our halftime routines and we ran through it. Then, we ran through all of the tumbling that we could do so she knew who could perform certain stunts. Afterward, we took a break while the choreographer and coach talked.
“The choreographer seems cool,” Sally said as we drank from our water bottles.
“Yeah, I think I’m going to stay in touch with her after graduation,” Bea said. “The industry is all about who you know, and I’m sure she knows some people who can advance my career. I just have to keep collecting people who can connect me with more important and powerful people.”
Sally raised her eyebrows slightly and glanced at Kelly. Kelly’s face remained void of any emotion.
Coach called us back to the center of the gym and placed us into our new formation. Starting with the back row, she called girls’ names and put them in straight lines. I was pleased when she set the second row and my name hadn’t been called. With much deliberation, the coach and choreographer arranged the last of us in the front row. Much to my surprise, Bea was placed on the end. But what was even more of a surprise was that I was put front and center. I was thrilled but knew better than to show it. I had to act like I had been here before.
Immediately, the choreographer walked to a spot a few feet ahead of me and started teaching moves. I focused as hard as I could for the next hour, soaking in every movement. Even during our water breaks, I practiced the sequence until it became part of my muscle memory. Toward the end of the practice, we ran through the new routine a few times, full out. After the first time, the choreographer walked up to our coach and whispered something in her ear. I thought I saw her looking at me, which made me nervous. Was I completely screwing things up? Would I be relegated to the back row?
“Watch Melanie if you get lost,” the choreographer said. “She’s killing it right now. If everyone dances like her, you’ll look great.”
I blushed hard, unable to even look up at the person paying me a compliment. When I looked up, our coach was beaming at me and giving me a thumbs-up. This was the most personal approval I had gotten from anyone on the team since Bea demanded I make the team. It felt better to get this recognition from a coach and a choreographer, though. I tried my best not to burst into a wide smile and make it look like I was boasting.
We ran through the routine again with more pressure on me to be perfect after such high praise. Afterward, we circled up to stretch and debrief before departing.
“Ladies, it’s been a pleasure,” the choreographer said, pressing her hands together and bowing slightly. “You are a very talented bunch, and I wish you the very best in competition.”
With a wave, she made her way out of the gym while the group applauded her.
“This was a very productive practice,” Coach remarked. “We still have a ton of work to do, though. We will continue to practice the routine until we have it down. I’d like for you to be ready to perform it by the next game. Think we can manage that?” she asked, looking first to me, then to Bea.
“Yes,” Bea said, a tinge of attitude to her voice.
“Good,” Coach said. “I might have Melanie record herself doing the routine tomorrow so you all can take home the video and practice. Great job today, girls. We’ll have a full practice tomorrow. We’re going to work on stunts, so get a good night of sleep and eat well so you’ll have the energy.”
We returned to the locker room, abuzz with excitement from learning our new routine. A lot of the girls were talking about how cool the choreographer was and how fun our new dance was. Kelly and I were talking about the choreographer’s dyed hair and discussing if we could pull it off when Bea huffed in.
“Can you believe that bullshit?” she asked me. Her voice was low, but loud enough that the other girls could hear.
“What?” I asked, completely baffled by her reaction.
“That thing that Coach said.”
I frowned. “I don’t think I heard what she said.”
“Yes, you did. She said she would have you record a practice tape for the newbies. That’s a captain’s job. I don’t know what kind of game she’s trying to play, but I will not stand by and let her rip our friendship apart. It’s fucked up to pit girls against each other.”
“I don’t think she’s trying to split us up,” I said reassuringly.
“Then why else would she say something like that? She’s just a sad, bored, older lady who wants to feel like a high schooler again. I’ve said it before—she wants to relive her days as a high school cheerleader. I would be a lot more upset if I didn’t feel sorry for her. Some of the faculty members at this school are just unbelievable.”
I never once got that impression from the cheerleading coach. If anything, she seemed like someone who had a passion for cheer. I thought she was good at being an authority figure. She seemed to control her cheerleaders well and never tried to be one of the girls. Perhaps Bea knew more than I had witnessed, because I wasn’t sure where she got that information.
“I don’t think there’s anything a faculty member could do to harm our friendship,” I said, racking my brain for a possible scenario in which a teacher or coach would want to get involved in a student’s life. As far as I had observed, the teachers at the school had their own lives once the final bell rang.
Bea dramatically clutched my hand between hers. She squeezed so hard her grasp was almost painful. “Will you promise me? Promise that no one will mess up our friendship. I don’t want to deal with all of the drama. It’s our senior year and I don’t want anything to destroy our sisterhood. It’s too important to let some meddling bitch ruin it.”
“I promise,” I said hastily, hoping she’d let go. The whole display seemed very needy, which was very unlike Bea.
“Good,” she said, looking relieved. “And if she asks you to take on any of the captain roles or duties, what will you tell her?”
I blinked a few times, questioning if Bea was concerned about our sisterhood, or if she didn’t want competition.
“I’d tell her that you’d be better at it,” I replied halfheartedly.
“You’re so sweet,” she gushed. “I knew I could count on you. We should go shopping again soon. It was a lot of fun, and we didn’t get to spend a lot of time together. We should go to LA and check out some of the stores there. I know a few boutiques that most people haven’t heard of, but all of the celebrities shop at. We could get all dressed up and maybe we’ll be noticed by people in the industry. I even know a bar where they wouldn’t card us. We could get drinks and talk to cute guys.”
“Sounds fun,” I said weakly. I knew for a fact that my dad would have a cow if he knew I was going to bars and dressing up to get noticed by older guys. It sounded fun, but beyond what a girl like me was supposed to do. I had been forced to grow up in many ways, but not so grown up that I could go out with Bea in Los Angeles.
“We’ll have to pencil that one in on the schedule,” she chirped, putting her hands on my shoulders. “We may have to wait until fall break. I’m so glad everything is OK between us.”
She turned around and grabbed the designer bag she used for her gym clothes and glided out of the room.
“If you need help with the choreography, you ask me,” she called out to the locker room on her way out.
Some of the younger girls who were still hanging around to chat turned and looked at me. My eyes went straight to the floor, worried that I was now in the center of some sort of powerplay between the coach and the team captain. I saw one freshman whisper in another girl’s ear while looking at me. I grabbed my bag and hurried out to the commons. I slowed my pace until I saw Bea leave the building for the student parking lot, then rushed out to my dad’s car which was waiting directly in front of the entrance.
“Was today the day you learned the new dance?” he asked as I pulled my feet into the car and dumped my bags on the floormat.
“What? Oh, yeah,” I said, distracted by the bizarre interaction with Bea.
“How was it? Did you learn all of it?”
“Yeah, it was good,” I said absentmindedly. “I like the dance.”
“Good. You know, as much as I complained about having to go to every recital and gymnastics meet and cheer competition when you were little, I’m excited to see you compete with your team.”
“I don’t ever remember you complaining,” I said, confused.
He gave a sheepish grin. “I never would have complained while you were around. You were just too eager and that would have been a scumbag thing to say to a kid. Now that you’re practically an adult, I think I can be honest with you.”
I smirked and rolled my eyes. “How do I know that you’re being honest about being into cheer now?”
He rubbed the back of his head. “I guess I’ve lost some credibility, haven’t I? You’ll just have to trust the fact that you’re old enough to hear the truth now.”
Initially, I felt proud to know my dad thought I was mature enough to handle the truth. However, I soon felt saddened by my loss of naivete. I could never go back to being a kid, when my parents sheltered me with white lies. I would never again feel the safety of believing that everything was OK and always would be. I was now one step into the adult world where I had to face the truth, yet one foot was still in the high school world where I had to be involved with petty drama.
“And while we’re being honest with each other, I’ve been meaning to check in with you to see how you were doing. It seemed like things at your new school were going so well that I was afraid to even bring it up.”
“I’ve been doing pretty well,” I remarked, somewhat surprised by this turn in the discussion.
“I only bring it up because I know it’s been a long time since you’ve seen your therapist. I was thinking about making an appointment with mine, just because it’s been a while. I was wondering if you wanted me to make an appointment for you.”
I took a deep breath and briefly considered, before shaking my head. “I don’t know if I need to.”
“That’s OK,” my dad said abruptly. “If you ever want to, just let me know. We just haven’t talked about your mom much lately.”
“I—I guess it’s been easier to stay busy so I’m not thinking too much about it all.”
We stopped at a light and my dad glanced over at me. He looked hurt.
“I think about her a lot,” I said. “I’ve found that working hard in school and cheer and seeing my new friends helps me cope.”
He nodded and stroked my hair while his eyes remained on the road. “It’s a huge relief, you know? I haven’t heard you wake up from a nightmare in a while. You’ve been smiling more. Your grades are up, and you haven’t missed a single day. You have very nice friends. You’re doing so much better than I could ever expect.”
We sat in silence as my dad coasted through a few residential streets. I watched kids skateboard on the sidewalk and wondered if they had two parents at home and a stable childhood. I wasn’t special in the fact that one of my parents was no longer living. If I asked, I’m sure I would find that lots of kids in my school had suffered a loss. Hell, I already knew that Bea’s dad had died, and she seemed to carry on with her life.
Perhaps I had been too critical of Bea and her penchant for stirring shit. Maybe she was having a hard time with the loss of her dad, and this was how she responded to the trauma. Maybe I needed to extend the same grace that I hoped others would extend to me when I was struggling. I vowed to take it easier on Bea, more so than I already did. Life was too hard already—I didn’t need to get wrapped up in imaginary rifts. She had been extremely kind to me and opened doors at my new school. As much as any conflict made me uncomfortable, I knew I could ignore the awkwardness if it made her life easier. Dealing with the death of a parent was already so hard. I didn’t want to make things worse for either of us by getting caught up in her drama. I would excuse some of the crazy if it meant we would have peace.





CHAPTER
NINETEEN
T he next few days at school and practice, Bea wasn’t particularly warm to me, even though she made such a show of wanting to be close. I didn’t think too much about it, though. I was at the top of my cheer game and my classes were going well. I had settled into a daily routine and felt more at ease than I had in quite some time. Bea wasn’t clutching onto me at lunch or inviting me on shopping trips, but she also wasn’t screaming at me outside of the school, so I figured all was well.
On Wednesday, we got out of practice early because our coach had a meeting, so the senior girls went to Starbucks. Bea entertained the crowd with tales about hookups and run-ins with musicians as we sipped our lattes. Things between Bea and Kelly seemed to go back to normal. Neither of them acted like they were fighting less than a week ago.
An early supper with my dad was a much-needed catchup after spending so much of my time at school. We hit up a popular Mexican restaurant and ordered virgin margaritas, chips with salsa and guacamole, and tamales. As we sat in our corner booth and nibbled on chips, we quietly watched the hustle and bustle in the brightly painted restaurant. I smiled as a toddler excitedly ripped apart a taco, getting little food into his mouth.
“You used to be like that,” my dad quipped.
“I find that hard to believe.”
“It’s true. A switch must have flipped around the time you started school, because we went from mopping the kitchen floor under your highchair every night to helping you constantly wash your hands because you didn’t like when they felt dirty. Your mom and I rarely took you out for dinner because we felt so guilty about the waitstaff having to clean up after we left.”
“I don’t buy it,” I replied, sipping the blended drink until I got a brain freeze.
“Maybe you’ll have kids one day and you’ll understand—but not for a very, very long time,” he added.
I rolled my eyes, putting a stop to that kind of talk. I hated when my mom talked to me about sex, and I especially hated any close reference to it from my dad. Besides, I had absolutely no interest in getting married or having kids until I was in my late 20s. I wanted a full decade of me-time before I settled down. I first wanted to get my career in order, then let the rest of my life fall into place.
“You were an ornery little thing,” he continued. “We thought for sure you would be a handful.”
“No way you or Mom would have let me act out of control.”
He smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment. I have to give most of the credit to your mom. She did most of the discipline because I worked so damned much back then. It’s not a lifestyle that I could recommend in good conscience.”
“So, I shouldn’t work toward a career as a detective?” I asked.
He shrugged. “If it’s what you want to do, I’d support it. It takes a while to get to that point, though, and the thought of you having to work a beat or work traffic makes me nervous. I don’t know why, but I feel like the world gets crazier by the day. I would love if you got to use that brain to solve crimes, but at the same time, I don’t think I would ever sleep for a full night if I knew you were in danger of getting hurt.”
“I could get hurt doing just about anything,” I rebutted.
“Yeah,” he said with a deep sigh. “I guess that’s true. It’s not just the danger, either. I worked terrible hours for too many years. One of my biggest regrets is not being around more when you were growing up.”
I shrugged. “I thought you were home enough.”
He split a chip in half and looked down at the dip. His eyes looked sad. “You probably just don’t remember. I wasn’t there when you started crawling. I missed your first words. I didn’t get to go to a lot of school conferences or pick you up from many practices. There was a lot I wasn’t around for. We’re both very lucky your mom was always on top of everything. I’m finding that getting let go from the LAPD was a blessing. Otherwise, I don’t know if I’d be home when you need me to be. I wouldn’t be able to pick you up from school or be home when you go to sleep. If I had to give someone career advice, I’d tell them to try to work their own schedule. It’s not always going to be a steady paycheck and benefits, but the biggest benefit is being able to spend more time with you.”
I felt tears well up in my eyes, but I was able to quickly blink them away before my dad even looked up at me.
“I’m glad you’ve been able to make your own schedule,” I said as the waiter came with our entrees.
“Maybe when you graduate from college, I’ll take you on as an apprentice,” he said with a mouth full of food. “That is, if you’re still interested in detective work. For all we know, you could get very into history, chemistry, or social work and forget all about criminal justice. I just want you to study something you enjoy and have a career you want to stick with.”
I was fairly sure that I wanted to be a detective but accepted my dad’s advice anyway. I dug into his current work and begged him to give me the dirty details. He was hesitant to share but told me about tracking down a meth head who skipped out on his court date and a woman who was looking for her deadbeat baby daddy because he never paid child support. I liked the stories but wondered if those were the cases I wanted to pursue one day. I had fantasies about working tough cases, like FBI-level cases, and feeling the thrill of solving the most impossible cases.
When we got home from the restaurant, I went upstairs and got ready for bed, checking my email before I got under the covers. I had yet another new email from my anonymous source. This time, they asked me if my search brought up the names Nathan Bryant and Tom Garcia. The first reaction I had was confusion, which quickly turned to irritation. Who was this person and why couldn’t they tell me the information they wanted me to know instead of making me do research? I had enough going on in my life and didn’t need more homework at the moment. I closed my computer and tucked myself into bed.
Not long after falling asleep, I dreamed that I was at cheer practice and having the best practice of my life. I was doing flips with ease that I had never been able to master during my waking moments. The team formed a circle around me and cheered me on as I completed a difficult, technical tumbling pass down the gym floor. When I landed my final rotation, the gym burst into applause. Our coach stood in the middle of the crowd and cheered harder than anyone.
I was on top of the world. Tears formed in my eyes from pure joy as Sally and Kelly ran to give me a tight hug. We were now standing in front of the judge’s table in our uniforms. Beaming, a judge that looked a lot like my old cheer coach handed me a massive golden trophy. We had won the national competition, and it was all because of me.
Gym bag in one hand and trophy in the other, I walked out of the school gym into the dark, quiet commons area. I spotted my parents’ car waiting outside for me and I couldn’t contain my excitement about the competition any longer. I ran out to tell my mom the good news, and she couldn’t have been any prouder. She gave me a long embrace, and I could feel all of her love surrounding me. Her curled hair felt soft against my face, and I never wanted to let go. Eventually, she pulled out of the dropoff line and drove toward the street.
I was just telling her about my performance when the impact hit. No matter how many times I had the dream or how many different variations there were, the hit always caught me off guard. We spun around a few times before stopping in a cloud of smoke and dust. I screamed for my mom, who was lifeless in the front seat.
Using every last ounce of strength I had, I took off my seatbelt and tried to pull myself out of the crumpled car. My legs didn’t work, so I braced myself on the hot metal of the hood. I called out for help, only for Bea to approach me, dressed to the nines in a short skirt and crop top with shoes that cost more than the car we had just crashed.
“Help me,” I pleaded.
She scowled at me as if she were inconvenienced by my pain. She looked over her shoulder and a murderous glance came across her face. I could have sworn that she glowed red with malice in that moment.
“You fucked up, Melanie,” she glowered. “Everyone is going to hear about this—the cheer team, the principal, and all the colleges you’re applying for. Your future is over. It’s a real shame you weren’t the one to die here. You may as well be dead, as far as I’m concerned.”
“I didn’t do anything,” I moaned. “We were hit.”
“You wouldn’t have gotten hit if you would have just listened to me. You had no business showing off at the competition like that. Now your mom’s dead and Sally’s dead, and we’re going to have to replace the both of you when you’re in prison.”
“Sally?” I murmured.
The smoke started to clear, and I could make out a school bus with a crumpled hood. A moment passed, and I could see Sally’s broken body beneath one of the massive tires.
At the sight of my mutilated friend, I let out a shrill scream, which jarred me from my slumber. It took seconds for my dad to be at my bedside.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, flicking on the lamp.
I started sobbing the second he sat on the edge of the bed. Understanding what had happened, he pulled me into his arms while I sputtered and hyperventilated. Eventually, I ran out of tears and wiped my eyes and nose on my t-shirt.
“Is it the same dream?” he asked, his voice low and raspy.
I nodded, sniffling.
“The exact same? Just as it happened?”
I shook my head and cleared my throat. “No,” I said, sitting up in bed. “The crash was the same, but Mom was picking me up from school. After the crash, I went to get help and Bea was furious at me, saying I killed our friend, Sally, too. Bea was driving a school bus when she hit us.”
My dad frowned. “That’s weird. Which one is Bea, again?”
“The cheer captain,” I said, my voice sounding nasally from my stuffy nose. “She’s the one who basically runs the school.”
“I see,” he said, stroking my hair. “I think it’s probably best if we make an appointment for your therapist. You never really had the chance to talk about all of the new changes at school, and it might help to talk to your therapist about it.”
“I don’t know,” I said meekly. Going in for an appointment would just be another task to add to my list. Plus, I would probably have to miss school or practice to go, which wasn’t ideal.
“We’ll talk more about it tomorrow. Do you want me to stay, or do you want to go back to sleep?”
“You can go,” I replied, though I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to go back to sleep. I was far too old to have my dad lie beside me because I was afraid of being alone at night.
“Let me know if you need anything,” he told me before getting up and leaving the room. He had purple bags under his eyes.
I wondered if he was losing as much sleep as I was these days.
To distract my distressed mind, I got on my phone and scrolled through my Instagram feed, seeking out relaxing videos to soothe my brain. After a handful of satisfying cleaning videos, I turned off my screen and put my phone on my bedside table. When I closed my eyes, I saw my mom’s face, as beautiful as ever. This time, however, I chose to watch the memory my brain invented and listened to her tell me how proud she was of me.





CHAPTER
TWENTY
A fter much gentle prodding from my dad, I agreed to a quick phone session with my therapist during the weekend. I mostly agreed to it because I knew it would make my dad happy and I wouldn’t have to miss school. But, once I started talking to Claudia, I felt good about taking care of myself. I usually left sessions with her absolutely drained, but better than I had come into them.
I took the phone call in bed on Saturday morning with a bowl of cereal and a mug of hot milk with a splash of coffee on my bedside table. I stayed in my pajamas for the call. It felt weird to talk to a health care professional while wearing pants with kittens on them.
After a little small talk, she asked me questions about school. I told her about how well everything was going. I had made the cheer team, I was getting good grades, and I had friends. She asked me about my friends, and I gave her the rundown: who they were and what they were like. She listened and then expressed how good it was for me to have people to spend time with at school and outside of school. She remarked that Sally and Kelly sounded like two girls that I needed to spend more time with. She then asked me about Bea.
“You say that she’s the queen of the school, but do hierarchies exist at the school to such an extreme?” she asked. “It seems potentially unhealthy for someone to have so much power.”
“I haven’t known her for that long,” I said, backpedaling. “I’m sure she’s built up the respect of the student body over the years. I’m coming in as an outsider and noticing that everyone listens to what she has to say and basically bends to her wishes.”
“Do you?”
I thought about this question for a while. I wouldn’t say that I suck up to her, but I also avoid upsetting her.
“I’ll help her out if she asks for it, and I don’t intentionally try to make her angry.”
“Would she help you out if you needed it?”
“She basically told the cheer coach that I was her pick for the squad,” I said after a pause.
“You’re a very talented girl,” Claudia said. “You showed me that video of your routine from last year. You don’t think you would have made it without her?”
I hadn’t given the idea much thought. I had been so stressed about the tryout when Bea told me it was in the bag. I had performed well at auditions, so there was a good chance I would have made it without Bea.
“Maybe,” I said reluctantly. “I’m sure it helped to have her put in a good word for me.”
“I guess we’ll never know,” Claudia replied. “What other kinds of things do people do for her?”
I thought for a moment. “Well, her friends help her with her homework. It’s a lot of help, but she’ll buy girls clothes and purses for their time. She took me to dinner and bought me stuff from the mall.”
“How does it feel when she buys things for you in return for doing her favors?”
I hadn’t thought too much about that. I hadn’t realized how complicated my feelings were on the subject until I was asked directly.
“It feels good to have someone buy me stuff,” I decided. “I don’t have a ton of spending money, and I’d like to save what I have for when I go to college. On the other hand, I went into the dinner with Bea thinking that we were going to study together. I ended up writing a lot of her essay. I guess I felt used. I was a little annoyed that I did nearly all of her work and then had to go home and do my own homework. I was up late that night. I can get a little cranky when I don’t eat enough and get enough sleep.”
“Mmm,” she hummed. “Good nutrition and quality sleep are essential to good mental health. It sounds like she was OK with putting her needs ahead of yours.”
I thought about how Bea’s study sessions went with all of her friends. Sure, she paid her friends back with material things, but money didn’t mean anything to her. I couldn’t see her using her time to help any of us. Buying our loyalty was easy because there was no real expense—a hundred dollars was nothing to her and everything to us.
“It doesn’t feel good to use more of my resources on her than she would on me,” I concluded.
“An astute observation. I think it would be wise to keep inventory of your emotional and mental resources. You’re going through a huge transition and that takes a lot of mental energy. If you give too much away, you’re putting your well-being at risk.”
“I’ll be careful,” I replied.
“Good. Now, we’ve been talking for an hour. I’ll let you enjoy your Saturday. Please give me a call soon. It’s best to get in touch with me before things feel too unmanageable.”
“I will. I really feel like I’ve been doing well lately.”
“You absolutely have. Be proud of your accomplishments.”
I got off the phone feeling lighter and more confident in myself. I spent the rest of the morning relaxing while my dad worked, then we went to a movie and dinner. It was the most restful Saturday that I had experienced in quite some time. By the time Monday rolled around, I felt refreshed and ready to take on the week.
I was excited to learn that we would be practicing stunts again at Monday’s practice. I loved learning new things and enjoyed a good challenge. I showed up to practice early and started stretching before the rest of the team made it to the locker room. I was in the middle of a set of crunches with Coach greeted me with a smile.
“What’s up, Melanie? Why aren’t you in the locker room with the other girls?”
“Just wanted to get a little better today,” I said cheerily. “A strong core is important for preventing injuries, and I’ve neglected my workouts lately.”
“I love to see you take initiative,” she said, patting me on the back. “You’re an asset to our team, that’s for sure.”
I blushed and looked at the floor. I couldn’t handle such nice compliments. Luckily, I didn’t have to reply because the team strode in at that moment and took their spots on the gym floor.
“Stunt day,” Sally said giddily, gently shaking my shoulder. “Are you nervous?”
“I’m excited,” I replied. “I’ve always wanted to be a flyer, but there are always smaller girls that get the jobs.”
“We do a lot of different lifts and tricks,” she said. “Everyone gets to do something in our halftime routines. That’s something I like about our squad—you don’t always have to lift girls or be a base if you don’t want to.”
After our warmup, Coach called us in to tell us about the stunts we’d be practicing. She announced that we would try a pyramid with three levels. Much to my surprise, she chose me to be on the top.
When I turned to face the other girls who would be below me in the pyramid, I locked eyes with Bea, who was assigned to be on the bottom. She looked angry but didn’t say anything. I had seen enough photos of her on Instagram to know that she often adorned the tops of formations. She was the type to get upset if she wasn’t in the center of the front row, so I wondered if she was mad that she wouldn’t be on the top of the pyramid.
Once the bottom layer settled, the second layer of girls climbed on their backs. Once they were stable, our spotters hoisted me to the top of the formation. I trembled slightly, then found my balance. I shook my poms and smiled my biggest grin. Then, before I even knew what happened, I felt something shift below me and I was falling. I twisted my body so I wouldn’t land directly on my head, but I still smacked the hard gym floor with my full weight.
Everything hurt. I lay very still for a moment, wondering if I had suffered a serious injury. I feared that if I moved, I would uncover spinal damage or broken limbs. I had just gotten to the point where I was feeling fully healthy after the accident. Apart from the scars, I was sure that no one could tell that I had spent a long time in the hospital less than a year ago.
“Oh my God, are you OK?” a freshman girl cried as she rushed to my aid.
She was one of the spotters, but I could hardly blame her for letting me fall. I went down so quickly. With most stunts, the person balancing on the top would lose balance slowly and tip over, giving the spotter enough time to break the fall. My balance had been fine until something shifted beneath me.
“I think so,” I replied meekly as the entire team and the coach gathered around me. I went through a checklist of each body part, deciding if I was injured or just shaken up. My head hurt, but I wasn’t dazed or nauseated. My forearm and shoulder were sore, but there were no visibly broken bones. My lower back was sore from smacking the floor, but I could move, even though it was painful.
Slowly, I sat up and looked at the faces of my worried teammates. Everyone looked horrified, except for Bea, who looked like she was fighting a smile. A chill ran down my spine. I understood that people react to problems in different ways, but she looked like she was putting on a show of concern.
“Someone take her to the nurse,” Coach said with a tremble in her voice.
“I will,” Sally volunteered.
She helped me off of the floor and stood beside me as we gingerly walked toward the office. She looked at me like I was going to shatter into a thousand pieces if I took a wrong step.
As we exited the gym, I could hear our coach ask the team what had happened. I paused at the doorway to listen for a response. No one had an answer.
I had my suspicions.
The nurse was getting ready to leave for the day and looked none too pleased that she had a new charge. Once Sally and I explained what had happened, she had me sit on the examination table and started looking me over. As the nurse manipulated my limbs, I debated asking Sally what had happened. She wasn’t part of that stunt, and I wondered if she had seen where we had gone wrong. Even though a stunt in which I stand on the tops of stacked bodies wasn’t inherently safe, the base should have been stable enough to keep me from crashing to the ground like I did. At the same time, I was afraid to say anything in case it sounded like I was blaming anyone.
I winced as the nurse dug her fingertips into my radius. She went to the freezer and filled a flimsy plastic bag with ice cubes, twisted the top, and handed it to me.
“I don’t think anything is broken, but if the pain doesn’t subside, you might want to have your parents take you to get an X-ray.”
Parents. I hated hearing the plural word but didn’t correct the nurse, especially in front of Sally.
“There’s always the risk of a concussion when you have a hard fall like that. Your pupils look normal, but if you have any nausea or a bad headache, take it easy and see your doctor. I want you to go home, ice anything that hurts, and get lots of rest. Go to bed early tonight—you need sleep. I’ll tell your coach that you should avoid strenuous activity until you’re feeling better.”
“Thanks,” I said, gingerly getting down from the table. Sally and I headed back to practice, where I would have to watch everyone else have fun while I sat on the sidelines. Before we made it to the gym, I touched Sally’s arm with my good hand and the question spilled out of me.
“Has anyone ever gotten hurt at practice before?” I asked breathily, scanning to see if the coast was clear.
“What?” she asked, her eyes widening. “I—I don’t know. I guess people have minor falls and injuries from time to time. I’ve sprained my ankle doing a routine on uneven grass before.”
I pursed my lips hard. “Do you think it was an accident today? Like, did you get the impression that someone messed up, or—”
I was too scared to finish my sentence. I think Sally understood, though.
“Check your email tonight,” she whispered.
Then, she walked quickly ahead of me to return to practice. I figured everyone would still be in the center of the gym, but I passed Bea when I walked through the doorway.
“What’s going on?” I asked, startled by her appearance.
“Practice is over early,” she said, sounding bored.
She didn’t ask me if I was OK. I didn’t expect a bunch of attention, but I thought a friend would check in on me.
Her response was much different than the reception I got back in the gym. Coach was so relieved to hear that I wasn’t seriously injured, and the other girls expressed their sympathies. No one gave me any information about what had happened during the stunt.
When I went to the locker room to call my dad, Sally was sitting on the bench, chewing her fingernails. She looked nervous about something but got up and left before I was finished with my phone call. As I waited for my dad, my entire body aching, I wondered if Bea had heard our conversation. Another chill ran down my spine at the thought.
My dad asked me what happened, and I told him I lost my balance. I convinced him that I didn’t need to go to the emergency room so I could take a hot shower, crawl into bed, and wait for the email that Sally said was coming my way.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE
M y dad was quieter than usual when preparing supper that night. I promised him that I was fine, just a little beaten up. Coach had called him shortly after we returned home to explain that I had taken a hard fall and even though I had dodged a direct hit to my head and neck, he should still keep an eye on me in case concussion symptoms developed, and that I could need an X-ray if I wasn’t feeling better.
“Maybe it would be best to tell your coach that you would prefer to be the one doing the lifting, and not being lifted,” he said as he dished a serving of pasta salad on my plate. “You’re strong, and with a little more lifting, you could put on a little muscle. That way, you don’t have to worry about getting hurt if the other girls aren’t strong or focused enough.”
“It’s not a problem,” I retorted, feeling irritated. “It was a fluke—a one-time accident. It happens. Cheerleading is an inherently dangerous sport. Would you say the same if I were a boy and got hurt playing football?”
His mouth went tense. “It’s preventable. You can’t fall from a tall height if you don’t get far off the ground. And I would absolutely be just as concerned if you were a boy and were injured just months after fully recovering from a serious injury. Remember when we thought there was a chance you’d never be able to run again, much less cheer?”
I scowled. I didn’t appreciate getting told off for doing something that kept my mind off of the horrible events that initially wounded me.
“I’m feeling attacked right now,” I said moodily. I was no longer very hungry for dinner, though the rotisserie chicken from the grocery store smelled delicious. “I don’t get why you’re mad at me for something that was an accident.”
He sighed and let his chin fall to his chest. He looked tired in a way that I don’t remember seeing until the accident.
“I’m not mad at you,” he said softly. “I’m scared. I can’t let anything happen to you. You are all I have left.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” I said firmly, praying that he wouldn’t become too emotional. I was tough, but the second my dad’s voice cracked, or tears welled up in his eyes, I was a wreck.
“OK,” he said, sounding defeated. “Let’s eat.”
We ate in silence for a few minutes. I had found my appetite once I dug into my favorite picks from the deli counter. I was nibbling on a warm, buttery biscuit when he broached the subject again.
“Honestly, do you trust all of your teammates to perform stunts?” he asked point-blank.
I decided to respond with a half-truth. It was best to keep him off of my case, but I couldn’t completely lie to him. It was also not the time to voice any suspicions about Bea.
“I haven’t known everyone long enough to say for certain,” I responded. “I trust our coach. I trust some of the girls enough to know that they wouldn’t be careless. I trust that a lot of girls are strong and experienced enough. I don’t know if I trust every girl one hundred percent, but I’m still getting to know the girls on the team.”
“Would it be fair to suggest that you hold off on the stunts until you do?” he asked gingerly. “Your coach told me that you never have to do anything you’re not comfortable doing. If you’re worried about what the other girls say, you can always blame it on your injury. Or you can tell them that I won’t allow it.”
“Fine,” I said, after thinking it over. “I’ll give it some time. I won’t promise that I won’t do the stunts, especially if I’m the best person for the job.”
“Thank you,” he said. He seemed to be in a much better mood after that.
On the other hand, I still felt irritated, not because my dad wanted me to be safe, but because I didn’t know if I got hurt because of an accident or because someone was upset with me.
Once I finished eating, I limped my way back upstairs to my room and crawled back under the covers. My dad followed behind me with a couple of ice packs wrapped in old pillowcases. He also placed a bottle of my favorite kombucha and some candy beside my bed to comfort me. It helped marginally.
A few of the girls on the team had texted to ask how I was doing. I found this gesture sweet, especially from some of the younger girls I didn’t know well. I assured everyone that I would be fine, though it may be a while before I could get back on top of the pyramid. The younger girls told me they hoped that would be soon. Kelly told me to take all the time I needed to recover because there were more important things than cheer. It was hardly how I felt about it at the time, but it helped put the situation into perspective. Until I knew if Bea had anything to do with my fall, was it worth risking my health on my high school cheer team?
Meanwhile, I kept an eye on my computer, waiting for an email to drop. After a while, I wondered if Sally had forgotten to send the message. I thought about texting her but didn’t want to come off as pushy. If she had information to share, it was risky spilling secrets to me, a newcomer.
My heart skipped a beat when I saw a new message appear in my inbox. I jumped from my spot in bed to reach my computer and jostled my injured arm. I winced as I grabbed my laptop, only to find that the email was from the school’s announcement system, reminding parents and students about upcoming events. Frustrated, I nursed my injuries and deleted the anticlimactic email.
Just as I was about to close my laptop, another new email popped up. This time, it was from Sally. My heart raced as I clicked on the message, and I forced myself to read slowly so I wouldn’t miss any information.
Hey, sorry I didn’t email you sooner. I had to babysit my siblings and then we had supper and I had to help clean up. I hope you’re feeling better. I don’t want you to think that I’m being shady, but I was the person emailing you about Bea from an anonymous account. I wanted you to know what you were getting into, but it was so complicated because I’m friends with Bea and you couldn’t hear it from me, just in case it got back to her. I understand if you’re upset with me because I couldn’t email you from my account. I don’t know if you looked up those people I told you about, but I can promise you that I’m not some random person trying to make Bea look bad. To be honest, there’s nothing that will really change how people see Bea. I could tell right away that you have a good heart, and I didn’t want you to get hurt.
I WASN’T COMPLETELY surprised that Sally was the anonymous sender after reading her message. I completely believed Sally when she said she wasn’t out to make Bea look bad but wanted to warn me. Every time Bea’s behavior was questionable, she always went silent and refused to address it in person. She had to have been afraid of what would happen to her if word got out that she was speaking ill of Bea. She would likely lose her entire friend group and possibly her spot on the team. As someone who was just starting to fit in, the thought of being exiled for the remainder of my senior year was awful.
I appreciate the heads up. I haven’t had a ton of time to look anything up about Bea or those other boys. I also had no idea who was sending me this information, so I didn’t know if I could trust it. I generally don’t pay much attention to anonymous people on the internet. I think it’s because my dad was a cop and has always warned me about the dangers of the internet. I’m glad you told me it was you sending those emails. I’m also glad that I have someone who has my back at this school. Is there any way we can talk about this in person, or would it be too risky? Maybe we can go out for coffee when we know Bea’s working.
I would, but I’m nervous about anyone overhearing. People talk around here, and everyone wants to get on Bea’s good side. Spilling gossip about us would gain anyone a few points in her book. Besides, I think it would be best for you to look into it yourself. I don’t want to put ideas in your head. I could tell you what I know, or what I think I know, or I can show you where to look for information. I don’t mean to make more work for you, but I know how powerful suggestion can be, and I’d hate to convince you of something serious.
I’ll check it out, I replied. I don’t know if I’ll be able to practice for a little bit, so I’ll have some time to look into it. Again, I really appreciate you looking out for me.
I WAS ABOUT to close my computer for the night when I got another unexpected email from Sally. I had figured our conversation was over.
So, I feel really uncomfortable telling you this, but I think it needs to be said. After you got hurt at practice, I overheard Bea talking to some of the other girls. She said that you were too clumsy to be part of the stunts and suggested that you should only be in support or spotting roles. It sounds like she’s on a campaign to get you demoted from the front row in the routine and get you out of the stunt roles. I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you in person. If it helps, there’s not a single girl on the team, including Bea, who thinks you’re not deserving of the recognition you’ve been getting. Just know that even if it seems like people aren’t supporting you, they are. It’s just that everyone knows that life is harder when Bea is mad. They may act like they’re in full support of her, but I know for a fact that everyone will be relieved when she graduates. Keep your head up. Coach is one of the only people who doesn’t completely bow down to Bea. This will blow over and everything will be fine. She’s gotten pissed at all of us at one time or another. It rarely lasts. I’ll see you tomorrow—feel better!
AFTER READING THE LAST MESSAGE, I could hardly move, I was so furious. I felt my face burning and my eyes felt like they were going to pop out of their sockets. I gritted my teeth until my jaw was sore, which made my headache worse. I slammed the top of my computer shut and tossed it to the foot of the bed. I wanted to scream but didn’t want my dad to come in and start asking questions. Instead, I had to silently seethe as I processed how a girl acted like my friend but then badmouthed me to the team. Besides, I was fairly certain that she moved in the formation and caused me to fall. I could accept if it was my lack of skill or balance that caused me to fall. I was confident in my ability, but not so much that I couldn’t accept my own mistakes.
The last time I felt this degree of white-hot rage, I was in the hospital, reading the news about the man who put me there. The current situation was so mild in comparison, but it irked me to no end that someone would act like my friend, then potentially try to injure me and then badmouth me to the team.
I tried to utilize the relaxation techniques my therapist taught me. I closed my eyes and counted to eight as I inhaled and 10 as I exhaled. I made it through four rounds before the image of Bea gossiping popped back in my head. I got onto my phone and looked up videos of cute puppies to distract myself but couldn’t even find joy in watching cute balls of fluff bumble around a playpen.
Part of me wanted to fire off an email or text message to Bea and give her a piece of my mind. On the other hand, I knew that I didn’t have any hard evidence and the crowd would follow her. Plus, I wanted to pursue this case and the second I let her know I was onto her, it would get much more difficult.
My dad rapped his knuckles on my door, then came in with a bowl of ice cream.
“Thought you might want some,” he said. “Why does your face look red? Have you been crying?”
I vehemently shook my head. “No. I’m fine—just trying to ice my arm.”
He walked closer and grazed the back of my head. “You’ve got a knot there. You might want to ice that, too. Are you sure you want to go to school tomorrow? If you’re not feeling up to it, I think you should stay home.”
Normally, I would go to school even if I was sick. That was how much I hated missing school. Also, I had some studying I wanted to accomplish—studying that could not be done at home.
“I’ll see how I feel in the morning,” I replied.
“Do you want the ice cream, or should I take it back downstairs?”
“Leave it,” I said, getting comfortable in bed.
He smiled and gave me a kiss on the top of my head before leaving and shutting the door behind him.
I got back on my phone after he left and started searching Bea. I read about all of her accomplishments at school and in the pageant circuit until my eyes burned. I stayed up later than I should have, reading about someone who appeared to be flawless. Tomorrow, I promised myself, I would find the flaws and understand what Sally was too scared to tell me herself.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO
I  didn’t sleep very well that night, not because of nightmares of being attacked by Bea, but because my whole body was too sore to find a comfortable position. If I positioned myself in a way that kept pressure off my bruised back, my arm was either squished under my body or hanging awkwardly to the side. Whenever I woke up, I remembered that Sally wanted me to know secrets about Bea, which made my brain turn. However, I was tired and wanted to get a good night’s sleep so I wouldn’t be useless at school, so I didn’t get out of bed to research the cheer captain. Eventually, soft light began to stream in through the window and under my door. I forced my eyes shut to avoid having to confront the real world, at least for another half-hour.
When my alarm went off, I quickly dismissed it and let out an involuntary groan. I felt like hell—first, because I was spotted with dark purple bruises from the fall, and second, because I had such a terrible night of sleep. My throat felt dry, and my eyelids were heavy. I closed my eyes for just a few more minutes of rest before I got up.
Before I could completely fall back asleep, my dad slowly pushed my door open and peeked his head in.
“How do you feel?” he asked, his voice soft and sympathetic.
“Not great,” I said flatly, hardly moving my head to look at him.
“Headache or nausea?”
“Not really,” I mumbled. “I’m just exhausted and not looking forward to dealing with the crowded hallways today because someone’s going to bump into me, and it’s going to hurt. I don’t think I’ll be able to practice for a few days.”
“Have any big tests today?” my dad asked with a yawn.
“No.”
“Then maybe you should stay home. Any schoolwork will be posted online. I’ll call the school to excuse you and then you can make up your work in bed. We can go to the urgent care clinic later if you need to get checked out.”
“But I hate missing school,” I groaned, realizing the irony because I had missed so much the previous year. I hadn’t even realized that I had reverted to my pre-accident self in that regard.
“I know. And I’m thrilled that you want to be at school, but I don’t think there’s anything wrong with taking a break.”
I weighed it over for a moment before nodding my head. “Yeah, I’ll stay home today. I don’t think I’ll miss too much.”
“I’ll call the school. What do you want for breakfast?”
“I don’t care,” I mumbled, pulling the covers back over my shoulders. I felt relief that I didn’t have to force myself out of bed and could get some rest. I dozed off, and my responsibilities for the day drifted away. At some point, my dad must have been back in my room because I awoke to find a warm bowl of oatmeal and hot coffee in a travel mug beside my bed. As I ate, I got a text from Bea. Surprised, I imagined that she had finally decided to check in on me. A scowl appeared on my face when I read the message.
I’m calling an emergency study group session. I am so behind on the social studies essay, and I need some help organizing the information. I’ll fill you in on my topic during lunch and then we can meet up after practice.
The previous night’s anger bubbled up inside me again. I didn’t expect people to pity me for getting hurt at practice, but I considered her to be a friend and she hadn’t even checked up on me. Instead, she asked for my time when I had a feeling I wouldn’t get much in return.
Sorry, I stayed home today. I didn’t sleep well last night, and I might still need to go to the doctor. I definitely can’t practice today.
A wave of relief washed over me, though I felt guilty knowing that one of my other friends would have to spend their evening doing Bea’s homework. I thought about offering to help her online but decided that I wouldn’t have many more chances to get out of study group.
I expected a text back from Bea, pressuring me to help her. I didn’t expect her to call me during first period.
“Hello?” I said hesitantly, immediately regretting picking up the phone. I was just so surprised to see her calling me when she should have been in class that I automatically answered.
“Could you do a half-day today?” she asked. “You said you didn’t sleep well, so maybe take a quick nap and show up for lunch so we can work on this. You don’t need to do anything at practice but sit and watch. The paper is due tomorrow, and I need a good grade on this.”
I actually thought about it for a second before realizing how ridiculous it would be to strain myself just so Bea could get her homework done.
“No, I’m really not feeling up to it.” I fidgeted with a hair tie lying on the bed as I crafted a fib. “You saw what happened to me. I might have a concussion. I need to stay in a dark, quiet place. I can’t even focus, so you don’t want me helping you with something you want to do well on. I can’t come to school today, and I can’t help you with your essay.”
Bea let out a long exhale directly into the phone. “This really fucks with my day,” she whined. “When I was a freshman, I sprained my ankle and never missed a practice. Do you know how hard it is to do jumps on one good leg? I did it because the team needed me. I didn’t hide at home because I was embarrassed about getting hurt. I taped up my ankle, powered through, and sucked it up because the team needed me. No one is even asking you to practice. In fact, I don’t think it’s safe for you to be doing stunts you’re not ready for. I’m just asking for you to help out our team by making sure I’m eligible so I can continue to carry the team. We all have our roles to play. Right now, you’re going to use your talents to make sure I have a chance to make our team shine. I wonder what Coach would say if I called her and told her you’re skipping school because you’re tired.”
I scoffed, though the phone was away from my mouth, so Bea probably didn’t hear it.
“I remember hearing something about there being school tutors,” I suggested. “I think I got an email about an after-school program where teachers and students tutor people who need help. I can look it up and forward it to you if you want.”
“I don’t fucking want to go to a tutoring session,” she screeched. “I want you to do me a solid and help me out like you did last time. It wouldn’t even take that much of your time. You’re not even doing anything right now.”
“I can’t do your work for you today,” I fumed. “You know, I would probably be at school and could help you out, but someone slipped in the formation and caused me to fall.”
Bea went silent for a second. “What are you saying?”
My heart pounded, but I felt brave in that moment. “I know what happened,” I said softly, but firmly. “No one would ever say it, but you were the one who moved out of position. It’s kind of ironic, isn’t it? If you hadn’t moved out of position and caused my fall, I could be helping you with your essay. Instead, I’m at home with a minor brain injury and couldn’t even do my own work. Well, good luck to you.”
Bea hung up the phone before I could. I knew she was furious, which gave me some sick pleasure. No one ever told her no, and I knew I would certainly face sanctions for denying her help, but at the same time, she knew that she was to blame.
Next, I sent a text to our coach to let her know I wasn’t feeling well and wouldn’t make it to practice. As I expected, she was very understanding and told me to take all the time I needed to take care of myself. Then, I texted Sally and Kelly to tell them I wouldn’t be at school, but I’d catch up with them later. Both wished me well and told me they’d help me catch up on anything I missed. I wondered if Bea had talked to them yet, and if they would talk to me once she did.
Finally, I sipped the coffee my dad had made me and plugged in my phone. I had some work to do.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE
I  searched the first name Sally provided and wondered what a chubby bald man had to do with Bea Ardent. The image search provided a couple of photos of Nathan Bryant, a man who seemed to always wear a big smile, at least for the cameras. His shiny pink cheeks seemed to almost lift the thin wire glasses off of his face. Most pictures showed him wearing a suit and what appeared to be high school events. In one, he was wearing a tracksuit pulled tight around his rotund waist as he proudly draped his arm around a tall boy in a basketball uniform.
Clicking back to the web search, I clicked on the first five links and opened them as tabs in my browser. The first two came from my school’s website, though I had never seen the man before. There were tons of teachers at my school, so there was no way I would know all of them, but I was decent about recognizing faces. I quickly opened the school website on another tab and searched the staff directory. Nathan Bryant wasn’t listed and wasn’t included in the current math department photo. I looked back at the photos; they were dated a few years ago. Maybe he was no longer at the school. My first thought was that he was someone who had pissed off Bea.
Some more digging told me that Mr. Bryant taught Geometry for at least 10 years. He was in his early 40s, had a wife, two young kids, and a Boston terrier. He was also investigated for having an inappropriate relationship with a student, which led to his resignation.
Nathan Bryant, a math teacher at Sherman Oaks high school, is under investigation for having inappropriate contact with a student, as outlined in the district’s policy. District spokesperson Erik Sullenberger declined to comment on the specifics of the investigation but stated: “The safety of our students is our top priority. The teacher in question is under administrative leave until the district and the local police have fully investigated the claims made against the teacher. Additionally, all parents have been notified that students may be asked to provide information about the situation, so any parent who wants to be present with their child during such an interview is well within their right to do so. We also ask that the public allow the authorities to investigate the claims without any interference.
I THOUGHT it was a strange statement for the district to give on behalf of its employee in the newspaper. The first part was standard stuff, but I don’t think I had ever seen a call for people to butt out of an investigation that dealt with the safety of kids. I wanted to ask my dad for his thoughts, but then I would have to explain what I was researching, and I wasn’t ready for that conversation. The last thing I needed was for him to become suspicious of Bea and ban me from spending time with her. I was pissed at Bea, but if I was completely cut out, I would be separated from the team and my other new friends.
Inappropriate relations with a student were not something to take lightly. I couldn’t help but look at the eager-looking face of the math teacher and think badly of him. The girls at my school were gorgeous and some looked older than their teenage years, but they were still very much girls. The same girls who stuffed their bras and rolled up their skirts and cried in the bathroom about boys and still had their parents pick them up after school. I wasn’t so naïve to think that there weren’t older men and women who were attracted to girls my age. I knew how easy it would be to manipulate kids my age. Hell, if any older guy had expressed interest in me as a freshman, I would have been over the moon. I had low self-esteem and wanted to please—I knew I wasn’t the only girl who craved the attention of a man from time to time.
I sat my phone on my other pillow and closed my eyes for a moment. The gentle thuds of my dad’s boots got louder as he approached my room. I slid my phone under the pillow before his knuckles touched the door.
“Do you think you’d be OK for a few hours if I met with a client?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said drowsily, slowly opening my eyes. “I’m feeling better after sleeping a little more.”
“Are you sure?” he asked warily.
“I’m sure. What are you working on?”
“I got an inquiry from a woman who wants me to keep tabs on her daughter. Sounds like the mom has been coddling a helpless case for years—my words, not hers. She lets the daughter live at one of her properties and thinks that she’s letting her druggy boyfriend conduct business there. She is afraid to call the police on her daughter but wants to know if her suspicions are correct. It’s one of those cases where I’m glad you’re my daughter.”
“That would never happen to me. You’d never buy me a house,” I joked.
He cracked a grin. “You must be feeling better. I won’t be too long. Call me if you need anything.”
I waited until I heard his footsteps on the kitchen floor before pulling my phone back out from under my pillow. I returned to my search, specifically looking for any court documents from a trial, but it appeared that there was never an arrest, and no one pressed charges against the teacher.
As far as I could tell, the man had no social media presence. It was unusual for a man that age to not even have a neglected Twitter account or a Facebook account for keeping up with old classmates and family members. My grandparents were even on Facebook, and they could hardly turn on their computer. I tried looking for his wife, but she didn’t exist on social media, under her married name, at least.
A search of the man’s name without Sherman Oaks in the search bar brought up a school directory in a town I had never heard of. I entered the name of the school on a map search and zoomed out to a rural community a few hundred miles away.
I took a break to scroll my own accounts, curious to see if anything was happening at school while I was gone. Bea and Carrie had posted selfies from PE. There were more likes on the photo than kids in our class. I clicked on the comments and saw that both Sally and Kelly had left glowing reviews of the girls’ photo. I, too, liked the photo, plugged in my phone, and went downstairs to find some snacks.
My dad had left a stack of papers on the kitchen table, and I couldn’t help but snoop. Under a few blank contracts, there was a printed copy of the email from my dad’s new client. I skimmed her long email, taking in all of the juicy details. This lady’s daughter was a mess, and while I felt bad for her, I also was thrilled to read about such a big train wreck. It was such a departure from my own life that I could hardly comprehend how someone would get to such a place.
This poor woman had given her daughter absolutely everything she could have wanted in life, and she still turned out to be a drug addict who had a habit of taking in the worst kinds of boyfriends. She bought a house for the daughter in hopes that she would be able to save her money and put herself in a better position in life. Instead, the daughter took in all sorts of unsavory characters and charged them rent, which fueled her drug habit. Meanwhile, the boyfriends used her and treated her like crap but the mom couldn’t convince her to leave them. She was in and out of jail, but the mom finally woke up and realized that nothing would change. She wanted to know exactly what was happening at that house so she could figure out how to get her property back without issues and sell it.
I was in no position to understand how parenting works, but my parents often told me that they couldn’t give me everything I wanted because I would turn out to be an entitled person. I always denied that refusing to buy me new technology or pricey shoes would make me a monster as an adult, but as I got older, I trusted that they knew what they were talking about.
After pouring myself a bowl of sugary cereal, I got a text from Sally, asking me how I was doing. It was nice of her to check in, but odd that she was asking how I was doing when I told her an hour ago.
I’m just working on a bit of that research you told me about, I replied. I’m still working on it, but I think I’m hitting a wall.
Her reply was almost instantaneous. Without any other commentary, she sent me a link to a no-frills blog that looked like it hadn’t been updated in some time. The link sent me to a post written a couple of years ago by an unnamed source. I didn’t like anonymous sources, but it was the best I had.
His class kinda sucked, but Mr. Bryant was actually an OK guy, the blog read. It’s crazy to think that he’s out, just like that. I feel bad for him and his family. Like, that’s pretty embarrassing to get accused of being a perv. What do you all think?
This was clearly some sort of school gossip column that relied on comments to keep the conversation going. It was very 2008, but I could see how a primitive blog could keep gossip more low-key. If it were happening on Snapchat, parents would quickly get involved.
I don’t care that much, an anonymous commenter said. He was too strict, and I might actually pass the class without him here.
That’s fucked up. We’re talking about a person’s reputation here. Everyone knows that he didn’t do anything wrong, and he’s lost his job and basically has to start over somewhere else.
He did one thing wrong. He figured out a particular student’s game and tried to stop her from getting away with it. Everyone knows that she cheats on every single assignment. He thought he’d do his job and say something, and that was a mistake.
I’m sure there will be parties in the staff lounge the day she graduates, another commenter said, much to everyone’s approval.
Watch yourselves. You’ll end up like Tom if you don’t watch what you say and who you say it to.
That threat was particularly worrisome. I couldn’t tell if it was written by a well-meaning observer or the threat itself.
They’re right. It’s probably best if we just stay quiet and let this one pass.
Fuck that. She’s hot, but how many people can she accuse of sexual assault until she becomes the girl who cried rape?
As many times as she wants to. I don’t know what you’re not getting about that. She’s untouchable. It’s not worth losing your entire reputation for a moral victory. You’re better off minding your own business and staying away.
I couldn’t believe what I was reading. No one outright mentioned Bea’s name, but it was so heavily implied that I knew exactly who they were talking about. I immediately texted Sally and asked her what she knew about that teacher. She said she didn’t know him and the only information she learned about it was secondhand. I then texted Kelly about it, and I saw her start to type, but then she stopped. I knew she was at school, but I had seen her send a text or two during class before.
I lay back down on my pillow, staring up at my ceiling fan. Adrenaline was flowing through my veins, and I couldn’t believe that the whole school seemed to be participating in some sort of cover-up operation. I understood that Bea was very pretty and had a lot of power, but she could also be nasty and was clearly capable of making people’s lives hell. If people knew this two years ago, why did they continue to follow her every move? If people stopped hanging around her, wouldn’t she lose her power?
After about 20 minutes of waiting, Kelly finally responded. She told me that she had Mr. Bryant as a teacher, and she never saw him do anything inappropriate. A few seconds later, she called me.
“Hey, what’s up?” I asked, my heart rate picking up.
“I—I was wondering what your text was about,” she said in a hushed voice.
I could hear a sink running in the background and knew that she was calling me from a school bathroom.
“I found some information about the school that I thought was concerning,” I said, trying not to reveal too much. “I guess I wanted to hear about it from someone I actually know.”
Kelly was silent. I heard the squeak of a door and the click of shoes on the tile floor. Without another word, she hung up on me. I tried to call her back but was instantly hung up again.
Sorry, I can’t talk now. I don’t think I have the answers you’re looking for.
A chill ran down my spine. I hoped that I hadn’t asked the wrong person questions. I felt pretty confident that I could trust Sally, as she was the person who tipped me off in the first place. Kelly and I had gotten closer in the past few weeks, but she was still one of Bea’s good friends and I didn’t know where her alliances lay.
If what the kids on the message board were saying was true, Bea had potentially ruined a man’s life in this town and gotten away with it without the smallest repercussion. In fact, it appeared as though she had only become more powerful. If she were truly capable of making life hell for anyone who crossed her, then I would certainly fall into her path if she knew I was researching her.
Then again, she could have left me with permanent injuries after knocking me off of the pyramid. Moving forward, I knew I had to be much more careful. Even if I was blowing things out of proportion, I would watch my step around her. I would make sure I was never in a position to get into another freak accident. And, if she ruined my reputation, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I had already let my friends back home go. I had already suffered worse injuries. I had already been through hell. I didn’t have a lot to lose at this point.
But now, I was too hungry for knowledge to care about self-preservation. I wanted to know all of Bea’s dirty secrets. And—if possible—I wanted to protect the decent people who would inevitably wind up in her crosshairs.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR
M y first impression of Tom Garcia was that he was impossibly hot for a high schooler. I found his Instagram account and scrolled through his photos for far longer than necessary. He was tall and lean with a mop of chestnut hair that flopped over his eyebrows and turned up slightly at the edges. His golden eyes and long eyelashes gave him a sweet, sleepy look. Most of his pictures featured him with his dog, a golden retriever named Baxter. He also had photos in a football uniform, swimming at the beach, or with his long arms around friends. There were a few with beautiful girls, and I wondered if he was dating any of them. I knew social media wasn’t an accurate portrayal of day-to-day life, but he seemed to have a pretty good one.
The timestamps of the photos in his feed painted a disjointed picture of the past few years. There were tons of photos of him at his new school, but not a lot from his time at Sherman Oaks. I recognized one shot outside of the school with an older boy I didn’t know. There weren’t pictures with anyone I recognized from school, and there was a six-month gap between photos at Sherman Oaks and photos of his new school.
The older boy in his last Sherman Oaks photo was tagged, so I clicked the link to his profile. He was a student at Cal, and it was evident that he liked to party. Josh Jackson was another attractive guy with brown hair who was more muscular than Tom but had a similarly tall, toned physique. Most of his photos were taken inside bars or in dark basements with neon lights. I traced his photos back to his high school years and found some familiar faces. One was at a football game, and I could see Kelly in her cheer uniform in the second row on the sideline. The picture before that was at a bonfire where Josh was gleefully stoking the fire with a small branch as his friends watched. In the background of the photo, Tom sat in a lawn chair with a blonde on his lap. When I zoomed in, the girl was unmistakable—Bea was draped on him with her lips close to his ear.
My mouth dropped open. There were no other photos with the two in his feed. I had looked through a lot of Bea’s photos but didn’t remember seeing Tom. It took me quite a while, but I did another thorough scan of her pictures. There was no trace of Tom Garcia anywhere in her universe.
Once I finished my social media search, I went to the web to see if Tom had made the news. I was horrified to see what came up immediately when I searched his name.
There were no fewer than six articles in a row about a criminal case involving Tom Garcia. I clicked the first one and started reading.
Sixteen-year-old Sherman Oaks High School student Tom Garcia was arrested on Monday evening for allegedly sexually assaulting a fellow Sherman Oaks student. The alleged rape took place on October 16 at a party hosted in an abandoned warehouse just miles from the school. The victim contacted police the night of the party and evidence was collected by the Sherman Oaks Police Department.
Garcia was taken to the Sherman Oaks Juvenile Detention Center but released on bail later Monday night. His trial is scheduled to begin on October 27. Garcia’s family declined to comment on the case. The female victim will remain unnamed.
I THOUGHT about the boys in my class when I was 16 and wondered if any of them could be capable of rape. The boys I knew were more interested in hitting each other in the balls and seeing how much they could get away with in school. Rape seemed like such an extreme crime for a teenager to commit. It was so personal, and so evil and violent, that I couldn’t see how the boy with the sleepy smile and tons of friends could do such a thing. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe the victims of these crimes, it was that I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that someone who walked the same halls as I did could do such a terrible thing.
Next, I looked for court documents but couldn’t find any. I didn’t know enough about the law to know if juvenile records were treated the same way as adult cases. I couldn’t even find a news article about the case, which was strange because this was definitely the kind of news that people in a close-knit community would want to read.
Whenever I did a web search, I rarely had to look past the first page of results to get the information I needed. This time, I scrolled through several pages until I found a tiny blurb that made the inside pages of a local paper.
Judge Alice Wheatley dismissed the sexual assault case against 16-year-old Tom Garcia after his lawyer brought forth evidence that suggests no assault took place on the evening of October 16.
When asked for comment, the defense attorney for Mr. Garcia said, “While we are relieved that the judge dismissed the ludicrous case against my client, we are disgusted that such claims even necessitated a court appearance. My client, an innocent young man, has had irreparable harm at the hands of his accuser, and we will be filing paperwork today to ensure that the young woman involved does not walk away from this incident without consequence.
Given the accuser’s age, if the case goes to trial, she may face up to six months in juvenile detention for false reporting and perjury.
I TAILORED my search to see what became of the case but couldn’t find any information. When I reached the ninth page of search results, I gave up. I even went to the county’s database, but there was nothing to be found. I didn’t get a single result when I searched Bea’s name.
It was as if the case never happened.
Remembering the gossip blog, I turned to the less-reliable information, hoping it would fill in the gaps. I matched the blog to the newspaper article date and started scanning for anything about Tom. As expected, this was a huge conversation for people at my new school.
Tom was arrested last night for rape at the warehouse bash. His parents bailed him out and he’s staying at a relative’s house tonight. I know this is a gossip blog, but maybe we should all try to avoid spreading rumors until more facts come out.
Judging by the timestamps on the comments, people were clearly refreshing the site until there was a place for them to share their thoughts on the matter. For two straight hours, anonymous commenters shared any information they had.
This is beyond fucked up. Tom isn’t that kind of guy.
I think we need to be careful here. We don’t want to get into victim-shaming territory. There are other survivors of sexual assault in our student body, and it doesn’t send the right message to immediately blame the alleged victim and give the alleged rapist a pass.
I hear what you’re saying about victim-blaming, but I think we all know that there’s a good chance that this has been done to ruin Tom’s life.
I was with Tom for a lot of that night. I talked to the police and told them what I know about the party. I think that anyone who was at the party needs to talk to the police. It could make a difference in what happens to our boy.
I agree. Regardless of what happened that night, it’s for the police to decide. If he did it, he needs to be held responsible. If he didn’t, the girl who accused him needs to be held to the same standard. If you were there, you should tell the police what you witnessed.
I want to help, but I’m scared I’ll get in trouble. My parents don’t know I was there, and I was drinking. If the police come after me for bringing alcohol and drinking there, it could ruin my life. I could get suspended from school and have a strike on my criminal record. I don’t know if it’s worth it for all of us to suffer because of something that happened there.
You’re an idiot if you think the police care about you sipping a hard iced tea when a rape might have happened. They wouldn’t waste their time on that. My brother is in law school, and he’s told me before that if a big crime happens, police don’t care about the little crimes.
I’d talk to a real lawyer first. You never know what the cops in this town are up to. I don’t think anyone should talk to the police without a lawyer present.
The lawyer talk went on for a little while. I wondered how many of these kids went to the police with what they knew and how many kept their secrets to the message boards. I understood their concerns, but from my perspective, I felt safe talking to the police because my dad would never let anyone take advantage of me. This particular conversation didn’t yield any more useful information, so I continued on my search, skimming until I saw Tom’s name again.
So long, Tom Garcia. I heard the guidance office talking about transferring his files to a new school. Has anyone seen him since the settlement? I wonder if all of the money is his, or if his parents are going to use it to buy a nice house in Malibu or somewhere. Either way, it was nice knowing you, Tom. I’m sure you’re relieved to get a few miles in between you and that crazy bitch.
I heard the settlement was in the millions. To be honest, I think I would like someone to accuse me of rape if it means that I can get a couple of million dollars. I’d even spend a little time in jail for that much money.
Not enough money in the world to go through something like that. When you Google his name, you’ll see rape allegations. When you Google her name, you see a bunch of accomplishments. It doesn’t seem fair that nothing ever happened to her.
He learned his lesson. First, the pussy ain’t worth it. Second, if you decide she’s worth it, you wait for her to break up with you, not the other way around. But am I crazy for thinking that he came out of this ahead? He got the hottest girl in the school and her money.
I think she’s an absolute legend. Everyone knows that Tom is a shitty boyfriend. He loves to string girls along for the longest time. Once he gets a girl’s hopes up, he ignores her and moves on to the next one. I’m not excusing what she did, but I bet he treated her like shit.
The worst thing about this is that everyone knows about it and there’s nothing that will ever be done about it. What that girl did was wrong. I think that people forget that she committed a serious crime. Plus, it’s a slap in the face to those of us who have been sexually harassed or assaulted. No one will believe the next girl after this. I can’t wait to graduate and get out of this town.
THIS STORY REMINDED me of the case Barry Knowles told my dad at the carnival. Could it be possible that the girl who falsely accused a kid of sexual assault and got Barry so riled up was Bea Ardent? What were the chances that there were two similar cases in one town?
As I heard the garage door open, it occurred to me that I may need to fill my dad in on what was happening at school. Typically, I didn’t like to trouble him unless it was something I couldn’t handle myself or needed advice. My mom used to be the go-to person for small problems. She always kept a cool head and listened fully before making judgments or suggestions. Plus, she always asked me if I needed someone to listen or someone to take action. She always encouraged me to work out my problems before she stepped in. Everything from dealing with a mean kid on the playground or an unfair grade on an assignment was first my job to work through. If I couldn’t get the job done, she’d find a non-intrusive way to help me out—she rarely called the principal to complain about something.
My dad, on the other hand, went into cop mode much quicker. To his credit, he could also keep a cool head, but he had moments where he wanted to put a stop to an unpleasant situation. When I was in third grade, a girl stole my favorite headband out of my cubby when we went to PE. I knew who it was and told the teacher, but the girl denied it and that was the end of that. When I told my parents that evening, my dad was ready to go to the girl’s house in uniform to get it back. My mom talked him out of it after begging him to consider how traumatizing it would be for that girl to have a police officer demand that she return a cheap headband. Instead, my mom called the girl’s mom and asked if it was possible that her daughter accidentally came home with my headband. The next day, I found it in my cubby, as if it had never been taken in the first place.
I loved my dad and trusted him, but I didn’t want to go to him with a problem unless it was something that required an adult’s help. If Bea was the person who accused Tom Garcia of rape, and this was the case that Barry told him about, it might be something he would want to know. And, if Bea was truly that untrustworthy, I might let it slip to him that I believed she knocked me off of the pyramid. If she was truly a dangerous person, it might be a good idea to have an adult—one who knew the criminal justice system—on the lookout for trouble.
At the same time, if he thought that Bea had nearly left me with a debilitating injury on purpose, that would be the end of cheerleading for me. He would either force me to quit or cause enough hell that the cheerleading team would be under investigation. If anyone looked into how I got on the team, they would know that Bea convinced the coach to let me on. Whether I deserved it would be a moot point if my place on the team was decided before I did a single flip.
I decided I would wait to tell him. If Bea didn’t incite any more trouble, I might mention the rumors surrounding her after graduation. If things got more serious, I would talk to the principal. Until then, I would be careful and keep a safe distance. There would be no shopping trip in LA, no parties, and no study sessions from now on. I would do my best to keep the peace, but I would not let myself get into a position to be used and mistreated by Bea Ardent.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE
“H ow did it go?” I asked, poking my head out of my bedroom doorway.
“Oh, it was fine,” my dad said absentmindedly. “I’m going to take the case. Because the client owns the house, I can put cameras around. I’ll do a little staking-out around the house and follow whoever comes and goes, but it won’t take too much work to get the information she’s looking for.”
“Did you tell her to make better parenting choices?” I joked.
“No,” my dad said sadly. “I feel for her. It’s impossible to see your kid struggle. If you made that life, you do what you can to make sure it’s happy, healthy, and safe. Her daughter is not doing very well, and she did what she thought would help.”
“If she’s a druggie, why not send her to rehab? It’s got to be cheaper than a house,” I asked.
He nodded and sat down on the corner of my bed. “Sure, but not everyone wants to get better. Remember how you felt after the accident when the physical therapists tried to get you to do your exercises?”
I pursed my lips. I remembered feeling like I wanted to stay in bed forever, or until I disintegrated into the mattress. If I could walk, I would have to leave the house and face the world.
“Yeah.”
“Well, it’s often a similar feeling. A lot of people turn to drugs to deal with their problems. They can make you temporarily feel better. But, once the drugs wear off, the problems come back and are often worse. If you go to a rehab facility, you’re cut off from the one thing that makes the problems go away, and the withdrawal can feel like hell. It’s not for the faint of heart. I don’t know if this girl wants to stop using, but it’s a lot easier to continue using than to stop. Her mom could pay for the best rehab facility in the world, but if her daughter doesn’t want to stick with it, it won’t make any difference. She just wanted to ensure her daughter had a roof over her head and not end up on the street where she’s liable to get abused.”
“But she’s trying to kick her out of that house?” I asked.
He shrugged. “It’s not a good look for her if controlled substances are being sold out of her property. At some point, there’s nothing more you can do. At some point, you have to look out for yourself and make sure your property isn’t being used as a hub for criminal activity. Now, I think I’m going to go for a run. I would ask you to come with me, but—”
His voice trailed off as his eyes scanned the bruises on my arms and legs.
“Yeah, I’ll take you up on that offer later,” I said. “Maybe this weekend. I am feeling a lot better.”
“Good,” he said, ruffling my hair. “Now make sure you have all of your schoolwork made up.”
I gave him a thumbs-up and he closed my bedroom door behind him. I closed out of the search on my phone and got out my school computer to check on my classes. I spent 10 minutes taking notes for social studies, watched a science video, then filled out an excused-absence form for PE because I was in no shape to make up the exercises at the moment.
Around three o’clock, Kelly called. I was surprised to see her name on my caller ID, especially after she was so quick to dismiss me earlier.
“Hey, is everything OK?” I asked. School had just let out and she normally would have been on her way down to the gym for practice.
“Yeah, I just thought I should give you a call and clear up some information,” she said. “I’m sitting in my car so we can talk freely.”
“What about practice?”
“I told Coach I had to meet with my college advisor for the classes I’m taking this year. The new members are getting fitted for uniforms, so I’m not missing anything big. Hold on a second. I’m going to drive out of the parking lot so no one sees me on campus.”
I listened to the faint whoosh of traffic before she cleared her throat and turned on her phone’s speaker.
“OK, so, I can see that you’ve figured out what happened with Mr. Bryant. Since you’re already in the thick of it, I’m just going to tell you whatever you want to know. I’m tired of the secrets. Mr. Bryant was the only teacher to call Bea out on her academic dishonesty. He could tell that she was turning in work that was way different than what she did in class, which was very little. He talked to her, and she laughed it off. He told the principal, and he didn’t do much. On the other hand, I almost got into big trouble.”
“You did?” I asked, shocked to hear that Kelly would ever get in trouble. She seemed like such a rule-follower.
“Yeah, and it was one of the scariest times in my life,” she said breathlessly. “It all came to a head when Mr. Bryant caught Bea copying off of my test. The thing is, I was being stupid about it. I had my paper tilted so Bea could see it, and I was taking my time so she could keep up.”
“You let her cheat off of your test?”
Kelly let out a long exhale. “Yeah, among other things. We got caught, and I had to do a lunch detention with Mr. Bryant. Bea skipped, of course. He didn’t yell at me, but he gave me a good talking to, and I cried like a baby. I spilled the beans and told him that I had given Bea answers on homework assignments in the past. He took that kind of thing seriously and wrote an office referral with both of our names on it. Basically, it’s a request for the principal to have a talk with kids who get in trouble and that’s where the punishments get handed out. I felt incredibly guilty for weeks, like a prisoner on death row waiting for my number to get called. It never did, and while it was fucked up what Bea did to that teacher, it kind of saved my ass at the same time.”
Kelly had never been so honest about Bea with me. I could tell she had felt this frustration all along, but she had never been quite this critical. I found it thrilling, like a curse was being lifted.
“Did she really accuse that teacher of rape?” I asked.
“Yeah,” she said sadly. “I had felt so relieved that my trouble was over that it took a long time to process how terrible her actions were. I’m sure that whoever knows Bea knows it was a lie, but I can’t imagine how horrible that was for him and his family. She accused him, and when he went to the principal to tell him he had busted Bea for cheating, it was as if it didn’t matter. The teacher was gone and Bea had an even tighter hold on me. I started helping her because I thought that’s what friends did, and she was very convincing. I still help her because I’m afraid of what will happen if I stop.”
Something clicked in my head. “Is that why she yelled at you that day at lunch?”
Kelly didn’t answer right away. I checked my phone to see if the call had dropped.
“I’ve been doing Bea’s work for a long time. Sally’s gotten roped into it as well, and I know you have, too. If I stop, there are a lot of ways Bea can get me. I’ve helped her cheat so much, and according to the school’s policy on academic dishonesty, I can get in just as much trouble as she can. But, because it’s Bea, she’d get away with it and it would go on my record. I could fail the classes I need to graduate or miss out on scholarships. I would definitely get kicked off the cheer team. It would absolutely ruin me.”
“And she knows how much it means to you,” I said.
“Exactly. That day in the cafeteria, she was pissed that I didn’t get her a high enough score on an assignment. I gave her purposeful wrong answers because I didn’t want it to be so obvious that I did it for her. I’m used to her moods, but I broke. I’ve been doing so much extra work on top of my already busy schedule that I lost it and broke down. I couldn’t even tell her that I didn’t want to do her work because she’s got me by the metaphorical balls. I just have to ride it out until graduation and then I’m free.”
I felt so sorry for Kelly and all she had to deal with. I knew there was no way I could ever take on the workload that Kelly and Sally had, and it further reinforced my plan to distance myself from Bea.
I found it hard to believe that a school principal would let so much of her bad behavior slide, but if he feared being accused of sexual assault, I understood why he might let Bea get her way. If that was how she got her way with men, what was her tactic with women? I knew that she had dirt on Kelly, but what could she possibly do to me?
Because there was so little to blackmail me with, it made sense that she turned to physical threats with me. It scared me that someone could be so cruel and calculating at such a young age.
“I need to head back now,” Kelly said. “Is there anything else you were wondering about?”
“Do you have Tom Garcia’s phone number?” I asked.
She didn’t immediately respond, but I could tell she understood why I was asking.
“No. He changed his number when he left town. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to talk to him. He was an OK guy and just wanted to move on with his life.”
“OK,” I said respectfully. “I’ll see you at school tomorrow.”
“Good,” she said. “I’ll fill you in if anything happens at practice.”
I hung up the phone and immediately went to my Instagram app. I located Tom’s account and sent him a private message, telling him I was new at school and having issues with Bea and wanted to talk with him.
I closed out of the app, feeling a weird nervous excitement in my stomach. Not able to sit still while waiting for a response, I got up, turned on some loud music, and did a thorough cleaning of my bedroom. I didn’t exactly know what I was going to ask if he responded, but something inside me told me that I needed to hear his side of the story. Then, I might have some chance of escaping the consequences for upsetting Bea.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX
I  would be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous to go back to school after the cheerleading accident. I was caught up on my schoolwork and my coach assured me that I could take all the time I needed to recover before returning, but there was no real reason that I couldn’t be at school. Apart from some bruising and soreness, I was fine. I wouldn’t be able to go all-out at practice, but I could mark the dance routine and spot girls during their tumbling practice.
As much as I was focused on having a successful college career to set me up for my first real job, I still entertained the idea of cheering in college. I had been to a few college football games, and I was always so transfixed by the collegiate cheer teams and how important they were to the gameday atmosphere. I had a feeling that I could be a contender for a spot on a college team if I put in the work. But I wouldn’t get a chance to try out if I was injured.
I was worried about how Bea and her friends would treat me when I returned. I had a feeling Kelly and Sally would stick by me, but I also understood that they had a social life to look after. I feared that I was damaged goods.
Sure enough, I could almost feel the chill as I walked into school. As I walked to my locker, I could feel eyes on me, but no one approached me. Talk inevitably spread around the school, but no one asked me how I was doing. I knew it wasn’t some sort of catastrophic injury, but not much time had passed since complete strangers congratulated me on making the team. It was a little odd that no one spoke to me.
Even the teachers acted strange around me. Before the start of each class, I talked to my teachers to let them know I did as much work as I could at home and asked if there was anything else I needed to do. No one seemed concerned about my absence. Instead, they seemed to hurry me to my seat. Even the teachers who had been particularly friendly to me when I started school seemed indifferent about my return.
I wasn’t the type of person who needed constant attention to survive. I was fine to fly under the radar at school. However, I never gave reasons for people to not like me. So far, being nice to others had worked out well for my social life. I treated people with respect, and they treated me with respect in return. Throughout the morning, I slowly felt my spirits sink as kids who normally engaged in small talk with me wouldn’t even give me the time of day.
Then, there were the whispers in the hallway. At first, I thought I was just imagining it. Then, I heard unmistakable bits and pieces of conversations that were about me.
“I heard she’s actually really clumsy,” a high-pitched voice said from somewhere behind my back.
“Then how did she make the team?” another murmured.
“I don’t know, maybe she has some connection to the coach. Maybe she just hid it well at first.”
Later, I saw a couple of guys sneering at me, then heard them after I passed.
“Do you think she has STDs?”
“It might be worth it to give her a go.”
“You think she’d sleep with you?”
“Yeah, she’ll suck anyone who looks at her.”
I was starting to feel sick. What people were saying about me was not only untrue, it was hurtful. I could handle the “clumsy” comments because it didn’t take much to prove that I was athletic and a skilled cheerleader, but the comments about my perceived sex life were upsetting. I hadn’t so much as kissed a boy in the past year and now people thought I was handing out sexual favors left and right. I did my very best to keep my head held high and walked to the cafeteria to have lunch.
It was such a gross and cliché high school rumor to spread, but it was effective in damaging my pride. I felt like we were living in an era where one’s sexuality wasn’t anyone’s business. Still, I didn’t want anyone to make disparaging comments about things that I did or didn’t do. To some people, sex and morality were closely linked. I didn’t want my teachers to treat me differently because they disapproved of my personal business. Plus, I was offended at the thought that I would be so stupid and have unprotected sex in the first place. I knew better.
When I got to my usual table, all of the seats were taken. My seat was now filled with a junior cheerleader named Cassidy. I didn’t know Cassidy well, but she had been friendly toward me—until now. She shifted uncomfortably on the round seat, but Bea clamped down on her hand the second she saw her squirm. Bea, of course, did not even turn to acknowledge me.
“That’s OK,” I muttered to myself as I found a table facing the window. I sat down at the long, empty table and let a beam of sunlight fall onto my face. I unpacked my lunch of egg salad on a bed of mixed greens and dug in. When I found myself trying to listen to what my friends were saying about me, I pulled out my earbuds and blasted some feel-good music. Bea would only get to me if I let her.
After my accident, I felt extremely self-conscious around people at my old school because I was worried they were going to talk about me behind my back. The best piece of advice my therapist gave me at the time was that other people’s remarks about me were none of my business. It took me a long time to understand that, as someone who cared a lot about what people thought about me, but it got easier with practice. I couldn’t control what people thought or said about me, especially if it was being fueled by the most popular girl in school. I knew who I was, and I knew that I was a good person who didn’t see any good in treating people poorly. I was getting to the point in my life where I could feel secure in myself.
That didn’t mean that the comments didn’t hurt, though.
I glanced back to search for Sally and Kelly, who remained at their normal seats. I didn’t blame them for not wanting to get involved, but it still made me sad that they wouldn’t even look over at me. I forced myself to stomach a lunch I was no longer hungry for. Instead of hiding in the bathroom after eating, I pretended to flip through my science textbook as if my reputation wasn’t crumbling as I leafed through the pages. When the bell rang, I drank a few sips from my water bottle to get the lump out of my throat before heading to my next class.
I took one last look at my former table before walking up the stairs. While I got glares from Bea, Carrie, and her new cronies, Sally and Kelly looked sullen. I understood why they couldn’t sit with me, but I couldn’t help but feel the sting of rejection.
I hadn’t been absent for long, but the cheerleading team’s dynamic had shifted dramatically. Before, we spent our warmup chatting and having a good time. There were small cliques within the team, but for the most part, everyone talked to everyone. Now, the tension was palpable as I changed out of my school clothes in the locker room. All chatter stopped as I entered the room, the silence as stale as the sweaty scent that permeated the space. Then, whispers took over as I swapped my sweater and jeans for cropped leggings and a long-sleeved t-shirt. Most of the bruises were covered except for a smattering of yellow and green around my wrist. I considered hiking up the sleeves to serve as a reminder of what Bea had done but then remembered that she had convinced everyone that I was too clumsy to cheer. So, I concealed them and acted like I hadn’t been tossed from a pyramid just days ago.
Last to leave the locker room, I was stopped by my coach, who gently patted me on the shoulder and quietly told me she was glad that I was back. She told me what we would be doing for practice and encouraged me to take it easy—no participating in any tumbles or stunts. She gave me a warm smile as I nodded in agreement and that was the last time I saw any warmth from her for the rest of the practice. The second she left the locker room it was like a switch was turned off. She hardly looked my way as we ran through our dance routine or when I sat on the sideline and watched the other girls practice stunts.
At the end of a long practice during which no one acknowledged me, Bea stood up in the middle of our stretching circle. Hands on her hips, she strolled around in a small circle, looking at each teammate in the eye before speaking.
“We need to address the elephant in the room,” she said stoically. “We not only have a member who will hurt our chances at winning competitions, but one that is a risk to our safety. I think it’s important that we talk about this as a team,” she said directly to Coach, who looked utterly confused.
My heart sank. Bea was now looking directly at me with a scowl. My face burned with embarrassment.
“All of those in favor of demoting Melanie to the JV team and bringing up an alternate, raise your hand.”
“Bea,” Coach warned. “This isn’t an appropriate conversation to be having right now. You should bring your concerns to me before addressing the team like this.”
“Yeah? I guess we could also bring up the fact that an accident occurred during a dangerous stunt on your watch. It could have been a lot worse, and if we don’t address it, it could happen again. We could bring this up to the principal or school board when it’s time to renew your contract. I say we take care of it right here and right now.”
Coach looked like she had been slapped in the face. She sputtered but didn’t respond to Bea. I wanted her to stand up for me, but I also knew that she didn’t have much of a choice. Coaching cheer was clearly her life’s passion. She had built a successful and decorated team during her tenure and standing up for a kid she had known for a month would end all of that hard work and sacrifice. Knowing Bea’s history, she would go scorched earth on Coach and make it impossible for her to find a job at another successful school.
It made no sense for anyone to stand up for the new girl who would only be around the school for another eight months. Bea had a way of making sure that anyone who got in her way would not only be pushed aside but punished for their efforts. I had a fair amount of self-worth, but I knew that I wasn’t worth all of the reputation ruining that was to come if someone stuck their neck out for me.
Once off the team, I could channel my focus elsewhere, perhaps toward my future career. If I didn’t have cheerleading after school, I could shadow my dad and help with his work. I might even be able to take on some of the responsibilities and help the business. I could follow in Kelly’s footsteps and take some college classes. There were several community colleges nearby that offered prerequisites for college classes I would eventually take. Or, if I missed cheer too much, I could always volunteer at a cheer studio and help with classes. And, if none of those other plans worked out, I could get a part-time job and save up for college.
Of course, I would be absolutely devastated if I got kicked off the team. I would definitely cry for weeks and need more appointments with my therapist. I might even take a day or two off of school to nurse my emotional wounds. I would likely withdraw from my peers and just try to survive the rest of the year as a reject. I would suffer, but I would eventually pull through it. After all, I had suffered far worse in the past and come out on the other side with scars.
“Let’s vote,” Bea recommended.
“Come on,” Sally groaned.
Bea snapped around to face her. “What?” Bea challenged.
“This wasn’t the first time someone got a little scraped-up during a stunt. I dislocated my finger last year. Even you’ve sprained your ankle. Cheerleading is a dangerous sport. I think everyone here knows that.”
I looked around the circle. The rest of the team looked nervous but didn’t necessarily show support for Sally’s comments.
“Let’s not forget, Melanie was added to the team as a last-minute solution to replacing members who were well-established and trusted. She was basically on probation from the start. It was a month-long tryout, and it didn’t work out. I don’t think it’s that crazy to let her continue on the JV team and give our alternate the same chance. The alternate isn’t a dancer, so she’ll have to go in the back of the formation, but I think we can trust a gymnast to safely perform stunts.”
“And then who goes in her place in the formation?” Kelly asked, raising an eyebrow.
Bea shrugged. “I can.”
Kelly snorted, which set Bea’s stare ablaze.
“What do you want to say?” she demanded.
Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know—that this is a waste of time and is not going to do anything but take focus away from what matters. If we’re distracted, we’re not going to achieve any of our goals.”
“We’re not going to achieve our goals with her,” Bea said, pointing at me without actually looking at me.
“We all know she’s good enough,” Sally said exasperatedly. “Honestly, she’s good and we can trust her. She wouldn’t be front and center in the routine if she wasn’t, and everyone knows that. Even the choreographer said so. Can we all just drop it and move on?”
The other girls in the circle exchanged glances, but no one spoke up. I cleared my throat.
“I’m disappointed that my team feels like I’m not good enough because I’ve always felt like I could be an asset. It hurts to hear people talk behind my back and say things that aren’t true. But I’d be willing to forget all of it if we just move on. I want to get back to practice.”
I saw a tiny head nod from our coach out of the corner of my eye. Bea sneered at me and rolled her eyes, causing her closest cronies to grin.
“I bet you would,” Bea said. “But it’s not up to you. It’s up to me—the captain of this team.”
“You can’t just kick people off when you’re not happy,” Sally said, pleading to Bea. “What if someone else gets a place in the formation that you want, or gets to do the stunt that you thought you should do? Are you going to just kick them off, too?”
Bea narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Yeah, probably.”
Sally pursed her lips and clenched her fists. Finally, she popped up off of the ground and faced Bea head-on.
“No offense, but you’re being an asshole for basically no reason. Everyone knows that Melanie didn’t do anything wrong. You’re mad because she’s better than you and everyone knows it.”
Bea marched up to Sally and for a second, I thought Bea was going to slap her in the face.
“You can leave if you don’t like how things are going around here,” Bea retorted. “See how well it works out for you. This is my team. I am the one who calls the shots around here. If you’re sitting in this room, it’s because I gave my approval for you to be here. If you’re not fitting into my plan, you’re gone. It’s that simple.”
“You’ve gone way too far this time,” Sally said, looking sad. “I’m not going to sit around here and listen to you abuse people who look up to you.”
“Me neither,” Kelly said, getting up from the floor. “You can’t treat people like that for no good reason. I’m tired of walking on eggshells all the time. I don’t have the time for it. Come on, Melanie. You don’t have to sit here and take this.”
I followed Sally and Kelly to the locker room, where we grabbed our things. No one immediately followed us. A few seconds later, Bea stormed into the room, grabbed her things, and bolted out.
“Let’s get frozen yogurt,” Sally suggested. “I’ll drive.”
Grateful tears filled my eyes. I nodded enthusiastically, worried that if I tried to speak, I would start crying. I was likely off the team, but I had two friends who cared enough to stand up for me when they didn’t have to. I don’t know if I had ever felt such strong gratitude toward anyone in my life.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN
S ally rolled down her window and let the wind play with her shoulder-length hair. She tilted her head back and let out a deep breath before rolling the window back up.
“I feel good,” she said coyly. “Like, I’m kind of shitting myself over what just happened, but there’s something liberating about telling Bea to shut up.”
“It does feel good,” Kelly agreed from the back seat. “Did you see the look on her face when we left practice? I’ve never seen her stunned like that before. I think we put her in her place.”
The two gushed about their newfound power while I listened in the passenger seat, a mixture of nerves and relief fighting in my stomach. I was thrilled to have my two friends by my side, but fearful of what Bea might do next. If getting put in the middle of the cheer formation caused the school to turn against me, what would her public embarrassment cost me?
“Are you going to the mall?” Kelly asked.
“No, I was going to that place over on Vine. The one we don’t go to anymore.”
“Good call,” Kelly replied. She leaned forward so her face was in line with mine. “Tom’s aunt owns the place. She won’t serve Bea,” she said to me. “Oh, wait, you don’t know about—”
“She knows about Tom,” Sally said. “I gave her the puzzle pieces, and she put it all together.”
“Ah,” she said wisely. “So, you know what you’re dealing with here.”
I nodded. “Well, I thought so. Then I ended up like this,” I said, rolling up my sleeves to show off my bruises.
Kelly winced. “Damn, she could have paralyzed you. I think any serious cheerleader knows just how dangerous the sport can be.”
Shortly after I fell, I imagined a scenario in which I had broken bones, even a concussion. I hadn’t even considered becoming paralyzed. My entire future would be destroyed, and my dad would have to become my caregiver. There was no way he could do that and work his job. It would ruin both of us. I shuddered to think of a reality in which I didn’t walk away with bumps and bruises. Not only would it ruin my life, but it would completely destroy my dad’s.
“I guess I got lucky,” I said softly. “Do you think I’m still part of the team?”
Sally and Kelly exchanged a glance. I hated that they didn’t have a clear and immediate answer.
“I—I would think so,” Sally said hesitantly. “There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be. We have a behavior code, and you certainly didn’t break any rules, so I don’t think anyone could support you leaving the team.”
“But…” I said, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“But you know how Bea is,” Kelly said. “She always gets her way.”
“Coach might have your back, though,” Sally interjected. “She likes you and everyone knows that she’s so done with Bea’s shit. Coach is clearly just doing her best to appease Bea until we graduate.”
“But it’s kind of her dream job,” Kelly said. “Remember last year at the end of competition season when she cried during her speech at the banquet? She said that she loved our team and had the best job in the world.”
“Yeah,” Sally said sadly. “If Bea does something to get Coach fired, I will be furious.”
“Same,” Kelly agreed.
After an awkward pause, I asked, “Should I do anything?”
Kelly shrugged. “I’d just lie low and wait a few days to see if it blows over. Sometimes Bea gets in a mood and goes crazy but comes to her senses later. Maybe she’ll get over this one.”
“Maybe,” Sally said. “I’m wondering if we’re going to be shunned when we go back to school tomorrow. You saw how quickly the whole school turned on Melanie. We could be in a similar situation.”
“Yeah, but we also have more connections,” Kelly countered. “At least I do. I’ve known a lot of our classmates for years. You can’t tell me that the people who Bea has been horrible to and we’ve been nice to will turn on us.”
“I hope you’re right,” Sally said as she turned into the parking lot of the frozen yogurt shop.
As we walked into the store, I scanned the shop for the owner. I didn’t know her nephew, but I had a lot of questions for him. I wanted to know how Bea’s actions had affected their family—and if anyone had any chance of stopping her.
A girl who looked to be about my age stood behind the counter. A college-aged guy wiped down tables with a damp cloth. Both looked up and smiled at our group as we walked in. If they recognized Sally and Kelly as Bea’s friends, or if they knew anything about the situation, they didn’t show it.
After we filled our plastic cups from the machines, we found a seat in the corner of the shop. A few people came and went, none interested in the group of three girls huddled together. I felt like we were a target at school, but that didn’t seem to be the case outside of the walls of our high school.
“I’m glad we don’t have to worry about the big science project coming up,” Sally said after swallowing a bite. “I was already feeling burned out from school and it’s only the first quarter.”
“Same,” Kelly said. “I know you’ve already had to help Bea, but you have no idea how much it wears on you if you have to do it every other week.”
“I can only imagine,” I said. “It was stressful enough just to write part of one essay for her.”
“We don’t talk about it much, but I’ve always felt like she’s kept us around because we’re good at school,” Kelly said.
“I agree,” Sally sighed. “We were probably the best people for the job. For starters, we can get her the grades she wants. Also, we’re cheerleaders, so it makes sense for us to be friends and we know how important good grades are for her to be on the team. There are other smart girls on the team, but I don’t think anyone else can take on the same workload and keep up their grades. She could always look for someone outside of the team, but she wouldn’t have the same control over them that she had over us. We did it as a favor to a friend. A random nerd has no reason to help her. We’re the only nerds that had any loyalty to her.”
“Truth.” Kelly nodded. “To be honest, I’m excited to see what happens to her grades once she realizes we’re not helping her anymore.”
“Could she do it on her own if she tried?” I asked.
Both burst into giggles. “Not a chance,” Kelly said. “We might be the reason why. She hasn’t had to attempt any academics in years. When you think about it, it’s kind of sad that she’s going to leave high school with absolutely no academic skills.”
“It’s her fault,” Sally replied. “Besides, she probably won’t need any school skills. Career or not, her family has her set for life. She’s hot—I’ll give her that—so she could probably manipulate her way into a solid modeling career. Eventually, she’ll settle down with a guy who can take care of her.”
“You’re probably right,” Kelly said. “But maybe she’ll get kicked off of the cheer team before competition season for being academically ineligible. That would fuck up her image. That’s something.”
The three of us sat quietly for a moment, no one touching their frozen yogurt. I broke the silence.
“I know I’m not one to talk because I wanted to be friends with Bea, but how did you manage to stay friends with her for so long? I haven’t gone here long, and I was already getting tired of her before any of this happened.”
Sally and Kelly exchanged a glance, both looking embarrassed. Sally took a bite, spun the plastic spoon around her mouth, and placed it back in her cup before speaking.
“I don’t want to speak for you, Melanie, so correct me if I’m wrong. I was a new kid and wanted to fit in with a group that was similar to my old group of friends. I like hanging out in a group of strong girls—ones with similar interests. After I made the cheer team, Bea was good to me for a while. I’ve never had a friend take me on trips and buy me things. It was exciting. She’d do things I didn’t like, but then there were other times when she’d have my back. One time, there was a guy I liked who I was too nervous to talk to. She set up a group date and orchestrated the whole ordeal, so we’d get alone time to make out. If it wasn’t for her, I would have been too shy to ever talk to him. It didn’t work out in the end, but she tried to do me a favor.”
Kelly nodded in agreement. “It’s a cycle. She’s good to her friends so she can ask for things. If she doesn’t like what she’s getting, she can be a jerk. She can also be a jerk for literally no reason. I hesitate to call it an abusive relationship because of the seriousness of the accusation, but her relationships are all pretty toxic.”
“Can we talk about all of the racially insensitive things she’s said around us?”
“Really?” I asked, horrified.
Both girls nodded. “Several times,” Kelly said. “I’m not a stranger to insensitive comments by random assholes, but it’s definitely worse when it comes from a friend. She’ll just say whatever comes to mind without thinking how it would affect someone.”
“None of the other girls say anything?” I asked, still shocked.
“Nope, not really,” Sally said, looking down at her dish. “But I didn’t either, so I guess I don’t expect them to. Besides, it would only embarrass Bea, which would make life hell. I think all of us—her friends—are scared of her when it comes down to it. It’s not like a cower-in-fear kind of thing, but it’s like walking on eggshells around her.”
I understood what they were talking about. I felt the same way about Bea, even when we were on decent terms. I couldn’t imagine having to keep up the act for so long.
“We’ve gotten off pretty easy,” Kelly said. “Before I started hanging out with her, there was a girl that she basically bullied out of school. This was in middle school. This girl, Betsy, was best friends with Bea. They went to one of those talent scout things at the mall and both girls signed up with a talent agency. I heard it was one of those ones that will take anyone, take on the talent they want, and scam the ones they don’t out of their parents’ money. Anyway, both girls were invited to the agency, and they only wanted to take Betsy on at that moment. She was pretty for a preteen and a decent actor. Of course, Bea’s folks shelled out whatever money was necessary to keep Bea in the same acting classes Betsy took, but Bea knew the difference. She spread a rumor around the school that Betsy stuffed her bra and gave an eighth-grader a blowjob. Of course, this was a huge deal and Betsy was relentlessly teased. It became a common sleepover game to call her on a restricted phone line and ask her for sexual favors.”
“That’s awful!” I exclaimed.
“Especially looking back on it now,” Kelly said under her breath. “You hear those rumors as a senior in high school, and it’s embarrassing, but it doesn’t end your world. It’s different when you’re still a little kid. So, Betsy inevitably transferred into a private school and dropped out of the acting classes.”
“How’s she doing now?” I asked, now invested in this victim.
“I heard she got pregnant, gave the baby up for adoption, and got her GED.”
I raised my eyebrows in surprise.
“I know,” Kelly said. “I don’t want to say her turning point in life was Bea’s bullying, but I think it possibly had a role in it.”
“And those are the stories that make me feel more nervous than relieved,” Sally said anxiously. “What’s she going to say about us?”
“She already told people that I sleep around and have STDs.” I shrugged. “It hurts, but I think I can handle it.”
“Yeah, but she’s not going to stop there,” Sally said insistently. “She started those rumors and got the student body to give you the cold shoulder for being better at cheer than she is. Now, we’ve embarrassed her in front of the cheer team by calling her out. I’m sorry you got dragged into this, Melanie, but now you’re a part of it. You now know how her behavior changes when someone upsets her. She’s not going to stop at silly rumors or screaming matches in public. She’s going to have something planned to make all of us look bad.”
My stomach churned. I was no longer hungry for our snack.
“Like what?” I asked, my voice low.
Sally shook her head slowly. “It’s hard to say. It seems like her MO is to destroy reputations.”
“Luckily, I hardly have one here,” I responded. “I guess it’s different for you two. I can just keep my head down and survive the next eight months or so. I don’t have that much to lose.”
Sally gave me a pitying look. “Hey—we’re smarter than her. If we stick together, we’ll be fine.”
“We know the game,” Kelly said optimistically. “We know it starts with the rumors. We’ll hold our heads high.”
“And keep them down at the same time,” Sally added. “If things start to get scary, we can talk to our parents. I know my parents aren’t the biggest fans of Bea.”
“Neither are mine,” Kelly said.
“My dad wouldn’t be if he knew the half of it,” I agreed.
“Good,” Sally said. “Again, the most important piece is that we stick together, no matter what.”
A smile spread out across my lips. It felt so good to have people on my side again.
“I’m in,” I said.
“Of course, I’m in,” Kelly said with a laugh.
We were interrupted by a call from my dad. I had forgotten the time and meant to text him earlier.
“I’ll take you home,” Sally volunteered before I could ask my dad to come get me.
We tossed our cups and spoons into the trash and headed back to the high school to drop Kelly off. The two of them set their concerns about Bea aside and were back to gushing about how good it felt to get out from under her thumb. While I felt guilty about dragging them into the mess, I was happy that they were so liberated.
“See you tomorrow,” Kelly said with a sheepish grin. “It’s going to be an interesting day.”
“Let’s meet toward the end of the parking lot tomorrow morning,” Sally suggested. “Some solidarity as we walk into the building would be good.”
Kelly gave her a thumbs-up, then got into her car. Sally pulled back out of the empty parking lot and drove toward my house.
“Call me crazy, but I think we’ll find a few allies. The popular kids and the wannabes will be cold toward us, but some kids in our classes truly don’t care about any of Bea’s shit. They won’t give us any trouble. They also don’t have enough status to help us out in any way,” she added.
“I think most people just want to spend time with people who are decent to them,” I said as we approached my house.
Sally smiled. “I hope you’re right. See you tomorrow—on the far side of the parking lot.”
When I got to the kitchen, I watched Sally drive away and hoped my two friends would stick by me when things got ugly. I went to drop my bag off in my bedroom and nearly bumped into my dad, who had come to see me.
“How was your day?” he asked.
“Fine,” I replied as I hurried to my room to put my things away and get ready for supper. My answer wasn’t a complete lie. The majority of my day had been pretty awful. But the last hour or so with Sally and Kelly made up for it. I was not alone. Whatever hell we were going to face with Bea, we would all face it together.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT
I  had the dream again that night. This time, I was in the car with both of my parents, me in the backseat. By the time I was on that familiar stretch of freeway, it was too late. I begged my parents to take the next exit, but they laughed me off for being silly. I braced for impact and the truck came right on schedule, sending our car into a spin. When I opened my eyes and saw the smoke, I knew my life was over. I raced around to find both parents motionless, as if they were sleeping.
Enraged, I marched over to the offender before he could get to me and pounded my fists on his dented door. Instead of the usual drunk man, Bea climbed out, without a care in the world. I lunged at her, but she quickly grabbed my bruised arm and twisted it hard, causing me to fall to my knees.
“I told you that no one gets in my way,” she said calmly. “Have you learned your lesson yet?”
I woke up but tried to fall back into my dream so I could pummel her. However, my brain closed out of that dream like a computer program, and I was left a sweaty mess in my bedsheets. My arm was sore, as if someone had grabbed it in real life, but the more likely answer was that I had slept on top of it.
I hated how she regularly infiltrated my dreams. I hated her sick hold over the school. I despised being involved in drama of any sort and didn’t like how it made me look like an ugly person. That wasn’t the personality of the type of human I aspired to be. I liked when things were peaceful and everyone showed kindness and respect for one another.
For a moment, I seriously entertained the idea of staying home. I had only called in sick once this year, which wasn’t bad when I considered how much school I skipped at the end of the previous year.
It was surprisingly easy to get through a school year without going to the school. At home, the assignments I had to do to remain a student were short and easy. I don’t know if I learned much, but I did just enough to get by without tanking my GPA. I woke up in the morning after eight, listened to lectures in my pajamas, and completed the multiple-choice quizzes by noon. Then, I took a nap, woke up, and completed whatever assignments I hadn’t done. A therapist’s appointment rounded out my day, and I filled the rest of my time watching movies or listening to music. It was a lonely experience, but it was easy enough to get the work done and keep my brain numb enough to avoid any strong feelings that would sink me into a depression. If I wanted to do the same now, it wouldn’t be hard to ask the school to accommodate me. I’d graduate without having to see any of the kids who stared at me or whispered lies.
However, I knew I had to go because my friends were counting on me for support. There was strength in numbers, and it would be a cowardly move to abandon them after they went out of their way to have my back. They didn’t have the same choice to remove themselves from school. They had to finish the year they had dreamed of for so long. I once had dreams of a senior year where everything went my way, but I gave those up a long time ago. With a groan, I pulled myself out of bed when my alarm clock sounded and got ready for school.
The calm quiet of our house was something that gave me peace during turbulent times. I could hear my dad unloading the dishwasher downstairs, but he wasn’t the kind of parent who flipped on my bedroom lights in the morning or rushed me to get ready. Perhaps it was an only-child thing, but I had gone to sleepovers at friends’ houses in the past where the mornings were chaotic. I was thankful that my dad and I lived more like roommates than frustrated parent and irresponsible child.
I decided that I needed to put on an outfit that would give me some added confidence, as I had very little going into that school day. I put on my favorite skirt and tucked a cute sweater into it. I finished the ensemble with black combat boots, which always made me feel a little tougher. It may have been a bit much for your average school day, but fashion had a way of helping my moods. If I wanted to feel brave, the best thing to do was to put on some ass-kicking boots.
“What’s the occasion?” my dad asked as I came downstairs for breakfast.
“What do you mean?” I asked, feeling a little offended, as if I didn’t always attempt to look good for school but understanding where he was coming from.
He shook his head. “I don’t know. You seem more dressed up than usual. Want me to heat up some water for oatmeal?”
“I’ll make some toast,” I said, knowing I didn’t have an appetite for anything other than plain buttered toast. I prepared my iced coffee and took a tiny sip, already feeling it cause more stomach upset.
I thought about asking my dad to drop me off in the parking lot, but then he was sure to ask questions. Instead, I waved goodbye to him in the center loop, walked slowly toward the entrance, and made a hard right turn when he drove away. I briskly walked to the parking lot to meet up with my friends before anyone had a chance to say anything nasty. I had a feeling Bea was feeling murderous over her public shaming at practice.
I spotted Sally sitting in her car, so I hopped in the passenger seat, which surprised her so badly that she nearly hit her head on the roof when she jumped.
“Sorry.” I giggled. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“It’s obvious I’m feeling anxious today.” She laughed. “I didn’t sleep very well last night.”
“Me either. Is it possible we’re making this out to be a bigger deal than it is?” I asked hopefully.
Sally bit her bottom lip. “I don’t know. Bea is unpredictable. I kept checking my phone last night to see if anyone texted me with the scoop, but things have been quiet. Hey, there’s Kelly,” she said, pointing at a car that was parking a few spaces down.
We got out of the car and met up with Kelly, who also looked tired. She gave us a silent wave and we walked into school together, side by side. The three of us were on high alert, ready for anything Bea could throw at us. Much to our surprise, we got to our lockers with nothing more than a few stares.
A group of underclassmen cheerleaders approached us as we waited for the warning bell to sound. I was ready for them to pledge their allegiance to Bea, but instead, they were very concerned. I had talked to Madeline, Brittany, Autumn, and Sydney a few times, but I didn’t know them well.
“Are you OK?” Brittany asked me.
She was a sweetheart who I could tell was sensitive. She was probably genuinely concerned when I fell.
“Why?” I replied, wondering what rumors were going around.
“We heard that Bea knocked you off of the pyramid on purpose. Is that true?”
My mouth gaped open and no words came out.
“It’s true,” Autumn said in a hushed voice. She looked around like she was worried about someone eavesdropping. “Did she admit it to you?”
“She hasn’t said anything to me—nothing that she didn’t say in front of the whole team, anyway.”
They raised their eyebrows in surprise and looked at each other. This was probably the best drama they had ever experienced. At least I could provide them with some entertainment at my expense.
“What happened after we left practice?” Sally asked, leaning closer to the girls.
Sydney, much like Autumn, looked around before speaking. “Well, Bea’s face turned red, and she looked like she was going to start screaming. She went up to Coach and asked what she was going to do about you guys. Coach was trying to calm her down and said that everyone needed a little time to cool off. That’s when she went into the locker room. Did she say anything to you guys?”
The three of us shook our heads.
“We wondered,” Brittany said.
“What happened after that?” Sally pressed.
“Coach looked upset—no, not upset—she looked tired. She told us that we all need to stick together. Then she dismissed us from practice. No one said much after that. I think we were all uncomfortable.”
“It was like watching your friend’s parents fight,” Madeline added. “We all just wanted to get out of there.”
I felt mildly embarrassed for getting involved in team drama, even though I never asked to be a part of Bea’s power struggle. My only crime was accepting the place in the formation that I was assigned. If I had known it would cause such a fuss, I would have asked Coach to put me in the very back.
“We’re just glad you’re OK,” Brittany, who appeared to be the leader of the little group said, much to the approval of the others.
The bell sounded and everyone turned to go to class, as if by Pavlovian response. I followed the crowd to my first-period class, expecting everyone to shun me. In pleasant contrast, no one treated me any differently.
After the lecture, we broke into small groups to work on an assignment. My group consisted of a girl I didn’t know very well and two guys I had worked on group assignments with in the past. When we scooted our desks together, they all smiled warmly at me. We talked through the assignment together, and they asked for my thoughts and opinions. I thought for sure I’d be shunned and ignored, but they seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say on the subject. We finished early and talked about college visits—all of us wanted to go to school in-state, so we compared experiences on various campuses. Finally, what I thought would be the elephant in every classroom came up.
“What happened to your arm?” the quiet girl asked, pointing to the bruises. I meant to keep them covered, but I had unconsciously pulled up my sleeve to avoid getting pen smudged on my sweater as I wrote answers in my notebook.
“Uh, I fell at cheer practice,” I said quickly, trying to avoid attention.
My three group members looked at each other, then looked at me.
“What?” I asked, feeling self-conscious.
“People are saying—” she said hesitantly, stopping herself before getting to the information I was after.
“What?” I asked quietly, scanning the room to see if anyone was listening. The other groups were all too deep in their own conversations to listen to ours.
“People are saying that Bea made you fall because she was jealous. And that you put her in her place at practice.”
That’s not true,” I said. “I didn’t do anything at all.”
“So, she didn’t knock you down?”
I hesitated. “I don’t know what happened.”
The girl nodded like I had proved her original hypothesis correct. “Good for you. No one around here has ever had the guts to do it.”
I was surprised to hear my classmates be vocal in what was either their support for me, their disdain for Bea, or both.
“Really?” I asked, not sure I was hearing her correctly.
“This has been going on for years,” one of the guys said, leaning in so far that his glasses fell down his nose. "She’s put a lot of fear into people who want to do the right thing.”
“I thought people liked her around here,” I said.
My group exchanged smirks. “I think there are a few people who want to be her, more that are afraid of her, and the majority of our class is downright tired of her. It gets worse each year,” one of the guys said. “It started in middle school, maybe even earlier, with lists of who was hot and who wasn’t. Then, she’d get people to turn against her ex-boyfriends and people who tried to report her bullying. In high school, she got drunk off of power and being hot and took things to an extreme. A lot of us were upset when Mr. Bryant left. It was very unfair of the principal to take her side in something that was so unfounded and easy to disprove. A lot of people who merely tolerated her started really disliking her after that. We just couldn’t do anything about it.”
“So that’s why a lot of people are glad you’ve stood up to her,” the girl said. “It’s ballsy as hell and she’s probably going to come at you, but we’ve been hoping something like this would happen for a while now.”
The bell rang and everyone shuffled off to their next class. I made my way to my locker, and instead of blank stares from my peers, I got a few smiles. People looked at me and whispered to their friends, but instead of hearing things about how I allegedly had an STD, I heard kids using phrases like “good for her” and “about time.” Feeling an extra hit of courage, I strode into my next class, asked my teacher if I could have a pass to see the guidance counselor, and made my way down to the front office to see if there was anything I could do to right a wrong that had been tormenting the school for four years.
Mrs. Dawson was a school counselor who had helped me with my schedule and assuaged some of my school-related anxieties before I started. She was a quirky woman with a short, platinum bob and large, pink-framed glasses. She seemed a little spacy but was a nice enough woman. I figured if there was any adult in the school who could assist me with my Bea problem, it would be her. After all, the last time we spoke, she told me to come to her with any problem, no matter how small.
I checked in at the counseling office and knocked softly on her office door. She poked her head out and greeted me with a wave, beckoning me inside. Her office was quaint and cozy, like a grandparent’s house. There were motivational posters with nature scenes on them and cheesy quotes below. Mismatched seats lined the perimeter of the space. I pulled an old wooden chair with vinyl-covered padding up to her desk.
“How are you doing, dear?” she asked. “I meant to check on you and see how you were doing in your classes. It can be hard for kids to get back into the swing of things when they’ve taken a leave of absence.”
“Oh, my classes are fine,” I said. “Actually, I think I’m doing pretty well. I enjoy my schedule this year.”
“Great,” she beamed. “That’s good to hear. So, what can I do for you today?”
“I’m here because I wanted your advice on more of a personal matter,” I said, feeling my heart race. “I’m having a conflict with a student—actually, I think quite a few people have a conflict with this student, but I can only speak from my own experience.”
Mrs. Dawson furrowed her brow. “What happened?”
I took a deep breath, and the words flew out of my mouth. “One of the girls on the cheer team got upset with me because I got more attention from the choreographer and coach than she did. She caused me to fall and injure myself during a stunt at practice and then started spreading rumors about me. Since the incident, other people have told me that she’s been doing these kinds of things for a long time and people are scared of her. I wanted to see if you could help me and my classmates out.”
The counselor blinked a few times with a blank expression on her face. “OK,” she said, drawing out the word. “What would you like me to do?”
I thought that was an odd response from someone who had told me she would help me with anything I needed. I didn’t know the exact ins and outs of what a school counselor did, but I figured a lot of her job was to help settle conflicts between students. Or, at the very least, advance a serious matter to someone who could help.
“I thought you might have an idea,” I replied.
She pursed her lips, not making eye contact as she thought of a response. The room was silent, save for the ticking of a clock on the wall.
“Have you tried talking to her about it?”
I nodded. “I talked to her, and some of the other girls on the team talked to her. She got even more upset and stormed off.”
“Why don’t you give her some time to cool off? I can talk to her and see if she’s OK. Who are you having the conflict with?”
“Bea Ardent,” I said, and instantly regretted bringing it up after I saw the counselor’s face change from concern to indifference.
“Oh, well, I think she’s probably just stressed,” the counselor said. “She cares so much about her image. It takes a lot of work to maintain high grades and be the captain of a team, not to mention her other extracurriculars. Plus, you girls need to have some empathy for her situation. Her dad died not too long ago, and that kind of trauma can change how you interact with others.”
“My mom died less than a year ago,” I retorted. “I was in the accident with her. I had trauma, but I’m not trying to ruin anyone’s reputation because of it. I wouldn’t even dream of using my pain to deliberately hurt others. People in this school are scared of her. I think it’s more than warranted, given her history.”
She clicked her tongue and leaned in as if she was about to tell me a juicy secret. “People in this school envy her,” she said in a low voice. “This has been going on for years. I’m sure none of the other kids would admit that to you. Have you tried looking at things from her perspective?”
“How so?”
“Her family is wealthy and can buy her things other students can’t get. She has been on the cheerleading team for four years and has made honor roll every semester. She’s extremely ambitious and works to accomplish all of her goals. And she’s suffered loss, which can change your worldview, as you likely know. It’s only natural for the other kids to feel jealous. Maybe what Bea needs is for someone to have her back, especially if other kids are ganging up on her. Maybe she’s upset because she’s feeling stressed and insecure.”
I was absolutely dumbfounded. It was as if the counselor hadn’t heard a word I said or deliberately ignored it all.
“It’s not that,” I said, my voice becoming higher. “I could have been seriously injured by what she did. Other girls saw what she did. She’s been using her friends to do her homework, so I don’t think she has school stress. And everyone knows that the accusations she made against the teacher and her ex-boyfriend were completely false. Kids want to speak up but are afraid she’ll ruin their reputation, too. They feel like no adults are listening or caring.”
Mrs. Dawson frowned. “That’s not fair, Melanie. The staff here cares very much about its students and works so hard to make sure everyone is OK. That’s unfair for you to suggest that we’re not doing our jobs when we spend so much time looking out for you all. My advice is to settle whatever petty argument is going on among the cheerleaders and to stop gossiping with the other students. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt because you are new and you seem to mean well, but the other kids don’t have an excuse for how they’re acting. Just be kind and practice some grace with your classmates. You only have a few months of high school left, and then you’ll regret not getting along with everyone when you’re older.”
I felt so misunderstood and embarrassed. She didn’t seem to believe that Bea was anything other than overworked and picked on. I found it hard to believe that this was the first time the faculty was notified about Bea’s bad behavior, so I didn’t understand why the counselor was playing dumb. I felt sick as I wondered if the counselor had some sort of personal connection to Bea, and if this conversation would come back to bite me in the ass.
I felt tears forming in my eyes. I didn’t want to cry to the counselor about this, but I was so frustrated that she didn’t believe me.
“You think I should do nothing?” I asked, unable to shake the sadness in my voice.
“Try forgiveness,” she said, as if she were imparting wisdom upon me instead of a bunch of crap. “Avoid classmates who just want to gossip. You’ll be much happier if everything is peaceful. You don’t want to get the reputation of the girl who starts drama because I don’t think you’re that person.”
I was starting to think I was the type of person who caused drama. Mrs. Dawson was acting as though I was to blame for getting dumped off of the pyramid.
“You better get back to class,” she said. “Let me write you a hall pass.”
She scribbled her name and the time onto a green pad of paper, ripped off a sheet with a flourish, and handed it to me. I scooted my vinyl chair back and trudged through the office and back up to class, feeling way worse than I had earlier in the morning.
My teacher took my pass without even looking up at me and continued to lecture as I found my seat. Today, I noticed a reversal in how people treated me around the school. The teachers who had been so kind and accommodating to me at the start of the year were now cold and indifferent. The kids started off neutral toward me, then liked me when Bea took notice, then hated me when she spread her rumors, then liked me again when I stopped taking her crap. I felt so lost and confused that I merely stared at the slide presentation and didn’t bother to take any notes. The adults I trusted let me down. Luckily, it seemed like I had a few more allies within the student body.





CHAPTER
TWENTY-NINE
A t lunch, Sally, Kelly, and I sat at the far end of the cafeteria, as far away from Bea as we could get. She had effortlessly replaced us at her table with a couple of girls from the team who had always followed her around like a puppy. They were always decked out in designer clothing, so they must have thought there would be hand-me-downs in it for them if they stood with Bea.
“I’ve got some disappointing news,” I said as Sally and Kelly sat down with their lunch bags. “I talked to Mrs. Dawson this morning about Bea, and she basically stopped short of blaming it all on me.”
“That checks out,” Sally said, completely unsurprised by this information. “For the most part, I’d say the school looks out for its students. There is one glaring exception, though.”
“It’s fear,” Kelly said exasperatedly. “None of the teachers want to get involved with Bea’s nonsense. They know that their jobs are on the line. I can see where they’re coming from. Most teachers would not risk their jobs for a student. Bea’s a bully and has caused a lot of harm at our school, but she’ll be gone in a year. The teachers have to worry about putting food on the table for their families. A lot of them have been in the school for a long time. It would be a lot of work to find another job.”
“Especially if your reputation has taken a hit,” Sally reminded her. “It would be one thing to find a new job at a different school, but another thing to do so when you’ve been labeled as a pedophile.”
“So no one will help us,” I groaned. “What does this mean for us? Do we go to practice today?”
The other girls looked at each other with uncertainty.
“I don’t know,” Kelly said. “If we go, we risk a major confrontation. If we don’t, it looks like we’re scared.”
“Or we don’t want to be on the team,” Sally added. “I still want to cheer. I just want things to go back to how they were before.”
“But without Bea,” Kelly said. “We’re past the point of no return.”
We poked at our food for a few quiet moments before I gave my answer.
“I want to go to practice,” I said. “It shows Coach and the rest of the team that we still want to be there. It shows Bea that we’re not going to back down. It shows the other girls that we don’t have to take Bea’s bullying.”
“I agree,” Kelly said.
Sally nodded. “We stick together."
It was hard to concentrate during the rest of the school day because I had so much anxiety about practice. Would we be able to get through the routines without anyone making snide comments? Would everyone be quiet and awkward around each other? There were too many questions to consider and therefore, I did not retain many of my lessons.
Before I could make it to the locker room and face the music, an arm grabbed my shoulder and pulled me toward an equipment room. Bea looked livid. I tried to look behind me to see if my friends were near, but Bea closed the door behind us before I could find Sally or Kelly.
“We need to talk,” she said, placing her hands on her hips.
I took a step back and nearly tripped over a rolled-up volleyball net. The room was about 8 by 16 feet and filled with racks of uniforms, carts full of balls, and old stationary bikes.
“About what?” I asked nervously.
“Your little scheme,” she sneered. “You’re trying to get everyone to turn on me so you can take all of my friends. You’re spreading rumors about me.”
“Why would I do that?” I pleaded with her.
“You want to be the most popular person in the school. You’re jealous of what I have, and you want everyone to think you’re the head of the school. You’re probably trying to take my cheer captain position, too.”
“I don’t want to be captain,” I exclaimed. “I don’t want to be the most popular in school.”
“Liar,” she hissed. “I’ve heard what people are saying about me.”
“They’re probably talking about how you’re not very nice to people,” I said exasperatedly. “And it’s true. You haven’t been very nice to me lately. I know you knocked me off the pyramid on purpose, and I know you tried to start rumors about me. I’m not the only one, either. You’ve used Sally and Kelly for years because you could trust them to get good grades. I watched you scream at Kelly in front of the whole school because she didn’t get you the grade you wanted. That was humiliating for her.”
“Those are my friends, not yours.”
“And it doesn’t stop there,” I reminded her. “I know about the teacher you got fired, and I know what happened to Tom. Those are things that can ruin someone’s life. If I hadn’t gotten lucky with how I fell, I could have been permanently injured. People are tired of walking on eggshells around you. You’ve alienated a lot of our class by being threatening. Why can’t you just be nice? I think you’d still be the most popular girl if you were nice and didn’t try to ruin people’s lives.”
“You are new here,” she scowled. “You don’t get to come in here and tell me what my classmates think and tell me what I should be doing. It’s hypocritical of you to say that I’m ruining people’s lives when you are the one who came in here and disrupted the natural balance of the school. Everyone got along before you came here. I don’t know what you think you know, but I wouldn’t go around accusing people of making false claims when you weren’t even here to know what happened. You are a cheap wannabe, and everyone here hates you.”
I rolled my eyes. “That’s not true because I don’t want to be you. If people like me, it’s because I’m nice to them. I’m not trying to control others or use my influence for my benefit. I can’t think of anyone I would want to be less than you. You can’t blame me for ruining your reputation. You started that work long before I got here.”
Fire burned in her eyes, but her face was completely stoic. Before I could comprehend what she was doing, she grabbed a stake for an outdoor badminton set that sat on the old desk behind her and lunged at me.
When I was 7 or 8, my dad decided that he was going to teach me self-defense. My mom was wary of this because I was a sweet, naïve kid and probably didn’t fully understand that my dad worried about bad people trying to hurt me and wanted me to be able to protect myself. He must have convinced my mom because I had vivid memories of him picking me up from school and taking me to the gym in the basement of the police station where I learned where to hit a rubber dummy to make him feel pain and practiced sparring and escaping holds from a few of the cool female officers that I thought of as role models.
I never advanced past the basics because cheerleading took over my spare time, but I knew how to keep my wits about me as someone came after me. I knew that if someone was coming after me, they were damned serious about harming me and wouldn’t give up easily. I knew I had to disrupt the attacker’s plan and gain the upper ground or put myself in a position where I could escape.
My instinct must have decided that I didn’t want to seriously injure Bea. I wasn’t trying to fight but defend myself. I ducked to the side and let her move past me. Then, I quickly turned around and pushed her as hard as I could. She slammed into a rolled-up wrestling mat with a thud. I didn’t see what happened to her afterward, because I wrenched the door open and sprinted breathlessly into the locker room.
“Coach,” I rasped as I ran toward the cheer coach who was carrying a box of poms toward the gym. “Bea just tried to stab me with a metal stake in the supply closet.”
“What?” she asked, dropping the plastic tote to the ground. She sounded more annoyed than surprised.
“Bea pulled me in there to talk to me privately. She got mad and grabbed a stake from the supply closet and tried to stab me with it.”
“Where is she now?” Coach asked. Her question was answered when Bea stormed into the locker room, her hair an absolute mess.
“Her!” she huffed, pointing at me. “She shoved me into a wall. If my nose is broken, I’m going to sue you for everything your family is worth.”
“I was just trying to defend myself,” I said quietly, suddenly terrified that she would find a way to bankrupt my dad. Tears welled up in my eyes at the thought of me having to explain to my dad why he needed to hire an expensive lawyer.
“That’s it,” Coach said, throwing up her hands. “Practice is canceled today. Everyone needs to go home and think about what we’re going to do to have some unity on this team. I’ve never seen anything like this in all of my years of cheering and coaching. We will have a meeting and sort all of this out before a single one of you touches the gym floor. Go home. Now.”
Everyone in the locker room was stunned, including Bea. I had the feeling that Coach didn’t yell at her team like that very often. Silently, everyone grabbed their things and walked out of the locker room in a daze. Sally and Kelly flanked my sides and steered me in the opposite direction of the parking lot once we made it back into the main atrium.
“What the fuck happened?” Sally asked, fear in her eyes.
“I—I still can’t believe that happened,” I said, shaking my head. I recounted every detail of our conversation as well as I could remember it. I told them how she came at me, and how I pushed her away so I could run for help.
“That’s crazy, even for her,” Kelly said, looking worried. “Maybe it wasn’t the right call to go to practice today.”
“Maybe,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “What do I tell my dad when he asks why I’m home so early? I don’t want to get in trouble for fighting. I pushed Bea into a mat, but what if she tries to sue my family?”
“Let’s just take a walk on the bike path behind the stadium,” Sally said calmly. “We’ll cool down and figure out what we should do from here.”
I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach. Even if the student body had my back with the Bea conflict, the adults couldn’t help me, and she would find a way to hit me where it hurt the worst.





CHAPTER
THIRTY
“I t’s going to be OK, Melanie,” Kelly said. “Coach may put up with a lot of bullshit from Bea, but I don’t think she’s going to let Bea attack other teammates at practice again. She’s a pushover, but she takes safety seriously.”
“She might kick me off of the team,” I moped. “She told everyone to work out a solution. What if the solution is to kick me off?”
The other two didn’t have an answer. I was starting to consider quitting so they could continue to cheer.
It was a beautiful fall day for a walk. The sun was shining, but the temperature was cool enough that I had to pull my cheer jacket from my bag and put it on. The fresh air was absolutely needed to clear my head and gain some perspective of the situation that felt so messy and out of control.
The school’s campus was beautiful for a high school in the middle of a suburban area. Beyond the football field was a paved trail lined with trees. I considered asking my dad for a bike so I could safely ride to school instead of depending on him to drive me everywhere. Then again, I was already an abnormality for having my dad drive me to school when I held a driver license. As we walked across the grass past the parking lot and stadium to the trails, we tossed around ideas about how to proceed.
“We should talk to the other girls and see where we stand,” Sally suggested. “I have an idea about who is on who’s side, but it would be good to take stock and strengthen alliances. We can’t forget that we have a good relationship with the other girls. Until now, I couldn’t have imagined that any of them would turn on us for any reason.”
She walked a few paces ahead of me as she talked about her plan to contact girls later that night. Her mind was buzzing with ideas for getting girls on our side before Bea had a chance to get to them. We knew Bea was calculating, but she also had a ton of hubris surrounding her popularity. Maybe Bea would underestimate her pull with the team. Sally had worked out a list of people for her to contact and a list for Kelly to message. She turned around and started talking through a list of points to bring up with each of our teammates when I saw a car speeding toward her.
“Sally,” I said, my eyes transfixed on the black SUV driving way too fast for a school parking lot.
“And maybe we can reach out to other people Bea’s pissed off in the past,” she said, sounding excited. "If we can get a majority of our team convinced, maybe we can get Bea off the—”
I reached out and grabbed Sally’s hand and yanked her toward me as she stepped off the curb. Bea raced past us, just a split second from running Sally down.
“Oh my God,” Kelly yelled. “She just tried to run us over!”
"Who the hell's car is that?" I asked, stunned.
We stood next to the curb in absolute shock. It was one thing that she tried to hit me at school, but it was another that she attempted to run us down, which would have certainly killed us.
“She’s coming back!” Sally shrieked just in time for us to notice that Bea had turned around and was driving the wrong way in the parking lot. This time, she accelerated and hopped the curb. The three of us took off in a sprint and hid behind the pillar at the entrance and tried to catch our breath. I could just barely make out Bea’s scowling face as she turned around and drove out of the parking lot and squealed her tires down the street. As she drove away, she rolled down her window, looked directly at Sally, and screamed.
“Stop spreading rumors about me!”
Bea accelerated through the parking lot, nearly hitting cars that fortunately slammed on their brakes for her.
“She—she just tried to kill us in her mom's SUV,” Sally cried. “This is insane!”
I didn’t want to say it, but it looked like Bea was gunning for Sally. This confused me because I was certain that she was out for my blood in particular.
Instinctively, I reached for my cellphone and immediately called my dad. He had long instilled the promise that he would help me out of any scary situation, no lectures or punishments involved. I tried to keep my voice as steady as possible as I told him that there was trouble at school, and I needed him to pick me up as soon as he could. Naturally, he asked what kind of trouble there was, and I understated the problem so that he wouldn’t show up with a whole squad of cop cars in tow. It was a situation that probably called for the police, but I was too shocked to make that step. I just wanted my dad. I wanted to be home where I knew we would be safe.
As we waited, I looked around for witnesses. A couple of freshmen waiting for their parents huddled up around a bench and stared at us in confusion. I marched over to them, which probably frightened them even more.
“Did you see what just happened?” I asked, pointing to the spot where Bea nearly ran us down.
They all nodded hesitantly. A minivan pulled up and they scurried away. I turned back toward the front of the school and saw an adult’s face peeking out at us from a small, square window. It was the principal. The moment I looked toward him, he jumped back and closed the blinds.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I said under my breath. Full of adrenaline, I strode up to the front doors and pulled on the handle, but the school had already been locked. I walked back to where Sally and Kelly stood and told them we had witnesses.
“At least she can’t pretend like running us down was a misunderstanding or a rumor,” I said.
In that moment, I realized that my worst nightmare was literally coming to life. I had woken up in a cold sweat several times in the middle of the night because the killer in the car was Bea. At the time, it felt so absurd for the killer to reveal themselves as the captain of the cheerleading team and someone I briefly considered to be a friend. Now, it felt like some sort of premonition that was meant to warn me about this girl and what she was capable of.
I felt a childish urge to return to my childhood where I was blissfully unaware that there were bad people in the world who would want to hurt me. I wanted to go home and crawl into my mother’s lap and tell her about what was going on at school, knowing that she would later fill my dad in on the situation, and then they would work together to help me figure things out. They would shield me from the hard truth and just tell me what my little mind could handle. I wanted my mom to tell me that Bea was a mean girl, and she would never get ahead in life. Meanwhile, my dad would investigate the situation and make sure all responsible adults were held accountable.
Now, I wondered if it was a mistake to come to this school in the first place. If I had tried, I probably could have found a way to complete my schooling online. Or, I could have decided not to try out for the cheer team and exist amongst the kids who cared about academics and stayed out of trouble. I could have done things differently and put myself in a situation where I wouldn’t have to deal with off of the nonsense I was experiencing. My friends wouldn’t be in fear of their lives and would be having the senior year they wanted.
The only thing that kept me from quitting the team that second and begging Sally and Kelly to go back to Bea was the fact that they were just as tired of dealing with Bea as I was, perhaps even more so.
I saw my dad pull into the entrance, so I convinced Sally and Kelly to come with me, as both were too scared to get on the road, knowing Bea was out there somewhere. My dad looked confused, but ever the supportive dad, he waited for me to talk first.
“Something weird just happened,” I said, trying to find the right words to describe the situation. I didn’t know if I should start with the parking lot incident or go back to the beginning of the whole conflict.
As we turned down the street, we saw Bea’s car pulled over to the side of the road and a cop car with lights on parked behind her. My jaw dropped open, and I know Sally and Kelly looked the same.
“What?” my dad asked, noticing our reactions.
“Did you call the police?” I asked.
“No,” he said. “Should I have?”
I looked down at my feet, shocked that things had gotten so out of control. The only thing I could do was shrug my shoulders and hope that someone had seen what had happened and called the police on our behalf.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE
“I f you’re afraid of getting in trouble with me, you’re better off just telling me what happened. I’m not going to get mad at you. Your safety is my first priority.”
He looked at me, then scanned the rearview mirror to look at my friends, who looked terrified. From their perspective, I could see how meeting my dad, an ex-cop, for the first time under these conditions would be nerve-wracking.
“We’re not in trouble,” I responded, looking at my dad. “What I mean is, we didn’t do anything wrong. There’s a psycho in our class who is out to get us.”
“What? Why?”
I sighed. “It’s a long story. She’s kind of known for being a bully, but she’s the most popular girl in school, so everyone is nice to her. She was the one who basically added me to the cheerleading team, but then she got mad at me for getting more attention than her.”
My dad furrowed his brow. “What’s her name?”
“Bea Ardent,” I said. Her name tasted like poison on my lips.
His mouth fell open as he thought. “You’ve told me about her, haven’t you?”
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I thought she was cool at first. She was nice to me at the start, but that’s kind of her thing. She’s nice to people until she doesn’t get what she wants. Then she can get mean.”
“Sounds like a bully,” he said casually. “How is she taking her insecurities out on you?”
I bit my lip. “For starters, some of the girls on the cheer team think that my fall wasn’t an accident.”
“You think she purposely tried to hurt you?” he asked calmly. His voice had changed.
I recognized it as the voice he used when taking a witness statement from a vulnerable person. He was good at what he did because I felt more at ease and willing to continue with all of the information I had.
“It very much seems that way. When the choreographer came to teach us, she gave me a lot of praise and put me front and center of the formation. Our coach has also been very nice to me since I joined. Bea has had it out for me ever since. She spread rumors about me being promiscuous.”
My dad winced. He had briefly returned to dad mode.
“She confronted me today, and I thought she was going to stab me. She grabbed a metal stake and lunged at me.”
“She what?” my dad croaked, finally understanding how crazy Bea was.
“I used the self-defense tactics you taught me and got out of it. I ducked and pushed her away and she flew face-first into a rolled-up mat. She was pissed and started yelling at me when I was trying to tell Coach what happened, and then Coach canceled practice.”
My dad nodded as if he were putting all of the puzzle pieces together. “I’m glad you called me to pick you up and fill me in on what happened.” He glanced back at Kelly and Sally for a second, then gave me a quizzical look. “Did anything else happen?”
I inhaled deeply and let the rest of the information spill out. “I didn’t call you because I needed a ride home from practice. When practice was canceled, Sally, Kelly, and I decided to take a short walk on the bike trail to clear our heads and burn off some steam after what happened with Bea. We were crossing the parking lot when Bea tried to run us over.”
My dad must have forgotten he was driving because he had to slam on the brakes to avoid running a red light.
“She what?” he yelped.
All three of us nodded, as if we needed to convince him that I was telling the truth. “Sally stepped off the curb and Bea sped up and swerved to hit her. Kelly and I pulled her away just in time. Then, she turned around and tried to jump the curb and screamed at Sally.”
“Was that the person who was pulled over?” my dad asked.
“Yeah, that’s why we thought you called someone for backup.”
My dad looked sick with worry. He ran a hand through his greying hair, tugging a few strands loose.
“But we’re fine,” I said reassuringly. “No one got hurt, and I called you right away so we would be safe.”
My dad pulled into the driveway and the four of us got out and went into the house. I was about to give my friends a tour when my dad asked us all to sit in the living room. Sally and Kelly sat on the loveseat, and I plopped down in the recliner. My dad remained standing and paced a few steps back and forth.
“Normal kids don’t do things like that,” he said, raising his voice. “That’s just psychotic behavior. Who are her parents?”
“Dad,” I whined, looking over at Sally and Kelly who looked like they wanted to disappear behind the couch cushions.
“I’m sorry,” he said directly to my friends. “I’m sorry I’m meeting Melanie’s friends this way. I’m Andrew.”
“Sally,” she squeaked.
“Kelly,” she said hoarsely.
“Melanie’s told me about you both. I’m glad she’s made friends with nice girls. I’m also glad that you felt comfortable sharing your problem with me. I want you to know that you’re always safe here, and that I will do whatever I can to help you.”
He was putting on a good show for my friends, who seemed to loosen up. I went to the kitchen, grabbed a few cans of sparkling water, and tucked a package of cookies under my arm. Back in the living room, I passed them out to my friends. It was not what I imagined for my friends’ first visit. I figured at some point I’d ask my dad to have a few friends over to spend the night, not give witness statements to him in the living room.
“Did anyone else witness Bea swerve toward you?” my dad asked.
“Yeah, a few people,” I said, knowing he’d be proud of me for checking. “There were a few younger kids waiting for their parents. I don’t know them, but it would be easy enough to track them down at school. I also saw the principal looking out the window shortly after. He may have seen something.”
“But he didn’t come out and talk to you?” my dad questioned.
“All the teachers around here are afraid of Bea,” Kelly chimed in. “She got a math teacher fired a few years back because she lied about him doing inappropriate things. They’re all scared of standing up to her because they don’t want to get fired.”
I could tell my dad was angry, but he kept his composure. “What about your cheer coach?”
“It sounds like she’s sick of Bea, but I think she’s in the same situation,” I said.
“Any other adults that know about this girl?”
I nodded. “I talked to the school counselor today. I told her what was going on and she told me that I needed to be nicer to Bea. I think she thought that I was just jealous of her.”
My dad shook his head and stared at the far wall. He didn’t speak for a moment, just stared like he wanted to say something but was deliberately stopping himself. It made me miss my mom. This was the part when she would jump in with some reassuring advice.
“Have you girls told your parents what happened?” he asked Sally and Kelly, who shook their heads.
“Give them a call,” he said quietly. “Let them know that you’re safe and that they can come over to talk if they’re available. I’m going to make a phone call.”
“Who are you calling?” I asked, nervous that he was going to call Bea’s mom. I could only imagine what that woman was like if she raised someone as awful as Bea.
“Barry,” he said as he walked toward his bedroom and partially shut the door behind him. “I want to know if this girl is on anyone’s radar.”
I went to the hall to give my friends privacy to make their calls. The situation was much bigger than I thought it would be, now that the parents were involved. There was no way to brush things under the rug and hope everything would return to normal.
“Mom, are you home? I need to tell you something,” I heard Kelly say, which brought a lump to my throat. I didn’t know what her relationship was like with her parents, but I imagined she’d go home tonight and lay in bed with her mom and watch corny network tv shows together, like my mom and I had.
“No, we’re OK, but Melanie’s dad said you guys can come over if you want to talk about it. He’s a detective, so he’ll know what to do,” I overhead Sally say on the phone.
I crept down the hall toward my dad’s room. I could hear him talking, but he was purposefully keeping his voice low.
“Bea Ardent,” I heard him say clearly. I saw his shadow move across the floor as he paced back and forth. “She’s in Melanie’s grade.”
I don’t know how I didn’t put two and two together earlier, but I was fairly certain that Barry told us about Bea and Tom before I even knew her. I would have mentioned it to my dad before he called, but with everything going on, I kind of forgot Barry existed.
“That’s the girl from that fucked-up story?” my dad hissed. “Christ, she’s been terrorizing my daughter and her friends. She tried to run them over in the school parking lot. Melanie thinks the principal saw it happen.”
He was quiet for a few moments. From the crack in the door, I could see him chewing on a fingernail as he listened.
“Yeah, I’m going to give him a call now and try to catch him before he leaves school. I’ll take you up on that beer, though.”
I went back into the living room and Kelly and Sally were done talking and now scrolling through their phones in silence.
“My dad is talking to a cop,” I said quietly. “He knows about what happened to Tom and was upset about it.”
“I don’t think the cops took Tom’s side,” Sally said sadly.
“Barry did,” I said confidently. “He and my dad are friends. He’ll have our backs if we need him.”
“Well, Bea’s blocked me on socials,” Kelly said with a huff. “I wanted to know what she got pulled over for.”
“Hopefully drugs,” Sally growled.
“She’d probably get away with it,” Kelly said. “Once we establish our allies in the school, we’ll find someone who can tell us what she’s posting.”
I tiptoed back down the hallway to see why my dad hadn’t come out of his room yet. His phone was up to his ear, but he wasn’t talking. I crept back to the living room and waited to return until I heard his voice.
“My parents are coming over,” Kelly said.
“Mine, too,” Sally echoed. “Of course, they’re upset and are probably going to freak out and be embarrassing."
“My parents never liked Bea but tolerated her because we were friends and teammates. I’m sure they’re upset that I hung around her this long.”
At least I had my innocence to protect me. There was no way I could have known from the start that Bea was bad news. Luckily, it didn’t take me long to wise up.
I heard my dad’s voice, so I hurried down the hall to eavesdrop. He was using his cop intimidation voice now, which I found embarrassing.
“My daughter and her friends were nearly mowed down by one of their classmates today in the parking lot. This was after the girl tried to attack my daughter before cheer practice. I think if we checked the records, we’d find that this girl should have been kicked out of school a long time ago. I don’t know what her deal is, but your students’ safety is at risk. I’d recommend you check the tapes and reach out to the police department before they get in contact with you.”
I heard him toss his phone on his bed and take a loud, deep breath. I walked toward his door, trying to make my steps audible, and cleared my throat before tapping on the door.
“Is everything OK?” I asked, as if I hadn’t just listened to half of his conversation.
“Yeah, fine,” he said, going back to his good-cop voice. He rubbed the side of his stubbled face. “Did the girls get in contact with their parents?”
“Yes, and they’re coming over now,” I replied.
He nodded. “Good. I should have met your friends and their folks earlier. That was bad parenting. I’ve just been so distracted with the new business. I should have known what was going on.”
“It’s fine,” I said, torn up by his guilt. “I didn’t tell you when things were starting to get weird. Besides, it’s not like you can meet all of the people I meet at college. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Bea earlier. I thought she was just a stereotypical popular girl and if I distanced myself, it wouldn’t be a problem.”
My dad gently tussled my hair. “I’m not mad at you. I know that you’re an adult and you need to work out problems on your own—when you can.”
The doorbell rang and I ran to answer it. I invited in two sets of concerned parents, each set a spitting image of their offspring.
“I’ll give you some money for a pizza,” my dad said, opening his wallet and handing over a few bills. “Go to that place down the street and order a pie.”
I wondered if there was something he wanted to say to my friends’ parents that he didn’t want to say in front of us. Nevertheless, I took his money and obeyed his request. I slowly put on my shoes so I could pick up on as much of the conversation as possible. After all of the introductions were made, the two couples sat on the couches while my dad took the recliner. He sat leaning forward with his forearms on his knees, as if he were giving his precinct a report. As we left, I heard him clear his throat and start his speech.
“Well, I called the principal and he said that he was not aware of any such situation. From what my daughter has told me, adults at the school are aware of what is happening. I think it’s important for us to be a united front and make sure people are held accountable for our kids’ safety.”
I jogged down the street to catch up with Kelly and Sally, who were a quarter of a block ahead of me. It was an expert move for my dad to direct us to that particular restaurant, as it was within walking distance, but we wouldn’t be out for more than 15 minutes. That would be enough time for the adults to talk about whatever it was that they didn’t want us hearing.
“What do you think they’re talking about?” Sally asked, kicking a rock down the sidewalk.
“Well, my dad knows that the police department is still very upset about Bea getting away with accusing innocent people of sexual assault, so I’m sure he’ll share that bit of information. I doubt it’s anything we can’t handle, but I’m guessing he doesn’t want us to worry too much. I’m actually surprised he sent us on an errand. He’s usually the type to tell me most of the grisly details. My mom was the one who tried to shield me from the bad stuff.”
“Your mom…” Sally said before trailing off.
I knew this day would come. As I was reminded when two sets of parents walked through our door, people usually had two parents present in their lives, even if they were separated.
“She died a little less than a year ago,” I said softly. “It was a car accident. I survived, but she didn’t make it.”
Sally’s face fell. “I’m so sorry. We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
I nodded and tried to plaster a small smile onto my face. “One day I’ll talk about it,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m feeling emotionally drained at the moment.”
“It’s been a surreal day,” Kelly said. “If you would have told me when I woke up this morning that the student body would be cool with us and Bea would try to murder two out of three of us, I would have said you were crazy.”
The three of us laughed, not because our situation was comical, but because it was so absurd that there was no other way to react.
After we ordered the pizza, we sat outside at the picnic tables and talked about our disappointment in the fact that it would be impossible to have a normal cheer season. We were researching cheer clubs not affiliated with schools when the cook brought out our pie in a cardboard pizza box.
As we walked back, Sally and Kelly stole a slice as I carried the box.
“So, do we go to school tomorrow?” I asked as the others peeled stringy mozzarella from the crust and draped it into their mouths. “On one hand, people will probably be extra nice to us. On the other, Bea may have refined her plan to seriously injure or kill us.”
Kelly shook her head. “I don’t know. She’d better be on her best behavior, now that our parents and the whole school knows what she’s doing.”
“I hope you’re right.”
By the time we got back, it looked like the adults had wrapped up their serious conversation, much to my disappointment. Sally and Kelly’s parents declined to eat with us, so they took their children home. Once we all waved goodbye and watched the cars glide down the street, I sat down with my dad at the dinner table, the open pizza box between us.
“What did you guys talk about?” I pried.
He took a slice from the center of the table and took a big bite. “I just told them what you told me. Both of their parents said that they have long thought of Bea as a negative influence. Although, no one thought she’d be capable of harming their children.”
“So, what do I do?” I asked, desperate for someone who knew better than me to give me a definitive answer.
He sighed and put his slice on his plate, then looked up at me. “You stay vigilant. If she so much as gets within 10 feet of you, you get yourself to a safe place or raise hell. If she touches you, you fight back. In the meantime, I’ll keep working with Barry and keep in contact with the school. Keep working hard in school and keep doing the right things. It will all work out in the end. People don’t get away with bad behavior forever.”
I sincerely hoped he was right. However, history showed that Bea had gotten away with bad behavior for more than a decade. It would be arrogant of me to think that a new girl from LA could suddenly step in and put an end to the targeted torment of the school’s queen bee.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO
T he following week of school was eerily calm, like the weather before a giant storm. The energy around the school seemed off as well. The lively student body was somehow quieter than I remembered. Not only did people steer clear of Bea, but I felt like I had an invisible forcefield around me. The kids in my classes—the ones Bea wasn’t in—were nice and quietly showed their support after news of the parking lot incident spread.
Bea’s lunch table continue to be full, but she didn’t hold court like she used to. No one at the table laughed or even smiled in the days following the incident. There was a lot of leaning into the center of the table to whisper, but no one looked like they were enjoying themselves. Sally, Kelly, and I had adopted a new lunch table and even had the occasional person stop by and eat lunch with us if they didn’t have anyone else to sit with. It was a nice change of pace to sit at an open and inviting table instead of a table that was invite-only.
The teachers’ demeanors also shifted. While no teacher was particularly cold or standoffish toward me, no one went out of their way to be cheerful either, even if I initiated a friendly smile or hello. What was even more interesting was the way that teachers treated Bea. While they used to ignore her bad behavior, now they seemed to give her extra space. She had no interest in being in class and was on her phone more than usual. It was clear that she had mentally checked out, and the teachers didn’t even try to get her to participate.
I also noticed that Bea wasn’t even attempting to turn in work. A few weeks ago, she would hand in assignments along with her peers. Obviously, they were done by someone else, but she kept up appearances. Now, she didn’t even look up from her phone when it was time to turn in homework and the teachers didn’t say a word. She was probably still receiving good grades, too. She showed up, conducted whatever business she had, and did nothing related to academics. School was purely social for her.
Sally, Kelly, and I had no choice but to take a leave from the cheerleading team. Kelly texted our coach, who agreed to meet with us during lunch one day. After quickly eating our sack lunches, we sneaked down to the gym to talk to her without Bea noticing. Coach listened to us but didn’t seem thrilled about the meeting. When we got down to the coaches’ offices, she had her arms crossed in front of her chest and looked annoyed.
“I just want the three of you to know that I make the final decisions about what goes on with the team. I try to let my girls take ownership of their team, but not if things are going too far,” she said sternly. “I understand there is always the possibility of drama occurring when you put a bunch of strong girls together, but what I’ve seen this year is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. I do not want to hear calls for girls to be kicked off the team. I am the one who makes that final decision, along with the administration. Do you understand?”
I shrank back a little, confused about what she was saying. I liked Coach, but I didn’t know her very well and didn’t have a good sense of why she was so angry with us before we even spoke a word.
“We wanted to talk to you because we’re thinking about leaving the team,” Kelly said somberly.
Coach’s face fell and her stance softened. She must have been expecting to hear a different appeal.
“Really?” Coach asked. “I know there’s some fighting going on, but you have all worked so hard and are so talented.”
“It’s not safe,” Sally said. She told her about what happened in the parking lot. Coach didn’t show much emotion, keeping her face very still.
“And you saw what happened with Melanie,” Sally continued. “We made Bea mad and she’s not going to stop trying to hurt us until we get out of her way. I’m really upset that it’s come to this, but we don’t feel like we can have the cheer season we wanted as things are now.”
“Unless you think there’s a way we can stay on the team without putting ourselves at risk,” I added in a last-ditch effort to continue cheering. Part of me hoped that Coach would back us up and find a solution to a problem that was much bigger than our team.
“I think you’re making a selfless decision,” Coach said, closing the door on my final hopes. “I wish there was a better way to handle the situation, but I think you’re right about what needs to be done. I want you to know that this doesn’t have to be a permanent decision if circumstances change. If something changes in the next month or two, you should have enough time to be able to prepare for a role in our competition routines. The three of you are talented and assets to the team, but if you are willing to sacrifice your spot on the team indefinitely, I think you’re making the right call.”
I saw tears well up in Sally’s eyes. I was gutted, but I knew that this would eventually happen to me. It made me feel sick to know that I had a role in this moment.
“And I hope there are no hard feelings,” Coach added. “If you three ever want a letter of recommendation for anything or need help trying out for a college team, I will help you in a heartbeat.”
We nodded and left the locker room in silence. I heard a sniff but didn’t know if it came from Sally or Kelly.
“It’s like that, huh?” Kelly muttered once we were out of earshot. “She’d do anything to help us out, but only once Bea is out of the picture and her job isn’t at risk. She didn’t fight for us for a second.”
“We already knew that she wouldn't.” Sally sighed. “Well, I guess that’s over with. What now?”
Kelly shook her head. “I haven’t thought ahead that far. I guess I could pick up a night class at the college next semester. I’ll have plenty of time now.”
“I might try to help my dad out with his business,” I said, wondering what he would say when I told him I quit the team. “It would be good work experience, and I owe him after how much money he’s spent on me over the past few years.”
“Can we find something fun to do?” Sally asked tearfully. “I’m not asking for any major time or money commitment, but cheer was something that gave my life meaning. Like, whenever I was stressed with school or was having a bad day, I looked forward to going to practice to see my friends and work toward something we loved to do. I don’t know who I am without the fun social aspect of my day. I just need something to look forward to. Is that pathetic?”
“Not at all,” I said quickly. “Maybe we can join a dance studio or gymnastics class. There are even some gyms that are pretty cool. We could find one and take classes together. I wouldn’t mind doing something to keep me active.”
“I’m in,” Kelly said. “I’d like to get another prerequisite done at the community college if I can, but I wouldn’t mind burning off some steam with you guys.”
It felt good to have loose plans in place, but it didn’t make up for the fact that we were no longer on the team. It shouldn’t have mattered, but I hoped the other girls would believe that we quit and were not kicked off.
After school, I sat down at the kitchen table with my dad and told him that the three of us had decided to take a leave from the team to protect ourselves and keep the peace. By now, I was no longer emotional about it but presented the situation to him as a business opportunity.
“Now that I have all of this extra time, what do you think about letting me help you out with the business? These days, connections and work experience are far more important than a formal education.”
He clicked his tongue as he considered the proposal. “I’ll think about it. Maybe you can take on some of the scheduling and office work. You’re sure as hell not going on any stakeouts on your own or doing interviews. There’s some stuff that you don’t have the experience for to do it safely. Maybe a few hours a week of office work, though, and that’s only if you have all of your schoolwork done. I’ll think more about it.”
“Thanks, Dad,” I said, a rush of excitement going through my body. A few hours of what would likely turn out to be filing and scanning documents wasn’t the thrill I was looking for, but it was something. Losing cheer was a major blow, but having a job, no matter how small it was, helped to fill the void.
“By the way, I found out some more information about Bea,” he said.
My ears perked up. “What?” My mind started racing with all of the salacious details only my dad could discover. I was ready to hear her juicy secrets and then immediately share them with my friends.
“The reason Bea got pulled over was for speeding. She was let go with a warning.”
“Oh,” I said, my spirits falling. “I thought the police were aware of who she is. Wouldn’t they know that this isn’t her first run-in with the law?”
“I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “It might have been her first traffic violation. If it wasn’t anything egregious, then they would see that she’s a young girl and give her a warning. Maybe it was a newer officer who didn’t recognize her name. Barry wasn’t happy about that when he told me.”
“Barry told you?” I asked, forgetting that he was the only reason that my dad had an in with the police department here at all.
“He called to tell me that he went to the school to ask for the security tapes.”
My mouth dropped open. “And did he see everything that happened? I’m pretty sure there are cameras everywhere in and around the school. Please tell me that there’s proof of what happened.”
“Unfortunately, no,” he replied. “When Barry went to the school to get the tapes and question the principal, he didn’t get much. The principal said that he was not aware that an incident occurred, and the recordings had been mysteriously deleted.”
My look of surprise turned to anger. “Are you kidding me? He deleted evidence?”
“Seems that way. That principal sounds like a real jerk. I want you to be aware that your friends’ parents and I will likely make a complaint to the superintendent soon.”
“Fine. I don’t think he’s acted in his students’ best interests at all,” I said grouchily. “Except for one student, that is.”
He nodded, looking relieved that he had my approval. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way, but I think you and your friends made the right decision. Keep your head down and let’s just hope that someone slips up so something can be done about these people.”
I wanted to tell my dad that Bea had gotten this far in life without facing consequences for her actions, but I didn’t want to dampen his spirits. I didn’t know much about being a parent, but I figured he’d be pretty upset if he knew he couldn’t protect me from a teenage girl.
The next day at school, my teacher handed me a hall pass once I stepped into the room for my first-period class. Under my name was a list of possible destinations for an unlucky student. Main Office was circled in red marker. I grumbled under my breath and made my way back out of the classroom as my fellow students looked on. I plodded down the stairs as kids hurried to their classes. Before the bell rang, I was ushered into the principal’s office. Immediately, I felt nervous, not because I was in the principal’s office, but because I had the sense that something wasn’t right. My dad always told me to trust my gut in uncomfortable situations and get out or call for help when something felt wrong in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. Unfortunately, I was not in a position to run out of the principal’s office or call for my dad to pick me up. I had to deal with whatever the head of the school wanted from me.
“Do you know why I had you speak with me?” he asked. Mr. Sellers was an incredibly plain-looking man with a forgettable face. The only characteristic that stuck out was his extremely thick mustache that I couldn’t help but stare at when he spoke.
“I don’t,” I said meekly.
He cleared his throat and looked uncomfortable, as if he had expected me to confess to something. Somehow, I was making his job harder for him.
“When kids start at a new school, it’s hard for them to make connections. Some kids make new friends and do just fine. Others struggle to adjust and act out. I’m worried that you’re not finding success here and you’re choosing to take that out on popular students.”
I tried very hard not to pull a face at the principal and remain respectful. I pressed my hands between my knees to stop them from shaking.
“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I could feel the warmth behind my eyes and willed myself not to cry from frustration.
“I know about the rumors. Even the adults in the building hear those. Miss Ardent told me what you’ve been saying about her, and it’s not kind. We don’t put up with that here, Melanie.”
“She tried to run me and my friends over,” I said, my voice rising. “She pushed me off of a difficult stunt. She could have killed or seriously injured me twice now.”
“Enough,” he barked.
I shrank back in my chair, frightened by his change in demeanor.
“I don’t want to hear another word of it. One more strike, and you’ll be in detention for a week. Another strike after that, and you’ll be suspended from school. If you don’t shape up after that, you’ll be expelled, and you will have to finish your high school degree at the alternative school with the teen moms and junkies. You will mind your own business, and you will stop talking about Bea Ardent. Have I made myself clear?”
“Yes,” I squeaked. I felt the tears resting on my lower lashes and there was nothing I could do to stop them. It was all so unfair. I reported what was a serious crime that happened on school property, and I was now being threatened with expulsion because of it. I was not safe. My friends were not safe.
“Get yourself together and go back to class,” Mr. Sellers said, gesturing toward the door.
I walked out and closed the door behind me.
Instead of immediately returning to class, I walked to the bathroom on the second floor. After blotting my eyes with a piece of toilet paper, I checked the stalls to make sure I was alone. Once I could ensure my privacy, I pulled out my phone and called my dad.
“I’m coming to pick you up,” he said firmly after I recounted my trip to the principal’s office.
“It’s the beginning of the day,” I protested. “He’s going to know that I called you and asked to come home.”
“I’ll call the office and tell them that it’s a family emergency. Go back to class. I’ll call the office and get you in the next 30 minutes.”
“OK,” I said meekly. I hung up the phone, fixed my eye makeup, and went back to class. I didn’t listen to a word the teacher said until she answered the classroom phone and told me to go to the office. I swung my bag over my shoulder and ducked out of the classroom. I managed to check out at the office without running into the principal. Once I got into the car, I couldn’t help but tear up again once I saw my dad’s face. He pulled me in for a long hug. I took a long, shuddering inhale, then gathered myself.
“I’m so frustrated by all of this,” I said, sniffling.
“I know,” my dad said. “We’ll just have to take care of this without your school.”
“Where are we going?” I asked. He missed the turn toward the house.
“I figured you’d want some of that flavored coffee with the fancy milks and one of those cake things you like.”
A small smile came to my lips. The day was off to a horrible start, but I appreciated the gesture.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE
A fter I ordered a massive Frappuccino and my dad got a black coffee, we cruised back down the road, still not headed toward home.
“Where to now?” I asked, watching retirees powerwalk down the sidewalks. It felt weird to be out of school in the morning, like I was experiencing part of the world that wasn’t available to kids. “It’s too early for lunch, and we already stocked up at the grocery store.”
After I went through the list of places my dad would normally go, I got excited at the prospect of doing a ride-along with him. Perhaps he had decided that I was mature enough to take a deeper look into his line of work.
“A stakeout?” I said under my breath, my voice full of anticipation.
“No,” he said flatly. “We are going to Bea’s house to speak with her folks.”
“Mom,” I corrected him. “Her dad is dead.”
“Right,” he said apologetically. “We’re going to talk to her mom and see if we can get this kid off your back. Do you know much about her?”
I shook my head. “I heard she lets Bea do whatever she wants and gives her unlimited money. I don’t know much more than that.”
“I’m expecting her to be a nightmare,” he said as he stared out the windshield. “Kids often learn these types of behaviors from their parents. If the kid is demanding, there’s a good chance they watched a parent and learned.”
I felt a knot in my stomach. It felt crazy to admit that I was fearful of a classmate, and I was afraid to talk to her mother.
“Can I stay in the car?” I asked.
“I think you should come in,” my dad said after a second of contemplation. “I think if she sees the person who is being harmed, she’ll be more likely to be reasonable. Plus, I wouldn’t mind having a witness.”
“To what?” I asked, perplexed by that statement.
He sighed and shrugged. “An ex-cop goes to a single woman’s house to talk to her about her child’s bullying. If she’s as big of a bully as her daughter is, it’s not a bad idea to have someone who can corroborate a story.”
“Oh,” I replied. Had Bea learned the fake-sexual-assault threat from her mom? Would she come down on me harder for coming to her house? I didn’t want to tell my dad it was a bad idea because he was the expert, but I feared that Bea’s mom wouldn’t act like a rational parent.
In what felt like seconds, we were on the other side of town in a neighborhood full of breathtaking mansions. I looked out the window and gawked at the multi-story homes with wrought iron fences and swimming pools larger than some public pools. I would have been excited to see one of these houses if it weren’t for the person we were going to see.
We drove up a long driveway lined with perfectly square shrubs that led to a house that looked more like a small compound. The guesthouse behind their pool wasn’t much smaller than the house my dad and I lived in. I realized that if things hadn’t gone south with Bea, I might have enjoyed a cheerleader sleepover at that home.
“Are you sure I should go in?” I asked nervously.
“I think so,” my dad said, giving me a reassuring pat on the shoulder.
My heart pounded as we walked up the paved path to the front door. My dad knocked on the door in a cadence I’m sure was taught at the police academy. I looked at my reflection in the window. I looked so small and pale.
Mrs. Ardent answered the door with a confused expression on her face. She was a tiny woman, not at all the tall buxom type her daughter was. Despite her fragile frame, she was stunning, with platinum blonde hair chopped into a bob. She was dressed in a cashmere sweater and cropped slacks that clung to her thin legs.
“May I help you?” she asked. Her voice was high, which was a stark contrast to her daughter’s often husky voice.
“Hi, Mrs. Ardent. I’m Andrew Glass, and this is my daughter Melanie. My daughter knows your daughter from school, and it seems like there is a conflict going on between them that we should discuss.”
My dad was a champ at using his words in a way that made people respond the way he wanted them to. Bea’s mom looked concerned by our presence but invited us in.
“I’m Georgia, by the way,” she said as she gestured to the couches in the sitting room. “Let me get you something to drink.”
She disappeared into another room, giving me plenty of time to shamelessly snoop. I did a slow spin around the room to take in all of the paintings in gilded frames and sculptures that didn’t look like anything.
She returned quickly with two tall glasses with what looked like Sprite. She didn’t seem like the type of mom to pour soda for guests out of a two-liter bottle, but I took it anyway and took a gulp. I nearly spit it out when I realized that something tasted off. It was plain sparkling water—rich people things. My dad looked at me as if I were embarrassing him by trying to suppress a cough.
“I think I also have a tin of cookies,” Georgia said absentmindedly before she hurried back to the kitchen. She returned with an ornate metal tin with buttery shortbreads inside. Wanting to show that I was polite even though her daughter was bullying me, I took one and nibbled the edges.
“Thank you,” I said.
“You’re welcome, dear,” she said kindly, though she sounded stressed. She sat down in a chair across from us and crossed her legs. “You said you go to school with my daughter? I’m sorry if we’ve met before, but I’m not sure if I remember who you are.”
I shook my head. “I’m new at the school. I’m on the cheerleading team—I was on the cheerleading team.”
I looked at my dad, not knowing if I should speak or if I should leave it to him.
“Do you want to tell her what’s been going on?” my dad asked gently.
I took a deep breath. I didn’t want to, and I didn’t have the same way with words that my dad did. But, if he thought I should talk, I would trust him.
“Bea and I were friends,” I said quickly. “I think she got upset because I was having success at cheerleading even though I was so new. She turned on me and started acting very cold toward me. Then we were at practice one day, and I was chosen to be at the top of a pyramid. She was underneath me and not happy about it. She moved in a way that made me fall. Then, she started spreading rumors about me. A few of our mutual friends stood up for me, and she turned against them, too. She tried to hit us with your SUV that I guess she was driving that day in the school parking lot. It was the day that she got pulled over for speeding.”
I took another drink of the sparkling water, hoping it would settle my nervous stomach.
“This doesn’t sound like something my daughter would do,” she said tersely. “Is it possible that it was a misunderstanding?”
I looked at my dad, who gave me a small nod to continue.
“I wish it was,” I said honestly. “To tell you the truth, Bea was one of the first people to welcome me to my new school. I think that’s why it hurt so much for her to turn on me so quickly. The only thing I did to her was take attention from her—and that wasn’t something I set out to do. She told me, while threatening to hurt me, that I was essentially stealing her spotlight. I didn’t want to upset her, but she’s taken this way too far. My friends and I are afraid to go to school because we don’t know what she’s going to do next.”
Georgia Ardent stared at the floor in front of my shoes as I spoke. She didn’t respond immediately. It was as if she were a short-circuiting robot and facing her daughter’s bad behavior was sending her into a tailspin.
“There has to be some sort of misunderstanding,” she said softly, still looking at the ground. Something was not right about this woman. Coming into her home, I thought she would be argumentative and rude. She tried to contradict what I was telling her, but she seemed sad.
My dad placed a hand on my knee, signaling that he would take over. I felt relief, as it was frustrating to keep telling adults the truth, only to be told that I was wrong.
“My daughter said that your husband is no longer with us,” my dad said sympathetically.
“Yes, that’s true,” she said, almost sounding fearful. She looked up at my dad with a worried expression.
“I know how hard it is. My wife died not long ago. I always thought I could handle raising a child on my own if I had to, but it’s harder than I ever thought. She’s an easy one, too, and I still find myself wishing my wife was around so I could get her approval on everything I do. You never realize how much you need them until they’re gone.”
“I know what you mean,” she said softly. “It does feel very lonely.”
“Not to mention the trauma of it all,” my dad said. “I’m sorry to show up at your house like this, but I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think there was a serious problem. I don’t mean to pry, but therapy can be great for kids to work through this kind of loss. Maybe your daughter is acting out because of this loss.”
Her face went pale, paler than it already was. Georgia trembled for a few seconds before popping up from her chair.
“I think you need to leave,” she squeaked. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but you should not be here right now.”
She then turned to me, looking me straight in the eye for the first time since we arrived at the house.
“Please, leave Bea alone,” she begged.
“Ma’am, with all due respect, I don’t think my daughter is trying to interact with your daughter at all. Melanie and her friends are trying to mind their own business. They even quit the cheer team. They’re still worried that Bea might do something to hurt them.”
“Just leave her alone,” Bea’s mom repeated as she slowly moved us from the sitting room to the front door. “Get the counselor to switch your classes. Don’t talk to her friends or any of the girls on the cheer team. Don’t talk to the teachers or the principal about whatever is going on. It might just be best to transfer schools or do online courses.”
“I don’t think you understand what we’re telling you,” my dad said, raising his voice. “Your daughter is terrorizing other kids at school. I was hoping that as her parent, you would do something about it.”
She shook her head and ushered us to the front step. “And I hope that as her parent, you can listen to me. Leave her alone. You don’t know what she’s capable of.”
With that, she swiftly closed the heavy door in our faces and locked it. I peeked into the front window and watched her scurry back to the sitting room to clear our glasses and the tin of cookies.
“What the—” my dad said under his breath.
We walked back to the car. I felt a horrible tightness in my chest. Something felt terribly wrong, but I couldn’t exactly pinpoint what.
“That was weird,” I said, not able to immediately find the words to express what we had experienced in the mansion.
“It certainly wasn’t what I was expecting at all,” my dad admitted. “I thought she was going to be an entitled woman who would threaten to use some connections to make our lives hell. I almost feel bad for the woman.”
“She seemed scared,” I said. “But that’s crazy that she thinks I should leave school so I don’t cross Bea’s path. That’s bad parenting, right?”
My dad looked out the window. “It’s—something. Melanie, if something doesn’t feel right when you go back to school or you feel like you’re being targeted, I want you to come to me first. I’ll sort things out with the principal, but until then, I don’t think you should trust the adults at your school. You have your phone, so keep it on you at all times. Text or call me whenever you feel uncomfortable, and I will get you. We will get this settled, but it might take more time than I thought.”
I felt my phone vibrate and checked my texts, assuming Kelly or Sally was checking up on me or updating me with school information. Instead, I saw I had a new email notification. My stomach dropped as I saw that Tom Garcia finally responded to me.
Hey, sorry I took so long to get back to you. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to talk about what happened. But, if there’s anything I can do to help bring Bea down, I’m willing to do it. I know it’s short notice, but I’m actually in town visiting relatives. Can you meet me at the mall today? After school?
I think that will work, I replied. I’m actually not at school today, for Bea-related reasons. I’ll ask my dad.
I debated whether to tell my dad the truth. On one hand, I could see him wanting more insider information on Bea. On the other hand, meeting a boy he didn’t know was a tough sell. Plus, I didn’t want to talk to Tom with my dad present. First of all, it would likely scare Tom away if he planned to meet with a high school girl and was then questioned by a detective. Secondly, I saw several pictures of Tom, and he wasn’t the type of guy I wanted to talk to with my dad around.
“Would you mind dropping me off at the mall?” I asked.
My dad furrowed his brow. “Now? Why?”
I sighed. It was too late to be secretive. “Do you remember the name, Tom Garcia?”
“Was that the kid that Bea drove out of town?”
I nodded. “I messaged him a while back before things started to get bad with Bea. I just wanted to hear his side. He finally messaged me back and says he’s in town. I said I would ask if you could drop me off at the mall so we could talk.”
My dad didn’t look thrilled. “Can I go with you?”
I cringed. “From what I heard, he was absolutely screwed over by the criminal justice system. He talked to detectives about very personal things and was run out of town anyway. I don’t think he would want to talk if I brought you along.”
He nodded, taking my side though I knew he wasn’t fully comfortable with what I requested.
“Fine. But I’m going to wait in the parking lot. I’ll talk to Barry while you’re in there. Can we keep the meeting under an hour?”
“Yeah,” I agreed, getting excited but trying not to show it. As we turned the car around and headed toward the mall, I couldn’t help but feel nervous. Not only was Tom a major piece of the Bea saga, but he was also extremely cute, and I couldn’t remember the last time a boy made me blush at the thought of talking to him.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-FOUR
I ’m by the coffee stand in the food court, Tom texted as my dad and I pulled into the mall parking lot. It wasn’t very busy, but it was also the middle of a school day. I automatically scanned the lot for any familiar cars, especially one that belonged to Bea.
Be there in a few! I responded.
My dad pulled into a spot toward the back of the lot and turned off the car. “Are you sure you’ll be OK?” he asked with a serious expression.
“I’ll be fine. I heard he was a good guy.”
“I’ll be right here,” my dad said. “Remember, you either need to come back to the car or call me before one hour.”
“Got it,” I said as I exited his car. My stomach hurt with nerves as I walked to the mall and scanned the food court for the guy I had only seen in pictures.
To say that Tom Garcia was cute would be a massive understatement. He stood up from his table when he saw me, presumably recognizing me from pictures on my social media accounts. He was over six feet tall and had perfect golden skin. His toned arm muscles were clearly visible under his short sleeves, and I could tell that he had an impressive body under his t-shirt and jeans. He looked so put-together with his short, curly hair styled neatly, not like the floppy-haired kids I went to school with. I found it hard to believe that Tom was my age and not a college kid who occasionally modeled for local businesses.
“I’m Tom,” he said, extending his hand to me.
I shook it, hoping that my palms weren’t too sweaty.
“Melanie,” I said squeakily. I cleared my throat, then managed to speak in my normal tone. “Thanks for agreeing to talk to me.”
He shrugged sheepishly. “For a long time, I wanted to pretend like none of that happened. When I got your email, I decided that I should try to help—not just to clear my name for good, but to make sure no one else got hurt. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”
I smiled and sat down at the table. There were two coffee cups already resting in the center.
“I didn’t know what you liked, so I got one black coffee and a vanilla soy latte. I like both, so I’ll let you choose which one you want.”
“I’ll take the latte,” I said with a grin. “You shouldn’t have gotten me anything. I’m the one who should be treating you.”
“Maybe next time,” he said. “I haven’t gotten coffee with a girl in a long time. I guess I just got nervous and figured it was the right thing to do.”
Tom didn’t look like the kind of guy who had to be nervous around girls. However, it instantly settled my nerves to hear him say that.
“So, how has Bea Ardent attempted to ruin your life?” he asked so casually I couldn’t help but laugh.
It felt good to talk to someone who had been through a similar situation, though no one would argue that I had it worse than he did. I started my story at my first day of school and ended with my near-death experience, sprinkling in every unpleasant and odd encounter I had with Bea. He listened carefully the entire time, then shared his sympathies with me when I was finished.
“I hate to say that I’m not at all surprised,” he replied, staring at me with his soft brown eyes. “It sucks that Sally and Kelly are wrapped up in it, too. Even though they were friends with Bea and I kind of came to dislike anyone who stuck with her, I did like those two. They always seemed to be better people than Bea and some of her other friends, like Carrie. I was angry back then because not a lot of people fought for me. Looking back, I understand that there wasn’t much they could do. Most of my friends from that school graduated last year, so it’s not like they stuck around to make a difference this year. So, should I just start at the beginning?”
“That would be great,” I said.
“Want to walk and talk?” he requested. “It’s easier for me to think if I’m moving. Plus, I don’t want any old lady to have to listen to everything that happened,” he said with a smirk, glancing over at a group of elderly women enjoying coffee and pretzels.
“Yeah, that sounds good,” I laughed, getting up from my seat. We started on a slow stroll around the wide corridors. It was a quiet day at the mall, save for some soft chatter and a variety of music playing from each store.
“So, as I’m sure you heard, Bea and I dated for a little bit. I knew she had the tendency to be a bit demanding, but I was younger and stupider than I am now. She was pretty cool for a while, but once we settled into the relationship, she got crazy. She would throw screaming fits if I had plans with my friends when she wanted to hang out. If I even talked to a female friend, she would text me mean things. I don’t know why I put up with it for as long as I did, but like I told you, I was dumber back then—teenage hormones and all that.”
“Gotcha,” I said, needing no further explanation. Bea had a reputation for hooking up with the hottest guys available and ditching them when they no longer served her. I could understand why Tom would want to hook up with her.
“It all came to a head the night of that party. She was being a bitch because of something small and insignificant, and my friends had been telling me for weeks to ditch her. So, when she snapped at me for not putting my arm around her when we were talking to some friends, I snapped back. I told her that I wasn’t sure I wanted to date her anymore. She freaked out on me, and I couldn’t take it, so I just left the party. I got a ride with a couple of guys, we went back to a friend’s place for a little bit, and then I went home. Before you know it, it’s morning and my mom’s waking me up because there are three cops at my door who want to talk to me. It was a nightmare. My parents didn’t know what to believe, which is one of the most painful moments I’ve ever had in my life.”
I couldn’t imagine what I would do if my dad doubted my good character. So much of our relationship was based on trust. I knew that my dad would act in my best interests, and he trusted that I would try my best to do the right thing. Even when it was tough, he was honest with me, and I attempted to let him into my life as much as I could. The thought of my dad being disappointed in how I conducted myself would be heartbreaking, especially if it weren’t true. I wanted to cry for Tom; I hated when someone didn’t believe me when I was telling the truth.
“I had to go down to the police station and tell a couple of detectives what I was doing that night. I don’t know if you’ve ever had to recount a whole night in detail, but it’s not easy. Any little mistake can look super suspicious. It was even more humiliating because I was a minor and my parents were in the room. I had to tell the truth about everything. I admitted that I was drinking at the party. I admitted that I had sex with Bea several times during our relationship. The police even asked me about every sexual act, and it was horrible telling them about our sex life while my parents listened. I still think about it and cringe constantly.”
For some reason, I also disliked hearing that he had had sex with Bea. She definitely didn’t deserve Tom.
“Oh, and then there were lawyers who asked me even more personal questions as they prepared for the case,” he continued. “They asked me about every intimate encounter I had ever had, and basically stopped short of asking me for nude photos. They had to be prepared for whatever accusations could be thrown at me. I was lucky to have good lawyers who believed in me, but it was very tough.”
“I can’t even imagine,” I said softly.
“Once I was arrested, I couldn’t go back to school,” he said. “I was so embarrassed and couldn’t handle sitting in class while people whispered about me. I had good relationships with my teachers and coaches, and I couldn’t face them if they thought there was a remote chance I did something to a girl. I can’t think of a worse crime to be accused of. I know there were people on my side, but I also know for a fact that there were people out there who thought I was capable of rape, or even people who weren’t entirely sure if I did it or not.”
“So, what exactly did Bea say happened?” I asked.
He nodded. It was clearly a question he had answered several times before. “She said that I asked her to meet me in a barn loft to talk. Then, she claimed that she tried to go back to the party, and I pushed her to the ground, took off her clothes, and –” He trailed off, unable to say the word.
“But you had an alibi all night,” I said, remembering what Barry had said at the fairgrounds.
“Yeah, that’s what immediately poked holes in her story,” he said. “There were enough witnesses who saw me with other people all night to solidify my story. Whenever she said the act happened, I was already on my way home from the party. People saw us together that night—and I’m embarrassed to say that a lot of people reported seeing us making out and getting handsy in full view of everyone. I would say that she got too hasty with her evil plan if it weren’t for what the police found at her house when they went to question her mom.”
I tilted my head to the side, like a dog that heard its favorite word. “What did they find?”
He ran a hand through his soft curls. I could see his cheeks turning pink.
“Uh, they found evidence that she had been planning to set me up,” he said sheepishly.
“Seriously?”
He nodded.
“What did they find?” I asked eagerly. It was crazy enough to accuse someone of sexual crimes, but it was even crazier to premeditate the accusations.
“First of all, when the police went to her house to talk to her mom, her mom agreed to let police search the house.”
“That’s surprising,” I said.
“Yes and no. Bea’s mom would cover for her if she had known what Bea had done. She thought they had nothing to hide and that agreeing to let the police do what they want would be better than refusing and looking suspicious. Bea’s mom is actually a very nice person who probably wanted to be an agreeable host. When they went to Bea’s room, they found a piece of paper with a to-do list. The lawyers said it was basically a list of things to do to make me look bad—to get my DNA on her. Then, the pieces of the night started to come together. Things that happened that I didn’t think much of started to make sense. When we made out at the party, I got my saliva on her neck. Later that night, Bea “accidentally” scratched my arm, so when they examined her fingernails, they found my skin cells and there were defensive marks on my body.”
“She had planned to do that to you before she even got to the party,” I said. “You said you guys were on the outs by that point. Did she know that a breakup was coming and wanted to have revenge ready to go?”
Tom fidgeted with the hem of his t-shirt, looking especially uncomfortable. “I think she had been planning something or preparing to blackmail me if things didn’t go well for quite a bit longer.”
“How do you know?” I asked, curious.
He let out a long puff of air, stalling to give his answer. “They also found something else in her room that was probably the most disturbing part of their search.”
“What?” I asked. He was taking too long to get to it and my curiosity was killing me.
“I—I can’t even say it. It’s too embarrassing.”
“OK,” I replied. I was disappointed, but I didn’t want to pry.
“OK, fine,” he said after a long exhale. “They found a used condom,” he said in a whisper. “It was from a week earlier. She saved it in case she found the need to frame me.”
“Oh my God,” I breathed.
“Yeah,” he said flatly, tossing his empty coffee cup into a nearby trashcan. “I felt sick after hearing that. It still makes me queasy. But, if the police hadn’t found that stuff, I would probably be in prison. People around here know that my family got a settlement from her family, but I would give all of it back—and more—if I could go back to the way things were. It sucked having people I had known since I was little wonder if I had raped someone. Moving schools for the end of my high school career sucked. I don’t talk to my friends as much as I used to. I kind of got depressed for a while. Things are better now, but I would be lying if I said that some of the things I went through didn’t keep me up at night.”
“I hear ya,” I said. I had never been accused of a terrible crime, but I did know how hard it was to start over in a new place.
“But in some ways, it was necessary to leave,” he said. “Mainly, I couldn’t continue going to a school where the principal lies to the police about his students. I don’t know if you have met him, but he was getting ready to testify about how I groped female students during passing periods. I’ve never done anything like that in my life, but my lawyers said he claimed he had records.”
“I have met him, unfortunately,” I said, feeling disgusted. “He saw Bea try to run us over and pretended like it didn’t happen. He also called me to his office to tell me that Bea had never done anything wrong and that I was an attention-seeker who would be expelled if I didn’t stop talking about Bea.”
Tom shook his head and looked at the ground. “I don’t know what it is, but I know that Bea has dirt on that guy. As far as I know, they aren’t related and don’t exist in the same social circle. I’m willing to bet my settlement that there’s a reason he defends her so much—she’s got to be blackmailing him.”
“That would make sense. He definitely acts differently than the teachers.”
He nodded in agreement. “Exactly. You don’t have to be at the school long to see it. He would defend her to the death, and the teachers merely try to stay out of her way. You know the story about the math teacher, right?”
“Yep. The teachers act like they don’t want to deal with the hassle of whatever problems she’d cause if they got on her bad side. The principal acts like he’s going to take down anyone who remotely gets in her way.”
“Exactly. For all I know, the teachers are innocent and would find a way to get past any baseless accusations she may throw. The principal acts like he has far more to lose.”
I made a mental note to tell my dad to explore this further, if he and Barry hadn’t already.
“I don’t know if it matters to you,” I said hesitantly, “but I know a police officer who worked on the case who has your back and wants to take Bea down as much as anyone else.”
A soft smile appeared on his lips. “I kind of gathered that as the case was winding down,” he replied. “It does mean a lot, though. Any kind of support helps. I’m also starting to think that what is going to help me the most is to help whatever case the police may be working on now.”
I smiled. “Even if that means you have to talk to my dad about it?”
He grinned back. “Sure. I try to be low-key when I come back to town, but I’m actually around here more than people think. I’d be happy to hang out and answer any questions anyone has for me. I can’t go back to the day that I asked Bea out, but I can move forward and make sure she gets what she deserves.”
There was a question I had wondered about since I started seeing Bea’s true character, but I was afraid to ask. As we rounded the end of the corridor and walked back toward the food court, I couldn’t help myself.
“What’s Bea’s appeal, anyway?” I asked. “Is it just because she’s hot and rich?”
Tom stopped in his tracks and let out a belly laugh. “Honestly, that’s mostly it. She’s not even my usual type, but like I said, I was stupider back then. She showed interest in me, and I guess my idiot body took over. It would be regrettable even if we had an amicable breakup.”
“Why?”
He turned toward me and looked me directly in the eye. “Because when it came down to it, being with her wasn’t fun. She’s not capable of caring about someone else, and I’m a human being with social needs. For some reason, people don’t seem to think that I want a solid relationship, not just a hookup. I haven’t dated since Bea, but I want to. I want to hang out with a cool, nice girl who wants me for more than just hookups.”
It was almost humorous that the hottest guy I had ever met in my life was talking to me about how much he wanted to take things slow with a nice girl when he could easily date anyone he wanted. He didn’t seem like he would have any struggles with relationships. Then again, I could see how he attracted girls who weren’t necessarily compatible with him, as he probably attracted every woman who crossed his path.
My phone lit up with a text message from my dad. It had been an hour, though it felt much quicker. I felt disappointed that I would have to go home because I was enjoying talking to Tom and it was likely that I wouldn’t see much of him in the future.
“I gotta go,” I said, looking at my phone. “I’m sorry, but I promised my dad I wouldn’t stay longer than an hour.”
“I understand,” he said politely, as we made our way back toward the table where we started our talk. “You have my number now, so if you or your dad need any help with your case, you can call me.”
I nodded and clutched my phone tighter. “Thanks for agreeing to meet up with me. I owe you.”
He smiled. “Nah, you’re good. It was nice to talk to someone who’s going through a similar situation. I just hope I can help.”
He paused for a moment and pressed his lips together, looking away from me.
“I hope this isn’t an inappropriate time to ask, but do you want to hang out sometime—and not talk about Bea?”
My stomach fluttered and my cheeks instantly started burning. “Like a date?”
He shrugged, smiling sheepishly. “If that’s OK.”
I wanted to say yes because it wasn’t every day that an attractive guy asked me out, but there was no way that I could get into anything serious now, and I got the feeling that Tom didn’t want a fling.
“Is there any way we can revisit this in a few months?” I asked meekly. “I just don’t think that I can put any energy into dating with all of this going on.”
“I totally understand,” he said quickly, as if he were embarrassed. “I don’t know why I asked.”
“It’s OK,” I said reassuringly. “I would totally hang out with you if the circumstances were different. We can still talk, though. You have my number.”
He smiled brightly as I gave him a small wave and walked away. I was glad to no longer be facing him because my face was now glowing pink. I walked as slowly as I could to my dad’s car so my complexion would return to normal by the time I got in. Had my dad not asked me about what Tom said about Bea, I might have forgotten that we had discussed her at all.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-FIVE
I  went back to school the next day with my dad’s warning to stay vigilant fresh in my mind. I kept my cell phone in my pocket and was ready to contact him if things got bad. However, since my visit with Tom, I realized that things couldn’t get much worse than they got for him, and he managed to come out on the other side. And, seeing as there was no crime she could reasonably accuse me of to destroy my reputation, I felt relatively safe within the walls of the school. Yes, she could try to stab me with whatever school supplies were in arm’s reach, but beyond that, there wasn’t much I couldn’t defend myself from.
In my absence, it seemed like things had gotten worse. The very first thing that morning, a girl on the cheer team whispered to me that she heard Bea freaking out about me talking to her mom during the school day. So, it was no surprise when Bea approached Sally, Kelly, and me as we ate our lunch on the opposite side of the cafeteria.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Bea spat directly at me.
“What do you mean?”
She frowned. “Showing up to my house in the middle of the day when I’m not home. Do you think you’re sneaky? Do you think my mom wouldn’t tell me about the two strangers showing up, demanding to come inside, and then asking all sorts of personal questions? Stay away from my home. It’s bad enough that I have to deal with you here. It’s way worse that you’re now worming your way into my private life. What did you think was going to happen? Did you think I would get in trouble if you ran to my mommy to tell on me?”
“Did you?” Sally asked out of curiosity.
She scowled at Sally. “What do you think? The only thing my mom was upset about was that someone came to her house and tried to start shit. This is your last warning—stay away from my home, my mother, and my private life. Stop making up lies about me and leave me alone.”
“I’m not making up lies about you,” I said firmly. “Anything I ever said about you was one hundred percent true. What would I get out of lying? I had no problem with you until you started trying to hurt me. For what? I was nice to you, and you tried to get me kicked off of the cheerleading team. I don’t want your money or friendship or influence. I want you to stop trying to hurt me.”
“Leave school,” she said curtly. “Better yet, leave town. Then, we’ll be cool.”
She turned on her heel and strutted back to her table. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her sit down next to her cronies and tell them some story about what we spoke about. I turned back to my lunch and shook my head in disgust.
“Tom said that even if Bea had never accused him of assault, he would still regret their relationship,” I said.
Kelly raised her eyebrows. “You’ve been talking a lot about Tom,” she noted.
“Yeah,” Sally echoed in a sing-song voice.
I knew where they were going with this.
“What did you think of him?” Kelly asked as she munched on a carrot stick.
“He was very nice,” I said after a short pause as I tried to find words to describe him. “I obviously don’t know him very well because we only talked for an hour.”
“He’s hot, isn’t he?” Sally said, her voice low.
The three of us started giggling. “Yeah, I guess from an objective standpoint, he is attractive.”
This comment made the other two laugh even harder.
“How did you measure his attractiveness?” Kelly said sarcastically. “Is there some sort of rating scale that makes this an objective assessment?”
“What do you want me to say?” I giggled. “It’s not like we’re dating, or anything.”
“Imagine,” Kelly said in a low voice. “What if you guys were dating and showed up to prom and were all over each other. I would pay you money to do that.”
“First of all, I don’t think he would ever want to go to our prom,” I said matter-of-factly. "Secondly, we’re not dating. We’re not even talking. I emailed him and asked if he wanted to tell me about Bea, and we met up for that very reason.”
“OK,” Kelly said, sounding defeated. “Just let us know if the investigation takes a turn and you’re madly in love.”
“Will do,” I said sarcastically, ending that conversation. “So, do you think Bea’s mom was that mad that my dad and I came to talk to her about Bea? She seemed more frightened than angry when we were over there, and Tom said that her mom is actually a nice person.”
“She’s not like Bea, if that’s what you’re asking,” Kelly said. “From what I remember of her dad, he was an OK guy, too. I guess I just lost a little respect for her parents because of how their child turned out. I can’t see her mom being furious about you coming over in the way Bea described, but I’m sure she was wary about a detective coming over, especially after the settlement.”
“Yeah,” Sally agreed. “She probably just doesn’t want to get sued again. I’m sure her mom is just as excited for her to leave home as much as everyone around here is.”
When the bell rang, we grabbed our bags and made our way to our lockers to get our stuff for our next class. Before we could enter the classroom, the three of us were stopped by a teacher I didn’t recognize.
“Girls, come with me,” he said, leading us to a small, empty classroom.
My expression must have been enough to communicate my thoughts because Kelly leaned over and whispered to me, “Mr. Smith, head of the math department.”
We sat down in a cluster in the middle of the room, with the teacher sitting behind the podium at the front. We all sat in silence for a moment before he spoke.
“Well, we’re waiting on one more student, but I might as well get started. A few teachers have asked me to talk to you about academic dishonesty. Any idea what I’m talking about?”
The three of us sat still. No one answered the question because no one knew how to answer it. We hadn’t cheated on any of our work, but we all had done Bea’s homework at one time or another. We had violated the school’s honesty code, but all the work we turned in was our own.
Before we had a chance to answer, Bea waltzed in and took a seat close to the teacher. She glared at us before putting on a pleasant face for Mr. Smith.
“Is there anything anyone would like to say about academic dishonesty?” he asked again. "It would be best to come out in front of it.”
“I’ll speak,” Bea said, raising a manicured hand. Her gold bracelets glimmered in the light. “I was the one who reported the dishonesty. Kelly, Sally, and Melanie have been cheating off of me for quite some time. At first, I allowed it because they needed good grades to stay on the cheer team, but now that they’ve been kicked off, I think it’s time for it to stop.”
The teacher turned to us for verification. My mouth dropped open in surprise. Sally’s face was stony, and Kelly was slowly shaking her head and rolling her eyes. It was such a preposterous lie that I couldn’t believe that Bea would ever attempt to turn things around on us. I was quite certain that every teacher who knew us knew that it was a complete and utter lie.
“That’s not true,” Kelly said calmly. “How could it be true? I’m taking classes at the college and Bea’s not there to give me those answers. I can show you my grades if you want to see them.”
Mr. Smith shook his head. “No, that’s not necessary. I was asked to have a discussion with you four so this issue could be settled.”
“Can we change schedules?” Sally suggested. “That way, if we’re not in the same class, we can’t possibly be accused of cheating off of Bea.”
Mr. Smith shrugged. “Maybe. It’s kind of a pain for the teachers to change their rosters at this point.”
“How else can we prove that we’re not cheating?” I asked. “What about a quiz? Give us all a math quiz with content we’ve been working on. I think it will tell you all you need to know.”
“No,” Bea said, stamping her foot down. “Don’t give me extra work to do because you can’t do your own work. Besides, I get anxiety if I don’t have enough notice before a test or quiz.”
“And you’re trying to tell Mr. Smith that we’re cheating off of you?” Kelly asked Bea. “What does it say when the three of us are willing to take a math quiz and prove we know our stuff and you’re avoiding it? If you’re so good at math and we’re so terrible at it, you wouldn’t hesitate to prove it.”
“Fine,” Mr. Smith said, opening his computer. He clicked a few things on his screen, then the printer behind him whirred. It spat out three pieces of warm paper with black ink on both sides. “Each of you, find a corner of the room. Face the wall and keep your eyes on your own paper. All bags, phones, and anything else you brought with you today stays in the center of the room.”
I looked at my friends. Both had determined looks on their faces. Bea had gone pale and looked ready to kill someone. I was a little apprehensive, in case I bombed it and looked like I had cheated. However, despite my wavering confidence in my abilities, I was more confident that Bea would not perform well.
We made our way to our corners and a quiz was placed on our desks. The questions were very familiar, as we had just covered similar stuff the week before. I flew through the problems, hardly struggling with the work. Kelly was the first one to turn in her quiz. A few minutes later, I finished mine. After I gave my paper to the teacher, I turned in my chair to watch Bea, who was staring at the questions but doing very little writing. Sally turned in her quiz a few minutes after me and shrugged when we made eye contact. Kelly, on the other hand, looked extremely confident. Finally, Bea rapidly scribbled an answer and thrust her paper at the teacher. I figured he’d send us back to class, but he graded them in front of us as we watched from our distant corners. The silent anticipation was killing me.
Finally, he was finished. With a completely straight face, he called out our scores as he passed them back.
“Ten out of ten,” he said, as he returned Kelly’s paper. I felt a small hit of relief.
“Eight out of ten,” he said, giving Sally’s paper back to her. She looked a little disappointed, but I didn’t think a passing score would make her look like a cheater. Besides, she had told me that her highest grades were in history and English, not math and science.
“Nine out of ten,” he said to me. I grabbed my paper with a trembling hand. I had never felt so happy to receive a good grade, especially one that had no effect on my GPA.
“One out of ten,” he said to Bea, who first looked disappointed.
Then, her expression quickly turned to rage. She ripped up her paper into tiny pieces and threw them back at the teacher. She stomped around the classroom, ripping papers off of tables and tossing them to the ground. She tipped over chairs as she whined and cried about how unfair it was that we had conspired to make her look bad. Sally, Kelly, and I got out of our seats and headed to the back of the room, ready to defend ourselves if things got worse. The teacher swiftly went to the classroom phone and called the office, asking for the principal to come up.
“Go back to class, girls,” Mr. Smith said to us, with a forlorn expression on his face. We ducked out of the room, but instead of immediately going back to class, we stood in a space between the end of a locker row and a storage closet.
“First of all, nice work, everyone,” Kelly whispered, giving Sally and me a quiet fist bump.
“What the fuck was that?” Sally said. “Did she think she could deflect from her years of cheating by accusing us? What did she think was going to happen?”
“She didn’t think that one through,” I replied. “It’s good that we finally have some solid proof. That teacher can’t deny that we know our stuff and she doesn’t.”
Sally grabbed our arms to silence us as we heard heavy footsteps down the hall. We tucked in tighter to our shadowy corner and saw the principal walk to our testing classroom. Mr. Smith met him outside the door as Bea continued to rage.
“What’s going on?” the principal asked. “What did you find out?”
“Bea’s not telling the truth.” Mr. Smith sighed. “I gave them a quiz over things they have covered in their class. Bea didn’t know any of it. The other girls did quite well. Bea is now having a tantrum and destroying that room. Her performance on that quiz contradicts her grades. I think she should serve consequences.”
“No,” the principal said quickly. “Let me deal with it.”
“As the department head, I’ve heard many complaints about this girl, and it never seems like she faces any consequences. You should know that you are going to lose the trust of your faculty if something isn’t done. Everyone is tired of dealing with bad behavior, and they are afraid of losing their jobs for voicing their concerns.”
“I will handle it. You can go back to your classroom.”
Mr. Smith walked briskly toward the math hall, muttering to himself. When he got out of earshot, I whispered to my friends.
“We should go back to class. I don’t want to get caught eavesdropping. We all know how it’s going to end, anyway.”
The other two nodded and we walked back to our classroom. When we got there, everyone looked at us, as if they knew where we had been.
“Is Bea with you?” our teacher asked discreetly.
“She’s having a moment,” Sally said diplomatically. “I don’t think she’ll be in class.”
Our teacher nodded and didn’t say another word. I liked to think that she was relieved to hear that we were not in trouble and Bea was freaking out about her plan failing. I know that the outcome of that moment was better than I had expected.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-SIX
F ortunately, Bea was nowhere to be seen for the remainder of the school day. I had kept my eye out for her and her friends, just in case she was throwing together a half-baked plan to cause me harm. A few kids tried to ask me and my friends what had happened after lunch, but we didn’t feel like getting in trouble for spreading rumors, so we tried to give as little information as possible, even though we all wanted to share every little detail with the student body and school staff.
Of course, I told my dad every detail. He was very proud of how my friends and I composed ourselves and was also pleased that I scored well on a pop quiz. Also, he was not at all surprised to hear that a teacher stated discontent with a student and the principal did nothing.
“I did some investigating today,” my dad said as I helped him wash dishes after supper.
“Yeah? What did you find?”
“It’s a doozy,” he said with a long exhale. “I don’t completely feel comfortable talking to you about it, but now that we’re in this together, I think we both have to be completely honest with each other. Maybe we should sit down and talk about this.”
This was an exciting prelude to a conversation. I hurriedly scoured the last dish, plunked it in the dishrack to dry, and wiped my damp hands on my leggings. My dad poured himself a small glass of whiskey, which meant that whatever he was going to tell me was really messed up. I grabbed a sparkling water from the fridge and joined him in the living room.
“By now, it’s no secret to you that there are bad people out there,” he said gruffly. “Barry and I spent the entire day trying to find information on your principal. What Tom Garcia told you was correct—your principal has a damning secret that he doesn’t want to get out. And I have no idea how Bea would ever figure it out, but it makes a lot of sense that she knows and is holding it over his head.”
I raised my eyebrows in surprise. I wanted to text Tom and tell him that he was onto something.
“By the way,” my dad added. “This information needs to stay between us for the time being. There very well could be an arrest made within the next day or two, and any rumors or tipoffs could hurt the outcome. Can you promise me that you’ll stay silent on this until it’s made public? No telling any of your friends, even if you can trust them to keep a secret. This is just too big and important.”
“I promise,” I breathed. “I won’t tell anyone.”
“Good,” he grunted as he shifted in his seat. “I know that I can trust you.”
“What did you find?” I asked eagerly, impatient to hear this scoop my dad had been building up.
“Your principal isn’t who he says he is. John Sellers didn’t always go by John Sellers. Thirty-plus years ago, he started teaching under the name Michael J. Sellers-Friedman, known to his students as Mr. Friedman. He taught high school social studies in Oklahoma until he was arrested and jailed for a lot of inappropriate interactions with female students.”
My mouth dropped open. “Ew,” I hissed.
“It’s not good,” my dad said plainly. “The investigation into him started after a few brave girls came forward and told their parents that they didn’t like how Mr. Sellers treated them. Come to find out, he would keep girls after school, promising them extra credit if they helped him grade homework. He did not make this available to all students—only a select few and only one at a time. The girls who came forward didn’t report any inappropriate touching but said that his behavior changed as time went on and they didn’t feel comfortable with it. He started by having them sit at their normal desks, then eventually had them work directly next to him at his desk. He would make comments about their appearance and give them treats. At first, it was a piece of candy per day. Eventually, it was clothing and jewelry.”
“He was grooming them, hoping that they’d eventually do whatever he wanted,” I said, feeling dirty for having sat in the same room as him.
“Yep. The administration started quietly investigating him. At that time, technology wasn’t very widespread in the school system, so there were no security cameras proving that he invited girls to his room after school. There were no texts or emails between the teacher and the students. It was their word against his, so he was relocated to a different district. By then, most schools had computers with internet access, even though they couldn’t do much with them. His new school had similar problems with him but didn’t even get a heads up from the previous school, so it took years before students came forward with stories about being uncomfortable after school encounters with him. This time, they had a computer to search. It was the early days of personal computers, so there were a lot of criminals who didn’t cover their tracks well. A district IT person looked into deleted downloads and found child pornography. When the police searched his house, they found a shoebox filled with printed photos and floppy disks containing child pornography. It was extremely easy to convict him, and even more kids came forward once he was arrested. Later, some girls accused him of offering good grades in exchange for sex acts, and almost exclusively targeted girls who needed the grades, like girls from poor families who needed a good GPA for scholarships. He served time, but not enough.”
I didn’t like the principal, but I never guessed he was this bad. Mr. Sellers was an asshole, but even as I looked back on my interactions with him, he was never sexually inappropriate. I wondered if anyone at my school had ever been victimized by him. Rumors spread like crazy at my school—why did I never hear about this?
“How is he even a teacher?” I asked. “How the hell did the school hire him, especially as an administrator?”
My dad shook his head and took a drink. “I don’t know what happened on the superintendent’s side of things, but Sellers did a good job getting around the protections that should have been in place.”
“Yeah, wouldn’t he come up as a sexual offender on a very basic background search?” I asked, dumbfounded by the fact that this kind of man was the principal at a fairly affluent school. It wasn’t as if we were some tiny rural school in a poor part of the state where it was impossible to get teachers.
“The name change helped him out,” he replied. “Reporting databases are usually pretty good at containing all known aliases, but there are employers that skimp on their background checks. It’s a humongous liability, but it can take a long time and some employers are impatient and want to make their hires. Somehow, Sellers managed to move states and avoided registering for the sex offender list. Someone should have followed up with him after his release. It took several very serious mistakes for him to get the job he has. I suppose once he started teaching, he worked his way to his administrative position without anyone following up on his hiring paperwork. There are going to be a lot of very rightfully angry parents when this news gets out. This could have easily been avoided with a decent background check. It could have been avoided at any school if his probation officer had paid some attention to what he was doing and where he was going.”
In my research on school faculty, I had concluded that he had been at our school for a while. I wondered how many students he victimized during his time. Furthermore, I wondered how Bea managed to find out information that a school with background checks at its disposal could not.
“This is awful,” I said, feeling queasy. “This is way bigger than any of the stuff going on with Bea.”
In a weird way, I was almost upset that the principal’s misdeeds would overshadow the progress we were making with Bea’s nonsense. In perspective, it made Bea’s work look like minor bullying instead of attempts at homicide. However, admitting my feelings would make me look like a terrible person with her priorities all out of sorts, so I tried to hide my disappointment. After all, it was very upsetting to find out that my principal was not only an asshole but also a sex offender.
“It’s way bigger than I thought it would be,” my dad admitted. “Barry and I kept thinking we were going to find some major dirt on her that would, at the very least, get her expelled. Instead, we found out that her behavior is likely a combination of some sort of undiagnosed personality disorder with way too much power. I’m hoping that once the principal is removed, she’ll lose enough power that she’ll either face consequences or stop her act altogether.”
“That would be nice,” I said, still feeling disappointed that she would never be accountable for what she did to me, my friends, the old math teacher, and Tom. But, if we could prevent her from seriously hurting anyone else at our school, it was better than nothing.
“What happens now?” I asked.
“It’s complicated,” my dad said, taking another drink. “On one hand, it’s very important to have your ducks in a row before you make an arrest. First, you need enough cause to even make the arrest. Then, it helps to have some proof right off the bat, so he doesn’t get a low bail and get to leave. A guy like this needs to be in jail leading up to his trial, preferably on suicide watch. If the arresting officers make a mistake during the arrest, it could mess up a trial. So, it’s necessary to take a little time to get things right.”
“On the other hand, you can’t have a pedophile leading the school,” I finished for him.
“Exactly.” He nodded. “You don’t want to get into a situation where you drag things out for too long and he has the chance to offend again. Plus, it looks terrible if people find out that the police had information and didn’t act on it immediately. That’s why my best guess is that the arrest will happen tomorrow or the following day. That’s why it’s so important that you keep this quiet.”
“I understand,” I said solemnly. “Meanwhile, a bunch of kids will walk past a pedophile. Some may even be in his office alone with him.”
My dad sighed and swirled the ice cubes around his glass.
“Yeah. It’s not ideal. If you’re not comfortable going to school until the arrest happens, you have my full permission to stay home. You can tell people that you’re sick, or that we’re going out of town for a few days.”
I considered it for a moment, seeing as I was running into the principal much more than I would have cared for. At the same time, I didn’t want to miss anything big, or look like I was hiding from Bea again.
“Will he be arrested at school?” I asked.
My dad considered the question for a moment. “I’m not sure. When you have some information on the person you’re arresting, you always want to consider the situation and what would make things easiest on your officers. For instance, if you’re making an arrest and you know the suspect has kids, you’d want to avoid any sort of altercation where children could be traumatized.”
“Like at a school,” I said.
“Yeah. It could create a lot of chaos and upset parents. These days, you don’t want to hear that the police were making an arrest at school because parents will automatically fear for their children’s lives, and it will cause pandemonium. In this situation, if you could make a quiet arrest at home, that would be good. However, this guy has a history of sneaking around and getting out of surveillance. Sometimes, an arrest in a public place can keep people from acting out. And there’s always the possibility that an arrest happens when there are officers available to make it.”
“You’re not going to be lurking around the school, are you?” I asked.
He gave a sheepish smile and ran his fingers through his graying hair. “If I do, I’ll try not to be obvious about it. You have to understand, when I do some investigating on a case, I want to see the results. It would be like working hard on a school project, then not seeing the final grade. I’d like to see the outcome, and I’d like to make sure things run smoothly because I obviously can’t be the one making the arrest.”
He looked down at his drink, deep in thought. I swore I could see some sadness behind his eyes.
“Do you miss it?” I asked.
“Being an officer?”
I nodded.
He took a deep breath and shrugged his shoulders. “I do wish I could have more of a hands-on role in these types of cases. I’m glad that I get to help, but I don’t get to follow through on some of the big stuff. It’s incredibly satisfying to be able to bring a case to a neat conclusion. At the same time, I can’t imagine working my former schedule. I don’t know if you remember, but your mom was always the one to pick you up from practices or playdates or school if you were sick. My schedule never allowed me to be there for the smaller things. If I was on the force now, I wouldn’t be there to pick you up from school or give your problems the attention they deserve. There are aspects I miss of my former job, but I would never go back.”
I knew my dad was happy with his career change, but I couldn’t help but pull out the undertones of the conversation that made it seem like he had to make the change because of me. Would he still feel the same way when I was out of the house, and he no longer had to act as my driver and primary caregiver? I truly owed him so much, but I knew that if I tried to make it all up to him, he’d never accept.
“I’m going to go to school tomorrow,” I said. “I can be your eyes and ears in the building since you can’t wander around the halls until Sellers is arrested.”
He smiled, but he also gave me a warning look. “If you’re going to go to school, I want you to focus on your studies. Remember, you have to act like you don’t know anything about Sellers.”
“OK,” I sighed.
My dad finished his drink and got up from his chair, signaling the end of the conversation. I would go to school and act like it was a completely normal day. But, if anything suspicious happened, I would keep an eye out and report anything suspicious to my dad. We were a team, and I wouldn’t bury my head in the sand just because I hadn’t graduated from high school yet.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-SEVEN
B efore I even made it into the school building, Sally and Kelly flanked my sides and asked me if I had heard the news. Thinking that Principal Sellers had been arrested sometime between my talk with my dad and the school day, I was ready to spill the inside information I had and was dying to share.
“What information?” I asked coyly.
“I don’t know if you’ve met Marissa, but she’s in our class and her mom is on the school board. Apparently, there’s been talk among the high school teachers about their disappointment in our school’s leadership. They’re getting sick of Bea and how she gets away with everything and are getting pissed off enough to go over the principal’s head with it. Isn’t that awesome?” Kelly gushed.
“It means that people are talking and trying to do something,” Sally said quietly as we walked into the building. “I feel like things will change for the better around here.”
“Maybe we need a united front with the students,” Kelly suggested. “If the teachers and students are on the same page, they can’t ignore us, right?”
“Yeah, maybe,” I said weakly. I didn’t want to shoot down their idea, but I couldn’t tell them that there wasn’t going to be a need for a student-teacher takedown of Bea and Principal Sellers. Sellers had already taken himself down, and it was only a matter of time before he was out. Of course, I couldn’t mention any of that just yet.
It hadn’t struck me until that moment, but I felt a sense of victory over Bea. It sounded like our principal was her only staunch ally at the moment. With him out of power, the teachers would find strength to shut her down. The moment Sellers was in cuffs, she would be powerless at our school. The teachers would no longer let her behave badly if they were all on the same page, and the students wouldn’t suffer her nonsense any longer. Even the school board knew that there was a problem with Bea and wouldn’t want teachers to revolt all because of one bratty senior girl. It was nearly over. All I had to do was wait a day or so for it to be resolved.
“This is great,” I said, feeling the buzz of victory. “Do you think Coach will ask us to come back if things change?”
The other two shrugged but had smiles on their faces. “It’s possible,” Kelly said.
“Maybe we should celebrate this weekend,” I said, feeling very optimistic that the rest of the school year would be what I had hoped for. “We could get dinner. Maybe I’ll ask Tom to join us because he helped out.”
“Slow your roll.” Kelly giggled. “The revolution may be starting, but it could take some time, and we still don’t know how it’s going to play out. We better not get ahead of ourselves.”
“You just want an excuse to hang out with Tom,” Sally teased. “You don’t need a reason to do that.”
I gave my friends a light shove as they laughed at me. When the warning bell rang, we made our way to our first-period classes. But, before I could even gather my supplies, I heard my name over the loudspeaker, requesting my presence in the office.
The other two looked at me with worried expressions. “What’s that about?” Sally asked.
“I don’t know,” I said, feeling annoyed that I couldn’t just go to class without being bothered by something. “I’ll keep you updated.”
“Good luck,” Kelly whispered, squeezing my hand.
I walked down the stairs as everyone else walked up, staring at me. They must have known that something was up. Was I now the face of the anti-Bea revolution?
The secretaries, who were kind but always looked overworked, pointed me toward the principal’s office. A knot formed in my stomach. I didn’t want to be alone with him, especially after what I had learned. I fumbled for my cell phone in my pocket, just to make sure it was ready to make a call if I needed to. My dad was already on speed dial, but I remembered that I could use the shortcut with the buttons on the side to discreetly call the police if necessary.
In a strange turn of events, when I opened the door, I felt extremely relieved to see Bea in the office. There was no way he’d try to do anything inappropriate with her in there, and Bea wouldn’t try anything seriously crazy with an adult in the room. I took an empty seat, feeling more relaxed than I had a second ago. In fact, I was feeling too relaxed. Whatever they had to say to me would be meaningless in a matter of days. Whatever actions they planned against me would certainly be reversed when all the information came out. They thought they had a ton of power over me and the rest of the school, but they were wrong, and I was the only one in the room who knew it. This delicious little secret had gone to my head, which made the whole situation rather humorous to me.
“What’s going on?” I asked arrogantly. The other two stared at me, but I didn’t care. Before long, one would be in jail and the other would likely be in high school exile.
“I want to talk to you about the little stunt you and your friends pulled yesterday,” the principal said. “It goes against school rules to disclose grades to other students. The teacher involved has also been reprimanded. I am getting tired of hearing about bullying and creating division amongst the student body. We’ve talked about your behavior before, and I’m not seeing any change. Once and for all, we need to settle this disagreement.”
As Mr. Sellers spoke, I imagined him sitting in a jail cell, swapping his boring suits for prison orange. There was absolutely no way he would be able to hold a decent job ever again, much less in education. I then imagined him in a classroom alone with innocent girls, grooming them to do as he pleased. My mouth felt dry and tasted bitter, and a shudder ran down my spine. This man worked so hard to put together an image of a pompous disciplinarian, when he was just a pervert who conned his way into a good job.
“I don’t think the teachers realize what she and her friends are doing,” Bea complained. “She orchestrated the whole pop quiz to make it look like I was cheating, and she wasn’t. You can’t tell me that it wasn’t all planned ahead of time. It took the teacher absolutely no time to find the right quiz. It’s suspicious that the three of them were able to finish it so quickly when it would normally take a lot longer to complete a quiz in class. Besides, I just don’t do well on tests if I don’t know about them and don’t have time to study. Plus, I’ve been busy with my modeling and cheerleading lately and I haven’t been able to do as much homework as they do because they have nothing else going on. Now all of the teachers think that I’m a cheater because I didn’t do well on one little quiz that they had time to prepare for. It’s not right, and I won’t have that damage to my reputation.”
I stared at the principal, daring him to take Bea’s side on such a preposterous argument.
“I didn’t want any of this,” I said, getting annoyed. “I didn’t want to do anyone’s homework for them. I wanted to be a good friend and help. I especially didn’t want to be accused of not doing my work when I’ve worked hard to get to where I am.”
I thought back to where I was just six months ago and was so insulted that I went from barely being able to get out of bed to going to school full-time and making good grades. If my teachers at my last school could see the progress I’d made, they would have been so proud of me. Now, I have teachers who have to give me extra quizzes to verify that I wasn’t cheating. I was tired of it.
“Why would the head of the math department want to help me cheat, anyway?” I asked. “He’s never had me as a student. We’d never met before yesterday. What on earth does he have to gain by quizzing me to verify my knowledge and academic honesty?”
“It’s not about what he has to gain,” Bea retorted. “It’s what he could lose if he didn’t.”
I shot Bea and the principal a quizzical look. “What are you talking about?”
“Her dad is a cop,” she said plainly to the principal, as if that would explain everything.
“He used to be, but isn’t anymore,” I corrected her. Neither of them seemed to hear me.
“She likes to threaten anyone who won’t listen to her that her dad will get them arrested for stuff,” Bea continued. “She got mad at me because she got kicked off of the cheerleading team and she had a cop pull me over and give me a speeding ticket.”
“That’s not true, and you were speeding after you attempted vehicular homicide,” I said, raising my voice.
“And she’s always bragging about how she can do whatever she wants because she can’t get into trouble because of her cop dad. It makes everyone uncomfortable, and we all feel unsafe around her.”
“And what do you suppose I was going to threaten the math teacher with?” I asked her. “A parking ticket?”
“I don’t know,” she exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air for dramatic flair. “You probably used your dad to get all sorts of information on him.”
“I don’t do that,” I argued. “You do that.”
“I don’t have a cop dad,” she sneered, as if she completely disproved all accusations against her.
“Ladies,” the principal said, looking concerned that someone would hear the noise and walk into the office at any moment. “Let’s just settle this. What do you think the appropriate consequences for this behavior are?”
I had long dreamed of a situation where Bea would get kicked out of school. I imagined it would be an over-the-top scenario like in movies where the bad guy leaves and everyone cheers. To see her serve a suspension would be sweet. Even a detention would bring me some joy. But, if I had to live the rest of my high school days with her, I wanted genuine resolution. I wanted her to ignore me. I wanted her to be civil when we were in the same room. I didn’t need her exaggerated kindness like she showed me at the start of the year. I just wanted to coexist. If that meant that we buried the hatchet right there and then, I would be open to it.
Before I could open my mouth to suggest something reasonable for Bea, she spoke over me.
“I don’t think I can settle for anything less than expulsion,” she said haughtily, using a long nail to stroke her fake eyelashes. “She has harmed the school culture and has broken school rules in her short time here. No one is safe to learn while she is around. There’s a perfectly good alternative school where she can finish her degree. There’s no reason why she has to upset the student body and the teachers for the rest of the year. You’ve seen the division that’s taken place in this school. It was never like that before she came around. She needs to leave the school, and she needs to leave right now.”
I rolled my eyes at this crazy conclusion. I was not going anywhere, and I had an ace up my sleeve if anyone tried removing me.
“If there’s division in this school since I arrived, it’s only because I didn’t stay silent while you hurt the people here,” I replied coolly. “If anyone should be expelled, it’s you. You tried to kill me and my friends. You got a teacher wrongly fired. You nearly landed an innocent student in prison. You’ve behaved badly for years, and you’re finally getting called out on it. If anyone should be removed from this school, it’s you.”
As I spoke, Mr. Sellers’ face got redder and redder. Finally, he exploded.
“That’s enough,” he hissed at me. “You cannot speak about anything that happened at this school before you were here. You don’t know what happened, and I’ll be damned if I let you recite rumors about my school. I think that Miss Ardent is correct about this—it would be better for this school if you were not here. I don’t know if a long-term suspension will be enough, so I am going to recommend to the counselors that you finish your year at the alternate school. If things go well for you there, maybe we can reconsider the consequence at the semester break. Until the paperwork is completed, go back to class and keep yourself out of trouble. If that means you spend the rest of the day in silence, then do so.”
Bea beamed, not even trying to hide her satisfaction. “I told you this is what happens when people try to mess with me,” she whispered to me.
By now, I was genuinely angry. I knew that the tables would turn soon, but I couldn’t wait. I had absolutely no patience left, and I didn’t care about composing myself and being the better person. I couldn’t just sit there and take this terrible, unjust treatment.
“I don’t think so,” I said snottily.
“You don’t have a choice,” he said firmly.
“You don’t actually believe her,” I said. “You know that I’m not using some secret information to blackmail teachers. That’s Bea’s game. You know it, she knows it, and I know it. Soon, everyone’s going to know it.”
“Know what?” he asked.
A wicked smile came to my lips. “Everyone knows you favor her, but no one knows why. I don’t know how she managed to do it, but she found the ultimate dirt on you and has been playing you like a puppeteer for a long time now. Even I have to admit, she’s good at what she does.”
Bea’s overconfident demeanor changed. She slouched slightly in her seat, suddenly looking like a normal high school girl and not some supermodel who was above high school. She looked human.
“What are you talking about?” Mr. Sellers asked. Sweat was forming on his brow and his face had gone from scarlet to grey.
I looked at Bea. “I know. It’s funny, because when you were trying to lie about me, you actually got something right. My dad had nothing to do with getting you pulled over, and I have never asked him to intimidate anyone for my gain. However, he did come up with information on you and Mr. Sellers here.”
“What?” they squawked in unison.
“He’s friends with an officer who worked on your rape case,” I said. “I know what happened with Tom, and it’s one of the worst things I’ve ever heard. I would say the worst, because when he was investigating you, he found out why you were so good at controlling Mr. Sellers.”
“Shut up!” Sellers screamed in my face. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Really?” I asked, enjoying every minute of my self-indulgent raging. “So you didn’t serve time for enticing minors and child pornography in Oklahoma? Was that a different person?”
“Shut up,” he growled.
“And somehow, you managed to sneak your way to California and luck out of a background check. And now you’re the principal of a school who should be on the sex offender registry. What do you think this town is going to say when they find out?”
“Liar!” he raged, standing up from his seat.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Bea, covering her mouth with her hands. I didn’t know if she was shocked to hear that I knew Sellers’ secret, or if she realized that whatever power she had over him was now gone.
“Do I get the Bea treatment now?” I asked snarkily. “Now that I have that information, can you let me do whatever I want without consequences? It’s very clear that’s what Bea had on you. It would have been so easy for her to go to the police and effectively end your life.”
He lunged at me, reaching out across the desk. I jumped back against the far wall.
“If you touch me, I’ll be sure to testify about it in your court case.”
“What case?” he spat.
“The one that your lawyers will be working on when you get arrested. It’ll be any day now.”
I felt incredibly powerful. All of the anger that had built up in me for the past year was slowly dissipating every time I spoke. I was exhausted from always being the mature, responsible girl who bottled her feelings to put a good face out in the world. I had been seriously fucked over in life and was sick of it. I wanted to take back control. With every word, I twisted the knife into both the principal and Bea. I didn’t need power over the whole school. I just wanted to be able to take my power back.
“Melanie, stop!” Bea whined, realizing what would happen to her once Sellers was out of the picture. She had no way to account for a police investigation taking place. She had not planned for this outcome and was freaking out. “You don’t want this.”
“I didn’t want any of this,” I said directly to her. “I wanted to be your friend. I wanted a normal high school experience. I wanted to be happy.”
“Tell your dad to call off the investigation,” Bea pleaded.
“That’s not his choice,” I said calmly. “The police are on it. It’s over.”
Sellers sat back in his chair, clearly in shock. In one smooth motion, he unlocked his bottom drawer, opened it, and pulled out a black handgun.
“No,” I gasped as he pulled back the hammer.
I had come close to death a few times now. Several times were Bea’s doing. After the crash, I thought I had come to terms with my mortality. There were even times when I wished I would have died with my mom in that crash. But as I stood in a room with a principal who knew I could destroy his life as he held a gun in his steady hand, I knew that I hadn’t completely accepted my eventual death. Immediately, I thought of my dad and how his life would be in shambles if something happened to me. I thought about my friends who would surely hear the gunshot and be horrified to learn that I was killed. I regretted saying anything in the meeting. If I had just kept my mouth shut, any wrongs would have been righted by the end of the week. A moral victory meant nothing if I died because I spoke up. I shouldn’t have said anything at all.
Then, a deafening bang filled the small space and my body forgot how to function. I fell to the floor, hitting the carpet with a thud. Then, there was nothing but a cloud of smoke and a loud ringing sound. The ringing was so loud that I could hardly hear the screams.





CHAPTER
THIRTY-EIGHT
I  was roused by one of the school secretaries who rolled me from side to side, looking around like she was searching for something. I let out a loud groan and she knelt closer, putting her face in front of mine.
“Where are you injured?” she asked, sounding panicked.
Injured? I had a splitting headache, my ears were ringing so loudly I could hardly make out any words anyone was saying, and I was extremely dizzy. I didn’t think I was injured, though.
“I—I think I’m OK,” I stammered, fighting to get off of the ground.
“Then where did all of the blood come from?”
I whipped my head around to look at the glass of a framed diploma. My face was splattered with a deep red and there was a large patch of blood on the front of my shirt.
When Sellers drew his gun, I thought for sure he was going to silence me. Instead, he solved his own problem, albeit in a very unfortunate way. From where I sat on the ground behind his desk, I could see his feet. When I glanced upward, I could see what I assumed was the back of his head plastered on the back window. I tasted bile in the back of my throat.
“Oh my God,” Bea gasped, cowering in the corner. “Melanie, how could you do that?”
I looked around the room. By then, two of the secretaries, the school nurse, and the school resource officer were crowding the doorway, staring back at me.
My mouth opened to respond, but no words came out.
“What happened?” the officer asked. He had a hand near his gun, though the situation was clearly over.
“We were talking about Melanie’s bullying, and she pulled a gun out of her bookbag and shot the principal in the head. Then, she put the gun in his hand to make it look like he killed himself.”
I couldn’t tell if this was happening or if I was in the middle of a bad dream I couldn’t wake up from. I weakly shook my head, disputing this bizarre lie. At the same time, I could hardly process what had happened. I couldn’t articulate how I felt, but it seemed like my brain and my body were detached. I understood that Mr. Sellers knew that he was about to be arrested and killed himself because of it, but it didn’t seem real.
I saw a secretary whisper something into the SRO’s ear before he came up to me and gently pulled me off of the floor. He guided me out of the room, never releasing my arm. If he had, I think I would have fallen over, as the loud blast messed up my equilibrium. We marched out of the office and into the cafeteria, where much of the student body had peeked out of the classrooms to see what was going on. I glanced upward at the balcony and saw familiar faces staring back at me. I wanted to tell people what had happened, but I was too shocked to speak.
Something about the warm sunlight on my face and the fresh air in my lungs brought me back to reality as I was taken outside. “I left my phone in the school,” I blurted. “I need to call my dad.”
“You can call him when you get to the station,” the officer said harshly. He opened the back door of his cruiser and guided me inside.
I had ridden in a police cruiser many times in my life, but I had never sat in the back, all alone. Given the circumstances of what I had been through, I thought it was cold of him to make me sit in the back like a criminal. As we pulled away from the school, I watched for Bea to be taken out and put in another car, but no one came. Several police cars raced to campus as we left, with one stopping to chat with the SRO.
“It’s a messy scene in the principal’s office,” he said quietly out of his window to the other cop. “I have the only suspect and the weapon with me. The school is otherwise secure, and faculty were given lockdown instructions. I’ll be back once I drop this one off.”
My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. I was the suspect? That means that people actually believed Bea even though she had a reputation for being a liar. My body went numb again at the thought of being a murder suspect. I knew I couldn’t possibly be charged with the crime, but it was her word against mine, and for some reason, people seemed to believe whatever she said.
It was a very short ride to the police precinct. I hadn’t been to this particular one, but they were all more or less the same. I was escorted down a narrow, tiled hallway, past booking, and into a small interrogation room. There, someone came in and wiped a small towel on both of my hands, then took pictures of my face, hands, and clothing. The fact that my mugshot was not taken was a small comfort, though I was starting to feel frustrated again. I wasn’t one to lie about important things, like a suicide, and yet, I was in the police station and Bea was not.
“Can I get you something to drink?” a detective in corduroys and a too-large button-up shirt asked as he peeked his head in the room.
I shook my head. “No, thank you.”
“How about a warm towel to wipe your hands and face?”
I looked at the two-way glass and hardly recognized my reflection. I had forgotten that I was covered in blood that did not belong to me. I shuddered, instantly pining for a long, hot shower. I felt incredibly unclean.
I nodded frantically, trying not to freak out about the bodily fluids on me. A moment later, he returned with a steaming washcloth, and I scrubbed at my skin until it stung.
“I thought you might change your mind, so I got you a ginger ale,” the detective said sweetly, setting a can next to me. He took his place in the chair across the table from me and silently studied me. He acted like my dad when he wanted me to give him information on my own terms.
“Thanks,” I said politely, realizing that the drink would be nice for settling my queasy stomach. I opened the can and took a tiny sip just to get the bitter taste out of my mouth.
“I understand something very scary just happened, so you can take your time talking to me. By the way, I’m Detective Jenkins.”
“I want to help you,” I said softly. “But I don’t think I’m supposed to talk to the police without a parent or lawyer present.”
The detective smiled softly. “I understand. There’s a phone on that wall. You can call your parent, or we can call them for you if you’re nervous.”
I didn’t have a reason to be nervous before I remembered that it was my fat mouth that caused this problem in the first place. My dad was going to be so upset that I ruined the case he had made a breakthrough on. Barry was going to be more upset because it was his department that was going to make the arrest. If I had sat in that office and said nothing, Sellers wouldn’t have killed himself, Bea wouldn’t have accused me of it, and I wouldn’t be feet away from a jail cell.
“My dad’s a former LAPD detective,” I said plainly, not trying to toss any weight around. “He’d always prefer me to call him first.”
“He’s taught you well,” Detective Jenkins said.
I walked up to the phone and dialed my dad’s cell phone number. He picked it up on the first ring.
“Melanie, I just heard shots were fired at your school,” he said, sounding out of breath. “Are you safe?"
I didn’t know if I was safe, but I wasn’t in danger of being harmed by Sellers.
“Dad, I’m at the police station,” I said, feeling a lump in my throat. I had remained so stoic until I heard his voice. It took all the strength I had to keep the waterworks from flowing. “Bea accused me of—”
“Is there an officer in the room?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Don’t say another word. Actually, ask the officer for Barry Knowles.”
I did as I was told. The detective looked amused but pushed the small black button on the wall and paged Detective Knowles.
“Listen, when Barry gets there, you can talk to him. Don’t talk to anyone before Barry or I get there, OK?”
“OK,” I whispered.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said.
I hung up the phone and gingerly took my seat at the table.
“Detective Knowles is on his way. How do you know him?”
“Friend of my dad’s,” I muttered, already breaking my promise to stay silent.
He nodded and didn’t try to ask any more questions. I guess he knew that he wouldn’t get far. Or he knew that he would have to answer to Barry or my dad if I talked when I wasn’t supposed to. Luckily, Barry showed up to the small room before long.
His face looked like all of the blood had been drained from it and I immediately felt remorse. If it weren’t for me, he would probably be done with the arrest and toasting to his colleagues in his office. Now, I wanted to cry because I felt so guilty.
“Are you OK?” he asked as he rushed into the room.
I nodded, letting a few tears spill out of my eyes.
“I’m OK.”
“Did you call your dad?”
“He’s on his way. I don’t think he knows what happened.”
“I don’t think anyone knows what happened—except for you and Bea Ardent. Can you shed some light on this for me?’
I took another sip of soda to moisten my dry tongue so I could get the story out. Before I spoke, Detective Jenkins nudged him on his upper arm.
“Can I speak with you for a moment?” he asked.
Reluctantly, Barry walked outside the room but didn’t completely close the door.
“Word from the school is that she was about to get expelled and shot the principal,” Jenkins said.
“I can’t imagine that’s the case,” Barry said softly. “She’s a good kid. The other girl who was with her is a real nightmare and a pathological liar. Besides, the deceased had a warrant out for his arrest this morning. We just didn’t get to him yet.”
“What did he do?”
“Failed to register for the sex offender list. We imagined that some victims would come forward when he was cleared out of his role.”
“Oh,” he said softly.
They both returned to the room and sat down across from me.
“Are you sure you don’t need medical attention?” Barry asked.
I shook my head. “I just want to go home.”
“We’ll get you home as soon as possible. “Can you fill us in on what happened?”
I twiddled my thumbs before I noticed there was still blood on the tops of my fingernails. I tucked my hands between my legs and the seat.
“I got called down to the office first thing this morning,” I said, my voice raspy. “I’m sure my dad has told you all about it, but I’ve been having problems with Bea for a while. She was on this campaign to get me thrown out of school. She kept turning things around—she would accuse me and my friends of doing things that she was actually doing. She accused us of cheating on our schoolwork and told the principal I was spreading lies about her to ruin her life. I was in the principal’s office with her when it happened.”
“Walk me through that,” Barry coaxed. The other detective pulled out a notepad and pen from his shirt pocket.
“Bea was telling lies about me and the principal was backing her up. She wanted me expelled, and he was going to follow her orders.”
Just then, I saw my dad being led through the hallway. Barry spotted him and let him in. My dad looked horrified and swooped in for a hug. A few tears ran down my face, so I buried my nose in his shoulder and let the tears go. When he pulled away, I quickly wiped my eyes on my sleeve.
“Melanie was just about to tell us what happened,” Barry said. My dad pulled up a chair next to me, interested in what I had to say. He was a parent first, but never left the detective part of himself at home.
“He was going to expel me because that’s what Bea decided,” I repeated. “I got mad.”
I looked to my dad, then Barry, and felt hot tears reappear in my eyes. Detective Jenkins lunged for a box of tissues and slid them across the table at me.
“I’m so sorry,” I sobbed. “I was so angry that they thought they could treat me that way. I told Mr. Sellers that the only reason Bea had control was because she knew he was a pedophile. I told him that the police knew, and he’d be gone any moment. He opened a locked drawer in his desk and pulled out a black handgun. At first, I thought he was going to shoot me, but then he shot himself in the head. The next thing I knew, I was on the floor, and I couldn’t hear anything. When people ran in to help, Bea told them that I had shot the principal and put the gun in his hand.”
My dad silently seethed with rage when he heard what Bea had done. Barry also looked angry, but I couldn’t tell if it was because of the injustice or the fact that I completely blew their case.
“I’m so sorry,” I repeated. “I knew I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the case. It just slipped out. I know I really messed things up for your department, Barry. I know you both have worked so hard on this.”
My dad shook his head. “I care way more about you than some case I worked on for a minute. I’m just glad you’re OK.”
Barry nodded in agreement. “It’s not the outcome we hoped for, but it could have happened even if you hadn’t said anything. He could have done the same thing whenever we showed up, and he probably would have. I’m just glad that no students were harmed.”
“Will I be arrested?” I asked the detectives across the table. They didn’t seem to understand. “What if everyone believes Bea? What if they think that I actually shot him?”
My dad almost laughed at this question. “A very basic investigation will tell you that the gun is his. You don’t even own a gun, and I lock my gun and ammo in a safe that you can’t access. Sellers once legally owned guns in Oklahoma but had to give them up. I bet we’ll find an illegal purchase if we look hard enough. I imagine that an autopsy will be performed very soon, and it will show gunpowder residue on his hand. Did they swab you?”
“And took pictures of the blood spatter,” Jenkins reported.
“Then you have nothing to worry about,” my dad said. “Barry, do you have anything else you want to ask her, or can I take her home?”
Barry looked to the other detective, who didn’t seem to have anything left to say. “I think you ought to get her home so she can get cleaned up. I’ll stop by if we need any more information.”
“Thank you, gentlemen,” my dad said as he got up from his seat.
“Will I be able to get my things from the school?” I asked. “I left my bag and my phone, and I’d like to get them if I can.”
My dad looked at Barry for an answer.
“Yeah, I think I can make that happen. I need to go to the school and see if I can bring Bea Ardent in for questioning and see if Sellers left anything behind, like the security footage. Why don’t you follow me? I’ll run in and grab it and bring it out to you.”
I felt much more comfortable in my dad’s car than I did in the back of the cruiser as we made our way back to school.
“I want to go in and see my friends, but I don’t want to have to answer people’s questions,” I said. “I feel like I’m part of some sort of freakshow.”
“No, you can’t go in,” my dad replied. “The message I got from the school said that students will remain in their classrooms until the police give them the all-clear to dismiss.”
“Why?”
“Because they don’t want hundreds of kids walking through a crime scene.” My dad sighed. “Kids are naturally curious and will want to know what happened. The police need to secure the area and make sure that no one sees something they shouldn’t.”
“I saw something I shouldn’t have,” I muttered to myself under my breath.
“And that’s why I’ll be calling your therapist to set up an appointment tomorrow,” he replied. “I don’t know how your school is going to handle attendance in the next few days, but I would encourage you to take all the time you need to recover from this.”
I was getting tired of all of the mental rest I was being placed on. I just wanted to go through a school year without something massively traumatic happening. I was sickened by the principal’s violent death, but part of me was relieved that he could no longer run a school.
We parked toward the back of the lot so we wouldn’t get in the way of the emergency vehicles zooming in and out. I watched Barry walk into the school and waited eagerly for him to return my phone. I desperately wanted to text Sally and Kelly and ask them about their perception of what happened, more than I wanted to tell them what I saw. I also wanted to fill Tom in on the details, since it was his hunch that led us to Sellers in the first place.
After what felt like forever but was only about 10 minutes, Barry returned with my bag.
“Here ya go, kid,” he said, handing it to me through the open window. “I’ll call you later, Andrew.”
“Good luck, man,” my dad replied to his friend. “I’ll stock the fridge with beers when you’re ready.”
“In that case, I’ll see you tonight,” he said with a smile and a salute. “Take care, Melanie,” he said directly to me.
“Again, I want you to know I’m sorry about mentioning the case,” I said. It was hard to look at Barry without feeling remorseful.
“I don’t blame you a bit,” he said thoughtfully. “If anything, I’m sorry it had to come down to you.”





CHAPTER
THIRTY-NINE
A fter I took the longest shower of my life and responded to all of the people who had texted and messaged me after the shooting, I finally went downstairs to get something to eat. My appetite was starting to return, so I grabbed some carrot sticks from the fridge and munched on them while my dad worked at the kitchen table with his laptop.
“How are you feeling, Mel?” He looked up from his computer and pushed out a seat for me to join him.
“Better,” I said. “Any word from Barry?”
“I think he’ll come over after he’s off-duty this evening. I saw that your school will be closed for the rest of the week. It’s probably for the best. They will have counselors on-site if you’re interested in going.”
“I don’t care much for my counselor after she tried to tell me to take it easy on Bea,” I scoffed.
“I hope the school cleans house,” my dad muttered. “From what I’ve heard, this isn’t the school they purported themselves to be when I enrolled you.”
“The rest of the teachers are OK, and they will be better now that Sellers is out of the picture.”
“Well, I’m hoping things get better. I’ve been thinking, and I’m going to take tomorrow off to do something fun with you—if you want to. We can even take your friends if you want.”
“Like what?” I asked, a smile forming on the corners of my lips.
“I don’t know—what’s something that would be fun and get your mind off of things?”
I thought for a moment. I knew that I could milk this moment for all it was worth and create a new wardrobe, but I still felt guilty about spoiling my dad’s case.
“A movie could be fun,” I suggested. “If Sally and Kelly can go, maybe we can get our nails done. Maybe we could do this in a different town.”
“I can handle that,” he said, sounding relieved that my request was simple. “Why don’t you ask your friends if they can go?”
I rushed upstairs to get my phone to text my friends. Once I got up there, I heard the doorbell ring. I peeked through the blinds and saw and police cruiser in front of the house. I was nervous until I heard Barry’s voice coming from the front door.
“Pizza’s on its way,” my dad said.
I heard the sound of two bottles of beer being opened and placed on the wooden kitchen table.
“Great,” Barry grunted as he sat down and grabbed his beer. I went downstairs and peeked my head around the corner into the kitchen. I still had a hard time looking Barry in the eye, but luckily the pizza arrived, and I could handle that business while the adults talked.
“It’s been a weird day,” I overheard Barry say as I said goodbye to the delivery man and brought the food inside. I slid it on the table as my dad brought out plates.
“I think I’ll eat in my room,” I said tentatively as I pulled a cheesy slice from the box and slid it onto my plate.
“Are you sure?” my dad asked, frowning.
“I don’t want to hear anything I’m not supposed to.”
My dad gave me a look like he wanted to roll his eyes at me but held off.
“I think it’s OK,” he said.
“Don’t want to take any chances, and I don’t want you to censor yourselves on my behalf. I’ll come back for dessert in a little bit, though.”
I scampered up the stairs but stopped short of my room. My curiosity was killing me, and I now fully understood the consequences of spilling classified information. However, I still needed to know what was going on, so I sat at the top of the stairs and chewed as quietly as possible.
“Hell of a day, right?” my dad asked with his mouth full.
“Like you wouldn’t believe. Does Melanie still think that I’m upset by how things turned out?”
“Maybe. She doesn’t like to make mistakes. I don’t think she realizes that big picture, this outcome was not so bad. It kills me that she had to be there and see it, but one day she will understand that this guy would have spent the rest of his useless life in prison and would probably kill himself there. It always feels like a case and a trial are a waste of time when they do that.”
“Agreed,” Barry said after setting his bottle down with a thud. “But, if any good came out of the whole clusterfuck, it’s that we are planning to arrest Bea Ardent.”
“Really?”
“Yep,” Barry said, sounding satisfied. “I found a secret stash of video footage in Sellers’ office. The most damning of the collection is footage of Bea trying to run the girls down in the parking lot. Thanks to Melanie’s testimony, we know she’s been using blackmail. There could be other charges as we uncover more information. I have a feeling that people will come forward about both Sellers and Bea once the arrest is made.”
“That’s great, man. When are you making the arrest?”
“Tomorrow morning. Early, like eight or nine. We don’t want to sit on this for too long. Seeing as there is no school for the kids tomorrow, it should be a pretty quick arrest at home. We have someone keeping an eye on the house to make sure she is home.”
“I don’t think she has any idea that she could get arrested,” my dad said. “If she had a psychological profile done, I would bet my life savings that she’s a classic narcissist and psychopath.”
“I would agree. She seems to think that she is above the law. I’ll send you a text before we head over there in case you want to observe. I know you’re fully invested.”
“I am,” he replied. “And I think I will, though I promised Melanie I’d take her to do something tomorrow to get her mind off of things.”
“You’re a good dad. Well, I promised my wife I wouldn’t be late. I need to help my kiddo with a school project. Thanks for letting me talk about work before I go home. My wife will thank you because it means she doesn’t have to hear it.”
“Anytime,” my dad said. I heard two chairs scoot on the floor, pats on the back, then the front door opened and closed.
“You can come down now,” my dad called, causing me to jump. I tiptoed to my room, opened and closed the door, then scampered down the stairs.
“Did you say something?” I asked innocently.
“I don’t know if you heard our conversation, but I’m just going to tell you because I think you deserve to know what’s going on. Bea is being picked up tomorrow morning at her home. Barry invited me to check things out, but if you want to get an early start on tomorrow’s activities, I don’t have to go.”
“No, we can wait,” I said. I thought for a moment before proposing a new plan. “Can I go?”
My dad didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know, Melanie. I even feel a little strange about going, and I did a lot of work on the case.”
“I’ll sit in the back of the car and not make myself seen,” I pleaded. “After all I’ve gone through with Bea, I think that seeing her being held accountable will help me heal.”
My dad let out a long sigh. “Fine. But you can’t get out of the car or make it obvious that you’re even with me. Barry will text me when it’s about to happen, so be ready before eight. We’ll pick up your friends and leave town immediately afterward.”
I didn’t have to worry about not waking up on time that morning because I hardly slept at all. Between the unwanted images of what went down in Mr. Sellers’ office and the anticipation surrounding Bea’s arrest, my mind couldn’t shut down long enough for me to sleep for more than 30 minutes at a time. At six, I decided there was no point in trying to sleep and prepared a large breakfast for my dad as a way to thank him for supporting me through all of the messes I found myself in.
When my dad got the text from Barry, I slipped on my shoes, tossed a denim jacket over my t-shirt, and ran out the door. I didn’t say a word on the drive over to the Ardent mansion as I was too excited about seeing Bea in cuffs. I fiddled with the high-tech binoculars my dad kept in his glove compartment, wondering how well I would be able to see the action.
We got to the house just seconds after the squad vehicles parked. Three police cars seemed excessive for one teenager, but I thought nothing of it as I slid down in my seat, per my dad’s request, and propped the binoculars on the window.
“A few of the officers will go to the house,” my dad said, narrating the process as it happened. He always tried to make these things an educational experience for me. “They will ask for Bea, serve the warrant, and then cuff her. Then, they’ll pat her down to make sure she doesn’t have anything dangerous on her, and then put her in the car and take her to the station for booking. She’ll have a court date assigned and will get bailed out pretty quickly.”
“Why do you need so many officers?” I asked, looking at the officers, including Barry, sitting in their cars.
“Always good to have backup,” he said. “They will often talk to the neighbors to either gather information or to tell them what’s going on.”
The front door opened, and Mrs. Ardent stuck her head out. She looked horrified but invited the officers inside. Luckily, all of the window shades were open, and I could see into the house.
“I feel bad for her mom,” my dad said to himself.
I saw Bea come down the grand staircase with a pitiful expression on her face. She was dressed in a matching pajama set that seemed more appropriate for a newlywed than a high school girl. I could tell the exact moment she knew that the police were there for her when her face changed from fake-pleasant to a nasty scowl in a second. She started screaming at her mom, who immediately began to cry. Bea dashed off into the kitchen, where I could see her rummaging around in a drawer. Before the police could follow her, she came back to the entrance with a knife and grabbed her mom in her free hand.
“Holy shit,” my dad whispered.
“Oh my God,” I breathed. I knew Bea would put up a fight, but I didn’t think she would try to take her mother hostage. I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants; I could hardly hold on to the binoculars with my hands shaking and sweating so much. I didn’t know why I was so scared at that moment. Perhaps I understood on a subconscious level that Bea could have easily done that to me at any point during our feud.
My dad rolled down the windows so we could hear what was going on but instructed me to stay low.
“Leave!” Bea raged as she pushed her way closer to the door. The cops backed up a few steps toward the entrance. “Leave me alone or I’ll cut her!”
“Drop the weapon,” an officer urged. The officers waiting in their cars were now walking up the lawn, guns drawn. I found myself short of breath as the scene became increasingly intense.
“You don’t want to hurt your mom,” another officer said gently.
“Yes, she does,” her mom screeched. “She will do it. Please help me!”
“Let’s all calm down,” the gentle officer said, trying to deescalate the situation.
“She killed her father, and she will have no qualms killing me,” her mother said with tears pouring down her face. She looked so small and frail in Bea’s clutches.
“What?” my dad and I hissed at the same time.
“Liar!” Bea screamed.
“Please help me,” her mom cried again. “I don’t know what to do. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have a choice. She killed my husband.”
With a guttural scream, she raised the blade to her mother’s neck. I felt sick knowing that it wasn’t just an empty threat—she was absolutely capable of slitting her mom’s throat. I didn’t want to see it happen, but my eyes were glued to the binoculars, and I couldn’t possibly look away.
Suddenly, her arm moved, and an officer drew his weapon and fired in a single motion. Bea fell to the ground and her mother crumpled beside her. I let out an involuntary scream and my dad quickly rolled up the window.
“She’s dead,” I squealed. I couldn’t stand Bea and wanted her out of my life, but it was hard to see a girl who I had been friends with a month ago being shot.
“She’s not dead,” my dad said tersely, still watching with his binoculars. “They shot her in the shoulder to get her to drop the knife. She’ll survive.”
I looked again to see Bea writhing in pain while the officers attended to her. Moments later, two ambulances pulled up in the middle of the street, nearly obstructing our view. I tried to steady my breathing as Bea’s mom was placed into an ambulance not more than a few feet away. She looked as pale as a ghost and was shaking like a leaf, but I didn’t see a mark on her neck. Then, Bea was placed into the next ambulance with her shoulder heavily bandaged. Where a normal teenage girl with a bullet wound in their shoulder may cry, Bea was still screaming to anyone who would listen about how it was a huge setup and everyone was a liar. Even when she was exposed for the evil person she was, she still blamed everyone for her problems.
When the ambulance finally left and a few cop cars followed, my dad started the car and looked me in the eye.
“You’re safe now, Melanie. She can’t hurt you anymore.”
I didn’t know if it was the trauma of witnessing two very disturbing scenes in 24 hours or the sheer relief of being free of Bea, but I began to sob and couldn’t stop to catch my breath. I leaned forward and my dad held me in his arms from the driver’s seat for a long time. Finally, my breathing steadied, and I wiped my eyes. I didn’t know where it came from, but I laughed until a few more tears ran down my face.
“How is any of this real?” I wondered aloud.
“I have no idea, sweetheart. If you just want to go home, I understand.”
“No,” I decided after thinking for a moment. “I just want to move past this. I want to have a normal girls’ day with my friends and not have to worry about things that no kid should have to worry about. I just want to have a normal senior year.”
“Fine by me,” my dad said as he put the car in drive and slowly cruised down the street, giving a solemn nod and wave to Barry, who looked like he needed a vacation.
Really, everyone in our town needed a vacation from Bea—and we were finally getting exactly what we needed.





EPILOGUE
“Y ou did a great job up there, Melanie,” Barry Knowles said to me outside of the courtroom. “You kept your composure and answered all the questions perfectly.”
“Thanks, Barry,” I said gratefully, though I wasn’t so sure I was a perfect witness. There were times up on the stand that I could feel my hands shake or my voice tremble. “I’m glad to be done with it.”
“I bet,” he said with a broad smile. “Your dad tells me that you’ve been busy getting ready for a cheerleading competition. My daughter would love to see you girls perform.”
“It’s just an exhibition, but you should bring her. I think she’d like it.”
An officer came up to speak to Barry, so I ducked out of the conversation and went to find my friends, who sat on a wooden bench a few courtrooms down.
“You were awesome,” Sally gushed as they scooted over to make room for me.
“And your outfit is perfection,” Kelly added.
I looked down at my knee-length skirt, silk blouse, and matching blazer.
“You look like a law student.”
I smiled. “I appreciate it. I can’t wait until I can go home and change into sweats.”
“You’ve earned it,” Sally said. “Can you believe some of the stuff that’s come out in this case?”
“It’s honestly shocking,” Kelly said. “I’ve known her for years. We were friends with her. We’ve always known she was difficult, but to hear some of the testimony about her makes me question my morals if I stuck around her for so long.”
“You can’t blame yourself for that,” Sally said. “There was way more going on than we ever knew. It pisses me off that we bought her flowers and chocolate after her dad died.”
That revelation was perhaps the most shocking for me to hear. Her mom’s testimony sealed her fate, as far as I was concerned. I felt so bad for her as I listened to how her daughter terrorized her for years.
It came out that Bea was upset with her dad because she wanted to go on an expensive trip with a bunch of Instagram influencers and other D-list celebrity teens and he rightfully refused to let his daughter leave the country with a bunch of irresponsible young people that he didn’t know while paying tens of thousands of dollars so she could fly on a private jet and stay at a five-star resort. Apparently, he let her use his money to fund most of her whims, but this was one he wouldn’t budge on. It came to a head when her dad caught a cold and she made him a strong cup of herbal tea that turned out to be spiked with antifreeze. When he got sicker, everyone thought some nasty virus was keeping him bedridden. Eventually, he needed to go to the hospital, where he eventually died of multiple organ failure. Bea’s mom didn’t think much of it until she found a mostly empty bottle of antifreeze under the kitchen sink and asked Bea about it. Bea got defensive, which aroused her mom’s greatest fear to the point where she paid for a private laboratory to test a sample of her husband’s hair from his hairbrush for toxicity and found he had been poisoned. When she confronted Bea again, Bea got flustered and told her mom that she would be next if she didn’t stay in line. Bea’s mom had epilepsy that was controlled by medication and Bea threatened to flush all of her pills if she didn’t keep her mouth shut and listen to her.
Her poor mother had lived in fear of her tyrant daughter. Because she couldn’t control her, she tried to appease her until she was out of high school. Now that her daughter was in cuffs, it was time for her to find a backbone and try to keep other people from getting hurt. Georgia Ardent voiced her suspicion behind the multiple sexual assault allegations and expressed remorse for not being able to control her daughter. My dad told me that she could be charged for allowing Bea to do these things but would likely receive immunity for testifying against her.
Perhaps even more shocking than the testimonies was Bea’s behavior throughout the trial. It lasted several days and each outfit she showed up in was more outrageous than the previous one. She treated the whole ordeal like a reality show, wearing outfits that looked like they were straight off the runway from Paris fashion week. She refused her right to an attorney because she said there was nothing for her to be worried about. She pled not guilty even though she was advised to either plead guilty or accept an insanity defense. Both would have let her see less jail time than what she faced.
The icing on the cake was her reaction to each of the testimonies. During mine, she smirked in some bizarre attempt to rattle me. During her mom’s, she had several short outbursts where she called her mom a liar and an evil hag. During the prosecution’s closing statements, she had a full meltdown and screamed her objections to what they were saying about her, which had been entirely truthful. When the judge tried to silence her, she berated the judge, called him an idiot, and said that he needed to listen to her and do as she said. The judge, having no reason to bend to Bea’s demands, had her kicked out of the courtroom so the prosecutor could finish her closing argument. It took three bailiffs to carry her out of the courtroom kicking and screaming.
My friends and I decided that no matter how disturbing the whole trial had been, it was cathartic to see Bea lose control. Even if she were found not guilty, the new principal assured parents that she would not be allowed to attend our school. She was finally being held responsible for her bad behavior, and it came as a huge relief to our community.
As I chatted with my friends, I saw my dad talking with Georgia Ardent. We made eye contact, and he waved me over.
“I’ll be back,” I said, walking down the tile corridor, my high heels clicking with every step. I was nervous to talk to Mrs. Ardent after I told the truth about her horrible daughter on the stand.
“Melanie, Georgia wanted to talk to you,” my dad said, putting an arm around my shoulders.
“Melanie, I hope that you can forgive me for my lack of action,” she sniffed. She had red rings around her eyes, and I wondered if she had stopped crying since the trial began. “I know that you and the other girls could have been seriously injured if Bea had been successful. I didn’t know the extent of what was happening, and I don’t know if I could have stopped it if I did. I—I just don’t know where things went wrong with my daughter. My husband and I aren’t how she is. My husband was a tremendous man with a big heart and a ton of compassion. He tried to show Bea tough love, but it never worked. We took parenting classes to see if there was something we could do to make her care about others. We took her to volunteer at soup kitchens. We sent her on mission trips with local youth groups and she just used the pictures taken there for her social media. I don’t know if she’s ever felt remorse or taken accountability for anything, and I don’t know what we did. She was a good kid up until the past few years, when she just got completely out of control. What did I do?”
My dad dropped his arm from my shoulder and gave Bea’s mom a quick embrace. “You have to understand that a kid’s upbringing doesn’t entirely shape their personality. I’ve worked cases where people have been raised by good parents and had great friends and support systems and still do terrible things. The psychological evaluation done on her shows that she doesn’t act and feel the same way as most people. You have to remember that you are also a victim. You did the right thing by testifying and making sure that she can’t hurt anyone else.”
She closed her eyes and nodded, as if in prayer. “You have no idea how good it feels to hear that. The news has called me and my late husband all sorts of terrible things. I know there’s no way to make up for what my daughter did to you girls, but I’m planning to donate to the cheerleading team so you girls don’t have to worry about your expenses.”
I gave her a kind smile. “We appreciate it.”
“Do you have someone to support you during this time?” my dad asked. “It’s not a good idea for you go to through this alone with all of the media attention it’s getting.”
She nodded. “I’m thinking of selling the house and moving to Vermont, where my sister is. There’s nothing left for me here now that my husband and daughter are gone. I’m going to try to get a fresh start.”
“Sounds like a good idea. I can speak from experience when I tell you that a fresh start can change your perspective on what’s important.”
He put his arm back around my shoulder and gave me a little squeeze.
When it was time for the jury’s verdict, everyone filed back into the courtroom. I sat between my dad and my friends. It was odd how there was no anxious energy in the courtroom after the surprisingly short deliberation. My dad prepared me for the chance that it would be days before we knew Bea’s fate. It was as if everyone in that room knew that Bea was guilty before the judge said the words. Bea was not present for the verdict but was added by video from a cell. We could all see her screaming obscenities from the small screen, but the judge did not allow for the sound to be turned on. Her sentencing would be determined at a later date, but everyone knew she wouldn’t be eligible for parole for decades. The ending was a bit anticlimactic because of how expected it was, but it was still a relief for everyone in the courtroom to know that she would no longer be a problem.
“Good job on your first case,” my dad whispered as we left the courtroom.
I looked at him with a confused expression.
“What?” he asked. “You took the charge on this one. You put all the pieces together. Without your work, she would be walking free today. Most detectives don’t have this much success on a big case for a while. Your mom would be so proud of how you handled all of this. Just don’t let it get to your head,” he joked. “I’ll let you go with your friends to celebrate. Just don’t stay out too late.”
“Thanks, Dad,” I said, giving him a hug before I rejoined my friends who were talking about the dinner we were about to have to celebrate the big moment. Of course, there were several smaller celebratory dinners along the way—our first Bea-free school day and our first day back on the cheerleading team included.
I was about to climb into Sally’s car when I saw a familiar face sitting on a bench outside of the courthouse.
“I’ll be right back,” I said. “Wait 5 minutes.”
“We have reservations,” Sally whined. “Where are you going?”
“I promised someone I’d have a conversation with them when the time was right,” I said, awakening the butterflies in my stomach. “It’s clear to me that the time is right now.”
Once my friends saw who I was looking at, they started giggling, which caused me to giggle.
“Get it together, Melanie,” Sally teased. “Make us proud.”
I playfully rolled my eyes at them and made my way over to where Tom Garcia was sitting. Things were starting to fall into place in my life. Despite the numerous setbacks I had faced over the past few years, I finally felt like I was getting past it all. I was doing well in school and was on track to attend a good university in the fall. I was at the top of my cheerleading gang, I had a great group of friends, and I was about to start a relationship with one of the hottest guys I had ever seen. I was safe, I was happy, and I hadn’t been woken up by nightmares in weeks. My life was finally coming together.
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THE PERFECT SURROGATE
Can she risk everything for a deal that sounds too good to be true?
Impoverished, widowed single mom Carrie Pace thinks that her five-year run of terrible luck has finally come to an end when she is hired to be a surrogate for a wealthy pair of Hollywood A-listers.
The deal: live on their property, all expenses paid, until she has borne and weaned a child for them. At the end of that time, she will receive $500,000 with which to restart her life. It sounds too good to be true...and unfortunately, it is.
Problems start when Carrie and her son move into a cottage on the property and she begins treatment under the couple’s fertility doctor. She soon learns that her new job comes with some catches she never expected.
The child she’s soon carrying has a controlling biological mother and a biological father with a wandering eye pointed at his surrogate.
As Carrie gets nearer to her due date, things take a sinister turn. When she discovers the truth, can she save herself, her son, and the unborn child from the mortal danger that masquerades as friend?
A thrilling psychological thriller that you won't be able to put down!
Buy The Perfect Surrogate on Amazon today!
Or read the next page…





CHAPTER
ONE
“B enny! Dinner," Carrie called out, trying hard not to cry. It was just one of those days that everything came crashing down.
"Coming, Mom!" her son yelled from his room.
He always had his head stuck in a book or was too focused on a game he invented to remember even the simplest of things like eating or cleaning his room. Considering how kids his age played video games all the time, Carrie considered his little quirks a blessing.
She quickly wiped away her tears, not even aware she'd shed them, as she set the table for the two of them. They'd been alone for a long time, and she didn't know how much longer she could go on like this. She was at the end of her rope, both physically and mentally.
It was a miracle that the electric company hadn't cut their power since she had to spend all the money she earned, and then some, on the rent for their tiny apartment. It was a shoebox, really, with one small bedroom, one bathroom, and a living room that was also a kitchen, but it was the best she could afford at the moment.
Forget the electricity, she thought. She had no idea what they were going to eat until her next paycheck. Although she had two jobs and Benny received a small amount of Social Security, they were struggling. There was never enough money no matter how much she tried to save on everything.
Maybe we should move someplace else, she thought. Los Angeles was by no means a cheap place to reside.
Benny ran the short distance from his room to the table and sat down, clearly in high spirits.
"What have you been doing?" she asked.
"Homework."
Carrie smiled despite herself. She had a wonderful, special kid. Her son was her biggest joy. Her only joy at the moment.
"Do you want one or two slices of bread?"
"One, please."
When her husband died and they were forced to leave their home on the base at Fort Carson, Colorado, Carrie thought it was best to move someplace else. Start fresh and away from all the bad memories and heartache. In the end, instead of taking the map and picking a place at random, she simply returned to her hometown, to L.A., because despite everything, it was familiar to her and safe.
But not easy.
She was wrong, thinking her life would be better in any way simply because she decided to return home. Her parents didn't want anything to do with her—or their grandson, for that matter—so she struggled to make ends meet on her own. Even after all this time, they held a grudge against her and hung up the phone when she tried to speak with them.
They had never forgiven her for running off after high school to marry Marco. Her mother forbade her from seeing him, but Carrie hadn't listened. Her father had big plans for her and wanted her to become a lawyer, so her getting knocked up and marrying some soldier really screwed that up for him.
She screwed herself up as well, but that was a different matter altogether.
Fuck them. If they couldn't put their feelings aside to think about hers, they didn't deserve to be called parents in the first place. There was nothing she wouldn't do for her Benny, so she couldn't understand parents who could so easily turn their backs on their flesh and blood. Their pride was bigger than their love, plain and simple.
Fuck them.
If Carrie made mistakes in her life, that was her prerogative. It was her life, after all. Parents’ expectations be damned.
Besides, no matter if they were right regarding Marco, no matter how disappointing her short marriage had turned out to be on so many different levels, she never regretted a second of it because it gave her Benny. She would never trade her son for anything. Not for all the money in the world, not for fame, and certainly not for her parents’ approval.
He was the reason she’d managed to go on, continuing to fight when everything around her, her whole life, fell apart. Twice.
"Mom?"
"Hmm?"
"Do we have some more orange juice?"
Carrie nodded, stood up, and opened the fridge to get it. In truth, she could have simply reached for the fridge door while sitting down, but she liked the exercise.
Trying to banish her troubled thoughts and failing miserably, she poured him a glass then threw the container in the trash. Another item added to the grocery list.
She sat down and continued to eat, but stopped shortly after when Benny looked at her oddly.
"What is it, buddy?" she asked in concern.
"There's not enough juice for you as well," he stated.
"That's OK."
"You can have half of mine." He offered her the glass.
Carrie suppressed a sob. He was such a sweet kid. She was truly lucky. Although her mother called him a curse, he was nothing short of a miracle to Carrie.
"Thank you, but I don't feel like drinking orange juice."
He looked at her as though he couldn't fathom someone refusing orange juice but shrugged it off and continued eating. As he ate, he chatted about all the interesting things he learned about time while reading his lessons in advance.
Carrie was thinking of time as well.
What are we going to do? They were running out of time because they had almost completely run out of money. It became more than apparent that they could not continue living like this. What if we end up on the street? No. Carrie would figure something out. She had to.
Unfortunately, she lost all hope that she would get death benefits from her husband. The death benefit was a rather morbid coining, as though there could ever be any benefit from death. Benny had lost his father, for crying out loud, and no amount of money could ever compensate for that. Sadly, the Army was trying to stiff them for that as well.
Marco had been an Explosives Ordnance Disposal Technician, which was still considered one of the most dangerous jobs there were, and he died in Afghanistan in an explosion.
All she could gather in all this time since the Army could be pretty tight-lipped about the details was that after a thorough investigation, they blamed him for trying to disarm a massive homemade improvised device despite his instructions to secure the perimeter then stand down. Two other people were also killed on that day.
Marco had always had problems with his ego, but Carrie believed with all her heart that he did what he did with the belief that he was doing the right thing. If he thought the people in the area were in danger, he would do everything in his power to defuse that device and save lives or die trying.
Of course, the Army didn't care about her opinion. So, after five long, exhausting years of deliberation over whether she should receive a death gratuity, they were still no closer to a decision no matter how many letters she sent to the command. There was a lot of military red tape involved, and she was seriously losing hope.
Everything was so fucked up.
The military had completely abandoned her and Benny, kicked them out of their home, and didn't want to pay for them to survive in any way. Her parents had practically disowned her and ignored the existence of her son because that didn't fit into their plans for her. And because Marco had been so young, the amount of Social Security Benny received was barely enough to cover the water bill. And yet none of that mattered.
Carrie would continue fighting and finding ways to provide for her son because she didn't have a choice. She had a kid she had to take care of, to make sure he was healthy and happy, so it didn't matter how miserable or tired she was.
Carrie would make sure he had a better life than she had. She had lacked nothing material in her childhood and still felt like she was missing the most important thing, love. No wonder she ran away with the first person who said he loved her.
Perhaps it was a bit ironic that she was this jaded considering she was only twenty-six, but after everything she'd been through, it was hard not to be.
"Mom?"
Her son's voice snapped her from her reverie. "Yes?"
"What are you thinking about? You look so sad."
Ah, yes. She had to remember her son was too perceptive for his age.
"About work and how I don't want to go."
That wasn't technically a lie. She hated leaving him alone to work a night shift. Benny loved to snuggle with her, and that was her favorite part of the day as well, reading together before falling asleep. Not to mention she was constantly worried something might happen to him while she was away.
What if there's a fire? Of course, it was a stretch, but electrical fires happened all the time, especially in an old building like this one. There can't be an electrical fire if you don't have electricity.
"Can we read tonight?" he asked her.
Carrie checked the time before replying. "Yes, for about half an hour, and then I have to go to work."
If the piece-of-shit car will start. If not, she was fucked.
"OK," he replied glumly.
Carrie understood why. They couldn't finish their book tonight, and he was already looking forward to starting another. Benny was such a bookworm, it was endearing. He could read on his own just fine, but he still preferred her reading to him like when he was a baby. It was a ritual they both enjoyed.
It broke her heart leaving him alone so often, but they needed the money, and the diner she worked at paid better for the night shift. She couldn't afford a babysitter.
Besides, she didn't trust some stranger staying over with her son. There were a lot of psychos in this world. Better to be alone, even if she missed him terribly. Benny was a reasonable, responsible kid. She could trust him not to do anything dangerous while she was away.
She couldn't decide if it was a good or a bad thing that he was forced to grow up a bit too soon. Realizing this line of thought was dangerous since she could once again question whether she was a good or a bad mother, she stopped.
After dinner, Benny took her phone to watch cartoons while Carrie cleaned up.
She just about finished, and Benny was looking at her expectantly to announce that it was reading time when her phone rang. It was an unknown number. Frowning, Carrie answered.





CHAPTER
TWO
“H ello?" Carrie answered a bit timidly, since the last time she answered an unknown number, she was informed that her husband was killed in combat. That was not a fun conversation.
"Hello, am I speaking with Carrie Pace?" a pleasant female voice inquired in return, which somewhat put Carrie at ease.
"Yes, this is Carrie," she confirmed. "And you are?"
"My name is Maggie Courtland, and I represent a client who would like to remain anonymous for the moment but who wants to hire you as a surrogate mother," she declared.
Carrie had to sit down. "What?" she mumbled. None of what this woman said made sense. A surrogate?
"Are you or are you not the Mrs. Pace who registered at The Future Clinic as an egg and surrogate donor?"
Then it dawned on her.
Benny looked at her with interest, so she reconsidered her position and decided to step outside. For some reason, she felt like her boy didn't need to hear the rest of this conversation.
"Yes, I registered as a donor," Carrie confirmed.
A few years ago, her friend Veronica convinced her to do that to earn some extra cash, yet nothing came of it. Until now, she corrected herself.
"Great, because my client is very interested in hiring you. So, what I need to know now is, are you still available?"
"For what?" Carrie asked as though she’d lost all her sense. She was acting like an idiot, but it couldn't be helped. This conversation was very confusing, shocking, to say the least.
"For surrogacy, of course," the other woman replied patiently.
Am I available? Carrie asked herself. She’d been desperate when she went to that clinic. And you aren't desperate now?
Looking around, she didn't have to think long to reply. "Well, I am available and interested in meeting your client," she hedged.
She couldn't say yes straight away. Even back then, she’d made a clear decision that she would only help if she liked a couple. Carrie wouldn’t carry someone's else child just for the money. She would have to meet the future parents and see if they were good people before deciding to help them.
For the right fee, of course. Money wasn't the only major motivator, but it was the biggest one. Carrie would have to dedicate herself, her body, to someone else for almost a year, and for that, she had to be compensated fairly. She and Benny needed the money.
"I am glad to hear that. Now, tell me, if the meeting goes well and you accept the offer, would you be willing to relocate until the child is born?"
"Relocate?" Carrie repeated like a parrot.
"My client would like the surrogate mother to live on the estate with the family—in a separate guesthouse, of course," she added.
"I have a child," Carrie countered. There was no way she would abandon her child, no matter the money.
"I know. I read your file, and that is not a problem. He is welcome to come as well."
"Then, I suppose I wouldn't have a problem with relocating," Carrie replied honestly. So long as she and Benny were together, they could live at the North Pole, for all she cared. Besides, the guesthouse sounded much better, much cleaner, than the apartment they currently lived in.
"Do you suffer from any serious medical conditions? Do you have high blood pressure, diabetes, suffer from migraines, epilepsy, or things like that?"
"Um, no."
"Did you have any type of cancer, go through chemotherapy?"
"No."
"Do you have a history of addiction?"
"No."
The questions asked by this intermediary were a bit invasive, but Carrie understood why the other woman had to ask. If she were picking some woman to carry her child, she would make sure to find the best candidate as well.
"You said you have a child."
"Yes, Benjamin."
"Is he your only child?"
Carrie understood the meaning. "Yes, he is, and I have never had an abortion or a miscarriage," she added, presupposing the next question.
"Thank you for taking the time to answer all my questions. I truly appreciate it."
"No problem." Carrie wondered what would happen next, so she asked.
"Would you be willing to meet my client tomorrow, Mrs. Pace?"
Perhaps it was a bit silly, but Carrie was shocked to hear that. She'd never done something like this before, but all the same, it felt kind of sudden, as though things were moving too fast.
Some poor woman is dying to have a baby. Of course, she's impatient to find her surrogate, Carrie rationalized. But then she thought about the request.
"I have work tomorrow," she replied. Given her current circumstances, she really couldn't afford to miss a single shift.
"I see. My client is willing to offer you fifteen hundred dollars as an advance payment for this meeting alone. I hope that will compensate you for missing work," Maggie offered.
Carrie's eyes bulged. Fifteen hundred? That meant one month's rent.
"That is very generous of your client," Carrie said in return, still trying to grasp the fact that someone would pay simply to meet her.
"Well, there is something they would require in return."
Carrie shook her head, even though the other woman couldn't see her. She should have known there would be a catch. No such thing as a free meal, her mother used to say, but Carrie banished that though since she didn't like thinking of her mother in any context.
"What?" Carrie asked halfheartedly.
"My client is a rather famous person, and you would have to sign an NDA before the meeting.”
"An NDA?" Carrie had heard of those but didn't know what it meant.
"A non-disclosure agreement. Just a precaution to prevent you from speaking about my client."
"Speaking to whom?"
"The press, for example."
"I see."
"My client values their privacy above all else, so it's essential to keep all this private business, well, private."
"That makes sense, and I agree, private should remain private."
Some things simply should not land on the front page of some paper to satisfy the curiosity of the masses.
Carrie wasn't stupid. She lived in L.A., for crying out loud. Everyone in this city was either an actor or a producer, a director, or a screenwriter. Or they’d like to be one of the above-mentioned.
Whoever this famous person was, if anyone learned about this whole surrogacy ordeal, it would be the sensation of the month. That kind of news would land on the front page of every tabloid in the city, if not the country, and Carrie could understand how something like that could be harmful. Some things should remain private, and that was that.
"So, what do you say? Can I arrange the meeting?" Maggie asked hopefully.
Carrie bit her lower lip thinking about it. Should she accept the meeting? It would be paid, after all. And the meeting didn't automatically mean she would have to go through with it. If she didn't like this person, she could walk away and simply forget about it.
And I would be fifteen hundred dollars richer. She had a lot of pending bills, and with the money offered, she could settle those and buy Benny a lot of orange juice.
Closing her eyes, she heard herself say, "I will meet with your client."
"Great, I’m really happy to hear that. I will send you a text with the details about the meeting."
"OK."
"Looking forward to meeting you in person, Mrs. Pace."
"You, too."
They disconnected.
What did I just do? Carrie asked herself, staring at her phone as though it could provide her with some answers. Returning inside, she was still in a daze. I’m going to a meeting to see someone who would like to hire me to be a surrogate. She couldn't wrap her head around that concept. Carrie didn't have a problem being pregnant, but the logistics revolving around it were eluding her.
Stop thinking about all that. The meeting hasn't even occurred yet, she thought, realizing she would cause herself an aneurysm thinking about all that. She would meet the person tomorrow and then decide whether she wanted to move forward. To prevent herself from going crazy, she would do this step by step.
"Mom?"
"Yeah?"
"Why were you speaking outside on the phone?"
"It was work stuff," she replied dismissively.
And then it occurred to her. Should she bring Benny to the meeting? So the client could see she was capable of having a strong and healthy child?
She immediately dismissed such a crazy notion. She was spiraling again, thinking of nonsense. Of course, she would go alone. She didn't want to insert Benny into this. She would tell her son all he needed to know if and when the time came. Once again, she was ten steps ahead of herself. Carrie hadn't accepted the job. Yet.
"Mom?"
"Hmm?"
"Will you read to me now?"
"Sure. Go get your book."
"Already have it." He waved it.
Carrie settled on the couch next to him.
"Where were we?"
He pointed.
Carrie read as though on autopilot, her thoughts miles away. She couldn't stop thinking about this mysterious client. Who was she? Or he? Why would the client need a surrogate in the first place? Was the problem medical or cosmetic? This was L.A., so all options were possible.
Carrie had heard of actresses who didn't want to get pregnant and ruin their figures, so they hired surrogates to carry babies instead. A famous designer who didn't have a partner at the time and wanted a child also hired a surrogate to carry it for him.
She was dying to discover who hid behind a middleman named Maggie Courtland. It had to be someone big if she was required to sign an NDA. In this town, the possibilities were endless.
After she carried Benny to bed—he'd fallen asleep on the couch—she put on her uniform, still pondering on the opportunity presented to her.
I should do it if the people are kind and the money is reasonable. She debated whether to call Veronica and see what she thought about all of this but ruled against it.
Carrie hadn’t even met this mystery client yet, so there was no point in getting hopes up. Besides, thanks to the NDA, she wouldn't be able to say anything to Veronica in the first place.
Miraculously, her car started, and she was able to drive to work. The shift was busy and never-ending, but thoughts about the meeting she was about to have constantly occupied her mind. The nice thing was that the clientele had tipped well, so she made enough to at least purchase a few groceries.
True to her word, Maggie Courtland sent her the address of the meeting and Carrie gulped. She'd never visited such a fancy place before.
Finishing her shift in the morning, Carrie came home just in time to send Benny off to school. She fixed him pancakes for breakfast, and he ran off to catch his bus as Carrie yelled after him to be careful.
She called in sick to her other job before she went to bed to crash. There were still a couple of hours before her meeting, and she hoped not to show up with dark circles under her eyes. Fat chance: Those bags had become a permanent fixture. Luckily, she had mad skills with concealer.
Such silly thoughts, and even all the ones about the mystery couple she was about to meet vanished from her head as she finally managed to fall asleep.
Buy The Perfect Surrogate on Amazon today!
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